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GENERAL PREFACE

The original Tyndale Commentaries aimed to provide help for the
general reader in his study of the Bible. They concentrated on the
meaning of the text without going into scholarly technicalities.
They aimed at a mean between being too short to be useful and
being too extensive for the present reader. Most who have used the
books agree that there has been a fair measure of success in reach-
ing that aim.

Times, however, change. The first Tyndale Commentaries
appeared over twenty-five years ago and it is felt that some volumes
do not meet the changed needs. New knowledge has come to light
in some areas. The discussion of critical questions has moved on.
Bible-reading habits have changed. In an earlier day most people read
the Authorized Version and comments could be based on that.
This situation no longer obtains and indeed the last commentary in
the original series was based on the Revised Standard Version. In all
the circumstances it is felt that the needs of students will best be
served by replacing some of the original volumes. This is not meant
as an expression of dissatisfaction with them. They served the
needs well, but in these days some new needs will be better served
by new books.

The original aims remain. The new commentaries are neither
minuscule nor unduly long. They are exegetical rather than homiletic.
They do not aim to solve all the critical questions, but none is writ-
ten without an awareness of the critical questions that engage the
attention of New Testament scholars. Serious consideration is
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 H E B R E W S

normally given to such questions in the Introduction, sometimes in
Additional notes. But the main thrust of these commentaries is not
critical. These books are written to help the non-technical reader to
understand his Bible better. They do not presuppose a knowledge
of Greek, and all Greek terms discussed are transliterated; but the
authors have the Greek text before them and the commentaries are
written in the light of the originals. The English text used is normally
the Revised Standard Version, though it is borne in mind that these
days readers use a variety of translations.

The original series owed an immense debt to Professor Tasker. He
edited the whole, and wrote four of the commentaries himself. It is
fitting to place on record this acknowledgment of our debt. I can
therefore conclude in no better way than by echoing what Profes-
sor Tasker said of the original series. It is the hope of all concerned
with these replacement volumes that God will graciously use them
to help readers understand as fully and clearly as possible the mean-
ing of the New Testament.

Leon Morris
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE

There are some books in the New Testament which hold a certain
fascination, not because they have an instant appeal, but because they
are more than usually difficult. The epistle to the Hebrews falls into
the latter category for me. That in itself might have provided a suit-
able reason for not writing a commentary on it. Yet its difficulties
provide a challenge which cannot be lightly pushed aside. If my first
aim has been to clarify my own understanding, this should provide
an encouragement to the reader. I am in fact inviting you to join with
me in exploring a book which contains many treasures of spiritual
wisdom and theological insight.

My hope is that the quest will lead to as much spiritual enrichment
for the reader as it has done for the writer. This is not to promise that
all the problems have been solved, nor that this commentary can
make any claims to fresh explorations. Writing a commentary is
something like a personal testament. Although I have been deeply
indebted to so many others who have preceded me in the task, my
own contribution can claim uniqueness only on the grounds that it
is the result of an encounter between the text and my own personal
experience of New Testament study and Christian life.

Donald Guthrie
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INTRODUCTION

. The enigma of the letter

For various reasons this book poses more problems than any other
New Testament book. So many of the questions which the investi-
gator is bound to ask cannot be satisfactorily resolved. Who wrote
it? Who were the original readers? What was the precise historical
occasion on which it was written? What was the date of writing?
What was the dominant influence behind the presentation? These
are some of the questions to which no conclusive answers can be
given, although some are not quite as elusive as others. What is most
important for the commentator to discover is the present message
and relevance of the letter, but he can do this only when he has inves-
tigated the historical setting. Some attempt must therefore be made
to answer the questions posed, if only to provide some framework
against which to set about the task of understanding the message.

There is no denying that the general drift of the argument within
the letter strikes the reader as difficult. This is mainly because the
train of thought is clothed in language and allusions drawn from the
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cultic background of the Old Testament. The priesthood of Christ
is directly linked to the old Levitical order, but is clearly intended to
supersede it. More than most New Testament books, Hebrews
requires detailed explanation of the significance of the background
allusions. This is the main task of the commentator. In reply to the
question, ‘Why is such a difficult book included in the New Testa-
ment?, the answer is that it deals with what must be regarded as the
most important question which constantly faces man, i.e. how can
we approach God? It is because of the significant contribution of
Hebrews to this ever-present problem that it repays the necessary
effort to unravel its message and to express it in contemporary
terms.

. The letter in the ancient church

We begin by looking at the way the early Christians regarded this
letter because this will enable us to trace the steps by which it
became a part of the New Testament. It will also show that even the
early church was not without its difficulties over it.

In the earliest of the patristic writings which has been preserved,
i.e. Clement of Rome’s letter to the Corinthian church (c. AD ),
there is one remarkable parallel ( Clem. :f.; cf. Heb. :ff.),
together with a few other parallels. The following extract from 
Clement  will illustrate this. He writes of Christ, ‘who, being the
brightness of his majesty, is by so much greater than angels, as he has
inherited a more excellent name [cf. Heb. :f.]. For it is written thus,
“Whomaketh his angels spirits and his ministers a flame of fire” [cf.
Heb. :]. But of his Son the Master said thus, “Thou art my Son;
to-day have I begotten thee” [cf. Heb. :] … And again he saith to
him, “Sit thou on my right hand, until I make thine enemies a foot-
stool of thy feet” [cf. Heb. :].’ It would seem a reasonable
deduction that Clement was acquainted with Hebrews, although this
has not gone unchallenged. The alternative view that Hebrews
has cited  Clement raises too many difficulties to be seriously

 H E B R E W S

. English translation in K. Lake, The Apostolic Fathers  (Heinemann, ),
p. .
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considered. The proposed via media that both have used the same
source can claim little further support, for no evidence can be produced
for such a hypothetical source and in the absence of such evidence it
must be regarded as an unsatisfactory theory. The conclusion that
Clement must have knownHebrews has important consequences for
the assessment of the date of the epistle and for a recognition of its
early authority. It must be noted also that in what are virtually quota-
tions from the letter, Clement does not mention the author. In itself
this would not be particularly significant since Clement cites otherNew
Testament books (e.g. Pauline epistles) without acknowledgment. It is
likely that our epistle would particularly have appealed toClement, who
describes the Christian ministry in terms of the Aaronic priesthood,

although he adopts a quite different approach from the writer of this
letter. This early dependence of Clement on our epistle is all the more
remarkable because of the subsequent period when it seems to have
been neglected by the churches in the West. It is not until the end of
the fourth century that it came into its own among those churches.

Hebrews was not included among the books authorized by
Marcion, whose collection purported to represent the teaching of
theApostolikon, i.e. the apostle Paul. Marcion, however, would almost
certainly have rejected Hebrews because of its strong dependence
on the Old Testament which he categorically rejected.

The Muratorian Canon, which contains a list of books thought
to represent the canon of the church in Rome towards the end of
the second century, contains no reference to Hebrews, although it
includes all the letters of Paul by name. It is possible that the text of
the list is corrupt and that some part of it has dropped out. Never-
theless it is strange that no specific support for the epistle has been
preserved during this early period.

With the turn of the second century more evidence for the use
of Hebrews is found in the eastern church, although there was dif-
ference of opinion regarding its origin. Clement of Alexandria cites
his teacher ‘the blessed presbyter’ (Pantaenus) as maintaining the
Pauline authorship of this letter. He explained the absence of a

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

. T. W. Manson, The Church’s Ministry (London, ), pp. ff., calls
Clement’s appeal to the ceremonial OT laws a ‘retrogression’.
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personal name in the text of the letter on the grounds that Jesus him-
self was the apostle of the Almighty to the Hebrews, and that there-
fore, out of humility, Paul would not have written to the Hebrews
in the same vein as he did to Gentiles. Clement continued the
tradition of Pauline origin and often cited Hebrews as by Paul or ‘the
Apostle’. His successor Origen, however, raised doubts about the
Pauline authorship, although not about its canonicity. He considered
the thoughts to be Paul’s, but not the style. He reported the view of
others (the elders) that Luke or Clement of Rome had been the
author, and although he speaks favourably of the suggestion that
Luke wrote down Paul’s thoughts in Greek, he himself concluded
that God alone knows the author.

Subsequent to Origen’s time, his successors did not heed his
open decision, and soon it became the undisputed conviction of the
eastern church that Paul was the author. It should be noted that
Origen included Hebrews among the Pauline letters, sometimes
even citing it as ‘Paul says’; it is not altogether surprising, therefore,
that his pupils followed this pattern. Origen’s great influence in the
eastern church was sufficient to ensure the continued acceptance of
the letter as apostolic. There is no doubt, however, that it was belief
in its Pauline origin which secured its universal acceptance. In the
Chester Beatty Papyrus of the Pauline letters, Hebrews was included
and was placed after Romans.

In theWestern church, acceptance was more delayed. Subsequent
to Clement of Rome’s citation of the letter, the evidence is sparse
until the time of Jerome and Augustine. Tertullian, at the close of the
second century, regarded Barnabas as the author, but mentions this
point in one place only. He clearly did not regard this epistle as on a
level with the Pauline letters. Eusebius, who was diligent in collect-
ing the opinions of the various churches about the New Testament
books, reported that the church at Rome did not accept Hebrews as
Pauline, and he recognized that this was causing others to have
doubts. Cyprian, whomay be regarded as a fair representative of the
Western church in the mid-third century, did not accept the epistle.

The first patristic writer in the West to accept this letter was
Hilary, followed soon after by Jerome and Augustine. The latter’s
opinion turned out to be decisive, although it raises an interesting
point, for Augustine in his earliest works cites Hebrews as Pauline,

 H E B R E W S
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and in his latest works as anonymous, with a period of vacillation in
between. His original acceptance of the epistle was probably on the
grounds of Pauline authorship; but he came to estimate the worth
of the epistle on the basis of its own authority, and his approach
clearly implied a distinction between Pauline authorship and canon-
icity. This distinction, however, was not maintained by his successors.

This survey of the somewhat chequered history of this epistle has
thrown up certain factors which must affect our approach to its exe-
gesis. It has shown that it was generally believed that Hebrews
reflects an apostolic authority, even although no specific name can
be attached to it. Where there was reluctance to receive it, it was in
all probability because apostolic authority was too closely linked with
apostolic authorship. It is also understandable that the style and con-
tent of the letter would appeal less to the more matter-of-fact West-
erners than to the more eclectic easterners. Its ultimate acceptance
in spite of serious doubts testifies to the intrinsic power of the
epistle itself.

A footnote to this early survey may be added from the Reforma-
tion period. During this period the epistle again came under attack
over its Pauline authorship. This was especially true of Martin Luther,
who suggested that Apollos would make a more probable author. In
reaction to his opinions, the Council of Trent declared emphatically
that the epistle was written by the apostle Paul, thus using the stamp
of ecclesiastical authority in an attempt to settle the question.

. Authorship

In view of the confusion in the ancient church regarding the origin
of this letter it is not surprising that modern scholarship has pro-
duced a welter of different suggestions. Since most of them are
purely conjectural it is not profitable to devote much space to their
discussion. Our aim will be to show briefly why Pauline authorship
is almost universally regarded as unacceptable and to give some indi-
cation of alternative propositions.

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

. A more recent major work which argues for Pauline authorship is that of
W. Leonard, The Authorship of the Epistle to the Hebrews (London, ).
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The ancient view of Pauline authorship is not supported by any
reference to Paul in the text of the letter. It is, however, included in
the superscription, which is clearly a reflection of the traditional view
and carries therefore little importance. The anonymity of the text is
an immediate difficulty for Pauline authorship, since nowhere is there
any suggestion that Paul would have written anonymously. An apos-
tle whometiculously claims authority in the introduction to the exist-
ing epistles attributed to his name is not likely to have sent a letter
without reference to that special authority vested in him. Moreover,
there is no suggestion in the way that the author of Hebrews writes
that he has known the same dramatic experience as Paul underwent
at his conversion, which is never far from the surface in his letters.

As early as Origen’s time the difference between the Greek of
Paul’s epistles and that of Hebrews was noted. Origen considered
that Hebrews ‘lacked the apostle’s rudeness of expression’ and that
it ‘is more idiomatically Greek in the composition of its diction’ (cf.
Eusebius, Hist. Eccl., vi..f.). Most scholars would agree with
Origen’s judgment. The language is a good literary style in koine-

Greek and it certainly contains fewer irregularities of syntax than
Paul’s epistles. The writer knows moreover precisely where his
argument is going. If he pauses to exhort the readers, he resumes his
train of thought. He does not, as Paul sometimes does, go off at a
tangent. To return to Origen’s opinion, it may be noted that he con-
sidered that the thoughts were the apostle’s. Many modern scholars,
however, would not agree. They would claim that so many of the
characteristic Pauline themes are missing and so much of what is
present is unparalleled in Paul (e.g. the high priest theme), that it is
most reasonable to suppose that Paul was not the author. Two
other factors point in the same direction: the method of Old Tes-
tament citations, which is different from Paul’s; and the statement
in :, which presupposes that the writer had had no personal reve-
lation fromGod, but had received a ‘great salvation’ attested by those
who heard the Lord. Whereas this statement in : could

 H E B R E W S

. M. E. Thrall, Greek Particles in the New Testament (Leiden, ), p. ,
considers that Hebrews may be more typical of cultured Greek than any
other documents in the NT.
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possibly be interpreted to include the apostle Paul, it is not the
most natural understanding of it. Paul would never have admitted
having received the core of his gospel second hand, as this author
appears to do.

What then are the alternatives? Ancient testimony mentions only
three other possibilities beside Paul – Luke, Clement and Barnabas.
While there are some affinities between Luke’s writings and
Hebrews, they do not in themselves support common authorship.
Clement may be ruled out on the grounds that there are wide dif-
ferences in theological content between his writing andHebrews, and
on the almost certain assumption that he has cited directly from
Hebrews. The sole claim of Barnabas for consideration is his back-
ground as a Levite who came from a Hellenistic environment
(Cyprus). But our author is interested in the biblical cultus rather than
the temple cultus.

Of more modern guesses, Apollos has had the most supporters,
mainly on the supposition that as an Alexandrian he would have been
familiar with the ways of thought of his fellow Alexandrian, Philo,
which are supposed to be reflected in the epistle. This view, which was
first proposed byMartin Luther, has been strongly supported by those

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

. A. R. Eager examines their stylistic similarities, ‘The Authorship of the
Epistle to the Hebrews’, The Expositor  (), pp. –, –. Cf.
F. D. V. Narborough, Comm., p. . W. Manson, p. , also makes much
of these parallels.

. Calvin, Comm., on Heb. :, was prepared to consider favourably
Luke or Clement. He definitely rejected the Pauline authorship (cf.
idem., p. ). Cf. also C. Spicq, Comm. , p. .

. Both F. F. Bruce, Comm., p. xxxvii, n.  and Spicq, Comm. , p. , n. ,
list many advocates of Barnabas as author. Spicq’s list is particularly
impressive. Among the most recent are H. Strathmann (Göttingen,
), pp. f.; F. J. Badcock, The Pauline Epistles and the Epistle to the
Hebrews in their Historical Setting (London, ); A. Snell,New and Living
Way (London, ), pp. ff. Badcock held that the voice was
Barnabas’ and the hand Luke’s (op. cit., p. ). Spicq, however, (Comm.
, pp. –) gives no less than ten reasons for doubting the
probability of Barnabas as author.
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wishing to retain some Pauline connectionwith the epistle. Other pro-
posals are Priscilla, Philip, Peter, Silvanus (Silas), Aristion and Jude.

If we cannot be sure of the identity of the author we can note his
main characteristics which will be invaluable for our understanding
of his letter. He is a man who has pondered long on the Christian
approach to the Old Testament. What he writes has been well
thought out. He knows where his line of argument is going. When
he pauses to exhort his readers he does so with fine sensitivity and
tact. He prefers to think the best of them, although he issues strong
precautionary warnings. In spite of his anonymity he is a force to be
reckoned with in early Christian theology. He gives us the clearest dis-
cussion of the Christian approach to the Old Testament of any of
the New Testament writers.

. The readers

The title attached to this letter in the earliest extant manuscript is ‘To
the Hebrews’. There are no manuscripts of the letter, in fact,

 H E B R E W S

. Cf. Spicq, Comm. , p. , n. , for a detailed list. Among twentieth-
century advocates the most notable have been T. Zahn, Einleitung in das
Neue Testament (Leipzig, ), pp. ff.; J. V. Bartlet, ‘The Epistle to the
Hebrews once more’, ExT  (–), pp. –; T. W. Manson, ‘The
Problem of the Epistle to the Hebrews’, BJRL  (), pp. –;
Studies in the Gospels and Epistles (), pp. ff.; W. F. Howard,
Interpretation  (), pp. ff.; C. Spicq, Comm. , pp. ff. W. Manson
criticizes this view on the basis that the Alexandrian church never
referred to Apollos as author of this epistle (pp. f.).

. So A. Harnack, ZNTW  (), pp. ff.
. For a detailed survey of these other suggestions, cf. C. Spicq, Comm. ,

pp. ff.
. A. Nairne, Comm., p. lvii, considered that the precision of a name would

not add much to our understanding of the background.
. H. M. Schenke, ThZ  (), pp. –, points out two passages in the

apocryphal Gospel of Philip, in which the term ‘Hebrews’ is used,
which appear to draw a distinction between ‘Hebrews’ and ‘Christians’.
But this Gnostic work is no sure guide to orthodox usage.
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which do not bear this title. As early as Clement of Alexandria and
Tertullian the epistle was known by this title. Nevertheless, no spe-
cific indication is given in the text of the letter itself that the read-
ers were Hebrews and it is possible therefore that the title was not
original. In that case it may have been based on good tradition or it
may have been a guess. There have been divergent opinions on this
matter, but the fact remains that no patristic evidence gives any
reason to doubt the tradition. We must, however, consider the vari-
ous problems which arise as a result of this tradition.

The first point to note is the definition of the word ‘Hebrews’. It
could be used specifically of Jews who spoke Hebrew (or rather
Aramaic), in which case it would distinguish them from Greek-
speaking Jews. This suggestion has some other New Testament
support (cf. Acts :;  Cor. :; Phil. :), but there is no means
of knowing whether the traditional title to this epistle was intended
in this sense. It may have meant no more than Jews (i.e. Christian
Jews), whether Aramaic or Greek speaking. This more general use
is to be preferred. Some, however, have suggested that the title
should be wholly disregarded and that the epistle should be under-
stood as addressed to Gentiles. Clearly the only means of deciding
the issue is by a careful examination of the internal evidence.

Evidence of a specific group
In view of the very general nature of the traditional title, it is sig-
nificant that certain indications are given that a particular commu-
nity was in mind. Certainly the author knows something of their
history and background. He knows they have been abused for their
faith and that they have reacted well to the plundering of their
property (:, ). He is aware of his readers’ generosity (:) and
knows about their present state of mind (:ff.; :ff.). Certain prac-
tical problems such as their attitude to their leaders (:) and
matters of money and marriage (:, ) are mentioned. It seems
most reasonable to suppose that the writer has personal knowledge
of the specific people he has in mind throughout the epistle (cf.
:, , ). If this is true, the vague character of the title is
clearly misleading. One further feature which confirms this is the
specific mention of Timothy in :, for Timothy also must have
been known to the readers.

I N T R O D U C T I O N 
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Still further indication of the nature of the groupmay be deduced
from such references as : and :. The former is addressed to
those who ought by now to be teachers and this has given rise to the
suggestion that the readers were a small part of a larger group of
Christians. The most favoured suggestion is that they formed a
house group which had broken away from the main church. The
exhortation in : would support this view. There the writer urges
the readers not to forsake the assembling of themselves together. It
seems reasonably conclusive that the whole of a church would not
have been thought of as potential teachers, and it is highly prob-
able that a separatist group might have considered themselves su-
perior to the rest, especially if they were endowed with greater gifts.
The closely argued theme in this epistle is in line with the suggestion
that a group of people of a more intellectual calibre is in mind.

Some support has been claimed for the view that the group con-
sisted of former Jewish priests who had become Christians. From
the book of Acts it is clear that considerable numbers of priests were
among the people converted in the early days. As a matter of con-
jecture it may be supposed that these would naturally form groups
for the study of their new approach to the old cultus. Their special
interest in the Levitical order would then be highly intelligible. But
there is no evidence of any churches comprised of priests and
some caution must be exercised over this view. Moreover, we shall
need to discuss whether the general drift of argument is favourable
to this view.

An extension of the same idea is to see in the group of readers
former members of the Essene community at Qumran who
had been converted to Christianity. At first sight this seems an

 H E B R E W S

. Y. Yadin, ‘The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Epistle to the Hebrews’, Scripta
Hierosolymitana  (), pp. – (cited by E. Grässer, ThR  [],
p. ), suggests the recipients of Hebrews were former Qumranites
who had not completely given up their Qumran practices. H. Kosmala,
Hebräer-Essener-Christen (Leiden, ), goes further and argues that the
readers had never fully embraced Christianity. But against this type of
theory, cf. Bruce, ‘ “To the Hebrews” or “To the Essenes”?’,NTS 

(–), pp. –.
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attractive proposition, particularly because the epistle to the Hebrews
shows some corrective to the Qumran tendencies (e.g. their separ-
ation). The Qumran Covenanters had quarrelled with the main
Jewish parties over the current temple procedures and this would fit
in with the concentration in this letter on the tabernacle ritual rather
than the temple. But the evidence is capable of wider application
than this restricted view of the readers would allow. The theory
begins with the initial disadvantage that no mention is made any-
where in the New Testament of Essenes. Nevertheless, the Qumran
community has supplied some useful background information which
has thrown some light on the epistle (but see further discussion on
pp. ff.).

In support of Gentile readers
The wide appeal to the Old Testament in this letter does not ne-
cessarily demand a Jewish group of readers, in view of the fact that
the Old Testament was universally the Scriptures of the early church,
whether Jewish or Gentile. Indeed, some parts of the New Testa-
ment which are addressed to predominantly Gentile readers (e.g.
Romans, Galatians) still allude extensively to the Old Testament. It
would not have taken long for Gentile converts to become suffi-
ciently acquainted with the Old Testament to raise questions about
the meaning and relevance for them of the Levitical cultus. It is not
impossible that such questionings may have prompted the author’s
exposition of the high priest theme. Another line followed by some
advocates of a Gentile destination is to argue that the absence of the
allusion to the Jewish controversy favours that theory, but this point
would seem to be neutral if it has any validity at all. Of more weight
is the contention that the readers were in danger of apostatizing
‘from the living God’ (:), which would be inappropriate as a ref-
erence to Jews thinking of forsaking Christianity to return to
Judaism. But again this is not conclusive if the author thinks of all
forms of apostasy, whether from Jewish or Gentile Christians, as a
‘falling away from the living God’. The writer further mentions
‘dead works’ (:; :) and the elementary principles of the faith
(:), which are thought to be inappropriate for Jewish readers. It
could reasonably be maintained that Gentiles would fit the context
here better than Jews, but it can hardly be claimed that the words

I N T R O D U C T I O N 
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could never be applicable to Jews. On the whole, in view of the intri-
cacy of the style of argument, demanding as it does a wide under-
standing of the Old Testament (cf., for instance, the style of
discussion in Heb. :ff.), it seems that the traditional view is more
likely to be correct. This will become more evident when the pur-
pose of the epistle is discussed below.

. The destination

In view of the lack of specific information about the author or the
readers, any suggestions about where the readers lived are bound to
be fraught with uncertainties. The best we can do is to mention the
most feasible. We begin with the idea that the Jerusalem church was
in mind. This is claimed to be supported by the title and by the
emphasis on the Levitical ritual. In addition, the reference to perse-
cution (:; :) in ‘former days’ would well fit the sufferings
endured by the Jewish Christian community in Jerusalem. Some have
seen allusions to a coming disaster in :; :; :, but the word-
ing is much too general to have any significance. Others have argued
that because no church claimed the letter to the Hebrews, the recip-
ients may well have been a church in a place that was subsequently
destroyed, as Jerusalem was in AD . But we may discount the argu-
ment; indeed, there is no evidence that every New Testament book,
whose definite destination is known, was specifically claimed by the
church(es) addressed. If it could be established that the author has
the temple in mind, even though he speaks in terms of the taber-
nacle, there would be some support for a Jerusalem destination
since the writer uses the present tense as if the ritual were still
being observed. A question of dating also enters here, for if the epis-
tle was written after AD  (as some maintain), the Jerusalem destin-
ation would be more difficult to maintain.

Yet there are some serious objections to the idea of Jerusalem as

 H E B R E W S

. Jerusalem has been suggested by W. Leonard, The Authorship of the Epistle
to the Hebrews (London, ), p. , and A. Ehrhardt, The Framework of
the New Testament Stories (Manchester, ), p. . The latter dates the
epistle after the fall of Jerusalem.
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the destination. The statement in : that neither the writer nor the
readers had heard the Lord personally is clearly difficult if the
Jerusalem church is in mind, for it is hard to imagine that there were
any communities, like house churches, in Jerusalem, where not one
of the members had heard Jesus. Another difficulty is the predom-
inance of Hellenistic ideas, which are more difficult to imagine at
Jerusalem than elsewhere; this line of thought, however, must not
be overweighted in view of the Qumran evidence for an infiltration
of Hellenistic ideas into an otherwise Jewish milieu by the shores of
the Dead Sea, not far distant from Jerusalem. The consistent use of
the LXX is a further difficulty if Jerusalem Christians are in mind, for
it is hardly likely that the Judean church used this version. On the
other hand it could be pointed out that since Jerusalem boasted sev-
eral Hellenistic synagogues (Acts :), it is not impossible that these
may have used the Septuagint. But taking the essentially Greek
character of the epistle into account, it must be conceded that a des-
tination other than Jerusalem is more probable. One concluding
point may be mentioned, i.e. the probable reference to the generosity
of the readers in : does not fit too well a church whose poverty
is mentioned elsewhere in the New Testament in connection with
the collection by Gentile churches for its assistance.

It is natural that Alexandria has been proposed in modern times
as the destination in view of the parallels which have been claimed
between this letter and the writings of Philo of Alexandria. It has
been noted already that the Alexandrian church was never mentioned
in antiquity as the possible recipient of the epistle. But an even
greater difficulty is the fact that at Alexandria it was assumed at an
early date to be a letter sent by Paul to the Hebrews.

The suggestion which is supported by most internal and external
evidence is Rome. It was at Rome that the epistle was first known
and quoted, and since this was during the last decade of the first cen-
tury, it shows that the epistle must have reached there at a very early
stage in its transmission. Some connection may be seen between a
Roman destination and the greetings from ‘those who come from
Italy’ (:). The most natural way to understand this expression is
of people whose home is in Italy, but who are living elsewhere and
are desirous of sending greetings home. The vagueness of the
expression would have no point unless the writer thought it worth

I N T R O D U C T I O N 
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while to draw attention to the readers’ compatriots who were with
him. It would have more point, therefore, if addressed to a destin-
ation somewhere in Italy rather than anywhere else. It is not, how-
ever, conclusive since the wording of : could be understood in
terms of the author’s location or equally in terms of the readers’
origin.

There is no need to go into details at all regarding other sugges-
tions. We will merely note them in passing – Colossae (T. W.
Manson), Samaria (J. W. Bowman), Ephesus (W. F. Howard),
Galatia (A. M. Dubarle), Cyprus (A. Snell), Corinth (F. Lo Bue, H.
Montefiore), Syria (F. Rendall), Antioch (V. Burch), Berea (Kloster-
mann), Caesarea (C. Spicq). The list is sufficiently varied to show
that the scanty evidence can be made to do service to support any
number of possibilities. It should at least put anyone on his guard
against being too dogmatic over the destination of the epistle.

We would conclude that the most likely destination is Rome,
while leaving the options open for other possibilities.

. Date

Our previous discussions will not have left us too sanguine about the
possibility of fixing a date for this letter with any precision. All we
can hope to do is to suggest limits within which the letter was prob-
ably written. We may, at least, conclude that it was written before the
letter of Clement of Rome (AD ), unless of course it be maintained
that Hebrews used Clement or that both used a common source.

 H E B R E W S

. T. W. Manson, BJRL  (), pp. –; J. W. Bowman,Hebrews,  & 

Peter (London, ), pp. –; W. F. Howard, ‘The Epistle to the
Hebrews’, Interpretation  (), pp. ff.; A. M. Dubarle, RB  (),
pp. –; A. Snell,New and Living Way (London, ), p. ; F. Lo
Bue, JBL  (), pp. –; H. Montefiore, Comm., pp. ff.; F.
Rendall, Comm., pp. xvii, xviii; V. Burch, The Epistle to the Hebrews (),
pp. ff.; A. Klostermann, Zur Theorie der biblischen Weissagung und zur
Charackteristik des Hebräersbriefes (), p. , cited by O. Michel, Comm.,
p. ; C. Spicq, Comm. , pp. ff.

. G. Theissen, Untersuchungen zum Hebräerbrief (Gütersloh, ), pp. ff.,
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But since there is good reason to suppose that Clement borrowed
from Hebrews, this fixes a terminus for Hebrews, before which it
must have been written.

An internal consideration is the relation of the letter to the fall of
Jerusalem. Since the writer shows no awareness of this event and sug-
gests on the contrary that the ritual is still continuing, it would need
to be dated before AD . As already pointed out, however, the author
appeals to the tabernacle rather than to the temple, and this could as
legitimately be claimed as evidence that the temple no longer stands.
But the present tenses, used for instance in :– (cf. also :; :)
would havemore point if the temple ritual was still being observed.

The distinction between tabernacle and temple may not have been as
sharp to the original readers as appears to the modern reader. On the
whole this line of evidence is more in favour of a date before rather
than after AD , especially if weight is given to the strange omission
of anymention of the catastrophe if it had already happened. It would
have been a valuable historic confirmation of the major thesis of the
epistle – the passing of the old to make way for the new.

If, on the other hand, the doom of the city was imminent it would
give a strong edge to the exhortation to the readers to come out of
the camp (:). Again the mention of Timothy in :, if he is the
same man as Paul’s companion, must require a date within his prob-
able lifespan, but our problem here is that no independent know-
ledge exists of his death. All that could safely be concluded is that
a second-century date is wholly out of the question. Certainly the
state of the church which can be detected in this epistle is fairly prim-
itive, for there is no mention of officials by name, only the somewhat
vague expression ‘your leaders’ (:, ). Moreover, the strong
Jewish flavour of the theology favours an early date.

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

discusses the relationship between Hebrews and  Clement and
concludes that a literary dependence of the latter on the former is
unlikely.

. On the use of present tenses it should be noted that  Clem.  also
uses present tenses in describing the temple, clearly in his case a literary
device and not a historical usage. Cf. the comment on these tenses by
E. C. Wickham, Comm., p. xviii.
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Another suggestion is that the reference in :ff. to the Israelites’
forty years in the wilderness (citing Ps. :ff.) may be more pointed
if this epistle was written forty years after the death of Jesus. But the
connection of thought is far from obvious and can make no con-
tribution to our discussion. Of more point is the reference in :
to the fact that ‘you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding
your blood’. This may be understood metaphorically, in which case
it is no help in dating, but if it means that there had been no mar-
tyrs among them, it would require a date before widespread perse-
cution had taken place. If the readers were in Rome this would seem
to require a date before Nero’s persecutions. Nevertheless, if this was
a small house-church separated from the rest it may have escaped the
intensity of persecution which the main body of Christians had suf-
fered. Another consideration is the reference to ‘former days’ (:)
when the Christians were subjected to persecution. Again, if these
days refer to Nero’s persecution the epistle would have to be dated
after the fall of Jerusalem. But the same problem arises that there
is no suggestion that any had died and it is difficult therefore to
appeal to Nero’s persecution as an explanation of the ‘former days’.
It would be safer to assume that there was not so much an officially
organized attack as the sort of constant harassment to which both
the Acts and the epistles testify. Indeed the ‘former days’ could con-
ceivably refer to the period following the edict of Claudius exiling
Jews from Rome, since Jewish Christians would presumably have
been implicated (cf. Aquila and Priscilla, Acts :). Between this
event and Nero’s persecution a period of fifteen years had elapsed,
which would set the limits within which the epistle must have been
written. There is no means of knowing whether it was written
before Paul’s death, although it has been inferred from Hebrews 
that Paul was probably no longer alive, based rather precariously on
the solitary reference to Timothy.

Those who date the epistle before the fall of Jerusalem are

 H E B R E W S

. E. Riggenbach, Comm., pp. f., rejects strongly the idea that :–

implies any martyr deaths.
. J. Moffatt, Introduction to the Literature of the New Testament, p. ,

suggests it may have been mob violence.
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generally influenced by their view of the occasion in deciding a more
precise dating. For instance Montefiore suggests a dating similar to
 Corinthians and T. W. Manson a date similar to Colossians,

because of their respective views of the situation addressed in the
epistle. Most, however, do not date before the sixties, and prefer a
date just prior to or during the Neronic persecutions if the epistle
was sent from Rome, or just prior to the fall of Jerusalem if sent
from somewhere else.

Those who consider that the evidence does not require a date
before the fall of Jerusalem usually suggest a time about AD –.

There are two main considerations. The first is the use of the epis-
tle by Clement of Rome. It must obviously be dated before that
epistle, but how long before? According to Goodspeed’s theory,
Clement wrote in response to Hebrews :, in which case no great
interval could have elapsed between them. But this theory is tenu-
ous. If, on the other hand, Clement did not use our Hebrews, there
would then be no need to limit Hebrews to a time before Clement’s
letter. However, the primitive character of the community structure
in Hebrews demands an earlier provenance than Clement’s epistle.
The other consideration is the opinion held by some that Hebrews
shows dependence on the Pauline epistles. As usual with arguments
from literary affinities, dependence is difficult to prove. The Pauline
affinities are sufficiently explained by the supposition that the author
was an associate of the apostle. The evidence is certainly not suffi-
cient to show that Hebrews could not have been written before the

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

. H. Montefiore, Comm., pp. f. Cf. also J. M. Ford, CBQ  (),
pp. –.

. T. W. Manson, BJRL  (), pp. –.
. J. A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament (), pp. –, prefers

a Roman destination and a date c.  just prior to Nero’s death.
. E.g. E. F. Scott, The Literature of the New Testament (Colombia UP, ),

p. ; A. H. McNeile, C. S. C. Williams, Introduction to the New Testament
(Oxford, ), p. . D. W. Riddle, JBL  (), pp. –,
thought that only a short interval could have separated Hebrews and
 Clement. H. Windisch, Comm., p. , guessed a period of at least
 years.
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collection of the Pauline letters. The cumulative effect of these argu-
ments for a late first-century date are not convincing.

. The purpose of the letter

The writer makes only one specific statement about his purpose and
that is in : where he simply says, ‘bear with my word of exhort-
ation, for I have written to you briefly’. If ‘word of exhortation’

means here, as in Acts :, a homily, it would suggest that the struc-
ture of the letter owes its origin to a sermon given on a special occa-
sion and later adapted into letter form by the addition of personal
comments at the end. This suggestion has much to commend it and
would account particularly for the frequent asides which contain
direct appeals to the hearers. If the word ‘exhortation’ is given its lit-
eral force, those passages which contain such direct appeals must be
regarded as the crucial points in the author’s argument, even although
they are asides, and they must be taken into account in deciding the
author’s purpose. There is, however, much difference of opinion
over what the author was warning his readers to refrain from. The
various suggestions may conveniently be classified according to
whether they suppose a Jewish or Gentile destination.

 H E B R E W S

. It is surprising how many NT scholars adopt a late date for this epistle
without giving detailed attention to the possibility of an early date. Cf.
Wikenhauser, Kümmel, Marxsen, Fuller, Klijn and Perrin in their
Introductions. Yet many commentators have adopted an earlier dating:
e.g. W. Manson, C. Spicq, H. Montefiore, F. F. Bruce, J. Héring, G. W.
Buchanan, A. Strobel.

. Cf. F. Filson, Yesterday (), pp. ff., for a discussion on this word of
exhortation.

. It has been suggested that if : is taken as the cue the essentially
practical aim of the author would not be lost sight of in considering his
discussions of the high priest theme. Th. Haering, ‘Gedankengang und
Grundgedanken des Hebräerbriefs’, ZNTW  (–), pp. –,
compared the structure of Hebrews to ancient admonition discourses.
Cf. also G. Schille, ‘Die Basis der Hebräerbriefes’, ZNTW  (),
pp. –.
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