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The Letter to the Hebrews

General Introduction
This is the first class of a 12-week lecture series on the Letter to the Hebrews. 

The Author – Paul?
The third-century Chester Beatty papyrus P 46 puts Hebrews after Romans, among the Pauline epistles.  This placement is due to the fact that this was a common tradition in the Eastern church, or more specifically in Alexandria, Egypt, by the middle of the second century. The Alexandrian opinion is also attested in fragments, preserved by the Church Historian Eusebius, from Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-215) in book 6:14 and 25 and Origen (c. 185-253).  These learned heads of the catechetical school in Alexandria recognized, however, that the work differs substantially from the style of the rest of the Pauline letters.  They preserved the tradition of Pauline authorship by supposing that the apostle was somehow responsible for the content, but a follower or assistant for the style. Clement’s version of the theory’ suggests that Paul wrote in Hebrew to the Hebrews and that Luke translated his text for the Greeks.  Origen puts more distance between Paul and the text.  After noting that the style is different, he observes that the “thoughts of the epistle are admirable, and not inferior to the acknowledged writings of the apostle.”(This quotation and the rest are Eusebius, book 6:25).  Paul is seen to be ultimately responsible for the content of the letter, but “the style and composition belong to one who called to mind the apostle’s teachings and, as it were, made short notes of what his master said.” 

Origen refuses to speculate about the identity of this Pauline disciple, simply noting that he knew of two traditional opinions – one, as in Clement of Alexandria, identifying the assistant as Luke and the other identifying the assistant as Clement of Rome.  Whatever the value of the latter tradition, it is interesting in view of the close association of Hebrews and 1 Clement, the first testimony to our text.  Origen, in any case, does not decide between these alternatives.  His resigned comment, “But who wrote the epistle, in truth God knows,” has been often repeated by modern commentators.

This attitude of Clement and Origen on the question of authorship did not change the title of the letter in the MSS (manuscript) of the third and later on that the letter is Pauline. This was and still is the dominant attitude in the East.  Pauline authorship was not widely accepted in the West until the fifth century.  The authority of Augustine and Jerome, who accepted the authenticity of the text while noting some of the difficulties, and from late antiquity onward Hebrews was secure in both halves of the Christian world as a canonical work of Paul.  The assumption of Pauline authorship remained intact until the period of the Renaissance and Reformation, when it became widely questioned.  Among modern commentators defenses of Pauline authorship have become increasingly rare, as have attempts to revive theories of a Pauline translator or amanuensis (secretary).

Several major considerations militate against Pauline authorship.  The stylistic factors that impressed Clement and Origen are certainly significant.  There is not in the Pauline letters, even in such a relatively reflective and carefully composed work as Romans, anything that matches the studied prose of Hebrews with its careful structure and rich treatment of Judaism.  This observation does not, of course, completely deny Pauline authorship, and it is possible that, in circumstances different from those in which Paul usually composed his letters, he could have produced a very different letter.  But there are some factors, however, which make us question the authorship:

1. It is quite inconceivable that Paul, who so emphatically affirms his status as an apostle and eyewitness of the risen Christ (Gal 1:11-16; 1 Cor 15:8; Rom 1:1) could have put himself in the subordinate position of a second-hand recipient of tradition as does our author in Hebrews 2:3.

2. Most importantly, the central theological perspectives and imagery of Hebrews are quite uncharacteristic of Paul.  The treatment of Jesus as High Priest is unique in the New Testament, and the elaborate use of cultic categories to interpret the Savior’s work is not characteristic of Paul, although Paul does know about these traditions.

3. At the same time, typical Pauline themes are lacking in Hebrews.  When there are superficial thematic similarities, as in the rejection of the Law or the importance of faith, the mode of treatment is quite different. 

4. A remnant of the tradition of Pauline authorship is found in the attempt to attribute the whole final chapter, or simply the epistolary conclusion (13:22-25), to Paul.  But since that conclusion is of a piece with the rest of the concluding chapter, and that chapter is integral to the work as a whole, even a residual and marginal Pauline authorship is highly unlikely. 

Against these can be argued:

1. Paul changed his approach completely to gain acceptance among the Jews.

2. Different stylistic treatments for someone like Paul is not a problem but is required to deal with certain a group of humans which needs a different approach from that of the mixed community of Jews and Gentiles in Rome.  Here in the letter to the Hebrews Paul is dealing with Jews only. 

3. Paul did not put his name on the letters to the Hebrews to avoid further trouble with the Jews

The Author – Barnabas? 

The early acceptance in the East of Hebrews as Pauline was not duplicated in the Latin West.  Amidst this widespread hesitation of Pauline authorship in the Western church (Rome based), Tertullian (c. 155-220), perhaps on the basis of some tradition, suggested an alternative candidate, Barnabas.  The data of Acts and the Pauline epistles indicate characteristics of Barnabas that would indeed suit the author of Hebrews.  He was a Levite from Cyprus (Acts 4:36) and Luke interprets his name to mean “son of consolation.”  He was apparently a member of the “Hellenist” faction in the Jerusalem community and may, therefore, have shared the anti-Temple perspectives attributed to Stephen in Acts 7:48-50.  Barnabas was influential in the community at Antioch and for a time was on the team of Paul.  All of this could fit the author of Hebrews, but the break between Paul and Barnabas suggests otherwise.  This was due to Barnabas’s behavior in the dispute at Antioch, when he accepted the restrictions on dealing with Gentiles required by the “people from James” (Gal 2:12).  A person who would give even this much legitimacy to “Kashrut Laws” is unlikely to have composed Hebrews 7:11-19; 9:9-10; and 13:9.  

The Author – Apollos?

Apollos was initially proposed by Luther (on the development of Luther’s opinion in sermons of 1521-22).  Luther cited Hebrews as Pauline (Works of Luther, Vol 7:600); but at the same time he already considered Apollos a possibility. (Vol 10:143).  He is more definite in a sermon of 1537 (Vol 45.3 89) and in his commentary on Genesis of 1545, (Vol 44.709, see Kenneth Hagen, A Theology of Testament in the Young Luther: The Lectures on Hebrews, Studies in Medieval and Reformation Thought 12; Leiden: Brill, 1974).  This has attracted a good deal of support.  Apollos is described in Acts 18:24 as “eloquent” and “powerful in the scriptures,” and was seen by Luther as appropriate for the author.  Luke also reports that Apollos was an Alexandrian, which would comport well with the affinities of Hebrews with Hellenistic Jewish traditions represented in Philo of Alexandria.  Apollos operated in the same missionary sphere as Paul and one of the factions that formed at Corinth revered him.  This loose association with the Pauline mission could account for some of the similarities to, as well as differences from, the Pauline letters.  Apollos might well be the sort of person who could have composed Hebrews, but too little is known of his specific teaching to allow a positive identification. Surely his exegetical skills were not unique in the early Christian movement.

The Author – Others?

 The list of other possibilities which have been advanced, such as Priscilla, perhaps in collaboration with her husband, Aquila, the Jewish- Christian missionary couple known from Acts and Paul’s letters, has many of the same qualifications as Apollos, but the author’s masculine singular self-reference at (11:32) would seem to preclude her, either alone or with her husband.  Silas or Silvanus, a collaborator of Paul and co-author of the Thessalonian correspondence (1Thess 1:1-2 Thess 1:1) is occasionally put forth.

The Author - The Congregation? 

It is generally assumed, especially in light of the references to details of his congregation experiences (e.g., 10:32-34), that the author does have some specific community in view. The common opinion of ancient commentators of the Church of Antioch (Chrysostom, PG 63.9-14; Theodore of Mopsuestia, PG 66.952; Jerome the illustrious men 5, PL 23.6 17; Theodoret of Cyrus, PG 82.676.) is that the congregation was situated in Palestine generally or, more specifically, in Jerusalem. 

The Supreme Son of God - Hebrews 1:1-4

Hebrews 1:1 In the past God spoke to the fathers at various times and in many ways through the prophets,

2 but in this final age he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of everything, and who yet is the one through whom he created the world. 

3 This Son, although the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his nature (substance), and although sustaining the universe by his powerful word, yet made 

purification for sins and then sat down at the right hand of the divine Majesty on high, 

4 being exalted as far above the angels as the name which he has inherited is superior to theirs.

Notes on the Text

Verse 1:1a In the past God spoke to the fathers at various times 

God’s speech of old was directed “to the fathers,” that is, to all the ancient people of God to whom the prophets spoke. The unqualified expression “the fathers” is common and “the fathers” are those of the old covenant.  Here “the fathers” are viewed as the spiritual ancestors of the new covenant. These ancestors will appear, especially in chapters 3, 4, and 11, as positive and negative models of Christian obedience of faith, but here they simply stand in contrast to “us” as recipients of that word.  

Verse 1:1b and in many ways through the prophets,

God’s address of old came “through” the prophets; they were the heralds of the new message. The two covenants stand together but as we shall see, God finally, “in this final age” which is the last age of the divine revelation has spoken through his Son. 

Verse 1:2 but in this final age he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed  heir of everything, and who yet is the one through whom he created the world. 

This final and decisive address of God to humanity occurs not “of old” but literally “at the end of these days.”  The phrase is derived from a scriptural expression for the future, which came to be used in an eschatological sense. God’s final address comes “through this Son.”  In the Greek the word Son, without a definite article (eg. “the”), does not imply that there are other sons whom God could have chosen to speak to us.  Rather the term emphasizes the exalted state of that final revelation.  Westcott usefully paraphrases “who is Son.”  As the following verses and even the whole chapter will indicate, the Son is the One who is seated at God’s right hand, is superior to all the angels.  God’s word has come to the angels, to Moses, to Joshua, and to Aaron.  What is new is that God speaks through this Son not only in word, but in deed in the entirety of the Christ-event providing for humanity atonement for sin and everlasting covenant relationship.

Word and Deed

In Hebrew davar means both word and deed.  In modern times the gap between “word” and “deed” is great.  There are many reasons for that but among them is the speed of the rhythm of modern life.  We also see more than what we can actually do. 

The Heir

God “made” the Son.  This is a common expression in the LXX (Septuagint, Greek translation of the OT) and does not imply that God created the Son.  In Psalm 88:28 (LXX), “I shall make him (David) firstborn, lofty above kings of the earth.” (Cf. also Heb 3:2; 1 Tim 2:7; Tim 1:11; and possibly Rom 4:17, citing Gen 17:5).

“Heir of all things” introduces the proclamation of inheritance.  This is based on the OT understanding of the “rights” of the “heir” as in such texts of Psalm 2:8.  The general OT tradition is that the “heir” takes all his father has. 

We need to look at four points here:

1. Christ the Lord is heir of all things, not as God, but as man

2.  As God he is maker of all things, and the creator of all things is Lord of all by nature, whereas the heir is made master of what he was previously not lord.  In like manner the believers are heirs of God and coheirs with Christ by grace they receive what they did not have before (Rom 8:17).

3. The heir is the same as the “first-born” who is also the heir according to the OT. Jesus is the “first-born” from the dead (Col 1:15). He is the one who has the inheritance of eternal life and can share this with us.

4. In Hebrews the Son is invested as the universal heir of all creation not merely of all the nations, as the promise to Abraham in (Gen 17:5 and Ps 2:8).  The formal similarity between these passages suggests that the writer made use of the OT motif of the investiture of the heir in order to connect the beginning of redemptive history with its accomplishment in the Son.

Verse 1:3a This Son, although the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his nature (substance),… 

Two Greek words are very important:

· Radiance 

· Representation

Radiance recalls the very words of Jesus, I am the light of the world (John 8:12). Therefore the word radiance, showing that this was said in the later sense of the Creed, “Light of Light.”

Representation means that the majesty of the Father is expressly imaged in the greatness of the power of the Son, that the one may be believed to be as great as the other is known to be.  Again, as the radiance of light sheds its brilliance from the whole of the sun’s disk, so too all the glory which the Father has is shed from its whole by means of the brightness that comes from it, that is, by the true Light.  Even as the ray is of the sun, for there would be no ray if the sun were not, the sun is never conceived as existing by itself without the ray of brightness that is shed from it.  So the continuity and eternity of that existence which the Only Begotten has of the Father, calling the Son “the brightness of God’s glory.” 

Why So Difficult?

Why do we have such a complicated teaching? Why is God not just one but has his “radiance” and his “representative?”

1. God did not just reveal himself in order to tell something about himself but to tell us two things: His life and our communion with him.

2. Why not one God who can communicate his one life with us? The answer is simply that when God communicates his life to us, God calls us to be like something in his life.  Here the word “one” has no ontological (argument for the existence of God) meaning at all.  We are called to be like his Son and even share the same majesty of the Son.  So when we say “one” we have to ask “what one?”  In other religions like Islam, God does not call humanity to be like anything or to have any similarity to anything in God.  Even the creation of Adam (Gen 1:27) is according to “the image and likeness” of God.  This is missing from the Quran.  To be like the Son of God Jesus Christ indicated that the Son is really the Son not a creature.  He is also incarnate. This can’t be related to just the abstract concept on the word “one.”

3. But can we become like the One without a son?  To answer this question we need to look at three major facts:

a. One (God) to one (human) relationship does not secure the creation of a community but a collection of individuals.

b. One God is not good enough for any ontological communion because communion creates a relationship which aims at a higher status.  This higher status does not transform one human or many humans so that each remains living eternally in isolation from the others.  When a community is created a relationship with each other is secured by a common love.  This love does not originates from humanity but from God who practices this love and shares this love with creation to create eternal communion with humans who receive that love and imitate it freely.  One God, who has neither Son nor Holy Spirit, has only self – love (monadic love).  But the Triune God has triadic love, which is the love of the Three, shared by the Three.

c. Our eternal destiny is that of the “Many” who are “one” also. Here “many” and “one” are the image of the divine life.  We can’t be modeled on the “one” and remain many, but we are modeled on the One and the Three having been made “partakers” of the divine nature (2 Pet 1:3) which is expressed in another phrase in Hebrews, “partakers of his holiness.” 

Having the Same Nature of the Father  

Hebrews used a Greek word for the status of the Son which is Hypostasis.  This term appears three times in Hebrews, (3:14; 11:1. Elsewhere in the NT the term appears only in 2 Corinthians 9:4 and 11:17.  It can mean “fundamental reality.”  That sense developed from the scientific and medical uses of the term for a sediment that collects at the bottom of a container, and hence “stands under”   “solution.” The term eventually came to refer to what ever underlies a particular phenomenon, whatever is its actuality or its most basic or fundamental reality or “essence.”

Verse 1:3b  and although sustaining the universe by his powerful word, yet made 

purification for sins and then sat down at the right hand …,

An interpretation of the two key images here as designations of the incarnate Son is significant  since the context, especially verse 2, clearly refers to the pre-existent Son.  The Son who is so intimately like the Father “bears all things,” not only creating but also sustaining the universe. This is a reference to the ongoing sustaining activity of the Son of creation.

Christ’s “sustaining activity” takes place “through his powerful word,” literally, through the word of his power. The use of the descriptive genitive is paralleled frequently in Hebrews (3:6, 12; 4:2, 16; 5:7; 9:5; 12:9, 15).  

The Son who from the beginning was the Co-Creator who still sustains creation is also the same one who caused salvation.  It is he who has made “purification for sins.”  This terminology, which that belongs to the work of high priest, is an essential feature of Christ’s priestly work as we shall see is a major topic of the letter to the Hebrews.  

This word Hypostasis will later on be the most important word in the struggle to formulate the doctrine of the Trinity in the 4th century.

Please remember three things:

1. We are related to what God has in himself which is his nature.

2. Our communion with God is not based on an external relationship but it comes from what is in his life.

3. The One who opened this unique communion with God is the One who has the same nature or substance or life of God, Jesus Christ our Lord.

Purification of sins

The Son’s ministry is described from the first in distinctly priestly terms.  This brief reference to Jesus’ achievement is to remove sin, which is the meaning of “cleansing from sins.”  Here sin is viewed as defilement which must be purged.  This understanding has its roots in the OT where “purification” and its cognates relate to the removal of the defilement of sin, either in association with the altar (Exod 29:37; 30:10; Lev 16:19) or the people (Lev 16:30).  The uncleanness of the people of Israel was acknowledged before the Lord at the altar, and it was from this defilement that they had to be cleansed by the sprinkling of the blood of the sacrificial animal.  The blood covered and obliterated the sins upon the altar (Exod 30:10).  The purification of the people was similarly achieved by blood in an act of cleansing (cf. Lev 16:30).  Purity is the essential condition for participation in worship.  The defilement of sin erects a barrier to the approach to God which must be removed.  Hebrews draws upon this conceptual framework for interpreting the death of Christ confirmed by chapters 9 and 10, where the categories of defilement and purgation are foundational to the preaching of the Gospel.  It is significant that the other six occurrences of  “purification” and its cognates appear in these chapters (9:13, 14, 22, 23; 10:2, 22).

In the Old Greek version of Job 7:21, the patriarch objects, “Why do you not forget my offense and make cleansing for my sin?”  Perhaps with this formulation in mind, the writer states succinctly “having made cleansing for sins.”  The aorist participle (ongoing action verb modifier) designates the purification as a definite act performed once for all. The middle voice indicates that the Son made purification for sins in himself clearly relating the act of purification to his sacrifice.  By that one action, the defilement of sins was removed forever.  The genitive (part of speech that names something) must accordingly imply that the sins were purged away by the death of the Son.  Hebrews 1:3   strongly implies that God’s unique Son is also a priest.

Letter from Philemon

My beloved brother,

Joy, eternal joy in Jesus our Beloved Savior.

Why do we still feel the weight of our sins in spite of the fact that Jesus purified us and has taken away our dirt?  I have asked the Lord to give me a word for me and for you.  He told me four things which I wrote as I have received them. You have to speak to the Master and the Teacher himself if they seem difficult for you to understand.

1. It is our pride that stirs up our guilt.  A humble person is not afraid of his past sins.  Thank our Lord for forgiveness and your burden will be light and will eventually disappear.  But, those of us who do not thank the Lord for the grace of forgiveness, their burden remains. 

2. Part of the burden is that we still have some hidden attraction to our old sins and that burdens our memory with fear and shame.  Sit at the feet of our Savior and repeat, “you are not ashamed to call me your brother” (Heb 2:11) but I am ashamed of calling myself your brother; I have not the courage to be as such. Give me Lord a spark of your infinite love for humanity that it may burn my burden.

3. The other side of our burden is that we think very low of ourselves as if we are just our past sins or made of those things which we have done.  This is a great mistake.  Please think and meditate on your glorious throne as sitting at the right hand of God with his Son our Lord.  Live with that hope and do not let that hope ever leave your heart especially in time of distress.  Jesus called us to share his glory.  If you focus your attention on your past life, you are not aware that you are saying to him no, I don’t want you.

4. Whenever you receive the Lord’s body in the great banquet be sure that his body is your body and that your body is his.  This new reality will be sustained by his love. 

So live in the present as all the past has been crucified with Him. 

Pray for me

Philemon

22 Feb 1969

Verse 1:3c  …of the divine Majesty on high
1.  The Son who has made “purification of our sins” has been exalted to a position at God’s right hand.  These are unmistakable words of Psalm 110:1, for this is the only biblical text that speaks of someone enthroned beside God.  The divine Wisdom is depicted as sitting beside God’s throne (Wis 9:4), and the Logos, who attacks Egypt in the night of the final plague, leaps down “from heaven, from the royal throne” (Wis 18:15).

2. The enthronement of Jesus at God’s right hand is a message to all those who approach the divine throne.  The Son has the royal power and unparalleled glory. 

3. The term “right hand” has its place in Biblical proclamation, the right side symbolized supreme authority and highest honor, e.g., 1 Kings 2:19, So Bathsheba went to King Solomon … And the king rose to meet her, and bowed down to her; then he sat on his throne, and had a seat brought for the king’s mother; and she sat on his right.  From the beginning, Christians were familiar with the confession that the Son is at God’s right hand.  This appears in NT and post-NT creedal confessions and hymns.  They would recognize immediately that the reference was to Christ’s exaltation after his resurrection. This may explain why there is so little direct appeal to the fact of Jesus’ resurrection in Hebrews (cf. 13:20).

4. In verse 3 and elsewhere, an allusion to the position at God’s right hand apparently served as an inclusive reference to Jesus’ resurrection, ascension, and continuing exaltation.   “Majesty” is another name for divinity and this indicates the Son’s incomparable glory. Concurrently it affirms the eternal majesty of God.  Enthronement at “the right hand of the divine Majesty” says to us that the Son is with the Father “on high” (Ps 92:4; 112:5). The word “high” must not lead us to any form of imagination but to the reality of Jesus being in the heavenly sphere ‘in heaven, (Heb 8:1).

5. Although the Son can be described as the radiance of the divine glory from eternity (v 3), there is a profound sense in which it can be maintained that he entered into another state of glory after his humiliation and sacrificial death for he was, “crowned with glory and honor” (Heb 2:9). 

The Son’s exaltation is thus described as a heavenly enthronement (v 3), which means:

1. The proclamation of his supreme name (v 4)

2. His rank (v 5)

3. The angelic recognition of his supreme dignity (v 6)

4. The fresh enunciation of his exaltation (vv 8-13). 

This same teaching can be seen and should be recognized in other confessional passages in the NT such as Philippians 2:9-11; 1 Timothy 3:16; and Revelation 5:6-14.  The Son has been exalted to God’s right hand.  He there lives and rules with the authority and power of God himself.

Verse 1:4 being exalted as far above the angels as the name which he has inherited is superior to theirs.

1. Verse 4 gives the final word; the Son is proclaimed by his enthronement to have a name which he has inherited far above and superior to the angels.  

2. The name of his exultation which makes the Son above the angels appears also in confessional Creedal words (Phil 2:9; Eph 1:20; 1 Pet 3:22).  If we go back to the words of the Psalm 2:7, the superior name “My Son” is acclaimed by the Father himself which is quoted in verse 5.  But this is not enough.  The name is also that name “Jesus” which is Yahweh Savior. 

3.  The term “better” is used for value judgments (19 times in the NT, 13 in Hebrews). This descriptive term is complemented by the more precise words “more excellent” which is used again in Hebrews 8:6 to declare the superiority of Christ’s ministry in contrast to the that of the OT Levitical priesthood.   These terms express a qualitative judgment; they declare that the Son has:

1. The divine place.

2. Supreme power as Co-Creator

3. He is the glory of the Father

4. Has a name that even the angels don’t have which is “far above ... as” which is the  excellent Greek word tosoutw used in this precise form in Hebrews 10:25. 

Conclusion - No comparison between Christ and the angels.  

Appendix 

 Some Greek Papyri of the Letter to the Hebrews

	Number
	Name
	Cat.
	Date
	Content
	Place

	p13
	P. Oxy. 657
	1-fr
	III/IV
	Heb 2:14-18,Z;3:1-19,Z;4:1-16,Z;5:1-5;10:8-22,29-39,Z;11:1-13,28-40,Z;12:1-17
	London, Brit. Libr., Inv. 1532 v; P. Oxy. 657; Cairo, Egyptian Mus., PSI 1292

	p17
	P. Oxy. 1078
	2
	IV
	Heb 9:12-19
	Cambridge, Univ. Libr., Add. Mss. 5893; P. Oxy. 1078

	p114
	P. Oxy. 4498
	 
	III
	Heb 1:7-12
	Oxford, Ashmolean Mus.
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