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Introduction 

The Message of Hebrews is both the easiest and the most diffi cult 
to understand of all the New Testament books.  In order to save 
you some frustration and the possibility of having your head spin 
from cultural whiplash, let’s begin with the easiest understanding.  
Simply put, the letter to the Hebrews says,

Jesus is superior to the “Old School” ideas of Judaism.  
You can trust Jesus completely, so don’t cave in under 
persecution; stay strong and don’t give up!

That’s pretty easy to grasp.  At this point you may be tempted to 
say, “I get that, I believe it, why don’t we just skip the confusing 
stuff and call it good.”  For some people that might actually be a 
good option.  However, let me encourage you to take the plunge 
into this wonderfully complex and culturally thick letter.  There 
are two reasons why this will be a benefi cial study for you:  

1. Through this study you will gain a deeper understanding 
of the Jewish mindset that was dominant in the world of 
Jesus, the apostles, and the writing of the New Testament.  
It is impossible to fully grasp the original intent of the New 
Testament without having a working knowledge of this 1st 
century Jewish perspective. Thus, by developing a richer 
understanding of it you will, in turn, be increasing your ability 
to correctly interpret the rest of the New Testament.  That’s 
always a good thing.

2. Even more important than becoming a better student of the 
New Testament, the study of this book will undoubtedly shed 
new light on the nature of Jesus.  In every paragraph of this 
document Jesus is exalted as the pinnacle of all creation.  
Few other passages of the New Testament pay Jesus higher 
respect than Hebrews.  As you soak in this authors’ words, 
and as you let the Holy Spirit soak these words into you, 
new vistas of understanding regarding the purpose of Jesus’ 
life, teaching, death, and resurrection will unfold before you 
and the potential for your faith to be deepened in His role as 
“Commander and Chief” of the universe will increase.  Once 
again, a very positive reason.

Now, let’s dive into the aspects of Hebrews that makes its message 
diffi cult to understand.  It is diffi cult because it is Jewish.  That is 
not to say anything negative about being Jewish; by no means.  If 
you were a Jew in the fi rst century Hebrews would simply be a long 
string of enlightening “aha”  moments. The author masterfully 



Faith that Transcends
2

argues from the Jewish worldview how it is obvious and a logical 
outfl ow of the trajectory of  the Hebrew Scripture and Theology 
that Jesus is the Messiah who has brought with Him a New World 
Order.  The reason it is diffi cult is because you, if my assumptions 
are correct, are most likely not a 1st century Jew.  Chances are you 
are a 21st century, Protestant, middle-class, American who knows 
very little about the theology of the Old Testament, let alone the 
complex Jewish theology that was constructed during the 400 
years period of time between the end of the Old Testament and 
the beginning of the New Testament.

At this point we have two options.  The fi rst option would be to 
spew out reams of information that would ground you in the 
context of 1st century Judaism.  Or, similarly, we could all enroll 
in a post-graduate course on the subject in a seminary. While a 
small fraction of the population might fi nd that appealing, the 
chances are that you would bolt for the door at the fi rst sign of 
something like that.  Don’t worry.  We’re not going down that 
path. The fi rst and most fundamental reason we aren’t going 
that direction is because I (being a 21st century, middle-class, 
Protestant, American, not having a Ph.D. in 1st century Judaism) 
could not write something like that, and, secondly, it would be 
better to touch on pertinent issues along the way as we work our 
way through the text.

That leaves us with our second option.  For introduction to the 
letter we will state some simple facts about the Author, Audience, 
and Setting for the book.

Author:  We don’t know.  Traditionally this book has been 
attributed to Paul, but there is just too much about it that is so 
vastly different from anything else he wrote that it was probably 
not written by him.  However, it is an example of the kind of logical 
thought-processes he probably went through as he “reasoned 
from the scriptures” with the Jews in the synagogues during 
his journeys in Acts.  As to who wrote the book, there are some 
educated guesses, but no defi nitive conclusions.  The Greek style of 
the letter betrays the fact the author was very well educated and a 
master at a style of communication that is called Greek Rhetorical 
Argumentation.  In light of this it is possible that Apollos is the 
author.  We meet him in Acts 18.  He came from Alexandria, 
Egypt (the mother ship for the Rhetorical Tradition), was a Jew, 
and was as well respected among the early church as Paul.  Some 
people say it was written by others such as Luke, Silas, and even 
Priscilla (wouldn’t that be wonderfully scandalous if the author 
was actually a woman!)  Suffi ce it to say that the author was a 
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highly educated and well respected pastor who had a passionate 
message to deliver.

Audience:  It is obvious from the moment you begin reading 
that the audience is Jewish.  However, given the excellent Greek 
style, the use of the Greek Rhetorical Tradition, and the reference 
to the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures (called the 
Septuagint) it is most likely that these Jews were Greek speaking 
Jews that lived in a place (or places) far away from Israel.  These 
“Hellenized” Jews (meaning Jews that had adapted to Greek 
culture) had been “dispersed” throughout the Roman Empire 
for centuries.  They lived in the constant tension between their 
strong cultural heritage and belief in God’s special relationship 
with the nation of Israel expressed through the Law of Moses and 
the reality that they lived in and among pagan gentiles that ruled 
the universe.  As Hellenized Jews that had acknowledged Jesus to 
be the prophesied Messiah and the supreme ruler of the universe 
(over and above the Roman Emperor) they faced even greater 
tension.  This tension reached a zenith as they had popped up on 
the Roman Empire’s radar as a threat to Roman peace.  Under 
the rule of Nero the followers of Jesus had become scapegoats 
for the partly crazed Emperor’s narcissistic shortcomings and had 
experienced severe and ruthless persecution.  Not only were the 
Romans antagonistic toward “Christians” (a derogatory term in 
those days) they were also fed up with the constant turmoil in 
Judea and had launched a war against the Jews to silence them 
once and for all.  So, no matter where these Hellenistic Jewish 
Christians turned, they faced imminent danger.  

Date:  Given the mention of Timothy’s release in chapter 13 and 
the absence of the mention of Paul, as well as having no mention 
of the destruction of the temple, it is a good guess to date the 
writing of this letter between AD 64 (when Paul died) and AD 70 
(when the Romans destroyed the temple).  By AD 68 the Romans 
were very confi dent that they would defeat the Jews and wreak 
great destruction on them, so it was easy to see why the author of 
Hebrews could refer to the Temple rituals as “passing away.”

Setting:  Hebrews was written to Jewish Christians who were 
sitting on the fence.  They were teetering on the edge of betraying 
their faith. The Romans were forcing the Christians to make a 
choice:  either denounce Jesus as Lord, pay homage to Caesar 
as Divine Ruler, pay taxes and make sacrifi ces to him OR face 
the confi scation of all property, the imprisonment of the entire 
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household, torture, and possible death.  What would you do?  If 
someone held a gun to your head, or worse yet, to your young 
daughter’s head, would you hold your ground?  Or, would you 
rationalize in your mind that you could say what they wanted 
to hear in order to save your own skin or your family’s lives and 
property?  It’s a painful reality that most of us have never faced.  
Yet, that was the dilemma facing the recipients of this letter.  

It is important for us to keep this violent reality in our minds 
as we read the letter.  The ideas presented in this letter are not 
the abstract theological constructions of a heady theologian who 
has a cushy teaching job in a prestigious seminary with a view 
of the ocean.  These are the words of a brilliant and passionate 
pastor who knew that everything hung in the balance for these 
Christians (and even for himself).  On the one side the Romans 
are hounding them to cave in.  On the other hand the elders of 
the synagogue are trying to convince them that belief in Jesus as 
the Messiah is heresy and is the reason for the persecution and 
potential destruction of Jerusalem.  Their Jewish family, friends, 
and neighbors are urging them to return to an adherence to the 
Laws and the rituals of the temple…before it is too late.  The 
author knew that if they turned to the right or to the left they may 
forever cut off the fl ow of Jesus’ grace and mercy that they had 
so recently and abundantly received.  Their only hope is to look 
past the constructs of man and the “shadowy representations of 
Reality” that are found in the Law and keep their eyes on Jesus 
who is the “author and perfector” the “starter and fi nisher” of 
their faith.  They must cling to Him and trust in His reality so 
that they can stay strong and live in the reality of Jesus’ Kingdom 
both now and for eternity.  As we read through these pages may 
our awareness of the things that distract us from Jesus become 
heightened and may our tenacious trust in the reality of Jesus’ 
Lordship and Grace be strengthened to our core.
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Lesson 1: 
Jesus Is Above the Angels

Read: • Hebrews 1

Study Questions
1. In what way is God’s communication similar and different 

between the way He communicated “in the past” and “in 
these last days?”

2. Make a list of the ways the Son is described in verses 2-4.  
As you contemplate this list what emotional response do you 
have to it?  What questions does it raise for you?
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3. Here is a list of all the passages from the Old Testament that 
are quoted in this text.  Spend some time reading through 
these texts and the surrounding passage from which they 
were extracted.  How does the author of Hebrews interpret 
these texts?  What response or questions does this raise for 
you?

Psalm 2:7

2 Samuel 7:14

Psalm 104:4

Psalm 45:6-7

Psalm 102:25-27

Psalm 110:1

4. In what way is the Son compared to angels?  Why do you 
think the author emphasizes this point?
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Food for Thought

1-4 Setting the Bar

In this introduction the author establishes the basic premise of the 
entire message.  Jesus is supreme.  Jesus is not just a great teacher 
or a moral example for how to live.  Yes, He is those things, but He 
is so much more.  Jesus is God’s Son, the heir of all God’s glory, 
He is the exact representation of the substance of God.  In other 
words, He is God.  Jesus is not just Godlike, nor is He the most 
wonderfully created thing.  He is God, the creator and sustainer 
of all matter in the universe.  When you look to Jesus you are 
looking at the source and continuing force of your very being.  In 
Him you can put your confi dence. 

There.  Now that the author has established his main point he will 
proceed to demonstrate it by comparing Jesus to all the things 
that the Jewish culture had heretofore upheld as the most exalted 
and reliable things in the universe.  Jesus is greater than angels, 
than Moses, than the Law, than the Tabernacle, than the blood of 
sacrifi ce, and the covenant itself.  In Jesus all these things have 
been fulfi lled, surpassed, and confl ated so that He can establish 
a New Covenant that is able to free the world from the power of 
sin and empower us to enter into God’s presence without fear or 
regret.

5-14 Jesus is Superior to Angels

So what’s all this about angels?  

During the period of time between the destruction of Jerusalem 
in 586 BC and the life of Jesus, the Jewish theology of angels 
became very elaborate and very integral to their spirituality.  The 
Jews believed (as did all the ancient societies) that God lived high 
up in the Heavens, beyond the reach of man.  In between God 
and man was “the Heavens,” the spiritual realm where beings 
called angels lived, moving back and forth between Heaven and 
Earth.  Some of these angels were good and some were bad.  On 
both sides of the equation the angels were highly organized into 
hierarchical ranks, much like our modern military.  The “host” of 
angels were led by the archangels who stood at the top of the heap 
and in the presence of God.  Below them were myriad of angels, 
each with their own assignments.  Some were messengers, some 
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were avengers, some were protectors of children, others were like 
lawyers who stood in God’s Heavenly court and either accused or 
defended humans.

There are two important factors regarding the Jewish belief about 
angels that pertains to our study of Hebrews.  

1. They believed that angels were a necessary intermediary 
between God and Man.  Without them we could not have 
access to God.  They were the highest form of created being 
in the universe and were intrinsically related to God’s glory.

2. In light of #1, they believed that the Law of Moses was given to 
him by angels, since they served as the intermediary between 
God and man.

It is important to point out that this theology was not derived 
from scripture.  The Old Testament defi nitely refers to angels and 
spirits, but it stops at reference.  It never elaborates on the nature 
of the spiritual beings nor their organizational structure.  All of 
that theology comes from two sources.  First, there are books 
called the Apocrypha which were written during the centuries 
between Old and New Testament that go into much more detail 
about these topics.  The Apocryphal books were not regarded as 
scripture by the Jews.  The second source (which some believe 
was actually the source for the Apocryphal books) is the infl uence 
of Persian religion that the Jews experienced during their exile.  
Zoroastrianism was a strong religious force in Persia and it taught 
about a staircase that stretched between God and man upon which 
angels and demons fought for human passage.

How should we think about angels?

There are three options for how we should think about angels 
today, as followers of Jesus and students of the Bible:

Option #1
The Spiritual world is exactly like the ancient Jews described it.  
There is a literal army of Good Angels under the leadership of 
archangels and there is a literal army of Bad Angels under the 
leadership of Satan.  Everyday they battle for our minds and fi ll 
the gap between us and God.  
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Option #2
The terms “angels” and “demons” come from an ancient worldview 
and are simply a concrete metaphor representing physical 
phenomenon that transcends human understanding.  In our 
modern/post-modern context we need to abandon the ancient 
terms and fi nd new language and metaphors that will help us 
communicate our interaction with the mysteries of the universe.

Option #3
A combination of #1 & #2.  Notice that neither 1 or 2 denied a 
spiritual reality.  Both acknowledge a deep gap between the 
spiritual reality of God’s existence and our own material existence.  
The fact is that scripture itself does not elaborate on the details of 
the spiritual world.  We don’t need to abandon the terms, but we 
should be open to better ways of understanding the nature of the 
spiritual realit

So what’s the point in Hebrews?

The author of Hebrews was speaking to an audience that was 
thoroughly entrenched in Option #1.  The scandal of Jesus is that 
He claimed to be above and beyond the angels.  The angels are not 
the intermediary between God and man, Jesus is.  Jesus is not the 
highest form of creation that stands in the glory of God, Jesus is 
the character and substance of God, the creator of all things and 
through Him we have direct access to God, no angels needed.  

To be a Jew who decided to follow Jesus meant more than just 
acknowledging Jesus as the Messiah.  It required some massive 
deconstruction of distorted theologies that had bubbled up over 
the centuries.  This is a very painful process to go through.  It also 
creates great strife within a cultural and family system.  “What 
do you mean you don’t need to go through your guardian angel?  
What kind of heresy is this?  No child of mine is going to speak 
such nonsense!!”  You can just imagine what the families and 
synagogues gossiped about when little Josiah decided to follow 
Jesus as the Messiah!  The author of Hebrews was calling for 
his audience to resist the temptation to be drawn back into this 
distorted theology.
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Now we need to come to our time.  What does any of this have to 
do with us?  There are some very important transferable principles 
for the life of a Jesus-follower today.  The reality is that whenever 
we talk about God, sin, salvation, and the spiritual world, we are 
treading into waters that are deep and mysterious.  There are 
realities in the universe that are beyond our comprehension.  It 
is the human tendency to construct ideas that tame these deep 
mysteries, explain them, put them in a box, and make them serve 
us.  Even if the thing we have created is a tyrannical god that 
demands horrible things from us it is still a defi ned reality that 
we can grasp.  It’s like the battered wife who would rather stay 
with the known pain of abuse than to venture into the realm of the 
unknown.  In light of this, there are many “Christian Doctrines” 
about the spiritual world that exist and compete with each other in 
our world today.  Many of these belief systems fl ow right from the 
Jewish mysticism we have been discussing in this lesson.  Here’s 
the point from Hebrews 1:  Jesus is above and beyond all that.  
Jesus is the Son of God who supercedes the need for spiritual 
intermediaries.  He is not dependent upon the angels to deliver 
His grace and mercy, nor is He in the same category as them.  As 
we will see throughout the development of Hebrews, Jesus has 
created a new order for us.  He has made things very simple.  He 
gave us direct access to God.  We don’t need superstitious fear of 
spirit beings (even if they are a reality, we need not fear them), we 
don’t need ritualistic sacrifi ce of animals, we don’t need a fear-
based adherence to a legal code.  We simply need Jesus, the high 
priest, the Son of God, the lover of our souls.

As you move into this week, rest in the assurance that Jesus is all 
you need.  Don’t become distracted by extraneous theologies and 
philosophies that confuse you and draw your attention from the 
reality that Jesus is the Lord of all things and that He welcomes 
you into God’s presence.  I realize that concept in itself is a deep 
mystery that can be nearly impossible to explain.  The beauty is 
that we don’t have to explain it to believe it any more than we 
need to explain the pulmonary system to be able to breath.  Jesus 
is the air we breathe, so take it in and be free from fear and be            
freed to love. 


