   The Book of Hebrews
     Lesson 1 –March 6, 2011 
Introduction:

 Each piece of  New Testament scripture  provides the  thoughtful reader with  another wondrous perspective of the  glorious Savior who stands at the center of all that God has planned.  Men who thirst for a knowledge of God are anxious to turn the pages and learn more about this One who left heaven to become like them and rescue them from their most dreaded fears.  The gospels declare an astounding story of love and  provoke honest hearts to belief in Jesus. This faith and the new life it produces is further encouraged  within  the epistles  where we find many great texts that provide a deeper exposition of the person of Christ and the significance of His coming.  The book of Hebrews  is thought by many to stand at the forefront of such expositions.  No portrait of Jesus could be considered complete without these inspired words nor can one find a stronger appeal made to Christians not to abandon their faith. 
 Since our goal in this quarter is to sufficiently cover most of the epistle’s text, we will intentionally restrict ourselves  in class to a very brief introduction.  This teacher has included on this handout a brief statement surrounding the uncertainty of several matters which typically are discussed in looking at the background of a letter, but ,we are compelled to point out that questions in these areas do not in any way  effect the important messages of the book. For those who are interested, a far deeper discussion of the book can be found in many resources that are readily available.
Authorship  

 The writer does not identify himself in the letter, sparking wide debate about who penned these words. The central  discussion has been whether Paul authored the message or someone else.  This teacher has favored the  older,  traditional view of  Paul as the writer, but the trend in  recent years  among denominational scholars has been  to reject his authorship primarily because of differences they observe in  style, vocabulary and the author’s statement in 2:3. [Commentators such as Robert Milligan and Adam Clarke, favor Paul’s authorship and include a fairly comprehensive discussion of  both the pro’s and con’s on the issue. Many opposing views can easily be located on the internet by searching for “the authorship of the book of Hebrews”. ]  As mentioned above, this uncertainty is not really of any importance to the content of the book, and unless some new evidence is found,  everybody must be satisfied in admitting that we cannot be absolutely sure who wrote this great book. What  scholars  do agree on is that the writing  found within the book is amongst the most elegant in the New Testament. 

Date, Place of Writing, Recipients and Purpose
  The time of the book’s composition cannot be identified because of the lack of historical information found in the book.  The  writer speaks as though the priests were still performing their appointed duties (cf. 8:4; 13:10, etc.) which points to a date prior to the destruction of Jerusalem  (70 A.D.). Some have supposed that the writer speaks of an imprisonment of Timothy (13:23) which is not recorded by either Luke or Paul and thus the date would need to be later than 62-63 A.D.   But since there is more than one possible meaning to what the writer meant about Timothy being set free, the date could fall anywhere between 55 and 70 A.D.  
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  The place where it was written is another uncertainty since there is more than one possible meaning to the author sending greetings assigned to “Those from Italy” (13:24). Despite this, the majority  of teachers seem to lean towards the opinion that the letter was very likely penned in or near Rome.
  While there are areas of uncertainty in the above details yet we have a pretty clear picture of the circumstances of its recipients and  the book’s intention. It is appropriately called a “word of exhortation” (13:22), as, throughout the book we find a number of strong admonitions and warnings (2:1-4; 3:12f; 10:19-29; etc.).  By the writer’s use of Old Testament quotations and images it seems apparent that his readers were Jewish, and the text strongly suggests  they were in danger of renouncing their faith in Christ and returning to Judaism (3:7-15; 6:1-18; etc.).  One of the matters which pushed them toward this possible apostasy was the persecution they were facing because of their faith (10:32f; 12:3-4f; etc.).   Jerusalem is generally thought of as the most likely home of these saints but some have supposed it could be Rome or some other notable city containing a large Jewish population such as Alexandria.

  As a basis for these exhortations, there is a continuous doctrinal discourse which compares Judaism with Christianity. The author shows how that Christianity was vastly superior to Judaism because of the person and work of Christ. The author  beseeches his readers as “holy brethren, partakers of the heavenly calling” to “consider the Apostle and High Priest of [their] confession, Christ Jesus” (3:1). He wants them to understand that “the law made nothing perfect” (7:19), whereas the Son in His work as the Ultimate High Priest has offered up a perfect sacrifice and become the Author of eternal salvation to all who obey Him.  
The opening discourse
Hebrews 1:1—2:4

1. Who is meant by the “fathers” (1:1) and how had God spoken to them “in time past”?  

2. What is said in verses 1 and 2 that indicate that the message given through the Son was God’s final revelation?

3. Through whom has God spoken in these “last days” and list the reasons given as to why men  should regard him as the ultimate messenger (1:2-4)?   
4.  Why can one say that in this introduction of the Son we see him as prophet, priest and king?    
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5. The greatest portion of the first chapter talks about the superiority of the Son to angels.  Why do you think that  Jewish Christians would have felt a high regard and fascination for angels?   

6. How does the author prove this assertion in 1:5-14?   What do you see as the specific differences presented here between the Son and angels?

               The Son                                                                         angels
7. The word “Therefore”  at the end of these thoughts brings us to what admonition?   Why should this exhortation be taken seriously?

8. Through whom was the word confirmed and how did God bear witness to their testimony?

