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Your Goals for This Chapter
• To know the range of dates scholars give for the writing of Hebrews 

and the reasons why.

• To be able to list the evidence for identifying the various possible 
authors of Hebrews and why most today do not believe it is the work 
of the apostle Paul.

• To better understand the situation of the original readers of Hebrews 
and why this epistle was written to them.

• To be able to list literary characteristics of the book of Hebrews.

• To be able to discuss how the original situation addressed by Hebrews 
compares to contemporary situations.

CHAPTER 1
Introducing Hebrews

THE BOOK OF BETTER THINGS
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WHY THE BOOK OF HEBREWS IS IMPORTANT TO YOU
The book of Hebrews is important to you for three primary reasons. First, it has been 
compared to Romans for the magnitude of its theological significance. It is the book of 
the New Testament that is most devoted to explaining the relationship between the old 
covenant God made with ancient Israel and the new covenant established by the death of 
 Jesus Christ. And so it presents profound insight into how  Jesus Christ, particularly in his 
death, relates to the important elements of the Old Testament priesthood and sacrificial 
system. If you wish to better understand the Old Testament and why Chris tians no longer 
live under the old covenant, you need to understand what the author of Hebrews says about 
the new covenant’s relationship to the old. And the better your knowledge of the theology 
and practices of ancient Israel, the better you will understand Hebrews.

Second, there is probably no other book of the New Testament that so clearly explains 
why the Christ had to be fully human in order to bring God’s redemptive plan to its culmi-
nation. The glory of Christ’s divinity sometimes obscures in Chris tian thought the neces-
sity of his humanity. Chris tians often fail to appreciate how  Jesus Christ lived with the 
same human frailities, fears, and temptations that each one of us faces.  Jesus Christ’s full 
participation in all that it means to be human was a qualification for his redemptive work 
on the cross, a work that Hebrews describes in terms of him being both priest and sacrifice. 

Key Verses
2:3b:  This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was con-

firmed to us by those who heard him.
5:12:  In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need 

someone to teach you the elementary truths of God’s word all over 
again. . . .

10:32 – 35:  Remember those earlier days after you had received the light, when 
you endured in a great conflict full of suffering. Sometimes you 
were publicly exposed to insult and persecution; at other times you 
stood side by side with those who were so treated. You suffered 
along with those in prison and joyfully accepted the confiscation 
of your property, because you knew that you yourselves had better 
and lasting possessions. So do not throw away your confidence; it 
will be richly rewarded.

12:4:  In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point 
of shedding your blood.

13:22:  Brothers and sisters, I urge you to bear with my word of exhorta-
tion, for in fact I have written to you quite briefly.

13:23:  I want you to know that our brother Timothy has been released. If 
he arrives soon, I will come with him to see you.

13:24b: Those from Italy send you their greetings.
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It also allowed God to share in the experience of all that it means to be human —  the temp-
tations and fears as well as the sweetness of life and love and beauty.

Third, the book of Hebrews explains the incentive for faithful living. In a Chris tian 
culture that so puts the emphasis on “being saved,” Hebrews issues the most disturbing 
warnings found in the New Testament. Its teaching on apostasy must be understood in the 
original historical context of the book and taken to heart by anyone who wishes to press on 
to Chris tian maturity. For these and other reasons, no Chris tian should pass over the book 
of Hebrews lightly.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
 I. Who Were the  People Originally Addressed?
 II. Where Were the Original Readers Living?
 III. When Was the Book of Hebrews Written?
 IV. Who Wrote the Book of Hebrews?
 V. Is Hebrews Really a Letter?
 VI. An Overview of the Theology of the Book of Hebrews

 A. Christology in Hebrews
 B. God the Father
 C. The Holy Spirit
 D. The New Covenant
 E. The Reality of Heaven
 F. The Dualism of Hebrews
 G. The Definition and Practice of Faith
 H. Angelology

 VII. The Text and Canonicity of Hebrews
 A. The Greek Text of Hebrews
 B. Canonicity

 VIII. Outline of the Book of Hebrews
Please read the book of Hebrews in one or two sittings before reading this chapter.

Challenges Presented by the Book of Hebrews
• Identifying its author.

• Appreciating its use of the Old Testament.

• Understanding its relationship to Philo and Neoplatonic philosophy.

• Comprehending its teaching on the possibility of apostasy.

• Rising to its challenge of pressing on to spiritual maturity.
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WHO WERE THE  PEOPLE ORIGINALLY ADDRESSED?
Have you ever grown bored with Chris tian ity and been tempted to experiment with a new, 
more glamorous religion? Would you go to church this Sunday if you knew there was a high 
risk you would be arrested by hostile authorities on your way? Have you ever been mocked 
for your Chris tian faith and tempted to quietly distance yourself from  Jesus Christ? Has 
the thought ever gone through your mind that, because you once said the “sinner’s prayer” 
and meant it, that it now matters little how you live for Christ, since you have your ticket 
to heaven? Judging from the exhortations in the book of Hebrews, the Chris tians to whom 
it was originally addressed may have faced issues like these.

Considering the pervasive references throughout the book to Israel’s history and prac-
tices, the epistle of Hebrews apparently was written by an author who was thoroughly 
steeped in the theology of Judaism and wrote to Chris tians who also presumably would 
understand his references and arguments, at least to a great extent. The Jewish nature of 
the book conclusively says something about its author, but it is a little less certain what we 
can infer from this about the original audience. It would have been especially important for 
Chris tian converts from Judaism to understand the relationship of Christ to the religion 
of Israel. But even Gentile converts would have had the Scriptures of Israel available to 
them in its Greek translation (the Septuagint). So it is less certain whether the audience 
was Jewish Chris tian, Gentile Chris tian, or mixed. It can be inferred with more confidence 
that regardless of their ethnic origin, the  people to whom Hebrews was originally written 
were beginning to waver in their faith because of some kind of persecution, whether it was 
a form of social ostracism or more menacing acts by government officials (e.g., Heb. 12:4). 
And if the Chris tians to whom Hebrews was originally sent were, in fact, converts from 
Judaism, it is easy to imagine how they would be tempted to slip quietly back into the 
synagogue to worship God and to forget all about this man  Jesus. Maybe they had been 
mistaken that he was Israel’s long-awaited Messiah after all.

As Chris tians reading the Bible today, we think of it as God’s Word speaking directly 
to us. This is a true and right way to read the Bible, but we must not lose sight of the fact 
that the books of the New Testament were originally written to Chris tians who lived more 
than two thousand years ago, who read the New Testament in its original language (koine 
Greek), and who were living in times when society, politics, religions, and philosophies 
were vastly different from our own. And so to better understand what God is saying to us 
today through the book of Hebrews, we need to consider those circumstances originally 
addressed when the book was first written.

We can infer from the content of the book of Hebrews that its author was intensely 
interested in teaching the original audience about the relationship of  Jesus Christ to the old 
covenant between God and ancient Israel as revealed in the Hebrew Scriptures. The book 
of Hebrews is filled with references to the sacrificial system and priesthood of ancient Israel 
and explains how the new covenant established by Christ’s death has replaced the old cov-
enant in God’s redemptive dealings with humanity. Such matters would have been vitally 
important to converts from Judaism, whose families had for generations practiced the reli-
gion of Israel. Gentile Chris tians may have found the supersession of the old covenant by 
the new of interest, but not with the same existential zeal (or perhaps angst).
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All New Testament books originally were written in Greek, but the authors did not 
assign the titles that have come down to us. This suggests that the circumstances in which 
the books were produced were specific and personal, such that a writing, whether gospel or 
epistle, passed between author and original readers with no need for a title. Titles certainly 
had to be added when the individual books of the New Testament began to be collected 
and bound together.

Although the titles of the New Testament books were not assigned by their authors, 
they are nevertheless quite ancient. The title of Hebrews, “To the Hebrews” (Gk. pros 
hebraious; Lat. ad Hebraeos), apparently was assigned before the end of the second century, 
as attested by Tertullian, who provides the earliest extant reference to the book by name 
(Pud. 20). Perhaps the title reflects a reliable memory of the book’s original audience even 
though, unlike Paul’s letters, the book doesn’t specify it was written “to the Hebrews.” 
Neither the word Hebrew (Gk. hebraios) or Jew (Gk. ioudaios) appears in the book, making 
one wonder what motivated the ascription “To the Hebrews.” The title “To the Hebrews” 
may indicate that when it was assigned, the book was thought to be addressed to Jew-
ish Chris tians, for ancient evidence shows the term Hebrews (Gk. hebraioi) was generally 
used to refer to Jews in distinction from Gentiles. However, a synagogue in first-century 
Rome was known as the “synagogue of the Hebrews,” and an inscription in Corinth bears 
the same phrase.1 Since all synagogues were presumably attended by Jewish  people, these 
inscriptions may indicate a sect of Judaism that, though located geographically in the Dias-
pora, maintained the language and customs of Jerusalem. Even in Jerusalem itself there 
were both Hellenistic Jews —  those more amenable to the influence of Greek culture —  and 
Hebraic Jews (Acts 6:1). Perhaps Hebrews was written to an audience of Jewish Chris tians 
who had not yet fully understood that Christ’s death replaced the ancient sacrificial system.

In fact, some scholars have attempted to identify Hebrews as a sermon preached in 
a synagogue of Jewish converts, since early Chris tian worship was patterned on the syn-
agogue liturgy. Some argue Hebrews originated as a midrash preached on Psalm 110.2 
Another sees it as a sermon preached on Tisha Be-Av, a day of fasting and mourning that 
was a solemn day in the Jewish liturgical year commemorating the broken covenant. The 
Palestinian Triennial Cycle (PTC) of lectionary readings observed this day by pairing Exo-
dus 31:18 – 32:35 with Jeremiah 31:31 – 34, a reminder of both the breaking of the cov-
enant and the promise of a new covenant written on hearts. The PTC took a congregation 
through the Torah in three years and was used in ancient Palestine and Palestinian Dias-
pora communities, perhaps such as the “synagogue of the Hebrews” in Rome.3 While the 
message of Hebrews would be very apt on such an occasion, it is probably not possible to tie 
it to so specific a setting with current evidence.

1. Ben Witherington III, Letters and Homilies for Jewish Chris tians (Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP Academic, 
2007), 24 – 25.

2. George W. Buchanan, The Book of Hebrews: Its Challenge from Zion (Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 2006); 
D. R. Anderson, The King-Priest of Psalm 110 in Hebrews, Studies in Biblical Literature 21 (New York, Bern: 
Lang, 2001).

3. Gabriella Gelardini, “Hebrews, an Ancient Synagogue Homily for Tisha Be-Av,” in Hebrews: Contempo-
rary Methods —  New Insights, ed. G. Gelardini, Biblical Interpretation Series 75 (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 107 – 27, 
esp. 110, 122.
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Other scholars argue that the title of the book does not compel the conclusion that 
the original readers were necessarily converts from Judaism or that they spoke the Hebrew 
language. You will note that Abraham’s relationship to Melchizedek is of great importance 
in the argument that the author of Hebrews makes for the priesthood of  Jesus (7:1 – 10). 
At the time Abraham lived (about two thousand years before Christ), God had not yet 
established his chosen nation, ancient Israel, so there were no  people called “Hebrews.” 
Abraham, a pagan man, is the first person in the Bible to be called a “Hebrew” (Gen. 14:13) 
because he was chosen by God to be the ancestral father of the nation of ancient Israel. 
Therefore, the ascription “To the Hebrews” may not so much reflect the ethnic identity of 

the original readers, but their embrace of the religion established 
by God and foreshadowed by Abraham, the first Hebrew, and as 
culminating in the new covenant based on  Jesus Christ. Paul simi-
larly describes all who believe in Christ as the children of Abra-
ham, regardless of their ethnic identity (Gal. 3:7).

Nevertheless, the content of the book is so steeped in the 
practices of ancient Israel —  practices that centered on the taber-
nacle, priesthood, and sacrificial system —  that many interpreters 

argue it is very likely that the author is addressing Chris tian converts from Judaism who 
would most appreciate the substantial exposition of the Old Testament. This inference 
assumes that Gentile converts to Christ would not have been sufficiently familiar with the 
Scriptures and practices of Judaism to make good sense of the extensive discussions of  Jesus 
as High Priest and ultimate sacrifice. But because the Hebrew Scriptures had existed in 
Greek translation (the Septuagint and others) long before  Jesus was born, there would have 
been no reason why Gentile Chris tians could not have read and studied the Old Testament, 
especially since that was the Bible of the church before the New Testament books were 
brought together. Access to the Septuagint and knowledge of the Old Testament would 
have been available especially in areas with a substantial Jewish population. Just as Gentile 
Chris tians today gain a great deal of insight into the Old Testament through their reading 
of Hebrews, one cannot infer with certainty from the content of the book that it was com-
posed exclusively for a Jewish Chris tian audience.

Regardless of the ethnic background of those originally addressed, the author of Hebrews 
passionately used ancient Greek rhetoric to persuade his readers to persevere and to continue 
in their Chris tian faith. The  people he addressed had experienced difficult times:

Remember those earlier days after you had received the light, when you endured in a 
great conflict full of suffering. Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and perse-
cution; at other times you stood side by side with those who were so treated. You suffered 
along with those in prison and joyfully accepted the confiscation of your property, because 
you knew that you yourselves had better and lasting possessions. So do not throw away 
your confidence; it will be richly rewarded. (10:32 – 35)

We do not know the specific circumstances that were apparently tempting these 
believers to turn from faith in Christ. There was likely more than one. Perhaps it was harsh 
persecution, either actually occurring or only a distant threat (Heb. 10:32 – 35; 13:3). Per-
haps a more general spiritual malaise had set in as these Chris tians aged in years but not in 

“Abraham is father of Hebrews 
and gentiles alike.”

Clement of Alexandria,
STROMATEIS 3.8.6

0310267382_LettersChurch_int_CS4_1.indd   280310267382_LettersChurch_int_CS4_1.indd   28 6/14/11   10:58 AM6/14/11   10:58 AM



Chapter 1:
Introducing Hebrews 29

maturity (Heb. 5:11 – 14). Regardless of the motivation of their temptation, he warns them 
that if they do turn away from Christ for any reason, there is nowhere to go but toward 
apostasy, which would be a spiritually fatal mistake (Heb. 6:4 – 12; 10:26 – 31).

Putting these observations and inferences together, the author of Hebrews wants to 
explain to the readers how there is no turning back to the familiar ways of the old covenant 
God made with ancient Israel now that  Jesus Christ has come. That was then; this is now. 
The incarnation of  Jesus Christ has begun nothing less than a new epoch of God’s dealings 
with the inhabitants of planet Earth. The message from God that  Jesus Christ is the full 
and final revelation of his relationship with humanity is relevant as much today as it was 
when originally written, regardless of who is reading it.

WHERE WERE THE ORIGINAL READERS LIVING?
If the original audience was at least predominantly Jewish, they could have been from one 
of the three major cities in the Roman world of New Testament times that had a large Jew-
ish presence: Jerusalem, Alexandria, or Rome.

Furthermore, while not centered in any one city, a large Jewish population had lived 
in Asia Minor since the time of the Hellenistic kings. A small number of scholars in past 
generations have supported Jerusalem as the original destination of the letter.4 But the 
persecution of Chris tians there that resulted in the deaths of Stephen and the apostle James 
was very early, even before the apostle Paul’s conversion (Acts 7:58 – 8:3; 12:1 – 2; 1 Thess. 

4. George W. Buchanan, To the Hebrews, AB 36 (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1972); Philip E. Hughes, 
A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977); Marie E. Isaacs, Sacred Space, 
JSNTSup 73 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1992); William M. Ramsay, Luke the Physician (New York: Hodder and Stough-
ton, 1903); Ceslas Spicq, L’Epître aux Hebreux, 2 vols., Études bibliques (Paris: Gabalda, 1952 – 53).

Alexandria, Jerusalem, and Rome are commonly considered probable destinations for the letter to the Hebrews, but there was also a sizable Jewish population 
in western Asia Minor as well.
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2:14 – 16). Hebrews 2:3 implies that the original readers did not personally hear the Lord 
 Jesus teach, or even his twelve apostles, which makes an early Jerusalem destination more 
unlikely, depending on when the epistle was written. Moreover, the exclusive use of the 
Septuagint and the high literary style of the Greek may also weigh against Jerusalem as the 
original destination, though there is increasing evidence that Greek was in common use 
even in first-century Jerusalem.

The mid-twentieth century saw some views arise that have not been widely accepted. 
One minority view is that Apollos wrote Hebrews in the early 50s while at Ephesus and sent 
it to the church in Corinth (cf. 1 Cor. 3:4 – 6, 22; 16:12).5 The ruins of a large synagogue 
at Sardis, and other similar ruins in that general vicinity, attest to the presence of a size-
able Jewish population from which early Chris tians may have come. Another theory not 
widely accepted is that Hebrews was originally written to the churches of the Lycus Valley in 
Asia Minor, possibly written by Apollos or Epaphras, to combat the “Colossian heresy” that 
diminished Christ to the status of an angel and tried to observe Jewish rituals (Col. 2:16, 
18).6 Whether or not it was written to combat the “Colossian heresy,” Jewish Chris tians in 
any location would have unlikely found the message of Hebrews of pressing interest. 

Alexandria, Egypt, was for centuries another Eastern center of both a large Jewish pop-
ulation and Greek culture. Both the content of Hebrews and the style of rhetoric presented 
in the epistle would have been at home in Alexandria. Furthermore, the Greek version of 
the Old Testament had its origin in Alexandria and was the Jewish Scripture for that city, 
accounting for the form of the Old Testament quotations as found in Hebrews. Moreover, 
there was persecution of the Jewish population in Alexandria during the reign of Caligula 
(AD 37 – 41), which, while earlier than most scholars would date Hebrews, may account 
for the reference of past persecution in Hebrews 10:32 – 34. Although the persecution was 
of the Jewish population in the earliest days of the church, the Roman officials often con-

5. E.g., Hugh Montefiore, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews (London: Black, 1964).
6. T. W. Manson, “The Problem of the Epistle to the Hebrews,” BJRL 32 (1949): 1 – 17. Also Robert Jewett, 

Letter to Pilgrims: A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews (New York: Pilgrim, 1981), 5 – 10.

Clement Knew Hebrews

By the end of the first century, Clement of Rome clearly knew the text of Hebrews as reflected in his 
letter to the Corinthian church:

This is the way, dear friends, in which we found our salvation, namely  Jesus Christ, the High Priest 
of our offerings, the Guardian and Helper of our weakness. Through him let us look steadily 
into the heights of heaven. . . . Through him the Master has willed that we should taste immortal 
knowledge, for “he being the radiance of his majesty, is as much superior to angels as the name he has 
inherited is more excellent.” For so it is written: “He makes his angels winds and his ministers flames 
of fire.” But of his Son the Master spoke thus: “You are my Son; today I have begotten you. . . . Sit at 
my right hand, until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.”

Clement of Rome
1 Clement 36.1 – 6 (emphasis added)
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sidered Chris tians to be Jews and didn’t spare Jewish Chris tians from persecution as Jews. 
On the other hand, one argument against Alexandria as the original destination is that if 
the Timothy mentioned in Hebrews 13:23 is the apostle Paul’s associate, how likely would 
it be that he would have been known in Alexandria? But with the relative ease of travel by 
sea, it is plausible that Timothy and others associated with the Chris tian mission in the 
northern Mediterranean area could have visited Alexandria. But had Hebrews been origi-
nally sent to the church in Alexandria, it seems odd that the Alexandrian fathers, Clement 
and Origen, would not have known this. Instead, they seemed to think it was originally 
addressed to Chris tians of Palestine.7

The character of any given writing more certainly reflects its author, and only to a 
lesser degree its audience. And so even if Hebrews reflects the character of the Chris tian 
message in Alexandria, that doesn’t determine the destination of the letter, for an Alexan-
drian author could have been writing to readers in Alexandria, Jerusalem, Rome, or else-
where. More on this below in the discussion of who wrote Hebrews. And so all considered, 
there is not a sufficient basis on which to claim Alexandria as the original destination, 
especially when there is stronger evidence to identify Rome as the original destination.

Because of strong connections with Rome, most scholars today support the imperial city 
as the original destination of Hebrews, though this theory is also not without its problems. 
The book seems to have been known first, or at least very early, in the 
city of Rome, as is evident in Clement of Rome’s letter to the Corin-
thian church that dates from before AD 100 (1 Clement 36.1 – 6). 
Although Clement does not refer to the book of Hebrews by name, he 
clearly quotes material from its opening chapter in the same sequence 
in which it appears in Hebrews 1. While this hardly proves the theory, 
it is certainly consistent with Rome as the original destination.

In spite of apparently having known of the book from its early 
days, for centuries the Roman Church was very reluctant to accept 
the canonicity of Hebrews. In contrast, the Eastern churches argued 
for its canonicity from at least the second century onward on the 
basis of Pauline authorship. (See discussion of canonicity below.) 
This could be construed as evidence for Alexandria being the 
original destination (or possible origin) of the letter, though the 
early Alexandrian fathers apparently believed it had been origi-
nally sent to another Eastern city, Jerusalem. The Roman  reluctance 
to accept it as canonical possibly may have been because of a latent 
memory of having received the letter now known as Hebrews, but 
from an author other than the apostle Paul (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.3.5; 
6.20.3). But the authority on which the original readers accepted the 
epistle might be expected to carry its canonicity in that geographical 
area —  an argument against a Roman destination. The earliest extant 
manuscript of Hebrews is !46, in which Hebrews is located in the 
middle of Paul’s letters, right after Romans. While this is usually construed as suggesting 

7. Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.14.2, 6.25.12, respectively.

Di
gi

ta
lly

 re
pr

od
uc

ed
 w

ith
 th

e p
er

m
iss

io
n o

f t
he

 Pa
py

ro
lo

gy
 Co

lle
ct

io
n, 

Gr
ad

ua
te

 Li
br

ar
y, 

Un
ive

rsi
ty

 of
 M

ich
ig

an
, P

.M
ich

.6
23

8.4
2

The oldest manuscript containing the book of Hebrews, 
places it following Romans.
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those who so ordered the books believed the apostle Paul wrote Hebrews, it may instead 
reflect a Roman destination for both letters.

An explicit association with Rome might be inferred from Hebrews 13:24, where the 
author sends greetings from “those from Italy.” This could be construed as greetings from 
Italy to another location if the author was writing from Rome; or if he was writing from 
another place outside Italy, as greetings from some Italians who happened also to be at that 
location. But in either case the reference to Italy strengthens the association of Hebrews with 
Rome. For these reasons, and because there is no comparable evidence to tilt the conclusion 
toward Alexandria or Jerusalem, Rome is most often inferred today to have been the original 
destination of Hebrews. However, the inference that Rome was the original destination of the 
book doesn’t necessarily mean that the author was also in Rome at the time he wrote it. This 
is one of many things about the book of Hebrews we simply don’t know.

WHEN WAS THE BOOK OF HEBREWS WRITTEN?
The citation of material from the first chapter of Hebrews by Clement in his letter to the 
Corinthians is clear evidence that the book was in existence and known in Rome by the last 
decade of the first century, since Clement’s letter is dated to about AD 95. Let’s see what 
other clues might help to date this book.

Since the original readers had experienced, and perhaps were experiencing, some degree 
of persecution, scholars have looked to date the book during a time of persecution in one 
of the likely destinations. Although the very first Chris tians to be persecuted were the Jew-
ish Chris tians in Jerusalem (e.g., Acts 4:3 – 22; 5:17 – 42; 6:8 – 7:60; 8:1 – 3), the book of 

Hebrews contains clues that it 
must have been written later in the 
first century. Hebrews 2:3 refers to 
the gospel message that had been 
announced by the Lord (e.g., Mark 
1:14 – 15) and then confirmed “to 
us” by “those who heard him.” That 
suggests two degrees of separation 
between the original audiences of 
 Jesus in Palestine and the author of 
Hebrews, though the length of time 
that passed between  Jesus’ teaching 
and the writing of Hebrews cannot 
be estimated from this. Hebrews 
5:12 assumes that the original read-
ers had been Chris tians long enough 
that they should have been teaching 
others rather than in need of learn-
ing the “elementary truths of God’s 
word all over again.” Sufficient time 
must be allowed for the evange-
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The book of Hebrews has been closely associated with Rome.
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lization, growth, previous confiscation of property (10:32 – 36), and incipient spiritual 
decline. Most scholars therefore infer that this book was written at least a few decades 
after  Jesus had died, which on that basis would put the book not earlier than AD 60, 
about the time the Roman emperor Caesar Nero was coming to power.

But there was earlier persecution in Rome that might account for the reference to 
previous persecution in Hebrews 10:32 – 34. According to the Roman historian Sue-
tonius, Nero’s predecessor, the emperor Claudius, had expelled the Jews from 
Rome sometime around AD 49, possibly because of turmoil caused by preach-
ing about Christ (Claud. 25.4). The authorities viewed Chris tian ity in its ear-
liest days as a sect of Judaism because it centered on the worship of a Jewish 
man who had lived and died in Palestine. Claudius may not have differenti-
ated between Chris tians and Jews in the expulsion. Or perhaps Suetonius, who 
records this expulsion, may have referred to Chris tians as Jews.

Following Claudius, the emperor Nero went on to horrifically martyr Chris-
tians in Rome by burning them and by throwing them to wild animals in the Col-
osseum. When a fire destroyed a large section of the city, a rumor circulated that 
Nero may have ordered it set. To deflect suspicions, he blamed the Chris tians of the city, 
and a period of martyrdom ensued.

To scotch the rumor, Nero substituted as culprits, and punished with the utmost 
refinements of cruelty, a class of men, loathed for their vices, whom the crowd styled Chris-
tians. Christus, the founder of the name, had undergone 
the death penalty in the reign of Tiberius, by sentence 
of the procurator Pontius Pilatus, and the pernicious 
superstition was checked for a moment, only to break 
out once more, not merely in Judaea, the home of the 
disease, but in the capital itself, where all things horrible 
or shameful in the world collect and find a vogue. First, 
then, the confessed members of the sect were arrested; 
next, on their disclosures, vast numbers were convicted, 
not so much on the count of arson as for hatred of the 
human race. And derision accompanied their end: they 
were covered with wild beasts’ skins and torn to death by 
dogs; or they were fastened on crosses, and, when daylight failed were burned to serve as 
lamps by night. Nero had offered his Gardens for the spectacle, and gave an  exhibition in 

Did Belief in  Jesus Christ Stir Trouble in Rome?

“Since the Jews constantly made disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he 
[Emperor Claudius] expelled them from Rome.”

Suetonius, Claudius 25.4

Is Chrestus an alternate spelling of the Latin Christus? The interchange of e and 
i is attested elsewhere; the -us ending Latinizes the title, which may be a refer-
ence to Christ.
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Bust of the emperor Claudius.

“Punishment was inflicted [by 
Emperor Nero] on the Chris tians, 
a class of men given to a new and 
mischievous superstition.”

Suetonius, NERO 16.57
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his  Circus, mixing with the crowd in the habit of a charioteer, or mounted 
on his car. Hence, in spite of a guilt which had earned the most 

exemplary punishment, there arose a sentiment of pity, due to the 
impression that they [the Chris tians] were being sacrificed not 
for the welfare of the state but to the ferocity of a single man [i.e., 
Nero]. (Tacitus, Ann. 15.54)

In light of this persecution, the book of Hebrews was 
addressed to Chris tians who “have not yet resisted to the point 
of shedding your blood” (12:4, emphasis added). If addressed to 
Chris tians living in Rome, this statement would sit best before 
Nero began to kill Chris tians. With the storm clouds of Nero’s 
hostility to Chris tians on the horizon, some may have attempted 
to escape persecution by withdrawing from their Chris tian 
commitment. Such a scenario would motivate the warnings in 
Hebrews against apostasy (6:4 – 8; 10:26 – 39) and the exhorta-
tions to continue meeting together despite the risk (10:19 – 25).

A further consideration in regard to the date Hebrews was 
written is the destruction of the Jerusalem temple in AD 70. The 
author of Hebrews speaks of the sacrificial rituals in the present 

tense, and some infer that the temple must have been in operation at that time. Certainly 
the author’s argument that  Jesus is the unique and final sacrifice after which no further 
sacrifices are necessary would have been strongly supported by pointing out the fact that 
the Jerusalem temple had been destroyed, were that the case. However, the grammatical 
present tense itself is not sufficient grounds for arguing a date of writing, for the present 
tense in Greek has other relationships to time.

To complicate matters, the author of Hebrews does not actually refer to the “temple” 
at all. Whenever the author refers to the sacred place where sacrifice was made under the 
old covenant, he uses the word tabernacle, a portable tent used for worship by ancient Israel 
(8:2, 5; 9:1, 2, 8, 11, 21; 13:10). In fact, the Greek words for “temple” (hieron and naos) don’t 
occur at all in Hebrews. This point has been used to argue that Hebrews was written after the 
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destruction of the Jerusalem temple, “from the point of view of a generation which had now 
lost that sacred shrine and, in this sense, was once more back in the wilderness situation.”8

The choice of tabernacle (Gk. sk!n!) over temple was perhaps to distance the priestly 
work of  Jesus from the first-century temple in Jerusalem, with all its politics and corrup-
tion. Or perhaps it was to draw the readers’ thoughts to that period early in Israel’s history 
when the old covenant had first been established and the tabernacle was set up by the Lev-
ites wherever Israel camped during their wilderness journey. Because the author’s concern is 
to contrast the old covenant as ordained by God and the new covenant recently established 
by  Jesus Christ, he focuses his thought on the inception of the old covenant during the 
time of Moses millennia before  Jesus.9 In this way, the founding events of the old covenant 
are compared to the founding events of the new, showing how the new grows out of and 
fulfills the old. And so perhaps for the author’s purpose, it was a moot point whether the 
Jerusalem temple actually existed or not at the time of writing.

On the other hand, the statement and question in Hebrews 10:1 – 3 would be emptied 
of its effect if the sacrifices had in fact stopped because of the temple’s destruction:

The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming —  not the realities them-
selves. For this reason it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, 
make perfect those who draw near to worship. Otherwise, would they not have stopped being 
offered? For the worshipers would have been cleansed once for all, and would no longer 
have felt guilty for their sins. But those sacrifices are an annual reminder of sins. It is 
impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins. . . .

 Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he 
offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But when this priest [ Jesus 
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8. Isaacs, Sacred Space, 77.
9. The use of tabernacle or tent may also be related to an eschatological understanding of Balaam’s oracles in 

Num. 24. See Philip A. F. Church, “ ‘The True Tent Which the Lord Has Pitched’: Balaam’s Oracles in Second 
Temple Judaism and in Hebrews,” in A Cloud of Witnesses: The Theology of Hebrews in Its Ancient Contexts, ed. 
Richard Bauckham et al. (London: T&T Clark, 2008), 145 – 57.
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Christ] had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins . . . he . . . made perfect forever those 
who are being made holy. (vv. 1 – 4, 11 – 12, 14, emphasis added)

The author of Hebrews declared the priesthood and animal sacrifices that were cen-
tered in the temple in Jerusalem to be obsolete now that  Jesus had died on the cross. Had 
Hebrews been written after AD 70, it would seem odd that the author didn’t capitalize on 
the destruction of the temple to show that the sacrifices that could no longer be offered 
were in fact no longer needed. When Hebrews 8:13 pronounces the old covenant obso-
lete, it goes on to predict that “what is obsolete and outdated will soon disappear.” While 
not necessarily a direct prophecy specifically about the temple, it rings truer if in fact the 
temple was still standing as the centerpiece of the old covenant.

One further clue about the date of the book is found in Hebrews 13:23, which men-
tions that “our brother Timothy has been released,” presumably from prison. The book 
of Acts mentions Timothy as a traveling companion of the apostle Paul (Acts 16:1 – 4; 
17:14 – 15; 18:5; 19:22; 20:4) and two books of the New Testament were originally written 
from Paul to Timothy (1 and 2 Tim othy). But none of this material mentions that Timothy 
was imprisoned. Although this silence doesn’t necessarily mean the imprisonment hap-
pened after these books were written, most infer that Timothy was imprisoned sometime 
during Nero’s reign. If so, this would pin the date of the book rather precisely to the mid- to 
late sixties. But Timothy seems to have been a very young man when Paul first met him; he 
probably could have lived into the eighties and have been imprisoned at other later times. 
Or, the Timothy mentioned in Hebrews 13:23 could be a completely different person, 
though this seems unlikely.

Therefore, the best one can infer from clues within the book itself and references to 
the book by other authors is that it was written sometime in the last forty years of the first 
century, with good reason to suggest between AD 60 and 70.

WHO WROTE THE BOOK OF HEBREWS?
The question of who wrote this book is, of course, closely tied to the previous questions 
about its origin. In the earliest manuscript editions of the New Testament books, Hebrews 
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Hebrews interprets the Tabernacle to foreshadow  Jesus’ atonement.
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is included after Romans among the books written by the apostle Paul. This was taken as 
evidence that Paul had written it, and some Eastern churches accepted Hebrews as canoni-
cal earlier than in the West. Both Clement of Alexandria (c. AD 150 – 215) and Origen 
(AD 185 – 253) claimed a Pauline association for the book but recognized that Paul him-
self probably did not put pen to paper for this book, even though they did not know the 
author’s name.10 Clement of Alexandria suggests that Paul wrote the book originally in 
Hebrew and that Luke translated it into Greek, though the Greek of Hebrews bears no 
resemblance to translation Greek (e.g., that of the Septuagint); 
Origen does not venture a guess at the author’s identity, comment-
ing only, “But who wrote the epistle, in truth only God knows.”11

The nuanced position on the authorship question by the Alex-
andrian fathers was obscured by later church tradition that mis-
took Pauline association for Pauline authorship. The enormously 
influential King James Bible took its cue from this tradition as 
reflected in the title translated from that found in some manu-
scripts, “The Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Hebrews.” In spite 
of this, the careful reader of the epistle will note that the book of 
Hebrews is in fact anonymous. Few New Testament scholars today believe that Paul wrote 
it, and both John Calvin and Martin Luther as far back as the sixteenth century also shared 
that judgment. Even centuries earlier in the fourth century, the church of Rome did not 
believe Paul wrote Hebrews, possibly retaining a latent memory of the actual author (Euse-
bius, Hist. eccl. 3.3.5; 6.20.3). And so the rejection of Pauline authorship of Hebrews is a 
long-standing position in the church.

10. Cited by Eusebius in Hist. eccl. 6.14.2 and 6.25.12, respectively.
11. Cited by Eusebius in Hist. eccl. 6.25.14.

“This passage [Heb. 2:3] 
indicates that this epistle was 
not written by Paul.”

John Calvin, 
COMMENTARY ON HEBREWS
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Titus’ arch in Rome commemorates the destruction of Jerusalem by Titus and his Roman army in AD 70. The spoils plundered from 
Jerusalem are displayed on the arch.
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But many of the thoughts of Hebrews are similar to those found in Paul’s writings:

Hebrews 1:3
“8 e Son is the radiance of God’s glory 
and the exact representation of his being, 
sustaining all things by his powerful 
word.”

Colossians 1:15 – 17
“8 e Son is the image of the invis-
ible God. . . . For in him all things were 
created . . . and in him all things hold 
together.”

Hebrews 2:4
“God also testi9 ed to it by signs, wonders 
and various miracles, and by gifts of the 
Holy Spirit distributed according to his 
will.”

1 Co rin thi ans 12:11
“All these are the work of one and the 
same Spirit, and he distributes them to 
each one, just as he determines.”

Hebrews 2:14( – 17)
“Since the children have : esh and blood, 
he too shared in their humanity so that 
by his death he might break the power of 
him who holds the power of death. . . .”

Philippians 2:7 – 8 
“Being made in human likeness.
And being found in appearance as a hu-
man being,
 he humbled himself
 by becoming obedient to death —  
  even death on a cross!”

Hebrews 8:6
“But in fact the ministry  Jesus has 
received is as superior to theirs as the cov-
enant of which he is mediator is superior 
to the old one, since the new covenant is 
established on better promises.”

2 Co rin thi ans 3:6
“He has made us competent as ministers 
of a new covenant —  not of the letter but 
of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the 
Spirit gives life.”

Hebrews 10:14
“For by one sacri9 ce he has made perfect 
forever those who are being made holy.”

Romans 5:9; 12:1
“Since we have now been justi9 ed by 
his blood”; “o; er your bodies as a living 
sacri9 ce, holy and pleasing to God.”

The internal evidence presented by the book of Hebrews itself indicates an author 
other than Paul. The style of Hebrews, except in the closing verses (13:18 – 25), is quite 
unlike any other writing of Paul’s that has survived, the author does not introduce himself 
as Paul typically did (cf. 2 Cor. 1:1; Gal 1:1; Eph. 1:1; Col. 1:1; 1 Tim. 1:1; and 2 Tim. 1:1), 
and its theology, though very compatible with that of the Pauline letters, is very distinc-
tive.12 The apostle Paul, for instance, never alludes to  Jesus as a priest, which is the major 
motif of Hebrews. In fact, Hebrews is the only New Testament writing to expound on  Jesus 
as the Great High Priest and final sacrifice.

12. For a discussion of the relationship of Hebrews to Paul’s writings, as well as to Stephen’s speech in Acts 
7 and to 1 Peter, see L. D. Hurst, The Epistle to the Hebrews: Its Background of Thought, SNTSMS (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990).
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In keeping with the style of a person well educated in formal rhetoric, the Greek of 
Hebrews is highly literary and very ornate. The vocabulary is sophisticated, and it includes 
150 words that are not found elsewhere in the New Testament and 10 that do not occur 
in any other Greek writings that have survived for our study. The structure of the epistle 
conforms to conventions found in Greek rhetoric used when a speech was designed to per-
suade its audience to action. Much of this rhetorical achievement is lost when the original 
Greek of Hebrews is translated into modern language, but in the original it is elegant and 
euphonious Greek prose. The high rhetorical quality of Hebrews indicates that its author 
most likely had the most advanced literary education of any of the New Testament writers.

An even more persuasive argument that the apostle Paul was not the author of Hebrews 
is the way the author alludes to himself in Hebrews 2:3, stating that the gospel was con-
firmed “to us” by those who heard the Lord announce salvation. The apostle Paul always 
made the point that, even though he wasn’t one of the twelve original disciples who walked 
with  Jesus during his earthly life, he was nonetheless an apostle of  Jesus Christ, and usually 
identifies himself as such in his letters. It seems unlikely that Paul here in 2:3 would refer 
to himself as simply someone who received the gospel from those who had heard the Lord. 
Nevertheless, the soteriology of Hebrews is quite consistent with Paul’s own teaching. For 
instance, the statement in Hebrews 10:14 that those who have been “made perfect” are in 
the process of being “made holy” sounds very much like Paul’s teaching on justification 
(e.g., Rom. 3:21 – 5:9) and sanctification (e.g., Rom. 8:1 – 17). Moreover, both Paul and the 
author of Hebrews thought of Abraham as the spiritual father of Chris tians in similar ways.

All this adds up to the inference that someone other than Paul wrote the epistle, though 
the author was likely a close associate of Paul; the author was able to write in a rhetorically 
ornate Greek style, had become a Chris tian out of Judaism, and his soteriology (doctrine 
of salvation) was highly compatible with what the apostle Paul taught, though creatively 
distinctive.

Although Alexandria, Egypt, does not seem to have been the original destination of 
Hebrews, its high rhetorical style, use of the Septuagint, and possible conceptual constructs 
are suggestive of what scholars know about Alexandria in the first century. This may be 
explained if the author was from the Alexandrian church, regardless of where he was when 

The High Rhetoric of Hebrews

“The Epistle to the Hebrews has not its like among the epistles of the New Testa-
ment, resembling in this uniqueness of position, as well as in tone and spirit, the great 
prophetic exhortation of Isaiah 40 – 66, which in like manner stands alone among the 
prophetic writings of the Old Testament. . . . No other book of the New Testament is 
distinguished by such brilliant eloquence and euphonious rhythm. . . . It is character-
ized throughout by conscious repose, dignified solemnity, and majestic quietude.”*

*Franz Delitzsch, Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews, trans. Thomas L. Kingsbury, 2 vols., Clark’s 
Foreign Theological Library (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952), 1:3.
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he penned the letter or to whom it was originally sent, and raises Apollos, a native of Alex-
andria, as a strong possibility (Acts 18:24). The missionary impetus of the Chris tian gospel 
arose in Jerusalem following the stoning of Stephen when a great persecution broke out and 
Chris tians began to scatter (Acts 8). When Acts 6:1 mentions both Hellenistic and Hebraic 
Jews, the phrase pros tous hebraious is used in that context, the exact phrase by which 
Hebrews is later known. One twentieth-century scholar suggested that Chris tians who 
were of the same mind as Stephen brought the Chris tian message to Alexandria, noting 
several elements common to Stephen’s speech in Acts 7 that are also shared by the book of 

Hebrews.13 John Mark, a young Chris tian man from Jerusalem whose 
name titles the second gospel, is said by Eusebius to have begun the 
church in Alexandria after separating from Paul and Barnabas (Hist, 
eccl. 2.16). Could it be that the author of Hebrews first heard the gos-
pel in Alexandria? This would make good sense of Hebrews 2:3, for 
the author would have heard the gospel from someone who had heard 
 Jesus (possibly John Mark).

An Alexandrian association was once claimed based on reading 
the dualism within Hebrews as an expression of Neoplatonism so 

prevalent in other Alexandrian authors, such as Philo. Scholarship has largely disproved the 
direct influence of Philo of Alexandria on Hebrews, and the dualism is best explained in its 
own terms as eschatological, not Platonic (see discussion below). But it does not follow that 
because Hebrews is not a Platonic document, it had no connection to Alexandria.

Apollos was from Alexandria and traveled in the apostle Paul’s orbit (Acts 18:24). He was 
taught by Paul’s companions, Priscilla and Aquila (Acts 18:24 – 28), and personally known 
by Paul, who encouraged his ministry (1 Cor. 16:12). He was a highly educated Alexandrian 
who would have been schooled in the literary style exemplified by Hebrews. Moreover, as a 
Jewish believer (Acts 18:24), he had the thorough knowledge of the Old Testament Scriptures 
in their Greek version that the book of Hebrews exclusively uses. Apollos was a great defender 
of the Chris tian faith, vigorously refuting the opposing Jews in public debate and proving 
from the Old Testament that  Jesus was the Messiah (Acts 18:28). He eventually became 

as influential as the apostles Paul and Peter (1  Cor. 1:12; 3:4 – 6, 
22; 4:6; 16:12). Apollos would also fit the memory handed down to 
both Clement of Alexandria (c. AD 150 – 215) and to Origen (AD
185 – 253), who claimed a Pauline association, while recognizing that 
Paul himself probably did not put pen to paper for this book.14 Apol-
los of Alexandria has been a leading contender for the authorship of 
Hebrews at least as far back as the great Protestant Reformer, Martin 
Luther, but he has not been the only contender.

Eusebius recognizes that the letter Clement wrote from Rome 
to the Corinthian church in the late first century contained many 
allusions to and quotations from Hebrews and notes that on that 

13. William Manson, The Epistle to the Hebrews: An Historical and Theological Reconsideration, Baird Lec-
ture, 1949 (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1951), 36 – 39.

14. Cited by Eusebius in Hist. eccl. 6.14.2 and 6.25.12, respectively.

“Mark preached the gospel 
in Egypt . . . and was the 
first to establish churches in 
Alexandria itself.”

Eusebius, HIST. ECCL. 2.16

“The author of the Epistle to 
the Hebrews —  whoever he is, 
whether Paul or, as I think, 
Apollos —  quotes this passage 
[Gen. 48:20] most learnedly.”

Martin Luther, 
LECTURES ON GENESIS
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basis some believed that Clement himself was the translator or author of Hebrews (Hist. eccl. 
3.38.2). However, scholarly examination shows that the Greek text of Hebrews could not be 
a translation of a Semitic text —  at least as we understand “translation” today —  because its 
rhetorical features would be possible only when composed in Greek. And so if either Clement 
or Luke were involved in the production of the extant book of Hebrews, he would have had a 
very free hand in working with Paul’s material, to the point that he would be an author, not a 
translator by any modern definition.

The church father Tertullian (AD 
160? – 220?) mentioned that Barnabas, 
Paul’s traveling companion on his first 
mission to the Gentiles, authored Hebrews 
(Pud. 20). The association of Barnabas 
with the book of Hebrews may be because 
he was described as a “son of encourage-
ment” (Acts 4:36), and Hebrews 13:22 
describes the letter as a word of encourage-
ment (or exhortation). Moreover, Barn-
abas is referred to as an “apostle” (Acts 
14:14) and, being a Levite (Acts 4:36), 
would have had the interest in and knowl-
edge about the priesthood that forms such 
a dominant theme in Hebrews.

A recent theory suggests that Timo-
thy wrote Hebrews, except for the clos-
ing verses that Paul appended himself 
where Timothy is mentioned by name.15 
While Timothy was a close associate of 
Paul, he was from Lystra, a small town in 
Asia Minor where it is unlikely he could 
have received the formal rhetorical train-
ing reflected in Hebrews. Furthermore, it is doubtful that Timothy had any connection 
to Alexandria, though that connection may not be necessary. What we know of Apollos 
matches more closely what we see in Hebrews than does what we know of Timothy.

The intriguing theory presented in more modern times by the German biblical scholar 
Adolf Harnack argued that Hebrews was written by Priscilla, the woman who, together 
with her husband, Aquila, was a close associate of Paul’s. Although Harnack’s idea gener-
ated much discussion in its day, the author refers to himself in Hebrews 11:32, using a 
masculine participle in the Greek original, and there is no manuscript evidence for a femi-
nine variant reading. Harnack’s argument that Priscilla deliberately disguised her gender 
by using the masculine gender is sheer speculation, and his theory remains a curiosity of 
New Testament scholarship.

15. J. Ramsey Michaels, Hebrews, ed. Philip W. Comfort, CBC (Carol Stream, Ill.: Tyndale, 2005), 310.
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Hebrews in Codex Sinaiticus begins in the fourth column.
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Clement? Paul? Luke? Timothy? Barnabas? Apollos? In spite of the weight of scholarly 
inference, the book of Hebrews does not in fact name its author. And so if you were ever 
asked about the authorship of Hebrews, the correct answer is well expressed by the church 
father Origen (AD 185? – 254?), who said, according to Eusebius, “Who wrote the epistle of 
Hebrews in truth only God knows!” (Hist. eccl. 6.25.14).

IS HEBREWS REALLY A LETTER?
To understand a text rightly, a good reader always asks, at least subconsciously, What type 
of writing is this I’m reading? You are probably not reading this textbook in the same way 
or in the same setting that you might read a book that starts out “Once upon a time. . . .” 
Authors, whether ancient or modern, choose to write in a particular literary genre that is 
familiar in the given culture and that has a particular function and purpose in that society. 
The author of Hebrews himself describes his work as a “word of exhortation” (13:22). 
That describes the purpose and intended function of the book, but not necessarily the 
literary genre (type of writing) of the work. An exhortation could be delivered in any of 
a variety of literary genres —  as a parable, a narrative story, a straightforward discourse of 
propositions, or a sermon.

Origen on the Authorship of Hebrews

“If I gave my opinion, I should say that the thoughts are those of the apostle, but the 
diction and phraseology are those of someone who remembered the apostolic teach-
ings, and wrote down at his leisure what had been said by his teacher. Therefore if any 
church holds that this epistle is by Paul, let it be commended for this. For not without 
reason have the ancients handed it down as Paul’s. But who wrote the epistle, in truth, 
God knows. The statement of some who have gone before us is that Clement, bishop of 
the Romans, wrote the epistle, and of others that Luke, the author of the gospel and the 
Acts, wrote it.”

Origen, cited by Eusebius,
Hist. eccl. 6.25

John Calvin’s comments on Hebrews 13:23:

“If this Timothy is the noble companion of Paul (as I am inclined to think), it is probable that Luke 
or Clement is the writer of this epistle. Paul is more accustomed to call him his son, and further, 
what immediately follows does not fit Paul. It is clear that the writer was free and able to do what 
he liked, and further that he was more likely elsewhere than in Rome, indeed that he was making 
a tour through various cities and was then preparing to cross the sea. All these points could suit 
either Luke or Clement after the death of Paul.”*

*John Calvin, The Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Hebrews and the First and Second Epistles of St. Peter, ed. D. W. Torrance and 
T. F. Torrance, trans. W. B. Johnston, Calvin’s Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963), 216.
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Every culture has literary genres that are indigenous to it. Our culture shares some of 
the literary genres that were common in the first century, but not all of them. Even those 
we do share may not have functioned in ancient society in the same way they do in ours. 
We live in a culture that is very visually oriented because our technology allows that. For 
entertainment and for information, we watch movies, videos, and computer screens. But 
in the first century, entertainment was limited to watching live performances at the the-
aters or listening to someone read from the written page. And so to rightly understand the 
book of Hebrews, a careful reader will want to know something about the literary genre of 
Hebrews and how that genre functioned in first-century society.

The Roman world had celebrities just as our society does today. Gladiators who 
were renowned for their strength and endurance were celebrities. The great orators of the 
Roman world, such as Seneca and Cicero, were another type of celebrity who made power-
ful speeches before crowds of  people who were delighted 
by a skillful turn of phrase. In fact, a Roman education 
included training in formal rhetoric, or speech-making, 
that included mastery of the principles of rhetoric that 
have been preserved in the writings of Aristotle and 
Quintillian.

The book of Hebrews is unique among the New 
Testament books for displaying so many of the conven-
tions of formal Greek rhetoric, suggesting that Hebrews 
originally was to be delivered orally as a persuasive sermon intended to fire the passion of its 
hearers for their faith in  Jesus Christ. Its many rhetorical features include the use of allitera-
tion (the repetition of initial consonants), paronomasia (the phonetic resemblance, equality, 
or contrast of words), ellipsis (the omission of words for rhetorical effect), chiasm (reverse 
occurrence of similar elements in successive clauses), hendiadys (the expression of one con-
cept in two terms), isocolons (equally balanced clauses in cadence and length), and litotes (a 
positive idea expressed by the negation of its opposite). The epistle also uses metaphors and 
formulas conventional to formal rhetoric.16

While Hebrews was quite likely penned to be delivered orally as a sermon, the text of 
Hebrews as we have it suggests that it was sent in written form to its original readers, for its 
author mentions that he has written the exhortation only “briefly” (13:22). Furthermore, 
Hebrews 13:18 – 25 contains many personal references in a section that is quite different in 
style than the rest of the book. The author requests prayer from the recipients of the writing 
(v. 18), especially that he might be restored to them soon (v. 19), indicating that the author 
of these words personally knew those to whom he wrote. He refers to Timothy’s release 
(v. 23), indicating that the original readers also knew Timothy. It is likely, but unproven, 
that Timothy is the same man who traveled with the apostle Paul and to whom 1 and 
2 Tim othy are addressed, bringing the author of Hebrews into the same circle of associates 
as Paul. The author of Hebrews is waiting for Timothy so that together they can visit the 
original readers of the letter.

16. See Andrew H. Trotter, Interpreting the Epistle to the Hebrews, Guides to New Testament Exegesis (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1997), 67, for a listing of the various rhetorical conventions in Hebrews.

exhortation: an address or 
communication emphatically urging 
someone to do something.

OXFORD AMERICAN COLLEGE DICTIONARY
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The apparent difference in genre between most of Hebrews and these final verses has 
led to some debate about whether Hebrews is a literary epistle or a nonliterary letter, but 
this dichotomy is a false one. In its extant form, the last chapter is clear indication that it 
was sent as personal correspondence to a specific group of  people the author had in mind. 
And yet the previous chapters comprise a highly literary document. Some scholars specu-
late that these personal references were added by a different person to the highly rhetorical 
sermon that was already circulating in written form (like forwarding an email to a friend 
for whom it was not originally composed and adding your own personal note). But it is just 
as likely that the author of the powerful sermon sent a copy to a certain group of Chris tians 
he knew and, of course, switched style when including the personal references. Even so, the 
book does not have the standard Hellenistic letter opening that we would expect to find 
in personal correspondence (as we find in Paul’s letters; for instance, “Paul, called to be an 
apostle of Christ  Jesus . . . To the church of God in Corinth”). Although some speculate 
that the opening of Hebrews once contained the name of the church to which the text 
was first sent, there is no manuscript evidence that such a letter opening was ever a part of 
Hebrews. This supports the theory that the text was originally composed as a sermon and 
later sent to a more distant congregation. There would not have been a Hellenistic letter 
opening originally, and the text was simply preserved that way, unfortunately losing forever 
the name of the author. Who composed the oration, where it was originally delivered, and 
to whom it was sent must remain open questions.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE THEOLOGY OF THE BOOK OF HEBREWS
Christology in Hebrews
It is fair to say that every book of the New Testament is Christocentric, that is, it is cen-
trally and substantially about  Jesus Christ. (This is true even for a book like Philemon, 
where its Christocentric nature may not be evident at first glance.) And every book of 
the New Testament contributes something to our understanding of who  Jesus is, what he 
accomplished in his earthly life, and the relevance of his death and resurrection for all of 
humanity for all time.

The book of Hebrews underscores the unique and permanent significance of  Jesus 
Christ in a world full of religious claims about God. It presents  Jesus as Son of God and 
elaborates on what that title entails. Hebrews is the only book of the New Testament to 
present  Jesus both as our Great High Priest and as the perfect and final sacrifice for sin. It 
also refers to  Jesus with titles of mediator (8:6; 9:15; 12:24), forerunner (6:20), Shepherd 
(13:20), heir (1:2; cf. Rom. 4:13), firstborn (1:6 cf. Rom. 8:29; Col. 1:15, 18), and apostle 
(3:1). The epistle shows the full significance of  Jesus’ identity not only for redemptive his-
tory, but for living with peace of mind today. Because its rich Christology is the major theo-
logical theme of Hebrews, chapters 2 and 3 are devoted to a fuller discussion.

God the Father
God is introduced in Hebrews as the God who speaks and reveals himself to humanity (1:1). 
In the past, he spoke at various times and in various ways through the prophets, but now 
he speaks fully and finally in the Son,  Jesus Christ. It is God the Father who has appointed 
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the eternal reign of God the Son and pronounces the inauguration of that eternal reign 
at the resurrection of  Jesus (1:5, 8). God announced salvation through the Lord  Jesus and 
testified to the truth of the gospel message by “signs, wonders, and various miracles” (2:4). 
God is gathering a  people for himself (3:4) over which the Son presides (10:21). He views 
these  people as his own children (12:7). Hebrews warns not to turn away from the living 
God who is the source of life (3:12; 10:31). God has opened the way to himself through the 
sacrifice of  Jesus Christ (2:9, 17; 5:10; 6:18; 7:19, 25). We come to him through faith in his 
redemption that he offers in Christ (11:6). We worship God through Christ (13:15), whom 
he has brought back from the dead (13:20).

In Hebrews God is presented as the just judge of all  people and reveals his will for how 
we are to live (4:12; 6:10; 9:20; 10:31, 36; 11:40; 12:29; 13:4, 16). He is the creator and 
ruler of the universe (11:3; 12:2). He is the same God of the Old Testament, the God of 
Abel (11:4), of Enoch (11:5), of Abraham (11:19), of Moses (11:24 – 29), and all the believers 
of the Old Testament times.

! e Holy Spirit
The Holy Spirit is integrally involved in the work of the Father and the Son in Hebrews. It 
is through gifts of the Holy Spirit that God accredits the claims of the gospel announced 
by the Lord  Jesus (2:4 cf. 1 Cor. 12:4). The Spirit is the speaker who enlivens the Word of 
God to us (3:7; 10:15). And the Spirit teaches the significance of the priestly ministry in 
the tabernacle (9:8). The Lord  Jesus offered himself up to the purposes of God through the 
Spirit (9:14), who is said to be eternal, like the Father and the Son. Those who turn away 
from the new covenant in Christ’s blood insult the Spirit of grace (10:29).

! e New Covenant
The relationship of the new covenant established by the blood of  Jesus Christ to the “first 
covenant” (Heb. 9:15; 13:20) is an overarching theological theme of the book of Hebrews. 
Repeatedly the covenant established by Christ is described as “better,” “superior,” and 
“new” (7:22; 8:6; 9:15; 12:24), primarily because it frees  people from sins committed under 
the first covenant (9:15) that could not be cleansed by the blood of animal sacrifice (10:4). 
The fatal flaw in the efficacy of the first covenant is that human beings are unable to live 
by its terms because their hearts are not reconciled to God (8:8 – 12). The terms of the 
first covenant, and the consequences for any violation, were clear. As a professor, I usually 
express my will and the standards of my evaluation of students in my syllabus —  the “law” 
of the class, so to speak. And because I passionately want my students to learn and love the 
New Testament, I may stipulate that attendance in my classes is mandatory. Most students 
do comply, but there is no “law” I could write in my syllabus that would give my students 
a love for the New Testament and an eagerness to learn it such that attendance rules would 
be moot. That is a heart matter beyond which any professor or syllabus has control. Simi-
larly, when God said “Thou shalt not commit adultery,”  Jesus tells us that what he meant 
was, to paraphrase, “Thou shalt not even have impure thoughts” (Matt. 5:27 – 28). While 
many might be able to refrain from the actual acts prohibited by the Law under the first 
covenant, no one is able to be pure in both behavior and heart all the time, without even 
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one violation. God faults his  people for their inability to keep the first covenant (Heb. 8:8) 
and promises them a new covenant that will be in their hearts and minds (Heb. 8:10, quot-
ing Jer. 31:31 – 34). The first covenant was set in place by God to be a shadow of the reality 
that would come in Christ (Heb. 10:1).

The achievement of that new covenant came at a horrible cost: the violent execution 
of  Jesus Christ, the Son incarnate, who actually was pure in both behavior and heart at all 
times throughout his earthly life. Hebrews 9 and 10 explain the death of  Jesus in terms of a 
new kind of priest offering a new kind of sacrifice that would ratify the new covenant and 
allow those who live under it to be transformed in heart and mind (10:15 – 16). Because the 
new covenant is based on the better promise, the eternal efficacy of  Jesus’ priesthood,  Jesus 
guarantees a better covenant that saves completely and eternally (Heb. 7:20 – 25). Because 
of this,  Jesus can say that he did not come to abolish the Law, but to fulfill it (Matt. 5:17). 
And because the new covenant provides for the transformation of the human heart, the 
Lord expects those who claim the new covenant in Christ to live in accordance with that 
covenant, in both external behavior and inner life.

 Jesus himself introduces this theme of the new covenant at the Last Supper, when he 
takes the cup and declares, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured 
out for you” (Luke 22:20; parallels Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24). But without the book of 
Hebrews, we would not as fully understand the significance of  Jesus’ statement, nor be able 
to as deeply appreciate the commemoration of the new covenant when we take Holy Com-
munion at church.

! e Reality of Heaven
The book of Hebrews speaks often of heaven. It is the place where God’s throne is located 
(8:1). To be in heaven is to be in the very presence of God himself (9:24). Heaven is where 
the names are written of those whom God has claimed as his own (12:23 cf. Rev. 3:12; 
13:8; 17:8). Hebrews underscores that heaven is the place of the efficacious atonement that 
could not be achieved in any earthly temple (9:11 – 12). All that God had commanded under 
the first covenant —  the consecration of the priesthood, the building of the tabernacle, the 
sacrifice of animals —  was to teach the need for atonement and obedience to God’s plan for 
atonement, but ultimately it was to become obsolete and to disappear after the sacrifice of 
 Jesus Christ (8:13). It is no coincidence of history that the temple of Jerusalem, that great 
center of God’s atonement under the first covenant, was destroyed in AD 70 and has never 
been rebuilt. Hebrews explains that such a place on earth is no longer necessary, because the 
final sacrifice for all  people, Jew and Gentile, has been made in the true Most Holy Place 
(9:11). By this Christ has obtained eternal redemption for all who will accept it (v. 12).

! e Dualism of Hebrews
The statements in Hebrews 8:5 that the tabernacle was only a “copy and shadow” of what 
is in heaven have led some interpreters to see the author of Hebrews as a Neoplatonist, 
whose thought is structured by the ontological dualism of the material world and its corre-
spondences in the truer, invisible world of ideals. If you have taken a course in philosophy, 
you might have learned that around the fifth century BC, Plato proposed that reality was 
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comprised of the material world that we can see and in which we live, but also of an unseen 
world of “ideals” that were imperishable and therefore superior to the material world. This 
two-part reality is known as Platonic dualism, and by the first century of this era, had 
greatly influenced virtually all religions. Because Western thought is deeply influenced by 
the Greek philosophical tradition, many today may see that as the most natural direction in 
which to read the statement, a direction that is very congenial to many popular concepts of 
heaven. But is this actually what the author of Hebrews is doing?

In texts of the ancient world, there are three types of dualism: (1) the ontological dual-
ism of Plato and his successors; (2) a moral dualism by which  people could be categorized, 
found primarily in Jewish writings such as John’s gospel and the sectarian texts produced at 
Qumran; and (3) a temporal dualism, especially the eschatological dualism of apocalyptic 
writings, again a primarily Jewish concept. The author of Hebrews was clearly profoundly 
steeped in Judaism, but the literary style of Hebrews shows that it was Hellenistic Judaism, 
making it more plausible that Greek philosophy shaped his ideas. Even so, Hebrews does 
not contain the Greek words (idea and eidos) so prominent in Plato’s Theory of Ideas to dif-
ferentiate his ontological dualism. Neither does the author of Hebrews employ the typical 
method followed by Jewish exegetes who embraced Platonism. Philo, for instance, inter-
preted Melchizedek to be an image (eidos) of the ideal (idea) of Reason (Alleg. Interp. 3.82).

Second, there is no strong moral dualism in Hebrews such as we find in the Johannine 
writings (“light” versus “darkness”). In fact, the warnings on apostasy are so ambiguous 
that they have led to centuries of debate about whether the  people in view are genuine 
Chris tians or not.

The incarnation of  Jesus Christ, not the Platonic dualism, is the greatest influence in 
Hebrews, being the fulcrum of the entire book (1:1 – 2). As such, the dualism presented in 
Hebrews is not driven by Greek philosophy or by strictly Jewish categories; rather, the point 
made by the author of Hebrews is that a new epoch has been inaugurated with the incarna-
tion of  Jesus Christ. The fundamental dualism in Hebrews is temporal and eschatological, 
the “before” and “after” of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross.

The Greek word hypodeigma in Hebrews 8:5 is typically translated “copy” in Eng-
lish versions, although in its several other occurrences in the New Testament, including 
Hebrews 4:11, it is usually translated as “example.” For instance, in John 13:15,  Jesus 
washes his disciples feet, giving them a hypodeigma, which is clearly an example not a copy. 
In Josephus we find other occurrences of the word where it means “example” (J.W. 1.208, 
507). Therefore, in Hebrews 8:5 and 9:23, the thought is that the earthly tabernacle was 
an example, that is, model, of the heavenly reality. By translating hypodeigma as “copy,” it 
seems that the English translations tilt the reader’s mind in a Platonic direction where it 
was not intended. Hebrews 8:5 can then be read as saying the tabernacle was “an example 
and shadow” (KJV) of the heavenly things (i.e., the efficacy of Christ), just as in Hebrews 
10:1 the Law was only a “shadow” of the good things to come in Christ.

Understood this way, why was it necessary that the tabernacle had to be built in every 
detail according to the plan God revealed, as Hebrews 8:5 goes on to say? It was not because 
the earthly tabernacle was a model of the heavenly place that God saw and revealed to 
Moses; rather, the tabernacle had to conform to the design that God had revealed in order 
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to fulfill its didactic and prophetic role as an example pointing to the things that would 
later be accomplished by  Jesus Christ.

This distinctively christological understanding of the dualism in Hebrews shows that 
the author employed a typological method of interpreting the Old Testament.  Typology 
functions within the plane of human history, not above or beyond it. Earlier persons, 
events, and institutions in biblical history are seen as “types” that anticipate later persons, 
events, and institutions that are their “antitypes” or “archtypes.” Melchizedek is a type of 
 Jesus, who is the antitype or archtype. This stands in sharp contrast to Philo’s allegorical 
approach, which, driven by Platonic philosophy, took all material things and persons to 
represent eternal ideals with no concern for the historical reality.

The author of Hebrews employs many such types as he interprets the significance of 
Christ:

• Esau is a type of the apostate for whom no repentance is possible.
• Enoch, Noah, and Abel are types of the person who pleases God.
• The Sinai theophany is a type of God’s revelation on Mount Zion.
• Israel’s wilderness wanderings are a type of the Chris tian journey.
• The Levitical priesthood, sacrifice, and tabernacle are all types of Christ’s cruci-

fixion and ascension.

The distinctive dualism created by such typology indicates a thoroughly eschatological 
framework (as opposed to an allegorical framework generated by a Platonic dualism) for the 
thought world of Hebrews, and is based on at least three assumptions:

 1. God is unchanging in his purposes throughout human history.
 2. God is able to shape history, even in its details.
 3. The coming of Christ introduces such a discontinuity that all things before him 

in the religion of ancient Israel are mere shadows of the reality he inaugurates.

! e De" nition and Practice of Faith
The New Testament often mentions “faith” —  well over two hundred times in the Greek 
(pistis). But nowhere is there a better explanation of what it means to have saving faith than 
in Hebrews 11: “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not 
see” (v. 1). This definition is quite the opposite of the old saying “Faith is believin’ what you 
know ain’t so.” Biblical faith can claim a confidence beyond one’s own experience because 
it rests in the character of God, of which there is nothing more certain and constant. All 
of us exercise the confidence of faith when we believe and act on information we get from 
someone else whose experience we trust. And so if we have a friend who has been to Paris 
and we haven’t been, we might make plans based on what that person has told us. We trust 
our friend, and therefore we are confident of what we hope for about Paris and assured of 
what we haven’t yet seen for ourselves. Faith in Christ is very similar. Because of God’s 
trustworthy character, we can live our lives today acting on the promises he gives us in his 
Word. After defining what he means by faith in Hebrews 11:1, the author makes a long 
list of  people whose actions exemplified the kind of faith it takes to please God, which is 
simply living as if we believe what God says. A quick scan of the activities of the  people 
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in this list reveals many action verbs: brought, built, went, offered, blessed, gave instructions, 
hid, chose, kept, passed through, conquered, administered, quenched, escaped. Clearly the faith 
in view is not a mere intellectual assent to a set of doctrines, but 
a complete trust in God that energizes one’s actions and deci-
sions in life.

Angelology
Our culture adores angels. They adorn greeting cards, are worn 
as little lapel pins, and have even made it to at least a  couple of 
TV shows and some major motion pictures. But angels as portrayed in our culture have 
been domesticated and trivialized by their popularity. It is probably natural to have such a 
fascination with sentient beings who exist outside of our normal sphere of life, but Scrip-
ture is the place to go to learn about these wondrous creatures of God.

The book of Hebrews underscores that the Son of God became a human being; the 
necessity of Christ’s humanity is one of the major theological themes of the book. But most 
of us would consider human beings to be somewhat lower than angels. We are not as pow-
erful and don’t have the supernatural abilities of angels. Because of this, Hebrews goes to 
great lengths to explain that even though  Jesus Christ was fully human, he was nevertheless 
superior to the angels in unique ways. None of the angels can claim to be a son of God, 
even though God created them all (1:5). Furthermore, it was precisely when the Son took 
on human form (“when God brings his firstborn into the world,” v. 6) that the angels were 
commanded to worship him, even though he was “made lower than the angels for a little 
while” by his incarnation (2:9). Imagine the angels worshiping a human being! Moreover, 
as mighty as the angels may be, none of them will rule over the universe (1:7 – 8, 13; 2:5); 
that is the role the Son took on when he ascended after his death and resurrection to the 
throne of God. Satan, a fallen angel, believed he could usurp that place and does rule those 
who are willing to follow him, whether angel or human, but only for a time until God van-
quishes all of Christ’s enemies (1:13). As majestic and powerful as angels may be, they have 
a supporting role in God’s administration of the universe. They are “ministering spirits” 
sent to serve those whom God saves through Christ (1:14).

Although angels are mentioned frequently, the Bible does not tell us everything we 
would wish to know about angels. Their description in Hebrews 1:7 as “spirits” (or “winds” 
since the same Greek word, pneuma, can denote either) and as “flames of fire” suggests 
both the immaterial and transitory nature, yet powerful effect, of angels on earth. Else-
where in Hebrews we see that there are thousands upon thousands of angels gathered in 
joyful assembly at “Mount Zion . . . the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem,” 
which is where believers in Christ have come (Heb. 12:22). In Hebrews 13:2 we find the 
enigmatic statement that some “have shown hospitality to angels without knowing it,” 
which is often taken to support the idea made popular by TV shows that angels can take on 
human form and walk among us.

And so the book of Hebrews attests to the reality of angels, their subordinate place 
under the Son’s authority, their incorporeal nature relative to human flesh and blood, and 
their role in ministering in unspecified ways to those whom God saves.

“Now faith is confidence in what 
we hope for and assurance about 
what we do not see.”

Hebrews 11:1
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THE TEXT AND CANONICITY OF HEBREWS
! e Greek Text of Hebrews
The Greek text of Hebrews is quite well preserved in the manuscripts. The major wit-
nesses present an Alexandrian text type, with the Western text of Hebrews preserved in D 
(Codex Claromontanus) in both the Greek and Old Latin texts therein. A Byzantine text 
of Hebrews is preserved in K (Codex Mosquensis, ninth century) and L (Codex Angeli-
cus, ninth century), and in many minuscules. All of the extant witnesses contain readings 
from all three text types. Ancient translations of Hebrews into Coptic (both Sahidic and 
Bohairic) and Syriac are extant. Although well preserved, a few verses require difficult tex-
tual critical decisions (e.g., 1:8; 11:17, 37; 12:3, 7).17

Significant Manuscripts Containing at Least a Portion of Hebrews*

(Listed by Age)

Siglum MS Name Date Contents

!46 P. Chester Beatty II (c. AD 200) 1:1 – 9:16; 9:18 – 10:20, 
22 – 30; 10:32 – 13:25

!12 P.Amh.3b (3rd cent.) 1:1

!13 P.Oxy.657 (3rd – 4th cent.) 2:14 – 5:5; 10:8 – 22; 
10:29 – 11:13; 
11:28 – 12:17

!17 P.Oxy.1078 (4th cent.) 9:12 – 19

Uncials MS Name Date Contents

a (01) Codex Sinaiticus (4th cent.) complete text

B (03) Codex Vaticanus (4th cent.) verses 1:1 – 9:13

A (02) Codex Alexandrinus (5th cent.) complete text

C (04) Codex Ephraemi (5th cent.) 2:4 – 7:26; 9:15 – 10:24; 
12:16 – 13:25

D (06) Codex Claromontanus (6th cent.) 1:1 – 13:20 in both Greek 
and Old Latin

* Adapted from Harold W. Attridge, " e Epistle to the Hebrews, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1989), 31 – 32.

17. If you read Greek and are interested in textual criticism of Hebrews, see the list of important textual vari-
ants in Hebrews in ibid., 95 – 113. For a discussion of the Greek vocabulary, grammar, and style of Hebrews, 
see ibid., 117 – 84.
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Canonicity
In the earliest witnesses extant, the book of Hebrews circulated with letters written by 

the apostle Paul, which is probably how the idea began that Paul was the author, internal 
evidence to the contrary. If Hebrews was originally sent to the Roman church, it seems 
odd that its canonical status there was resisted until the fourth century, though perhaps 
its author was known in Rome and his apostolic status was in question. For the book was 
clearly known and widely cited by the early Western fathers, such as Clement of Rome 
(1 Clement 36.1 – 6), Ignatius (Phld. 9:1), Shepherd of Hermas 2.3.2, and Justin Martyr 
(Dial. 116.1). In spite of this, the Muratorian Canon list (c. AD 170 – 80) does not include 
Hebrews.

In the eastern Mediterranean churches, Hebrews was accepted as canonical at least as 
early as the second century, by virtue of the evidence of !46, where it is placed in the mid-
dle of Paul’s letters, following Romans. This placement may indicate, rather than author-
ship, that it too was a letter known to have been originally written to the Roman church. 
Although Hebrews circulated with some collections of Paul’s letters, there are collections 
in which it is absent or where it follows 2 Thes salo nians or is at the end of the collection.18 
Moreover, Hebrews is not found within other collections of non-Pauline material, such as 
the Catholic Epistles. And so there seems to have been a consistent association of Hebrews 
with the Pauline corpus. There is some evidence that Romans, Hebrews, 1 Co rin thi ans, 
and Ephesians were collected and circulated together as general letters for the universal 
church, perhaps even within Paul’s lifetime.19

The anonymity of Hebrews may be a great mystery, but that knowledge has not been 
so important for the church’s subsequent understanding of its message. There are many 
questions in biblical studies that will probably remain unanswerable, but that should 
not detract from or derail taking the message of Scripture to heart, for as Hebrews 1:1 so 
unequivocally states, God has spoken. What more do we need to know?

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK OF HEBREWS
 I. Jesus as God’s Final Word (1:1 – 4:13)

 A.  Jesus Christ Is God’s Final and Fullest Revelation of Himself (1:1 – 3)
 B. Christological Claim: The Son Is Greater Than the Angels (1:4 – 14)

 1. God is his Father (1:5)
 2. The angels worship the Son (1:6)
 3. The Son rules forever (1:7 – 9)
 4. The Son is eternally sovereign over the universe (1:10 – 12)
 5. The Son will be victorious over all who oppose him (1:13)
 6. Angels serve God’s children (1:14)

 C. The First Warning (2:1 – 4)

18. Pamela M. Eisenbaum, “Locating Hebrews within the Literary Landscape of Chris tian Origins,” in He-
brews: Contemporary Methods —  New Insights, ed. Gabriella Gelardini, Biblical Interpretation Series 75 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2005), 218 – 19.

19. David Trobisch, Paul’s Letter Collection: Tracing the Origins (Bolivar, Mo.: Quiet Waters, 2001).
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 D. Christological Claim: The Full Humanity of the Son (2:5 – 18)
 1.  Jesus, the paradigmatic human being (2:5 – 9)
 2.  Jesus is our brother (2:10 – 13)
 3. The benefits of  Jesus’ humanity (2:14 – 18)

a. His death breaks the power of death (2:14)
b. His death frees us from fear of death (2:15)
c. His humanity qualifies him to be High Priest (2:16 – 18)

 E. Christological Claim: The Son, Though Human, Is Greater Even Than 
Moses (3:1 – 6)

 F. Warning against Refusing the Ultimate Sabbath Rest (3:7 – 4:13)
 1. The failure of Moses’ generation (3:7 – 11)
 2. Another warning (3:12 – 15)
 3. God did not spare Moses’ generation (3:16 – 19)
 4. The Sabbath of the new covenant (4:1 – 11)
 5. Warning that nothing is hidden from God, our Judge (4:12 – 13)

 II.  Jesus as High Priest (4:14 – 10:18)
 A. Christological Claim: The Son Is Our Great High Priest (4:14 – 5:10)

 1. Exhortation to approach God’s throne with confidence (4:14 – 16)
 2. The appointment of the High Priest (5:1 – 6)
 3. The Son is the source of eternal salvation (5:7 – 10)

 B. Second Warning against Falling Away (5:11 – 6:19)
 1. Need for elementary teaching again (5:11 – 14)
 2. A hard teaching about apostasy (6:1 – 8)
 3. Confidence in God’s oath (6:9 – 19)

a. Exhortation to be diligent to the end (6:9 – 12)
b. Our hope is based on God’s oath (6:13 – 19)

 C. Melchizedek and  Jesus (6:20 – 7:28)
 1.  Jesus’ priesthood in the order of Melchizedek (6:20)
 2. About Melchizedek (7:1 – 10)
 3. The new priesthood (7:11 – 22)
 4. The Son is the final, perfect Priest (7:23 – 28)

 D. A New Priesthood Means a New Covenant (8:1 – 13)
 1. Our High Priest ministers in heaven itself (8:1 – 2)
 2. The ministry of  Jesus is superior to the priesthood of the old covenant 

(8:3 – 13)
a. The new covenant is based on better promises (8:3 – 6)
b. The new covenant is written on hearts (8:7 – 12)
c. The old covenant is obsolete and will disappear (8:13)

 E. Sacrifices of the Covenants (9:1 – 10:18)
 1. Priests offer sacrifices under the old covenant (9:1 – 10)
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 2.  Jesus offered himself to establish the new covenant (9:11 – 28)
 3. The finality of Christ’s sacrifice and the new covenant (10:1 – 18)

 III. Living It Out (10:19 – 13:25)
 A. Exhortation to Persevere (10:19 – 39)

 1. Let us draw near to God (10:19 – 22)
 2. Let us hold unswervingly to hope (10:23)
 3. Let us spur one another on (10:24 – 25)
 4. Warning against deliberate sin (10:26 – 31)
 5. Remember your past faithfulness (10:32 – 39)

 B. The Examples of Those Who Persevered before Us (11:1 – 40)
 1. A definition of faith (11:1)
 2. The examples of the Old Testament believers (11:2 – 38)
 3. Their faith commended, but the promise deferred (11:39 – 40)

 C. Another Exhortation to Persevere (12:1 – 28)
 1. The example of  Jesus (12:1 – 3)
 2. The discipline of the Father (12:4 – 13)
 3. Warning not to refuse the Father’s discipline (12:14 – 17)
 4. Warning not to refuse the new covenant (12:18 – 28)

 D. Concluding Exhortations (13:1 – 19)
 1. Love one another (13:1)

a. With hospitality (13:2 – 3)
b. In sexual purity (13:4)
c. In contentment (13:5 – 6)
d. In imitation of leaders (13:7)

 2. What Christ’s immutability means for Chris tian living (13:8 – 19)
 E. Benediction and Greetings (13:20 – 25)

 1. A new covenant benediction (13:20 – 21)
 2. Personal greetings (13:22 – 25)

CHAPTER SUMMARY
This elegant piece of Greek rhetorical prose from the first century comes to us with many 
unanswered questions about its author, about the original audience, and about the events 
that surrounded its writing. As interesting as these questions may be, the lack of certain 
answers does not impede an understanding of the book’s timeless message. As Scripture, 
it is meant to be read by  people in all places and ages. Hebrews presents who  Jesus is and 
how he is the fulfillment of what God began to do through the nation of ancient Israel. It 
explains why  Jesus Christ remains forever at the center of God’s relationship to  humankind.
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KEY TERMS AND DATES

AD 70
Alexandria
Apollos
first covenant
genre
high priest

Jerusalem
Melchizedek
Nero
new covenant
papyrus !46

priesthood

redemption
Rome
sacrifice
type/antitype
typology

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW OR DISCUSSION

 1. List what you can infer about the  people to whom Hebrews was originally addressed from the 
text of Hebrews itself.

 2. To what might the title “Hebrews” refer?

 3. What historical evidence external to the book helps to date when it was written? What internal 
evidence might indicate the date it was written?

 4. What are the prominent characteristics of the author of Hebrews? Who are the primary candi-
dates and why?

 5. Describe the sociopolitical situation of the  people to whom the book is addressed.

 6. What is the major purpose of the book of Hebrews?

 7. List the distinctive theological themes of Hebrews. Reflect on those with which you are least 
familiar.

 8. What factors were apparently involved in the acceptance of Hebrews into the canon?
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