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PREFACE

TO THE ESV EXPOSITORY COMMENTARY

The Bible pulsates with life, and the Spirit conveys the electrifying power of Scripture
to those who lay hold of it by faith, ingest it, and live by it. God has revealed himself
in the Bible, which makes the words of Scripture sweeter than honey, more precious
than gold, and more valuable than all riches. These are the words of life, and the
Lord has entrusted them to his church, for the sake of the world.

He has also provided the church with teachers to explain and make clear what
the Word of God means and how it applies to each generation. We pray that all
serious students of God’s Word, both those who seek to teach others and those
who pursue study for their own personal growth in godliness, will be served by
the ESV Expository Commentary. Our goal has been to provide a clear, crisp, and
Christ-centered explanation of the biblical text. All Scripture speaks of Christ (Luke
24:27), and we have sought to show how each biblical book helps us to see the
“light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6).

To that end, each contributor has been asked to provide commentary that is:

o exegetically sound—self-consciously submissive to the flow of thought
and lines of reasoning discernible in the biblical text;

« robustly biblical-theological —reading the Bible as diverse yet bearing an
overarching unity, narrating a single storyline of redemption culminat-
ing in Christ;

o globally aware—aimed as much as possible at a global audience, in line
with Crossway’s mission to provide the Bible and theologically respon-
sible resources to as many people around the world as possible;

o broadly reformed—standing in the historical stream of the Reformation,
affirming that salvation is by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ
alone, taught in Scripture alone, for God’s glory alone; holding high a
big God with big grace for big sinners;

« doctrinally conversant—fluent in theological discourse; drawing appro-
priate brief connections to matters of historical or current theological
importance;

o pastorally useful—transparently and reverently “sitting under the text”;
avoiding lengthy grammatical/syntactical discussions;

o application-minded—Dbuilding brief but consistent bridges into contem-
porary living in both Western and non-Western contexts (being aware
of the globally diverse contexts toward which these volumes are aimed);
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« efficient in expression—economical in its use of words; not a word-by-
word analysis but a crisply moving exposition.

In terms of Bible translation, the ESV is the base translation used by the authors
in their notes, but the authors were expected to consult the text in the original
languages when doing their exposition and were not required to agree with every
decision made by the ESV translators.

As civilizations crumble, God’s Word stands. And we stand on it. The great
truths of Scripture speak across space and time, and we aim to herald them in a
way that will be globally applicable.

May God bless the study of his Word, and may he smile on this attempt to
expound it.

—The Publisher and Editors
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INTRODUCTION TO

HEBREWS

Overview

Hebrews is unique among the NT documents. Its author describes it as a “word of
exhortation” (Heb. 13:22), the same Greek expression used to describe Paul’s “word
of encouragement” in a synagogue of the Jewish Dispersion (Acts 13:15). Hebrews
is probably a sermon composed for a Jewish Christian congregation, showing them
from the OT (which God spoke through prophets; Heb. 1:1) that Jesus has fulfilled
the promises and shadows given to Israel in the law of Moses, guaranteeing to
believers cleansing of conscience and access to God’s throne of grace (9:13—-14;
10:19-24; 4:14—16). Hebrews explains both the continuities and the development
in redemptive history from the old covenant given at Sinai to the new covenant
mediated by Jesus. Hebrews exemplifies how revealed truths concerning Christ’s
unique person and redemptive mission establish Christians’ confidence and hope,
calling the church to perseverance and mutual encouragement.

Title

Unlike other General Epistles, which bear their authors’ names, the title of
Hebrews describes its recipients. Yet the text of Hebrews itself identifies neither
its recipients nor their location. The traditional title “To the Hebrews,” traceable to
the second century AD, is inferred from the contents or perhaps reflects a tradition
transmitted orally from the first generation. The identity of the original recipients
as “Hebrews,” Jewish Christians rather than Gentiles, has been challenged (cf. Date
and Occasion). On balance, however, evidence supports the ancient title’s claim that
this book was originally addressed to Jewish people who had come to faith in Jesus.

Author

Unlike the typical Hellenistic letter (cf. Genre and Literary Structure/Features),
Hebrews does not open with the identification of its author. The first recipients
no doubt knew him, for he asks them to pray that he may be “restored” to them
in the near future (13:18-19, 23) and recalls the specifics of their past and present
trials (6:9—12; 10:32-34).

The earliest church tradition, reflected in Papyrus 46 and arguments known to
Clement and Origen in Alexandria at the end of the second century AD, associates
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Hebrews with the apostle Paul. Clement, however, speculated that Hebrews may
have been penned by a Pauline associate, perhaps Luke. Origen, while granting
the theological affinity of Hebrews with Paul, concluded that only “God knows”
who actually authored the sermon-letter. The mention of Timothy (13:23) and
appearance of “Pauline” themes (e.g., Christ’s atoning death and the new covenant)
have been cited as supporting Pauline authorship. However, a central emphasis of
Paul, Jesus’ resurrection, is mentioned rarely (13:20), although it is implied in the
motif of Jesus’ “indestructible life” (7:16). Moreover, as John Calvin observed, Paul
stressed that his call to apostleship came from the risen Christ himself, unmediated
by other humans (Gal. 1:1, 11-17). It is unlikely, then, that Paul would number
himself, as the author of Hebrews does, among those who encountered the mes-
sage of salvation through other apostles (Heb. 2:3). The Muratorian fragment, a
seventh-century document that may reflect a second-century original, mentions
thirteen Pauline epistles, addressed to seven churches and three individuals. It
does not include Hebrews among the Pauline epistles or even among works falsely
attributed to Paul.

Another second-century church father, Tertullian of Carthage, proposed Barna-
bas as the author of Hebrews. Joseph “Barnabas” was a Levite from the Dispersion
(Cyprus, specifically), and the nickname assigned to him by the apostles is inter-
preted as “son of encouragement [paraklesis|” (Acts 4:36). These features would
fit the author of a “word of exhortation [paraklesis]” (Heb. 13:22) composed in
polished Greek and elaborating Jesus’ fulfillment of the Levitical sanctuary and
its sacrifices. Yet Tertullian’s attribution of Hebrews to Barnabas stands alone in
the early Christian centuries. Tertullian may be correct, but he does not cite earlier
tradition, and none of his contemporaries seem aware of his view.

Other authorship proposals were made centuries later, based strictly on induc-
tion from the content and style of the sermon-letter itself, without any claim of
external confirmation from early church tradition. Supposed authors include
Apollos (Martin Luther), Clement of Rome (Calvin, tentatively), Epaphras, and
Priscilla (19th- and 20th-century scholars).

The identity of the human author of Hebrews is, and likely will remain,
unknown. We do know some things about him. The Greek masculine participle in
“time would fail me to tell” (11:32) implies that the author was male. Along with
his hearers, he heard about the salvation Christ achieved through the apostles “who
heard” the Lord (2:3). He was fluent in literary Hellenistic Greek and a skillful
interpreter of Scripture who used the Greek Septuagint (LXX). He could assume his
pastoral authority among the sermon-letter’s hearers. Although we, at a distance
of twenty centuries, do not know who he was, this would probably not concern
him. At one point he mentions a human author of Scripture to make a point about
chronology (4:7), but his dominant concern is that we attend to Scripture and the
authority of its divine author, who spoke long ago through prophets and still
speaks in the Son and, after his ascension to heaven, through the Son’s messengers
(1:1-2; 2:1-4, 6; 3:7; 12:25-27; 13:7).
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Date and Occasion
DATE

Hebrews was probably written before the destruction of the temple in AD 70.
Hebrews 10:1—4, 11-14 argues from the ceaseless repetition of animal sacrifices in
Israel’s earthly sanctuary that such deaths cannot cleanse worshipers’ consciences.
If the temple had already been destroyed, that event would have generated a dif-
ferent line of argument: that the earthly sanctuary and its sacrifices were obviously
insufficient, since the temple’s destruction showed that they had been replaced by
a“new and living way” into God’s presence, opened by Jesus in his death (cf. 10:19).

On the other hand, it probably was not written too long before 70, for the hear-
ers of the letter are described as having embraced the gospel some time ago and
therefore as being less mature than they should have been (5:12—14). The greeting
conveyed from “those who come from Italy” (13:24) suggests the sermon-letter’s
destination was Italy and that these greeters were Italian expatriates sending
greetings home.

Some scholars suggest that the suffering that the readers of this letter had
earlier endured, including public exposure, imprisonment, and loss of property
(10:32—-34), might have been associated with the edict of the emperor Claudius
expelling Jews from Rome, reportedly in response to turmoil generated by or over
someone named Chrestus or entitled Christos, Greek for “Messiah” (c. AD 49; cf.
Acts 18:2). Apparently the edict was not imposed on every Jew who resided in the
capital, and it may have lapsed after a few years.

When Paul arrived in Rome for adjudication of his appeal (c. AD 60), he found
both an established Jewish community and one or more Christian congregations
(Acts 28:14—15, 17-28). Although the members of the Hebrews congregation
“have not yet resisted to the point of shedding . .. blood” (Heb. 12:4), the author
assures them that Christ’s death has freed them from the fear of death (2:15) and
reminds them that those who preceded them in the pilgrimage of faith endured
both torture and violent death (11:35—-38). A composition date for Hebrews in the
mid-60s, as Nero’s persecution of Christians in the imperial capital was escalating,
is consistent with all of this available evidence.

OCCASION

The occasion of the writing of this letter can be inferred from direct comments
addressing the hearers’ situation and spiritual condition and from the sermon’s
own argumentation. The addressees began their pilgrimage of faith well when
“enlightened” by the gospel, enduring suffering and caring for other sufferers for
Jesus’ sake (Heb. 6:10; 10:32—34). At the time of writing, however, some were in
danger not only of abandoning the Christian gathering (10:25) but also of renounc-
ing their confession of trust in Christ and his atoning blood (6:4—6; 10:29-30).
The sermon argues throughout that Jesus and his redemptive work surpass and
replace the means of atonement and access to God, the sanctuary and sacrifices,
commanded in the law given to Moses. This argument seems to imply that the
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hearers were inclined to look to the institutions of Judaism for assurance of God’s
forgiveness, as well as for relief from persecution.

There is no mention of circumcision, which would have loomed large if the first
audience were Gentiles (as seen in Galatians, Romans, Philippians, Ephesians, Acts,
and elsewhere). Thus the hearers probably were not Gentiles being lured toward
institutional Judaism and its temple but were Jewish followers of Jesus tempted
to return to the visible sanctuary and its liturgy in Jerusalem, abandoning their
confession of Christ’s supremacy as eternal High Priest and his sufficiency as the
final, conscience-cleansing sacrifice.

Genre and Literary Structure/Features
GENRE

Although Hebrews is typically categorized among the “Catholic” or General
Epistles, it lacks features that characterized typical Hellenistic epistles. It does
not open with the author’s name, the recipients’ name/description/locale, or an
opening benediction or expression of thanks. The author himself characterizes
the book as a “word of exhortation” (13:22). This description highlights the letter’s
pervasively “hortatory” tone—urging hearers to respond rightly to God’s Word. It
also signals that the book is to be received as a spoken explanation and application
of Scripture: a sermon. In the synagogue of Pisidian Antioch, Paul’s exposition
of the OT Scriptures, issuing in a summons to faith, is called a “word of encour-
agement” (Acts 13:15), employing the same Greek expression rendered “word of
exhortation” in Hebrews 13:22. In Paul’s directive to Timothy for his ministry in
Christian congregations, the reading of Scripture is followed by “exhortation” and
“teaching” (1 Tim. 4:13).

Consistent with this sermonic genre, in Hebrews God’s Word is conveyed orally
by “speaking” or “testifying” and is received by “hearing” (Heb. 2:1, 3; 3:7; 7:17; 8:8;
10:15; 12:25; etc.). Hebrews closes with features often found in epistles: commands
on various topics, a request for prayer, a benediction, and final greetings. So the
sermon has been adapted for distribution via written correspondence.

STRUCTURE

This sermon is structured by six contrasts! between aspects of God’s means of
relating to Israel under the old covenant, on the one hand, and the superiority
of engagement with God that Christ has effected under the new covenant, on
the other (cf. Outline). Each section expounds one primary OT passage, argues
that Christ’s mediatorial mission transcends old covenant institutions, and
leads to a specific exhortation. The flow of thought moves from God’s speech
(revelation) to his provision for our atonement and forgiveness (reconciliation)
and finally to the goal of our worship in his holy presence (rest). The author
skillfully interlocks sections, unifying the sermon’s movement from theme to

1 No scholarly consensus exists on the structure of Hebrews. This six-part analysis receives partial support
from R. T. France, “The Writer of Hebrews as a Biblical Expositor,” TynBul 47 (1996): 245-276.
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theme. As a result, the boundaries between the sermon’s sections are not always
sharply defined (table 1.1).

TABLE 1.1: Major Sections in Hebrews

Text Christ Is With Primary OT Text Exhortation

Boundaries Superior To: Reference To: | (Secondary Text)

1:4-2:18 Angels Revelation Ps. 8:4—6 2:1-4

3:1-4:13 Moses Revelation Ps. 95:7—11 (Num. 12:7) 3:7-4:13

4:14-7:28 Aaronic priests Reconciliation Ps. 110:1, 4 (Gen. 5:11-6:12
14:17-20)

8:1-10:31 Covenant, sanc- Reconciliation | Jer.31:31-34 (Ps. 40:6—8) | 10:19-31

tuary, sacrifice
10:32-12:17 Promised Land Rest Hab. 2:2—4 12:1-17
(inheritance)

12:18-29 Sinai Rest (worship) | Ex.19:16-23 (Deut. 12:25-29

4:11)
Theology of Hebrews

Hebrews explicitly reaffirms many doctrines revealed throughout the rest of the
Bible. God created the universe by his word (Heb. 11:3; cf. 1:10-12) through his
eternal Son (1:2—3). OT Scripture is God’s very Word, addressed by the Holy Spirit
to us (1:1-2; 3:7). The human race is destined to rule over other creatures (2:7—38),
but we have sinned and are alienated from God, requiring atonement through a
pure sacrifice (2:17; 5:1-3; 9:7, 13—14). We are enslaved by the Devil through the
fear of death (2:14—15), and we need salvation from his power (2:3, 10; 5:9; 7:25).
This list could go on. The distinctive theological contributions of Hebrews are in
the areas of Christology, soteriology, the covenantal structure of redemptive his-
tory, and the church and its worship.

CHRISTOLOGY

God’s Son, Jesus the Christ, is fully divine, infinitely transcending God’s angels in
dignity (1:2-9) and the entire universe in immutable longevity (1:10-12; 13:8). The
Son became fully human, sharing in our flesh and blood, “like his brothers in every
respect,” in order to become a merciful, faithful High Priest who offered his own life to
rescue us from God’s wrath and to grant us access to God’s presence (2:14—18; 5:5-10;
10:19-22). Having died for his people’s sins, Jesus has been raised to an “indestructible
life” (7:16) and has ascended to God’s right hand in heaven (8:1-2; cf. 12:2), where he
lives forever to intercede for those who approach God through him (7:23-25).

SOTERIOLOGY

Hebrews elaborates most fully the priestly aspect of Christ’s saving mission, the
sermon’s central point (8:1). His sufferings during the “days of his flesh” qualify
him to represent weak sinners with sympathetic compassion befitting a priest
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interceding for his brothers and sisters (2:17—18; 4:14—5:4; 5:7—10). As High Priest
he offered himself in death as the final, once-for-all, conscience-cleansing sacrifice
of atonement, fulfilling and replacing the endless succession of slaughtered ani-
mals associated with the OT sanctuary. Christ has now entered God’s heavenly Holy
Place and is interceding on our behalf. We await his emergence from the heavenly
sanctuary to consummate our rescue from sin and death.

COVENANTAL, REDEMPTIVE HISTORY

Hebrews opens with the theme that God has revealed his Word progressively
throughout history, speaking to past generations through prophets but “in these
last days” through his Son (1:1-2). This two-age model of history pervades the
sermon. Moses testified to “things that were to be spoken later” (3:5). The law’s
tabernacle and its sacrifices forecast the priestly work of Jesus and its venue in
heaven. Christ “has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by
the sacrifice of himself” (9:26). By contrast, the rules given to Moses restricting
access to the tabernacle’s holiest inner chamber in times past were the Holy Spirit’s
signal that the “time of reformation” had not yet arrived (9:8—10).

Now that Christ has come as High Priest to offer himself as sacrifice, rituals
serving as shadows of “good things to come” (10:1) have given way to the realities
to which they pointed —the “good things that have come” (9:11). God announced
in Jeremiah 31 (cited in Heb. 8:8—12) that he would replace the covenant estab-
lished at Sinai with a new covenant, based on better promises to secure our access
to God. Christ’s death has inaugurated that new covenant (9:14—15). The new era
of God’s covenant communion with his people has dawned.

ECCLESIOLOGY AND WORSHIP

Hebrews summons its hearers to view their present situation in light of the pat-
tern of Israel’s pilgrimage through the wilderness, from slavery in Egypt to rest in
the Promise Land (3:7—4:11; cf. 11:8—10, 13—16; 13:14). Liberation from slavery is
a great grace, but in order to enter its blessed destination (variously called “God’s
rest”; the city with foundations, designed and built by God; the city to come,
which abides eternally) the church must persevere in the hope it confesses (3:6; 4:1;
6:11, 18; 10:23-25, 35-39). This endurance demands mutual encouragement and
accountability (3:12—13; 12:12—17), and its source is expectant worship and prayer,
in which we draw near to God’s throne of grace, seeking his timely help (4:14—16;
10:19-22; 12:18-24). As a congregation making its way through wilderness trials
toward its promised inheritance, the church must hold fast to its confession by
holding together in proactive care for one another.

Relationship to the Rest of the Bible and to Christ
HEBREWS AND THE OT

Hebrews provides the most extensive and detailed NT commentary on the design
and significance of the OT sanctuary and the sacrifices offered in it. In other words,
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in this sermon the Holy Spirit (cf. 9:8—10) has provided his divinely inspired
interpretation of a large section of the law given through Moses (Exodus 25—40;
Leviticus 1-25; Numbers 3-9; 15-19; 28—-29; Deuteronomy 12; 14—18; 26), as well
as of later OT passages addressing the temple (e.g., 1 Kings 5—8; 1 Chronicles 21—
26; 28—29; 2 Chronicles 2-7).

A case can be made that Psalm 110 unifies the entire argument of the sermon
we know as Hebrews. The psalm presents a royal Messiah, enthroned at God’s right
hand (cf. Heb. 1:3, 13; 8:1; 10:12). This king is also a priest, fitting the template
of the ancient priest-king of Salem, Melchizedek. He serves as priest “forever,” his
tenure in office secured by God’s solemn oath (Heb. 5:6; 6:20; 7:3, 11-28). Thus
Hebrews discerns in this psalm (along with Gen. 14:17—-20) the union of priestly
and royal offices in Christ; the heavenly venue of his present ministry; the comple-
tion of his atoning sacrifice, signified by his seated posture; his unending tenure
as priest; and the superiority of Jesus’ priesthood to Aaron’s.

In Hebrews 3:7—4:13, the interpretation of Psalm 95:7—11 shows Israel’s forty-
year trek through the wilderness to be a pattern of the Christian church’s pilgrim-
age in the new covenant. Thus Hebrews casts light on the significance of wilderness
accounts throughout the Pentateuch (cf. also Paul’s discussion in 1 Cor. 10:1—13).

Hebrews uses various interpretive methods to demonstrate, from the OT
itself, the superiority of Christ to the events and institutions by which God for-
merly related to Israel. One strategy, employed three times, merits mention here.
Certain OT passages imply that benefits God had bestowed on Israel—rest in the
Promised Land, the Levitical priests, the covenant made at Sinai—were imperfect
and temporary provisions destined to be replaced by even better blessings. If God
had not planned for these provisions to become obsolete, Hebrews reasons, then
the relevant OT passages would not have led readers to expect superior replace-
ments in the future:

(1) Hebrews 4:6—8 notes that Psalm 95:7—11, spoken through David long
after Israel’'s conquest of Canaan under Joshua, still urged its ancient
audience—already living in the Promised Land—“Today, if you hear
his voice, do not harden your hearts,” for if the people of God did so,
they would not enter God’s rest. “If Joshua had given them rest,” the
argument continues, then “God would not have spoken of another day
later on.” So the “rest” promised in Psalm 95 is something more secure
and lasting than peaceful residence in Canaan (Josh. 21:44—45; 2 Sam.
7:1; cf. Heb. 11:10, 14-16).

(2) If priests descended from Levi could have brought Israelite worship-
ers “perfection” (the cleansing needed to approach God), then Psalm
110:4 would not have spoken of a coming priest who would belong to
a different priestly order, that of Melchizedek (Heb. 7:11). Thus the OT
itself implies that a priest greater than Aaron would eventually come
to “perfect” those who approach God through him (10:14).
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(3) God promised in Jeremiah 31:31-34 to inaugurate a “new covenant,”
unlike the covenant established at Sinai, which Israel broke. Hebrews
8:7—13 reasons that, if that first covenant had sufficed, the Lord would
not have predicted a later, better covenant—one in which sins are finally
forgiven and all of God’s people enjoy direct access to him.

HEBREWS AND OTHER NT BOOKS

Hebrews also displays connections with various NT books, especially in its
descriptions of the person and redemptive work of Christ. Like the Fourth Gospel
(John 1:1-3) and Pauline texts such as Colossians 1:13—20 and Philippians 2:5-11,
Hebrews teaches that the Son is God, was active in the creation of the universe,
and uniquely displays the glory of the Father. With the four Gospels and Paul,
Hebrews teaches Christ’s full humanity (John 1:14; Phil. 2:6—9), which is essen-
tial to his mission as mediator (1 Tim. 2:4-5). Hebrews 5:7 offers a glimpse of
Jesus’ anguish in prayer in the garden of Gethsemane, recorded more fully in
the Synoptic Gospels (Matt. 26:36—44; Mark 14:32—40; Luke 22:40—46). Hebrews
7:24—25 and Romans 8:34 agree that Jesus now intercedes for believers at God’s
right hand.

Preaching from Hebrews

Since Hebrews is probably an early Christian sermon in writing, we should
approach this book not only as God’s Word to be preached but also as an example of
what and how to preach, especially as we seek to expound a variety of OT passages
and their relationship to Christ. Hebrews grounds its message in a careful inter-
pretation of God’s written Word, which, though given “long ago” (Heb. 1:1), con-
tinues to “speak” to our hearers today (3:7, 13). Hebrews illustrates that profound
theological truths—the mystery of the incarnation and its purpose, the atonement
of our sin—are to be taught for practical purposes: to motivate Christians to per-
severe in faith, mutual encouragement, and the pursuit of holiness.

Preachers of the rich Christology of Hebrews, its typological interpretation of
the OT, and its other motifs must follow the book’s homiletic lead, carrying theo-
logical exposition through to the response it evokes from believing hearts. While
enduring faith is his primary application, our preacher does not ignore believers’
responsibility for one another (3:12-15; 6:10; 10:32—34; 13:1-2), nor our calling
to pursue holiness in general (12:14), in sexuality (12:16; 13:4), and in our hearts’
search for security (13:5—6). As deep as his theological and exegetical insights are,
the preacher to the Hebrews also exhibits a pastor’s compassionate understand-
ing of his congregants’ spiritual needs and struggles. With a wise blend of gravity
and grace, he combines sobering warnings (6:4—8; 10:26—31) with heartening
acknowledgments of his hearers’ evidence of genuine faith (6:9-12; 10:32-39).

The original hearers, nurtured in the OT and the worship life of Israel, were
profoundly aware of the defiling effects of human sin and the danger God’s holi-
ness poses when he dwells among his people (10:26—31; 12:18-21, 29). Many
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listeners today, influenced by postmodern relativism and preoccupation with self-
esteem, will need to be gripped by the biblical vision of the living God, supreme in
his majesty and purity as “the judge of all” (12:23), in order to grasp the astonishing
good news of the atoning work of Christ, which purges consciences and grants
access into God’s presence in order to experience his grace.

In view of the theological richness of Hebrews and our hearers’ unfamiliarity
with its OT roots, preachers will need to find ways to make its message clear and
vivid today. This may require dividing the document into small texts for expo-
sition, but in each sermon we need to keep in view both the wider flow of the
book’s argument and the exhortation toward which each phase of the argument
is driving.

Interpretive Challenges
HORIZONTAL (HISTORICAL) AND VERTICAL (HEAVEN/EARTH) TYPOLOGY

NT typology characteristically operates along a historical axis, linking events, insti-
tutions, offices, and individuals in past history (creation, fall, patriarchs, Israel) to
their fulfillments in Christ and his new covenant people, the church. Adam, whose
one act of disobedience brought condemnation to all humanity, was a “type of the
one who was to come,” namely Jesus, whose obedience in life and death constitutes
many as righteous (Rom. 5:12—19). Hebrews reflects the historical trajectory from
OT type to NT “antitype” (that to which the type points and in which it is fulfilled);
e.g., the ancient king-priest Melchizedek set a pattern for an “order” of priesthood
that comprises only one other priest-king, Jesus (Hebrews 7).

But Hebrews adds a “vertical” dimension to this historical typology. Melchize-
dek could serve as a pattern for the Son who would arrive later in history because
he was presented in the OT text in such a way that he “resembled the Son of God,”
who lives forever (7:3). Similarly, the ancient tabernacle was a “copy and shadow”
of the heavenly sanctuary of God, made visible to Moses on Mount Sinai (8:5).
Into that heavenly Holy Place Jesus entered centuries later when he ascended after
his death and resurrection. So the temple in which Christ now intercedes is the
original, eternal, heavenly sanctuary; the earthly tabernacle and its furnishings
were “copies of the heavenly things” (9:23).

APOSTASY THAT CANNOT BE REMEDIED

Among the most controversial and troubling sections of Hebrews are passages
that warn of the dire, even irreversible, consequences of apostatizing from faith in
Christ (6:4—6; 10:26—-31; cf. 2:1-4). The sermon addresses a visible church, some of
whose members appear inclined to renounce their confession of reliance on Jesus’
sacrifice and to return to the visible rituals of Judaism. The author warns that those
who make such a move have shown such contempt toward God’s Son, his shed
blood, and his Spirit of grace that for them “there no longer remains a sacrifice for
sins” (10:26), and “it is impossible, . . . to restore them again to repentance” (6:4, 6).
These texts pose two soteriological conundrumes.
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First, such texts seem to contradict the truth taught elsewhere in the NT that
those whom God has chosen for salvation, given new life and faith, and justified
will persevere in their faith to the end (e.g., John 10:27—29; Rom. 8:28-30). Within
Hebrews itself we read that Christ “is able to save to the uttermost those who draw
near to God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them”
(Heb. 7:25). However, if Hebrews originates from God, who always speaks truth,
these sober warnings can be reconciled with these and other “perseverance” texts.
One issue that will be addressed in the commentary is whether the terms describ-
ing (potential) apostates’ previous Christian experience (6:4—5: “enlightened,”
“tasted the heavenly gift . . . the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the
age to come,” “shared in the Holy Spirit”) must refer to genuine spiritual rebirth.
It must be remembered that our preacher was addressing a congregation that,
like ancient Israel in the wilderness, was likely a mixture of genuine believers and
others who, though associated with the covenant community, had not responded
to the means of grace with genuine faith (4:2).

The second problem concerns the impossibility of restoring apostates to repen-
tance, leading to the forgiveness of their treason against Christ (cf. 6:4—6). Rigorist
splinter groups in the early church cited Hebrews in defense of their conviction
that no one who had renounced Christ under the pressure of persecution could be
readmitted into church membership, however sincere their subsequent repentance
seemed to be. The church at large, however, acknowledged that Christ’s grace could
cover even such a grave transgression, as Jesus himself had extended mercy to Peter
after his three fear-driven denials. Over the centuries, Hebrews 6:4—6 has distressed
believers of tender conscience as they have recalled their fluctuating spiritual histo-
ries. Without vitiating these passages’ warnings, we can be comforted that none who
sincerely turn away from unbelief in heartfelt repentance and faith have crossed the
line into irremediable apostasy. See the comments on 6:4—12 for further discussion.

Outline

I. Prologue: in these last days God has spoken in a Son, who made puri-
fication for sins and now reigns at God’s right hand (1:1-4)
II. Revelation: Jesus is superior to the angels as the agent of God’s speak-
ing (1:5-2:18)
A. Instruction: God’s contrasting words to the Son and to angels
show the Son’s superiority (1:5—14)
B. Exhortation: those who neglect the salvation spoken through the
Son will not escape wrath (2:1—4)
C. Instruction: the Son became human, lower than the angels, to
redeem us, his brothers and sisters (2:5—18)
III. Revelation: Jesus is superior to Moses as the agent of God’s voice
(3:1-4:13)
A. Instruction: Jesus, like Moses, was faithful; but Jesus deserves
greater honor as Creator and as Son (3:1-6)
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B. Exhortation: the Holy Spirit warns us not to harden our hearts
“today” when we hear God’s voice, as Israel did in the desert
(3:7—4:13)

Reconciliation: Jesus is superior to Aaron as the High Priest forever

(4:14-7:28)

A. Instruction: Jesus, like Aaron, is qualified for priesthood through
human weakness and divine appointment (4:14—5:10)

B. Exhortation: do not be dull in hearing, but imitate believers who
inherited God’s sure promises (5:11—6:20)

C. Instruction: Jesus is priest in the order of Melchizedek, greater
than Aaron (7:1-28)

Reconciliation: Jesus is superior to the old covenant, its sanctuary, and

its sacrifices, for his sacrifice cleanses consciences and brings us near

to God (8:1-10:35)

A. Instruction: Jesus is the mediator of a new and better covenant,
securing forgiveness and access to God (8:1-13)

B. Instruction: the earthly sanctuary of the old covenant showed that
another route to God was needed (9:1-10)

C. Instruction: animal sacrifices, which could not cleanse consciences,

showed that another way of forgiveness was needed: the blood of

Christ (9:11-10:18)

Exhortation: draw near to God through Jesus’ blood (10:19-25)

E. Warning: no sacrifice remains for those who abandon Jesus
(10:26-31)

F. Reassurance: remember your early faithfulness amid suffering
(10:32-35)

Rest: Jesus is superior to the patriarchs who greeted their inheritance

from afar (10:36-12:17)

A. Exhortation: imitate those who pleased God by acting in faith
(Heb. 10:36—11:40)

B. Exhortation: focus on Jesus and endure hardship as God’s fatherly
discipline (Heb. 12:1-11)

C. Exhortation: cultivate endurance through Christian community
(Heb. 12:12-17)

Rest: Jesus is superior to Moses, for his blood grants access to the city

of the living God (12:18-29)

A. Instruction: you have not come to the terrifying Mount Sinai on
earth, but to the celebrating Mount Zion in heaven (12:18—24)

B. Exhortation: heed God’s voice as he warns from heaven, and wor-
ship him with grateful faith (12:25-29)

Epilogue: offer pleasing worship as the heirs of God’s unshakable

kingdom (13:1-25)

A. Exhortation: Show love to brothers and sisters, hospitality to
strangers, and compassion to prisoners (13:1-3)

o
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B. Exhortation: Seek satisfaction of physical needs in submission to
God the ever-present judge and helper (13:4—6)

C. Exhortation: Learn from the example of your past leaders, but rest
in the unchanging Christ (13:7—8)

D. Exhortation: Share Jesus’ disgrace and offer sacrifices of praise and
generosity (13:9-16)

E. Exhortation: Respect your leaders and receive God’s benediction
(13:17-25)

HEBREWS 1:1-4

Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers

by the prophets, 2but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son,
whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created
the world. 3He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint
of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. After
making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty
on high, 4having become as much superior to angels as the name he has
inherited is more excellent than theirs.

Section Overview: Prologue: God’s Last, Best Word in the Son

In Greek, the prologue to Hebrews is one artfully constructed sentence of seventy-
two words. It introduces the sermon’s central hero and previews his mission of
revelation, reconciliation, and rule. The prologue identifies Christ as the Son of
God, the agent of God’s eschatological revelation. Then a brief participial phrase,
“after making purification for sins” (Heb. 1:3), encapsulates the sermon’s central
point (cf. 8:1): the priestly ministry of the Son in sacrificing himself to cleanse
sin-stained people and usher them into God’s presence. The prologue concludes
with the Son’s kingly enthronement “at the right hand of the Majesty on high”
and with a contrast between the Son’s superior name and the subordinate role of
angels, the theme of the sermon’s first movement (1:5—-2:18).

Section Outline
I. God’s speech (1:1-2a)
A. God formerly spoke to our fathers through prophets (1:1)
B. God has now spoken to us in a Son (1:2a)
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II. Messianic sonship: the Son was appointed heir of everything (1:2b)
III. Divine sonship (1:2¢c—3b)

A. Inrelation to the universe: the Son created the ages (1:2c)

B. Inrelation to God: the Son embodies and displays God’s glory
(1:32)

C. Inrelation to the universe: the Son sustains everything (1:3b)

IV. Messianic sonship (1:3c—4)

A. The Son descended as priest to purify our sins (1:3¢)

B. The Son ascended as king to the heights (1:3d—4)
1. The Son sat down at the majestic God’s right hand (1:3d)
2. The Son became superior to angels (1:4)

Comment

1:1-2a Hebrews opens with the God who speaks, a theme that pervades the ser-
mon (2:1-4; 3:7, 15-16; 4:2, 12—-13; 6:13; 11:3; 12:25—-27). When the living God
speaks, his voice is heard in Scripture and in preaching (3:7); “Therefore we must
pay much closer attention to what we have heard” (2:1).

This prologue contrasts the messengers through whom God has spoken
throughout biblical history. It opens with a contrast between human prophets who
spoke God’s Word to Israel and the Son in whom God has spoken “in these last
days.” It concludes with a contrast between the Son and angels, who delivered the
law to the prophet Mo