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INTRODUCTION 

The book of Hebrews is a beautifully and carefully constructed treatise on
the supremacy of Jesus Christ. The author opens by stating that God had
spoken to His people through the prophets. Now, He speaks to His people
through His Son, Who is the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophetic
message. Then, the writer demonstrates how the Son is superior to the
angels. When compared to the liturgy and traditions of the Jewish people,
Jesus’ sacrifice is vastly superior. However, Hebrews presents many
unanswered questions, which scholars continue to debate today.

The authorship of most of the New Testament books can be readily
confirmed. This is not true of Hebrews. There is a great deal of speculation
about the author, but there is nothing that can be confirmed in the historical
documents of the early church. In the second century, Clement of
Alexandria and Origen attributed the letter to the apostle Paul (view
image). Nevertheless, they themselves acknowledged that there was a
significant difference in the style and content of the letter from the rest of
Paul’s letters. The western church in Rome did not accept Pauline
authorship until the fifth century. This position remained until the
Reformation in the sixteenth century. Today, the authorship of Hebrews is
generally considered to be the work of some unknown writer.



Other possible writers are proposed, however. Tertullian, a second
century Roman Christian historian, attributed the work to Barnabas. This
man had been a traveling companion with Paul during his first missionary
journey. Since he was a Levite from the island of Cyprus, he was certainly
capable of writing this kind of treatise. During the Reformation, Luther
suggested that the writer might have been Apollos. Apollos was a gifted
orator, a highly educated Jew from Alexandria (view image). His
knowledge of the Scriptures was highly regarded in the churches where he
spoke (Acts 18:24–28). He lived and operated in the same regions as Paul
did. This is interesting speculation, but it cannot be confirmed.

It is just as difficult to determine the destination of the letter. The content
is thoroughly Jewish, drawing heavily from the Old Testament Scriptures.
No one questions that the author was a Jew and his letter was addressed to
other Jewish believers. However, no specific destination and recipient are
given. At the end of the letter, the writer asks his readers to pray that he will
be able to return to them soon. It is evident that some specific church in
some known city must have been the first to receive this letter, but there is
nothing in the letter itself or other early documents to clarify this mystery.
At the end of the letter, he gives the saints in this unspecified city greetings
from the saints in Italy. So we can conclude that this letter was written by
an unknown writer located in Italy to a group of believers in some
unspecified destination.

Although so little is known of the author and the letter’s intended
destination, it is somewhat easier to come up with a reasonably close date
for the book. The author draws extensively on the Old Testament narrative
with which all of his readers were familiar. The sacrificial rituals of the
tabernacle during Moses’ time were carried forward into the monarchy
when Solomon completed the construction of the Temple (view image).
They continued into the first century in Herod’s temple (view image). It
would be reasonable to conclude that the writer would make some reference
to the destruction of the Temple by the Romans in A.D. 70 (view image),
but he never does that. Instead, he writes as though those rituals are still
being practiced (9:6–9; 10:1–4). Thus it is probably safe to say that this
letter was written sometime prior to A.D. 70.

At times we have spoken of this as a letter and other times as a treatise.
Most letters written in the first century included an opening salutation,
identifying the author and his best wishes on the recipient. There is no



salutation in this document. At the end, there is the familiar closing: “Grace
be with all of you” (Hebrews 13:25 ESV). In between, he speaks of himself
briefly only one time, asking for the prayers of his readers (Hebrews 13:18–
19). These are the only references that make this look like a letter.
Nevertheless, it is a letter, but written in the style of a dissertation or a
treatise.

The theme of the letter is the supremacy of Jesus to the sacrificial system
of the Jews. Jesus’ death, resurrection, and exaltation accomplished what
the Old Testament ritual sacrifices only represented. The sacrifice of bulls
and goats cannot clear the conscience of the sinner. The sacrifice of Jesus
actually accomplishes the transformation of the sinner’s life by the work of
the Holy Spirit.

The blood of Jesus is superior to the blood of bulls and goats. The high
priest had to repeat his sacrifices every year on the Day of Atonement.
Jesus offered Himself as a sacrifice on behalf of those whom the Lord
saves, actually removing the penalty of sin from the sinner and placing it on
the Son. His blood was sufficient for the sins of the world from the time of
creation to the time when the heavens and earth vanish at the appearance of
the Son of Man. His blood was offered only once, satisfying the justice of
His holy and righteous Father.

Because of the blood of Jesus, He is exalted as the only pathway to
salvation. He does not use the words of Peter, but the thrust of his message
is the same: “And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other
name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts
4:12 ESV). With the blood of Jesus as his backdrop, he issues some of the
most frightening warnings in all of Scripture (Hebrews 6:4–6; 10:26–31).
To turn away from the Son tramples the blood of Christ and insults the
Spirit. Is there any hope of salvation once that line has been crossed? The
writer says, “No!”

So the author urges believers to live in faith, believing, not what they
sense physically, but what they perceive as the Holy Spirit works, informs,
and teaches their otherwise wayward hearts. Like the saints of ages past,
believe Jesus, cling to Him, knowing that this world offers no genuine
security, no lasting peace, no genuine meaning to life. It is the things that
are not seen that are important. It is believing in God and in the promise of
salvation through His Son, Jesus, that is important. And, with the saints of



all times and places, faith endures until life is over and the promises of God
become fully realized when they see their Savior enthroned in glory.

In the end, this letter—this treatise—expresses powerfully and
beautifully the glory of our Savior, Jesus. Coupled with this exaltation of
the Son are the warnings that place the fear of God in the heart even of
those whom He saves. The author of Hebrews is essentially telling his
readers, and Christians in all times across the centuries, Do not abandon
your hope in Jesus. Keep your eye fixed on Him Who is your salvation.
Never forget that Jesus is your High Priest. He has entered the presence of
the Father in heaven and intercedes for you. He is your sure foundation in a
world that is otherwise passing away. He will lead you safely home where
you will dwell in His presence forevermore.
PAUL THE APOSTLE—Outstanding missionary, theologian, and writer of the
early church. Paul is a very important figure in the NT and in the history of
Christianity. He wrote 13 epistles that comprise almost one-fourth of the
NT. Approximately 16 chapters of the book of Acts (13–28) focus on his
missionary labors. Thus Paul is the author or subject of nearly one-third of
the NT and the most important interpreter of the teachings of Christ and of
the significance of His life, death, and resurrection.

Paul was born in a Jewish family in Tarsus of Cilicia (Acts 22:3),
probably sometime during the first decade of the first century. Paul’s family
was of the tribe of Benjamin (Phil. 3:5), and he was named for the most
prominent member of the tribe—King Saul. Paul probably came from a
family of tentmakers or leatherworkers and, according to Jewish custom,
was taught this trade by his father. Apparently the business thrived and
Paul’s family became moderately wealthy.

Paul was born a Roman citizen. The book of Acts states three times that
he possessed it, and his citizenship was accompanied by important rights
that would benefit him in his missionary labors. The Roman citizen had the
right of appeal after a trial, exemption from imperial service, right to choose
between a local or Roman trial, and protection from degrading forms of
punishment like scourging.

Paul was educated in Jerusalem in the Jewish religion according to the
traditions of his ancestors (Acts 22:3). Acts 22 says that Paul was trained by
Rabbi Gamaliel I, the member of the Sanhedrin mentioned in Acts 5:33–39.
Gamaliel was a leading Jewish teacher in Paul’s day. Paul quickly excelled
as a Jewish rabbinical student. As Paul says in Gal. 1:14, “I advanced in



Judaism beyond many contemporaries among my people, because I was
extremely zealous for the traditions of my ancestors.”

Paul, more than his mentor Gamaliel (Acts 5:34–39), recognized the
serious threat that the followers of Jesus posed to the traditional Jewish
religion. Paul was probably in his thirties when he, with authorization from
the chief priest, began to imprison believers first in the synagogues of
Jerusalem and then later in Damascus.

While Saul was on his way to Damascus to arrest and imprison believers
there, the resurrected and glorified Christ appeared to him with blinding
radiance. At the appearance of Christ, Saul immediately surrendered to His
authority and went into the city to await further orders. There his blindness
was healed and he received the Holy Spirit and accepted believer’s baptism.
Ananias told Paul the message that the Lord had given him in a vision:
“This man is My chosen instrument to carry My name before Gentiles,
kings, and the sons of Israel. I will certainly show him how much he must
suffer for My name!”

The res of Paul’s life was consumed by his commitment to the call that
the Lord laid upon him. He made three major missionary journeys
throughout the eastern region of the Roman Empire, staying eighteen
months in Corinth and nearly three years in emphasis. At the end of his
third journey, he carried an offering from the churches in Europe and Asia
minor to relieve the suffering of the saints in Jerusalem.

While in the temple performing a ritual to demonstrate his Jewish
faithfulness to some of the Jerusalem believers, Jewish opponents incited a
riot, and Paul was arrested (A.D. 57). Paul was sent to Caesarea to stand trial
before the procurator Felix. After two years of procrastination on the part of
his detainers, Paul finally appealed to the Roman emperor for trial. After
arriving in Rome, Paul spent two years under house arrest awaiting his trial.
Paul wrote Philemon, Colossians, Ephesians, and Philippians during this
first Roman imprisonment.

The record of Acts ends at this point, so information as to the outcome of
the trial is sketchy. Early church tradition suggests that Paul was acquitted
(ca. A.D. 63) or exiled and fulfilled the dream expressed in Rom. 15:23–29
of carrying the gospel to Spain (A.D. 63–67). Paul probably wrote 1 and 2
Timothy and Titus during the period between his acquittal and a second
Roman imprisonment. According to church tradition Paul was arrested
again and subjected to a harsher imprisonment. He was condemned by the



Emperor Nero and beheaded with the sword at the third milestone on the
Ostian Way, at a place called AquaeSalviae and lies buried on the site
covered by the basilica of St. Paul Outside the Walls. His execution
probably occurred in A.D. 67.1
 
1 Charles L. Quarles, “Paul,” ed. Chad Brand et al., Holman Illustrated
Bible Dictionary (Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2003), 1259–
1260.
TERTULLIAN—Quintus SeptimiusFlorensTertullianus (ca. AD 160–225)
was a prolific North African writer of apologetic, theological, controversial,
and ascetic works. The first great writer of Latin Christianity, he is credited
with introducing the term “trinitas” in relation to God. At some point during
his career, he joined the apocalyptic Montanist sect (around AD 207), which
other early church fathers opposed as heretical, causing his works to be
viewed as pre-Montanist (and thus legitimately the work of a church father)
and post Montanism (and thus viewed very skeptically).1
 
1Micah Wierenga, “Church Fathers,” ed. John D. Barry etal., The Lexham
Bible Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012, 2013, 2014,
2015).
BARNABAS—according to Acts 4:36-37 a Levite from Cyprus whose
cognomen was Joseph and who became a member of the early Christian
community in Jerusalem and was surnamed ‘Barnabas’ (Heb., ‘Son of
encouragement’) by the apostles. A Diaspora Jew (i.e., one born in a
country outside Palestine) who may have come to Jerusalem because of his
priestly connections, Barnabas was a cousin of John Mark (Colossians
4:10) and soon became a leader in the church. According to Acts, he
introduced Saul (Paul), a fellow Greek-speaking Jewish believer in Jesus, to
the apostles in Jerusalem (Acts 9:27); this suggests that Acts knew Barnabas
to be well versed in the activities of the Christian movement in Syria, where
Saul had become a Christian.

After the persecution of the Hellenists (Jewish Christians whose native
language was Greek) in Jerusalem, Barnabas appeared in Antioch-on-the-
Orontes as a representative of the Jerusalem church (Acts 11:19-26). There,
he affirmed the mission to the Gentiles and worked with Saul as senior
partner or supervisor of a Christian mission in Syria-Cilicia. Acts reports
that he and Saul took the famine offering from Antioch to Jerusalem (Acts



11:27-30; 12:25). If the reports in Acts are accurate, Barnabas must have
had a formative role in the development of Saul’s theological outlook (but
see Galatians 1:13-17). Paul does imply that Barnabas was a fellow apostle
(1 Corinthians 9:3-6; cf. Acts 14:4, 14). Acts also records that both Paul
and Barnabas chose to work with their hands as tradesmen, even though
their families had financial means (cf. Acts 4:36; 23:16).

According to Acts, Paul and Barnabas worked together on a mission tour
to Cyprus and the Iconium region of Asia Minor (Acts 13:1-14:28),
appeared together at the Jerusalem conference (Acts 15:1-35), but then
disagreed and separated over the question of allowing John Mark to
accompany them on a second tour (Acts 15:36-41) after he had cut short his
participation in an earlier tour (13:13). Barnabas’ role in the dispute in
Antioch over whether circumcised and uncircumcised believers should eat
together is obscure (Galatians 2:11-14). According to Acts 15:1-35,
Barnabas was a strong defender of not binding circumcision on Gentile
converts. Yet he apparently had great respect for Peter and sided with him
(and Mark) in the dispute with Paul.

Acts speaks of Barnabas as ‘a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of
faith’ (11:24). Some traditions beyond the canonical writings regard him as
the author of the Letter to the Hebrews.1
 
Heb. Hebrew
1Paul J. Achtemeier, Harper & Row and Society of Biblical Literature,
Harper’s Bible Dictionary, 1st ed. (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985).
94.
LEVITES—In the earliest biblical records, sacrifices were offered by the
chief of a tribe, the head of a family (Genesis 12:7–8; 31:54) or possibly by
a priest at a temple (Genesis 14:18). Originally, Israel’s priests and temple
personnel were to be drawn from the firstborn of every family in Israel
(Exodus 13:11–15). Later God chose the tribe of Levi to carry out this
responsibility for Israel (Numbers 3:11–13). The tribe of Levi was
appointed because it was the only tribe that stood with Moses against the
people who worshiped the golden calf (Exodus 32:25–29; Deuteronomy
10:6–9). The Levites were not given a tribal inheritance in the promised
land (God was their inheritance) but were placed in 48 Levitical cities
throughout the land (Numbers 18:20; 35:1–8; Joshua 13:14, 33). The tithe
of the rest of the nation was used to provide for the needs of the Levites



(Numbers 18:24–32). Since the Levites were dependent on the generosity of
others, families were encouraged to invite the Levites (as well as widows,
strangers, and orphans) to join them in their eating and their celebration of
the joyous national feast (Deuteronomy 12:12, 18; 16:11, 14). These factors
point to the total dedication of the Levites to the work of the Lord rather
than the earthly concerns of making a good living.

The tribe of Levi included at least three separate families: Gershon,
Kohath, and Merari (with the families of Moses and Aaron being treated
somewhat separately from the rest of the tribe of Gershon). During the
wilderness journey they were in charge of taking the tabernacle down,
transporting it, setting it up, and conducting worship at the tent where God
dwelt (Numbers 1:47–54; 3:14–39). In some passages (Deuteronomy 17:9,
18; 18:1; 24:8) the terms “priest” and “Levite” (or Levitical priests) seem
identical, but in Exodus 28 and Leviticus 8–10 it is clear that only the
family of Aaron fulfilled the priestly duties of offering sacrifices in the
tabernacle. Because there appears to be a different way of handling the
relationship between the priests and the Levites in these texts, interpreters
differ in the way they understand the Levites. Although it is possible that
the role of the Levites changed or that the distinction between the priests
and Levites was not maintained in each period with equal strictness, the
interpretation which maintains a general distinction between the priests and
Levites seem to fit most texts.

The Levites were consecrated to God and given by God as a gift to Israel
in order that they might perform the duties at the tabernacle (Exodus 29;
Leviticus 8). Their work made it possible for the people to come to the
tabernacle and offer sacrifices for the atonement of sins. The Levites
assisted the priests in their responsibilities (Numbers 3:5–9; 16:9) by
preparing grain offerings and the showbread, by purifying all the holy
instruments used in the temple, by singing praises to the Lord at morning
and evening offerings, by assisting the priests with burnt offerings on
Sabbaths and feast days, and by being in charge of the temple precinct and
the chambers of the priests (1 Chronicles 6:31–48; 23:1–13, 24–32; 25:1–
6; 2 Chronicles 29:12–19). Because of their work, the holiness of the
temple was maintained; and the glory of the Lord dwelt among Israel.
During David’s reign the Levites were integrated into the administration of
the government, including the keeping of the gates, judges, craftsmen,
musicians, and overseers of the royal treasury (1 Chronicles 9:22–28; 23–



26). In Jehoshaphat’s time the Levites were involved with teaching the
people the word of God (2 Chronicles 17:7–9). This responsibility probably
continued into the postexilic period of Ezra (Nehemiah 8:9–12).1
 
1 Gary Smith, “Levites,” ed. Chad Brand et al., Holman Illustrated Bible
Dictionary (Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2003), 1028–1029.
MARTIN LUTHER—(1483–1546). Born in Germany in 1483, Martin Luther
became one of the most influential figures in Christian history when he
began the Protestant Reformation in the 16th century. He called into
question some of the basic tenets of Roman Catholicism, and his followers
soon split from the Roman Catholic Church to begin the Protestant
tradition.

Martin Luther was born on November 10, 1483, in Eisleben, Saxony, in
modern southeast Germany. His parents, Hans and Margarette Luther, were
of peasant linage, but Hans had some success as a miner and ore smelter. In
1484, the family moved to nearby Mansfeld, where Hans held ore deposits.

Hans Luther knew that mining was a tough business and wanted his
promising son to have better and become a lawyer. At age seven, Martin
Luther entered school in Mansfeld. At 14, he went to north to Magdeburg,
where he continued his studies. In 1498, he returned to Eisleben and
enrolled in a school, studying grammar, rhetoric and logic. He later
compared this experience to purgatory and hell.

In 1501, Martin Luther entered the University of Erfurt, where he
received a Master of Arts degree (in grammar, logic, rhetoric and
metaphysics). At this time, it seemed he was on his way to becoming a
lawyer. However, in July 1505, Luther had a life-changing experience that
set him on a new course. Caught in a horrific thunderstorm where he feared
for his life, Luther cried out to St. Anne, the patron saint of miners, “Save
me, St. Anne, and I’ll become a monk!” The storm subsided and he was
saved. Most historians believe this was not a spontaneous act, but an idea
already formulated in Luther’s mind. The decision to become a monk was
difficult and greatly disappointed his father, but he felt he must keep a
promise. Luther was also driven by fears of hell and God’s wrath, and felt
that life in a monastery would help him find salvation.

Spiritual Anguish and Enlightenment



The first few years of monastery life were difficult for Martin Luther, as
he did not find the religious enlightenment he was seeking. A mentor told
him to focus his life exclusively on Christ and this would later provide him
with the guidance he sought. At age 27, he was given the opportunity to be
a delegate to a church conference in Rome. He came away more
disillusioned, and very discouraged by the immorality and corruption he
witnessed there among the Catholic priests. Upon his return to Germany, he
enrolled in the University of Wittenberg in an attempt to suppress his
spiritual turmoil. He excelled in his studies and received a doctorate,
becoming a professor of theology at the university.

Through his studies of scripture, Martin Luther finally gained religious
enlightenment. Beginning in 1513, while preparing lectures, Luther read
Psalm 22, which recounts Christ’s cry for mercy on the cross, a cry similar
to his own disillusionment with God and religion. Two years later, while
preparing a lecture on Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, he read, “The just will
live by faith.” He dwelled on this statement for some time. Finally, he
realized the key to spiritual salvation was not to fear God or be enslaved by
religious dogma but to believe that faith alone would bring salvation. This
period marked a major change in his life and set in motion the
Reformation.1

Rejection of the Roman Catholic Church
In 1517, Pope Leo X announced a new round of indulgences to help

build St. Peter’s Basilica. On October 31, 1517, an angry Martin Luther
nailed a sheet of paper with 95 theses on the university’s chapel door.
Though he intended these to be discussion points, the Ninety-Five Theses
laid out a devastating critique of the indulgences as corrupting people’s
faith. Luther also sent a copy to Archbishop Albert Albrecht of Mainz,
calling on him to end the sale of indulgences. Aided by the printing press,
copies of the Ninety-Five Theses spread throughout Germany within two
weeks and throughout Europe within two months.

The Church eventually moved to stop the act of defiance. In October
1518, at a meeting with Cardinal Thomas Cajetan in Augsburg, Martin
Luther was ordered to recant his Ninety-Five Theses by the authority of the
pope. Luther said he would not recant unless scripture proved him wrong.
He went further, stating that he didn’t consider the papacy had the authority



to interpret scripture. The meeting ended in a shouting match and initiated
his ultimate excommunication from the Church.

Throughout 1519, Martin Luther continued to lecture and write in
Wittenberg. In June and July of that year he publicly declared that the Bible
did not give the pope the exclusive right to interpret scripture, which was a
direct attack on the authority of the papacy. Finally, in 1520, the pope had
had enough and on June 15 issued an ultimatum threatening Luther with
excommunication. On December 10, 1520, Luther publicly burned the
letter.

Excommunication
In January 1521, Martin Luther was officially excommunicated from the

Roman Catholic Church. In March, he was summoned before the Diet of
Worms, a general assembly of secular authorities. Again, Luther refused to
recant his statements, demanding he be shown any scripture that would
refute his position. There was none. On May 8, 1521, the council released
the Edict of Worms, banning Luther’s writings and declaring him a
“convicted heretic.” This made him a condemned and wanted man. Friends
helped him hide out at the Wartburg Castle. While in seclusion, he
translated the New Testament into the German language, to give ordinary
people the opportunity to read God’s word.

Though still under threat of arrest, Martin Luther returned to Wittenberg
Castle Church, in Eisenach, in May 1522. Miraculously, he was able to
avoid capture and began organizing a new church, Lutheranism. He gained
many followers and got support from German princes. When a peasant
revolt began in 1524, Luther denounced the peasants and sided with the
rulers, whom he depended on to keep his church growing. Thousands of
peasants were killed, but Luther’s church grew over the years. In 1525, he
married Katharina von Bora, a former nun who had abandoned the convent
and taken refuge in Wittenberg. Together, over the next several years, they
had six children.

Later Years
From 1533 to his death in 1546, Martin Luther served as the dean of

theology at University of Wittenberg. During this time he suffered from
many illnesses, including arthritis, heart problems and digestive disorders,
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