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Hebrews - Intro 
Grace BFC Sunday Bible Study – Spring 2013 

 
TEACHING 

Background 
 
Intro: 
 

 MacArthur - "The preeminence of Jesus Christ” 
 Lightfoot - "Beautiful Savior" 
 It is a book that is all about Jesus as our Savior! 

 

 But it is also a book that people often get lost in … it’s Old Testament allusions are 
sometimes be hard to understand, and throughout it makes statements that at first glance 
seem to be the opposite of our normal understanding of the Scriptures (ex. Jesus being 
made perfect through suffering) 

 There are also strongly worded exhortations, some of which lead to hotly debated 
theological discussions (ex. does Hebrews teach we can lose our salvation?) 

 And maybe hardest of all for the 21st century reader – all this talk of priests, sacrifices, 
patriarchs, and stories from thousands of years ago can seem far removed from daily 
experiences today 

 

 Lane – notes that Hebrews reputation for being formidable and remote from the world we 
live in is Ironic as it is actually a call for ultimate certainty and commitment … James 

Olthuis called Hebrews "certitudinal book" 
 Hebrews is designed to firmly ground the faith of it’s hearers and to encourage them to 

both stand firm in the faith, and press on in the face of difficulties, growing to maturity 
and running the race of faith 

 
Author: No Author given 
  

 Writers in Antiquity - thought author Paul, Barnabus, Luke or Clement of Rome  
 Modern Scholars - propose Apollos, Silvaius, Philip, Jude, Artison, Priscilla & Aquila 
 Lane - "The limits of historical knowledge preclude positive identification of the writer" - 

although most modern scholars believe it is not Paul ... But in Pauline circle with reference 
to “Timothy our brother”  (13:23) 

 Origen - in 3rd century - "only God knows certainly" 
 
 Profile of Author: 

 Teacher … seems like he is known to his audience and carries authority with them 
 Seems like he is not one of apostles who witnessed Jesus, but knows people who were  

witnesses 
 Highly Educated, writes in well styled Greek, excellent rhetorical style 
 Knows OT, comfortable not just quoting but interpreting and applying 
 Dynamic preacher (Hebrews most likely sermons … more on that in a moment) 
 Committed minister and deeply concerned about spiritual state of believers he addressed 
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Date: No date given or specifics that tie it to an exact date 
 
 Considerations of Date: 

 Likely at least 20-30 years after Jesus with references to second generation Christians, 
comments that by now they should be mature – so earliest date 60s  

 Hebrews quoted extensively by Clement of Rome in his writings from the first century, so 
latest date prior to 100  

 Mentions both suffering they have already endured as well as greater persecution to come 
– so could place it between persecution under Claudius in early 60’s and the burning of 
Rome under Nero in the late 60’s 

 

 Some commentators note that several passages on the Temple are written in present 
tense so must be before destruction of Temple in AD 70 … others also note that since 
Temple practices are mentioned, and if Temple had already been destroyed, it likely 
would have mentioned that (argument from silence … always tentative at best) 

 Some of the more careful commentators note that the Temple is actually never mentioned 
in Hebrews – it always refers to the older Tabernacle, and that the Greek word tenses do 
not need to indicate current practices …  

 But many of those commentators also arrive at a date in the 60s due to the repeated 
exhortation not to return to Temple practices, which would seem to indicate there was a 
temple the people were tempted to return to 

 
Audience: No Audience given up front  
  

 Ends in 13:24 with “Those who come from Italy send you greetings.”  
 Unclear if that means the letter was written by people in Italy who are sending their 

greetings with the letter, or if people in Italy are sending greeting to the recipients of the 
letter 

 
 Profile of Audience: 

 Book is called “Hebrews” as early as second century 
 Assume audience has some acquaintance with OT and Jewish practices 
 Thus could be Jews in Jerusalem … or Jews scattered elsewhere 
 Many commentators believe they are part of the Jewish Diaspora, maybe those in Italy 

 
 Addresses “leaders” rather than elders, several other comments make people think this is 

likely written to a small house church rather than an organized larger gathering 
 Many cities had strong connection between all house churches … but Rome was very 

sectarian in both its political structure and its religion, having several synagogues within 
it.  So believed to also have multiple house churches not closely tied together … thus not 
having central elders, and having greater potential for issues between leaders and people 

 Note that Rome also had strong mix of believer and non believer, Jew and gentile, new 
believers, children of believers, older believers... all of which seem to be addressed at 
different points in Hebrews 

 Clement of Rome quotes extensively from Hebrews in 1st century writings, so Clement had 
to have very early access to the text … maybe even in church as it was preached 

 So many modern commentators conclude a House Church in Rome is audience … 
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 References to remembering what former leaders taught says second generation 
Christians in established church … also comments that by now they should be mature 

 Struggling church, with some People growing complacent and forgetting what taught, 
others questioning some of applications of former leaders ... Temptation to go back to 
older ways 

 Since believers met in homes, none of beauty and grandeur of temple... Also lots of 
Gentiles coming in – so there is temptation to go back to Judaism – thus Hebrews 
emphasis that Jesus provides something far better, and that going back will be worse than 
never having left 

 Also written to church that has obviously been through some suffering / persecution, but 
with more coming it is a church that needs to be encouraged to stay the course 

 And more than just holding on – they need grow up, to press on to maturity, run the race 
to the end 

 They also need more than a quick rebuke, or even a pep talk – they need to see afresh the 
greatness of Christ  

 
 Relevance for today 

 Sounds a lot like church in America – many people born in church have grown lethargic, 
many content to stay as infants, others tempted to give up … some suffering, but prospect 
of much greater persecution on the horizon … living in culture with mix of true practicing 
Christian, cultural Christian, Non-Christian, those of other religions who know little of 
Christianity, and atheists. 

 We too need to be both encouraged and challenged in our life with God 
 We too need to see the superiority of Jesus and fall in love with him afresh 

 
 

Two Major Themes: 
 

 Show Superiority of Christ  

o Rich Christology - orchestrated so many interrelated themes all artistically woven 
together 

o Extensive use of Old Testament {we will see that as we go and take a more detailed 
look at how the author uses the OT throughout the book in a couple of weeks} 

o Pastoral Christology – not simply theological treatise.  While theology not shaped 
by culture, Hebrews does frame it in culturally relevant ways and present Jesus 
with a pastoral heart , addressing very specific struggles within author’s church  

 
 Exhortation Not to Fall Away 

o Is a letter, to a specific congregation, of exhortation, warnings, doctrinal 
significance 

o Exhortation - 172 out of 305 verses in Hebrews are exhortation 
o Hebrews 13:22 “ 

I appeal to you, brothers, bear with my word of exhortation, for I 

have written to you briefly.” 
 

 Another perspective on Themes: 
o Revelation / Word of God (chapters 1-6, 11-13) 
o Redemption / Work of Christ (chapter 7-10) 
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Old Testament Quotes (from Lightfoot) … see also detailed lists in week 3 handout 
 
Chapter 1 7 OT quotations 
Chapter 2 Ps. 8; Ps. 22, Isa. 8 

Chapter 3 Num. 12; Ps. 95 

Chapter 4 Ps. 95; Gen. 2 

Chapter 5 Ps. 2; Ps.110 

Chapter 6 Allusions to OT 

Chapter 7 Gen. 14; Ps. 110 

Chapter 8 Jcr. 31 

Chapter 9 Allusions to OT 

Chapter 10 Ps. 40; Jer. 31; Hab. 2 

Chapter 11 Allusions to OT 

Chapter 12 Prov. 3; Hag. 2 

Chapter 13 Ps. 118 

 
“Better Than” Comparisons (from Bateman) 
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Words of Exhortation (from Bateman) 
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Hebrews “At a Glance” (Nelson Maps and Charts) … (Other Charts from G. Guthrie) 
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Genre: Sermonic Letter 
 

 Brown - "Hebrews begins like a treatise, proceeds like a sermon, and closes like an 
epistle"  

 Longman and Garland - Opens like philosophical / theological treatise, ends like letter .... 
People often see as cold rhetoric and hard to understand theology ... But is pastoral letter, 
all theology is forming foundations for practical, pastoral concerns for the people  
 

 Maybe even series of sermon (remember 80% of people could not read) Likely given 
orally 

 Likely sermon first, written later – unlike Paul’s letters it does not start with any greeting, 
it uses first person, refers to speaking and hearing rather than writing and reading 

 Follows form of Hebrew Midrash - commenting and applying several verse at a time 
 Book laid out sermonicly - progressing through an outline of Jesus person and work, 

showing his superiority as he goes ... And at each point pausing for application focusing on 
warning and encouragement to the people to press on and grow 
 

 Hebrews is not narrative like gospels, but like the gospels it is telling a larger story - while 
written Rhetorically, there is the larger story of salvation history behind it - thus looking 
at history, story, setting, characters etc. helpful to interpret Hebrews 

 
Outline: 
 

 Lightfoot Outline: 
o Chapters 1-6: The Word of God - Who Christ is  

 greater than prophets, angels, Moses, Joshua, Aaron 
o Chapter 7-10: The Work of God - What Christ Does  
o Chapter 11-13: The Word of God - Concluding Exhortations 

 

 Debate over the years in how to outline the book: 
o Conceptual (thematic) analysis  *See examples on next page 
o Rhetorical analysis 
o Literary analysis 
o Discourse (text-linguistic) analysis *See Guthrie on page 9– preferred by Lane… 

 
 Like a Sermon 

o Point 1 
 Application 

o Point 2 
 Application 

o Point 3 
 Application 

 
o In this case, the points are a progression of thoughts on supremacy of Christ, and 

the applications are a series of similar exhortations to believe, draw near, not give 
up, run the race… 
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Thematic Arrangements of Hebrews (from Bateman) 
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Text-Linquistic Structure of Hebrews (from Bateman)
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Portraits of God in Hebrews (from Bateman) 
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Portraits of Jesus in Hebrews (from Bateman) 
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Portraits of God Shared with Jesus in Hebrews (from Bateman) 
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Titles Ascribed to Jesus in Hebrews (from Bateman) 
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All books listed were consulted by and can be borrowed from Mark Bickel 
* Items with an asterisk are Mark Bickel’s preferred resources 

 
 


