
Theme. The theme of the letter to the Hebrews is superiority, specifically that of
Jesus Christ over all others. We live in a world and time when many claim
superiority, prominence, and preeminence. The world hosts one grand competition
in which personages, corporations, governments, religions, and brands claim to be
first and best. Many things compete for our allegiance and, beyond that, our
devotion, tempting us to make idols of those things. In that din, we look for true
superiority. We know that the universe has an order, and so we sense that
something, someone, somewhere must in fact be superior. Hebrews tells us that the
superior being with the superior offer is our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Author. Scholars disagree enough over who wrote Hebrews, assuming anyone of
whom we know, that calling the letter anonymous may be best. Anonymity does not
mean lack of prominence or credibility. Scholars speculate that Hebrews’ author
could have been Paul, Luke, Barnabas, Apollos, Clement, or Priscilla, among
prominent others. While we should all appreciate the extraordinary experiences that
these known persons had, we should also appreciate that the anonymity of any
author makes no difference to writings that the Holy Spirit inspired. If God can talk
through a donkey, as he did to the diviner Balaam, then God can talk to us through
an anonymous author of an exquisitely crafted letter like Hebrews. Hebrews’
author, even if anonymous, had profound experiences, knew and interacted with
historical figures, and above all heard and obeyed God’s Holy Spirit. Thus, have no
concern over anonymous or uncertain authorship, even as you take a healthy
interest in known authors and their experiences. The Bible, including each of its
letters, is the inspired word of God.

Audience. The letter to the Hebrews, probably written around 70 A.D. just
before the Temple’s destruction, addressed Jews who were examining Christianity
or had converted to Christianity but questioned how the new faith related to the
previously all-important Jewish law and traditions. That Jewish-Christian
community may have been in Rome. This important but precarious
Jewish-Christian audience faced double challenges, opposition and persecution
from both Jews who rejected Christ while demanding adherence to the religious
laws and from Romans who perceived threats to their rule from the new faith.
Hebrews thus addresses at length the supreme authority and complete sufficiency of
Christ. Hebrews also stressed the freedom that Christian faith brings from strict
observance of religious practices and traditions, while respecting that the same God
instituted both the old and new covenants, out of one overarching design. Hebrews
resolves critical theological issues in ways that preserve Christian liberty, while
respecting the essential role of the old-covenant laws in preparing the ground for
Christian faith. Hebrews must have been enormously heartening to Jewish converts



who wondered at the seeming delay in Christ’s return and who endured terrible
persecution.

Structure. Hebrews has a three-part structure showing first (in chapters one to
four) that Jesus is above all others, then (in chapters five to ten) that Jesus is our
great high priest, and finally (in chapters eleven to thirteen) that Jesus is greater for
our lives. Hebrews first affirms at great length Jesus’s superiority to angels, leaders,
and priests, his new covenant’s superiority to the old covenant, his body’s
superiority to the old Temple, and his sacrifice a better sacrifice than that of the
priests. The Son radiates God’s glory, as God’s exact representation, the Son’s word
sustaining all things. The letter then examines the faith’s practical implications
including to hold onto one’s confession and encourage one another in faith, while
waiting patiently for Christ’s return. Hebrews then confirms the contrasting
consequences, whether punishment or reward, of rejecting or persevering in the
faith. The letter includes a rousing review of faith heroes that, again, must have
deeply encouraged the letter’s Jewish-Christian readers and hearers. The letter’s
high tone and sermon-like construction make it unique among the letters, a priceless
message guaranteed to confirm and inspire Christian believers in every age,
everywhere.

Application. Hebrews has but one primary lesson, which is to ensure that we
make Jesus Christ first in everything. We are, verse 12:2 tells us, to fix our eyes on
Jesus, who authors our faith. One wonders, even, if saying to put Jesus first is
enough. Perhaps we should instead agree to make Jesus our only one. Do not make
Jesus compete with anything. The competition is long over, and Jesus won.

Memory Verses. 1:3: The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact
representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. 4:12: For
the word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it
penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the
thoughts and attitudes of the heart. 4:15: For we do not have a high priest who is
unable to empathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in
every way, just as we are – yet he did not sin. 11:1: Now faith is being sure of what
we hope for and certain of what we do not see. 11:6: And without faith it is
impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he
exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him. 12:1: Therefore, since we
are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that
hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the
race marked out for us…. 12:2: Fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter
of faith. For the joy set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat



down at the right hand of the throne of God. 13:8: Jesus Christ is the same
yesterday and today and forever.


