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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 With our new year we begin a new study.  I didn’t plan it that way; it 

simply happened.  And so it is that over the course of the next year or longer 

we will be taking a close look at the Letter to the Hebrews.  To say that we 

are going to take a close look at the Letter to the Hebrews is to say that we 

are going to close look at Jesus Christ.  Jesus Christ is the theme of this 

letter.  More explicitly, the beauty, majesty, perfection and supremacy of 

Jesus Christ is its theme.  Everywhere you look in Hebrews you will find 

words like superior, greater, perfect, better and new.  These words all have to 

do with the person and the work of Jesus Christ.  Now I am going to talk 

about that a little later on in the sermon but for now let I want to give you 

some background information about this letter. 

 The first question for us to ask is this: “Who wrote the Letter to the 

Hebrews?”  The answer to that is not found in the letter itself.  There is no 

opening greeting, nor do the closing remarks identify the author.  Down 

through church history there have been a number of candidates mentioned as 

possibilities.  Many, for example, have contended that Paul is the author of 

this letter.  They say that its contents, in many places, sound like something 

Paul might well have said.  They point out the fact that Hebrews 13:22 refers 
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to Timothy, Paul’s protégé.  They also point out that Hebrews 10, with its 

theme of joy in suffering, is strongly reminiscent of the Apostle Paul.   

 Against Paul’s authorship, however, some have noted that in his other 

letters he always identifies himself and explicitly exerts his apostolic 

authority.  They say that the Greek of Hebrews is more literary and polished 

than the workmanlike Greek of Paul’s other letters.  They note that Hebrews 

is interspersed with exhortations and applications, while Paul tends to give 

his doctrine first and his applications later.  And note this: In Hebrews 2:3 

the author says, “This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was 

confirmed to us by those who heard him.”  Now this does not sound at all 

like Paul, who everywhere insists that he got the message of the gospel 

directly from Jesus Himself.  In Galatians 1:12 Paul says of the gospel, “I 

did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by 

revelation from Jesus Christ.”  That to me is the strongest argument against 

Paul’s authorship of this Letter. 

 If not Paul, then, who did write Hebrews?  Some have suggested 

Luke; some have suggested Silas.  Some have even suggested Priscilla.  If I 

had to hazard a guess I would say Barnabas wrote it.  Hebrews 13:22 

describes the letter as a “word of exhortation” and the name Barnabas means 
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“son of exhortation,” or “son of encouragement.”  Barnabas was a close 

associate of Paul, was a highly educated man and was also a Levite and so 

he would have known all about the Jewish priesthood and temple rituals that 

play so prominent a part of the Letter to the Hebrews.  Luther, by the way, 

thought that Apollos had written this letter.  He is described in Acts 18:24 as 

“an eloquent man.”  He also came from Alexandria, in Egypt and Hebrews 

deals with themes we know to have been on the minds and hearts of 

believers there at that time.  When all is said and done, however, as the early 

church father Origen said, “Who wrote the Epistle is known to God alone.”  

What we can say is that the Letter was written by an apostolic figure or 

associate who was more than likely a colleague of the Apostle Paul.  We can 

also say that it God had wanted us to know for sure he would have told us.   

 Now to whom was this Letter addressed?  Who were these 

“Hebrews?”  There are two main options.  Some think the recipients were 

Jewish Christians living in Palestine.  After all, Christians were known to 

have suffered there at the hands of their fellow Jews and this Letter is much 

concerned with suffering.  Further, the detailed references to the Jewish 

Temple rituals also suggest the location might be in Palestine.  On the other 

hand, all of the Old Testament citations are taken from the Greek version of 

the Old Testament common at the time—a version not much used in 

 4



Palestine but well known in Jewish and Jewish Christian circles outside of 

the Holy Land.  And not only that, Hebrews 12:4 states that the persecutions 

suffered by the church members did not involve the shedding of blood, while 

the persecutions in Palestine had involved bloodshed right from the outset.   

 That is why there is a growing consensus—and it is one that I share—

that the Letter to the Hebrews was sent to the Jewish believers in Rome.  

From very early on in the New Testament period there was a group of Jewish 

believers in Rome who had never seen Jesus in person but had nevertheless 

believed.  Their conversion had not brought them worldly advantage.  Quite 

to the contrary.  It set them up for persecution and the loss of property and 

privileges during the reign of Claudius in 46 AD.  It is that persecution that 

is referred to when Hebrews says,  

 Remember those earlier days after you had received the light, 
when you stood your ground in a great contest in the face of suffering.  
Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and persecution; at 
other times you stood side by side with those who were so treated.  
You sympathized with those in prison and joyfully accepted the 
confiscation of your property because you knew that you yourselves 
had better and lasting possessions.  (Hebrews 10:32-34). 

This persecution under Claudius, while vexing, did not lead to the shedding 

of blood, but by the time of the writing of this letter some fifteen to 

seventeen years have passed.  Now a new persecution looms—this one 
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under Emperor Nero.  And this persecution will be written in bloodshed and 

tears.   

 So Hebrews, then, is written to a congregation of Jewish believers in 

Rome who are about to come under deadly persecution.  Storm clouds are 

gathering.  Some in the community were scared stiff.  They had been 

withdrawing themselves from the worshiping community, neglecting the 

gathering of the saints.  There was a danger that some, if arrested, would 

publicly deny Christ in order to be released.  There was a danger that some 

would spurn the gospel and return to Judaism.  And so we come to the 

purpose of the Letter to the Hebrews.  It was written to exhort and encourage 

the small Hebrew congregation in Rome to hold fast to Christ, to mature in 

the faith rather than to retreat and to persevere to the end no matter what the 

costs might be.    

 That is why the Letter to the Hebrews is a letter to us as well.  Now it 

is true that we are not facing the same sort of persecution that was coming 

the way of the believers in Rome, but there are nevertheless many dangers, 

disappointments and enticements that today—right now—seek to lure us 

away from the path of Christ.  Family relationships can break down and 

leave us bitter and resentful.  People in the church can hurt us and cause us 
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to leave behind the things of Christ.  Sickness, financial troubles, accidents 

and bereavements can move us to despair.  The glittering treasures of the 

world can captivate us with their false promise and easy charm.  We too 

need to hear a word of exhortation and encouragement to hold fast to Christ, 

to mature in the faith and to persevere to the end no matter what the costs 

might be.    

 Now how can you encourage and bless people when they are facing 

such a dreadful situation as persecution under a madman like Nero?  How 

can we be encouraged and blessed in our various situations, with our various 

burdens and cares?  The author of the Letter to the Hebrews provides 

encouragement by pointing to Jesus Christ.  That is what we will see time 

and time again in our study over the next year or so.  In this letter the 

surpassing riches of Christ are set against the fading glories of the world.  

Christ is lifted up and shown to be superior to angels, superior to Moses and 

the prophets, superior to Aaron and the priests of Levi, superior to the blood 

sacrifices of the Old Testament and superior to the tabernacle and the temple 

both.  Christ is supreme—better than any Old Testament person, institution, 

ritual or sacrifice.  Raymond Brown put it well when he said, “Ezekiel 

portrayed the glory of God; Christ reflected it.  Isaiah expounded the nature 
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of a holy, righteous and merciful God; Christ manifested it.  Jeremiah 

described the power of God; Christ displayed it.”   

 You can think of it this way.  In this letter God exhorts us to persevere 

in the faith even in the face of trials.  There can be no turning back.  Why 

must we press on?  Because of the supremacy of Christ.  Because there is no 

one else who has “the words of eternal life.”  Because there is no inheritance 

which is unfading and undefiled, eternal and glorious save for the one found 

in Jesus Christ.  Because Jesus is the true prophet, the true priest, the true 

sacrifice, the true Lord and King, to renounce him is to lose salvation 

altogether.  Jesus put it this way in Luke 9: 

 If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take 
up his cross daily and follow me.  For whoever wants to save his life 
will lose it, but whoever loses him life for me will save it.  What good 
is it for a man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his very 
self? 

That is what is at stake.  On the one hand is eternal life, on the other—

eternal loss.  On the one hand is everlasting glory, on the other—everlasting 

shame.  On the one hand is the light of love, on the other is darkness 

unquenchable.   

 Let’s look at the opening verses of our lesson. 
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 In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at 
many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken 
to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through 
whom he made the universe. 

God spoke.  Beloved, we need to understand what this means.  You see, we 

live in a relativistic age.  Some seventy percent of the population insists 

there are no absolutes in matters of truth and morality.  They claim that one 

opinion is as valid as the next.  Secular society ahs tried to remove God from 

public discourse so there is no longer a voice that speaks with authority and 

clarity.  But God has spoken.  He has spoken “at many times and in many 

ways.”  He spoke in visions and in dreams.  He spoke in a bush that burned 

but was not consumed.  He spoke through prophets.  And in the last days he 

spoke through his Son Jesus Christ.   

 Now the Bible was written by human authors.  They spoke and they 

wrote using human languages.  But the Bible insists time and time again that 

through these writers it is God himself who speaks.  Peter put it this way in 

his Second Letter: “Men spoke from God as they were carried along by the 

Holy Spirit.”  The Bible doesn’t contain the inspired thoughts of men about 

God; it is the other way around.  The Bible is God’s word breathed into men.  

Paul says in II Timothy 3:16, “All Scripture is breathed out by God.”  And 

so in Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy it is not Moses 

 9



who is speaking, but God.  In the Psalms it is not David speaking, but God.  

In Romans, it is not Paul speaking but God.   

 In Hebrews there are a lot of quotations from the Old Testament.  For 

example, in Hebrews 2:12-13 both Psalm 22 and Isaiah 8 and quoted.  The 

writer does not ascribe these quotations to David or to Isaiah.  Listen to what 

he says: 

 Both the one who makes men holy and those who are made 
holy are of the same family.  So Jesus is not ashamed to call them 
brothers.  He says, [not David or Isaiah, but Jesus] 

“I will declare your name to my brothers; in the presence of the 
congregation I will sing your praises.” 

And again, 
“I will put my trust in him.” 

And again he [Jesus] says, 
“Here am I, and the children God has given me.” 

When the author of Hebrews quotes the Bible he attributes the words to 

Jesus, or to the Holy Spirit or to God the Father.  It is God himself who is 

speaking to us in this letter and that truth carries with it several inescapable 

implications. 

 First of all, because it is God speaking in the Bible, the Bible carries 

with it divine authority.  Many want to turn away from God’s authority and 

live by their own standards, cultural, moral or otherwise, but God commands 

our obedience and demands that we humbly obey his Word as is his right as 

our God and King.  Perhaps there is no more important task in the church 
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today than for us to recover the awe and respect Scripture deserves as God’s 

own Word of revelation to us.  The Letter to the Hebrews can help us with 

this if we have eyes to see and ears to hear. 

 Second, because it is God who wrote the Bible it is enduringly 

relevant.  God does not change.  By nature he cannot.  If God does not 

change, then neither does his word.  Now it is true that some things said in 

the Bible were only intended for their original recipients.  God told Moses to 

“Go down to Egypt.”  That is a word for Moses and not for us.  But the 

teaching of the Bible on God’s holy character, on sin, or moral standards, on 

the gospel of salvation and how it comes to us—these teachings were true in 

the past, are true now and will ever be true.  “Jesus Christ is the same 

yesterday, today and forever” (13:8).  Beloved, there is nothing old 

fashioned about the Ten Commandments.  There is nothing archaic about the 

command to love God with all your heart and your neighbour as yourself.  A 

humble and repentant heart is just as necessary now as it ever was or ever 

will be.   

 Third, because the Bible is God’s Word it contains one unified 

message.  Now it is true that the Bible contains 66 books that were written 

over the course of at least 1,300 years by more than 40 different people.  
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Some of the writers were kings and statesmen; others were priests and 

prophets.  The writers included a tax collector, a doctor, a tent maker and 

some fishermen.  Yet for all of that diversity there is a wonderful unity in 

teaching, in history and in ethics.  The Bible is the single story of a covenant 

of redemption begun in eternity past and lived out in time though people like 

Adam and Eve, Abraham, Moses, David, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Malachi and, 

finally, Jesus Christ.  It is the single story of redemption that will culminate 

in glory for the people of God at the coming of Christ on the last day.   

 And fourth, with the coming of Jesus Christ the Word of God is 

complete.  In the Old Testament the revelation of God is incomplete, 

fragmentary and gradual.  It is not wrong—it’s just that all of the pieces are 

not yet present.  The Old Testament looks ahead to a day of fulfillment.  It 

longs for the coming of the Messiah.  That day is fulfilled in the coming of 

Jesus Christ, in his ministry, his death, his resurrection, his ascension and his 

promise to come again.  Everything that can be said has now been said.  

Nothing needs to be added to what Jesus Christ has said or done.  As Calvin 

said, “It was not a part of the Word that Christ brought, but the last, closing 

Word.”  Everything we need to know for our salvation has been revealed to 

the uttermost. 
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 In the past God spoke through prophets; now he speaks by his Son, 

and if you have seen the Son you have seen the Father.  Martin Luther put it 

this way: 

 If the word of the prophets is accepted, how much more ought 
we to seize the Gospel of Christ, since it is not a prophet speaking to 
us but the Lord of the prophets, not a servant but a Son, not an angel 
but God. 

 Let me close with this.  When Jesus was arrested he was brought 

before Pilate.  He said to the governor, “Everyone on the side of truth listens 

to me” (John 18:37d).  To this Pilate said, rather cynically, “What is truth?”  

Pilate denied that there was truth—or that if there was it was unknowable.  

That was his reaction as he stood before the incarnate Lord of the universe 

who was and remains “the Way, the Truth and the Life” (John 14:6).  And so 

it turns out that Jesus wasn’t standing on trial before Pilate at all; it was the 

other way around.  Pilate was on trial before Jesus and he was found 

wanting.   

 Beloved, as we open the Letter to the Hebrews we find ourselves 

standing before the Truth.  We are standing before Jesus Christ, the Word of 

God.  Will we stand firm in the faith and hold on to the Truth?  Will we grow 

in faith and persevere before him in obedience, thanksgiving and praise?  
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Will we cling to him in spite of the cost that might be extracted from us by 

our old enemies, the world, the flesh and the devil?  Or will we draw back 

because we think the cost is too great?  If you reject him you will consign 

yourself to darkness—spiritual blindness now and eternal darkness in the 

judgement to come.  If you accept him you will enter into the fullness of 

salvation and a glory that is indescribable.  And that is why even if we lose 

everything else in this world—goods, reputation, health, family—we must 

still cling to him.  The Letter to the Hebrews will be a blessing and 

encouragement for us to do just that no matter what might come our way in 

this New Year.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.
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