Wednesday @ E 91 / Dr. George Bebawi / February 4, 2009 / Page 1

The Letter to the Hebrews
The Son of God, the Founder of our Salvation

Chapter 2, Part 1
A Warning

Hebrews 2:1-4

1 We must pay the closest attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we not drift off course. 

2 What was once spoken by God through the angels proved to be valid, and every infringement and disobedience received the appropriate judgment. 

3 Shall we escape if we disregard a salvation as great as this?  First announced by God through the Lord, it was guaranteed to us by those who heard him. 

4 God, according to his own will plainly endorsed their witness by signs and wonders and many kinds of miracles and by distribution of the gifts of the Holy Spirit.

Notes

1. The first warning takes the two Covenants as a starting point.  It is necessary, therefore, to point to the fact that Christ is “who is greater than the angels;” He himself is the center of the revelation and the one who delivered it.  This must be taken with utmost seriousness.  The adherence to the Christian message is described by the words in v 1, “pay the closest attention,” and is similar to Hebrews 3:6, 14; and 10:23 where the hearers are urged to hold fast to hear confession of faith, without which the goal of salvation cannot be reached.  This goal is the Son himself as we shall see later or as has been declared in the first chapter. 

2. Does this warning mean that the community had grown lax in their commitment to Christ and were neglecting the Christian faith?  We have no historical evidence for such a relapse.  But warnings as such are quite common.

3. “What has been heard” is one of the few witnesses to the tradition of the early church. Here God speaks through his Son, but this revelation is not just the word spoken. 

Different Levels of the Spoken Word of God in the OT

1. The word of God is a declaration of God 

2. It is a revelation of the divine human relationship through the commandments and of keeping the covenant. 

3. It is a healing, judgment, correction of what is evil in the life of Israel.

Different Levels of the Spoken Word through Jesus the Son of God in the NT

1. Jesus declares to us what is God (not who is God) and this spoken word declares not just what is God as the Father, but it is a call or invitation to adoption.  It is a revelation of new relationship.

2. It has two great promises: 

a. The Kingdom

b. The gift of the Holy Spirit.

3. It has the embodiment of what Jesus is doing in us and for us.

4. It is read or spoken but it has its validity and truth through the witness and the work of the Holy Spirit.

ACTIVITY:


Please write and supply some NT verses to prove or disprove the above.

Drifting

“The drifting off course” is taken from Navel terms “to hold a ship toward 
port, or to fasten the anchors to the sea bed.”  The image is of a drifting ship, carried by the current beyond a fixed point, furnishes a vivid metaphor for the failure to keep a firm grip on the truth through carelessness and coldness of love.

Abba Philemon


My beloved brother, we need to live our Christian faith daily.  The Great Antony (of Egypt) used to say, “The Lord lives, in whose presence I stand to day.”  Today is the beginning and yesterday is no longer a beginning.  Today is new time for life and for prayer.  Yesterday is no longer with us.  If you have prayed yesterday that has passed away.  Do not say I have done this or that yesterday but say I stand in the presence of the Lord now and today.”

April 25, 1970

Comparing the 2 Covenants, vv. 2-4

1. Any disregard for the Mosaic Law as appropriately punished.  Now any lax attitude for the gospel must inevitably bring judgment.  A striking feature in verse 2 is the use of juridical expressions “proved legally valid,” “every infringement and disobedience,” and “received appropriate judgment,” which confirms that “the message declared by the angels” signifies the law delivered at Sinai.  In Deuteronomy 33:2, however, in a passage celebrating the theophany at Sinai, Moses declares that God came “with myriads of holy ones,” and the LXX adds, “angels were with him at his right hand” (cf. Ps 68:17).  It was a common conviction spread before the Incarnation of our Lord that angels were mediators in the transmission of the Law.  This was expressed as early as the Maccabean period in the Book of Jubilees 1:27; 1, 26-27.  The first Christian martyr, Stephen, similarly speaks of the angel who spoke to Moses at Sinai (Acts 7:38; cf. v 53), so Paul describes the law as “ordained through an intermediary” (Gal 3:19; Cf. John 7:19).  Near the end of the first century Josephus wrote, “And for ourselves, we have learned from God the most excellent of our teachings, and the most holy part of our law by angels (Ant. Of the Jews 15.36).  Similar statements occur in early collections of rabbinical tradition.

2. In Hebrews “the message delivered by angels” is an alternate expression for “the word that God spoke through the prophets” (1:1).  That message proved to be legally valid precisely because it was a word spoken by God. 

3. “Infringement” and “disobedience” involves a deliberate rejection of the divine will.    Under the old covenant every infringement of the Mosaic ordinances and each rejection of the will of God expressed in the law received its judgment.  Disobedience implies an unwillingness to listen to the voice of God. 

Appeal 

Verse 1 begins with an urgent appeal to pay the closest attention to what has been heard.   But if that is ignored “an appropriate punishment” (v 2) is waiting.  Under the Old Covenant, Israel will lose the blessings and receive the curse of “trespassing” (cf. 3:7-4:11).  This was set as a sobering model for those who were prone to become apathetic and unresponsive to God’s revelation in the Son.  So also under the New Covenant claiming “a salvation as great as this,” simply means that they who live under that Covenant face greater responsibility and greater peril.  Hebrews returns to this model for the understanding of Christian responsibility twice more in 10:28-31 and 12:25.  On each occasion the question is raised “how shall we escape …?”  No one can escape.

We must remember:

1. The revelation by  the Son is that of great salvation.

2. God did not address us in the NT through the agency of the angels, but through the Lord who is his unique Son.  The words “announced through the Lord,” affirms that in this last period of history God has spoken “through the Son” (1:2). 

3. Now “salvation which was announced through the Lord” (v 3), declares that the Son is incomparably superior to the angels (1:5-14).  It is not just a better Covenant but greater beyond comparison.  The message delivered through the angels demanded accountability; how much more is this true of the message of salvation announced by the Lord?

4. The author of Hebrews is vitally interested in preaching.  He is aware that what was “first announced through the Lord Himself” is the foundation of the Christian ministry which is traced to the Lord.  The text contains a profound declaration of the Church as rooted in the teaching and the ministry of the Lord.  The message of salvation began to be declared through him.  Jesus as Lord is not simply information about salvation but is salvation itself:

a) Jesus provided “purification for sins” (1:3; cf. 9:14; 10:10). 

b) He is the embodiment of the word of God and the Reveller of God.

c) The Son is the event of salvation (cf. 1:2).  In this comprehensive sense his ministry, which passed through the successive stages of proclamation, sacrificial death, and exaltation, marked the “beginning” of the message of salvation. 

d) This message is “guaranteed to us by those who heard him.”  The ministry of the Lord marked the first phase of God’s final revelation.  It is significant that in Hebrews the office of apostle is reserved for Jesus (3:1).  He is the one who carries the responsibility for the Revelation.

God’s Endorsement of the Witness

The accompanying witness of God, who endorsed the preaching of salvation with tangible evidence, served to validate the message delivered to the community.  The spoken word was complemented by the visible demonstration of “signs and wonders,” and “wonder” is part of the scope of God’s redemptive activity in the history of Israel.  It was the Exodus that marked the redemption of Israel.  In the LXX,  the term was frequently joined with  “sign,” so that it became a standard phrase for the events of the Exodus, which served to identify God’s redemption of his people (Exod 7:3; Deut 4:34; 6:22; 7:19; 29:2).  We have to remember here Mark 16:20, which provides us with the list of the work of the Risen Christ.  The reference to “many kinds of miracles,” through the Holy Spirit, means that God is present with the witnesses as the dispenser of these great charismatic gifts of the Holy Spirit.  The manifestation of charisma in the life of the community (Heb 6:4-5) provides indisputable evidence of God’s seal upon the word received by the congregation.  The supporting evidence of signs and wonders, of various miracles and spiritual gifts, is anchored in the will of God not in the will of the church.  

Struggling with Laziness

“We struggle to stay on course” for many reasons:

1. If we loose sight of our goal, we wander like a wild homeless dog.

2. Our love grows cold if we feed it with feelings alone.  Love is a commitment of the mind and the will especially during dry seasons when our feelings are frozen. In fact dry seasons are good; they reveal to us how deep our love is.

3. If we have a request and God delays answering our prayers, or if the event bring more sadness and more pain and the problem (s) is not solved.

Philemon – My Blood, His Blood

I have taken a vow to give my blood to the one who gave his blood for me.  That was a long time ago, and I have to confess to you that I am still far away.  But I have built for the Lord a church in my heart.  It is decorated with peace, forgiveness and perseverance.   I ask the Lord every day to come to this church so that we can build together one alter made of his will and my will, of his love and my love.  Days and weeks may pass when in that church there is only one alter which is that of Jesus my Sweet Love.  I say to Jesus this is half of His alter; I have to provide the other half.  I know that even the other half will be provided by him. 

Let us persevere and run our course daily.

Philemon a sinner

23 June 1966

The Son of God Who Was Humbled for a While

Hebrews 2, Part Two

Hebrews 2:5  It is not to angels that he has subjected the heavenly world to come, about which we are speaking. 

6  Someone has testified, saying, “What is man that you take thought for him, or the son of man that you should care for him?

7  You made him for a little while lower than the angels; you crowned him with glory and splendor; 

8  you put everything in subjection under his feet.”  Now in putting everything in subjection to him, he left nothing that is not subject to his control.  But in fact we do not yet see everything subject to his control.

9  We see Jesus, who for a little while was made lower than the angels so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone, because of the suffering of death crowned with glory and splendour.”

Two Important Notes on the Greek Text

Verse 7 – The expression (  (brachus) can be translated in the qualitative sense as “a little lower than,” numerical sense as “fewer than,” or in the temporal sense as “for a little while.”  In Psalm 8 it is almost certainly qualitative, and this has influenced the translation of this verse in the NIV, “you made him lower than the angels”

Verse 9 – Some MSS (manuscripts) provided us with a textual variation of this verse.  The better MSS support our translation “by the grace of God” and it is very strong is reading in (p 46  A B CD 3381 330 614 ). Some Eastern MSS and which were known to someone like Origen of Alexandria, have “apart from God” which appeared as early as the third century.  Although it is found now only in MS 1’739, from which it entered into other MSS and to the Vulgate as well as in three copies of the Syraic NT translation known as the “Peshitta,” it was present in MSS known in the West to Ambrose, and Jerome, and it was adopted by some.  Origen knew both readings.  We shall deal with this later on.

The OT Background of Hebrews 2:5-9

Verse 5 - This section still looks at the Son and the angels.  The OT quotations had exhibited the transcendent dignity and the divinity of the Son, particularly in his exaltation.  But this cannot be stated without the main bulk of the NT which is the “redeeming work of the Son” which was declared in chapter 1:1:1-4.  The words of Psalm 110:1 could not be applied fully to the angels (1:14).  The invitation to be enthroned at God’s right hand was addressed to the Son alone.  The citation of Psalm 110:1, with its reference to the subduing of enemies, accounts for both the mention of the subjection of the world to come in Hebrews 2:5 and the words which were taken from the Greek LXX of Psalm 8:5-7: “Now it is not to angels that he has subjected.”  The reference to the angels resumes the argument advanced before in Hebrews1:13-14.  Among the Jews in the Diaspora (dispersed tribes of Israel – ed.) there was a wide-spread belief that God has entrusted the administration of the present world to the angels.  But this administration did not extend to the heavenly world to come.  This heavenly world to come is where God is.  The LXX reflects this belief in Deuteronomy 32:8, which speaks of the angelic government of the world:

“When the Most High gave the nations their inheritance,

when he separated the sons of Adam,

he established boundaries for the nations

according to the number of the angels of God.”

The establishment of boundaries for the nations “according to the number of the angels of God” implied that the nations of the world had been subjected “to the angels,” but heaven is excluded.  The heritage of the New Covenant who are the new people of God, however, lies not in the present world but in the new creation inaugurated by the enthronement of the Son.

This is a function of affirmation to the theme of the supremacy of the Son that has been developed up to this point.  It signifies “not to the angels but to the Son that the heavenly world to come is subjected.”  The entrance of the Son into this as the “first born” was for the divine purpose which is the “purification” of human sins.  There at his Incarnation, God ordered the angels to worship the Son.  Because The Son has completed this work and is sitting at the right hand of God, the heavenly world is also subjected to the Son.  

Verse 6  This begins on a rather solemn note, indicating that  someone has testified, saying, “What is man that you take thought for him or the son of man that you should care for him?”

The identity of the speaker is known to the Jews, it comes from Psalm 8.  In the NT the words of the OT are spoken by God.  Even if it is David, his testimony to Christ is very important.  The quotation comes from Psalm 8:4-6.  The NT and the LXX have one major difference.  The Hebrew speaks of the son of man who is made lower that the “gods,” which the LXX translates as “angels.”  This is due to the radical form of Monotheism among the Jewish translator of the LXX.  Hebrews, which was written in Greek and is aiming at the Jews of the Diaspora, did not waste time to go over the differences between the two texts.  We have to take either – angels or gods – and the meaning does not change the argument.  Modern studies failed to notice that when OT texts are not quoted fully or are quoted from the LXX, the NT writers were not dealing with textual evidences or what we call later “proof texts.”  Here as before our failure is that we think that we are dealing with ideas, while in reality we are dealing with a revelation which has some hints in the books but remains more superior than “words.” We are not dealing with ideas but with “salvation” as something came to us in the Person of the Son.

Person and Ideas

1. It is hard for modern man not to use ideas for studying and analyzing a person.  We have long lists of “Categories” and tools which we normally use.  But we are aware that both “categories” and “tools” are short of direct experience which adjusts our knowledge of the persons.

2. The Bible is a book of “relationships” and thus our “tools” must look at the “relationships” and in this field, words and texts are no more than sign-posts which point to a direction.

3. Does a relationship stand or fall by missing words or absent words or lack of definitions? The answer is negative:

a. A relationship has a goal and that comes from degrees of fellowship

b. A relationship has the three dimensions of time: past, present and future. What was said or used in the past may be good enough for the present but is it open for the future?  The six days of creation is past, but it was opened for the present and the future of the new creation in Jesus Christ.  If we allow the past with its vocabulary to control and to determine both the present and the future, we have fallen into “stagnation” and clocked God in past time by keeping him behind words.  The changing of meaning can’t take place without added words.  Here we must be clear that words are added to explain the new event but not to create it.

c. Here, again, we have to think with maximum clarity that words of the OT must be changed or added to in order to give more clear direction to the work of God in his Son which  has taken place now and will be completed in the future.  Thus Isaiah 53 was not quoted in full in the NT but verses were selected to give direction and to point to a new event which comes out of the past but is new and above what has been said by the Prophet.  All the time, let us remember that the “roots” of the “tree” are part of the “tree,” but they are not the whole “tree.”

The Scope of Psalm 8

1. The past as reflected in this Psalm in both the Hebrew and Greek versions praises the power and majesty of God.  The Psalmist contrasts that majesty with the lowliness of humanity, asking “what is a human being” that God should “remember” or “watch over” him.  Nonetheless, the Psalmist finds God’s graciousness manifest in the divine treatment of this lowly creature.  God has set “man” in the highest and lofty status in the created world, a “little lower than the angels.”  But crowned with “honor and glory.”  The word “glory” is used in the OT for the divine.  Humans were created in the “image of God” wherein humanity exercises dominion over the created world.  When this Psalm is recalled to witness to the new event, what changed the order of the words and their meanings is the event.  Thus the words do not create the event but the event creates the words and redefines their meanings.  This is one of the great differences between  Judaism, Islam and Christianity.  History has been opened by the coming of Jesus the Son of God, and the OT has to be transformed by this event not to fulfill “words” but to fulfill the “plan” of salvation. 

2.  Psalm 8 appears to be behind many important declarations in the NT (Phil 3:21 Eph 1:22; and I Cor 1 5:25-27).  The ministry of Jesus could not be witnessed just by Psalm 8.  NT writers had to add Psalm 110 where the priesthood of Jesus and his Lordship are two sides of the one event.  The subjection of all to the Son according to Psalm 110:1 is the same declaration of Jesus’ words in Matthew 28:20.  From the “right hand of God” Jesus is the “king of the Universe” to whom “all things” are subjected.

Jesus Lower than the Angels?

A few questions for Jehovah Witnesses:

1. Is Jesus lower than the angels because he has less power or is lower in power? Certainly not, because Jesus as the Son of God is not only the Creator of all but also is the Sustainers of all ( Heb 1:3)

2. Is Jesus lower than the angels because they have a better relationship with the Father? By all means no.  For the Father did not say to any of them “you are my Son” or “sit at my right hand”.

3. If the angels worship the Son (Heb 1:5), how is it possible that he is little lower than the angels?  Humans have an earthly body and after the Fall that body fell under the power of death and corruption.  When the Son of God became man, he took that nature of “flesh and blood” (Heb 2:14) while none of the angels took that earthly nature and lived in that form of humanity for about 33 years.  So the comparison is between the divine and human Son of God who is described in verse 9, “we see Jesus, who for a little while was made lower than the angels so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone, because of the suffering of death crowned with glory and splendor.” So it is the earthly body and death that made the Son suffer this humbleness and thus became for a “little while” lower than the angels.  

The Two Different Readings of Hebrews 2:9

Did Jesus taste death “by the grace” of God as in all the MSS readings, or did Jesus taste death “without God” as in the 3rd century reading of very few MSS?

To answer these correctly let us look at the Greek which will help us to notice that it was a Scribe’s error.

“By the grace of God” in Greek is Χάριτι Θεού , or Charis Theos
“Without God” is Χωρίς Θεού, or Choris Theos
The similarity is such that anyone whose original language is not Greek and works as a Scribe can make a mistake.

Let us examine both readings critically:

1. Jesus tasted death in his humanity, but not his divinity.  This is confirmed by 1 Peter 3:18: “Christ also suffered once for sins, the just for the unjust, to bring you to God, by being put to death in the flesh but by being made alive in the spirit.”  He died our death, and that was not a divine death but truly human.  His divinity suffered that death in his own flesh, because the one who has the “fullness” of “life” in him was put in a grave and counted among the dead.  Peter says on the Day of Pentecost that the “body of Jesus” though “dead” did not suffer corruption (Acts 2:31). 

2. To say that Jesus died for all “without God” is an impossible reading because “God was in Christ.” And please notice “reconciling the world to himself”: this verse has no MSS variant readings. We can multiply the verses (such as John 3:16) where the love of God the Father sacrificed his only Son for the world.  The Son on the cross could not have been without God.  

3. Even if we take the words of Jesus on the cross “why have you forsaken me?” (Matt 27:46) literally, they do not lead us to say that Jesus on the cross died without God or apart from God.  Not only because they clash with Hebrews 5:7, which says that God the Father “heard” the “loud cry” of his Son and delivered him from death.  In the OT no one is “forsaken” apart from God or without God.  If this action takes place on God’s side, man has the right to protest because those who have a love relationship with God know that “forsakenness” is still a form of love.  

“…only love allows forsakenness to take place, while anger and hatred have it all the time” (Philemon)

Grace and Tasting Death

1. Jesus by the grace of God tasted death for everyone.  It is a sad chapter of our history that the death of our Lord was debated between at least two main schools which have clouded our understanding of basic biblical truth.  The first school is that of “Limited Atonement.”  It says that Jesus died only for the believers. The problem is with the word “only” which was never used in the NT for the death of our Lord.  This understanding was built on two premises: the blood of Jesus can’t profit those who go to Hell, and Jesus died only for the predestined.  Both premises are not in the NT.

2. The second school is that of the “Penal Substitution Death.”  Jesus was punished on the cross by God the Father and paid a “price” to appease the divine justice. This fed the above school. No one who has been bought with the blood of Jesus will ever perish.

3. Hebrews 2:9 does not allow us with other great declarations in the NT to accept blindly either school.  Jesus tasted death by the grace of God, there is not one single verse in the NT which says that God the Father punished his Son or that he demanded from him a “price” for the sins of humanity.

4. Jesus died for all but not all will not benefit from his death.  This does not make the Atonement limited but makes us humans unable to take the free offer of grace.

Why can’t an angel redeem us?

1. The blindness of those who think that  the Son of God is an angel, does not allow them to see that our salvation means:

a. Restoring life to us and that is the work of the Creator;

b. Bringing us to eternal communion with God, and only God can give us communion with God.

c. The gift of adoption into the divine life belongs to God alone.

Therefore Jesus is Lord, the security of our salvation

George Bebawi  
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