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The Book of Hebrews: Introduction

Tonight, let us pray through Hebrews 2. Do not tuarit, just pray with me to start our class.

Lord, Our Father, many of us come here already Weegl from a long day. Lord, You know the
motivation to study Your Word and to be trained smbe drawn nearer to You that would inspire us to
work a long day. Perhaps a day that is already ntbhes 12 hours old, and now we begin a span of
time sitting and listening for some hours. Lord,kmew that You understand our weakness because
even as we have flesh and blood, You also todk déled blood so You might share in our humanity.
Lord, You did not just share that humanity; howewaru also took upon Yourself a perfect body and a
perfect mind and spirit, perfect nature and livegaafect life and by that began to destroy the pavie
the devil. Lord, You finished that work by submgtialthough innocent, to the severest punishments
that the law of Israel and the law of Rome and thatwicked deeds of the world could render upon
you. Lord, when You tasted death, You tasted deatls all. For this, we thank You. This is why we
are here, to thank You, to praise You, to undecstéou better and to see that all that we say and do
somehow flows out of knowing You in Your mercy,oar power and Your majesty and Your gentle
tender help that You render to us. Lord, we prat &s we meditate upon Your Word, Your work
through the book of Hebrews, we would indeed t@i¥ou tonight. We pray in Christ's name, Amen.

Hebrews is the first book that we are going to sym this class. We will study Hebrews 1, 2 amakti
permitting, Hebrews 3 tonight. Let me introduce youhe book of Hebrews. Hebrews is a book like an
eccentric millionaire. It is rich, but puzzling. blews is puzzling because we do not know who witpte
or when they wrote it. We do not know exactly whgy wrote it, or who received it so there are some
puzzles. There is also the fact that what the featlers experienced, what occasioned the book of
Hebrews, is a long way from our daily experiendeeyfwere in the midst of the early stages of a
persecution from the Roman Empire. They were faghtl, and falling back. They were not up to the
challenge of potentially shedding their own bloodthe cause of Christ.

Something that complicates the book of Hebrewkasit seems to be written as a sermon. At theoénd
the book, chapter 13:22, the author says, “I exputbrothers, permit me to permit a word of
exhortation.” In fact, “I have written to you brigfa word of exhortation” appears just one otheretiin

the New Testament, when Paul preaches a sermas.adéeually invited to preach a sermon at a
synagogue in Pisidian Antioch. Barnabas is with lmrActs 13:15, and they are asked, “Give us a word
of exhortation.” What they mean is, “Give us a semnth So this is a sermon written by a man who is
some kind of pastoral leader. Maybe he is the pastaybe one of the pastors of a house church in
Rome. He is not able to be with them so he wriesliook, the book of Hebrews. Although he is absen
from them physically, he is with them by the usdisfpen.

There are a number of signs that this is a seriflo@words that he uses are verbal, sounding like he
wanted to say them. For example, he constantlyfirsesind second-person pronouns. He talks about
‘" ‘we,” ‘us,” and ‘you.’ It is not abstract langage of the day; it is very personal language. ¢imds

like he wants to talk. Hebrews 2:1 states, “Themfave must pay closer attention to what we have
heard jou hear spoken messapkest we drift away.” He says in 5:11, “About thig have much to

say which is hard to explain, but you have becouniead hearing.” He is almost imagining them
listening to him. He says in 6:9, “Although we sbéais way, we have hopes of better things.” Then i
sounds like he is running out of time at the enthefsermon, chapter 11:32, when he says, “Time
would fail to tell of the other heroes of the fditfihat is what preachers do when they are runoing
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of time. They say, “l wish | had time to tell yowne, but | can just give you a few highlights hete.
sounds like he wishes he were preaching.

We know that the author knows them from the fampi@nouns he uses, and also because he shares
some of their history. An important passage forarathnding Hebrews is 10:32-34. It says, “Remember
those earlier days after you had received the,lighen you stood your ground in a great contettien
face of suffering.” He says, “Now you remember” doedis implying that he remembers it too. There
was a time of persecution that came earlier onelse 33, “Sometimes you were publicly exposed to
insult and persecution. At other times, you stade by side with those who were so treated.” He
remembers perhaps visiting fellow Christians wheoeaterown in jail, who were somehow victimized.
Verse 34 states, “You sympathized with those iagriand joyfully accepted the confiscation of your
property because you knew that you yourselves k#drand lasting possessions.” He is reminding
them in some detail of a prior persecution thay thent through, one that he knows about presumably
because he was a part of it.

The book is a blend of warmth and intensity. Mveym because he calls those who read it his brether
and his friends. It is also an intense book. Tlageesharp warnings in the book that bespeak frlepds
Remember Proverbs 27:9, which says, “The pleasssitieone’s friend springs from his earnest
council.” That means a friend knows how to gentigstise and warn. In the book of Hebrews, the
author will not let his friends get away with anyitn. He gives them some very mild, loving and gentl
warnings, but he also reprimands them because desi is for their good, especially in chapter$€5,
and 10.

Hebrews is a book written by someone who careslgedout his friends. It is a pastoral work thais
wonderful model of blending pastoral concerns amerests with deep theology. The Hebrews knew
that theology was very relevant. People often thinat theology is boring, and what we need is tage
the ethical parts of the Bible, and the storiestaedexamples of the Bible. The truth is that naoghi
shapes our mind and heart more than doctrinevdisgiis perspective on the world, so it teacheshas w
we are, what the world is, where it is going and/ydnd the consequences. Hebrews is an intensely
doctrinal book, and simultaneously is intenselycpcal. It is a dense book that demands our atianti
because of its theology, and yet is very practical.

Let us talk about who wrote the book, and the cirstances of the writing. We have an anonymous
author. It never says in the book who wrote it, #rate is not any tradition or longstanding regiam
the early church as to who wrote the book of Helsrdtnis one of the things scholars spend theietim
on, guessing who wrote Hebrews. On some levegeasadot really matter whether it was Barnabas or
Silas or Priscilla or Apollis or Luke or someonse2lSomebody wrote it, and even if we do not know
who they are by name, we know a fair amount aldwerntjust from what they wrote. So what do we
know about them?

First of all, we know that he is someone who wathecircle of the apostles. He sounds like Paul at
various times, and we get the sense that he wiag iRauline circle because he sends a greeting to
Timothy at the end of the book in the last chapthapter 13. The second thing about the authdais t
he knows the people to whom he writes. | have dirediuded to that. He calls them his brothers in
chapter 3:1 and 12, 10:29, and 13:22. He often teekinguage of ‘we.’ He knows their experience an
their suffering in the past. He is apparently soawstthey know very well because he does not have to
tell what his credentials are. He does not havdentify himself, which fits with somebody whouell
known. When you write to your dear friends, you gesy, “Dear so and so,” and maybe you sign your
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name and that is about it. On email we do not eheays sign our names anymore because the address
has our name.

We also know some things about the author’s relatitth the church, and what kind of a man he was.
He was an educated man. If you study Greek yoilsearthat he was a master of the Greek language.
His Greek is probably the most sophisticated inethitre New Testament. He uses a huge vocabulary,
very intricate structures, both sentence by seetand also paragraph by paragraph. His allusiays lo
back from chapter to chapter; he is a very sopaitdd writer. He is also someone who knew the Old
Testament well. Scan Hebrews and notice how magtiplines there are. Those are all quotations of
the poetic portions of the Old Testament. He waspsd in the Old Testament. He did not just know it
or quote it. He worked with, and meditated upoé.put it to use in ways that hardly anybody had
done before. He was inspired by God to see hovdtielestament relates to Christ. And he was a
preacher and a friend of Paul.

What caused a man like this to write? We know theae persecution. We know more than simply the
fact that there was persecution, though. We knawittwas a second round of persecution. We know
from Hebrews 10:32, that the first time the Hebregyeslly suffered confiscation of property, iderddi
with those who were being abused, and visited tiadsewere in prison. They were doing very well the
first time. The second round is about to get inkerssign of that is Hebrews 12:4, which says, “You
have not yet resisted to the point of sheddingdhlodhis implies there is a good chance that thdy w
have to resist to the point of shedding blood &msltime they are not doing well. Chapter 10:24-25
says, “Let us consider how we may spur one anathéoward love and good deeds. Let us not give up
meeting together as some are in the habit of d@unglet us encourage one another all the mor@as y
see the day approaching.” How can you encourage @her if you do not meet together? Going to
church is important and good, but | do not thinkoksvs 10:25 is about going to church. For many
people, 10:25 is their favorite verse of how impattit is to go to church. It is about not giving, mot
forsaking assembling together. But Hebrews 10:2f®tsabout going to church. It is not about people
who did not go for a week or two. This is aboutgdeavho have forsaken the assembly. This is a
warning to people who do not want to be identifsda Christian anymore, people who do not want
anybody to know, because they are afraid of thseguences. This is not missing once, but rather no
longer standing with fellow Christians. This is fogople who are thinking of renouncing the faith, o
returning to Judaism. They are not able to staathssure and it is not hard to see why. At soon& p
these people stagnated as Christians.

In Hebrews 5:11-12 the author is about to launth andense theological section, and he knows tkat h
people may not be ready for it. He says, “l| woulteé ko go on. We have much to say about this, tast i
hard to explain because you are slow to learnadh though by this time you ought to be teachars,
need someone to teach you the elementary trutG®ods Word all over again. You need milk, not solid
food.” What is their problem? Verse 14 continu&pltd food is for the mature who by constant use
have trained themselves to distinguish good froit’@yhat has happened is that they have lost their
ability to listen because they have not been mimgtiwhat they already know. You become mature by
practicing what you know, by training to become enprature by using what you have. The author is
saying that they are losing their ability to pateation so he cannot go on. He states that theyldie
teachers, but they are still on milk, and that ‘@mg who lives on milk, still being an infant, istno
acquainted with the teaching about righteousness.”

The Bible uses ‘milk’ or ‘drinking or eating milkb signify two things. One is good and one is fitie
positive significance of milk is that God blessds people with milk and honey. Milk is pure and
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simple. The negative significance of milk impliést you are an infant. Isaiah 28 talks about the
drunken priests and prophets of Israel who refngertstruction of Isaiah. Isaiah 28:7-10 saysis'lt
beneath them; it is simple food. It is for thoseowtave just been weaned.” They have just barelg bee
weaned; they are sickly and weak. Hebrews is sayiaigthey need meat, but like infants, they arte no
acquainted with righteousness. They still only haovi. What they need to be able to do is eat solid
food, but they are not up to it.

Hebrews is written to those who are contemplatetgrning to Judaism. Why would they do that?
Judaism was a religion that was protected by the&oEmpire. The Romans divided up religions
within the Roman Empire into two groups, the reépga and the unrecognized religions. A religion
that was recognized was calledefigio licita. Some people say that Judaism wasligio licita, a
recognized or legal religion. That is not exactlyet Religio licitameant that a religion was recognized,
officially approved, officially protected, and thieir gods were in the Roman Pantheon. The Jews’
gods were not in the Pantheon, but they were tldhesame way because Judaism had all the features
that they were inclined to admire. It was ancient] the Romans liked ancient things with rich
traditions. Another very important reason was thataism has lots of adherents. Perhaps as many as
three-and-a-half or four million of the 50 milligreople in the Roman Empire would have called
themselves Jews, making it one of the more prontiretigions. The Jews were also very feisty, and
had a reputation of fighting against emperor wagrs@ine time the Roman guards went to kill the Jews
because they would not stop a protest. The guards“#f you do not disperse at once, we are gamg
kill you.” The Jews all kneeled down, bowed theulled back their robes, and said, “Go ahead uisijl
we are not leaving.” Jews had a reputation for sloat of thing, so they were okay.

Christian Jews were in trouble for being Christiforsseveral reasons. One reason is that Chrisgiani
had almost all the features that the Romans didiketlt was new, and growing rapidly. Judaism was
big, but it was not growing rapidly. Christianityaw intolerant of other religions, something thatsse
as a virtue, but that Romans thought was terriliey thought you could be a Christian and worshe t
emperor too. Christianity caused dissension irethgire, so they were suspicious. There were also
reports that the Christians were cannibals bectngseate flesh and drank blood. It was thought that
they met in the dark to do dark deeds.

Initially, the Christians were regarded as a séth® Jews and so they were tolerated. After a rearob
decades passed people began to realize that davedl were Christians, and not all Christians were
Jews. When they realized that the Christians and died not always agree with each other, the
Christians were out of favor.

Hebrews was probably written to Christians whodive Rome. Some people think it was written to
Jerusalem because of the many references to temtadbe system, the sacrifices and the idea of a
coming crisis. They think maybe that was the tinleewthe Roman armies came and crushed the Jewish
rebellion in the years 66-68 A.D. It is more likelyitten for Christians in Rome for a couple reason

First, there was a persecution in Rome aroundigii time for this book to be written. Second, thex

not any reference in the book to anything that leapgd in Jerusalem in detail. The references t®tte
Testament are not to what actually took place entémple in the year 60 or 65 A.D., but to the way
things were in the year of the tabernacle in thet Tdstament law.

Let us suppose that Hebrews was written to Chnisted Rome. We are not sure that the persecution we
know about from Rome is what is striking that ctydout we do know about a persecution from the
right time against Christians in Rome. It is theseeution unleashed against the Christians by Nére.
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city of Rome burned in large measure, with aboutflihe 14 precincts of Rome suffering extensive
fire damage while Nero was emperor. There is a ruivat Nero stalled while Rome burned. The rumor
surfaced almost immediately because although Narted off well as an emperor, he became very
unpopular and very erratic quite early on. Somthefoest Roman historians say that orders werengive
to quench the fire that started, and some peoma sported that soldiers were found throwing mgni
fire brands in the houses. The idea was that Nelno,was a fabulously vain man at this point inltfes
wanted to burn Rome in order to have the privilefyeebuilding it and gaining glory for it. The truts
very dubious, because he just finished his paldeg/anonths earlier and it was burned to the graand
the fire. He also did everything he could to hdterathe fire, building houses, bringing in foodda

even giving people money to stop the rumors. Ngtwvould work, so he decided to use the Christians
as a scapegoat. It worked for a while because @&mswere new, rapidly growing, secretive, did not
go to emperor parties, and were rumored to be batmiPeople did not like them and Nero became
more and more vicious. There were almost unspealabklties, to the point that even some of the
Romans thought the persecution should stop.

This persecution does fit the attitudes of the Rasrand their distaste for the Christians. Theuatétof
the Romans is shown perfectly in a letter writtgrabman named Pliny the Younger, because of another
famous Roman who was known as Pliny the OlderyRhe Younger was governor of Bithynia during
the period of emperor Trajan whose dates are aré8nid 117 A.D. This letter was written by Pliny,
perhaps the year 112, 114 A.D. He is a governomnaortant person. He is writing to the emperor for
advice. He says, “Lord, Emperor, | refer all quassi where | am in doubt to you and here is my
guestion. | have been investigating the Christians, people who were accused of being Christians
have been brought to me. | asked them if they idmstians, and if they confessed, | asked them a
second and third time with threats of punishmdrhdy kept to it, | ordered them for executiorr, fo
held no question that whatever it was that theyitidchin any case obstinacy and unbending peryersit
deserved to be punished.” So, people were acc@ingtians of being wicked and guilty of something,
and they were brought to the governor. The goveasked, “What have you done?” Their answer was,
“Nothing, we are just Christians.” If he asked thémee times and they said three times they are
Christians, they were killed, just because theyghbave realized that the governor did not likatth
The mentality of the time was, if the governor doeslike it, you should not do it. He did interaig
some Christians, and what he found was that itthvais habit to assemble at daylight on a fixed day,
and recite by turns a form of words to Christ aslGdey bound themselves with an oath not to commit
any crime, not to commit theft, robbery, adulteagd not to break their word. After this it was thei
custom to take food, ordinary and harmless, althdbgy had ceased that as one of the governor’s
edicts. Pliny also wrote that he took two maid-sets, rumored to be the leaders of the church histo
chambers and tortured them to see if it was trigectiild not get anything out of them, except thayt
promised not to commit any crimes. Pliny said Glarsty “was an extravagant and perverse
superstition,” and he asked the emperor, “Am lf@nright track? Killing young men or middle-aged
men is no problem, but | feel bad killing old pemphd women just for being Christians. It does not
seem quite right. What do you think, my lord, Engu@rAm | doing what is right or not?” We do not
have the answer from Trajan, but this incident giyeu a sense of the raw antipathy that was dulecte
towards Christians during this period of time, tbatild allow them to be persecuted as they were by
Nero.

The book of Hebrews is written to Christians whe laeing persecuted for the second time, and they
become weak. They know the Old Testament well. Thae been progressing for a while, but are no
longer. Now the persecution is coming sharply fer $econd time, and they are not ready to fadéé.
guestion is, what shall they do? Will they tryhide or quickly run away? Will they scurry awayfast

© Summer 2006, Dan Doriani & Covenant Theological iBany



Hebrews to Revelation Lecture 3, page 6

as they can, like a mouse or rodent in a field wihenshadow of a hawk passes by? Or will they take
the perspective of the fatalist, saying, “Thisesning our way, there is nothing we can do aboWwi.
have to suffer.”

When some people see persecution, they take thigopasf a skeptic: “This proves there is no God.
How could a good God allow bad things to happenayb some of the Hebrews were wondering
about that themselves, but most of them were pigliaimking, “How can | hide, how can | preserve
my life?” That is the situation that Hebrews addess

Now what does Hebrews say? Hebrews says that veeandiferent perspective, the perspective

granted by the vision of God’s Son, Jesus Christtd#$k flesh and blood, the same flesh and bloatl th
allows us to suffer, He took and He suffered. He wanpted as we are. He was tempted to find an easy
way of escape, but He did not do it. He enduretthécend. He did not succumb. Nonetheless, He did
really face these things, so He sympathizes witbresnpathizes with us in our weakness. Hebrews
says He gives us grace in time of need, if we tardim and ask Him. Even though we fail, He

sacrificed Himself to cover our sins, to releaséros the one who has the power over us. Like many
others who faced persecution, He finished the aackenow He awaits us, He awaits you, Hebrews. He
awaits us at the finish line. That is the perspectiat Hebrews would give us, the perspective® s
suffering through the eyes of Jesus Christ.

© Summer 2006, Dan Doriani & Covenant Theological iBany



