FAIR OAKS PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH
Hebrews:  Lesson 1

Hebrews 1:1-4

Hebrews is one of the most complex books found in the New Testament, filled with references to the Old Testament, shrouded in mystery as to who wrote it, and presenting one of the most complete Christologies (who is Jesus?) as can be found anywhere in Scripture.  More than this, it is a passionate and very personal message.  The writer clearly knows the recipients well and is worried that they have begun to “drift away” (See Hebrews 2:1) from a complete commitment to Jesus, possibly because of pressure from the society around them.  The author saturates this book with both passionate encouragement and sober exhortation: “how shall we escape if we neglect so great a salvation?”.  As such this book is as appropriate today as when it was written to first century believers.  We are to lay aside sins and encumbrances and fix our eyes of Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith! (Hebrews 12:1-2).  Some believe that this was not a letter per se (note that there are no opening greetings and no addressed recipients such as is common in other New Testament letters, though there are closing greetings and specific exhortations found in 13:23-25) but rather a sermon about the perils of drifting away from faith.  The author repeatedly gives practical ways to avoid this.  One commentary suggests we should read the entire book out loud to one another (as a sermon) to get a sense of the cohesive and powerful message that it contains.  

Recipients

Clearly the target audience knows Jewish writings and customs well.  Hebrews contains more use of Old Testament verses than any other New Testament book.  This has led some to assume that the audience is Jewish Christians, though many Gentiles who were God-fearers before had come to faith in Jesus and likely many Gentile Christians were studying the Old Testament as part of their new Christian heritage.  Hebrews eloquently confirms the validity of the Old Testament and emphasizes how the Old Testament leads to a fuller understanding of the work and person of Jesus Christ.  God’s communication to humanity began in Genesis and continues to the present day, as the opening verses underscore.  Many commentators believe that this book was written to the church at Rome (see Hebrews 13:24) to Jewish Christians who, because of the worldview of the Romans around them and increasing persecution were tempted to leave Christianity and return to Judaism.  The author cannot warn against the futility of this enough!

Date

These people had obviously been Christian for some time.  The implication was that they were given the gospel by people who heard about Jesus rather than heard from Him directly (2:3) Yet there is no sense of the intense persecution that would befall Christians in Rome starting with Nero, placing the date around the mid 60’s A.D.
Author

No book has generated more controversy as to its author than Hebrews.  Suggested contenders include:  Paul, Luke, Apollo, Priscilla or Phillip.  We are not going to spend a lot of time on this issue—you can ask around when you get to heaven and see if your favorite theory is correct or not!  There is pretty uniform agreement that Paul was not the author (dating all the way back to church fathers such as Clement (AD 150) and Origen (AD 215) who agreed the writing was “nothing like Paul’s”.)  This author uses the Old Testament completely differently than Paul does and the Greek is much more stylish and polished than is found in Paul’s letters.  Many believe however that Paul influenced the writing of this book, one commentary stating “it came from the mind of Paul”.  Possibly when the Canon of the New Testament was put together Hebrews was assigned to Paul in order to ensure its inclusion. 

George Guthrie concludes the subject in this way:  the message of Hebrews was written almost two millennia ago in the Greek language by an educated person of Jewish descent in the form of a synagogue sermon and for a church located in Greco-Roman culture.  It is especially relevant for those tempted to turn from Christianity or Christian fellowship in order to return to pre-conversion patterns of life.  
Hebrews 1:1-4 constitutes the introduction to the book.  One might summarize the message in just 2 words:  God speaks!  Why would early Christians need to be reminded of that fact?  How might the worldview of the surrounding culture in the Roman world have been different?  How should this challenge us as Christians today?

In what ways was Roman culture like the prevailing world culture today?  Do you see any important differences?

What are some things that the author wants to emphasize about God’s communication?

Think of some of the various ways that God communicated in the Old Testament—write down as many as you can think of.  Why is this significant? (Hint:  if you wanted to ensure that a message got out today, how would you go about it?)
How does the author contrast the previous communication with God’s communication through His Son?  How would you compare the two?
The supremacy of Christ is a major theme of the book and the author begins this right here in the introduction.  He makes 7 observations about Jesus Christ.  What are they and what is the significance of each?  Compare this statement with that found in Colossians 1:13-18.  How would compare the conclusion of Paul in Colossians with the passage here in Hebrews.   
