Hebrews:

Christ Superior to All

Probably written about AD 64-68

•Authorship: Who wrote Hebrews?

A. The Apostle Paul?

The book is anonymous in the sense that the author doesn't identify himself (though the original readers certainly knew who he/she was).  The early church was uncertain about authorship.  The Eastern part of the church favored Pauline authorship.  Clement of Alexandria early in the second century cites his teacher Pantaenus as maintaining Pauline authorship.  In one of our earliest papyri, the Chester Beatty papyri, Hebrews follows Romans. When, during the reformation, Martin Luther rejected Pauline authorship, the Council of Trent affirmed it.  Some reasons for this include the following.



1. Arguments in favor of Pauline authorship




a. The theology resembles Paul’s on some points.  





Heb 1 w/ Col. 1, quoting Habakkuk 2:4




b. The author was a companion of Timothy (13:23).  




c. Paul (like this author) had a deep spiritual concern for Israel

                         Romans 9:1-5



2. Against Pauline authorship:




a. None of Paul's other writings are anonymous.




b. The Greek style of Hebrews differs greatly from Paul’s style.  

                           Origen: “Hebrews lacks the apostle’s rudeness of expression.”

                                         “it is more idiomatically Greek in the composition of its diction”

 


c. Paul often appeals to his own authority as an apostle.  




d. There are significant theological differences from Paul





Paul does not allude to sacrificial system

                        Paul does not stress Jesus’ role as high priest

                       Paul does not mention MelchizedekMelchizedekMelchizedekMelchizedek

M











B.  Other possible authors?

If Paul did not write the letter, who did?  Many suggestions have been made, including: 

1. Barnabas 

2. Luke

3. Apollos

4. Silas  

5. Philip

6. Priscilla and Aquila (Masculine participle in Heb. 11:32)

7. Clement of Rome 
In the end, it is perhaps safest to agree with Origen, the third century theologian, who said: “Only God knows who wrote Hebrews.”


C. What we do know about the author? 



1. A companion of Timothy (Heb. 13:23)


2. Hellenistic Jewish-Christian in orientation 



3. Well educated and intelligent



4. Rhetorically skilled



5. Creative theologian



6. Pastor’s heart and concern

Does this unknown authorship affect the inspiration of the letter?
•The Recipients of the Letter  


A. Who? 

The book is almost certainly written to Jewish Christians, probably in a Hellenistic (Greek-speaking) context.
`
Evidence for Jewish Christians  

 

(1)  Traditional title “To the Hebrews” is very old.  



 (2)  There are frequent quotes and allusions from the OT.  

 

(3)  The author presupposes an intimate knowledge of Jewish ritual.



(4) The recipients seem to know Jewish tradition.

(5) Throughout, the author speaks of the superiority of Christianity to Judaism and warns believers not to relapse. 



Read 2:1-4;  10:19-39; 13:1-25 and develop a profile of the recipients from these passages.
1.

2. 

3. 

4. They are second and third generation Christians.


B. Where? 



Two major possibilities:



1. Palestine: center of Jewish Christianity 



2. Rome: Those from Italy greet you, earliest allusions come from Clement of Rome, these 

Christians seem to be fairly well off (6:10) 


C. When?



Though the date is uncertain, it seems to be quite early: 



1. The letter of 1 Clement written by Clement of Rome (AD 95?) quotes it. 



2.  There is no mention of the destruction of the Jerusalem temple (before AD 70).  

3. The circumstantial reference to Timothy fits this view well (Heb. 13:23)  

4. The Hebrew Christians had been persecuted, but not martyred (before

Nero’s persecution).

5. The “earlier suffering” (10:32-34) would be expulsion of the Jews under Claudius (49 AD)

•Occasion

The readers to whom the author is writing were almost certainly Jewish Christians.  For a variety of reasons, some of these professing believers were in danger of drifting away from the faith and reverting back to the Judaism that they had left.   

•Purpose: Primarily Doctrinal or Practical?

The progress of the argument in the letter moves back and forth between two literary forms (genres): theological rhetoric (or argumentation), and practical exhortation (or paraenesis).  In the theological sections, the author step by step builds a systematic and logical argument for the superiority and completeness of Christ and the New Covenant in contrast to the preparatory nature and incompleteness of the Old.  The Old Covenant's purpose was to prepare the way for the New Covenant, which now supersedes and replaces it.

In the practical sections, the author encourages the readers to steadfastness, and warns those who were beginning to fall away of the eternal dangers of rejecting Christ.  Throughout the letter, the author intersperses five key warning passages cautioning these individuals of the severe consequences of falling away.  (2:1-4, 3:7-4:13, 5:11-6:20, 10:19-39, 12:25-29).  As the letter progresses these passages grow more and more severe as the readers are warned not to stray from the faith.

A key question debated among scholars concerns which of these issues forms the primary purpose of the letter.  Is the primary purpose doctrinal, seeking to demonstrate the superiority of Christ.  In this case the exhortation would form the personal application of the author's primary point.  Or is the central purpose paraenetic (related to practical Christian living), seeking to exhort the readers to hold fast to the truth they have been taught.  In this case the doctrinal would provide the supporting rationale for the author's exhortation.

•Central Theological Theme: “Christ Superior to all”
Though the primary purpose of the letter is practical, or paraenetic, the central theological theme of the letter is certainly the superiority of Christ, and thus, of Christianity, to the Old Covenant and to Judaism. The author first shows the superiority of Christ's person.  As the one who revealed the New Covenant, he is superior to the prophets, to the angels and to Moses, who delivered the Old Covenant.  His work is also superior.  As the mediator of the New Covenant, he has a superior priesthood and has offered a superior sacrifice to those offered in the Old Testament.  His once-for-all sacrifice is sufficient for all time.

This theme can be seen in the author's frequent use of the word “better” (1:4, 6:9, 7:7, 19, 22, 8:6, 9:23, 10:34, 11:16, 35, 40, 12:24) to describe the person and work of Christ.  In his person, Christ is better than angels, Moses and Joshua.  In his work, he has brought in a better revelation, a better priesthood, a better covenant, a better sanctuary, and a better sacrifice.  The message for the readers is that the New Covenant has fulfilled and now supersedes the Old Covenant.
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                Partial
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                                                                                      “BETTER”

•Overview

JESUS IS SUPERIOR:

In his PERSON, chs. 1-7

· To ____________, chs. 1-2  

· To ____________, chs. 3-4 

· To the ______________  _________________, chs. 4-7  

In his WORK, chs. 8-9, he has brought:

· A better ________________, ch. 8 

· A better ________________, ch. 9 

· A better ________________, ch. 9 

THEREFORE:

· PERSEVERE, chs. 10-11

· MATURE,  chs. 12-13
•Outline

	Exposition 
I. Introduction: The Revelation of God through his Son (1:1-4)
II. The Position of the Son in Relation to Angels (1:5 - 2:14)


A. The Son Superior to Angels (1:5-14)


B. >>


C. The Son for a time made positionally lower than angels (2:5-9)


D. The Son made lower than the angels to suffer for mankind (2:10-18)

III. The Superior High Priestly Character of the Son (3:1 - 5:10)


A. Jesus, our High Priest, the faithful Son (superior to Moses, the servant) (3:1-6)


B. >>


C. Jesus, the compassion High Priest, taken from among mankind  (4:14 - 5:10)

IV. The Superior High Priestly Office of the Son (5:11-7:28)

A. >>


B. Interlude: God's promise as the basis for our hope (6:13-20)


C. Melchizedek, the superior Royal Priest (7:1-10)


D. Jesus, the superior Priest like Melchizedek (7:11-28)

V. The Superior High Priestly Sacrifice of the Son (8:1 - 10:18)

A. Intro.: The superior ministry of the Son (8:1-6)


B. A Better Covenant (8:7-13)


C. A Better Sanctuary and Sacrifice (9:1 - 10:18)

VI. Final Plea for Persevering Faith

A. >>


B. The Positive Example of the Hearer's Past (10:32-39)


C. Old Covenant Examples of Persevering Faith (11:1-40)


D. >>


E. >>


F. >>


G. >>


H. >>


I. >>


J. >>
	Exhortation
B. 1st Warning: Do not reject the word spoken through God's Son (2:1-4)
B. 2nd Warning: The danger of unbelief and so failing to enter God's rest (exposition of Psalm 95) (3:7 - 4:14) 

C. Since we have such a High Priest, let us hold fast to the confession (4:14-16)

A. 3rd Warning: The danger of immaturity leading to falling away  (5:11 - 6:12)

A. 4th Warning: The danger of rejecting God's truth and God's Son (10:19-31)

B. An admonition to endure (10:32-39)

D. In light of these models of perseverence, finish the race by fixing your eyes on Jesus (12:1-2)

E. As sons, heed the discipline of the Lord (12:3-11)

F. Encourage one another to persevering faith  (12:12-17)

G. The motivation for persevering faith: The blessings of the New Covenant  (12:18-24)

H. 5th Warning: The danger of rejecting God's Word (12:25-29)

I. Practical Exhortations (13:1-17)

J. Request for Prayer, Benediction, Conclusion (13:19-25)


•The Literary Style of Hebrews


1. Fine Literary Greek Style and Grammar.  

The author clearly had an excellent knowledge of the Greek language.   The book exhibits the most cultured Greek in the New Testament.  There are 157 New Testament words unique to this book.  The author shows an exceptional vocabulary, with 1038 different words in a total of 4,942 words (a nightmare for beginning Greek students!)


2. Hellenistic-Jewish Orientation

There are twenty-nine direct quotations from the Greek Old Testament (LXX).  The book was clearly written to individuals with a strong background in the Old Testament (but who were Greek speaking).  

Does this point to Rome or Palestine as the destination of the letter?  Both were bilingual: In Rome, Greek and Latin were spoken; in Palestine, Greek and Aramaic.  


3.  Literary Devices

The author uses a wide range of literary techniques to move his argument forward.  Particularly significant are transitional devices.  G. H. Guthrie (The Structure of Hebrews, 1994) has recently analyzed a number of these:

a. “Hook-words”.  Sometimes the author will use a key word at the end of one section and the beginning of the next.  The first use of the word may appear almost incidental, but it points forward to a theme the author will next be developing.

[image: image1.wmf]
Examples: 

"Angels" in Heb. 1:4, 5

"High priest" in 2:17 and 3:1
b. “Hooked key words”
Key words are used to transition between two sections in a variety of ways: (1) a characteristic term used in the second unit is used in the conclusion of the first; (2) a characteristic term in the first unit is used in the introduction to the second; or (3) a combination of the two.
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Pattern 2  

Pattern 3 


Examples

Pattern 1:  "Angels" of 1:4 becomes a characteristic term of 1:5-2:18 (used 10 times).

Pattern 2:  "Angels", which is a characteristic term in 1:5-14 is repeated almost incidentally in 2:2.

Pattern 3:  A characteristic term of 2:5-9, "glory" (2:7, 9), is repeated at the beginning of 2:10-18 (2:10), and two characteristics terms from 2:10-18, "suffering" and "death", are introduced in 2:9.  This last verse plays a role in establishing the argument of 2:10-18, i.e., that the Son established solidarity with the human family through his suffering and death.

c. Overlapping constituents
In this transitional device, the author uses a single text to serve both as the conclusion to one section and the introduction to another.
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Examples: 

Hebrews 4:14-16; Hebrews 10:19-25.

d. Parallel introductions
This is a literary device where the author uses roughly parallel statements at the beginning of two successive units of discourse to effect a transition or to link two sections.  In the example below, the author basically repeats in 8:3 what he has said in 5:1.  This repeated statement contains the two main topics of 4:14-10:25, namely the appointment of the Son (expounded in 5:1-7:28) and the superior offering of the appointed high priest (explained in 8:3-10:25).  The two statements appear in reverse order in the second parallel. 
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Heb. 5:1-7:28

Heb. 8:3-10:18

8:1-2

5:1

8:3


e. Inclusio
An inclusio is a literary device in which an author marks the beginning and ending section of a block of text with distant lexical parallels (Guthrie identifies 18 of these in Hebrews).   A unit of text is thus "framed" by parallel statements.  

Examples:  Heb. 1:5 and 1:13;  Heb. 3:1 and 4:14;  4:14-16 and 10:19-23.
•Some Key Topics in Hebrews

1. Central Theme - God’s New Revelation through the Son (1:1-4)


This is the central theme of the book: the New Revelation in Christ is superior to the Old Revelation through the prophets and the angels.  God’s revelation through the prophets was partial and incomplete, the revelation through Jesus is perfect and complete.  

In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son… Hebrews 1:1-2


What follows is one of the greatest statements of “Christology” (= the study of the identity of Jesus Christ) in the whole New Testament.  (bonus question: what are the other two most exalted passages of Christology?)


a. Seven things said about Jesus:



(1) He is appointed heir of all things. 



(2) Through him God made the universe.  



(3) He is the “radiance” (apaugasma) of God’s glory.



(4) He is the exact representation (charakter) of God’s being. 



(5) He sustains all things by his powerful word.



(6) He provided purification for sins. 


(7) He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.  

b. Why this exalted Christology? 


Answer:  To show that the Son is superior to the angels.

Four things which separate Jesus from the angels:

(1) He is the unique Son of God  (v. 5)  

(2) He is worthy of worship by angels (only God is worshiped, v. 6)

 (3) He is the eternal God, angels are merely transitory servants (v. 8) 

(4) He is eternal, the creator of all things;  angels are created (vv. 10-13) 

c. What is the point of this discussion about Jesus and the angels? (2:1-3)

(Remember: all NT theology is “task theology”)

A “Lesser to Greater” Argument:

	The Lesser:

Old Testament Revelation 

Given through Angels


	The Greater:

New Testament Revelation 

Given through the Son




2. The True Humanity of Jesus: What does it mean that Jesus was “made perfect” through suffering? 2:5-18; 5:7-9 (An exposition of Psalm 8)

Question: Does the church downplay or deny Jesus’ true humanity? In what ways?  Respond to these questions:

(1) Which is more important, Jesus’ deity or his humanity? Equally important?

(2) Why is the humanity of Jesus so important?  Why is his deity so important?

(3) Was Jesus omniscient from the moment of his birth?  Or did he learn things?

(4)  When did Jesus know he was the Messiah?  When did Jesus know the nature of his mission?  When did Jesus know he was God?

(5)  What does it mean that Jesus “learned obedience” through what he suffered (see the verses below).

Hebrews 5:7-9

During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission. Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him

Context: The contrast between Jesus and the angels continues in 2:5, 9, here to show (1) that human destiny transcends that of the angels and (2) that Jesus identified himself with human beings (not angels) in order to save them.

The author’s key point: Jesus completes our humanity, bringing us to the glory which God originally created us to have.  We receive glorification in him. 
Progress of the argument: An exposition of Psalm 8
a. God has bestowed high status on human beings (vv. 6-7)

b.  But this exalted status is not yet seen (v. 8)

c.  But it is seen in Jesus (v. 9)

d. Jesus’ identification with humanity enabled him to save them (v. 17)

e. Jesus was “made perfect” (in his humanity) through suffering (v. 10; 5:7-9)

3. The Superior Priesthood of Jesus

a. A Superior Priestly Office: Jesus and Melchizedek (7:1-28) 

(An exposition of Psalm 110:4)

The OT Background: Gen 14:18-20

Context and Summary: Hebrews 7 is an exposition of Ps 110:4, stressing the superiority of Christ’s Melchizedekian priesthood to the OT Aaronic priesthood, and hence proving that the New Covenant priesthood is superior to the Old.


The Identity of Melchizedek  (vv. 1-3)

(1) King of Salem (= Jerusalem).  Why is this kingship significant?

 (2) Priest of God Most High: Melchizedek had two offices.  What were they? Why is this important?  Why is it unusual that Melchizedek was a “priest of God Most High”?

 (3)  King of Righteousness and King of Peace (see Isa 9:6-7; Jer 23:5-6; 33:15-16).  Is this word-play legitimate?

(4) Unknown genealogy.  Why is this significant? Did Melchizedek have a father and mother?  

(5) A Type of Christ:  Was Melchizedek the “pre-incarnate” Christ?


Melchizedek greater than Abraham (and Levi) (vv. 4-10)



The argument



(1) Even Abraham gave him a tenth of the plunder to Melchizedek



(2) The descendants of Levi collect a tenth from the people

(3) But in this case, “Levi” (still in the body of his ancestor Abraham) paid tithes to Melchizedek



(4) The lesser always pays tithes to the greater

(5) Therefore: Melchizedek was greater than Levi since Abraham paid tithes to Levi

(6) Therefore:  The priesthood of Melchizedek is greater than the priesthood of Levi

Is this reasonable logic?

Further Discussion:  What is the original context of Psalm 110? Is it a “royal psalm” or a “messianic psalm”?   Did the Davidic kings of Judah claim Melchizedekian priesthood. 

b. A Superior Sacrifice: Contrasting Jesus’ Priestly Sacrifice with Aaron’s (Levitical) 

(4:14-5:10; 7:11-10:18)

(1) The OT priesthood was transitory, Jesus’ priesthood is eternal  (7:8, 15-17, 23-25) “You are a priest forever...”

(2) No divine oath was associated with the establishment of the Levitical priesthood. Psalm 110 confirms Jesus’ priesthood was confirmed with an sworn oath (7:20)

(3) The OT Priests’ sacrifices were “day after day,” Christ's was “once for all” (7:27; 10:1-14) (“once for all” is a key phrase in Hebrews: 9:12, 26; 10:2, 10)

(4) OT Priests offered up only animals; Jesus offered himself, the perfect substitute  (7:27)

(5) OT Priests had to first offer sacrifices for themselves, Jesus was sinless (7:27)

(6) The OT Priests’ sacrifices were ineffective, Jesus’ sacrifice was efficacious (7:18-22; 26-28; cf. Rom. 7:12, 19)

(7) OT Priests had only an earthly tabernacle, a “shadow” of the heavenly. Jesus entered the heavenly (“real”) tabernacle (9:1-14)

(8) The Old Covenant vs. the New Covenant

c. A Superior Covenant

Jesus’ sacrifice established a new and better covenant, which brought full and complete forgiveness of sins. (ch. 8)

Why is the New Covenant Superior to the Old?  

· It is new! 8:7, 13

· It is eternal

· Law now written on the heart, 8:10

· Universal knowledge of God, 8:11

· True forgiveness of sin, 8:12
Question: Did the blood of bulls and goats ever take away sins?  Does not the Old Testament say that it did?

4. The Warning Passages in Hebrews.  Can Christians lose their salvation?

All five of the warning passages in Hebrew are intended (1) to call the believers to spiritual maturity and (2) to strongly warn them against falling away from the faith.  The third (5:11-6:12) and fourth warning passages (10:19-31), however, use especially strong language which has been interpreted by many as teaching that a believer can lose their salvation.

Third and fourth warning passages seem more severe.

Third Warning Passage (5:11-6:12): The danger of immaturity leading to falling away  
Context- The discussion concerning Melchizedek. There is a need for spiritual maturity and discernment (5:11-14)

Actions- Move beyond elementary teachings: faith, ritual washings (baptisms), laying on of 

hands, etc. (6:2) 

Consequences- It is impossible for those who fall away after being enlightened to be brought back to repentance (6:4-8).

Fourth Warning Passage (10:19-31): The danger of rejecting God's Son 

Context- Christ’s once for all sacrifice for sins (see. 10:2).

Actions- Since we can enter God’s presence because of Christ’s blood sacrifice, let us draw near to God and persevere in our faith (10:19-25).

Consequences- Deliberate sinning, after receiving the knowledge of the truth means that no sacrifice for sins remains (10:26-31).

a. Various views (listed in order given by Guthrie) 

(1) Purely hypothetical

(2) Pre-conversion Jews

(3) Covenant community view

(4) True believers who are punished with divine discipline, but remain saved 

(5) True believers who lose their salvation


(phenomenological true believers)

(6) Merely professing believers who are shown to be unsaved (cf. 1 Jn 2:19)


(phenomenological unbelievers)

b. Two paradoxical kinds of statements are made in Scripture:

(1) Many falsely believe that once a believer has been saved by the grace of God, he or can never lose that salvation (Phil. 1:6; Eph. 4:30, “sealed to the day of redemption”; John 10:27-30; Romans 8:28-39, those he justified will be glorified; 2 Cor. 5:17, etc.).  They say that since it is God who saves us, no one can ever do anything to fall away from God because God is more powerful than we are.
(2) However, at the same time, church members are warned not to fall away, lest they be lost (Heb. 6:4-6; 10:23-27, James 5:19-20—shown below).

For it is impossible for those who were once enlightened, and have tasted the heavenly gift, and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the age to come, if they fall away, to renew them again to repentance, since they crucify again for themselves the Son of God, and put Him to an open shame.

Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for He who promised is faithful. And let us consider one another in order to stir up love and good works, not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as is the manner of some, but exhorting one another, and so much the more as you see the Day approaching. For if we sin willfully after we have received the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a certain fearful expectation of judgment, and fiery indignation which will devour the adversaries.

Brethren, if anyone among you wanders from the truth, and someone turns him back, let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save a soul from death and cover a multitude of sins. 
Name ______________
Date submitted _________

Hebrews Overview

Read through Hebrews carefully, answering these questions as you go.  You may consult your commentaries when indicated in the question. 

As you read, begin to ask yourself what is the main theme of the letter and what are the circumstances of the readers that prompted this letter.  You will be asked these questions at the end of this worksheet.  (You may wish to look at those questions [17 to 22] before you begin your reading of the letter.) 

Questions Based on Specific Sections of the Book
I. Introduction: The Revelation of God through his Son (Hebrews 1:1-4)
1. Read 1:1-4.  What is the key theme of these verses (they serve as a summary of the whole book)?

II. The Position of the Son in Relation to Angels (1:5 - 2:18)

2a. Read 1:5–14.  What is the key theme of these ten verses? List some of the ways the Son is superior to angels.

2b. Read 2:1–4. What are the readers encouraged to do here? How does this exhortation relate to the previous section about angels? 

3. Read 2:5–18.  Why did Jesus have to be made like us (to share our humanity); what did he accomplish for us? 

III. The Superior High Priestly Character of the Son (3:1 - 5:10)

4. Read 3:1-4:14.  What key warning does the author give to his readers in this passage?  To whom does he compare the readers? (or what fate does he wish for them to avoid?)

5. Read 4:14-5:10.  Identify the attributes of a High Priest that Jesus had.

IV. The Superior High Priestly Office of the Son (5:11-10:39)
6. Read 5:11-6:20. What problems do the readers have?  What are they called to do?   

7. What warning is given in 6:4-6?  How do your commentaries explain this difficult passage?  What point is the author of Hebrews making? 

8. Read 7:1-28.  In what ways does the author compare Jesus to Melchizedek?  What characteristics do the two have in common?

V. The Superior High Priestly Sacrifice of the Son (8:1 - 10:39)
9. Read chapter 8.  In what ways is the New Covenant better than the Old? 

10. Read 9:1 - 10:18.  Why does the author describe the old sacrificial system in 9:1-10?

11. In what ways is Christ’s sacrifice superior to the sacrifices of the old system?

VI. Final Plea for Persevering Faith (10:19-13:25)
12. Read 10:19-31.  Why is rejecting God’s Son so serious in light of the previous discussion?

13. Read 10:32-39.  What do we learn here about the readers’ past?

14. Read chapter 11.  What are the main themes of this chapter?  Why does the author introduce this section here? (note 12:1-3 for part of the answer)

15. Read chapter 12.  What exhortations does the author give the readers here?

16. Read chapter 13. What exhortations does the author give the readers here? 

Questions Based on the Letter as a Whole

17. Based on your overall reading, what are some key themes and terms in Hebrews?

18. Summarize what you have learned about the recipients of the letter from your reading. What are their present circumstances? 

19.  Read on the occasion and purpose of Hebrews from two good commentaries (see list on syllabus).   Note some things you had not previously observed in your reading of the letter.

Commentaries used and pages read:  

20. Based on your overall reading, identify the central theme of the letter.

21.  How might studying this letter help the church today?

22.  How might this letter help you personally?

