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Introduction 

In 1939 Winston Churchill famously described the Soviet Union as “a 
riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma”. There is a real sense in 
which the same can be said about the background to the letter to the 
Hebrews. 
 
We know very little about the 
background to this letter and as a 
consequence there has been a lot of 
speculation about who wrote it, when, 
where from and to whom. As far as 
authorship is concerned names like 
Apollos, Barnabas, Priscilla, Luke, Paul 
and Clement have been suggested. 
Because Hebrews doesn’t mention the fall of Jerusalem and the 
destruction of the Temple (AD 70) it might have been written either 
before AD 70 or well after. Different commentators have said it was 
written to Jews in Rome or Jerusalem or in Egypt or possibly 
somewhere else. It could equally well have been written from one of 
those places – or it might have been written to a Gentile community. 
Again, bible boffins have noticed that it uses language which reminds 
them of different groups or individuals who were around at the time 
that Hebrews might have been produced and yet others have noticed 
its unique turn of phrase and individual style. So… 
 

What can be said with certainty about the background to Hebrews? It 
was written: 
 

 by a man or a woman whose name may or may not be  
known to us in a different context; 

 before, during or after AD 70;  

 to Jewish Christians or Gentile Christians (or a mix of both);  

 to or from Rome, Jerusalem, Alexandria or somewhere else;  

 



4 
 

 and there are many, some or no links with the Essenes sect, the 
dead sea scrolls at Qumran, converted Jewish priests, Philo and 
Plato.  

 It is described as a letter or a sermon to be either read or heard – 
or both. 

 
Apart from that… Let’s let the text speak for itself. In fact, interesting as 
the background of a New Testament book might be, what determines 
the eternal value of the Scripture is the fact that our God, Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit, speaks to us in and through it. 
 
 

Going Deeper:  
Look up the following pairs of verses in Hebrews – they all talk about 
the divine origin of Scripture: (all the references are to Hebrews unless 
otherwise specified). In each case try to identify who is speaking to us 
and through which passage of Scripture. 

 

3:7-11 and 4:3-8;  
10:15-17 and 8:8-12;   
2:11-15 and 10:5-10. 
 

What do these verses tell us 
about Jesus, about the Holy Spirit and about Scripture? 
 
Some key words in Hebrews are given below. Work through each 
paragraph, perhaps one a day as part of your ‘quiet time’. Make a note 
of anything that ‘jumps out’ at you, 
particularly encourages or blesses you, or 
you think needs further explanation. 
Share these thoughts with someone else 
– perhaps the house-group, the ministry 
team or your prayer partner. 
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Better/superior occurs 19 times in the New Testament, 13 of which are 
in Hebrews. 
 

Jesus is superior to angels (1:4 – 2:18), superior to Moses (3:1-18),  
superior to Joshua (4:1-11) and superior to all the Old Covenant priests 
(4:14 – 5:10).  
 

In him we are confident of the better things that belong to salvation 
(6:9) and we have a better access to God (7:19). Jesus is the guarantee 
of a better covenant (7:22) and the mediator of a better covenant (8:6).  
Our faith is based on a better sacrifice (9:23) and God has provided 
something better for believers (11:40). We have a better inheritance 
(10:34), a better resurrection (11:35) and our desire is for that better, 
heavenly, country (11:16). 
 
Covenant is mentioned 33 times in the New Testament, more than half 
of them (17) in Hebrews 
 

The covenant is a New Covenant (8:8; 9:15; 12:24). It is better (7:22; 
8:6) because it is founded on better promises (8:16). It is not like the 
old covenant (8:9), it is for ‘that time’, i.e. the time of Jesus (8:10) and 
(like a will) comes into force at the death of the one who made it (9:16, 
17). It was, in fact, put into effect with the blood of Jesus (9:14-20; 
10:29; 13:20). The New Covenant, in which we stand, is eternal (13:20). 
Jesus established this New Covenant (9:14-17) and is its guarantor 
(7:22) and mediator (8:6; 9:15; 12:24). 
 
Perfect/mature/complete the New Testament uses this group of 
words 49 times, 14 times in Hebrews  
 

The language of perfection is applied to Jesus four times in Hebrews 
(2:10; 5:9; 7:28 and 12:2). Christians are urged to progress towards 
maturity, advancing from being babes in Christ to being fully complete 
in him (5:14; 6:1) as his blood cleanses our consciences from dead 
works (9:13-14). As we follow Jesus we are being brought to glory and 
sanctification (2:10; 10:14) which is begun here and now (10:14) even 
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while we await final and full sanctification in heaven (10:10, 14). The 
purpose of our ‘completion’ is “that God might equip us in every good 
thing to do his will” (13:21). 
 
Heir/inherit 7 of the 33 New Testament uses of these words are in 
Hebrews 
 

Jesus is the heir of all things (1:2), inherits a name that is superior to 
angels (1:4), while the angels minister to those who will inherit 
salvation (1:14). The call is to maintain a life of faith and so inherit what 
has been promised (6:12). That promised inheritance is guaranteed by 
God himself (6:17). Jesus is the mediator of a new covenant, so that 
those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance 
(9:12). By faith Noah became heir of the righteousness that comes by 
faith (11:7). Esau disposed of his inheritance (as the elder son) and 
when he wanted to reclaim the inheritance, it was too late (12:16-17). 
 

 

Overview 

of the 

whole 

book 
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Wordle of the most common words in Hebrews. 
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Study 1: Hebrews 1:1-4  
Jesus – the full and final revelation of God 
 

Hebrews 1:1-2; “In the past God spoke to our ancestors at many times 
and in various ways through the prophets, 2 but in these last days he 
has spoken to us in his Son” 
 

This shows that the New Testament revelation in Jesus is both 
continuous with the Old Testament revelation and, at the same time, it 
is also a new thing. 
 

1. It was God speaking in the Old Testament and it is God speaking 
now, in and through Jesus. 

2. In the past he spoke in various ways – think about how God spoke, 
through prophecy, visions, parables, poetry, drama, natural 
events… 

3. He spoke on many occasions. Over a 1,000 year period, in various 
languages (Hebrew Aramaic and Greek), across many lands 
(Babylonia, Egypt, Israel/Palestine, Assyria, Persia). 

4. On many occasions, in many ways, through many prophets – ‘little 
by little over a long time’. Each prophet, as it were, gave his own 
part of a message which has now been given completely – which 
has now been incarnated – in God’s own Son, Jesus. 

 

God gave a fragmentary and progressive revelation. It is NOT from 
error to truth, but from incompleteness to completeness. You do not 
read the whole Gospel in, say, Exodus. However, as book upon book is 
given so the picture becomes richer and clearer. We see, in the divine 
authorship of the Old Testament, God preparing his people for Christ’s 
coming. 
 

Seven things are said about Jesus – look at 1:2-3 and see the complete 
majesty of these statements about Jesus. Take time, perhaps one a day 
for a week, and meditate/think about each of these seven things. 
There are some other Bible verses suggested with each statement that 
you might like to read. 
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 He is the appointed heir of all things… Psalm 2:8;   Hebrews 2:5-9; 

 He is the one through whom the worlds were created…  John 1:1-
3;  Colossians 1:16; 

 He is the reflection of God’s glory… John 14:8-14; 2  
Corinthians 4:6; 

 He is the exact imprint of God’s very being… 2 Corinthians 4:4; 
Colossians 1:15; 

 He sustains all things by his powerful word… Colossians 1:17; 

 He made purification for sins… “by his one oblation of himself 
once offered”. Hebrews 7:27; 9:12; 9:26; 9:28; 10:10; 10:14. See 
the summary statement at Romans 3:23-26. 

 He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high…    
Ephesians 4:10; Philippians 2:9; Hebrews 10:12-13. 
 

1:4 “having become as much superior to angels as the name he has 
inherited is more excellent than theirs” provokes two questions. The 
more excellent name is ‘Son’ – but isn’t this the name that he always 
had? ‘become… superior to angels’ – but wasn’t he always superior to 
angels? 
 

The key to this is the incarnation, life, death and resurrection of Jesus. 
The Perfect Word of God, “became flesh… and we have seen his glory, 
the glory of the Father’s only son…” (John 1:14). The  Perfect Son 
became the Perfect Sacrifice for sin and the resurrection proved him to 
be the Perfect Saviour – Acts 13:33 links the resurrection with Psalm 
2:7, “You are my Son…” and Paul says that the Son-ship came to full 
fruition in the resurrection (Romans 1:4). 
 

Going Deeper: 
 Compare Hebrews 1:1-4 with the other great New Testament 

‘hymns’ glorifying Jesus, John 1:1-4 and 1:14-18; Philippians 2:5-11 
and Colossians 1:15-20.  

 What are the key similarities? 

 What are the unique features of each hymn? 
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 Put the ‘hymns’ together to draw up a ‘big picture’ of who Jesus is. 

 How does this inform your worship? Motivate your prayers? 
Inspire your praise? 
 

Difficult question: 

 If Jesus is the ‘heir of all things’, how should I use what he has 
given me for the duration of this life? My intellect, my strength, 
my money, my influence, my time…in fact, is there any ‘my’ if it all 
comes from and belongs to the Lord Jesus? How can this be 
worked out in practice? 
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Study 2: Hebrews 1:5 – 2:4.  
The Son, superior to angels/the Gospel, superior to law 
 

This section has seven Old Testament quotations in just ten verses (1:5-
14). In fact, Hebrews has more Old Testament quotes and allusions 
than any other New Testament book (with the possible exception of 
Revelation). Hebrews uses 31 Old Testament passages in 38 separate 
quotations to support its argument. Very often the fairly brief Old 
Testament quote would remind the readers of the wider context of the 
verses. It is often a good practice to read the whole psalm or section of 
Scripture that the quote comes from to see if there is more to what’s 
being said than first appears. Try this, one a day, with the seven quotes 
in Hebrews 1. 
 

1:5a is from Psalm 2:7. 
1:5b is from 1 Chronicles 17:13 – although this is very similar to 2 
Samuel 7:14 the quote is more likely to be based on the 1 Chronicles 
verse. 
1:6 depends on Deuteronomy 32:43 although Psalm 96:7 may have 
also been in mind. 
1:7 is from Psalm 104:4 
1:8-9 is from Psalm 45:6-7 
1:10-12 quotes Psalm 102:25-27 
1:13 is from the first verse of a Psalm that Hebrews returns to a few 
times, Psalm 110. 
 

This is the first section of an ongoing argument designed to 
demonstrate that Jesus is superior to everything and everyone – here 
Jesus is shown to be superior to angels. What is striking about angels in 
the Old Testament is that there is almost no interest shown in them as 
individuals; they are messengers and the two things that are important 
are the message and the sender of the message. The messenger is 
almost incidental. However, it seems that in the historical time 
between the Old and New Testament period (i.e. from about 400 BC to 
the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70) there was a lot of interest in angels. 
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There was speculation about their relative ‘rank’ and areas of 
responsibility. They were given names like Raphael, Uriel, Remiel and 
Raguel although the Bible only names Gabriel and Michael (and the 
fallen angel, Lucifer also called Satan). A whole false faith-structure 
based on these speculations was keeping people away from the real 
truth. 
 

Let’s re-read the passage and see the logical progression of this 
section: 
 

It begins with the fact that Jesus is superior to angels because they are 
servants (1:7) and Jesus is the Son (1:4-5). Consequently, the angels are 
to worship him and thereby acknowledge his authority over them (1:6). 
Hebrews is at pains to point out that it is God who is addressing Jesus 
through these Old Testament quotations (1:8). God calls the Son ‘God’ 
– ‘Your throne, O God…’ and, in referring to his kingdom, he says that 
Jesus is a king (1:8). 1:9 tells us that Jesus is the Messiah (anointed 
one), 1:10 that he is the creator and 1:11-12 that he is eternal and 
unchanging. This leads to the climax of this part of the argument (1:13) 
– it is Jesus, not any angel, who occupies the position of supreme 
authority, being seated at the right hand of God in heaven. So, we 
would expect that the conclusion to this line of reasoning is that the 
angels are there to serve Jesus BUT there’s an unexpected twist. They 
are ministering spirits sent “to serve for the sake of those who are to 
inherit salvation” – that’s us! Far from us praying to or worshipping 
angels (or dedicating churches to them!), they serve us because we are 
brothers and sisters of the Son of God (2:11). 
 

2:1-4 The final few verses of this week’s study are an example of a 
well known type of language use known as ‘from the less to the 
greater’; the argument goes something like: ‘if this is the case’ (and it 
is!) then ‘how much more’… The word ‘if’ in the ‘if/then’ style does not 
introduce an element of uncertainty. It is what is called a ‘fulfilled 
condition’ and means ‘because…’ Hebrews is a mixture of teaching and 
warning. After teaching that Jesus is superior to the angels there comes 
the first direct challenge – and this is based on that teaching.  
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2:2-3 Angels were involved when God gave the law to Moses – see 
Psalm 68:17; Deuteronomy 33:2; Acts 7:53 and Galatians 3:19. If it is a 
serious matter to disobey the law that was mediated through angels 
(and it is), Hebrews asks: ‘How much more serious is it to reject the 
gospel brought by the Son of God?’ 
 

2:3-4 Hebrews underlines how much greater the gospel is, when 
compared to the Law, by showing its ‘credentials’. Amongst other 
things, Hebrews says that the Gospel was: 

 Declared by the Lord Jesus (and then preached by the first 
disciples) 

 God, the Father, testified to its truth (by signs, wonders and 
miracles) 

 The Holy Spirit is given to all who trust Jesus. 
The law was given through angels to a man; the gospel is: Incarnated 
for us in the Son, Confirmed to us by the Father and actualized in us by 
the Spirit. The Gospel is so much greater, richer, superior. How foolish 
it is to want to remain in, or return to, old covenant rituals when the 
New Covenant life beckons us. 
 

Going Deeper 
 “Therefore” (2:1) is a key word in this section – what do you think it’s 
‘there for’? 

 1:9 Jesus “loved righteousness”. What do you think that meant for 
him? What can it mean for us? 

 1:9 Some depictions of Jesus make Him out to be austere or even 
unapproachable. What do you think it means when Hebrews says 
that Jesus “was anointed with the oil of gladness more than his 
companions”?  
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Study 3: Hebrews 2:5-18         
The incarnation and glory of our Saviour and High Priest 
 

This is best studied in two parts, verses 5-9 (the incarnation and glory 
of Jesus) and 10-18 (Jesus, our saviour and high priest). 
 

2:5. Another aspect of the Son’s superiority to angels is now 
mentioned. It is difficult for us with our western, materialistic mind-set 
to readily grasp the ease with which spiritual reality was understood in 
New Testament times. Hebrews is at pains to ensure that we Christians 
have a correct understanding of what angels are and are not. They 
have important roles as messengers (cf. The accounts of Jesus’ birth: 
Matthew 1:20; 2:13, 19; Luke 1:11, 13, 18, 38; 2:9, 10, 13, 15, 21) and 
as ‘guardian angels’ (Matthew 18:10). However, they have a delegated 
authority, not actual authority. They are servants of Christ sent to 
serve those who are the adopted brothers and sisters of Jesus. 
However, even this ‘delegated authority’ is to end. In what Hebrews 
here calls “the world to come”, angels will have no authority. All 
authority will be vested in Jesus, and he will share that with us (see 
Hebrews 1:3 Jesus is “seated at God’s right hand” – the position of 
authority; compare this with Ephesians 2:4-7, we are “seated in 
heavenly places in Christ Jesus”). 
 

2:6-8 See Psalm 8:4-6. There is a double meaning in Psalm 8 
(compare Hebrews 1:3 with Ephesians 2:6). It talks about being ‘for a 
little while lower than the angels’ – this is a better translation than 
‘being a little lower than the angels’. What is important is the 
movement from being ‘lower than angels’ to ‘having everything put 
into submission under the feet’. It is the transition from the situation in 
‘this world’ to that in ‘the world to come’ (2:5). Who is Hebrews 
referring to? Who is it that fulfils the prophetic word that is Psalm 8? 
Try to read both Psalm 8 and Hebrews 2:5-9 in a translation that does 
not use gender-inclusive language. (The NRSV, for instance has, ‘What 
are human beings that you are mindful of them, or mortals, that you 
care for them’.) In the original languages, both these phrases have the 
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masculine singular, ‘what is man…mindful of him, or the son of 
man…care for him’. In this case the double application is obvious. A 
favourite title of self-designation used by Jesus is ‘son of man’ (see also 
Daniel 7:13-14). So, Hebrews 2:5-9, in quoting Psalm 8, is saying: 

 in Eden humanity was given dominion over the created order 

 after the fall, humanity lost its position of authority, becoming ‘for 
a little while, lower than the angels’ 

 Jesus regained and realised what was lost in Adam. The son of 
man (a self-designation that is not without a little irony since he 
was, in fact, ‘son of no-man’) reclaimed for his adopted brothers 
and sisters the lost dominion and authority that they had in Eden. 

 Verse 8 ends: “As it is, we do not yet see everything in 
subjection”. This reflects the ‘now’ and ‘not yet’ tension of living 
in the Kingdom of God. 
 

2:10-18. This is something of a transition passage. It concludes the 
discussion on angels (2:16 is the last mention of them apart from two 
incidental references in chapters 12 and 13) and introduces some 
themes and ideas that will be developed soon – in particular, the 
suffering and death of Christ as our sacrifice for sin and his role as the 
great High Priest. There are two quotations from the Old Testament; 
Psalm 22:22 at 2:12 and Isaiah 8:17-18 at 2:13. 
 

2:10-12. These verses contain some very profound ideas. The writer 
has condensed a number of very important, and deep, theological 
issues into just a few words. Many modern translations try to ‘help’ us 
understand what is being said by adding words that are not there in 
the original Greek. Unfortunately, this ‘help’ actually hinders. In trying 
to tell us when the author is referring to ‘God the Father’ or ‘God the 
Son’ they remove the deliberate and profound ‘double-meaning’ that 
Hebrews wants to employ. Let me try to explain. 
Verse 10 actually begins: “It was right that he, for whom and by whom 
all things exist, should…” Who is referred to here? Clearly, because the 
actions that follow are performed on Jesus Christ, the text must refer 
to God the Father. However, in 1:2 Hebrews has said exactly the same 



16 
 

about the Son: “heir of all things, through whom the universe was 
created” – all things exist through and for the Son. This use of the same 
words to describe the Son and the Father reminds us of what Jesus said 
in John’s Gospel: ‘I and the Father are one’ (John 17:22); ‘he who has 
seen me (said Jesus) has seen the Father’ (John 14:9). Hebrews can 
only apply the same language to Jesus and the Father (and to the Holy 
Spirit and the Father, for that matter) because of the author’s 
understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity. One God but three distinct 
‘ways of being God’. His choice of words and his use of language 
depend on his profound understanding of the nature and person of 
God. So, let’s ‘unpack’ the grammar of verse 10. 
These points might make a good ‘discussion starter’ in Bible Study 
groups. 
 
“It was right for him…” Everything that the Lord does is right and 
fitting. Have you ever heard people say (or been tempted to say 
yourself) things like: “The God I worship wouldn’t do that”; “Jesus is so 
loving, he wouldn’t allow that (whatever ‘that’ is) to happen”. Many 
are prepared to tell us what is and is not ‘fitting’ for God to do (judge 
sinners, forgive sin, allow ‘undeserved’ suffering…) – but those who 
speak like that do not tell us anything about the God of the Bible, they 
just tell us volumes about themselves. 

 

“for whom and through whom are all things…” All we have and all we 
are come as a free gift from the Lord. How then should we use the 
things, intellect, influence, strength… that the Lord has ‘loaned us for 
the duration’? 
 

“in bringing many sons to glory…” In 2:11 we are told that Jesus is 
happy to call us ‘brothers and sisters’; again in 2:12 we are called 
‘brothers and sisters’ of Jesus; and in 2:13 Jesus again links himself with 
us when he uses the phrase ‘I and the children whom God has given 
me’. If we are one family with Jesus, how should that affect how we 
relate to one another? How can we better show ‘a family likeness’ to 
Jesus? 
 



17 
 

“to perfect, through sufferings, the architect of our salvation.” Three 
key words: perfect, sufferings and architect – let’s look at them in 
reverse order. Jesus is the architect (as part of the God-head) of the 
plan of salvation. It was before the foundation of the world that the 
Son was destined to die for us (1 Peter 1:18-20). It was no afterthought 
or ‘plan B’. Jesus is the architect, author, pioneer (as various 
translations have it) of our salvation. This came through sufferings – 
plural. Obviously we think of the suffering on the cross, but the path to 
the cross was also strewn with sufferings. Jesus was misunderstood by 
his blood-relatives (John 7:5), betrayed by someone who had been 
with him for three years; Simon Peter denied ‘with oaths and curses’ 
that he knew Jesus; he was whipped, beaten, spat upon, mocked and 
then, finally, crucified. He was made perfect by these sufferings. But, 
wasn’t he always perfect? The Perfect Son became the Perfect 
Substitute, the Perfect Son became the Perfect Saviour. He was not the 
Saviour, Substitute, or Sacrifice until his death and resurrection. 
This is further ‘worked out’ in the verses that follow, 2:14-18, and to 
these we now turn. 
 

2:14 Jesus became truly and fully human, He was ‘flesh and blood’ – 
His physical nature and His physical sufferings were real. We are told 
another fact about Jesus’ death; yes, it was for our sake and to 
purchase our salvation BUT in addition it was of cosmic significance in 
that through His death Jesus destroyed the devil and his power. Satan 
is a defeated enemy. This is part of the Good News we proclaim and 
the Good News we enjoy. 
 

2:15 Because of all that Jesus did, we now no longer need to fear death 
or eternity. As Paul puts it, ‘For me to live is Christ, and to die is gain’ 
(see Philippians 1:21-24). 
 

2:16 This forms both a conclusion to the opening sections of the letter 
and a transition to the next section. It ‘wraps up’ the section about 
Jesus being superior to angels and prepares us to move on to ‘the 
descendants of Abraham’. We will see that Jesus is superior to both 
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Moses (the law-giver) and Joshua (the leader who took them in to the 
land of promise). 
 

2:17-18 Hebrews sometimes employs a technique called ‘inclusion’, 
which basically means using similar words or concepts at the start and 
end of a section of teaching. That is happening here – look at these 
verses and compare them with 4:14-16 (and have a glance at 7:23-28). 
Verse 17 is the first time the title ‘High Priest’ is applied to Jesus and it 
is one that will be returned to over and again. In fact, Hebrews is the 
only New Testament book which calls Jesus ‘High Priest’ and the title 
occurs 17 times – either to designate Jesus or to differentiate between 
Him and the earthly high-priests. 
 

2:17  Jesus made atonement – the Greek verb hilaskomai and its 
related noun hilasterion have a wide range of meaning. In the context 
of dealing with sin and its consequences they can mean: sin-offering, 
cover completely, wipe away, atone, propitiate or expiate. What is 
certain, however, is that this verse tells us that the Lord Himself has 
taken the initiative in providing the means of restoring our relationship 
with Him. Sin destroyed our fellowship with the Lord. The incarnation 
and death of Jesus did in reality (fully, completely, totally and 
effectively) what the Old Testament sacrificial system symbolically 
pointed to. All of this is from the Lord Jesus, the High Priest who 
actually removes sin and thereby destroys the barrier between 
humanity and God erected by sin. 
 

2:18  Jesus was tempted, and overcame all the temptations 
thrown at Him. Consequently, He is more than able to strengthen and 
help us whenever we are tempted to give up. 
 

Going Deeper 
All the temptations were designed to get Jesus to avoid the cross, to 
find a less costly way than suffering and death.  
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Read Luke 4:1-13 in the light of this statement. Also look at the 
attempts to ‘restrain’ Jesus, from family and friends – Mark 3:21 
(&3:31) and from Peter – Mark 8:31-33.  
 

How does the prayer in the Garden fit in with this? (Mark 14:32-42, 
especially verses 35 and 39 – notice the commitment expressed in 
verse 36). 
 

Jesus, through his death and resurrection, was crowned with glory and 
honour (2:7; 2:9; see also 1:3; 3:3).  
 

Look at 2 Corinthians 3, a chapter that tells of the glory that comes 
with the New Covenant.  
 

How does this relate to Hebrews 2:10?  
 

Is it right to link together: Hebrews 1:3 (Jesus reflects the glory of God), 
Hebrews 2:10 (the Lord is bringing us to glory) and 2 Corinthians 3:18 
(we are being changed into the Lord’s likeness from one degree of 
glory to another)?  
 

What do you think Paul means by saying that “we reflect the glory of 
the Lord and are being changed into his likeness, from one degree of 
glory to another”?  
 

How does this ‘work out’ – in this life and the life to come? 
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Study 4: Hebrews 3:1-19   
Jesus, greater than Moses 
 

After brief introductory remarks (3:1), this chapter has a ‘two-part’ 
message; Jesus is greater than Moses (3:2-6), therefore rejecting the 
Gospel is much more serious than breaking the law (3:7-19). 
 

3:1 We, and the first recipients of this letter, are called “holy 
brethren”. The basic meaning of ‘holy’ is ‘set apart’. God has set us 
apart for Himself. We often focus on what we are set apart from, (self, 
sin, greed…) but what we are set apart for? We are “partners in a 
heavenly calling”. The Greek word means ‘partners’; it is much stronger 
than is suggested by the translation ‘who share in a heavenly calling’. It 
occurs only once outside Hebrews. In Luke 5:7, it refers to those who 
were partners in a business enterprise (fishing). Hebrews uses the 
word in three very significant verses. Our author describes his hearers 
as holy partners (with him and each other) in a heavenly calling (3:1). 
They are all, individually, partnered by Christ (3:14) and also partnered 
by the Holy Spirit (6:4).  
 

Going Deeper  
Discuss: Are we to be ‘partners’ with one another in the same way as 
we are partnered by Jesus and His Holy Spirit? Can we be? Should we 
be? 
 
3:1 Partners with whom? Obviously, from this context, ‘with one 
another’. God is our Father and a result of that is ‘we are family’. As 
Christians, we are brothers and sisters to one another. Hence Jesus 
said: “Do not call anyone on earth ‘father’, for you have one Father, 
and he is in heaven” (Matthew 23:9). 
 

Discuss: What does this mean for the way we interact with one 
another in the Church setting and outside the church building? If your 
human father is a Christian is he ‘Brother-Dad’? Is not the vicar 
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‘brother’ rather than ‘father’? Indeed, should all vicars/ministers 
actively shun the title ‘father’? 
 

“Consider Jesus” does not mean ‘think about Him from time-to-time’. It 
means ‘focus your attention on’ or ‘contemplate’. Carefully consider 
Christ; His names and His nature. He is here called the “Apostle and 
High Priest of our confession”. 
 

An ‘Apostle’ is someone sent who acts as ambassador for the one 
sending. This is a much higher designation than ‘angel’ – messenger.  
 

See John 20:21 where Jesus tells us that in the same way as He was 
sent by God, so too He is sending us as His ambassadors. He is also 
called “High Priest”. Put simply: the apostle/ambassador pleads the 
cause of God with us; the High Priest pleads our cause with God. This is 
all summed up within the title ‘mediator’. 
 

3:2-6 Christ and Moses. The key to this passage is the revelation 
that “we are God’s house” (3:6). This section is about the ‘household of 
faith’. Moses was part of the Old Covenant household and was a 
steward or servant of God in that house. He faithfully executed his 
calling as a servant. However, Christ is the one who builds the 
household of faith. We are built together in Him (Ephesians 2:22). He is 
not only the builder, but also the Son; not just faithful in the house but 
over the house. Interestingly, Moses is the first person in the Bible to 
be called a ‘man of God’ (Deuteronomy 33:1), and here he is 
contrasted with the ‘Son of God’. 

 Moses was faithful:  in the old covenant household as a servant 

 Christ was faithful: over the New Covenant household as a Son 
Moses was in no way a failure – that’s not what Hebrews is saying. It is 
just employing another ‘how much more’ argument. Moses was 
faithful and deserves honour for that; Jesus’ faithfulness was of 
another degree. Jesus is worthy of much more glory than Moses. 
 

Read 1 Timothy 2:5; Hebrews 8:6; 9:15 and 12:24.  
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Compare these texts with Galatians 3:19. Notice that Moses was called 
a mediator and Jesus is the mediator. How important do you think the 
words ‘a’ and ‘the’ are.... why? 
 
3:7-11 & 3:15 – see Psalm 95. It was often the case that when part of a 
passage of scripture was quoted it would bring back to mind the whole 
passage. That is surely the case here. Psalm 95:1-7 could almost serve 
as a part summary of what has been said in Hebrews so far. The great 
creator God is our Saviour, He is the great King who is superior to all 
so-called ‘gods’. We are His people, his ‘household’. He called us into 
being, He is our maker. Consequently, an appropriate response would 
be worship, joyful praise and thanksgiving. Part of our worship is to 
obey His word. This is where Hebrews ‘jumps into’ the Psalm. Do not 
“turn away from the Living God” (3:12). It seems almost inconceivable 
to the writer of Hebrews that those who had experienced the 
liberation from the bondage in Egypt (3:16-17) should reject the God 
who set them free. However, how much more difficult is it to 
understand those who contemplate walking away from Jesus when he 
has freed us from bondage to sin (3:12-14). Our partnership with Christ 
means that just as He is faithful to us (3:6) so too we should “hold 
firmly till the end the confidence we had at first”. 
 

3:13 Here is a practical expression of our ‘family commitment’. We are 
to look out for one another. We are to ‘encourage’ or ‘exhort’ one 
another to remain faithful. The verb translated ‘to encourage’ is 
parakaleo, from which the noun, paraklete comes. It is used by Jesus, 
in John 14:16-17, to describe the Holy Spirit as a ‘comforter’. Comfort, 
in this context, is best seen as signifying ‘to come and fortify’, ‘to 
strengthen’. We are challenged to strengthen one another’s resolve to 
‘hang on in there’ when the going gets tough. This is another aspect of 
the partnership theme. We are partners one to another and we are 
partnered by the Holy Spirit – the comforter. We are called to 
comfort/strengthen/encourage one another as if we were allowing the 
Holy Spirit to do His work through us. 
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Discuss: We are called ‘the Temple of God’, ‘the Body of Christ’ and 
‘the Temple of the Holy Spirit’. We all agree that there is a sense in 
which we are to manifest the life of God through our lives and we are 
meant to demonstrate the love of Jesus wherever we go. Does 
Hebrews’ use of language suggest that we should be ‘Holy Spirit like’ in 
our fellowship with one another? 
 

3:11 & 3:18 These verses introduce the idea of ‘rest’ which is 
developed in Chapter 4. This is another example of Hebrews bringing a 
word or concept to our attention before beginning a full-scale 
exposition of that idea. 
 

More Questions: 
 Am I my brother’s keeper (Genesis 4:9)? In the light of this week’s 

passage, how would you answer that question? What does being 
your ‘brother’s keeper’ mean?  

 3:7 says “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts”. 
How are we tempted to ‘harden our hearts’ to the voice of God? 

 What has God said to you/me/us that we find so unpalatable that 
we just don’t want to listen? 

 How do you think it is possible that the people who saw the 
mighty acts of God in the Exodus, or who heard Jesus in the flesh, 
or who knew Paul and the other apostles, could just walk away 
with hard hearts? 

 See John 1:17 “The law indeed was given through Moses; grace 
and truth came through Jesus Christ”. Is John’s observation an 
adequate commentary on Hebrews 3:1-6? 
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Study 5: Hebrews 4:1-11   
Jesus, greater than Joshua 
 

Having said that Jesus is greater than Moses, Hebrews now insists that 
Jesus can do what Joshua could not. In fact, Jesus completes all that 
Moses and Joshua both did and epitomised. Moses was used by God to 
facilitate the Exodus from Egypt, ‘the house of bondage’; Jesus sets us 
free from all bondage to sin. But what of Joshua? Despite Joshua’s 
significance for the Old Covenant, he is specifically mentioned in the 
New Testament only here and at Acts 7:45, and the Acts reference is 
almost ‘in passing’. 
 

The ordinary Greek-speaking readers of Hebrews had an advantage 
over us in that they knew that ‘Joshua’ and ‘Jesus’ are not two names 
but one. The Greek form of both names is identical. The clever word 
play is such, that the Old Testament ‘Jesus’ (Joshua) led his people into 
the Promised Land; Jesus, the Son of God, will lead (and has led) His 
followers into the Land of Promise and the eternal ‘rest’ of the life of 
heaven.  
 

Question: Before reading on, what do you think best characterizes the 
‘rest’ that Jesus gives/will give His followers? Do you think that the 
‘rest’ is for this life or for the life in heaven? 
 

‘Rest’ is the key word or concept in this chapter. The verb ‘to rest’ 
occurs just four times in the New Testament and the corresponding 
noun nine times. All but two of these 13 occurrences are in Hebrews; 
(the other two are Acts 7:49 and 14:18). Having introduced the idea of 
‘rest’ (3:11, 18), Hebrews goes on with a full scale discussion of it in 
chapter four – in fact, all the other occurrences of ‘rest’/‘to rest’ are in 
this chapter. In addition, Hebrews coins a new word to describe this 
‘rest’, which is translated ‘Sabbath-rest’ (4:9). The argument is 
developed from the words found in Psalm 95:7-11, specifically God 
speaking about His people ‘entering my rest’. 
4:9-11 The Sabbath-rest is a sharing in God’s rest, as is made clear in 
4:10 and Psalm 95:11. 
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 Is this speaking only about heaven or also of ‘the life of heaven 
begun below’? 

A clue is found when we look at how the Old Testament speaks 
elsewhere about this ‘rest’. 

 Read Exodus 33:14. Is there a link between the presence of the 
Lord and our enjoyment of His rest? 

 Read Deuteronomy 12:8-14. God promises to give His people rest 
from their enemies. It seems that the context for enjoying this is 
obedience (12:11, 13) and worship (12:12). What are the 
‘enemies’ that we need God to set us free (and keep us free) 
from? What stops us obeying / worshipping the Lord, and thereby 
robs us of rest?  

 Psalm 23 is very well known. However, verse 2 actually says ‘He 
leads me beside the waters of rest’. Re-read Psalm 23. Notice that 
verses 1-3 describe ‘resting in God’; verses 4-5 tell us that while 
we are ‘resting in Him’ life holds no terrors and we can walk 
through the darkest of valleys in security; verse 6 indicates the 
‘tension’ that exists between the ‘now’ and ‘not yet’ of our faith. 
We enjoy ‘goodness and mercy’ now, but the fullness awaits us 
when ‘we dwell in the house of the Lord for ever’. How does this 
Psalm, and the ‘rest’ which God gives, ‘work out’ in your day-to-
day life? 

 Read Genesis 2:1-3. Does the fact that ‘evening and morning a 
seventh day’ is missing (see 1:31) mean that the Sabbath-rest of 
God is ongoing? Look at John 5:17 (and Psalm 95:9 or Hebrews 
3:9). How do being ‘at rest’ and ‘at work’ co-exist? 

 Finally, look at Wesley’s hymn based on Hebrews 4:9. Do you 
think he has ‘got it right’ in expressing what is ours now and what 
is ours to come? 
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Charles Wesley wrote this terrific hymn on this subject: 

Hebrews 4:9 “There remaineth therefore a rest to the people of God.” 
 

1 LORD, I believe a rest remains, 
To all Thy people known; 
A rest where pure enjoyment reigns, 
And Thou art loved alone: 

 

2      A rest where all our soul’s desire 
Is fix’d on things above; 
Where doubt, and pain, and fear expire, 
Cast out by perfect love: 

3      A rest of lasting joy and peace, 
Where all is calm within: 
’Tis then from our own works we cease, 
From pride, self-will, and sin. 
 

4      From every evil motion freed, 
(The Son hath made us free,) 
On all the powers of hell we tread, 
In glorious liberty. 

5      Redeem’d, we walk on holy ground, 
On God we cast our care; 
No lion in that way is found, 
No ravenous beast is there! 
 

6      Safe in the way of life, above 
Death, earth, and hell we rise; 
We find, when perfected in love, 
Our long-sought paradise. 

7      Within that Eden we retire, 
We rest in Jesu’s name: 
It guards us, as a wall of fire, 
And as a sword of flame. 
 

8     O that I now the rest might know, 
Believe, and enter in! 
Now, Saviour, now the power bestow, 
And let me cease from sin. 
 

9      Remove this hardness from my heart, 
This unbelief remove; 
To me the rest of faith impart, 
The sabbath of Thy love. 
 

10      I groan from pride to be set free, 
From wrath to be released: 
Take me, O, take me into Thee, 
My everlasting Rest. 

11      I would be Thine, Thou know’st I would, 
And have Thee all my own; 
Thee, O my all-sufficient Good, 
I want, and Thee alone. 
 

12      Thy Name to me, Thy Nature grant; 
This, only this be given: 
Nothing besides my God I want, 
Nothing in earth or heaven. 

13      Come, O my Saviour, come away, 
Into my soul descend; 
No longer from Thy creature stay, 
My Author and my End. 
 

14      The bliss Thou hast for me prepared 
No longer be delay’d; 
Come, my exceeding Great Reward, 
For whom I first was made. 

15      Come, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, 
And seal me Thine abode; 
Let all I am in Thee be lost, 
Let all I am be GOD! 
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Study 6 Hebrews 4:12 – 5:11  
Jesus, the great High Priest 
 

4:12-13 This is a very important transition passage. Commentators 
are divided as to whether these verses bring the discussion in 4:1-11 to 
a conclusion or form the opening part of 4:14 – 5:11. There is a sense, 
however, in which both are right. 
 

The background to Israel’s failure to enter the land is given in Numbers 
13. God promised that He would give them the land of Canaan. 
However, 12 spies were sent into the land – ten of whom returned 
with ‘scare stories’ of the strength of the opposition (Numbers 13:25-
33). The people were afraid and refused to listen to what God was 
telling them (see Numbers 14:1-4). They rebelled, and consequently 
forfeited the right to enjoy rest and peace in the Promised Land. Psalm 
95:7-11 is a poetic retelling of this act of disobedience. The writer of 
Hebrews uses this Psalm, and the story behind it, to challenge his 
congregation to stay faithful and walk in obedience to everything that 
the Lord has said. Thus, some say, the argument is brought to a 
conclusion with a reminder of the powerful and effective ‘word of God’ 
(4:12) and the fact that we will all be required to ‘give an account’ 
(4:13) for how we have responded to that word. On this line of 
thought, a brand new section begins at 4:14 with the designation of 
Jesus as our Great High Priest. 
 

On the other hand, ‘Word of God’ is used in John 1 as the Incarnate 
Word of God, a title for Jesus. Is it possible that that might be how we 
should understand Hebrews 4:12-13? The descriptors applied to the 
‘Logos of God’ in 4:12 would apply literally to Jesus but only 
metaphorically to the Scriptures. Living; Active; Piercing; able to 
separate the virtually inseparable – soul / spirit, the heart’s thoughts / 
intentions; from whom no creature can hide; before whom all are 
transparent; to whom everyone will have to give an account. 
Furthermore, the description of Jesus as sharper than any ‘double-
edged sword’ (the Greek word is makaira) would remind the readers of 
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the first action of Joshua after taking the people into the land. He used 
flint knives (the Greek Old Testament uses the word makaira) and 
circumcised all the men of Israel (Joshua 5:1-9). Thus this description of 
the incarnate Word (the one greater than Joshua) would serve both as 
a fitting conclusion to the Joshua comparison and the introduction to 
the greater High Priest. 
 

The 16th Century reformer John Calvin and many modern boffins think 
4:12 is about the written word. John Owen (the great Puritan preacher) 
and most of the early church writers thought 4:12 refers to the 
Incarnate Word of God. The 19th Century Baptist preacher Spurgeon, 
referring to Calvin and Owen, said that ‘if the two Johns disagree then 
in all probability they are both right’. Because the Incarnate Word is 
revealed in the written word (John 5:39), it can, to a degree, be 
described in a similar manner.  
 

If 4:12-13 is about Christ then it forms a perfect introduction to 4:14 
and the introduction to the teaching about Jesus as our Great High 
Priest. It would make sense, then, to see the ‘therefore’ of 4:14 as 
looking back to the word made flesh (4:12) and looking forward to the 
Priestly function of that word. (Greek word logos) 
 

One further point on this issue is the way the whole section, 4:12 – 
5:11, ‘hangs together’. The word ‘logos’ is translated in three different 
ways in this passage. At 4:12 we have ‘the word of God’ and at 4:13. He 
is the one to whom we have to give a logos – a word or an account. 
Finally, at 5:11 ‘we have much to say about this logos – matter’; more 
literally, ‘of this logos/matter we have much to say that is difficult to 
understand’. This triple use of a key word marks out the whole section 
as being a single, transitional, unit. 
 

Going Deeper 
Discussion Question: If the written word (Scripture) points to the 
Incarnate Word (Jesus), how far should the preached word be a 
commentary on the written word and point to Jesus, rather than being 
a commentary on social and political issues of the day? 
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Further Discussion: John Calvin (1509–1564), in the first edition of his 
Institutes (1536) wrote, concerning ministers, “Their whole task is 
limited to the ministry of God’s Word, their whole wisdom to the 
knowledge of his Word: their whole eloquence, to its proclamation”. In 
1559 he added: “Wherever we see the Word of God purely preached 
and heard … it is not to be doubted, a church of God exists.” Was he 
right? Is his definition too narrow? 
 

4:14-16 Let’s look again at the statement in the penultimate question 
in the study on Hebrews 2:5-18: “All the temptations were designed to 
get Jesus to avoid the cross, to find a less costly way than suffering and 
death”. Does 4:14-16 have anything to add to the earlier discussion? 
 

5:1-4 Hebrews now shows the general qualifications any high 
priest needed and then goes on to deal with Christ’s qualifications to 
be His people’s High Priest (5:5-10). A human high priest must (a) be 
able to sympathise with those he represents (5:2) and (b) be appointed 
by God to that office (5:4). The earthly high priest acts on behalf of the 
people with regard to sacrifices and worship, however, Jesus 
represents both people and God. He opens the way to God for us and 
He intercedes for us before His Father’s throne (see 7:25). 
 

5:5-6, 10 Jesus did not take the role of High Priest upon Himself, it was 
His Father’s idea. Jesus, as Son of God, was prophet and priest par 
excellence. As Jesus said, He has come from heaven (John 6:38), shares 
in all that the Father does (John 5:19-23) and can act on God’s behalf 
because he alone has seen the Father (John 6:46). This is another way 
in which Jesus was superior to Moses – Moses was only allowed to 
glimpse the fading splendour of God’s glory while hidden in the cleft of 
a rocky cliff face (see Exodus 33:17-23), but Jesus has known the Father 
face-to-face. 
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Who is Melchizedek?  

 He is mentioned in the Old Testament only twice – see Genesis 
14:17-20 and Psalm 110. In the New Testament he is mentioned 
only in Hebrews (eight times). 

 Genesis 14:18 describes him as ‘King of Salem’ and ‘Priest of the 
Most High God’. His importance or high status is attested to in 
that the king of Sodom deferred to him. Coming to speak with 
Abraham, the king of Sodom waited, giving Melchizedek the 
precedence. It was only after Melchizedek was done that the king 
of Sodom took up his business with Abraham. 

 Melchizedek means ‘King of Righteousness’ and King of Salem can 
mean ‘King of Jerusalem’ or ‘King of Peace’ – or both. 

 There was a lot of speculation about Melchizedek in the period 
immediately preceding and contemporary with the New 
Testament. Philo, a Jewish writer contemporary with Jesus, called 
Melchizedek “the Great High Priest of the Most High God”.  

 Psalm 110 also mentions Melchizedek and is generally regarded as 
a Messianic Psalm. Re-read Psalm 110 and look at Mark 12:36 
(Matthew 22:44; Luke 20:42-43), Acts 2:34-35 and Hebrews 1:3. 
Psalm 110:4 is referred to in Hebrews at 5:6, 10; 6:20; 7:17, 21. 
 

Melchizedek was a king and priest who ‘outranked’ Abraham (7:4-10, 
especially 7:7) and whose priesthood, therefore, was superior to the 
Aaronic/Levitical priesthood. He was neither divine nor an angel. He 
makes the briefest of appearances in the Genesis narrative and is 
portrayed as the human archetype of the ideal priest-king of 
Jerusalem. In Psalm 110 the royal priesthood of the coming Messiah is 
described as being of the same order as that of Melchizedek. Hebrews 
picks up this motif and uses the picture to validate Christ’s supremacy 
as The Great High Priest. Tacitly, Hebrews is saying that Jesus is greater 
than Abraham and Aaron and that He is not only priest-king of 
Jerusalem but also of the cosmos. 
 

5:7-9 This is the ‘Gethsemane tradition’ that recurs throughout 
Hebrews (2:17-18; 4:14-16; 5:7-9; 9:11-14; 12:2-3). Jesus the perfect 
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Son became Jesus the perfect Saviour because of all that he suffered. 
Jesus is the suffering Messiah whose tears and agony are real.  
 

Discussion starter: Read Isaiah 52:13 – 53:12. How far do you think 
that the picture of Jesus in Hebrews uses the facts about His earthly life 
and death (and resurrection) to demonstrate that He is Isaiah’s 
‘Suffering Servant’? 
 

Overview thus far: Jesus is superior to angels, Moses, Joshua and the 
priesthood. We have seen that the law was mediated through angels 
(2:2); Moses led the people from Egyptian bondage (3:16); Joshua led 
them into the land (4:8); and the high priest, standing in the earthly 
temple, represents people before God (5:1). Compare this with what 
the Lord has done. Jesus embodied the gospel and mediates salvation 
(2:3-4); He sets us free from the fear of death (3:14-15) and from sin 
(3:17) so that we can enjoy an eternal redemption and eternal 
inheritance (9:12-15); He leads us into the true ‘Promised Land’ and 
eternal ‘rest’ (4:1-3, 4:8-11); furthermore, Jesus appears in heaven on 
our behalf (4:14-16; 6:19-20), and mediates a better hope (7:18-19), a 
better covenant (7:22) and better promises (8:6) since He not only 
brings us to God (7:25) but He also brings God to us (1:1-3; 1:8). Not 
only is Jesus superior to angels, Moses, Joshua and the priesthood, but 
also He fulfils or completes their ministries and all that they represent. 
In the light of these facts it is no wonder that Hebrews urges us to look 
to Jesus and press on to full maturity in Him. 
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Study 7 Hebrews 5:11 – 6:8  
Look to Jesus – grow up in Him 
 

Over time, all relationships either strengthen, stagnate or weaken. It 
seems that the people to whom Hebrews was written had not grown in 
their Christian walk as much as the writer hoped. This ‘warning 
passage’ (which might be better called an ‘encouragement passage’) 
seeks to redress this lack of spiritual growth. The pivotal statement is 
at 6:1 ‘press on to maturity’ with the response at 6:3 ‘this we will do, 
God permitting’.  
 

5:11  There is no doubt that Hebrews is a ‘deep’ letter and that a 
central issue is the depiction of Jesus as our only Priest. 5:11 has 
sometimes been seen as saying that this is difficult to grasp. Far from 
it! The fault lies not with the message but with the hearers. The 
congregation have become ‘slow to learn’ (NIV) or ‘dull of hearing’ 
(NRSV). This is not a comment about their intellectual abilities (or 
failings). It is a comment about their spiritual life. They have stopped 
growing as Christians. The letter encourages them to look to Jesus (3:1; 
4:16), to pay attention to what they have heard (2:1; 4:1-2; 4:11) and 
to hold firm to their faith (3:6; 3:12-14; 4:14). 
 

 What two or three things have most helped you in your Christian 
growth? How would you encourage a young Christian in their 
spiritual growth? 

 What do you think is the difference between the ‘milk’ and ‘solid 
food’ (5:12-14)? 
 

6:1-3 There is no suggestion that the ‘foundations’ are wrong, 
dangerous or to be avoided. Rather, this warning is to encourage us to 
strive towards a greater degree of maturity. We are to build a deeper 
and more complete spirituality on the foundations that were laid when 
we first became Christians. ‘Move on’ does not mean forgetting our 
first Christian experiences, it means building on top of the original 
foundations. 
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The ‘first principles’ that Hebrews lists here serve as a reminder of our 
origins in Christ. Repentance and faith signify turning from sin and 
turning to Christ. They make up two sides of one coin. 

 Repent of your sin and turn in faith to Christ – is it possible to do 
one without the other? Is it profitable to attempt to do one 
without the other? 

Baptism and Laying on of Hands are symbolic acts whose spiritual 
worth is only actualised when combined with faith in the recipient (see 
4:2). Baptism is symbolic of the washing away of sin and laying on of 
hands relates to the reception of the Holy Spirit. 

 These two aspects of the ‘foundation package’ do, in some ways, 
mirror repentance and faith. ‘Baptism’ deals with the past while 
the Holy Spirit provides the ‘power’ or impetus for spiritual 
growth in the present. There is much more to it than this, but this 
is a good starting point. What do you think? 

 Look again at the first two foundational ‘pairs’. Are they best seen 
as doctrine or as experience? What do you understand by the four 
words/phrases – repentance, faith, baptism and laying on of 
hands? 

The resurrection of the dead, and eternal judgment…  

 Why do you think that the foundational teaching should include 
aspects that relate to the last things. How much thought do you 
give to heaven and the judgement? Do you think that there is 
sufficient teaching/discussion about these final issues? Why? 
 

It could be argued that these six foundation stones form three pairs 
that point successively to the past, present and future. Repentance and 
faith mark the start of the Christian life; baptism (as the entry rite into 
the Church) and the anointing of the Holy Spirit (as the power to 
witness and grow) facilitate our present walk with Jesus; resurrection 
and judgement indicate our future hope of heaven. 
 

 How far do you think these six ‘foundational issues’ cover what it 
means to be a Christian? Is there anything you would want to add 
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to the list of ‘irreducible minimums’? How would you summarise 
what it means to be part of the Lord’s family? 
 

6:4-5 Here is another set of phrases that seem to describe what it 
means to be a Christian. “Been enlightened… tasted the heavenly gift… 
shared in the Holy Spirit… tasted the goodness of the word of God and 
the powers of the coming age”. There is a significant degree of overlap 
between this list and that in 6:1-3. However, the key, at 6:1, is ‘basic 
teaching about Christ’, whereas the emphasis in 6:4-5 is on our 
experience of what God has provided. We have been enlightened; we 
have tasted the good things of God; we are partnered by the Holy 
Spirit. 
 
A Note on the Holy Spirit and spiritual growth:  
Christians are called temples of the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 6:19). 
Since we have been made alive by the Holy Spirit (1 Peter 3:18), we 
should “walk in the Spirit” (Galatians 5:25). The indwelling presence of 
the Holy Spirit Himself (Ephesians 3:16-20) enables us to grow 
spiritually. Of ourselves, we have “no good thing” (Romans 7:18) to 
provide for an empowered, Spirit-filled life. Without God’s Spirit living 
in us (Ephesians 1:14), we would be unable to live righteously (John 
15:5). Thanks be to God, the Holy Spirit gives us gifts to use within the 
Church to grow and to encourage one another (Ephesians 4:7-16). The 
Holy Spirit enables us to develop His ‘fruit’ in our lives: love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control 
(Galatians 5: 22-23). One result is that we grow to be more like Jesus (2 
Corinthians 3:17-18), another is that we are better enabled to witness, 
not only in words of testimony but also in and through a life 
empowered by the Holy Spirit (1 Thessalonians 1:4-7).  
 

6:4-6 The emphasis is on the main verb which is translated ‘to 
restore’ (to repentance) and is introduced by the phrase ‘it is 
impossible’ (6:4). This seems to make the section a very hard one. Does 
it mean that if we sin after becoming a follower of Jesus there is no 
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hope for us? Let’s look for some clues in this passage (and the other 
warnings in the letter): 
 

 In the preceding verses, 5:11-6:3 and the following verses, 6:9-12 
the writer often uses the words we, us and you. However in 6:4-6 
he writes about they, them and their. 

 The subject of the verb ‘restore’ is missing – who is the implied 
agent? Is it saying that God doesn’t permit a second repentance, 
the sinner’s heart is so hardened that he cannot be restored to 
repentance, or is he saying that we, the Church, are unable to 
bring a hardened sinner back to repentance? 

 10:26 might throw some light on these verses: “If we deliberately 
keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the 
truth, no sacrifice for sins is left”. The word ‘deliberately’ is 
emphasised. This amounts to a wilful rejection of the life that 
Christ offers. 

 The one who ‘falls away’ has metaphorically ‘crucified the Son of 
God again’ (6:6) or ‘trampled the Son of God under foot’ (10:29). 
Clearly this doesn’t happen literally. The description is of one who 
treats Jesus with utter contempt and affords Him no place. Since 
our relationship with God is dependent on Christ on the cross, to 
treat Him with disdain is to reject the only means that God 
recognizes. There is no other way; as Jesus said, ‘No one comes to 
the Father except through me’ (John 14:6). For one who so 
dismisses Jesus there is literally no sacrifice for sin left (10:26) and 
therefore no basis for repentance (6:6).  

 

Going Deeper 
 

Discussion Question: Is it possible for ‘true Christians’ to turn away 
from Christ? 
 

6:7-8 Read 1 Corinthians 3:1-15. There are a number of parallels 
between 1 Corinthians 3 and Hebrews 6.  
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 How do we ‘build with gold, silver and precious stones’ (1 
Corinthians 3:12)? 

 How do we avoid the dangers of not building/growing as we 
should? 

 Looking at again at 6:7-8, why do you think that some ground 
produces a good crop and other ground thorns and thistles in 
exactly the same conditions? 
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Study 8 Hebrews 6:9-20   
Building Life and Eternity on God’s sure promises 
 

6:9-12 This is encouragement. The congregation have been told 
about the disobedience of those brought out of Egypt and their failure 
to enjoy God’s ‘rest’ (3:7-4:11). They have also been warned about the 
dangers of neglecting or rejecting the word of salvation (5:4-8). Now, 
however, the writer says, ‘we are confident of better things in your 
case’ (6:9). He says that God knows and will honour the work, love and 
service they have given in His name (6:10). All that remains is for them 
to continue in the same way; in fact, he says, imitate the faith and 
patience of those Christians who lives are clear testimonies to Jesus 
(6:11-12). 

 We are called to ‘consider Jesus’ (3:1) and to ‘imitate’ those 
whose life of faith reflects Jesus (6:11-12). Do these two thoughts 
‘clash’ with each other?  

 What do you think Paul meant when he invited the churches to 
‘imitate me’ (1 Corinthians 11:1). How important is the second 
half of the phrase ‘as I imitate Christ’? 

 Who do you think is so ‘Christ-like’ that they are worth ‘imitating’? 
Why? 

 Could you say ‘imitate me as I do Christ’? Why not? 
 

Before moving on, it’s worth noting that the technique of ‘inclusion’, 
which we’ve mentioned before, also works in this section. 5:11 
suggests that the congregation have ‘become dull (or slow)’ of hearing. 
The very same Greek words are used at the end of the passage (6:12), 
warning them not to ‘become sluggish (or lazy)’. The purpose in all this 
is that the congregation should stir themselves, wake up and follow 
Jesus more closely. 
 

6:13-20 God’s promises are steadfast and sure – build on them 
Here, and at 11:8-12, Abraham is presented as the supreme example of 
a man who received promises made by God, believed them and  
persevered in faith and hope until the promises were fulfilled. 
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Abraham is regarded as the father of all who live by faith (see Galatians 
3:6-7) and in that role he is a challenge to us. However, the focus of 
Hebrews 6:13-20 is the God who is faithful to all His promises. 
 

6:13-14 The promise that God made to Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3) 
was reinforced after God met Abraham on Mount Moriah (Genesis 
22:16-18). It was on this occasion that God promised with an oath to 
make Abraham ‘a blessing to all nations’. 
 

6:15  Subsequent history shows that God’s promise to Abraham 
was fulfilled. 
 

6:16-17 People swear an oath to underline the truth of their words 
and certainty of their promises. They swear by something greater than 
themselves – hence in a court of law people are invited to swear on the 
Bible. A tacit recognition that the word of God sits above us and we sit 
in submission to its law. However, there is no one and nothing greater 
than the Lord. So when He wishes to underline the certainty of His 
promise, for Abraham’s benefit – not because He is in any way 
unreliable – He swears by Himself. 
In the New Covenant, we are one family under the authority of our 
heavenly Father. He hears all we say and sees all we do. Consequently, 
we have no need to ‘swear an oath’ to confirm that we will speak the 
truth or do as we promise. In fact, we are discouraged from swearing 
oaths (James 5:12 see also Matthew 5:33-37).  
 

6:18  God has sworn an oath, underlined the certainty of His 
promises, for our benefit. “We who have taken refuge might be 
strongly encouraged to seize the hope set before us.” The oath shows, 
lest any be tempted to regard the words of Scripture as casual or 
inconsequential things, the absolute certainty of God’s word to us. 
 

 What is ‘the hope set before us’? Do you think it relates to this life 
or the life in heaven?  
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Now, what are the ‘two unchangeable things in which it is impossible 
for God to lie’? The first is the promise to bless Abraham and make his 
descendants into a nation. However, we should look not just at the 
sentence mentioned at 6:14 but the whole promise. Genesis 22: 16 “By 
myself I have sworn, says the LORD… 17 I will indeed bless you, and I will 
make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven and as the 
sand that is on the seashore. And your offspring shall possess the gate 
of their enemies, 18 and through your offspring all nations on earth will 
be blessed, because you have obeyed my voice.” The promise to give 
Abraham children and multiplied descendants has clearly been fulfilled 
in the Jewish nation. The larger context of this first promise relates to 
Jesus and His ministry. He is the descendant of Abraham through 
whom all nations will be blessed. 
 

The second ‘unchangeable thing in which it is impossible for God to lie’ 
is the declaration that Jesus is a priest forever after the order of 
Melchizedek. Mentioned again at the end of Chapter 6, it is developed 
in Chapter 7. 
 

6:19  Our hope is Jesus. He has entered heaven, the inner 
sanctuary, through the curtain (see 10:22). Jesus’ priesthood continues 
in heaven where He appears on our behalf (see 7:15-22). 
 

6:20  Jesus is our ‘forerunner’. Where He has gone we will follow. 
This aspect of our hope is steadfast and sure, immovable, anchored in 
heaven by Jesus to Jesus in heaven. 
 

Going Deeper 
 

 Read John 14:1-3 (or even John 14:1-14). How do you understand 
the words about Jesus in heaven: He is our forerunner; He 
prepares a place for us; He intercedes for us; He will take us to be 
with Him. What other things would you want to say about ‘Jesus 
in Heaven’? 
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 The letter to the Hebrews describes itself as ‘a word of 
exhortation’ (13:22). What words would you use to describe the 
effect that the opening six chapters have on you? 

 Hebrews builds upon what has already been written. Both in 
terms of working from the Old Testament and in terms of taking 
us from one statement to the next in a logical progression. Would 
it be fair to suggest that 1:1-4 is the ‘text’ on which the rest of the 
epistle is built? 

 In the light of who Jesus is, in the light of His absolute supremacy 
over anyone and everything that might attract our admiration or 
devotion, we ought to be growing in our relationship with Him. Is 
this a fair summary of Hebrews Chapters 1-6? 
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