Heb 8:7



- is the transitional use of the postpositive conjunction GAR, used to introduce a new paragraph (Ellingworth, p. 411), meaning “Now” with the second class (contrary to fact) conditional particle EI, meaning “if, and its not true.”  “The second class condition indicates the assumption of an untruth (for the sake of argument).  For this reason it is appropriately called the ‘contrary to fact’ condition (or the unreal condition).  It might be better to call it presumed contrary to fact, however, since sometimes it presents a condition that is true, even though the speaker assumes it to be untrue (e.g., Lk 7:39).  In the protasis the structure is EI + indicative mood with a secondary tense (aorist or imperfect usually).  The apodosis usually has  and a secondary tense in the indicative mood.  There are about 50 examples of the second class condition in the NT.”
  Then we have the nominative subject from the feminine singular article and adjective PRWTOS and the demonstrative pronoun EKEINOS, meaning “that first one,” and referring to a previous feminine singular noun/adjective.  There are several possibilities:


1.  The feminine singular noun HIERATEIA () in Heb 7:5, meaning “priesthood.”  The sense would be, “If that first priesthood had not been defective, then God would not have sought an opportunity or occasion to replace it with a second priesthood.”


2.  The feminine singular noun LEITOURGIA () in Heb 8:6, meaning “priestly service.”  The sense would be, “If that first priestly service had not been defective, then God would not have sought an opportunity or occasion to replace it with a second priestly service.”  This is virtually identical in meaning with the first word.


3.  The feminine singular noun DIATHĒKĒ () in Heb 8:6, meaning “covenant” or the agreement between two parties.  This agreement was between the Jewish believers of the Exodus generation and the God of Israel, Jesus Christ.  The agreement is stated in Ex 19:3-8, “Moses went up to God, and the Lord called to him from the mountain, saying, ‘Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob and tell the sons of Israel: “You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings, and brought you to Myself.  Now then, if you will indeed obey My voice and keep My covenant, then you shall be My own possession among all the peoples, for all the earth is Mine; and you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” These are the words that you shall speak to the sons of Israel.’  So Moses came and called the elders of the people, and set before them all these words which the Lord had commanded him.  All the people answered together and said, ‘All that the Lord has spoken we will do!’  And Moses brought back the words of the people to the Lord.”


The sense would be, “If that first declaration of God’s promissory obligation and the Jews willingness to accept it had not been defective, then God would not have sought an opportunity or occasion to replace it with a second.”  The defectiveness of the covenant lie not in God’s ability to keep His promise, for the Jews are still His own possession and He is still their God, but in their sinfulness and unwillingness to do all that the Lord had spoken.


All three of these ideas are packed into the word ‘first’, which necessitates the explanatory note in brackets: Now if that first [covenant with its priesthood and service] had been faultless,…”

This is followed by the third person singular imperfect active indicative from the verb EIMI, which means “to be: had been.”


The imperfect tense is a ‘pluperfective’ imperfect.  The imperfect is infrequently used to indicate a time prior to the action occurring in the narrative.  It thus indicates time antecedent to that of the main verb (which also indicates past time).  The difference between this and a pluperfect is that the imperfect’s internal portrayal is still intact.”


The active voice indicates that the first covenant produced the action of having been something—defective because of the reversionism of Israel.


The indicative mood is declarative for a hypothetical reality, which is contrary to reality.

Then we have the predicate nominative feminine singular from the adjective AMEMPTOS, which means “blameless, faultless of the Mosaic covenant Heb 8:7.”

“Now if that first [covenant with its priesthood and service] had been faultless,”

- is the absolute negative OUK with the indefinite particle AN, meaning “not.”  Then we have the objective genitive from the feminine singular pronominal adjective DEUTEROS, meaning “for a second one” and referring to the new covenant and priesthood of our Lord.  Then we have the third person singular imperfect passive indicative from the verb ZĒTEW, which means “to seek, look for, search out; investigate, examine, consider, deliberate; strive for, aim (at), try to obtain, desire, wish (for); ask for, request, demand.”


The imperfect tense is a conative (also called a tendential) imperfect, in which the action is portrayed as something that was attempted, but was not brought to a successful conclusion. (See Wallace, p. 550).


The passive voice is a “divine passive.”  “The passive is also used when God is the obvious agent.  Many grammars call this a divine passive (or theological passive), assuming that its use was due to the Jewish aversion to using the divine name.”
  See also Ellingworth’s commentary, p. 412, who says that this verb “may be a passive of divine avoidance, with a conative imperfect reinforcing the meaning of the verb.  In this case, the sense will be: ‘If the first covenant had not been defective, God would not have sought an occasion to establish a second’.  This is strongly supported by the following quotation, which speaks entirely of God’s initiative.


The indicative mood is declarative.

Finally, we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular verb TOPOS, meaning “place, used in a non-literal sense: there would have been no occasion sought for a second Heb 8:7.”

“no occasion would have been sought for the second.”

Heb 8:7 corrected translation
“Now if that first [covenant with its priesthood and service] had been faultless, no occasion would have been sought for the second.”

Explanation:
1.  “Now if that first [covenant with its priesthood and service] had been faultless,”

a.  The writer continues with the introduction of a new thought, which will be developed through the rest of this chapter.  The new thought is that God had to replace the defective Levitical priesthood with a new priesthood that was not defective.  God found fault with the first covenant, because He found fault with the Jews’ ability to keep their word and obey His will.  He found fault with the Levitical priests because of their rejection of His Word and consequent reversionism.  Therefore, God made a new declaration of His will, plan, and promises to the Church, which is our new covenant; in addition, He will make a new covenant with Israel.


b.  The word covenant in English refers to two parties agreeing to something.  Such is not always the case with the Greek word DIATHĒKĒ.  “In contradistinction to the English word ‘covenant’ (literally, a coming together), which signifies a mutual undertaking between two parties or more, each binding himself to fulfill obligations, it does not in itself contain the idea of joint obligation, it mostly signifies an obligation undertaken by a single person.  For instance, in Gal 3:17 ‘covenant’ is used as an alternative to a ‘promise’ (verses 16-18).  God enjoined upon Abraham the rite of circumcision, but His promise to Abraham, here called a covenant, was not conditional upon the observance of circumcision, though a penalty attached to its non–observance.”


c.  The fault with the Levitical system was not the fact that it was a system of sacrifice, but that the system of sacrifice was not perfect, since the ones offering the sacrifices were not perfect.


d.  There was never anything wrong with God’s promise of eternal salvation to mankind.  God is perfect and His promises are perfect.  The problem was with those who represented God’s promises to mankind during the performance of the rituals depicting God’s promise of eternal salvation.


e.  The fact that the fault lies with the priests and not with God’s previous declaration of His purpose or covenant is explained immediately in the next verse, Heb 8:8, “For finding fault with them, He says…”


f.  The fact that the fault lie with the Levitical priesthood has already been mentioned in Heb 7:11, “Now if perfection was through the Levitical priesthood [but it was not = another second class contrary to fact condition], …what further need [was there] for another priest to arise according to the manner of Melchizedek and not be named according to the manner of Aaron?”

g.  The phrase “that first” cannot refer to the Mosaic Law as the first covenant, because there is nothing wrong with the Mosaic Law, which is the word of God.  It cannot have blame and fault, when it is called “holy” in Rom 7:12, “Therefore indeed the Law is holy; that is, the commandment is holy, both perfect justice and absolute good.”


h.  The word AMEMPTOS, meaning “faultless or blameless” is also used in:



(1)  1 Thes 3:13, “resulting in strengthening your hearts blameless in holiness before God, even our Father, in the presence of our Lord Jesus with all His saints.”



(2)  Phil 2:15, “in order that you might become blameless and innocent, faultless sons of God in the middle of a unscrupulous and perverted generation, among whom you keep shining as stars in the world,”



(3)  Phil 3:6, “with reference to zeal, continuously persecuting the church, with reference to the righteousness which [is] associated with the Law [self-righteousness], having become blameless.”



(4)  Lk 1:6, “They [Zacharias and Elizabeth] were both righteous in the sight of God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments and requirements of the Lord.”


i.  God’s covenants are the declaration of His holy will, plan, purpose, and promises to mankind.  They are not defective, nor is there anything wrong with them.  No one can find fault with any declaration of God.  However, when man enters into an agreement with God to keep His commandments and then fails to do so, there is everything wrong with that agreement, since man did not stand by the agreement.  The fault is not with God, but with the party not conforming to the agreement.


j.  The Levitical priesthood was very defective because of the sin natures of the people who performed its duties.

2.  “no occasion would have been sought for the second.”

a.  F.F. Bruce (p. 186) states clearly the simple logic used here: “If the old covenant had been perfect, it would not have needed to be superseded by a new one.  And the new one must be better, for there would have been no point in replacing the old covenant by another no better than itself.”


b.  The issue in the context of Heb 7:1-10:18 is the priesthood of Christ versus the Levitical priesthood.  The context is dealing with the two priesthoods.  The “new covenant” or declaration of God’s will with regard to the setting aside of the Levitical priesthood and the establishment of our Lord’s priesthood is the side issue.  The replacement of one covenant with another illustrates the replacement of one priesthood with another.


c.  A new priesthood was not needed if there was nothing wrong with the Levitical priesthood.  However, there was a great deal wrong with the Levitical priesthood and it, along with the Mosaic Law, which established it, had to be set aside for a new declaration of God’s will.


d.  The new covenant is the new declaration of God’s will, which is that there must be a new priesthood (our royal priesthood) with Jesus Christ as the High Priest forever.


e.  Since there is a great deal wrong with the Levitical priesthood and their service, God sought an occasion for the establishment of a second or new priesthood, and that occasion was the incarnation of our Lord and His offering of Himself as a sacrifice for sin.


f.  The writer continues in the next statement with the reason why an occasion had to be sought for the second priesthood, “For finding fault with them [the Levitical priests].”
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