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Hebrews Study:  Meeting #1 Notes (9/9/12) 

 Motivations 

o Joanne encouraged us to consider what have been our motivations in the past for 

studying the Word.  Sometimes we have had external motivators – parents or 

teachers who required us to read the Bible.  At other times we’re moved to study 

because we want to speak carefully about God and his ways to others, or 

because others’ questions drive us to find out what God thinks about certain 

issues.  Sometimes our need for comfort and reassurance motivates us to seek 

God in his word.  Most of all, we can grow to know our God better, because we 

encounter him through the Bible. 

 

 Translations 

o There’s no “required” translation to use in this study, although your notebook 

contains a printout of the English Standard Version (ESV) with a wide margin for 

making notes. 

 

o Sometimes reading an unfamiliar translation causes us to slow down and pay 

attention, since familiar passages or verses are rendered in a new way that jars 

us to think a little harder. 

 

o The ESV differs from the NIV regarding the translators’ purpose: 

 NIV wants you to be able to read smoothly and understand easily, so it 

uses familiar English word order and often gives you a lift over technical 

vocabulary words.  (This is actually quite helpful in Hebrews, especially if 

you are unfamiliar with Old Testament ideas.) 

 

 ESV wants you to hear the original author’s voice as closely as possible, so 

it retains as much of the odd Greek word order as possible in English and 

does not usually offer interpretive translations of vocabulary words. 

 

o We looked at three examples of differences between the ESV and NIV 

translations, because such differences seem to fall into three main categories.  

You can see the comparison examples on your blue worksheet.  (Try to figure 

them out yourself before you read the next page!) 

 

 

 

 



 
 

o The levels we discovered were: 

 Level 1:  Word order different (no difference in meaning) 

 Level 2: Synonyms or explanatory phrases used (no difference in 

meaning) 

 Level 3: Interpretive translation (significant difference in meaning) 

 

o We discussed WHY translators would come to such interpretive differences, and 

decided it was probably due to one (or more) of these things: 

 The overarching purpose of the translation; 

 The theological convictions of the translators; 

 Some agenda on the part of the translators (this is the cynical view!); 

 A just-plain-difficult passage. 

 

o Note that The Message and the Amplified Bible are really not suitable to use if 

you want to study what the original author was up to, for these reasons: 

 The Message is written by one man who is really good at paraphrasing 

Scriptural passages – which is what any pastor does when preaching!  

This seems to work well for narratives, but in the more theological 

sections Eugene Peterson’s personal convictions tend to steer things in a 

certain interpretive direction.  Also, because it is a paraphrase, The 

Message departs from the specific and sometimes technical vocabulary 

of the writers. 

 The Amplified Bible (which provides lists of synonyms of key words) is of 

some interest value, but as a study text it gives too many choices to the 

reader, who may not know how to evaluate which ones are best in the 

context. 

 

 Competing Interpretations 

o Most of us have noticed that sometimes two people can read the same passage 

of Scripture and come away with two different interpretations (or three or four, 

depending on the number of readers involved!).  Some of these interpretations 

seem to be mutually exclusive – they can’t both be true, because they cancel 

each other out. 

 

o WHY is it that different interpretations occur?  Here are some suggested 

reasons: 

 Misreading:  Ignoring or misunderstanding part of a passage; importing a 

truth from elsewhere in the Bible that just doesn’t belong to a passage; 



 
 

mistaking a statement for a command; focusing on a particular bit of 

English vocab without doing a background check, etc. 

 

 Unclear Communication:  Maybe there isn’t a really big difference – 

maybe the interpreters are not communicating clearly and are talking 

past each other. 

 Multifaceted Scripture:  It’s possible that two very different 

interpretations just reflect different facets of the complex truth expressed 

in the Bible.  They may both be valid explanations of a passage, though 

there may need to be an adjustment of emphasis on one or both parts. 

 Different Priorities:  People holding the same theological beliefs may 

nevertheless approach the Scriptures with different priorities.  The two 

most common are Historical and “All About Me.”  (E.g., the Historical 

reader thinks of Jesus’ statement about carrying the cross in terms of life-

and-death in 1st century Palestine, while the “All About Me” reader thinks 

of her “cross” in terms of having to bear another lunch with Aunt Mabel.  

Sometimes both approaches are valid, though we should always beware 

the temptation to immediate application at the expense of original 

meaning.) 

 Different Agendas:  The cynical version of “different priorities.” 

 Different degrees of biblical literacy; differing knowledge of the “Big 

Picture” of the biblical story.  An interpretation may be weak because the 

interpreter lacks a “big-picture” view of the whole Bible and the history of 

redemption.  Someone with a more complete view can offer corrections. 

 Different “Road Maps”:  “Road Maps” are the theological systems we 

have in our heads.  They may be formally known and named (e.g., 

Calvinism, Arminianism, etc.) or they may be a hodge-podge of beliefs 

that we’ve gathered at random through our lives.  They inform what we 

believe is true, possible, and logical.  The deepest interpretive divides 

between true Christian believers can usually be traced to differing Road 

Maps. 

 

 Just-Plain-Difficult Passages.  The time and culture difference between us 

and the original writers makes some interpretations no more than “best 

guesses.”   

 



 
 

 Should we worry about the existence of multiple interpretations in 

Protestantism? 

 Not to worry, but do the work you can do to weigh the options. 

 All interpretations are not created equal.  Now that you’ve 

thought about some possible reasons for the differences you 

encounter in conversation, reading or teaching, try to trace back 

to the source of the diversity when you notice it.  Are the 

interpretations mutually compatible?  Or are they incompatible?  

Is one weaker than another for some reason?  Are both well-

reasoned, using Scripture appropriately?  Can you explain the 

difference as a product of a particular “road map” or worldview?  

(In which case you might one day wish to begin the work of 

comparing different theological systems!) 

 

 Note that sometimes two (or more) interpretations of a verse can be 

argued convincingly enough that we cannot evaluate which is the better 

explanation.  It’s possible that as individuals we will eventually gain the 

information we need to make a good judgment call – but in some cases 

we may never feel persuaded of one view over the other.  Often in these 

cases we must just set the differences aside to await the perfect 

evaluation of the Judge. 

 

 Note also that a major appeal of the Mormon and Roman Catholic 

religions is the uniformity of interpretation that they claim to provide, 

straight from God, regarding dogma and doctrine.  If you’re ever tempted 

to trade in a degree of uncertainty and diversity (which is inevitable in 

Protestantism) for such claims of certainty and uniformity, remember 

that a degree of uncertainty is built into the human condition.  We call it 

walking by faith rather than sight!  Even Catholics and Mormons cannot 

avoid having to trust someone else’s testimony.  (How do they KNOW 

that papal infallibility is true?)  If we already expect such uncertainty to 

be part of life on planet earth, we can navigate Protestant diversity with 

intelligence and perspective rather than trying to escape from it. 

 

 For further reading:  If this topic intrigues you, here’s a link to an article I 

wrote awhile back.  It’s basically the same idea as the above sketch, with 

a little more meat to it and some examples… 



 
 

http://www.wrfnet.org/c/journal_articles/view_article_content?groupId=1&arti

cleId=173&version=1.0&p_l_id=PUB.1.27 

 

 Coping with Competing Interpretations 

o So what should we do when we differ with someone else over the interpretation 

of a passage? 

o SANDCASTLE METAPHOR:  Any ideas we have will only be sandcastles compared 

to God’s ideas!  (Ours are changeable!) 

 Stay teachable.  Someone else may have a better idea about where to put 

the towers or which shells should decorate it. 

 Defend your ideas.  It’s YOUR sandcastle.  Look for the details in the text 

that led to your intuitive interpretation, and try to explain why you put 

the towers where you did and how come the shells fit just right.  

 Both of these tasks take intellectual courage!  This can be gained little by 

little by speaking up and being open to receiving feedback.  (If you don’t 

speak up, you won’t have to bear the risk of getting critiqued – but if you 

don’t speak up, you won’t grow, either.) 

 

 Finally, a Little About Hebrews… 

o This is a complex book made of a series of extended arguments that overlap with 

each other and span at least a chapter at a time.  Don’t be surprised if you lose 

the thread as you go along!  Part of our work will be to track with these 

arguments, seeing how earlier and later passages are linked together. 

 

o There are four main things to remember about this book – if you don’t 

remember anything else, remember these.  We’ll pick up here next time: 

 Jesus is different; 

 Believers are different; 

 Believers must be different; 

 Hebrews is different. 

 

http://www.wrfnet.org/c/journal_articles/view_article_content?groupId=1&articleId=173&version=1.0&p_l_id=PUB.1.27
http://www.wrfnet.org/c/journal_articles/view_article_content?groupId=1&articleId=173&version=1.0&p_l_id=PUB.1.27


 
 

 

Hebrews Study:  Meeting #2 Notes (9/23/12) 

 Keeping the Fire Going 

o Joanne encouraged us again to consider our motivations for studying the Word, 

and specifically for participating in this study.  What do we hope to get out of it?  

A few answers:  looking at Hebrews more closely; studying something in the 

company of other women; having the accountability of a shared study goal; 

growing intellectually; getting out of the house!   

 

o Joanne also acknowledged that it can be hard to stay motivated for the long-

haul, especially if “life-of-the-mind” study stuff is not our personal bent.  But she 

stressed the importance of seeking that burning ember, the Word of God, even 

when we feel like gray ashes inside, because it is necessary for us to “be 

transformed by the renewing of our minds.”  Our challenge for next time – think 

of ways that you have found to motivate yourself to keep going in Bible study, 

even when you haven’t really felt like doing it!  Maybe your experience will help 

someone else keep the fire going. 

 

 We welcomed six new women to our study this week!  So glad that you could join us.   

 

 Indicatives and Imperatives (or “true things” and “marching orders”) 

o We noticed that there is a difference between these two statements (both 

summaries of what we’ll learn from Hebrews): 

 Believers are different. 

 Believers must be different. 

 

o The first one states something that is true, God’s work (to make a person 

different than what she was before, and different than the world).  We call such 

statements indicatives because they point to (i.e., they “indicate”) things that 

are true. 

 

o The second one is in the form of a command or marching order, things that are 

presented as our (or someone’s) responsibility to do.  We call these imperatives 

(and you can remember this by thinking: an emperor gives imperial 

imperatives!). 

 



 
 

o One of the most common misreading errors we can make when studying the 

Bible is to confuse indicatives (truths) with imperatives (marching orders).  The 

Bible is mostly full of indicatives – it tells a story, and explains how things have 

been, are now, and will be.  There are plenty of imperatives in there to guide us in 

our thinking and doing, but it’s important to remember that everything we read 

in the Bible will not necessarily apply directly to us. 

 

o Two qualifiers:  1) indicatives (or truth statements) can motivate us to think or 

behave differently, by informing us about what pleases or displeases God…and 

2) not all of the imperatives that we find in the Bible are addressed to us. 

 

o Hebrews, like many of the NT books written for the early church, has imperatives 

(marching orders) concentrated in the chapters near the end, with only a few 

commands appearing early on.  This means we will mostly be reading about 

what God has done, is doing, and will do in Christ.  Our personal application of 

these indicatives (truth statements) may not look like “how to live” – it may look 

more like “how to think.” 

 

 Hebrews is Different 

o …in a couple of ways! 

o Genre (= which shelf in the bookstore do you most like to browse?) 

 It’s important to figure out what KIND of book you are reading whenever 

you are studying the biblical text.  The 66 books of the Bible come in many 

flavors, sometimes mixed together: 

Poetry, song 

Aphorisms (wisdom statements) 

Prophecy 

Historical narrative 

Fictional narrative (e.g., parables) 

Visionary 

Genealogies 

Letters (Epistles) 

Gospels (biography, theology, history) 

Legal documents, instructions 

Philosophy (Ecclesiastes) 

Dialogue (Job) 
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 We can learn to identify characteristics of the various biblical genres so 

that we can read them appropriately – though sometimes the genre of a 

book or passage is not easy to pin down, resulting in differences in 

interpretation among believers. 

 

 Hebrews is filed among the Epistles in our NTs, but its opening lacks the 

characteristic convention of ancient letter writing, which identifies the 

writer(s) and recipient(s) right off.  Although there is some indication at 

the end of the book that the writer was personally know to the original 

audience, Hebrews reads much more like a sermon – it is one big, 

coherent argument rather than a collection of loosely connected ideas 

(as most of the rest of the Epistles are). 

 

o Author & Audience 

 It would be nice to know these things about Hebrews, but we are left in 

the dark on both counts.  The author was obviously brilliant, but was he 

Paul?  Majority opinion since the early church has [usually!] been in favor 

of “Not-Paul,” but a few early collections of the NT did include Hebrews 

among Paul’s letters.  The placement of the book just after the Pauline 

letters in our NT reflects this centuries-old ambiguity about the author.  

People have made many guesses as to who “Not-Paul” might have been, 

but this information is lost to us now. 

 

 As to the audience, the title “To the Hebrews” suggests that an ancient 

editor/compiler of the NT books felt that the recipients of this sermon-

letter were probably Jewish Christians, based on the prevalence of OT 

passages and concepts in the argument.  But where did they live?  There 

is no mention of the Temple services of that time, which would have 

been relevant to the situation of Jewish Christians in Palestine.  Again, 

many guesses have been made about the destination of this piece of 

writing, but we cannot know this information for sure. 

 

 The First Contrast (Hebrews 1:1-2a) 

o Wow!! We got through TWO VERSES, almost!!  Here are some of our 

observations and further questions from this opening.   

o The writer presents a contrast right off between what used to be the case and 

what better thing has replaced the past situation.  If you missed the class, you 
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can record this first contrast on the yellow sheet that compares “past shadow” 

with “present reality.” 

 

o What was true in the past:  God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets 

in various ways.  (We listed a bunch.) 

 

o The new reality:  In these last days, God has spoken to us by his Son. 

 

o The obvious difference between the “Before” and “After” situations is the 

singularity of God’s communication through Christ (compared to a plurality of 

ways beforehand).  Christ is also the final, ultimate message, to which “Moses 

and all the Prophets” always pointed (Luke 24:17).  We will explore next time 

some more ways in which Jesus, as messenger and message, is a unique 

expression of God and God’s heart for his people. 

 

o We puzzled over what it means for God to speak through the Son “in these last 

days.”  Does this mean just during Jesus’ earthly life?  Or through the apostles to 

the church?  Or through the Scriptures to us now?  Could Jesus be expected to 

show up and deliver new information to the church since the time of the apostles 

(as the Mormons believe, for example)?  To answer these questions in a 

thorough way would take us beyond Hebrews, into the rest of the NT and some 

of the writings of the early church after the apostolic age (for example, early 

church leaders who wrote their own epistles to the churches carefully 

distinguished between their writing and the inspired writings of the apostles 

and their associates).  More simply, here is a diagram that may help sort out the 

ways in which Jesus can be said to speak to the church, past and present.  We’ll 

start with this next time. 

 

(“Of old”)                (“These last days”) 

*“God spoke to the Fathers”+    *“He has spoken to us”+ 

“In many ways, in many places,    

through the prophets”    “Through the Son” 

 
       (Past witness continues thru OT Scriptures) 

(multiple forms of revelation, up to & including John the Baptist) 

     (Jesus in the flesh) 

       (Jesus thru his apostles) 

       

               (Jesus thru the NT Scriptures) 
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o Note that what is the SAME about “of old” and “in these last days” is that God 

spoke.  His intent has always been to communicate with his people. 

 

o The NT sometimes identifies the Holy Spirit after Jesus’ ascension as “the Spirit 

of Jesus” (or “of Christ”) (Acts 16:7; Phil. 1:19; 1 Peter 1:11), reminding us that 

God’s work of communication and church-building are now and forever to be 

understood as also the work of Jesus. 

 

o For further reading on the question of whether we should expect new 

communication (or revelation) since the time of the apostles, I can recommend 

the following articles: 

 

 Greg Bahnsen,  “The Concept and Importance of Canonicity,” 

http://www.reformed.org/master/index.html?mainframe=/bible/bahnse

n_canon.html  (a pretty thorough article) 

 

 Kevin Deyoung,   “Theological Primer:  The Attributes of Scripture,” 

http://thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevindeyoung/2012/06/06/theologic

al-primer-the-attributes-of-scripture/ (short blog summary) 

 

 Related sermons can be found at www.thegospelcoalition.org, if you 

search this site for “Scriptures.” 

http://www.reformed.org/master/index.html?mainframe=/bible/bahnsen_canon.html
http://www.reformed.org/master/index.html?mainframe=/bible/bahnsen_canon.html
http://thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevindeyoung/2012/06/06/theological-primer-the-attributes-of-scripture/
http://thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevindeyoung/2012/06/06/theological-primer-the-attributes-of-scripture/
http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/
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Hebrews Study:  Meeting #3 Notes (10/7/12) 

 Emotions and Intellect 

o This week Joanne reminded us that we need to guard against letting our faith be 

driven by our emotions.  Christianity addresses the intellect first, as we are 

taught from God’s Word about His objective reality.  Our emotions should follow 

this knowledge and flow out of it.  Unfortunately, we are steeped in a cultural 

Christianity that values emotionality more than reasoned thought – what R. C. 

Sproul calls the most anti-intellectual period in the age of the church.  It will take 

some real effort to resist this tendency around and within us.  Joanne challenged 

us to ask ourselves, What are some of the enemies to thoughtful Christian faith 

that we encounter?  What gets us off-track? 

 

 As I shared with the group, my math-teacher husband calculated that at the rate we are 

going, we will need twenty years to finish Hebrews.  No joke.    While we do not have 

any deadlines for completing this study, we do need to acknowledge the reality of Bible 

study burnout – so sometimes we will have to table the really good questions that come 

up during our meetings in order to feel like we have progressed.  But we want to stress 

that those questions are still welcome and important – remember that you can always 

ask those that occur to you between studies in a couple of venues:  email, our 

Quarryville Academy blog, and our FaceBook group.  We’d love to hear from you!  I will 

write up any discussions that happen between us in these settings, so everyone can 

benefit. 

 

 Bible Study Toolkit 

o We’d like very much to pass along skills and tools for well-reasoned Bible study, 

things that make us more discerning and knowledgeable readers of the 

Scriptures.  These ideas will be useful parts of your “Bible study toolkit” as you 

continue in the Word.  We reviewed two of these this past week: 

 

o Indicatives (True Things) and Imperatives (Marching Orders) 

 Mixing these up is one of the most common errors made in Bible reading, 

especially when readers take indicatives and turn them into “shoulds and 

oughts” for the church in all times and places. 
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 Take a look at the handout for Meeting 3 and consider the Bible passages 

quoted there.  Can you tell which are indicatives, and which imperatives?  Try 

to figure these out before looking at the next page. 

 

 

 We talked about the follow-up questions that we should ask, once we have 

identified what kind of communication we are reading: 

 For Indicatives, we should ask whether we can learn anything that 

pleases God, and whether there are some general principles we can apply 

to our situation.   

 For Imperatives, we should ask, “To whom is this command addressed?”  

It may well have been a command intended for a specific individual or 

group at the time it was given, rather than intended generally for 

Christians at all times and places.   

 

 In some cases, we will not be able to discern easily whether a command is 

specific (historically bound) or general (for all times and places).  We’ll often 

have to challenge our own preferences at this point!  (I.e., there may be 

things that we read that we HOPE are just historical…)  Inevitably, believers 

will differ at certain points in their answer to the question, “To whom is this 

command addressed?”  Certain denominational distinctives (like caps for 

Mennonite women, foot-washing, and speaking in tongues) reflect teachers’ 

decisions about the recipients of these biblical commands. 

 

o Genres and Conflicting Interpretations 

 Another reason why people end up differing in their understanding of biblical 

passages has to do with their convictions about the genre they are reading.  

We talked about genre last time, and named most of the different kinds of 

literature found in the Bible.  This time I offered this semi-hypothetical 

scenario, and asked for a genre-related explanation: 

 

 In speaking with a friend, I find out that he thinks the story of Adam and Eve 

eating the forbidden fruit is a metaphor for humanity coming of age and 

moving from innocence to maturity.  This is quite different from my orthodox 

view, which sees in Gen. 3 the information that Adam and Eve (real people) 

disobeyed God’s command and ate something that was off-limits.  How could 

we come to such different conclusions? 
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 If my friend and I wanted to address this, we could start with the genre 

issue – he reads this as legend or myth; I read this as history.  There’s 

pretty obviously a deeper thing going on here, though:  what 

preconvictions about the Scriptures is each of us holding on to?  And what 

do these presuppositions reflect about our worldview beliefs? 

 It is important, too, to consider the question, When is a genre disagreement 

a serious matter? – because sometimes it matters more than others (e.g., 

when choosing teachers, pastors, and elders, we hope that our leaders will 

consider God’s Word authoritative and inspired). 

 To Hebrews Now!! 

o We concentrated on the first paragraph, a dense statement about Christ.  Here 

are some highlights to keep in mind: 

o v.1-2a:  The First Contrast 

 We revisited our discussion of last week, noting that the “new thing” 

identified here is God’s communication to his people through the singular 

revelation of Christ, rather than through the multiple forms of revelation used 

in the past.  (But God’s desire to communicate with his people is a constant!) 

 

 I pointed to Jesus’ parable of the tenants of the vineyard (Luke 20:9-18) as an 

illustration of God’s communication to his people “of old” and “in these last 

days”:  first God’s messengers, then his Son came.  We noted that the 

reception of the message was not always positive!   

 

 Remember that ultimately what God was communicating through the old 

channels was – Jesus!  See Luke 24:27 for Jesus’ own understanding of the OT 

message. 

 

o v.2b:  How is the Son Unique? 

 The Heir:  When does this happen?  Are all things under Jesus’ feet at this 

time?  Has all authority in heaven and on earth been given to him already? – 

The answer to these questions is “YES—but!”  We are living in the in-between 

time, when we do not yet SEE Jesus’ authority manifest on earth.  When all 

things are made new at the last day, all that has been true already will be 

known to everyone. 
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 The Creator:  Even as the idea of an “Heir” points to the End of things, the 

Creator is connected with the very Beginning.  This is one passage where we 

learn that the Son, the second Person of the Trinity, was intimately involved 

in creation (see also John 1:3 and Colossians 1:16.)  When we think about 

God’s creation, words like majestic, complex, beautiful, amazing come to 

mind.  Here is a favorite quote from a Christian writer, Dallas Willard: 

 “The biblical and continuing vision of Jesus was of one who made all of 

created reality and kept it working, literally ‘holding it together’ (Col. 

1:17).  And today we think people are smart who make light bulbs and 

computer chips and rockets out of ‘stuff’ already provided!  He made ‘the 

stuff’!”  (Dallas Willard) 

 

o v.3a:  Christ is the SAME AS God (in these ways…) 

 Radiance (Can you recall any other scriptural references to God, Jesus, or 

believers being bright and shiny?) 

 Exact imprint  -- Literally “character,” from the craft of printing and 

engraving.  What is engraved on the stamp is perfectly reproduced on the 

coin. (Did Jesus ever remark that seeing him meant seeing the Father?) 

 Upholding all things – echoed in Col. 1:17.  (Our molecules cohere by his will 

alone!) 

 Powerful Word  -- Like God at creation!  (Can you think of times in the 

Gospels when Jesus performed a miracle simply by SPEAKING?) 

 

o v.3b-4:  Differences 

 Within the Trinity:  While Father, Son, and Spirit are of the same essence and 

are all divine, each played some unique roles in the drama of redemption.  

The Son, by virtue of his incarnation, could suffer and die.  Although he was 

always God, through this act of obedience he gained in human history a 

name (title) that expresses his superiority over all beings. 

 Sacrifice for sins:  A major theme in Hebrews.  The shedding of blood was 

deemed necessary in payment for sin.  Why?  It’s not exactly arbitrary – it 

says much about the value of life. 

 Seated “at the right hand”:  A position of honor and authority.  We talked 

about Joseph’s roles, how he was the right-hand man who spoke for his 

boss in a household, an institution, and finally a nation.  This is perhaps 

the clearest human illustration of the honor and authority that Jesus 

received after his sacrifice. 
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 Between Jesus & the Angels:  Let there be no doubt of Christ’s supremacy!  A 

discussion of the distinction between the Son and the angels will follow, 

using many OT references as supports. 

 

 

Hebrews Study:  Meeting #4 Notes (10/21/12) 

 Enemies and Intentionality 

o Joanne got us thinking about those things that distract or prevent us from studying 

God’s Word.  We mentioned a bunch of “enemies”:  our kids (!), the “tyranny of the 

urgent” things on our daily lists, the need to exercise, online conversations, the 

desire to sleep, our emotions, our many responsibilities and relationships.  From R. 

C. Sproul we also heard a caution about laziness – simply put, it’s hard work to study 

the Bible in a way that goes beyond “devotional” reading.  Sproul writes:  “The curse 

of labor is not removed just because it’s God’s Word that we are studying.”  Keeping 

a balanced view of what we should expect of ourselves in Bible study means 

acknowledging our particular season of life, our particular challenges and 

distractions from study, and the real need for intentionality in this area.  We don’t 

mean to be adding guilt to anybody’s load here – only to be “stirring each other up 

to love and good works” (Heb. 10:24)! 

 

 Peeking at the end of the book 

o Because this first chapter of Hebrews is concerned with the greatness, majesty, and 

superiority of Jesus in his exaltation, it’s possible that our slow trek through this part 

of the text will cause some of us to lose sight of his closeness and personal love for 

us.  So we peeked at a later chapter (the way some of us do when a novel is really 

intense!) to keep both Jesus’ transcendence (loftiness) and his immanence 

(closeness) in view: 

 “Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the 

heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we do 

not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, 

but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. 

Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may 

receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.”  (Hebrews 4:14-16) 

 

 Review of Hebrews 1:1-4 

o The first “new thing” mentioned in Hebrews:  God’s communication through the Son, 

a singular channel that contrasts with the many ways he spoke in the past. 
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o Things that make Jesus totally unique: 

 Heir of all things 

 Creator 

 Radiance and exact imprint of the Father 

 Powerful word upholding all things 

 He provided cleansing for sin 

 He sat down at the right hand of the Father 

 

o Looking at the list above, can you find ways that Jesus is like/same as God? 

o Can you find ways that the Son is distinct from the Father? 

 

o Trinitarian Puzzler:  We can speak of the Trinity in two different ways.  If we want to 

emphasize what the Godhead has been and will be in eternity, then we emphasize 

the sameness of the divine Persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  But if we refer to 

their activity in salvation, whether biblical history or any believer’s personal history 

of conversion, then we may speak of distinct roles of the three Persons.  So 

theologians speak of the Essential (or Ontological, which relates to Being) Trinity and 

the Economic Trinity.  Same Trinity, different emphases – again, it’s transcendence 

on the one hand, immanence on the other. 

 

 Studying Hebrews 1:5-6 

o This part of the chapter (v.5-13) is visually different.  The first paragraph now gives 

way to a series of OT quotations that are arranged like the poetry we see in the 

Psalms.  This is a form of argumentation used by Jewish rabbis to make a point using 

a series of scriptural references laid out for the reader.  Because of the visual effect 

this makes in writing, it is known as “String of Pearls.”  (You can see another example 

of it in Romans 3.) 

 

o Why do NT authors make use of OT quotations, stories, people, or other allusions? 

 To make comparisons or contrasts with their own time 

 To prove something (e.g., about Jesus’ identity as Messiah) 

 To illustrate an idea with an apt phrase or example 

 To show fulfilled promise or prophecy 

 To connect familiar background with new content 

 To connect the dots in a larger story 

 To legitimate what they are saying – especially for Jewish audiences, for 

whom the OT would have credibility.  (We talked a little about others for 

Cont’d… 
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whom the OT would have had the same authority:  Gentiles who had 

attached themselves to the synagogues because they were drawn to the story 

of the One True God, for example.  Gentiles who were far removed from the 

influence of Judaism (e.g., those Paul spoke to in Athens or Lystra in the book 

of Acts) would not have known the OT background or cared much; Paul’s 

instruction to them always had to start with monotheism and creation!  The 

NT epistles to the churches all assume a general familiarity with OT themes 

and persons, regardless of the majority population of the church.  Knowing 

the gospel meant knowing a story that began with Moses and continued in 

Jesus and the church, so the OT part of that history mattered – and still 

matters for us.) 

 

o Where did the NT writers learn to do this?  (We’ll address this a little more next time 

– but meanwhile, take a peek at Luke 24:27!) 

 

o The purpose of this “string of pearls” is to emphasize Jesus’ superiority to the 

angels. 

 If you missed the meeting, you can find a visual organizer for these OT 

quotations on the Meeting Four Handout. 

 

o The first quotation:  Psalm 2:7 in Hebrews 1:5a*  

 What is the gist of this Psalm? – The King, who is also the Son, is given 

ultimate authority to rule over the rebellious world. 

 In what way is Jesus superior to the angels? – He is the Son (and also the 

King, with all authority; sometimes the rest of the context of the OT 

quotation enriches our understanding of the author’s purpose in quoting it.) 

 In what ways do we see this relationship (Son – Father) confirmed in the 

Gospels? – Here are some passages you might look into for examples: 

 Luke 1:32, 35  * Luke 2:48-49  *  Luke 3:21-22 

 Luke 9:35  * John 1:14   * John 3:16-18, 35-36 

 

o The second quotation:  2 Sam. 7 in Hebrews 1:5b 

 What part of Israel’s history is told in 2 Samuel? 

 What is the gist of the original passage? (2 Sam. 7:11-16) 

 This is an important promise that God makes to David, which becomes 

the basis for the expectation that the Jewish Messiah would come from 

                                                           
*
 The lowercase “a” means that we’re talking about the first portion of v.5. 
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David’s family.  David wishes to make a house for the Ark of the Lord, but 

Nathan the prophet delivers the message that God will instead make a 

“house” for David – that is, he will establish David’s family on the throne 

of Israel.  There is the expectation in this passage that one of David’s 

descendants will reign on this throne forever. 

 We talked about the section of the promise in which the Lord says he will 

discipline the king when he errs, as a Father would discipline his son.  Of 

course this would not apply to Jesus!  In fact the promise has in view not 

only a singular descendant (whether Solomon, who will build the temple, 

or the Coming One who will reign forever), but the Davidic kings in 

general, each of whom will prefigure the expected Messiah and some of 

whom will merit the “rod of correction.”  (Intriguingly, Jesus was beaten 

with rods before his execution, but not for his own transgressions…) 

 

 In what ways is  Jesus said to be connected with David, in NT writings?  

(You are invited to use the “Jesus and David” homework challenge to find 

out some examples!) 

 

 In what way does this quotation illustrate Jesus’ superiority to the 

angels? – again, the key word is “Son” – Jesus is uniquely related to God 

as his Son.  (And the idea of kingship is in the background again!) 

 

o The third quotation:  Deut. 32:43 in Hebrews 1:6 

 This is the most complicated OT quotation in the book of Hebrews!  If you 

cross-check the reference with the verse in Deuteronomy, you will not find 

the same wording.  This is because the author to the Hebrews was using the 

Septuagint, the oldest Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, which 

sometimes translated things differently.  (Our OT’s are based on a much later 

Hebrew text.  See our “Good Question” notes at the blog for more 

information!) 

 What is the gist of the original setting of this verse? – Moses’ parting song 

detailing the righteous God and his rebellious people. 

 In what way does this verse support our author’s purpose? – If the angels are 

commanded to worship him, then Jesus is superior to the angels.  (Note that 

this also implies that Jesus is equal with Yahweh God, who is the only 

acceptable recipient of worship in the original passage!) 
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 We will address this verse in a little more detail next meeting – think about 

what this phrase means:  “When he brings his firstborn into the world, he 

says…” 

 

o Remember that you can continue to ask questions in between our meetings!  

Make use of our facebook group, email, or the Hebrews Q&A option on our blog. 

Hebrews Study:  Meeting #5 Notes (11/4/12) 

 Meditating on God’s Word 

o It’s been said that “proper theology should lead to doxology” – and Joanne 

reminded us to stop and praise God for the different things we have learned and 

gained through this study already.  We are not just studying just for the sake of 

studying; we’re looking intently into Hebrews so that we can know our Savior better.  

It is good to turn our discoveries into expressions of thanksgiving to the God who 

has communicated to us in this complex book. 

 

 So, we finished chapter one!! 

o …and hopefully we know it pretty well by now!  Most of the notes that follow have 

to do with the different OT passages that make up the “string of pearls” argument 

from 1:5-13.  Here is a review of the first paragraph, though: 

 Hebrews 1:1-4 introduces the first NEW THING that God has done: he has 

always been our “talking God,” the one who communicates to his people; but 

while he spoke in multiple ways in the past, there is a singularity to his means 

and message in Jesus. 

 

 We also read in this paragraph about the UNIQUENESS OF CHRIST:  he shares 

and expresses God’s radiance, and is the exact imprint of God’s being; he is 

the creator and upholder of all things by his powerful word; he offered 

cleansing for sins and sat down at the right hand of the majesty in heaven.  

(Some of these elements describe Jesus’ sameness as the Father, for he is 

one with him in the Godhead; some refer to the Son’s unique role in 

redemptive history.  Remember that we can talk about the Trinity both in 

terms of equality or sameness, and in terms of distinctness and specific roles 

or tasks.) 

 

 The String of Pearls (Hebrews 1:5-13) 

o …a form of rabbinic argument, so-called because the OT quotations are strung out 

like pearls on a necklace.  (Romans 3 contains one of these, too!) 
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o The purpose of this string is to elaborate on what the author stated in Heb. 1:4, that 

Jesus has “become as much superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more 

excellent than theirs.”  So the purpose of each quotation is to provide OT support for 

the idea that Jesus is superior to the angels, and the cumulative effect is to establish 

him as uniquely the Son, King, and Uncreated Creator, worthy of worship, eternal 

and victorious. 

o (There is a particular rhetorical reason why our author wants to firmly establish this 

idea of Jesus’ superiority to the angels; we’ll get into it next meeting, but I’ll give a 

brief explanation at the end of these notes!) 

 

o The “pearls” on this string occur in pairs until we reach the last one, which is meant 

to be the culmination of the argument.  If you have the handout from 10/21/12, 

you’ll see a chart that we filled out with the gist of each quotation’s original context 

and its meaning in this new setting.  Just in case you can’t find that, I’ve added a 

blank chart at the end of these notes, so you can fill it in with the information below.  

(If you want a little more of a challenge, read the original Psalms and other 

references for yourself before you read my notes, and decide for yourself what is the 

gist of these passages!) 

 

o Pearls 1 & 2:  the Kingly Son 

 #1 (Heb. 1:5a):  This one comes from Psalm 2, which is a Messianic psalm 

(i.e., it was understood even before the time of Jesus to point to the ultimate 

Savior, who was to come from the royal house of David.  “Messiah” and 

“Christ” both mean “Anointed One” – that is, the King.).  The emphasis here 

is on Jesus as the Son, although the whole context allows us to add the idea 

of King to the mix as well. 

 Here we looked at several passages from the NT that confirmed this idea 

that Jesus is God’s unique Son – it is pervasive in the book of John (e.g., 

John 1:14, 3:16-18) and is reinforced by God’s own voice at Jesus’ baptism 

(Mt. 3:17) and at his Transfiguration (Lk. 9:35). 

 

 #2 (Heb. 1:5b):  This quotation comes from 2 Sam. 7, which contains the 

important promise that God will make a “house” (or dynasty) for David, and 

that one of his descendants will reign forever on his throne.  Here God 

emphasizes the Father-Son relationship that he will have with the Kings of 

                                                           
 A “rhetorical reason” means that the author is making deliberate choices to further his argument along. 
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Israel; of course this is most especially true of Jesus.  So once again, we have 

reinforced the idea that Jesus is the Kingly Son of God. 

 Here we paused and dipped into some of the passages from our 

homework assignment about David to see how the NT writers connected 

the dots between David and Jesus.  I encourage you to do this study on 

your own!  I’ve attached it at the end of these notes as well. 

 

o Pearls 3 & 4:  Distinct from Angels 

 #3 (Heb. 1:6):  This is the most complex of the quotations, because our 

author has taken it from the earliest Greek translation of the Hebrew 

Scriptures, called the Septuagint (nicknamed the “LXX,” Roman numerals for 

“70”).  Because of language differences and occasional diversity between the 

original Hebrew versions of certain books, sometimes the Septuagint sounds 

different from the straight-from-the-Hebrew translation we have in our OT’s.  

So you won’t find these exact words in your Bible if you look up Deut. 32:43.  

But you can see if you read Deut. 32 that this is the final song of Moses, in 

which he extols his great God, who alone is worthy of worship, and expresses 

regret at his people’s rebelliousness.  Here the author to the Hebrews is 

emphasizing something about the angels – that they are called to worship – 

and is implying something about the Son – that he alone is worthy of 

worship. Connecting the dots, we see that our author is implying that the 

Son is one with God. 

 While it is tempting to read the introductory words here as referring to 

the incarnation – which fits the bill for God “bringing his firstborn into the 

world,” not to mention angelic worship – it is more in keeping with this 

whole section to think of this moment as God’s introduction of the exalted 

Jesus onto the “stage” of the universe:  “And now presenting…my 

Firstborn, the Victorious One!”  (The theme of incarnation is not added to 

the picture until chapter 2.) 

 

 #4 (Heb. 1:7):  This quotation from Psalm 104 is a tiny aside in an exuberant 

song about the creativity and loving provision of the Lord.  The point here is 

that angels are created beings, while we know from Heb. 1:2 that the Son is 

the Creator! 

 

o Pearls 5 & 6: God and King Forever 

 #5 (Heb. 1:8-9):  Psalm 45 might be described as a wedding song, in which a 

king is extolled and his bride is urged to prepare herself beautifully for her 
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groom.  The section that concerns us (Ps. 45:6-7) focuses on the eternal, 

righteous throne of the king.  The implied difference between the roles of 

the king and the angels, his servants, will be made even clearer in Heb. 1:14. 

 This excerpt of Ps. 45 includes a startling line in which the subject of the 

psalm, the king, is suddenly addressed as if he were God!  Historically, this 

caused no little puzzlement to Jewish commentators.  Only the 

enthronement of the God-man, at the Son’s exaltation, makes complete 

sense of it! 

 

 #6 (Heb. 1:10-12): Continuing the theme of eternity, this quotation from 

Psalm 102, applied to Jesus, informs us that the Son is involved with both the 

creation and consummation of all things.  The entire psalm reflects on the 

contrast of God’s eternity with man’s finitude.  Again, the author evokes the 

immense difference between the divine, eternal Son and the created angels. 

 Job 38:7 depicts the joyous celebration of God’s initial creative acts, 

“when the morning stars sang together/and all the sons of God shouted 

for joy.”  With this scene in mind, F. F. Bruce writes, “The angels were but 

worshiping spectators when the earth was founded, but the Son was the 

Father’s agent in the work.” 

 

o Pearl #7: The Exalted King 

 The final pearl (in Heb. 1:13) is one of several quotations of Psalm 110 in this 

book.  (This short psalm is, in fact, the most-quoted psalm in the NT!)  

Understood from the earliest days to be a Messianic psalm, this is a song that 

celebrates kingship, priesthood, and God-granted victory.  We have seen the 

idea of “sitting at the right hand” already applied to Jesus in Heb. 1:3.  The 

rhetorical question that introduces the quotation alludes back to the first 

rhetorical question in the string of pearls, emphasizing once again the 

exaltation of the Son over all beings, including the revered angels of God.   

 

 Hebrews 1:14, another rhetorical question, ends this chapter and this part of the 

author’s argument.  Essentially he wraps up his case by putting the angels in their place 

as servants and ministers at the beck and call of God.  Such beings are nothing like the 

Son, who is Creator, King, Prophet, Priest (and sacrifice!), Savior, and Divine. 

 

 So, what’s the point?  Why go to all this trouble to emphasize the distinction between 

the Son and the angels? 
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o Perhaps the recipients of this sermon-letter were confused about angels, even to 

the point of worshiping them, and needed a corrective angelology?  Certainly we can 

learn a correct view of angels from the author’s instruction here, though this would 

actually be incidental to his purposes. 

 

o In fact our author has built his case in order to move into his first exhortation to his 

readers at the start of chapter 2.  It seems – I am not making this up! – that the 

giving of the Mosaic law that was followed by the Jews had involved angels in some 

way.  (That this was an accepted understanding in Judaism at the time of Jesus is 

indicated by things Stephen and Paul said – we’ll explore these next time!)  This 

meant that the author could draw a firm contrast between an old thing and a new 

thing, using the difference between the angels and the Son to carry home his point: 

 

Old Thing       New Thing 

Law (mediated by angels)    Gospel (mediated by Son) 

 

So if the original message had been, “Here is God’s law!  It’s so important, it was 

mediated by ANGELS!  Therefore, you’d better pay attention to it, or you will be in 

real trouble…” then the new message in Christ must be, “Here is God’s gospel!  It’s 

so vastly more important than the Law that God’s own SON mediated it!  

Therefore, you’d better pay attention to it, or you will be in real trouble…” 

 

More on this at our next meeting, November 18!!  Hope you all can come. 
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Researching the String of Pearls (Hebrews 1:5-13) 

Directions: It is sometimes helpful to learn the original context of an OT quotation used by a NT 

author.  What can you find out about the original settings of these verses?  How are they then 

used by the author to the Hebrews to illustrate his point about Jesus?  (Remember that he is 

interested in establishing Jesus as both distinct from and superior to the angels.) 

NT             Texts       OT Gist of Original NT Application 

 
Heb. 1:5a  

 
Ps. 2:7 

 
 
 

 

 
Heb. 1:5b  

 
2 Sam. 7:14 

 
 
 

 

 
Heb. 1:6  

 
Deut. 32:43 

LXX 

 
 
 

 

 
Heb. 1:7  

 
Ps. 104:4 

 
 
 

 

 
Heb. 1:8-9  

 
Ps. 45:6-7 

 
 
 

 

 
Heb. 1:10-12  

 
Ps. 102:25-27 

 
 
 

 

 
Heb. 1:13  

 
Ps. 110:1 
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Jesus and David 

Directions:  For each passage, note what is happening (speaker, event, etc.) and 

what connection is being stressed between Jesus and David.  This is just a 

sampling of the many, many similar texts we could look at! 

Passage Connection or Purpose 

Heb. 1:5b, quoting 2 Sam. 7:14 
This is part of God’s promise to David that 
he would have a descendant who would 
reign as king forever, and who would be 
known as God’s Son. 

The author is stressing that Jesus is that promised 
Forever King of the line of David, and God’s Son.  
In this passage, Jesus’ superiority to the angels is 
also being emphasized. 

Luke 1:32-33 
 
 

 

Luke 1:68-71 
 
 

 

Matthew 1:1 
 
 

 

Mark 10:47-48 
 
 

 

John 19:19-22 (compare with 2 
Sam. 7:11b-16) 
 
 

 

Acts 4:24-28 
 
 
 

 

Acts 13:22-23 
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Hebrews Study – Meeting #6 Notes (11/18/12) 

 Where we’ve been and where we’re going: 

o In order to follow along with the author’s argument over time, we’re going to be 

keeping track of the main ideas of the major sections in an ongoing outline.  Each 

line is meant for each separate section boldfaced below.  Chapters will be 

divided into several sections. 

 

o Here’s where we’ve been, in ch. 1: 

 Heb. 1:1-4 = Jesus is unique (and superior to the angels) 

 Heb. 1:5-14 = The “string of pearls” argument supporting the statement 

in v.4 that Jesus is superior to the angels. 

 Mostly ch. 1 has been about the Son’s transcendence:  he is high and 

holy, the eternal king, seated at the right hand of God; he is the creator 

and sustainer of all things. 

 There is at least one mention of the Son’s immanence, or closeness to us: 

that he “made propitiation for sins” (v.3). We will learn more about this 

part of his history in ch. 2. 

 

o Here’s where we’re going in ch. 2: 

 Heb. 2:1-4 = WARNING:  pay closer attention to the message of Jesus, 

because the Son is superior to the angels.  (A subtext here, as we shall 

see, is that THE GOSPEL > THE LAW.) 

 Heb. 2:5-9 = Jesus attained this greatness via the humility of incarnation 

and death. 

 Note what I just did here:  I gave a spoiler, letting you know the main 

ideas of the next sections without giving you a chance to get to know 

them for yourself.  As I pointed out to the group, there are about three 

things a Bible teacher can do when instructing about the text: (1) tell the 

learners what the text means; (2) ask leading questions to move them 

along to a targeted understanding; (3) leave the field entirely open to 

discovery learning.  Any of these approaches would be a legitimate 

choice sometimes and unsuitable at other times.  In this case, I want to 

be able to show you something of the movement of an elegant, complex 

argument that’s being made about Christ.  So I’m acting like a tour guide, 

going over the map before we actually set foot on the terrain. 

 



 

 
 

P
ag

e2
8

 

 Still, it’s kind of arrogant of me to tell you what a passage means without 

giving you a chance to at least see whether these particular ideas are 

present in the text at all!  And maybe you have sat under teaching that 

has been so dogmatic that it makes you bristle.  So I won’t be offended if 

you want to leave this part of the outline blank until you have come to 

your own conclusions about the main ideas.    (Of course we will now 

work our way up to these ideas piece by piece.) 

 

 One more note about “teacherly” decisions:  A rule I have for myself 

whenever I’m teaching or writing about the Bible is that I will not present 

an idea, particularly a complex one, unless I have first vetted it with “two 

or three witnesses,” i.e. the trustworthy scholars that I lean on as I read 

commentaries when I prepare these lessons.  So I will not share ideas 

that others have not long agreed are indeed present in the text.  (And if I 

find that I happen to hold a “minority opinion” on a passage, which I 

sometimes do, I’ll be sure to explain this.) 

 

 The Big Picture of Heb. 1-2 

o Here is a diagram that might help make sense of what is taught in the first two 

chapters about the Son: 

 

         GLORY        EXALTATION 

  

     HUMILITY 

           
Glance back over ch. 1 and fill in the following details near the appropriate circles: 

o What has the author said so far about the Son before his incarnation (“GLORY”)? 

o What has been said so far about his incarnation (“HUMILITY”)? 

o What has been said about his EXALTATION?  (What happened after he rose from 

the dead)? 

o There will be more to say about all of these parts of Jesus’ story as we get to 

know the rest of Hebrews. 
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 Chapter Two:  So what’s the deal about those angels? 

o I suggest you read Heb. 2:1-4 before you try to follow these next notes… 

 

o Well, our author has certainly had angels on the brain so far – but why?  Does he 

want to make sure we have an orthodox “angelology”?  We could legitimately 

receive information and even corrections to our thinking about angels from that 

first chapter; but this would only be “incidental” learning, the kind of learning 

that happens aside from (and sometimes despite!) a writer’s main purpose.  (So, 

for example, we are always picking up details about life in Bible times as we read 

the narratives about biblical figures, even though what people ate, wore, wrote 

on, and rode in or on are not usually central to the authors’ reasons for telling 

the stories.) 

 

o In fact the angels have been mentioned here for one specific rhetorical purpose: 

to emphasize that paying attention to the message of Jesus is more important 

than paying attention to the law.  How does this work, and what does it have to 

do with angels?  Here is a basic breakdown of the verses in this paragraph: 

 2:1 = A warning to pay attention to “what we have heard” 

 2:2 = A reminder of the seriousness of an older message, which was 

“declared by angels” and involved “just retribution” for disobedience 

 2:3a = What happens if we neglect “what we have heard” 

 2:3b-4 = Information about the sources of “what we have heard” 

 

o The zinger is that if the older message was seriously important to pay attention 

to, this NEW message is MORE SO – even as the Son, who delivers the new 

message, is INFINITELY GREATER than the angels, who delivered the old message. 

 This is another type of rabbinical approach (like the “string of pearls”!) to 

religious argument – it’s called “light to heavy,” meaning that it moves 

from a lesser thing to a greater thing by comparison.  Here’s an 

illustration of what is being said here: 

(light)       (HEAVY) 

 

 
 

 

old message 

 delivered by angels 

 punishment for disobedience 

 

NEW MESSAGE 

 DELIVERED BY SON (> ANGELS!!) 

 CONCERNS SALVATION 

 NO ESCAPE IF NEGLECTED 
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 So what are these two messages?  Can we identify them? 

o The OLD message is the Mosaic law.  How do we know? 

 Our author is speaking in a sort of code when he calls it a “message 

delivered by angels.”  Listeners raised in Judaism would recognize this as 

descriptive of the law.  (WE don’t recognize it because the bit about the 

angels delivering the law is not recorded in the OT – more on this below!) 

 

 The law involved “just retribution” for disobedience. 

 

 The superiority of the gospel to the law is one of the major themes of 

Hebrews. 

 

o The NEW message is the gospel of Christ.  How do we know? 

 “What we have heard” is associated with the Son, in contrast to the old 

message delivered by angels.  (Remember Heb. 1:1, the NEW WAY that 

God has spoken?) 

 It concerns salvation. 

 It was attested to by three historically recent sources: 

 The Lord himself, speaking it. (Note that in the NT, “the Lord” most 

commonly refers to Jesus himself.) 

 The “ear-witnesses” – those who heard Jesus firsthand and passed 

the message along to this author and his friends.  (Note that this is 

not how Paul would describe himself; he was very quick to point 

out that he heard his message directly from the risen Christ [Gal. 

1:11-12], casting a little more doubt on the theory that Paul wrote 

Hebrews.) 

 Signs and wonders accompanying the preaching – true both of 

Jesus’ and the apostles’ ministries. We will explore this idea a bit 

further next time. 

 

 There is no alternative arrangement for salvation if this message is 

neglected. 

                                                           
 A small note about capitalization here:  When we are talking about the “good news” message of salvation, we do 

not need to capitalize the word “gospel,” except in a title or header.  A capital-G “Gospel” is one of the four first 

books of the NT.  (Not everybody knows this, so not everybody follows this convention.) 
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 “Say WHAT?!?” 

o So, you remember reading about Moses going up on the mountain, and all the 

smoke and thunder, and those angels delivering the law?  You don’t?  Hmmmm… 

 

o I will fill you in on the background of this rather surprising statement, but it’s 

worth pausing a second to ask yourself how you might go about researching a 

puzzle like this for yourself.  Where would you start?  Here are some 

suggestions: 

 Reread the OT passages that describe the giving of the law (Ex. 19-20, 

Deut. 5) in case you missed something. (You didn’t.) 

 

 Pay attention to your study Bible notes.  Follow the cross-references to 

related passages. (They will be interesting, but not particularly helpful.) 

 

 Probably you do not have a lot of commentaries sitting around on your 

bookshelves, but this would be the next step, so borrow one (or two or 

three, to research the cross-references) – see what trustworthy scholars, 

who have lots of time to think and research, have to say about the origin 

of this information.  (Not a lot.) 

 

 Poke around on the internet for clues.  (Always a dicey prospect.  Don’t 

take anybody’s word on anything unless you know and trust their 

theological and educational background.) 

 

o Here’s the scoop.  Both Stephen (Acts 7:53) and Paul (Gal. 3:19) mention this 

same detail in passing, that the law was “mediated by” or “delivered by” angels.  

Additionally, Jewish sources outside the Bible (from about 150BC – 50AD) make 

passing reference to the idea, though none of these sources gives us a story 

behind the basic statement.  NT scholars will also point to Deut. 33:2, in which 

(in the Septuagint, at least) God is said to come to Mt. Sinai “with myriads of 

angels at his right hand.”  Though “angels” is a fair translation of the Hebrew 

“elohim” (“holy ones” in NIV), this still doesn’t get us to a satisfying story. 

                                                           
 Yep, this is a whole ‘nuther discussion.  How do you know “trustworthy” when you see it?  Short answer:  

conservative, thorough, fair-minded, and associated with an institution of higher learning that promotes the 

gospel.  We’ll talk commentaries and scholars another time. 
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o What are our options for understanding this detail in Heb. 2:2?  (And does it 

really matter, or is it just cool?) 

 We could say, and many people do, that this is a Jewish legend (read, 

fictional) that was woven into the culture so tightly that people like 

Stephen, Paul, and the author to the Hebrews would speak of it naturally, 

and without regard to its being true or false.  Certainly there are places in 

the NT, especially, where literary sources (both Jewish and pagan) are 

cited by way of illustration, thus introducing outside elements into the 

Bible for God’s own ends.  Is this just another merely literary allusion? 

 

 While we should not be alarmed that God would use literary, even 

pagan, sources in the process of inspiration, we don’t need to accept 

that option here.  (In fact, if someone offers the above explanation for 

Heb. 2:2, it is probable that they are working with a lower view of 

Scripture than would be considered orthodox – i.e., they are likely very 

comfortable thinking of the whole Bible as a work of man!)  In the case of 

the angels mediating the Law, the three NT references to this event treat 

it without preamble as in keeping with the other historically true things 

the authors have mentioned – e.g., all of Israel’s history, in Stephen’s 

case; and here in Hebrews, the work of Christ.  So if it is historically true, 

how did they know about it, and why isn’t it in our OT? 

 

 The answer that is most reasonable and respectful of the text is that they 

and their contemporary Jews knew this detail from an outside source 

that was both ancient and part of the prophetic strand within Israel.  

Details about God’s realm (e.g., angels and what they are up to) can only 

come by way of revelation – but not everything spoken by the prophets 

was written down.  Since this knowledge was already part of the Jews’ 

story about themselves and their Law during the two centuries before 

Jesus, we can assume it is older than any of the references to it in the 

biblical and other Jewish literature.  Since this information is affirmed by 

                                                           
 Personally, I think it’s mainly cool, though the ability to compare the Son with the angels is, of course, integral to 

the argument that Christ’s gospel message is superior to the Mosaic Law.  But this is also a spot where we could 

get worried about the source, or challenged by someone who bumps into it and wants to show us that the Bible is 

just another ancient document created by people.  So I think it’s worth thinking through in a reasonable and faith-

full way. 
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three NT writers, we can assume that it is true.  And since it could only be 

known if God made it known, we can assume it came through one (or 

more) of his prophets at some time in Israel’s history.  Beyond this we 

cannot go. 

 

o Does it make the law somehow less important if we understand it to be 

“mediated/delivered by angels” rather than directly communicated to Moses 

by God? 

 No:  the point here is simply that God worked in some comparable way at 

both his delivery of the law and his delivery of the gospel.  In either case, 

the message is God’s – remember Heb. 1:1-2, that in both old times and 

last days God spoke.  Now we are made aware (as the first readers were 

reminded) of a parallel pattern that can be used to reinforce the 

superiority of the Son. 

 

 The Warning 

o (We only began this discussion at the end of our meeting, so we will pick it up 

again next time.  But here are a few things to consider in the meantime:) 

 

o We saw the command in Heb. 2:1 – “we must pay much closer attention to what 

we have heard.”  What “or else” messages accompany this command? 

 There is a danger of drifting away. 

 Neglecting “what we have heard” (the gospel!) will result in our being 

unable to “escape” – that is, escape God’s wrathful judgment.  

(Remember that “salvation” = “being safe”!) 

 

o How inclusive is the “we” here?  Are the command and warning for US? 

 This is an excellent question, and one we really need to ponder, since all 

of the Bible is not necessarily about us.  As a letter/sermon, Hebrews is 

written to specific people with specific needs.  WE may not share those 

needs, given our backgrounds and location in history.  In this case, it is 

very probable that the original recipients were Jewish Christians who 

were growing tempted to revert to Jewish perception and practice, thus 

“drifting away” from what had newly come to them in the gospel, and 

returning to the Mosaic law for salvation.  Does this have anything to do 

with us? 
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 No, not directly.  It is unlikely that we would “drift” specifically in the 

direction of the Mosaic law (though in fact some Christians, even 

nowadays, DO arrive at the conclusion that keeping at least some of the 

OT law is necessary!).  A direct application of this command and warning 

to our situation is thus (probably) not called for.  Stepping aside from the 

impulse to immediate personal application allows us to consider Hebrews 

on its own terms, in its own historical context. 

 

 But yes, indirectly.  We can argue from “heavy” to “light” here:  if 

reverting to the Mosaic law (spoken by God, delivered by angels!) meant 

a person had forfeited the salvation brought close by the gospel, then 

“how shall WE escape” if we drift into thinking and practice that is even 

less biblical than the Jewish law?  We’re vulnerable, too, to missing the 

point about Christ, who is supreme.  Hebrews is also intended for us; we 

may be one or more steps removed from the experience of the original 

audience, but as fellow Christians with them in a fallen world, we need 

our thinking about the gospel challenged and corrected, too. 

 This thought does raise the bigger theological question of the 

possibility of losing one’s salvation, which we will try to address 

briefly next time we meet.  It’s not so much that the author to the 

Hebrews intended for his readers to wrestle with that particular 

question at this point of warning – it’s simply that many of us WILL 

start to wrestle with that question, as we consider the implications 

of the “or else.” 

 

 

 

 Hope you can join us on Dec. 2!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
 This would be the best-case scenario.  The worst-case scenario would be that we are merely “fellow church 

members,” since it is possible to be IN THE CHURCH but not be IN CHRIST.   



 

 
 

P
ag

e3
5

 

Hebrews Study #7 (12/2/12) 

 Joanne reminded us, out of her own encounters with the book of Hebrews, that because 

the Son identifies so closely with our human existence, we can have confidence that our 

heavenly Father cares about the little things that make up our lives – small frustrations 

and small joys, not just the big things.  This insight is especially reassuring since Hebrews 

sometimes does not seem to be written to us, due to the author’s focus on its readers’ 

original historical (i.e., Jewish-Christian) context (more on this idea below)…We were 

also challenged to remember that there are better and worse ways to approach the 

Scriptures – we should learn to read the Bible reasonably, responsibly, and reverently 

(my words!).   

 

 Advent:  “The Way of the Son” 

o As you listen to the words of the songs and the readings this Advent season, pay 

attention to the different stages of the Son’s history: 

Transcendence 

*** GLORY ***                                  *** EXALTATION *** 

 

>>> HUMILITY<<< 

Immanence in the flesh [Immanence in the Spirit now!] 

 

o Our own Greg Donovan notes that “especially in Hebrews, the humiliation and 

the exaltation of the Son are blended together.”  Reread the first two chapters of 

Hebrews and notice again where the author speaks of the Son’s pre-existence 

(before his incarnation), Jesus’ embodied life on planet earth, and his forever 

reign at the Father’s right hand. 

o Here is the “Reason for the Season,” according to Hebrews: 

 Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise 

partook of the same things, that through death he might destroy the one 

who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who 

through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery.  (Heb. 2:14-15) 

 

 Knowing Hebrews 1-2 

o My challenge to you:  get to know each section of Hebrews like an old friend, so 

that you can name each part as your eyes glance down the page (and remember 

details about the specific features of each part as you slow down and reread, 

too!).  Before you look at the next page, see if you can name what the first two 

sections of Ch. 1 are about (Heb. 1:1-4 and 1:5-14)! 

 



 

 
 

P
ag

e3
6

 

o Here are the first four sections and main ideas for you to keep in mind: 

 Heb. 1:1-4 = Jesus is Unique (and > angels) 

 Heb. 1:5-14 = “String of Pearls” supporting the argument that Jesus is > 

angels.  Some details from this argument include: 

 Sonship 

 Kingship – connection with David, the promise of an eternal throne 

 Contrast with angels – created beings, servants, called to worship 

 Eternal God 

 Victorious conqueror 

 Heb. 2:1-4 = (first warning); Christ > angels, so therefore Gospel > Law 

 Heb. 2:5-9 = The way to exaltation was through humility and suffering 

 Christ > Angels, therefore Gospel > Law (Heb. 2:1-4) 

o This paragraph offers an argument in the pattern of “the light and the heavy,” 

moving from something lesser (the law delivered by angels) to something greater 

(the gospel delivered by the Son).  This is the end goal of the whole string of 

pearls in ch. 1, establishing the Son’s superiority over the angels. 

 

o This paragraph contains the first COMMAND and also the first WARNING in 

Hebrews: 

 Command:  pay much closer attention to what we have heard (i.e., the 

gospel) 

 WARNING:  …or else you will drift away and will not be able to escape 

God’s wrath. 

 

o As I mentioned in my last study notes, there is a tension here for us between 

personal application (a “now”) reading, and keeping this command-warning 

passage in its historical context (a “then”) reading.  Is this warning addressed to 

us, or only to the Jewish Christians who would be likely to slip back into 

observing the Mosaic law?  While the author to the Hebrews is strongly 

concerned with the audience of his day and their specific temptation, we can 

listen in and receive an indirect warning about settling for anything less than 

the true gospel of Christ.  (And whatever mindset we would be likely to slip into, 

we know it would be even worse than the God-given Mosaic law!)   

 

o A second question that arises in our minds when we read passages like this – 

probably due to our own context in church history, and our familiarity with this 

discussion – is what such warnings addressed to a church imply about a believer’s 
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salvation.  Can a Christian slip away from a state of grace?  We briefly cited two 

reasons why a pastor would address a church with such a stern warning: 

 First, the “visible” church on earth consists of all professing Christians (and 

their children).  Only God knows the heart; Jesus’ parable about the wheat 

and the tares (Matt. 13:24-30) reminds us that the gathered church is 

really a mixed group.  Some professions of faith are not true, however 

sincere they seem. Thus it is fair to ask a congregation to “examine 

themselves” to see whether they are in the faith.  Those who do not heed 

the warning remain under wrath, though visibly among the Body of Christ. 

 

 Second, even true believers, who cannot lose their salvation (e.g., John 

10:28-29), slip into sin and must be warned for their own sake, the sake of 

their brethren, and the sake of the gospel.  This is the function of church 

discipline, to stop sin in its tracks and to restore the sinner to right 

relationships.  The consequences for sinning gravely as a believer are not 

the ultimate consequences received by one outside the family.  We will 

never be kicked out – though we may get a kick in the pants.  (I like to say, 

“God will send a prophet, or a whale, or something worse…”)  It’s always 

better to pursue self-discipline, rather than wait for God’s discipline! 

 

 In either case, those who respond to the warning will be God’s own, 

whether precious missing sheep who have not yet entered his fold, or 

those sheep of his who have been being 

heedless of their life and doctrine. 

o Finally, here is a diagram charting how we might read 

this and other warnings in Hebrews: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WARNING 

INDIRECT: 

Slip away from 

gospel into 

something less 

DIRECT: 

Jews slipping 

back into law 

Historical 

Context 

Personal 

Application 

THEN NOW 

To unbelievers: 

“Examine 

yourselves” 

To believers: 

“Watch your life 

and doctrine 

closely” 

Note that pastors and teachers 

must always consider this 

THEN-vs.-NOW question 

whenever teaching from the 

Bible.  Many emphasize the 

“NOW” at the expense of the 

“THEN.” (Must there always be 

a “NOW” application?) 

Study the Proverbs 

listed on our latest 

handout (pink) to 

reinforce the idea 

that it is WISE to heed 

a rebuke, no matter 

how uncomfy it may 

feel!  
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 Midrash on Psalm 8 (Heb. 2:5-9) 

o Our author now proceeds to introduce the matter of Jesus’ incarnation and the 

victory he won through death, using a portion of Psalm 8 to illustrate “the Way of 

the Son.”  This is a midrash, a form of commentary on OT Scripture, that explains 

the meaning of a passage by applying it to a particular situation or person.   

 
o If you go back and read Psalm 8, you will find that David was expressing his 

wonder that the great God of the universe would be mindful of puny little 

human beings.  In their original setting, these words remind us of the Garden of 

Eden, and the idea that humankind was to have dominion over the animals 

and the created world.  There is a continuity here with the preceding discussion 

about angels in the line, “You have made him a little lower than the angels.” 

 

o In this new setting of Hebrews 2, a new meaning is given to the Psalm that 

actually completes or fulfills the original:  now the words are applied to Jesus, 

who “for a little while” was made lower than the angels, but is now exalted 

and crowned with glory and honor.  It is only through him that human beings 

may attain the dominion (or rule) that was intended from the beginning! 

 

o You might have noticed the line “son of man” in the quotation from Psalm 8.  

Don’t be confused by this:  when David wrote this originally, he was just playing 

with parallels the way Jewish poets would do (i.e., “son of man” is just another 

way of saying “humankind”).  But certainly any Christian believer encountering 

the quotation would be reminded of Jesus’ own nickname for himself!  

Interestingly, Jesus would use this phrase to refer both to his position of humility 

as a human being, and his exalted role as the coming Judge in the future: 

  “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has 

nowhere to lay his head.” (Luke 9:58). 

 “…everyone who acknowledges me before men, the Son of Man also will 

acknowledge before the angels of God…” (Luke 12:8) 

o Finally, we noted that there is a time-delay between Jesus’ exaltation and the 

public display of his sovereign rule.  In other words, just looking at the surface of 

life on a fallen planet is not very encouraging.  We need the special revelation of 

Scripture to affirm to us that indeed, Jesus reigns NOW!  But there is a “not-yet” 

time that we are looking forward to.  More on this theme next study! 

                                                           
 The word elohim may be translated in our English Bibles as angels, gods, heavenly beings, or God himself! In the 

Septuagint’s Ps. 8 this broad Hebrew word is translated as angels, so this version fits our author’s “angelic” theme. 
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Hebrews Study #8 (12/16/12) 

 Joanne encouraged us with a reminder that, unlike any other ancient book, there are 

hundreds of early manuscripts that attest to the accuracy of our New Testament.  This 

knowledge can be a comfort when we’re challenged by skeptics.  Also, we’ll do well to 

remember what’s the purpose of God’s inspired Word:  “All scripture is inspired by God 

and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 

so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work” 

(2 Tim. 3:16-17).  As N. T. Wright comments, “The Bible is breathed out by God (the 

word for ‘inspired’ in this case is theopneustos – literally, ‘God-breathed’) so that it can 

fashion and form God’s people to do his work in the world.”  (from Simply Christian, 

2006, p.182) 

 

 Review:  Outline Challenge! 

o Glance over the first chapters of Hebrews, and see if you can name the main 

ideas of the sections we have studied: 

o Hebrews 1:1-4 _____________________________________________________ 

o Hebrews 1:5-14 ____________________________________________________ 

o Hebrews 2:1-4 _____________________________________________________ 

o Hebrews 2:5-9 _____________________________________________________ 

 

 Solidarity:  Hebrews 2:10-18 

o Most of our study was focused on 2:10-13, which begins this section about Jesus’ 

full identification with God’s children.  Here are some highlights: 

o 2:10 It was fitting that he, for whom and by whom all things exist, in bringing many sons to 

glory, should make the founder of their salvation perfect through suffering. 

 The first thing to note is that the active subject of v.10 is God the Father – 

he is the one who makes Jesus “perfect through suffering.” 

 

 The word translated “Founder” here (in ESV; “Author” in NIV) is archegos, 

which is used only three times in the NT (here, Acts 3:15, and Heb. 12:2).  

The translation differences we note reflect the various meanings of the 

Greek prefix arche – beginning, chief, principal, ruler.  Jesus as the 

                                                           
 Even English words that employ this Greek root vary in the same way:  think about archaeology and archaic 

(“beginnings”); archangel, archbishop, archenemy, and even architect (“master, chief”); and monarch, patriarch, 

and even archive (“ruler” – the “archives” were the government buildings where important documents were 

kept!). 
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Author, Founder, or even Pioneer of our faith was the Chief and the First 

and the One who began it all. 

 

 In what way was Jesus “made perfect”? 

 In our case, we can see the need for betterment in our attitudes, 

thoughts, words, and actions.  But we cannot say that Jesus had 

the same moral lapses and lacks, since he was without sin! 

 

 Here it is best to think of Jesus having entered into human history, 

and so being subject to time passing.  What he lacked, when these 

things had not yet occurred, was the physical experience of 

suffering in a human body.  His “perfecting” was a completing of 

an agenda or assignment, the experience of certain events that 

were intended “for the fulfilling of all righteousness” (like his 

baptism by John; see Matt. 3:15). 

 

o 2:11 For he who sanctifies and those who are sanctified all have one source.  That is why he is 

not ashamed to call them brothers… 

 Here an odd Greek phrase muddles into multiple English attempts:  NIV 

says they “are of the same family,” ESV that they “all have one source,” 

and NKJV (the most literal) simply says they are “all of one.”  The idea is 

that Jesus and the ones he sanctifies (makes holy) are of the same 

“stock” or family line. 

 

 Does this mean they are “all of God,” or “all of Adam”?  A good 

argument could be made each way.  But if the emphasis in this section is 

on Jesus’ solidarity with his brothers for the purpose of saving them, then 

their common heritage in Adam makes most sense – it comes 

chronologically before their common bond as children of God the Father. 

 

 “God had poured upon *his human nature+ a perfect fullness of holiness, 

so that from it we may all draw…If, then, we are sinful and unclean, we 

have not to go far to seek a remedy, for it is offered to us in our own 

flesh.”  (John Calvin, Commentary on Hebrews) 
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o 2:12-13 …saying, “I will tell of your name to my brothers; in the midst of the congregation I will 

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

And again, “Behold, I and the children God has given me.” 

 

 Here is another “string of pearls,” the purpose (from the end of v.11) 

being to emphasize Jesus’ willing identification with his people. 

 

 It may be difficult to see how each of these statements aligns with the 

theme of solidarity.  Here are some helps: 

 v.12 “Brothers” – links back to v.11 

 v.13a  Trust – Jesus’ solidarity with his human brethren extended 

to suffering and death, so trust in his Father was needed. (See 1 

Peter 2:23-24 for an example of Jesus entrusting himself to God.) 

 v.13b  Here the stress is on the victory, as all that the Father has 

given Jesus are brought into glory in him (see John 6:37) 

 

 Poetic structure:  This section (2:10-13) forms a poetic pattern known as 

a chiasm.  In a chiasm two or more ideas are reflected symmetrically in 

the words: 

 A – Victorious (leads many sons to glory, v.10a) 

 B – Humiliation (made perfect through suffering, v.10b) 

 C – Solidarity (from one stock; brothers, v.11) 

 C1 – Solidarity (praise with brothers, v.12) 

 B1 – Humiliation (Needs to trust God because of suffering, v.13a) 

 A1 – Victorious (leads children into God’s presence = glory, v.13b) 

 

 Next meeting we’ll look at what has been accomplished because of the solidarity that 

Jesus shares with his brothers (and sisters)! 

                                                           
 Linda very astutely doubted whether this chiasm “is really there” (by which I think she meant, did the author plan 

this!).  It is “really there” (see the symmetry above!) – but it is not clear whether this was intentional on the part of 

the lowercase-a author.  Sometimes a chiasm is set apart as a poem, making the craftedness of it more obvious.  

I’d be inclined to give the author to the Hebrews the benefit of the doubt, because I’m observing much deliberate, 

elegant crafting of both ideas and structure in this letter.  But it could be the case that he falls into certain patterns 

of thought and expression without being aware of them.  Finding a chiasm when you read is the literary equivalent 

of finding a diamond. 
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Hebrews Study #9 (12/30/12) 

 Delight in the Word: Are we more inclined to be Marthas in our busy-ness, or Marys 

sitting at Jesus’ feet?  One internal barrier to Bible study is the sense that spending time 

in the Word is a tedious task, or not as imperative as the many “shoulds” and “oughts” 

that crowd our To Do lists.  Joanne reminded us that Bible study is not just about gaining 

knowledge of words and events, but it is an opportunity to “sit at Jesus’ feet” and know 

him better through this marvelous gift of his revealed thoughts.  (Later I will pass along 

the excerpts she read to us from J. I. Packer’s book God Has Spoken.) 

 

 Hebrews So Far:  Ongoing Outline Challenge! 

o Glance over the first chapters of Hebrews, and see if you can name the main ideas of 

the sections we have studied: 

o Hebrews 1:1-4 _____________________________________________________ 

o Hebrews 1:5-14 ____________________________________________________ 

o Hebrews 2:1-4 _____________________________________________________ 

o Hebrews 2:5-9 _____________________________________________________ 

o Hebrews 2:10-18 ___________________________________________________ 

 

 Solidarity:  Jesus identifies fully with his brothers and sisters (Heb. 2:10-18) 

o This section begins with a “string of pearls” (2:10-13) that supports the idea of Jesus’ 

solidarity with his brethren, and concludes (2:14-18) with an explanation of the 

benefits of that close identification for Jesus’ people.  (You can read about the first 

part of this Solidarity section in the notes for Meeting #8.) 

 

o What has Jesus accomplished and provided for his brothers and sisters by closely 

identifying with them, even to suffering and death? 

 The destruction of the devil, who “held the power of death” 

 The freeing of those who had always been enslaved by the fear of death 

 He has become a merciful and faithful high priest 

 He made propitiation for the sins of his people 

 He is able to help those who are being tempted 

 

o Of course, these are deceptively simple statements:  they raise many further 

questions in the minds of observant readers!  Read on to see some of the intriguing 

things we discussed… 
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 Hebrews 2:14-15 – “Enslaved to the fear of death” 

o Death has always been a fearful thing to human beings:  it is permanent…it forces 

separation…it interrupts lived life and cancels hopes and future plans…it is a 

terrifying Unknown.  An awareness of how pervasive this fear of death has always 

been makes the deliverance achieved by Jesus all the more stunning! 

 

o The fear of death has two implications: 

 First, individuals and cultures have always told stories and pursued actions to 

cope with this fear.  They have developed explanations, instructions, 

expectations, and deities to make sense of this inevitable experience and “what 

comes next.”  They have invested time and treasure in invented rituals, 

preparations, and preventions.  In some cultures these stories and actions have 

utterly dominated the lives of the people – think of the ancient Pharaohs’ 

death-readiness building projects – while in other cultures (including our own!) 

the denial of the reality of death places it out of sight, so hopefully out of mind.   

 

 Second, those in power have long capitalized on the fear of death in order to 

get their own way.  As F. F. Bruce writes, “For the majority the fear of death 

can be a tyrannous instrument of coercion.” 

 

o To keep thinking about:  In what ways have past and present cultures dealt with 

this universal fear of death?  In what ways have the strong exploited the fear of 

death in order to rule over the weak? 

 

o What has happened through Christ that takes the sting from death?  How may the 

believer in Jesus approach his or her death? 

 “He hath so delivered us from the tyranny of the devil, that we are rendered 

safe, and…he hath so redeemed us from death, that it is no longer to be 

dreaded.”  (Calvin) 

 

 “Indeed, this is stated here as the purpose of his incarnation – that he should 

die, and in the very act of dying draw the sting of death.”  (F. F. Bruce) 

 

 Although we must pass through physical death, we are promised a safe passage 

and a welcome on the other side of this difficult experience.  While we cannot 

pretend this will not be a challenging, even frightening, thing to go through, we 

can take care to think rightly about death in Christ, and communicate this to 

those around us in the church who maybe have not heard this news enough to 
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make a difference.  “Drawing the sting of death” may be one with canceling the 

fearfulness of death. 

 

o Why did a death disarm the devil?  In what sense did the devil “hold the power of 

death”?  Is there a difference between the devil’s power before the cross, and his 

power afterwards? 

 Curiouser and curiouser!  (as Alice said!)  We are not given much information 

here, but these things we can say: 

 

 The Christian view of the devil is nothing like worldviews which explain 

good and evil as a dualism, with equal forces perpetually pitted against 

each other (hence the Yin-Yang symbol, ).  The biblical teaching assures 

us that the devil’s power has always been superintended and frustrated 

power, and that as a created being he is a subject (though a troublesome 

and rebellious one!) of the Great King. 

 

 For this reason, an explanation of the death of Christ that involves the 

“paying off” of the devil is inadequate and unbiblical. 

 

 The saints of God, both before and after the cross, have always had their 

Father’s special protection from the malice of the devil.  For OT saints, fear 

of death was mitigated somewhat by the revelation of God’s character, and 

by prophecies of resurrection, the new heavens, and the new earth.  Yet 

even in the OT the people of God could be said to have labored under the 

fear of death, because their knowledge was limited (and sometimes their 

hearts were hardened to God’s perspective!).  In fact, our author will soon 

be referring to a time in Israel’s past when fear of death motivated the 

people of God to rebel against him and his chosen leaders (see Heb. 3:7-11, 

and the original context of the “rebellion” in Num. 14:1-12). 

 

 It was not until Jesus’ resurrection and subsequent teaching that the 

disciples truly grasped the significance of what had happened:  death was 

working backwards.  It was now not an end, but a beginning.  It is hard to 

frighten a person with fear of their own death when they are convinced 

that their death will not be permanent!  (Note the fearless boldness of 

Peter in Acts, in contrast to his skulking denials after Jesus’ arrest.) 
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 And this seems to be the gist of what the author is getting at here, 

regarding the change in the devil’s power.  For Christians who grasp the 

significance of Christ’s death and resurrection, freedom from the fear of 

their own death renders the devil’s threats impotent.  It is this clarity that 

marks the great difference between the OT and NT mindset about death 

(and certainly between a godless and a Christian mindset!).  It is possible 

that the original recipients of this sermon-letter were facing the threat of 

imminent death, like their predecessors in the wilderness (see Heb. 3 & 

Num. 14), and they needed a refreshed perspective in order to face such 

threats fearlessly. 

 

 Heb. 2:16 “For surely it is not angels that he helps, but he helps the offspring of 

Abraham.” 

o Here’s a spot where a little knowledge of the Greek behind the English enriches our 

understanding of the verse.  The English word “help” occurs here and in v.18 as well, 

but the underlying Greek words are different.  In this verse, an unusual verb is 

employed: it meant “to take hold of, to seize, grasp, obtain, to assume the nature of, 

ally oneself to.”  The very same verb is used in Heb. 8:9, a quotation of Jer. 31:9, in 

which God speaks of the time when he “took them by the hand to bring them out of 

the land of Egypt.”  So picture a strong rescuer yanking you to safety! 

 

o The reference to “the offspring of Abraham” is not unpacked here, but it is clear from 

the context that Christians, not Jews, are meant.  The connection between Christian 

believers and Abraham is Paul’s theme in Romans 4 and Galatians 3, suggesting that 

our present author assumed that his readers and hearers would already be familiar 

with Paul’s basic teaching about the “true children of Abraham.”   

 Gal. 3:29 And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs 

according to the promise. 

 

 Hebrews 2:17-18  - a faithful and merciful high priest 

o The high priest motif, which will dominate much of the rest of Hebrews, is here 

introduced explicitly for the first time.  (We have heard a hint of it already in 1:3, 

“after making purification for sins”; and the “pearl” quoted in 1:13 is taken from 

Psalm 110, which speaks enigmatically about “a priest forever after the order of 

Melchizedek.”) 

 

o Why is Jesus called our “high” priest?  Why not just “priest”? – It is because the 

high priest’s role in the annual Day of Atonement ritual was of ultimate significance 
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for Jews; this was the one time in the year when a single designated mediator 

entered the Holy of Holies in the Temple to sprinkle blood to cleanse the people’s 

sins.  Of course, our high priest Jesus is of even more ultimate significance, because 

he entered the heavenly Holy Place once for all time.  (See Hebrews 6-10.) 

 

o There are some fairly significant translation differences between English versions at 

the end of v.17.  Did Jesus make propitiation, expiation, or atonement for sins?  

One Greek word is behind all of these English ideas, and the general sense of it is a 

covering or cleansing from sin.  Each English word emphasizes something different 

about this taking-care of sin; unfortunately, we do not possess a word that 

encompasses all three ideas at once, though all three ideas are present!  They are: 

 propitiation:  the payment of a debt in order to satisfy God’s wrath; 

 expiation:  the cleansing or removing of sins; 
 atonement: the restoration of a broken relationship through sacrifice. 

 

o We will have more to say next time about the idea of Jesus being “tempted” (and 

the Greek words behind the English “test” and “tempt” in the NT). 

 

 Jesus’ solidarity and the “sisterhood of suffering” 

o Though this idea may not have occurred to you personally, sometimes women feel 

unable to relate to Jesus because he has not identified with the particular challenges 

of being embodied as a woman (what I refer to sometimes as the “sisterhood of 

suffering”).  For the sake of women who encounter this barrier to faith, it is worth 

asking:  Does Jesus’ embodiment as a man mean that he cannot fully identify with 

our suffering as female human beings? 

 

o Our answer (thankfully!) has to be NO:  a moment’s thought should remind us that 

there are plenty of things that male human beings might experience that Jesus never 

went through (e.g., snakebite, amputation, chemotherapy, car accident, etc.).  It is 

enough that he hungered and thirsted, that he bled and that he died a tortuous 

death; for this is the worst that any human being could experience.  His 

identification with any of his own is thus complete, however our particular 

embodied experiences play out. 

                                                           
 The English word atonement has an interesting history.  You may have noticed that it can be broken into the 

phrase “at-ONE-ment.” That’s the point: William Tyndale (c.1494-1536) apparently coined the word for his English 

translation of the Bible, because English just didn’t have a good enough term to render the Hebrew and Greek 

words about God and man becoming “at one” again through Christ’s death. 
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