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“Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” This was Jesus’ question (referring to himself as 
the Son of Man) to the disciples in Matthew 16:13-17. A theme of Hebrews and still the 
question today—note all the books on the theme of the search for the historical Jesus—is 
understanding who Jesus Christ is (his person) and what he has done and is doing (his work).  
Hebrews is a powerful book which teaches that Christ is both our priest and king and the 
fulfillment of the Jewish sacrificial system (Jesus Christ is both sacrifice and high priest of the 
final atoning sacrifice). Hebrews has some of the clearest statements in all of Scripture about 
the atoning work of Christ. 

 
The book of Hebrews has always had a unique place in the history of the church. Authorship by 
one of the apostles was one criterion for which early church writings should be included in the 
canon of Scripture, but the authorship of Hebrews is less than clear. Often cited as written by 
the apostle Paul, other candidates range from Luke, Apollos, and Barnabas (among others). 
Early on, Origen (184-253) noted stylistic differences between the writing in Hebrews and Paul’s 
writing in his epistles, and said, “But as to who actually wrote the epistle, God knows the truth 
of the matter.” And yet Origen often spoke of Paul (or Paul and one of his disciples) as the 
author of Hebrews. So, while Hebrews might not clearly meet the criterion of known apostolic 
authorship, it remains a powerful statement of some of the most important themes in the 
Christian faith. The reformer John Calvin (1509-1564) says: 
 

I, indeed, without hesitation, class it among apostolical writings; nor do I doubt but that 
it has been through the craft of Satan that any have been led to dispute its authority. 
There is, indeed, no book in the Holy Scriptures which speaks so clearly of the 
priesthood of Christ, so highly exalts the virtue and dignity of that only true sacrifice 
which he offered by his death, so abundantly treats of the use of ceremonies as well as 
of their abrogation, and, in a word, so fully explains that Christ is the end of the Law. Let 
us not therefore suffer the Church of God nor ourselves to be deprived of so great a 
benefit, but firmly defend the possession of it.  (Calvin, Commentary on Hebrews) 

 
Indeed, when we read Hebrews, our minds and hearts are lifted to deeper understanding of 
and greater worship of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
This week’s reading is Hebrews 1-5. I will explore two themes found in these first chapters of 
the book: first, Jesus as divine and human; and second, the strong link between belief and 
obedience. 
 



Jesus as divine and human 
A useful Bible study exercise is to take the first five chapters of Hebrews and list every 
descriptive phrase that is applied to Jesus, the Son of God. To take just a small sampling of such 
phrases, Jesus is: 
 

• the one through whom God speaks to us now (1:2) 

• the one through whom the world was created (1:2) 

• the exact imprint of God’s nature (1:3) 

• seated at the right hand of God (1:3) 

• the one who through death destroys the power of death (2:14) 

• a merciful and faithful high priest (2:17) who sympathizes with our weakness (4:15) 

• learned obedience through suffering (5:8) 

• the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him (5:9) 

• the one designated as a high priest after the order of Melchizedek (5:10) 
 
We will talk about Melchizedek in next week’s reading (Hebrews 6-10), but for now it is crucial 
to recognize that in Hebrews 1-5, in all these descriptive phrases about Jesus, we see his utmost 
divine nature and his very human nature emphasized and juxtaposed together. The world and 
all that exists was created through the Son of God, and yet, Jesus was for a time made lower 
than the angels and understands our weaknesses as human beings because he was tempted as 
we are tempted today (2:18). 
 
Christ’s divine nature and his real human nature are the reason we see Christ as exactly the 
right mediator between human beings and God. This is why the image of Christ as the great 
high priest (and king) is so powerful. He fits perfectly as the final fulfillment and end of the 
priestly system following Aaron and Levi. But, as a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek, 
he is a new kind of high priest, going far beyond the high priests of the Levitical order (more on 
this in next week’s readings). 
 
Unbelief and disobedience 
Sometimes Scripture surprises us. Here is a passage in which we expect the text to use one 
word and find a different word instead (with the surprise word in italics): 
 

And to whom did he swear that they would not enter his rest, but to those who were 
disobedient? So, we see that they were unable to enter because of unbelief.  (Hebrews 
3:18-19) 

 
At the end of verse 19, we expect to read “disobedience” following the use of “disobedient” in 
verse 18. Instead, the concluding sentence of the discussion about failing to enter their rest 
ends with a twist, with the term “unbelief.” Most of us do not think that disobedience and 
unbelief are synonyms, hence our surprise when we get to the end of verse 19. Another 
passage with a similar twist on the use of belief/unbelief and obedience/disobedience is 
Hebrews 4: 3, 6: 



For we who have believed enter that rest…. Since therefore it remains for some to enter it, 
and those who formerly received the good news failed to enter because of disobedience.” 

 
In this case, the thought starts with belief, and then suddenly switches to disobedience (the 
reverse of 3:18-19). 
 
What do these surprise substitutions of terms teach us? Unbelief can lead to disobedience, and 
disobedience implies unbelief at the moment we are disobedient. For, after all, when 
disobedient we are acting as if God’s commands are not right or acting as if God does not see 
what we are doing. Unbelief gets displayed as disobedience. Disobedience is not against a set of 
principles; it is opposition to the living God. Disobedience is a sign of unbelief at that instant 
and can lead to more sustained unbelief. Jesus is our example in obedience (see Hebrews 5:8 
“Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered”). 
 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in Discipleship [also published as The Cost of Discipleship] locks belief and 
obedience together with two powerful phrases: “only the believers obey, and only the obedient 
believe” (63). Here is his explanation: 
 

It is really unfaithfulness to the Bible to have the first statement without the second. Only 
the believer obeys—we think we can understand that. Of course, obedience follows faith, 
the way good fruit comes from a good tree, we say. First there is faith, then obedience. If 
this meant only that faith alone justifies us and not deeds of obedience, then it is a firm 
and necessary precondition for everything else. But if it meant a chronological sequence, 
that faith would have to come first, to be later followed by obedience, then faith and 
obedience are torn apart, and the very practical question remains open: when does 
obedience start? Obedience remains separated from faith. Because we are justified by 
faith, faith and obedience have to be distinguished. But their division must never destroy 
their unity, which lies in the reality that faith exists only in obedience, is never without 
obedience. Faith is only faith in deeds of obedience. (63-64) 

 
Benediction 
Let us be encouraged by these words from the end of chapter 4, which give us strong reasons 
for why we can approach God as we seek his mercy and grace. 
 

Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the 
Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is 
unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been 
tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne 
of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need. (Hebrews 
4:14-16) 


