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Hebrews Study – Meeting #10 Notes (1/13/13) 

 Reading the OT as Christians 

o Joanne shared an epiphany she’d arrived at recently in her understanding of how we 

read the Old Testament as Christians.  She’d been wrestling for a long time with the 

question of how it could be that “the Word of the Lord stands forever” (Is. 40:8), while 

certain OT instructions were not now followed by the church.  Didn’t this setting-aside 

of the Law diminish the eternal Word?  While she realized that one OT practice, 

sacrifices, had been set aside under the New Covenant without “diminishing the eternal 

Word,” did the same thing apply to other aspects of OT instruction?  What resolved the 

puzzle for her is the understanding that the Bible tells a story, and at later parts of the 

story the earlier instructions are fulfilled, modified, or downright cancelled for Christian 

believers by Jesus.  (At the end of these notes I’ve included the quote that Joanne read 

about this shift, from N. T. Wright’s Scripture and the Authority of God.) 

 

 Reviewing the Outline with a Barrel of Monkeys 

o I brought my Barrel of Monkeys along to help make a point 

about Hebrews (it’s one of those toys that you get because it’s 

“part of the experience of childhood,” and then you wonder 

“WHY?” – well, now I know!).  Each of the sections we’ve 

identified is connected by a word or phrase with the section 

that follows, just like the linking monkeys!  Here is the 

outline, with monkey links included: 

 Heb. 1:1-4:  Jesus is unique! 

 Monkey Link:  v.4, Jesus > angels, the subject of the next section 

 Heb. 1:5-14: Jesus is superior to the angels! 

 Monkey Link:  since Jesus > angels, then Jesus’ message (gospel) is 

greater than the message delivered by angels (Law) 

 Heb. 2:1-4: First warning; Gospel > Law 

 Monkey Link:  “lower than the angels” (linking the earlier “angels” 

part with the next “humiliation as human” part) 

 Heb. 2:5-9: Glory came through suffering 

 Monkey Link:  Solidarity with humans, “not angels” 

 Heb. 2:10-18:  Jesus identifies fully with his people through his temptation, 

suffering, and death 

o Recognizing the “monkey links” between sections reinforces the elegance of this crafted 

piece of writing.  It all hangs together, and the later parts belong to the earlier parts.  
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(Contrast this with some of the other epistles that seem to bounce around from topic to 

topic with no obvious connection!) 

 

 Review of end of Heb. 2:10-18 

o v.14-15:  “…that he might…deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to 

lifelong slavery.”  

 We talked again about the different ways that the universal human fear of 

death has played out in ancient and recent cultures.  With Jesus’ 

resurrection and gospel message, there is a dramatic change made possible 

in our understanding of death.  This new information must be learned – 

which is why the writer to the Hebrews speaks of it – but our fear of this 

fearful thing is lessened by the gospel clarity about Jesus conquering death. 

 

 For me the most dramatic Scriptural example of a person released from the 

fear of death is the story of Peter before and after Jesus’ resurrection.  At 

the time of Jesus’ arrest, he was ready to deny the Lord – an evasion no 

doubt motivated by the violent part he had played during the arrest in the 

garden, when he’d lopped off the ear of the High Priest’s servant!  He had a 

very personal reason to fear being identified.  But after Pentecost we see 

him risking imprisonment and death again and again.  It is difficult to 

frighten a person with death when he knows that his death will not be the 

end of the story. 

 

 Christian martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer, facing his impending execution by the 

Nazis for playing a part in the German Resistance during WWII, put it like 

this to a friend:  “For you, this is the end.  For me, the beginning.” 

 

o v.18  For because he himself has suffered when tempted, he is able to help those who 

are being tempted. 

 This comforting verse points to the grace that Jesus is even now bringing to 

his brothers and sisters.   

 

 We recall that Jesus was tempted by the devil in the wilderness, by Peter 

(who thought he shouldn’t go to Jerusalem), and by the crowd that mocked 

him on the cross and told him to come down and save himself. 

 

 The same Greek verb for “tempt,” peirazō, is sometimes also translated 

“test,” as when the Pharisees would “test” Jesus with a tricky question.  



 

P
ag

e4
 

This introduces an interesting translation issue, because another Greek 

word, dokimazō, is also sometimes translated “test.”  However, this second 

kind of “test” is not the mean-spirited antagonism implied by peirazō, but a 

nobler, positive assessment of worth.  How can you tell which Greek word 

is behind “test” when you are reading in the NT?  Sometimes right from the 

context: 

 Mk. 8:11 The Pharisees came and began to argue with him, seeking 

from him a sign from heaven to test him.  (Bad kind of test = peirazō) 

 1 Pet. 1:7 …so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more 

precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be 

found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus 

Christ. (Good kind of test = dokimazō) 

 

 But sometimes the context is a bit ambiguous: 

 Lk. 8:13 And the ones on the rock are those who, when they hear the 

word, receive it with joy. But these have no root; they believe for a while, 

and in time of testing fall away. 

 There’s a resource that we can use if we’re really curious about the Greek 

(or Hebrew) behind a word in a verse we are reading (or if we want to find 

out which other verses also contain this word).  This is the Exhaustive 

Concordance, one of the biggest books in my library.  (I won’t say “on my 

bookshelf” because it’s so big and heavy I keep it on the floor!)  We 

borrowed a few of these for our study and learned how to use them, to 

look up the word “test” in the verse from Luke above.  There’s a brief 

tutorial attached for you at the end of these notes in case you’re 

interested.  Our pastors have copies of this big resource if you’re ever 

curious about something you are learning or teaching and want to know 

the original words.  (Zondervan sells one that goes with the NIV for $40.) 

 

 On to Chapter 3!   

o Read 3:1-6 before you read this section of the notes.  It will make more sense 

if you do so! (This part of the notes is for self-study or review.) 

o This time through, we noted new ideas introduced here for the first time, as 
well as repeated words.  (Make your own lists in the boxes!) 

o Find the Monkey Link:  What words link this paragraph with the section 

immediately prior in ch. 2?  (Hint:  Look at 2:17!) 

___________________________________________________ 

 What is the author doing with his words here?  (What’s his purpose?) 

New ideas 

Repeated Words 
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 In what ways are Moses and Jesus alike? 

 

 In what ways are Moses and Jesus different? 

 

 We noticed the second imperative (command) in Hebrews here in 3:1 – “consider Jesus, 

the apostle and high priest of our confession.”  Compare this with the command in 2:1.  

What is the verb there? ______________________________ 

o Based on these two commands, what kind of activity do you think this author is most 

concerned that his friends pursue? 

 

 We read that both Jesus and Moses are faithful “over God’s house.”  But what kind of 

house could this be? 

o The Temple? – nope; hadn’t been built in Moses’ day, and Jesus didn’t serve in it. 

o The Tabernacle or another worship site? – still nope; Moses did not have the same 

priestly role as his brother Aaron, even when there was a tabernacle; and Jesus did not 

serve as a priest in a normal sense.  (Both Moses and Jesus had priestly functions, 

though – as we’ll discuss next time!) 

 

o It’s best to see a play on words here, as there is in 2 Sam. 7.  In that chapter, David 

expresses his wish to build a house for the Lord.  Nathan delivers a message to him from 

God, informing him that not he but his son would build that house, and promising that 

God himself would build David a house.  What kind of house?  People – descendants. 

 That this is the meaning of “house” in Heb. 3 is clear from v.6, in which we 

hear that “we are his house if indeed we hold fast our confidence and our 

boasting in our hope.” 

 So for Moses, God’s “house” = the people of Israel; and Jesus’ “house” = 

the church. 

o The statement that “Moses was faithful in all God’s house as a servant” is actually a 

quotation from Numbers 12, a chapter in which Moses experiences the rebellion of his 

own siblings, Aaron and Miriam.  They complain that Moses is not the only one who 

speaks for the Lord – presumably there was some sibling rivalry going on here for the 

people’s reverence and attention.  But the Lord himself rebukes the two rebels and 

affirms Moses’ faithfulness, and Miriam is stricken with leprosy as punishment.  This is 

an intriguing allusion to the wilderness generation, who put the Lord to the test by 

continually complaining and threatening to mutiny against their leader, Moses.  Next 

week we will explore the rest of Hebrews 3, where this rebellion becomes a more explicit 

part of the warning in this letter. 
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How to Use an Exhaustive Concordance 

 

That’s “exhaustive,” not “exhausting” – although carting six of these up to our classroom on 

Sunday was pretty exhausting!  “Exhaustive” refers to the completeness of it.  This resource 

lists every English word in a translation with snippets of verses telling where each is found.  

Here’s a guided tour, in case you ever get your hands on one: 

 

o The first (and largest) section of the book is arranged alphabetically, like a 

dictionary.  If you are curious about a word in a particular passage, you can look  

up the English term and then read down the list till you find your source verse: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(This figure is greatly abbreviated!  There are many other verses listed in the real thing.  You can 

see that the boldfaced words are the ones we’re concerned with.  To the right are 4-digit 

numbers, which we will use to find our target words in the correct index in the back of the 

concordance.  In my concordance, the codes in italics correspond to a list of Greek words, while 

the non-italicized numbers correspond to a separate list of Hebrew terms.) 

 

So now we go to the back of the book – waaaay back, where you see those 4-digit numbers as 

page headers, and there are Greek words with English words listed beneath them.  Find the 

number of your target word in the list. We’re looking up the Luke 8:13 “testing” word, #4280:  

 

It’s very kind of them to spell out the Greek in English 

letters for us!  Now we can see that this is from a family 

of words related to the mean-spirited “testing” word I 

mentioned earlier, peirazō.  (Here we see the noun 

form.)  The numbers in parentheses represent how 

TEST 

Mt  4:  7  ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test’  1733 

19:3  Some Pharisees came to him to test him,   4279  

Mk 8:11  To test him, they asked him for a sign.  4279 

Lk 4:12  ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test’  1733 

 

TESTING 

Dt. 13:3  The Lord your  God is testing you to find out 5814 

Eze  21:13  Testing will surely come    1043 

Lk 8:13  but in the time of testing they fall away.  4280 

Heb 3:8  during the time of testing in the desert,  4280 

Jas. 1:3  the testing of your faith develops perseverance. 1510 

 

4280 πειραςμόσ  peirasmos (20) 

 temptation (8) 

 trial (4) 

 trials (4) 

 testing (2) 

 tempting (1) 
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many times this word is used in the NT.  You’d need to return to the dictionary part of the 

concordance and look up each of the other translation choices to find out which verses these 

words are found in.  (By the way, #1733 and 4279 are also in the peirazō family!) 

 

If we looked up “testing” from the verse out of James in the box above, we would find the noun 

related to our second Greek option for “test,” dokimazō: 

  

This is the noble kind of testing or proving of a person’s 

worth.  Same word in English, but different connotation 

in the Greek.   

 

 

Here’s the quote Joanne read to us, out of N. T. Wright’s Scripture and the Authority of God: 

 

The Early Christian Reading of the Old Testament:  God’s New Covenant People and Their 

Place in the Ongoing Story 

In particular, precisely because of what the early Christians believed about Israel’s story having 

come to fulfillment in Jesus, they developed a multilayered, nuanced, and theologically 

grounded reading of the Old Testament.  They firmly believed that the Old Testament was, and 

remained, the book which God had given to his people – the covenant people who had 

spearheaded God’s purposes for the world and from whom the Messiah, Jesus, had come.  But 

from the very beginning they read the ancient scriptures in a new way.  This new way resulted 

in their recognizing that some parts of the scriptures were no longer relevant for their ongoing 

life – not, we must stress, because those parts were bad, or not God-given, or less inspired, but 

because they belonged with earlier parts of the story which had now reached its climax. 

 This is the key insight which enables us to understand how the early Christians 

understood the Old Testament and how the New Testament writers used it.  Again and again 

one hears accusations that the New Testament writers (and their predecessors within oral 

teaching and tradition) treated the Old Testament as a rag-bag from which they could pick and 

choose what they wanted and leave what was inconvenient.  This has then been used, over and 

over within recent decades, as an argument for saying that we today can and should treat the 

New Testament itself (let alone the Old Testament!) in the same way.  But this is unwarranted, 

and springs from a misunderstanding about how the early Christians understood and used 

scripture. 

 As the renewed-Israel people, now transformed through Jesus and the Spirit into a 

multi-ethnic, non-geographically-based people charged with a mission to the whole world, the 

early Christians figured out very early on an appropriate, and in no way arbitrary, continuity and 

discontinuity between the Old Testament period and their own.  (pp.53-54, emphases original) 

1510 δοκίμιον   dokimion (2) 

proved genuine (1) 

 testing (1) 
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Hebrews Study Lesson 11 Notes (1/27/13) 

 Saboteurs  

o Joanne challenged us to identify the “saboteurs” to our Bible study times, and 

then to be specific about what we ought to do to “attack or prevent” the 

damage these typical distractions can do.  Interestingly, regardless of the 

saboteurs we named, most of our combat strategies seemed to be the same:  Be 

planfully deliberate about WHEN we do things (whether studying, napping, or 

reading those emails!).  For moms in constant demand, Kandi offered this clever 

twist on “if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em”:  read something WITH your little ones 

and talk about it together! 

 

 Psalm 95 

o We began our study this time with Psalm 95, half of which is quoted and 

expounded on in Hebrews 3.  If you missed our study, I suggest that you read the 

whole psalm to yourself and note the significant contrast between the two parts.  

(If you were there, this should be review:) 

 What is the mood of the first half of Psalm 95? 

 

 

 What is going on in the second half? 

 

 

 What familiar lines did you read? 

 

 

 F. F. Bruce comments that “the two parts should not be dissociated from 

each other:  it is a good thing to worship God, but acts and words of 

worship are acceptable only if they proceed from sincere and obedient 

hearts.”   

 

 Ongoing Outline Challenge! (See if you can name the main idea of these sections 

without looking at your notes.  You can look at Hebrews, though!) 

o Heb. 1:1-4 = 

o Heb. 1:5-14 = 

o Heb. 2:1-4 = 

o Heb. 2:5-9 = 

o Heb. 2:10-18 = 
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 Monkey Links 

o Remember my Barrel of Monkeys?  This was my playful reminder that the author 

of Hebrews carefully crafted his sermon-letter so that each section is linked to its 

next-door neighbors by word, phrase, or idea.  Keep your eyes open for these 

links! 

o Read 2:17 and then 3:1-6.  What is the “Monkey Link” that joins the two 

paragraphs?  (Look for words and phrases that appear in both places.) 

 

 

 Review of Hebrews 3:1-6 

o This paragraph establishes both a likeness and a dissimilarity between Jesus and 

Moses.  Review these verses for yourself and note the comparison/contrast: 

 How are Jesus and Moses said to be alike? 

 

 How are they said to be different? 

 

o As in the discussion of angels in 1:5-14 and 2:2, here the contrast implies an 

argument from “light to heavy”:  in other words, if it was a grave mistake to 

rebel against and reject Moses, God’s faithful servant, then it is an even more 

dire sin to rebel against and reject his faithful Son! 

 

o In 3:1 Jesus is called the “apostle and high priest of our confession.”  This is the 

only place in the NT where Jesus is named “apostle”!  We rightly think of the 

“apostles” as those who had firsthand knowledge of Jesus’ ministry and his 

resurrection (with the exception of Paul), and who were sent by God as 

authoritative messengers of the gospel to see to the formation of the early 

church.  Working from this idea of “sent one,” “messenger,” and “delegated 

authority,” we can see how the word could properly be applied to Jesus as 

well. 

 

o Actually, both titles could also be given to Moses, providing another point of 

comparison between them:  he, too, was God’s envoy or messenger; and while he 

did not serve as one who presided over the sacrifices – that was his brother 

Aaron’s family line – Moses acted as high priest in his unique role as intercessor 

for the people 

 As F. F. Bruce puts it, “*Moses+ is marked out as being both God’s 

representative among human beings and their representative in the 

presence of God.”  
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o The original context of the quotation from Numbers 12 about Moses being “a 

faithful servant in all *God’s+ house” is Miriam and Aaron’s objection to Moses’ 

leadership (possibly a combo of sibling rivalry and xenophobia, as they were 

offended by his choice of wife as much as his status!).  Their verbal rebellion, and 

God’s temporal judgment on Miriam, at least (leprosy), foreshadows the larger 

Israelite rebellion which our author will deal with throughout the rest of ch. 3. 

 

 An Implied Warning (3:6) 

o This section ends with an implied warning – “And we are his house, if indeed we 

hold fast our confidence and our boasting in our hope.”  (That is, we have no 

share in Christ if we lack faith in him.) 

 

o We understand that the author is addressing a mixed group of people in the 

church, both true believers and those who are not truly trusting in Christ (and 

who have deceived others and maybe even themselves).  Even true believers need 

exhortation, and occasionally the discipline of the church, to avoid error in their 

thinking and their actions.   

 

o Peter O’Brien, quoting D. A. Carson, comments: 

“This conditional sentence of v.6 (as well as its parallel in v.14) and the admonitions 

throughout the discourse make it clear that the author of Hebrews recognizes ‘a kind of 

transitory faith, a form of conversion which, like the seed sown in the rocky places…, has 

all the signs of life but which does not persevere.’” 

 

 Parenthetical Aside? 

o In the middle of the discussion about Moses in 3:1-6, the author makes the 

cryptic statement that “every house is built by someone, but the builder of all 

things is God.”  Some editors, when translating this, place this verse in 

parenthesis (so the ESV).  (Understand that the original Greek manuscripts were 

written in all capital letters, with no punctuation or even spaces between the 

words!  The syntax, then, has been reconstructed from the context; and 

sometimes reasonable editorial guesses can vary.) 

 

o Consider for yourself what difference parentheses make here.  Is this just a 

“truism” that the author happens to bring up because of word-association, an 

aside that is not relevant to his argument?  Or do the parentheses distract from 

an implicit claim that our author is making about Jesus, God, and creation? 

 



 

P
ag

e1
1

 

 New Material:  Hebrews 3:7-12 

o Verse 12 is really an overlap into the author’s exposition of Psalm 95, but we read 

it along with the quoted psalm to get a hint at where the discussion is going next. 

 

o Here’s an example of midrash again, as we saw in 2:5-9 (on Psalm 8) – a section 

of the OT is quoted and then explained. 

 

o Three Time Periods! 

 We found it fascinating to think that sometime in the 1st century AD, the 

writer to the Hebrews was quoting a psalm written around 1000 BC, 

which referred back to events that happened around 1500 BC (just after 

the Exodus).  So the NT author used the psalmist’s example of the 

rebellion of the wilderness generation to structure a warning about 

falling away from belief in the true God!   

 

 The precedent of applying this warning to God’s people at different times 

is so strong that it seems reasonable that we can “piggyback” on the 

original NT use and receive this as a message to the church today as well.  

As we have said before, we do not need to be warned of exactly the same 

things as the original readers (i.e., slipping back into adherence to the 

Mosaic law).  But by analogy, any drift away from the gospel of Jesus into 

wrong thinking about God’s reality calls for rebuke and correction. 

 

o You can read about the “rebellion” that the psalmist refers to in the stories 

that begin in Numbers 13 with the return of the spies.  Read through Numbers 

13-14 and ask yourself these questions: 

 What wrong thinking motivates the people’s rebellion? 

 

 

 

 What alternative perspective does Joshua offer them? 

 

 

 

 What are the consequences for the rebels? 
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o God’s “Rest” 

 “…and I swore in my wrath, ‘They shall not enter my rest.’” (Heb. 3:11) 

 We talked about the layers of meaning that this concept must have, given 

its chronologically various settings… 

 In Moses’ day, God’s “rest” was obviously the Promised Land; 

 

 In the psalmists’ day, the people occupied the Land already, so God’s “rest” 

took on a new connotation.  Based on examples from Jewish literature (both 

biblical and extra-biblical, from between the OT and NT times), this was 

variously understood as the place the souls of the righteous go when they 

die, the intermediate resting place of souls before the resurrection, and the 

future resting place of the blessed at the end of history.   

 

 Obviously the NT author’s post-resurrection understanding of the “rest” that 

is promised to God’s people is so much clearer than the earlier Jewish view!  

Now “rest” can be understood as the present-time relationship believers 

have when they come into God’s Kingdom, as well as the future 

consummation of all of the promises of our good God. 

 

o Finally, we noted some parallels between the wilderness generation and 

(potentially, anyway!) the audience of Hebrews: 

 They saw God’s work (or heard about it from eyewitnesses), but rejected 

him and his ways 

 They rejected God’s chosen messenger (Moses or Jesus) 

 Their view of reality was warped – they feared death!  

 Their unbelief merited judgment (wrath, no entry) 

 

o Of course, our author hopes for a positive outcome for his readers, which is why 

he reminds them of these things: 

 A message more important than the one mediated by the angels, 

attested by eyewitnesses and confirmed by signs and wonders in its 

day!  (2:1-4) 

 Jesus’ superiority (ch. 1) and solidarity (ch. 2) with us, so that WE NEED 

NOT FEAR DEATH (2:14-15)!! 

 Next time we will elaborate some more on the problem of unbelief, and 

we’ll look at the alternative worldview that our author, like Joshua long 

ago, brought to God’s people. 
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Hebrews Study #12 (2/10/13) 

 “Plan B’s” and Benefits:  Having encouraged us last time to name and take practical 

steps to guard against the “saboteurs” of our study times, Joanne reminded us this time 

to “never underestimate the need for a good ‘Plan B’!”  Life being predictably 

unpredictable, our “Plan A” can get derailed pretty easily – and if we’re not already 

thinking about a backup plan, there goes our study time.  (I guess if our “Plan B” gets 

knocked out too then we can give ourselves a break! ;) 

 

Joanne also asked the group to share some of the benefits that they’ve gained already 

from our study.  I knew I should have written these down, so I’d remember them when I 

went to write this a week later – if you shared something, or if you thought of 

something in the meantime, email me or put it on our FB page and I’ll include it in the 

next set of notes!  I do remember Susie’s comment that the care we’re taking with the 

details has allowed her to go slow enough to pick up things she’s never thought about 

before, like information about the angels, which is part of the argument of Heb. 1.  And 

Joanne added that the depth of our study has helped her wrestle with some of the 

strange statements that she would normally pass over as too confusing to sort out on 

her own.  I’m personally very encouraged by the many friendly people who keep coming 

back to learn more!  (And we want to continue to invite all of you to come as you can 

to these study meetings – if you cannot come every time, at least you can follow along 

with these notes; and it’s not like we’re going so quickly that you will be terribly lost 

whenever you show up again!) 

 

 Speaking of Slow Pacing… 

o We wrapped up Hebrews 3 this time!!  Peering into the distant future, we actually 

began with the familiar words of Heb. 11:1 to introduce this study’s themes of belief 

and unbelief: 

 “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 

seen.”  (ESV) 

 

o The emphasis here is on the things that one believes or hopes for.  In biblical thought, 

faith, confidence, hope, etc. don’t describe feelings but heartfelt assent to particular 

content.  We call the content the “object of our faith,” whether this be a Person (God, 

Jesus) or revealed truths about God’s reality.  (Here “object” does not mean a physical 

object like a statue, but “direct object,” as in grammar:  “I believe ________”) 

 

o For this lesson, our working definition of “faith” or “belief” is: Trust in the character 

and words of God. 
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o On the flip side, this means that we should consider unbelief in terms of content as 

well.  Heb. 3:19 tells us that the wilderness generation was unable to enter God’s rest 

“because of unbelief.”  Interestingly, unbelief is still believing – you can’t get around 

believing things!  But it is believing the wrong content, or falling into a wrong 

perception of reality.  Those whom God faults for unbelief have not just rejected his 

character and his revelation – they have actually replaced these with something else.  

(Think of Adam and Eve accepting the Serpent’s words in place of God’s:  “You will not 

surely die!”) 

 

o It is important to remember that, just like the warnings we see in Hebrews, the 

lessons about unbelief can be taken at two levels.  Certainly the author’s main 

concern is for those who reject God and his words in an ultimate sense.  But any 

professing Christians reading these things should reflect on their own tendency to slip 

into unbelieving patterns of thought.  As the old hymn says, “Prone to wander, Lord, I 

feel it; prone to leave the God I love!”  This understanding that any of us can be 

derailed “by the deceitfulness of sin” (Heb. 3:13) leads to the third emphasis of this 

chapter and this study:  we need each other’s help to resist adopting an unbelieving 

version of reality.  As we will see, this help can be as simple as friends speaking into 

one another’s lives, or as complex as elder-led oversight and discipline in the church. 

 

 Ongoing Outline Challenge:  Can you state the main ideas of these two passages 

without looking at your notes?  

o Heb. 2:1-4 ________________________________________________________ 

 

o Heb. 3:1-6:________________________________________________________ 

 

 Heb. 3:7-19 – Midrash on Psalm 95 

o Midrash  is simply the Hebrew term for what our pastors do with passages when they 

preach:  they read a section and then explain the verses and their relevance to their 

hearers. We already saw a midrash on Psalm 8 in Hebrews 2. 

 

o We noted last time a fascinating “ripple effect”  that runs through biblical history with 

the use of this psalm in Hebrews 3: 

 The events of Moses’ day… 

 …are in David’s day made into a warning… 

o …which is reiterated in Hebrews to the 1st century church… 

 …and is still relevant to the 21st century church! 
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o As you read Heb. 3:7-19 for yourself, notice the ways the writer wove the words of the 

psalm (vv.7-11) into his exposition of it (vv.12-19).  He is going to great lengths to link 

what David said with his own application of it.  (By the way, if you would like to do a 

structured study or review of Heb. 3:7-19 on your own before reading the rest of my 

commentary, skip to the end of these notes and follow the directions there.) 

 

 

o What is the writer doing with his words in these three sections? 

 3:7-11 –  Here he is quoting the second half of Psalm 95 (obviously!) – but 

why?  Note the word “therefore” that introduces this quotation:  it refers 

back to the end of Heb. 3:19, where we hear that “we are his house, if indeed 

we hold fast our confidence and our boasting in our hope.”  Again, 

“confidence” and “hope” refer not to our feelings but to the content that we 

are holding fast.  Through this quotation the author presents an object lesson 

about people who let go of the right perception of reality, replacing it with 

wrong belief. 

 

 3:12-15 – Here he is speaking directly to his audience (note how many times 

the pronoun “you” is used!), applying the psalm’s warning about unbelief 

and commanding them to look out for one another.  Essentially he’s saying, 

“Yes, I meant you when I quoted that psalm!!” 

 

 3:16-19 – Here our author is reviewing the object lesson, emphasizing the 

people’s unbelief and the acts of judgment that followed.  (“Trust me, you do 

NOT want to end up like them!!”) 

 

 

 

 

 The Nature of Unbelief  

o Note the words from this section that 

describe the character of unbelief: 

 

 

o In Numbers 13:31-14:4, we read about 

the wrong content in the minds of the 

wilderness generation as they 

processed the negative report of the 

WHAT CHARACTERIZES UNBELIEF? 

An evil, unbelieving heart 

Falling away from God 

Being hardened by sin’s deceit 

Hard heart, going astray in one’s heart 

Not knowing God’s ways 

Rebellion 

Sin, Disobedience 
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spies who had scouted out Canaan.  Note 

what is implied here re. their beliefs about 

God and their situation: 

 

o In the book of Hebrews so far, the author 

has probably been correcting some wrong 

notions that members of the congregation 

may have begun to embrace.  I’ll add some 

of these likely misconceptions to our list: 

 

 

 

 The Nature of Belief 

o Take the opposites of what we listed 

before, and you get this winsome portrait 

of the believer: 

 

o Notice the two conditional statements in 

this chapter (“B is true, if A is true”): 

 

 We are his house, IF indeed we 

hold fast our confidence and our boasting in our hope.  (Heb. 3:6) 

 We have come to share in Christ, IF indeed we hold our original confidence 

firm to the end. (Heb. 3:14) 

 

o Remember that words like “confidence” and “hope” 

are not to be taken as measures of our FEELINGS, but 

as standing for the content of our belief.  (This is why 

Jesus says in Luke 17:6 that even a tiny little bit of 

faith is enough – because what matters is the 

content, or object of our faith.  Are we trusting in the 

right Person and his words?  If so, then HE supplies all 

the hugeness needed.) 

 

o The right version of reality is demonstrated by 

Joshua in Num. 14:7-9, in response to the people’s 

unbelief.  Here is the right content that he is trying to 

help them hold onto: 

BELIEVING THE WRONG CONTENT 

“Those big guys are going to smash us 

like grasshoppers!!!” 

“God is unloving – he brought us here!” 

“God is weak – he’s leaving us to our 

fate!” 

 

“Jesus is not > angels or Moses!  We can 

safely ignore his message and revert to 

observing the Mosaic law.” 

 

“Death is a fearsome thing!” 

WHAT CHARACTERIZES BELIEF? 

A good heart 

Staying close to God 

Not deceived by sin 

Having a soft, contrite heart 

Having a steady, obedient heart 

Knowing God’s ways 

Loyalty, obedience, righteousness 

 

THE RIGHT CONTENT 

The land is good! 

God is capable of bringing us into it – 

and he wishes us good! 

It is not right or smart to rebel against 

the Lord! 

The people of that land are like bread for 

us, because God has taken away their 

protection. 
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o Hebrews is full to the brim of right content, revealed truth that we ought to keep in 

mind and help each other remember.   You can add to this list some of those true 

things that the author has already taught in the first three chapters. 

 

 Luke 8:11-15 – Jesus’ Illustration of Belief and Unbelief 

o    In his explanation of the parable of the sower, Jesus mentions different 

circumstances that are likely to derail a God-centered version of reality.  Note how 

each situation is likely to result in particular wrong views: 

 The Devil  “Did God really say…?” 

 Testing & cares   “God has forgotten me!  He doesn’t care!  He 

is cruel (or else he is too weak to help me)!” 

 Riches   “I don’t need God.”  “I’m too busy to think about God.” 

 Pleasures   “God is a spoilsport!  Rules are oppressive!” 

 

o Of course, he also paints a winsome portrait of the life of faith, which is characterized 

by: 

 Holding fast to the word 

 An honest and good heart (in some translations, a “noble” heart) 

 Patience and productivity 

o (Consider how Joshua demonstrates all these things in his statement of belief!) 

 

 We Need Each Other! 

o  By reaching out to the people with God’s version of reality, Joshua was performing 

one function of a shepherd, something that can also be done by any of us in the 

spheres that we inhabit.  Whenever your life allows you the privilege of knowing 

another person intimately enough to hear what they believe and speak credibly into 

their version of reality, then you can do this, too.  Hebrews 3:12-14 emphasizes our 

need for each other, lest we slip into unbelieving perceptions of reality. 

 

o Heb. 3:12 “…in any of you…” – our author is concerned for each individual in the 

corporate Body of believers.  In our church, the elders collectively have oversight for 

the beliefs of the believers.  This verse reminds us that our leaders must be alert for 

wrong perceptions of reality among the flock.* 

                                                           
*
 No, the writer to the Hebrews is not specifying the role of elders here; of course we can read this command as 

addressed to any believer.  But because this verse implies oversight for the entire flock – “Take care…lest there be 

in any of you…,” and because this writer has a high view of ordained leadership (see Heb. 13:7, 17), it is fair to find 

ourselves reminded here of the special shepherding role held by the elders in our church. 
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 See also Acts 20:28 – “Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, 

in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God 

which he obtained with his own blood.” 

 

 Of course, it’s not easy to have the kind of familiarity with strangers that you 

would have with friends; so elders may only be able to recognize wrong 

thinking when the warning flags of wrong behaviors are waved among the 

people in their shepherding groups.  But the root of the problem will 

ALWAYS be wrong thinking about reality; and SOMETIMES it will be 

downright rejection of God.  (Notice how the sin and disobedience of the 

wilderness generation is summed up in one word at the end of Heb. 3:19 – 

unbelief.) 

 

o Heb. 3:13 – this verse seems to move closer to the everyday world of one-anothering:  

and we can be reminded here that we are closer to some people than their own elders 

may be! 

 A fairly significant translation difference occurs here:  the ESV has “exhort 

one another,” while the NIV reads “encourage one another.” 

 

 We can reconcile the difference if we consider that we need at different times 

to be on the receiving and giving ends of the strong, urgent, even stern voice 

of the exhorter and the gentle, sympathetic, warm voice of the encourager.  

So long as each is communicating truth in place of falsehood, there is a time 

and a season for each of these voices.  (Compare, for example, Paul’s tone in 

Gal. 3:1 – “You foolish Galatians!” and his voice in 1 Thess. 2:7 – “we were 

gentle among you, like a nursing mother caring for her own children.”) 

 

o   Heb. 3:14 – finally, this verse is a reminder that we do, indeed, SHARE in Christ. This 

idea has the double meaning of 1) partaking in Christ’s suffering, death, resurrection, 

and exaltation and 2) sharing this privilege with one another in the Body of Christ.  We 

are “members of one another” (Rom. 12:5), and so we need one another. 

 

o Consider what this kind of daily encouragement (or exhortation) looks like in your 

life – whether you are the exhorted or the exhorter! 
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Hebrews Study Take Twelve (2/10/13) 

Belief vs. Unbelief (Heb. 3:7-19) 

 

 Today’s themes (see first page of notes): 

o Belief/faith =  

 

o Unbelief = 

 

o We need ___________________________ to resist adopting 

________________________________________________. 

 

 What is the author doing with his words in each of these sections? 

o 3:7-11 

 

o 3:12-15 

 

o 3:16-19 

 

 Belief and Unbelief in Hebrews & Numbers 13-14 

From your reading of Heb. 3:7-19, what words can you collect that describe 

unbelief?   

 

 

 

 

THE CHARACTER OF UNBELIEF 
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Read Numbers 13:31-14:4 to get a sense of the wrong thinking that the 

people had slipped into, after the spies returned from scouting out Canaan.  

List the wrong content that they have in their minds:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the book of Hebrews so far (ch. 1-3), what kinds of wrong notions has the 

author likely been correcting?  Add them to the list above. 

 

Now take the opposites of what you listed as “The Character of Unbelief,” 

and make a word-picture of the believing heart: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The right version of reality is demonstrated by Joshua in Numbers 14:7-9.  

What is the right content that he is trying to remind them of? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Add to this list any right content that the author to the Hebrews has been 

teaching in the first three chapters. 

  

EXAMPLES OF WRONG CONTENT: 

EXAMPLES OF RIGHT CONTENT: 

WHAT CHARACTERIZES BELIEF? 
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Hebrews Study Lesson Notes (2/24/13) 

   Hebrews 4:1-11 – Soup & Sandwiches   

 

 Cultural Contexts 

o Joanne read from R. C. Sproul’s Knowing Scripture to remind us that we, too, have a 

cultural context that we should be aware of, since the prior knowledge or assumptions 

that we bring to a biblical passage may well color our reading of it: 

 “…not only is the Bible conditioned by its cultural setting, but I am conditioned by my 

cultural setting as well.  It often becomes difficult for me to hear and understand what 

the Bible is saying because I bring to it a host of extrabiblical assumptions...If I knew 

which of my ideas were out of harmony with Scripture, I would try to change them.  But 

sorting out my own views is not always easy.  All of us are prone to making the same 

mistakes over and over again.  Our blind spots are so called because we are oblivious to 

them." 

 

o  In fact we bumped into this very idea in our study as we looked at Hebrews 4:9, 

because with the mention of “a Sabbath rest for the people of God” most of us 

immediately jumped to our personal questions and thoughts about a Christian 

observance of the Sabbath, or day of rest.  As you will see in the notes below, the 

question of Sabbath-keeping (on a weekly basis) is not the focus of this passage, 

despite the presence of the “S” word. 

 

 Preliminary notes about this lesson: 

o Hebrews 4:1-11 is particularly complicated going.  If you are studying Hebrews with 

our group and missed our recent meeting, or if you are one of our friends who reads 

my summary notes for your own interest, I suggest that you start by reading the 

passage and noting to yourself the spots that you find confusing or that raise questions 

for you.  What follows will make more sense and will be more helpful to you if you have 

already wondered about the things I bring out.  There’s a lot to say here – take it 

slowly!   

 

 WHY HERE???  (Hebrews 4:12 – “For the word of God is living and active…”) 

o You know this verse – in fact you’ve probably memorized it; and likely you have 

developed for yourself an understanding of its meaning.  But you have probably never 

wondered about it in context:  why does it appear HERE in the carefully crafted 

discourse of Hebrews?  I think that even our author would agree that you could put 

this statement in your pocket and walk away with it; it “stands alone” as a statement 

about Scripture.  But knowing why it is HERE will give you a richer perspective on its 

interpretation. 
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o We will discuss this verse and its placement in Hebrews at our next meeting.  In the 

meantime, read these notes about the verses that precede it with this question in 

mind:  Why is this statement HERE???   

 

 Sandwiches:  The Literary Unit of Hebrews 4:1-11 

o We’ve talked before about rhetorical techniques that rabbis would have used to 

present their arguments about the Scriptures, things like the “String of Pearls” or 

arguing from “the Light to the Heavy.”  There are also some literary forms that well-

educated writers might employ to set apart a unit of thought.  The literary form found 

here is called an Inclusio.  The first and last thoughts of this passage are parallels, 

acting like bookends – or sandwich bread! – to what comes between.   

 

o You’ll notice that in this case the framing verses, v.1 and v.11, are imperatives (or 

commands), and that both have to do with entering a rest that is presently available to 

believers.  The sandwich “fillers” are the indicatives, true things that the author is 

bringing up to support his claim in 4:1 that “the promise of entering *God’s+ rest still 

stands.”  Details about each of these verse will follow in these notes, but here is the 

“sandwich” sketched for you: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

o So is this inclusio “really here” – that is, did the author really intend to write a unit of 

thought in this form?  Judging by the deliberate craftedness of this whole sermon-

letter, I’d give our author the benefit of the doubt for having planned this; though it is 

v.1 = FEAR lest you miss entry into God’s rest! 

v.2 = FAITH has always been necessary 

v.3 = BELIEVERS can still enter! 

v.4-8 = the historical perspective (Creation  Joshua  David) 

v.9 = A Sabbath rest remains for the people of God 

v.10 = We cease from our works 

v.11 = STRIVE lest you miss entry into God’s rest! 
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equally likely that, being well-trained in such poetic forms, it was simply a natural 

choice for him to round out this unit of thought with another piece of bread.  

 Hebrews 4:1-11 in its immediate context 

o Before starting in on some verse-by-verse notes about this section, let’s notice how it is 

related to the passages we just finished studying in chapter 3.  There’s a connection – 

note the “therefore” in 4:1! – and it will help if we back up a bit to see this clearly.  

Follow this in your own Bible so you’ll know what I’m talking about: 

 

o Hebrews 3:7-11 begins the midrash on Psalm 95.  This section of the midrash is simply 

the quoting of the OT passage. 

 

o 3:14-19 continues the midrash, emphasizing the negative message that the readers 

must be careful not to copy the example of the rebellious and unbelieving wilderness 

generation, and so miss God’s rest. 

 

o Our new section, 4:1-11, also continues the midrash, this time with a positive 

message about what believers may reach for – the rest that still remains. 

 We kind of have to get over the fact that a chapter break occurs here.  This is 

STILL the midrash on Psalm 95!  As John MacRae used to say, the fellow who 

added the chapter and verse numbers would do this while riding his horse 

between monasteries, and sometimes the horse stumbled and the numbers 

landed in funny places… 

 

Now for some details of Hebrews 4:1-11… 

 

 4:1  Therefore, while the promise of entering his rest still stands, let us fear lest any of you 

should seem to have failed to reach it. 

o The first thing to note here is that along with the imperative, “let us fear,” there is an 

indicative statement about the continuity of the promise about God’s rest.  This will 

be the burden of the “sandwich fillers” that follow.  The author will explore the history 

of this rest – how long has it been around?  When has it been available to God’s 

people? – and the nature of it: what kind of rest is it? 

 

o We talked a little about the command “let us fear” (which the NIV softens to “let us be 

careful”!).  It might seem to us unwise and unpalatable to talk about “fear” when we 

are speaking of the gospel – but already (in 2:1-4 and 3:7-19) we have seen that the 

stakes here are very high, of a life-and-death variety.   Indeed there IS something to 

fear if we neglect this great salvation! 
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not not by with with 

 

 

 4:2 – There’s a major translation difference between NIV & ESV here! 

o The original manuscripts of the NT books have been lost to history, so translators have 

only ever had copies to work with. Somewhere along the line a copyist either added or 

subtracted a little upsilon (υ) – no one knows which – resulting in two strands of 

translation possibilities at verse 2.  Notice the difference between the ESV and the NIV 

here (and note that in your Bible, whichever version you are using, the alternate 

translation is included as a footnote!): 

 

o ESV: For good news came to us just as to them, but the message they heard did not 

benefit them, because they were not united by faith with those who listened. 

 

o NIV:  For we also have had the gospel preached to us, just as they did; but the 

message they heard was of no value to them, because those who heard did not 

combine it with faith. 

 

o I’ve “mapped” the boldfaced clauses on a diagram for you (remember those??), which 

helps you to see more clearly what is being “united” or “combined” in each version.  

The soup pots on the next page boil it down (pun intended!) even more for you.  It 

seems that although there is clearly a different emphasis between the two 

translations, the meaning is essentially the same – in either case, “faith” is the missing 

soup ingredient.  And that’s the whole point! 

 

 

they     were united     those          did combine        it* 

       faith those         who     heard        faith 

    who     listened 

 

 

 

 

o We’ve talked about translation differences before: they come in different levels of 

significance: 

                                                           
*
 “It” refers to the message, God’s promise. 

ESV NIV 

In this translation, we are told that two groups of 

people were not united by faith (i.e., the wilderness 

generation and the believers, Joshua & Caleb). 

In this translation, God’s promise was not 

combined with faith. 
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 1 = same words, different order 

 2 = synonyms or explanatory phrases 

 3 = enough difference to change meaning 

 

o Soup’s On! Obviously we’re looking here at a significant difference – but is the 

meaning changed, or only the emphasis?  Check out the soup pots below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

o In either case, the missing ingredient is FAITH.  (The soup pot on the left offers an 

interesting emphasis on the corporate nature of belief and unbelief, though!) 

 

 4:3 For we who have believed enter that rest, as he has said, “As I swore in my wrath, ‘They 

shall never enter my rest,’” although his works were finished from the foundation of the 

world. 

o This verse is just plain confusing!  It consists of a positive statement reinforced by a 

negative statement which is then qualified by a non-sequitur.  Here’s help: 

 Phrase One:  A positive conclusion is made, in contrast to the unbelieving 

wilderness generation mentioned in 4:2. 

 Phrase Two:  This quotation from Ps. 95 implies a logical argument from the 

opposite case – if unbelievers were denied entry, then it stands to reason that 

believers may enter! 

 Phrase Three:  The author picks up the word “rest” from the quoted psalm and 

comments on how long God’s rest has been around, thus implying that it is 

surprising and regrettable that the wilderness generation failed to reach it.  This 

phrase introduces a connection with the creation account in Genesis, which the 

author will explore in the next verses. (Incidentally, here our author is using a 

rabbinic interpretive principle that links passages with the same vocabulary.  He 

can do this because he is working with the Septuagint, in which the word for 

“rest” is the same in both Gen. 2:2 and Ps. 95!  The Hebrew text uses synonyms.) 

 

 4:4-8 The Historical Perspective 

o Five biblical time periods are mentioned here: 

Wilderness gen. 

Joshua & Caleb 

FAITH FAITH 

Promise 
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 The 7th day of Creation (when God’s “rest” began) 

 The wilderness rebellion (when the people failed to enter because of unbelief) 

 Joshua’s day (when the younger generation and the believing leaders were able 

to enter the land) 

 David’s day (when more was said about entering the “rest”) 

 “Today” (an unspecified, continuing, but limited time in which entry into God’s 

rest is still possible) 

 

o Note the significance of the above chronology of God’s “rest” – our author implies 

that this “rest” was ALWAYS something more than just the Promised Land.  Indeed, 

the physical symbol of the LAND points to a spiritual reality, which in Jewish literature 

is considered God’s “Shalom,” or the ultimate Sabbath that never ends, which began 

when God finished his work of Creation.  While this spiritual reality was always 

available to God’s people by faith, the understanding of what it is and how we enter 

was given radical clarity by Jesus and the Apostles after the Resurrection. 

 

o In what way are we to understand that God “rested” after his work of creation? 

 Note what Jesus says in John 5:17:  “My Father is working until now, and I am 

working.” 

 This “rest” does not equal inactivity; it is simply God’s ceasing from a particular 

task (creation). 

 

 v.9-10 – So then, there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God, for whoever has 

entered God’s rest has also rested from his works as God did from his. 

o By identifying the psalm’s concept of “rest” with the “rest” of God at the end of the 

Creation account, our author is able to communicate something of the nature of this 

rest.   

 

o Notice that when we hear “Sabbath rest,” most of us immediately think of the weekly 

cycle of rest from physical labor and business transactions that characterized the 

Jewish Sabbath (and that many Christians find appropriate to imitate on Sundays).  

Verse 10 seems to reinforce this idea, with its mention of “works.”  But remember 

that we are dealing here with ULTIMATE things:  like the physical symbol of the 

Land, the weekly Sabbath rest pointed forward to the spiritual reality of an 

ULTIMATE, everlasting Sabbath rest.  This means that the questions of whether or not 

Christians should observe a weekly “Sabbath rest,” and how it should be observed if 

so, are not in view here. 
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o So if this is the ULTIMATE Sabbath rest, when does it begin for a believer?  

 Even contemporary conservative evangelical commentators are divided on the 

answer to this question.  Either we enter this rest at death, or we enter it at 

conversion (and therefore live our lives experiencing the inauguration of it, 

while awaiting its final, completed form at the Last Day). 

 

 How we answer this question has bearing on how we interpret the author’s 

reference to “works”: 

 If we enter God’s rest at death, we cease from the “works” of our 

earthly, physical existence. 

 If we enter God’s rest at conversion, we cease from any “works” 

that might contribute to our salvation.  (On this view, “works” 

would be read as Paul often defines them – anything that we 

might consider an excuse to boast before God.  While the author’s 

meaning is ambiguous here, I think that a case can be made for 

the readers of Hebrews being familiar already with Paul’s use of 

the word:  after all, the burden of this sermon-letter is to persuade 

Jewish Christians to cease from pursuing the works of the Mosaic 

Law, and to rest instead in true faith in Christ.) 

 

 I am personally persuaded by evidence in the passage for a present-day, at least 

inaugurated entry into God’s rest for Christian believers (i.e., at conversion).  The 

emphasis on “Today,” the stark division between belief and unbelief, and the call 

to encourage and evaluate one another in the Body for evidence of having 

entered (or failed to enter) contribute to the idea that this “entry into rest” is 

currently available to those who have faith.*  There is no doubt, though, that a 

final, ultimate experience of rest is still a future hope! 

 

 4:11 – Let us therefore strive to enter that rest, so that no one may fall by the same sort of 

disobedience. 

o We will return to this verse in our next meeting, to explore how the author to the 

Hebrews has already suggested we should “strive to enter that rest.”  For now, let’s 

just note that “disobedience” is defined in 3:19 as “unbelief” – it is not adherence to 

ritual laws or even moral behavior that is the criterion for entry, but faith. 

                                                           
*
 This idea is also expressed in John 5:24 – “Whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life.  

He does not come into judgment but has passed from death to life.” 
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Hebrews Study Lesson Fourteen (3.10.13) 

     Hebrews 4    

 

 Peaks and Valleys 

o So, how long has it been since you’ve read C. S. Lewis’s Screwtape Letters?  

Always a good choice to return to (or discover for the first time!) – be warned, 

though, that the passage of years in your life will only increase how convicting 

Lewis’s perception is!  Joanne brought us Screwtape’s discourse on the “peaks 

and troughs” of the Christian life, and the use the “troughs” have in the 

formation of Christian character in “the creature”: 

 “It is during such trough periods, much more than during the peak periods, 

that it is growing into the sort of creature He wants it to be.  Hence the 

prayers offered in the state of dryness are those which please Him best…Do 

not be deceived, Wormwood.  Our cause is never more in danger than when 

a human, no longer desiring, but still intending, to do our Enemy’s will, 

looks round upon a universe from which every trace of Him seems to have 

vanished, and asks why he has been forsaken, and still obeys.” 

 

  An Overview of Hebrews 4 

o (Note:  In our 13th study we worked through 4:1-11 in painstaking detail, as many 

of the statements in this passage were puzzling at best and downright confusing 

at worst.  If you haven’t read the notes from that study yet, I recommend looking 

them over if you have questions about this section.  Here is a much simpler 

summary of these verses, followed by a more detailed discussion about the final 

portion of this chapter, especially 4:11-13.) 

 

o 4:1-11:  The Midrash Continues! 

 Psalm 95 was quoted in the middle of Hebrews 3 (@ vv.7-10), and the 

ensuing discussion has two parts to it, never mind the chapter break: 

 3:12-19 = The negative application (“Don’t be like them!!”) 

 4:1-11 = The positive implications (“Believers may still enter!!”) 

 

 4:1-11 is a unit of thought written in the literary structure called inclusio, in 

which two parallel ideas (v.1 & 11) frame the rest of the discussion, like the 

bread of a sandwich.  Here the two parallel ideas are both commands 

exhorting the congregation to reach for the “rest” that is to be attained 

by faith. 

 



 

P
ag

e2
9

 

 The “fillers” of the sandwich explore the idea that while entry to God’s 

rest is barred to unbelievers, it remains open to those with faith.  Our 

author refers to God’s rest at creation (Gen. 2:2), Joshua’s role in the 

conquest of Canaan, and David’s later words in Ps. 95 to introduce the 

thought that God’s rest has always meant more than the land (and more 

than the weekly Sabbath celebration).  Indeed, these concrete, earthly 

things are only signposts pointing to the ultimate rest: salvation, which is 

still available to God’s people – but only for a limited time (hence the 

urgency of “let us fear” and “let us strive” in vv. 1 & 11).  Again, please 

refer to our 13th study notes for details on these verses.  This time we 

mainly concentrated on the final imperative found in 4:11 (see below). 

 

o 4:12-13:  Conviction and Exposure 

 Famous verse 12 (“For the word of God is living and active…”) and its 

companion focus on the penetrating power of God’s communication and 

His all-seeing eyes.  This conviction and exposure creates in us the need 

for… 

 

o 4:14-16:  A Sympathetic High Priest 

 This transitional paragraph wraps up the larger section we have been 

studying (Heb. 1-4) and introduces the new and fruitful theme of Jesus’ 

high priesthood (which will be examined in Heb. 5-10).  While we only just 

touched on the treasures here this time, we can already see that our great 

need for a Savior is more than matched by God’s provision. 

 

 Hebrews 4:11 – Let us therefore strive to enter that rest, so that no one may fall by the 

same sort of disobedience. 

o Given the presently available but time-sensitive nature of God’s rest, our author 

exhorts his audience to “strive” (ESV) or “be diligent” (NKJV) or “make every 

effort” (NIV) to enter it.  Given that he’s also established that “rest” means more 

than the earthly signs and symbols of Land and weekly Sabbath rest, our author 

is essentially urging the congregation to do the work necessary for salvation. 

 

o Uh-oh!  -- Wait, is he contradicting Paul?  Should I be worried that this means I’m 

to work for my salvation? Whoa!  Let’s let the author define his own terms here. 

 

o (If you’d like the personal challenge of finding out what our author means by 

“strive,” skip to the last page of these notes and do the research yourself.)   
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o Note the commands and implied commands that have been given so far in 

Hebrews.  What kind of “work” is in view?  (What kinds of work are NOT in 

view?) 

 2:1 – pay closer attention 

 2:3 – the opposite of neglect  = “tend to” 

 3:1 – consider Jesus 

 3:6, 14 – hold fast our confidence* and our boasting in our hope 

 3:7-8 – if you hear his voice, do not harden your heart 

 3:12 –Take care…lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart 

 3:13 – exhort one another 

 4:1 – Let us fear lest any of you should seem to have failed to reach it 

 

o Remember that “disobedience” is defined in 3:19 as being, fundamentally, 

unbelief.  We are not being asked to DO lawkeeping; we are being charged to 

BELIEVE what we are told.  Any actions we take flow from a heart that is either 

believing or unbelieving; it is the state of the heart that matters here. 

 

o Note the similar emphasis on the “work” of belief in John 6:28-29: 

 The Pharisees asked, “What must we do, to be doing the works of God?” 

Jesus answered them, “This is the work of God, that you believe in him 

whom he has sent.” 

 

o “Strive to enter” = make every effort to ensure that you and the brothers and 

sisters around you are firmly believing what God has said through His Son (1:2). 

 

 Hebrews 4:12  Core Conviction 

o “For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, 

piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and 

discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.”  (Heb. 4:12) 

 

o It’s likely that you have previously memorized this verse, and that you’ve always 

considered it with reference to the whole revelation of God in the Scriptures we 

call His “Word.”  I believe our author would readily assent that this statement 

                                                           
*
 Note that in v.6 NIV has courage rather than confidence, though the same word is translated confidence in v.14.  

Courage is solely a subjective thing – how we feel – while confidence retains both this subjective sense (we feel this 

way) and an objective sense – the content or object of our confidence.  Our author is not so much concerned with 

how we feel than with whether we are believing the right things. 
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could stand alone as a description of any form of God’s communication; but as 

we know this author to be very deliberate in his craft, it is also good to ask, “Why 

HERE??  What particular meaning does this verse have in its context in this 

chapter?”  We first looked closely at some of the details of this rich verse, then 

tried to answer this question. 

 

o Examining the Parallels: 

 There are three pairs of similar things mentioned in v.12.  What do the first 

two pairs have in common? 

o Soul – Spirit 

o Joints – Marrow  

 First of all, they name pairs of things that are so tightly knit as to be 

indistinguishable:  so any instrument capable of dividing them must 

be sharp indeed! 

 

 Secondly, they name pairs of things that are internal and unseen – 

which is the point of the third pair: 

o Thoughts & Intentions of the heart 

 

 What all three pairs share in common is that they name secret 

things normally hidden from the eye.  Think of what God says to 

Samuel when he’s evaluating the kingly appearance of David’s 

brothers:  “For the Lord sees not as man sees: man looks on the 

outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.” (1 Sam. 

16:7) 

 

 Focus on the HEART: 

 So given the author’s recent themes, what is the secret that needs 

to be discovered by the living and active word of God? 

 

 Note where we have previously seen the heart mentioned in 

Hebrews: 

o 3:7-8 = “do not harden your hearts” 

o 3:10 = “They always go astray in their heart” 

o 3:12 = “Take care…lest there be in any of you an evil, 

unbelieving heart…” 
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 As the secret “seat of the self,” the heart represents the core of a 

person, where his or her beliefs lie and from which his or her 

thoughts, actions, and words arise.  It is this secret center of the self 

that God’s living word will penetrate, in order (in this context) to 

discern faith or unbelief. 

 

 In his commentary on Hebrews, Calvin compares the softness of the 

responsive, believing heart with the heart of those who have rejected God: 

 “Nothing of this kind is found in the reprobate; for they either 

carelessly disregard God speaking to them, and thus mock him, or 

clamour against his truth, and obstinately resist it.  In short, as the 

word of God is a hammer, so they have a heart like the anvil, so that 

its hardness repels its strokes, however powerful they may be.”   

 

 While an honest assessment of our own believing hearts reveals that our 

“thoughts and intentions” are not always what they should be, we should 

remember that the focus of the message of stern, discerning judgment 

here is on belief and unbelief.  Our [relatively!] milder heart-rebellions will 

be dealt with by a loving heavenly Father who has already awakened and 

discerned faith in us. 

 

o What could the “word of God” refer to? 

 Of course this phrase has a range of meanings in the Bible & in Christian 

circles today: 

 Old Testament (which was the Bible of this congregation) 

 Old & New Testament 

 Any form of God’s speech 

 Jesus’ speech (cf. Heb. 1:2 and 2:3-4) 

 Jesus himself (in John 1) 

 

 Note the most recent use of God’s word in Hebrews (in the “OT” sense of 

the term) – Heb. 3:7-11, where Psalm 95 is quoted at the start of the 

midrash! 

 Indeed, this is the “word of God” that is most immediately in view 

in the context of this chapter.  Our author is employing the “sword 

of the Spirit, which is the word of God” by quoting and then 

expositing on this portion of the psalm in order to exhort his 

audience to examine themselves for a believing heart. 
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 Heb. 4:13  Inescapable Exposure 

o “And no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the 

eyes of him to whom we must give account.”  (Heb. 4:13) 

 

o So, does this sound like good news, or bad? 

 Interesting textual note:  the second adjective, translated “exposed” in ESV, 

refers either to baring the neck of a sacrificial animal, or a wrestler’s hold 

that blocks the trachea and leaves the opponent helpless!  So it’s probably 

not intended to be good news, at least for most people. 

 

o Here’s a challenge – explore in the OT the concept of God’s “watchful eye.”  Is 

this portrayed positively or negatively?  Check out these texts:  Ps. 33:13-19; Ps. 

66:5-7;  Pr. 15:3;  Jer. 24:4-7; 1 Kings 9:1-3; 2 Sam. 22:28; Job 34:21; Ps. 139:15-

16; Job 7:17-20.  (If you’re not up for the challenge, you can read through these 

passages on the final pages attached to these notes!) 

 

o Regarding the link between v.12 and v.13, commentator Peter T. O’Brien writes: 

 “Here in Hebrews there is a close connection between God and his word:  to 

be exposed to the word of Scripture is to be examined fully by God himself, 

and therefore to be answerable to him.” (2010) 

 

o Notice the emotions that this verse inspires – and the need that it evokes!  We 

think of Adam and Eve in the garden, realizing they were naked and seeking 

covering and hiding places.  From Peter O’Brien again: 

 “We are completely at the mercy of God; the more desperate we are before 

his all-seeing eye, the more wonderful is his provision for our needs.” 

 

 Hebrews 4:14-16  A Treasure Chest 

o We will treat this transitional paragraph in more detail next time.  For now, just 

note that the need that has been evoked in the previous verses is more than met 

by God’s grace to us in Christ.  Reading these verses is like opening a treasure 

chest!  Rather than needing to hide from His piercing gaze, we are to picture 

ourselves running confidently into His presence!  Here again we see the theme 

of Christ’s solidarity with us resulting in His blessing to us (remember the 

“solidarity” passage in 2:10-18?).  And here, too, we pick up a theme that has 

been suggested earlier in small ways, but will become the burden of the author’s 

thought for the next six chapters:  Jesus’ role as our great high priest.  Stay 

tuned! 
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The Watchful Eyes of God (OT) 

Ps. 33:13-19 The Lord looks down from heaven; 

    he sees all the children of man; 

14 from where he sits enthroned he looks out 

    on all the inhabitants of the earth, 

15 he who fashions the hearts of them all 

    and observes all their deeds. 

16 The king is not saved by his great army; 

    a warrior is not delivered by his great strength. 

17 The war horse is a false hope for salvation, 

    and by its great might it cannot rescue. 

18 Behold, the eye of the Lord is on those who fear him, 

    on those who hope in his steadfast love, 

19 that he may deliver their soul from death 

    and keep them alive in famine. 

 

Ps. 66:5-7 Come and see what God has done: 

    he is awesome in his deeds toward the children of man. 
6 He turned the sea into dry land; 

    they passed through the river on foot. 

There did we rejoice in him, 
7     who rules by his might forever, 

whose eyes keep watch on the nations— 

    let not the rebellious exalt themselves. 

 

Pr. 15:3 The eyes of the LORD are in every place, 

    keeping watch on the evil and the good. 

Jer. 24:4-74 
Then the word of the LORD came to me: 

5 
“Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: 

Like these good figs, so I will regard as good the exiles from Judah, whom I have sent away 

from this place to the land of the Chaldeans. 
6 

I will set my eyes on them for good, and I will 

bring them back to this land. I will build them up, and not tear them down; I will plant them, and 

not pluck them up. 
7 

I will give them a heart to know that I am the LORD, and they shall be my 

people and I will be their God, for they shall return to me with their whole heart. 

1 Kings 9:1-3 As soon as Solomon had finished building the house of the LORD and the king's house 

and all that Solomon desired to build, 2 the LORD appeared to Solomon a second time, as he had 

appeared to him at Gibeon. 3 And the LORD said to him, “I have heard your prayer and your plea, which 

you have made before me. I have consecrated this house that you have built, by putting my name there 

forever. My eyes and my heart will be there for all time. 



 

P
ag

e3
5

 

2 Sam. 22:28 You save a humble people, 

    but your eyes are on the haughty to bring them down. 

Job 34:21 For his eyes are on the ways of a man, 

    and he sees all his steps. 

Ps. 139:15-16My frame was not hidden from you, 

when I was being made in secret, 

    intricately woven in the depths of the earth. 
16 Your eyes saw my unformed substance; 

in your book were written, every one of them, 

    the days that were formed for me, 

    when as yet there was none of them. 

Job 7:17-20 What is man, that you make so much of him, 

    and that you set your heart on him, 
18 visit him every morning 

    and test him every moment? 
19 How long will you not look away from me, 

    nor leave me alone till I swallow my spit? 
20 If I sin, what do I do to you, you watcher of mankind? 

    Why have you made me your mark? 

    Why have I become a burden to you? 
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Research Challenge:  What is meant by “let us strive to enter that rest” (in 4:11)? 

 

Take a look at the imperatives and implied commands that have been given to the 

congregation so far in Hebrews.  Summarize what kind of “work” is required by 

each.   

 

Heb. 2:1 = 

 

Heb. 2:3 (take the opposite of “neglect” or “ignore”) = 

 

Heb. 3:1 = 

 

Heb. 3:6 (implied) = 

 

Heb. 3:14 (implied) = 

 

Heb. 3:7-8 = 

 

Heb. 3:12 = 

 

Heb. 3:13 = 

 

Heb. 4:1 = 

 

What kinds of “work” are NOT in view here? 

 

How is disobedience defined in Heb. 3:19? 

 

Read John 6:28-29.  What parallel do you see here between Jesus’ definition of the 

“work” of salvation and our author’s understanding of how we are to “strive to 

enter that rest”? 

 

 



 

P
ag

e3
7

 

Hebrews Study Lesson Fifteen (3.24.13) 

     Hebrews 4:12-16; 5:1-10    

 

 

 

 

 

Joanne’s timely reminder reinforces the message we keep hearing over and over in Hebrews – 

right thinking matters!  As Paul writes in 2 Cor. 10:4-5, we are to “take every thought captive to 

obey Christ.”  Our wrong actions can always be traced back to wrong thinking in the first place, 

so we would do well to pay attention to the instruction that God provides for us through his 

Word and the faithful teachers he has placed in our lives.  In our next lesson we’ll be revisiting 

this theme, as we talk about the fruits of Christian maturity – teaching others, and discerning 

the good from the evil (see Heb. 5:11-14). 

 Heb. 4:12-13 – Establishing Our Great Need 

o Take a moment to read these familiar verses again, and consider:  What emotions 

are evoked here?  What need is raised? 

 

o Similar feelings about the fearfulness of being exposed to the eyes of God, the 

“Watcher of mankind,” are present in Job’s complaint in Job 7:17-20.  Job also 

realizes that his greatest need is for a mediator between himself and the Almighty:  

he longs for an “arbiter between us, who might lay his hand on us both” (Job 

9:33).  I invite you to read all of Job 9, and consider how the author to the 

Hebrews also stirs up this need for a sympathetic go-between – and how he then 

sets Christ before us as God’s great provision for our great need. 

 

 Outline Challenge:  The next major section of Hebrews (chs. 5-10) will plunge us into 

some heavy OT teaching, mainly about the priesthood.  But our author has already 

bathed his message in OT words and thoughts.  Can you name the locations of the 

major OT quotations in Hebrews so far?  Hints are given below.  (Try to remember the 

chapter reference, at least, before you check!!) 

o ______________  (Hint:  “String of Pearls”!) 

o ______________, quoting ________  (Hint:  it’s followed by the first midrash) 

o ______________, quoting ________  (Hint:  it’s followed by the second midrash) 
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 Overview and Main Ideas 

o If you missed our meeting, take a few minutes to read each of the following 

paragraphs and jot down for yourself what you think is the focus or main subject 

of each section, along with any other key words.  (If you’re too impatient to do 

this, or if you already did this exercise together with us, the main ideas will be 

included in the discussion notes below. ;) 

o Heb. 4:14-16 

 

o Heb. 5:1-4 

 

o Heb. 5:5-10 

 

 Hebrews 4:14-16 – The Treasure Chest 

o Here is our good God’s answer to our great need!  This paragraph is a major 

“hinge” section in Hebrews:  it serves both as closure for the chapters we have 

already studied, and also as a foretaste of the extended discussion of the 

priesthood which will occupy our author’s attention in the following chapters. 

 

o As always, this section displays the deliberate craft of the author in his verbal links 

back to previous sections and also forward to the discussion to come.  If you 

would like another independent study challenge, pause here and make a list for 

yourself of words and ideas in 4:14-16 that remind you of territory we have 

already covered. Try to find the specific verses that link up with the ideas in the 

paragraph. (Our own discoveries follow, so don’t read on till you’re done!) 

 

o We found these “Monkey Links” to previous sections: 

 The “high priestly” role of Jesus (2:17; 3:1) 

 The Son of God (all of ch. 1!) 

 Temptation & sympathy (2:18) 

 Jesus’ identification with his people (2:10-18) 

 Holding on firmly to the right perspective – believing the right things, our 

“confession” (2:1-4; 3:1; 3:6; 3:14) 

 “Passing through the heavens” reminds us of the Son’s exaltation (discussed 

in chs.1 &2) 
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o       HOLDFASTS & SUBSTRATE:   Hebrews 3:6 & 14, 

6:18 and 4:14 all emphasize the importance of “holding fast” to the 

truth about Christ.  Here is a whimsical analogy from the world of 

marine biology:  Giant kelp attaches itself to the material of the 

substrate (whatever is on the floor of the sea) with holdfasts.  You 

can imagine that holdfasts are anchored best when they are 

attached to rocks, rather than to sand or mud. Likewise, “we must 

pay much closer attention to what we have heard” (the rock-solid 

content of our “confession”!), “lest we drift away from it”(Heb. 2:1)! 

 

o Heb. 4:14 contains the curious detail that our high priest “passed through the 

heavens.”  What can this mean?  Later passages in Hebrews will make clearer the 

author’s thoughts here, but already we can make some good guesses:  even as 

chapter 1 dealt with the “exaltation” part of the Son’s story (“sat down at the right 

hand of the Majesty on high,” 1:3; see also 1:13 and 2:7-8), here again we are 

directed to think about an accomplished heavenly task, this time in terms of 

priesthood and sacrifice.  Similar ideas involving a heavenly sanctuary will be 

expressed in Heb. 6:19-20, 8:1-2, 9:11-12, etc.  Heb. 9:24 gives a concise summary 

of our author’s understanding of the heavenly Holy Place: 

 For Christ has entered, not into holy places made with hands, which are 

copies of the true things, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the 

presence of God on our behalf. 

 

o In Heb. 4:16 we are exhorted to “approach the throne of grace with confidence” – 

a far cry from Adam and Eve hiding out and seeking vegetative covering for their 

newly-realized nakedness, or Job cowering before God and yearning for the buffer 

of a mediator!  Our privilege is rendered even more profound when we consider 

the symbolism of the earthly Temple and priesthood.  Commentator Peter O’Brien 

writes: 

 “In OT times worshipers could approach the outer limits of the 

sanctuary…and ordinary priests could approach the altar, but only the high 

priest could approach the mercy seat. Christ’s high-priestly ministry has 

achieved for believers what Israel never enjoyed, namely, immediate access 

to God and freedom to draw near to him continually.”  (2010) 

 

o Some new and carry-over ideas in this paragraph, which will be developed in later 

passages of this sermon-letter, include Christ’s sinlessness, his sympathy and 

solidarity as a high priest, and his unique appointment to this role as Son. 
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 Hebrews 5:1-4 – The Back Story 

o In the passages to come, as our author prepares to develop his various points 

about Jesus, he often will begin by rehearsing Israel’s cultic* history.  Note that he 

is not necessarily referring to present-day realities or recent historical examples:  

he concentrates his exposition on the ideal priesthood described and prescribed in 

the Torah (the Pentateuch). 

 

o So what main ideas are being conveyed here about human high priests?  We listed 

divine appointment, solidarity, sympathy, and sacrifices. 

 

o Divine appointment is one of the two requirements given here for the high priest:  

without God’s explicit calling, a man’s claim to the role is illegitimate.  Along this 

line, a new historical link is introduced here:  the reference to Aaron concerns the 

original divine appointment of his family line to the priesthood.  (Of course, 

subsequent Aaronic generations were not given the same explicit call:  however, 

they were implicitly called through God’s verbal appointment of their great 

ancestor and his sons.) 

 Ex. 29:9b gives God’s instructions about this family’s calling:  “And the 

priesthood shall be theirs by a statute forever.  Thus you shall ordain Aaron 

and his sons.” 

 

 In order to establish Jesus as a legitimate high priest, then, our author will 

need to provide evidence that he, too, received a direct divine invitation to 

this role.  By the way, it is worth noting that if a non-Aaronic priest was 

needed, he was given an explicit verbal appointment by God, just as Aaron & 

sons were at the beginning – e.g., Samuel! 

 

o Solidarity and sympathy constitute the next requirement for the Jewish high 

priest.  5:2-3 presents a winsome picture of what the high priest ought to be like 

(never mind recent historical examples!).   

 Part of the winsomeness of this description of the high priest is its 

immanence:  probably intentionally, as a reflection of God’s own character, 

this OT role has both transcendence and immanence woven into it.  There is 

the austere singularity of the one man, carefully washed, clothed, and set 

                                                           
*
 When we read “cultic” we immediately think of “cults” (like Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, etc.).  But this is just 

a technical term referring to the ritualistic, priestly parts of any religion. 
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apart to enter the Holy of Holies – and there is the gentle compassion of one 

who is just as needy as we are.  Of course this combination of transcendence 

and immanence is perfectly reflected in “Christ the holy, set apart – Jesus the 

lowly, lover of hearts.” 

 

 “beset with weakness” (v.2): 

 The verb here has an interesting connotation: it literally means to 

encircle or surround, like a cloak.  Puritan John Owen translates 

this phrase as “For he also is compassed by infirmity.” 

 

 “Both the OT and Second Temple Jewish literature spoke of the 

glorious vestments worn by Israel’s high priest as a mark of his 

authority.  Hebrews affirms that what he wears is weakness.”  

(O’Brien) 

 

 “ignorant and straying” (v.2): 

 Note the characteristic focus on the MIND here.  We sense a 

contrast between this and the more ultimate wrong-thinking and 

straying of those who were denied entry into God’s rest:  in this 

case, there is a sense of hope that the “ignorant and straying” can 

be reclaimed through the gentleness of the high priest. 

 

o Painting the contrast:  human high priests & Christ 

 At the end of these notes you’ll find a chart that we filled out during our 

meeting.  You’re invited to use this to jot down details that you notice in these 

verses (and elsewhere in Hebrews so far) that show the likenesses and the 

differences between Christ and the human high priests. 

 

 Hebrews 5:5-10  -- Christ’s Priesthood 

o Main Ideas:  The subject matter has changed now to focus on Christ and how he 

meets the two given requirements of the high priest – divine appointment and 

sympathetic solidarity. 

 

o We didn’t get a chance to talk through the OT quotations in vv.5-6, which I’d like to 

save for next time.  I’ll concentrate here on the verses that troubled and puzzled us 

most, vv.7-9. 
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o (v.7) – If Jesus prayed to “the one who could deliver him from death” and he 

“was heard,” how come he still died? 

 Couple ways to look at it: 

 The prayer(s) referred to here are not necessarily limited to 

Gethsemane, although that is the closest direct Gospel illustration 

we have of this intense kind of intercession. 

 Jesus WAS delivered from death – after he died.  (The phrase can 

also mean, “delivered from the realm of death.”) 

 “The one who could deliver him from death” is just a roundabout 

way of saying “God”; it does not necessarily mean that this was 

the content of Jesus’ prayers. 

 

o (v.8) – “Although he was a son, he learned obedience through what he suffered.” 

 There is a play on rhyming words here in the Greek:  emathen (he learned) 

and epathen (he suffered) constitute a common combination that conveys 

the idea that “learning comes by suffering.”  We have a rhyme in our 

language that delivers the same message.  Can you think of it?* 

 

 There are two confusing things about this statement: 

 First:  “Although he was a son he learned obedience through what 

he suffered.” 

 

 If you have sons (daughters, too!), you know that they DO 

sometimes have to learn obedience “the hard way”!  By doing 

wrong and then encountering consequences, their behavior is 

hopefully shaped towards obedience.  So it seems odd to imply 

that there was something exceptional in the connection between 

Jesus’ sonship and the process of learning obedience through 

suffering. 

 

 The catch here is the little article “a” in that first phrase:  it 

matters that it is NOT in the Greek.  Jesus is not just ANY son:  he is 

the Son of God!  This is what should be emphasized as unexpected:  

“Son though he was…”** 

                                                           
*
 “No pain, no gain!” 

**
 Joanne immediately recognized this as “Yodaspeke”! 
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Commentator F. F. Bruce elaborates: 

“It is the most natural thing in the world for a son to learn obedience by suffering; indeed, our 

author makes this very point in 12:5ff.  But it is not any ordinary son that he is speaking about 

here, but the Son of God:  ‘Son though he was’ – that is to say, Son of God though he was – 

even he was granted no exemption from the common law that learning comes by suffering.”  

(Bruce, 1990) 

 Second Confusing Thing:  “Son though he was, he learned obedience through 

what he suffered.” 

 What does our author mean by saying that Jesus LEARNED obedience?  Did 

he lack an obedient spirit to begin with?  We know he did not:  he was 

“without sin” in his response to every temptation introduced by suffering 

(4:15).  He did not have to go through the painful process of moral learning 

that the rest of us must endure. 

 A better way to conceive of Jesus learning these things is to consider that he 

needed to pass through and complete certain historical events to “fulfill all 

righteousness” (Mt.3:15).  In order for God’s redemptive plan to be fully 

accomplished, Jesus had to experience in the flesh specific painful 

challenges and respond with complete obedience.  As Peter O’Brien writes, 

“authentic obedience is practiced in particular, concrete circumstances.”  We 

might call this historical or vocational learning (rather than moral learning). 

 Read Isaiah 50:4-9 for a prophetic passage indicating that the Messiah’s 

endurance of suffering was to be the full expression of his obedience. 

o (v.9) – “And being made perfect…” 

 Again, we should not think of this process of perfection as a moral process, as 

we think of our own need for sanctification.  Jesus was made fit for his high 

office by fulfilling all righteousness through his obedience in the flesh in real 

time.  By accomplishing historical, unalterable events in the story of 

redemption, he has secured for us an irreversible salvation. 

 

 Note that this “eternal salvation” has been achieved for “all who obey him” 

(lit. “the obedient ones”).  Consider what we have learned from this author 

about what this obedience consists of (look back at our notes from Lesson 14 

on what it means to “strive to enter” God’s rest). 
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o (v.10) – “…after the order of Melchizedek.”   

 More on this mysterious character later!  He will figure prominently in the 

discussion in ch. 7.  He is introduced here in conjunction with the prophetic 

calling of the Messiah to the high priesthood (from Ps. 110, quoted also in 

v.6).   

 

 One aspect of the Christ’s association with Melchizedek is worth mentioning 

here, though:  while the Son shares with Aaron the requirement that he 

receive a divine calling to the high priesthood, Jesus is not of the lineage of 

Aaron but of David.  That is, he comes from a kingly line, not a priestly family.  

(“For it is evident that our Lord descended from Judah…”, Heb. 7:14.)  This 

presents a problem for the claim that he is to be high priest, since this 

combining of offices just wasn’t done in Israel!*  Yet Melchizedek offers OT 

precedent for one who is both king and priest of the Most High God.  Again, 

this idea will be expanded in ch. 7, but for now keep in mind that “after the 

order of Melchizedek” introduces the notion that Jesus is something different 

and exceptional in the way of high priests – though not without precedent. 

 

  

                                                           
*
 In fact, some sects of Judaism around the Second Temple period were actually looking for TWO Messiahs, one 

kingly and one priestly, because despite the Messianic psalms (like Ps. 110) that hinted at a combination of the 

offices, it seemed to them more fitting to expect them to remain separate. 
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Jesus’ Priesthood 

 LIKE UNLIKE 

Any human high priest 
(Heb. 5:1-4) 
 
 
 

  (4:15; 5:2-3) 
 
 (5:9) 

Moses 
(Heb. 3:1-6) 
 
 
 

 (3:2, 5)  (3:5-6) 

Aaron 
(esp. Heb. 5:4) 
 
 
 

  (5:5-6) 
 
 (5:6, 10) 

Melchizedek 
(just from Heb. 5:6 & 10 
so far) 
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Hebrews Study Lesson Sixteen (4.7.13) 

  Hebrews 5:1-10   

 

 Ongoing Outline Challenge:  One of my goals for our group is for everyone to get to 

know the layout of Hebrews in a general way, remembering the key ideas of the 

different sections and realizing how the different pieces fit together into one carefully 

crafted argument about Christ’s sufficiency.  So (since Joanne wasn’t here to exhort and 

encourage with an “opener”!) I gave a pop quiz at the start, challenging the group to 

recall the chapters where seven listed figures first appear in this letter, and what each 

one’s significance is.  If you are one of our friends who follows along with these notes, I 

invite you to challenge yourself with this quiz too – see last page!  How well do YOU 

know the layout of Hebrews (chs. 1-5)?  

 

 Four Voices:  These are the sections we read & covered in this lesson, though we spent 

the most time on the new material in 5:11-14.  It was helpful to hear each of these 

paragraphs in a different person’s voice, as each one has its own purpose and tone.  

(I’ve summarized them for you here, but I suggest you reread these passages for 

yourself so the rest of the discussion below makes more sense.) 

o 4:14-16 = Our treasure:  we HAVE this great – and sympathetic! – high priest.  

This is the spiritual context in which the following information & exhortations are 

set for the original readers of Hebrews – and it also provides us with an 

accessible entry point into the exceedingly JEWISH discussion that follows. 

 

o 5:1-4 = The back story:  the job description & requirements of Israel’s high priest. 

 

o 5:5-10 = Jesus’ resume:  beginning to explain how Jesus meets these criteria. 

 

o 5:11-14 =  A startlingly candid expression of exasperation from our author!  In 

our own words:  “Just grow UP already!!” 

 

 Review of 5:1-4 – The Job Description 

o Two qualifications for the high priest are mentioned here directly:  the ability to 

sympathize with the people he serves, and the divine appointment to his 

office.  In order to establish Jesus’ credentials as high priest, then, our author 

needs to argue that Jesus, too, received a direct divine calling to his role and is 

able to sympathize with us in our weakness. 
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o Aaron is mentioned here as an example of divine appointment.  This seems 

almost a casual reference to a well-known historical precedent (Aaron’s direct 

calling by God is mentioned in Ex. 28:1 and 29:9b), but the allusion is actually 

more complex than this.  Bringing up Aaron introduces two further challenges to 

Jesus’ legitimacy; it’s as if our author wants to provoke his audience into asking 

some deeper questions that he won’t address right away.  Now they ought also 

to be wondering: 

 Does Jesus also meet the criterion of lineage? – After all, no legitimate 

high priest in Israel would come from outside Aaron’s family line, would 

he? 

 

 How does Jesus get away with holding TWO offices, those of King (see 

ch.1!) and High Priest? – After all, ever since Aaron (the first “specialist”!) 

these roles have been kept strictly separate in Israel. 

 

o [Stay tuned – more on these new puzzles in lessons to come!] 

 

o Solidarity, Suffering, & Sympathy:  v.7-9 

 We spent lots of time on these confusing verses last time, so I won’t 

belabor them here.  Enough to say that when we read about Jesus 

“learning obedience” or being “perfected,” we are talking not about 

moral learning or perfection, but about historical (or vocational) learning.  

There were certain things Jesus had to experience in the course of time 

that would “fulfill all righteousness” (as in Mt. 3:15).  Verse 7 reminds us 

that even though he was the special Son of God, he was not exempt from 

suffering in “the days of his flesh,” as we might have expected him to be. 

 

o Divine Appointment: v.5-6 

 Note that these two small OT quotations mirror the first and last verses 

of the String of Pearls that we studied in chapter one (from Psalm 2 and 

Psalm 110 respectively)! 

 

 These quotations are similar in that they both involve the divine voice 

speaking to “the Christ” (or Messiah) and granting a special status – first 

as Son (a Kingly role), and then as Priest.   Because our author has 

equated Jesus and the Jewish Messiah, he applies these Messianic 

addresses directly to him. 
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 King & Priest?  -- It is also noteworthy that the second quotation comes 

from Psalm 110, which caused no end of difficulty to Jewish interpreters.  

It is obviously a psalm addressed to a King, but the verse about the 

priesthood throws a wrench into the works because, unlike the 

surrounding nations in the Ancient Near East, Israel’s monarchy and 

priesthood were kept strictly separated.  Only Jesus makes sense of it! 

 

 Melchizedek will reappear in chapter 7 in more detail, as our author 

explains his involvement in Abraham’s story and how he prefigures Christ.  

For now, recall the extra questions raised by the mention of Aaron, and 

consider how an appeal to Melchizedek’s case can help legitimize Jesus’ 

high priesthood.  Is there precedent, after all, for a priest of the Most High 

God who does not come from Aaron’s family line, and who is also a king? 

 

o So, do you get really excited when you hear about Melchizedek, or does this 

new figure’s appearance leave you mostly bewildered (or bored)?  Perhaps he 

is too far removed from our experience and knowledge to even be relevant? 

 As we go along in Hebrews now, we’ll be encountering more and more 

specifically Jewish content.  Our distance from that setting of time and 

culture, and to some extent our lack of previous knowledge and 

experience with the biblical information, will probably contribute to the 

feeling that “this stuff doesn’t have much to do with me at all…couldn’t 

we just skip to the practical applications in ch. 12?” 

 

 When you’re tempted to bail because this all sounds so ANCIENT and 

JEWISH and doesn’t have anything to do with you, challenge yourself in 

two ways: 

 

 First, try to put yourself into first-century Jewish-Christian 

sandals, to get a sense of how the initial readers and hearers 

would have received this information.  On the one hand, it would 

have been very exciting to see all of the dots connected and Jesus 

shown to be, indeed, everything the Scriptures had promised and 

more…On the other, the very thought that Jesus represents a new 

and better replacement for the old way of the Mosaic Law would 

have been threatening to those who were hedging their bets.  If 

our author does a good job proving Jesus’ legitimacy and 
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supremacy, that back door will be permanently shut!  This thought 

would have been scary for some folks. 

 

 Second, remember how you felt reading 4:14-16, all about Jesus 

the great high priest who sympathizes us and gives us bold access 

to God!  That little paragraph is steeped in Jewish imagery and 

ideas, and yet you resonated with it, right?  Be open, then, to the 

possibility of learning from the Jewish Scriptures new words and 

concepts that capture Jesus’ greatness and the excellence of God’s 

redemptive plan.  Maybe these will grow delightful to you, too. 

 

 Heb. 5:11-14 – Marks of Maturity and Immaturity 

o This paragraph abruptly shifts the tone and seems to cut off the argument about 

Melchizedek midstride.  Before our author returns to his theme of the 

trustworthiness of God and the supremacy of Christ, he takes his audience to 

task for their “sluggishness”!  This is the first time that we have heard anything 

but controlled, compassionate communication from him, even if he has been 

somewhat stern in his exhortation at times.  Here we pick up a sense of real 

exasperation and frustration with the congregation!  (How many pastors have 

ever wanted to give vent to their feelings about their flock in this way??) 

 

o Before unpacking his message here, it is interesting to note the translation 

differences between the ESV and the NIV.  The ESV seeks to preserve the Greek 

words as closely as possible in translation; the NIV is content to try to convey the 

sense of the Greek.  Do you think the differences here are significant enough to 

affect meaning, or are the NIV’s more expansive renderings helpful? 

 (ESV) (NIV) 
11 About this we have much to say, and it is hard to 

explain, since you have become dull of hearing. 

11 We have much to say about this, but it is hard to 
make it clear to you because you no longer try to 

understand. 
12 For though by this time you ought to be 

teachers, you need someone to teach you again 
the basic principles of the oracles of God. You 

need milk, not solid food, 

12 In fact, though by this time you ought to be 
teachers, you need someone to teach you the 

elementary truths of God’s word all over again. 
You need milk, not solid food! 

13for everyone who lives on milk is unskilled in the 
word of righteousness, since he is a child. 

13 Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is 
not acquainted with the teaching about 

righteousness. 
14 But solid food is for the mature, for those who 

have their powers of discernment trained by 
constant practice to distinguish good from evil. 

14 But solid food is for the mature, who by constant 
use have trained themselves to distinguish good 

from evil. 
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o So what went wrong? 

 Obviously, the contrast here is between the maturity that our author 

feels should have been in evidence by this time, and the “dullness” that 

apparently characterizes the congregation instead.  We noted these 

details from the paragraph: 

The Immature The Mature 

Need milk 

Do not know / are unskilled in the 

word of righteousness 

Sluggish, dull of hearing 

Need teachers 

Need “ABC’s” (VBS & Children’s SS!) 

 

Can handle solid food 

Are trained by constant use 

Can distinguish good from evil 

Discerning, disciplined, teachable 

Can handle the “more” that is “difficult 

to explain/interpret” 

Can teach 

 

 Note that “teaching” does not necessarily refer to the formal, deliberate, 

authoritative work that a person with a specific teaching role and 

teaching gifts has within the church:  in fact, all of us are teachers in 

some respect in the Body of Christ, whether formally or informally.  

That the whole congregation is being chided for their unreadiness to 

teach indicates that our author is conceiving of teaching in a very broad 

way.  If teaching is not happening organically in this broad sense, it is 

probably because something has gone wrong with the learners.* 

 

o There is a particular danger here in immediately applying this “scolding” to 

ourselves, instead of first considering its original context and its original hearers’ 

situation.  Did you come away from these verses feeling personally chided for a 

lack of advancement in your own study of the Bible, and maybe with the sense 

that you “should” be studying more and better and harder and etc.?  While 

many of us could do with a wake-up call in this area so that we take our study 

time more seriously (or at all!), you may be over-reading here.  This rebuke is not 

about achieving mastery in higher-level theological material, but about 

resisting some uncomfortable implications of the gospel, properly understood. 

o Hearing Problems 

 Notice the verb become in v.11.*  Their problem is a change in state or 

attitude, not an intellectual limitation that prevents them from advancing 

                                                           
*
 Since “if you can’t explain it, you probably didn’t understand it in the first place.” 

*
 Also in verse 12, though the English hides this: it’s literally “you have become needing milk”! 
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to higher levels of theological thought.  That they are “dull in hearing” 

also indicates that they are blameworthy for their lack of advancement.  

 

 The idea of the blameworthiness of the learner is important to keep in 

mind as we read this, lest we harshly judge ourselves or others for 

needing the “milk” (or “ABC’s”) of the faith at all.  There are times and 

seasons when milk is the appropriate nutrient!  Calvin puts it like this: 

 

“We must indeed show some indulgence to those who have not yet known much of 

Christ, if they are not capable as yet of receiving solid food, but he who has had time to 

grow, if he still continues as a child, is not entitled to any excuse.”** 

 

 What is implied here about the learners is that something has 

threatened their receptivity to the more challenging implications of the 

gospel.  Yes, this includes the information about Melchizedek, which is 

what may trip us into reading this as a rebuke about not progressing to 

the next intellectual level of Christian instruction.  After all, to us this 

high- priestly material seems pretty cerebral stuff!  Again, take into 

account the distance in experience and knowledge that we must make up 

for, and the fact that the original readers have become hard of hearing.  

It’s not that they CAN’T understand the next bits:  it’s that they don’t 

WANT to.  Remember that if our author makes a watertight case about 

Jesus being a new kind of high priest (not of Aaron’s line, and also a King), 

these people lose the escape hatch they have been inching toward… 

 

 Peter O’Brien makes the case that, exasperation of the author aside, the 

congregation may not, in fact, have gone too far down the slippery slope 

of apostasy yet:  after all, our author does return eventually to the very 

material he claims he cannot communicate; and in 6:9 he indicates that 

he actually holds a positive view of his audience’s hearts regarding their 

status before God. Perhaps the very tone of this rebuke will be enough for 

the congregation to straighten up and say, “No, we are not dullards!  We 

are ready to hear what you have to say.” If so, then author and audience 

lived out the following Proverbs: 

 

                                                           
**

 Charmaine made the good point that Paul says something similar in 1 Cor. 13:11 – “When I was a child, I thought 

as a child…” 
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 “He who listens to a life-giving rebuke will be at home among the wise.”  

(Pr. 15:31) 

 

 “Like a gold ring or an ornament of gold is a wise reprover to a listening 

ear.”  (Pr. 25:12)* 

 

o So our author has his work cut out for him:  in order to win them back from their 

fearful resistance of the New and their edging back towards the Old, he must 

address their fears, correct their wrong impressions of Jesus, convince them of 

Jesus’ supremacy and legitimacy in Jewish terms, and give them the bottom line 

about what / Whom they really ought to fear! 

 

o The Positive Picture:  “trained by constant practice” 

 “But solid food is for the mature, for those who have their powers of 

discernment trained by constant practice to distinguish good from evil.” 

 

 We shouldn’t leave this passage without recognizing that along with the 

rebuke there is offered here a very attractive portrait of maturity in the 

Christian faith!  What is implied here about the kinds of behaviors that 

lead to maturity of learning, teaching, and discernment?   

 

 No guilt-trips here:  Yes, this has to do with conscious efforts.  But 

remember that the season of your life will have something to say about 

how much time you may spend & how deep you can go, especially on 

your own.  And there will ALWAYS be stuff that is intellectually beyond 

any of us. 

 

 Think too of the encouraging role that we can play for each other, both by 

reminding one another of the right content of our faith, and by looking 

out for one another’s hearts, helping each other be teachable. 

 

 

                                                           
*
 Yes, it’s really the “reprover” who is like the gold ring!  Think too of how this author is playing the winsome role 

of the human high priest described in 5:2 – “He can deal gently with the ignorant and wayward, since he himself is 

beset with weakness.”  I am reminded of passages like Matt. 7:3-5 and Gal. 6:1, in which both humility and 

correction are called for within the Body of Christ.  In light of Heb. 5:2 and the concept of the “priesthood of 

believers” (see 1 Pet. 2:9), we are apparently playing a priestly role for one another when we dare to do this! 
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Pop Quiz 
 

Where are these figures first named in Hebrews?  See if you can identify the 

chapter, at least!  What is their significance in our author’s argument?  (If you’ve 

read through Heb. 1-5 recently, try this closed-book style first!) 

 

 Angels:  

 

 

 Devil: 

 

 

 Aaron: 

 

 

 Moses: 

 

 

 Joshua: 

 

 

 Melchizedek: 

 

 

 David: 
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Hebrews Study Lesson Seventeen (4.21.13) 

  Hebrews 4:14-16, 5:11-14  

(Only a few of us could attend this meeting, so we will cover the context and details of 6:1-8 

again next time.  In the meantime, here are a few more reflections on the paragraphs just prior 

to this well-known warning passage.) 

 Hebrews 4:14-16 – Our Great High Priest 

o We reread this “hinge” paragraph and noted that we can immediately resonate 

with its intended note of encouragement and assurance – Jesus is our victorious 

high priest; he understands us and sympathizes; and because of him we can 

boldly run to our Father God with whatever is on our hearts and whatever needs 

we have.   

 

o But notice how very JEWISH this little passage is!  A complete outsider, 

someone who has had no previous exposure to the Bible or Judeo-Christian 

concepts, would find too many obstacles in the way of her receiving the 

assurance our author is trying to communicate:  high priest, son of God, passing 

through the heavens, throne of grace, and sin would seem like a foreign 

language.  Yet those of us who have been part of a church family for much of our 

lives have no trouble hearing a personal message of encouragement here – 

because we have learned the language well enough to find these ideas familiar! 

 

o I started with this passage because I wanted to demonstrate that we can grow 

into such a familiarity with OT concepts that we, like the first century readers, 

can readily understand a NT passage’s purpose and meaning.  This detail about 

our learning is important to remember as we venture further into Hebrews now:  

beginning with an initial foray into the high priesthood and Melchizedek in ch. 5, 

we will be deluged with OT images, vocabulary, and topics as our author tries to 

convince his initial readers of Jesus’ legitimacy and supremacy.  A lot of this will 

seem foreign to us and difficult to understand, and way too distant from our 

experience to be meaningful to us personally.  Keep in mind, then, that learning 

a new language takes time and practice, and be open to the possibility of 

picking up new ways of thinking about Jesus that will enrich your 

understanding of him and of the beautiful complexity of God’s plans. 

 

 Hebrews 5:1-10 – Review 

o The first paragraph of chapter 5 presents the Job Description of the Jewish high 

priest; the second paragraph provides Jesus’ Resume. 
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o Two requirements for the high priesthood are sympathy (solidarity) and divine 

appointment, illustrated by the example of Aaron.  Our author shows how Jesus 

met the first through his suffering, and the second through God’s authoritative 

calling of the Messiah (“the Christ” in the Greek of v.5) in two psalms. 

 

o Note how in the Christ’s case, the calling is both to Sonship (v.5) and priesthood 

(v.6).  Along with the mention of Aaron in v.4, allusion to this dual calling would 

have raised for Jewish listeners some further questions about Jesus’ legitimacy: 

 How can the Messiah be BOTH king and priest?  These roles were always 

kept separate in Israel’s history!  Is there any precedent for their 

combination? 

 Does Jesus meet the requirement of lineage? Only those from Aaron’s 

family could claim divine appointment through their ancestor!  Is there 

any precedent for a high priest from outside this family? 

 

o So at 5:10 we still have unfinished business – but a shift happens here in the 

tone and purpose of the letter before our author ventures into his answers to 

these lingering questions. 

 

 Hebrews 5:11-14 – “Grow up, already!” 

o Our takeaway from this section should be a lesson about applying biblical texts 

to our own lives.  Of course we want to read each passage responsibly and fairly 

when we study – and this also means getting our thinking straight about 

application.  We are trained by every sermon and Bible study to expect to be 

able to apply everything to ourselves:  but we are NOT well-trained in 

understanding how to apply it, or discerning whether we even should.   

 

o This particular paragraph is especially easy to take to heart without 

qualification, for two reasons: 

 It’s addressed directly to the reader:  “YOU are slow to understand.  YOU 

ought to be teachers, but instead need the ABC’s all over again.  YOU 

need milk, not solid food!” 

 

 We are ready to feel guilty about our progress in our own study of God’s 

Word, and our reluctance to teach! 

 



 

P
ag

e5
6

 

 Our knee-jerk takeaway from this direct address is that we have failed 

to advance into deeper and more challenging Bible study, and the 

author is intending us to feel scolded about this. 

 

o But let’s take a step back and put on our first-century sandals for a minute.  Let’s 

build up in our minds what this rebuke meant for them – and then we’ll return to 

the topic of “what does it mean for us.” 

 

 Notice that the original audience is blameworthy in some way: “you have 

become dull of hearing” (ESV captures the Greek most closely); “by this 

time you should have been teachers”; “you need milk, not solid food.” 

 

 Of course we don’t blame people for not advancing in their knowledge of 

the Christian faith if they are brand new beginners, or if their learning has 

been compromised by circumstances outside their control (e.g., poor 

teachers, physical or emotional difficulties, intellectual limitations).  A 

diet of milk is sometimes the right one.* 

 

 Also, while the material that our author intends to cover (see v.11) may 

seem foreign and difficult to us – all that stuff about Melchizedek and the 

high priesthood – it is not really an academic or intellectual advancement 

that’s in view here.  Making progress towards maturity, for the original 

readers, involves understanding how Jesus fulfills and replaces an OLD 

way with something NEW. 

 

 Note that this new material would have been both EXCITING and SCARY 

to the Jewish-Christian congregation! 

 

 EXCITING because it confirms the legitimacy of the high priest 

they have come to know and love… 

 SCARY because, if all objections to Jesus can be explained 

reasonably, it means that there is NO GOING BACK to the old 

way (which some have kept as a back-door option in case they 

                                                           
*
 We noted, too, that even after a person has been a Christian for a long time, there may be aspects of the faith 

that were not thoroughly taught or learned earlier, so that even a lifetime believer sometimes needs to begin with 

“milk” in a certain area of instruction.  Our author seems to imply, though, that the regression he is seeing in this 

congregation does not have such a legitimate excuse! 
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decide to bail after all – if our author does his job well, that door 

will be firmly shut). 

 

o The words of Thomas Bernard* are especially helpful for understanding their 

emotional situation.  Writing about the purpose of the book of Hebrews, he says: 

“In its origin it evidently belongs to the last hours of transition and decision, when a large 

number of men, who were at once Jews and  Christians, stood perplexed, agitated, and almost 

distracted, as they seem to feel the ground parting beneath their feet, and hardly knew whether 

to throw themselves back on that which was receding, or forward on that to which they were 

called to cling.  In an intense sympathy with this perplexity, and even anguish prevailing in the 

Hebrew-Christian mind, and in an intense anxiety as to its issue, the Epistle was written; a 

living voice of power in a time of change and fear, yet a comprehensive exposition of the 

advancing course of revelation, and of the relations between its two great stages [i.e., the OT 

and the NT+.” 

o Hopefully you can perceive from this that our author is addressing an emotional 

crisis at a particular moment in redemptive history, and his stern words at this 

point in his sermon-letter are intended to challenge his listeners about their 

heart-resistance to the implications of the gospel.  The “rift” will only get wider, 

if Jesus is shown to be the fitting fulfillment of OT Judaism:  there will be no 

going back. 

 

o Now we’re ready to return to the personal application question.  Let’s say a 

pastor has to preach on this passage.  If he is going to fulfill expectations and 

provide his listeners with an application, what could he legitimately say?  What 

CAN this paragraph mean to us?  What CAN’T it mean?  And should we seek a 

DIRECT or an INDIRECT application, if we feel we ought to have one? 

 

o Remember how easy it is to apply this section directly to your own situation, 

simply because our author is addressing “YOU.”  But be realistic, here:  DID the 

author know you and your specific context and challenges?  Obviously not!  He 

is most certainly addressing a specific situation, but it isn’t yours.  Don’t let the 

pronouns confuse you:  the shoe may not fit. 

                                                           
*
 British pastor writing in 1864, in a book entitled The Progress of Doctrine in the NT. 

 Meaning its outcome. 
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o We should also question our assumption that this scolding is about lack of 

progress to higher levels of Bible study.  It SEEMS that way, because the 

Melchizedek material is foreign to us.  But we have seen that the congregation 

is being chided for something different – their heart-resistance to the 

implications of the gospel.  And this is something that can happen regardless of 

a person’s intellectual abilities.  So regardless of whether or how much you 

personally need to be convicted about your personal study efforts, this is not 

what the passage is about. 

 

o So now we have a bead on something that might legitimately be a “universal” 

application, something that would resonate with Christians at any time or place.  

Our specific points of challenge will not be the same as those of the first-century 

Jewish Christians, so we cannot make a DIRECT application.  But we, too, know 

that sometimes our hearts resist the teachings of the faith, when we encounter 

the gospel’s demands on our lives.  By analogy, then, INDIRECTLY, we can begin 

to apply our author’s purpose in this paragraph to those familiar moments when 

we go all resistant and resentful, forgetting what has been done for us in our 

stubborn desire to protect our idols, our security blankets, or our pride.  Get it? 

 

o What we just did took time.  If you read all the way to this paragraph, 

congratulations.  You just exercised your powers of discernment through 

disciplined practice (see 5:14!) and slowed down enough to think twice about a 

passage before applying it.  An INDIRECT application will be only well-received 

by those who have been trained to read while keeping the historical context in 

mind.  It is much, much easier to come away from a passage with a DIRECT 

application, especially if the selection is taken alone, out of its context.   

 

o Notice the implications for preaching or personal Bible study:  In order to 

establish the historical background and the original meaning, a pastor must take 

time to backtrack when talking about an out-of-context passage.  On the other 

hand, if preaching or study takes you through one particular book or section of 

the Bible over time, then the background travels with you as you go.   

 

o At our next meeting we will take a similar approach to the famous warning 

passage of 6:1-8, building off of the historical context that we’ve established here 

and considering further the literary context of the agricultural metaphor in vv.7-8 

(i.e., how else is this word-picture used in the Bible, and how can this help us 

understand our author’s meaning?).  Start thinking about it now! 
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Hebrews Study Lesson Eighteen (5.5.13) 

Hebrews 5:11-14; 6:1-12 

 

 Intro:  Easy Access 

o We began once again with the “hinge” paragraph of Heb. 4:14-16, that 

wonderful assurance that since Jesus is our great high priest, we may boldly 

approach the throne of grace.  This time we read it in partnership with Matt. 7:7-

11 – “Ask, and you shall receive…”  I invite you to read these two passages back-

to-back as well, and be reminded that the access that our High Priest has gained 

for us is lived out as simply as asking our father for bread and fish. 

 

 Outline Challenge 

o At the end of these notes, you’ll find a page of verses from the passages we have 

studied so far.  Can you name the chapter reference for each one?  (It’s okay to 

peek at your ongoing Hebrews outline, but don’t look at the text of Hebrews till 

you’ve tried them all!) 

 

 A Complete Set:  The Personal Words of 5:11-14 through 6:9-12 

o While some of this was review (see lesson 17’s notes for more on the initial 

paragraph), we considered this section of Hebrews as a whole set because of the 

personal nature of the address in this part of the letter.  Each paragraph has its 

own purpose, and its own emphasized pronoun: 

 5:11-14 = scolding (YOU) 

 6:1-3 = exhorting (WE) 

 6:4-8 = warning (THEY) 

 6:9-12 = encouraging (YOU, WE) 

 

 Scolding the Congregation -- Review of 5:11-14  (“Grow up, already!”) 

o We noted last time that it is very easy to immediately take this rebuke to heart 

when we read it, because it is addressed to “you” and because it seems to touch 

on something that we are ready to feel guilty about – the level, quality, and 

regularity of our Bible study! 

 

o Considering the original meaning and setting can prevent our jumping to hasty 

conclusions, though.  This author does not know us or our specific situation; his 

“you” was directed to people long ago, in their specific situation.  And he was 

faulting them for resisting the implications of the gospel, not for neglecting to 

advance to higher academic levels of learning.  It follows that our personal 
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application in this case ought to come by way of analogy – since we, too, tend 

to resist the implications of the gospel in our lives – but not by way of the 

direct rebuke we are tempted to hear, since our situation is not directly 

comparable to theirs. 

 

o Linda raised the excellent question of whether we may still legitimately hear God 

chiding us about our Bible study efforts when we read this passage, since that is 

what first comes to mind.  I would say that while any of us may, indeed, need to 

hear that message, it is quite possible (and all too easy!) to take on burdens 

that we do not need to bear simply by going with our “gut reaction” to a 

passage.  Considering the original setting and meaning can help us sort out what 

a passage could mean from what it does not mean, so that we can decide 

whether we may apply its meaning to our experience directly or indirectly – or at 

all.   The twinges of conscience that we feel as we read can then be identified as 

either related or unrelated to the words we are studying (whether or not the 

twinges are legitimate issues we need to deal with!).  Responsible contextual 

reading will hopefully prevent our adding unnecessary burdens to ourselves 

and others, and will increase our understanding of what we are studying. 

 

     Exhorting the Congregation – 6:1-3 (“Therefore, let us leave the elementary doctrine 

of Christ…”) 

o The “therefore” that heads this section reflects the teacher-author’s 

commitment to move these people along towards maturity.  As F. F. Bruce 

writes, “They have remained immature too long; therefore he will give them 

something calculated to take them out of their immaturity.” 

 

o Note the pronouns “we” and “us” – our author is inviting them along to share in 

something together with him, a very winsome gesture. 

 

o There follows a list of the “foundational” things that the readers are encouraged 

to “leave.”  We should not assume from this that these things are now 

unimportant, though!  Calvin puts it like this:   

 “In building a house we must never leave the foundation; and yet to be 

always engaged in laying it would be ridiculous.” 

 

 Remember, too, that sometimes we have gaps in our Christian instruction 

and so need to return to a “foundational” (or “milk”) level in some area 

until we understand better.  No shame there – but in the case of the 
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congregation addressed in this letter, there is apparently no excuse for 

their reluctance to absorb the next things they need to learn. 

 

o Here is the list of foundational things, with some comments.  Note that these 

things are close enough to Judaism that someone might have been tempted to 

think they could take a step back into them without the troublesome addition 

of Jesus in the mix.  (This thinking is similar to that of many people today who 

find the ethics of the Sermon on the Mount a sufficient summary of the Christian 

religion – but who of course end up with a Christless Christianity!)  

 Repentance from dead works: not necessarily from the works of the 

Mosaic law specifically, but from any “practices and attitudes that lead to 

death since they belong to the way of death” (Peter O’Brien).  

 

 Faith in God:  And specifically in Hebrews, faith in God means faith in his 

Son (remember 1:2 – “but in these last days, he has spoken to us by his 

Son”!).  Notice how these first two pieces are the same basic message 

that John the Baptist and Jesus spoke during their ministries and that the 

apostles repeated in their evangelistic sermons. 

 

 Washings/baptisms:  There is ambiguity here about this term, because it 

is in the plural, and Christians do not undergo multiple baptisms! It might 

mean teachings about Jewish “washings” as compared to Christian 

baptism; or it could be referring to the fact that multiple people were 

baptized at the same time.  We’ll have to save this one to ask at the 

eschaton. 

 

 Laying on of hands:  This is an ancient practice that we don’t think much 

about, but you will notice that whenever a person is baptized or ordained 

for office in our church, others pray for the candidate in this special and 

personal way, symbolizing how he or she has been set apart by the 

sacrament or the ordination and asking for God’s specific blessings. 

 

 Resurrection and Judgment:  Calvin comments astutely here that “these 

are some of the highest mysteries of celestial wisdom; nay, the very end 

of all religion, which we ought to bear in mind through the whole course 

of our life.  But…the very same truth is taught in one way to the ignorant, 

and in another way to those who have made some proficiency.”  Note 

that when Paul preached to polytheists and philosophers in Acts 17, the 
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very, very basic elements of biblical faith which he mentioned included 

both resurrection and judgment. 

 

 Famous Warning – 6:4-8 (“It is impossible…to restore them again to repentance…”) 

o When you tell a fellow Bible student that you are studying Hebrews, chances are 

that you’ll encounter rolled eyes and “Oh, chapter SIX!”  This is one of the most 

memorable and controversial parts of the letter.  Our author states firmly that 

certain persons cannot be brought again to repentance after they have 

experienced certain things and then fallen away.  The crucial question for 

understanding this warning is, “Who are these people, believers or 

unconverted hangers-on in the church?”  Typically, the question is answered in 

one of two ways: 

 The experiences described here could only be known by converted 

Christian believers.  THEREFORE, true Christians are always in danger of 

irreversibly falling away from faith and salvation. 

 

 We know from elsewhere in Scripture that truly converted believers 

cannot ultimately fall away from Jesus, no matter how gravely they err.  

THEREFORE, the experiences described here must be those that are 

shared by unconverted people in a Spirit-blessed congregation.  

 

o While I find myself in theological sympathy with the second conclusion, I think it 

may not bear much weight with someone who is firmly in the first camp or on 

the fence.  It’s legitimate to support an interpretation of a difficult passage with 

others that are clearer (though found in other parts of the canon), but it is a 

stronger move to find such support close to the passage at hand.  So here is 

another way to demonstrate that our author himself believes that, as God 

works with gatherings of people, the same investment will produce mixed 

results because not every individual has faith.   

 

o Notice that our author concludes this warning with an illustration from farming: 

 For land that has drunk the rain that often falls on it, and produces a 

crop useful to those for whose sake it is cultivated, receives a blessing 

from God.  But if it bears thorns and thistles, it is worthless and near to 

being cursed, and its end is to be burned.  (6:7-8) 

 

o Now, unless this sermon-letter has suddenly turned into the Farmer’s Almanac, 

we can assume that our author is not offering us gratuitous agricultural 
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observations here.  This is a figure of speech, an analogy designed to make us 

think carefully about his previous statements.1  In some way, the people referred 

to in 6:4-6 (whose identity is still ambiguous to us) are like the land.  They have 

received investment from God (like rain), and have produced a result (either a 

useful crop, or thorns and thistles).  Their destiny is linked up with their response 

to God’s investment – either blessing for fruitfulness, or cursing for 

worthlessness. 

 

o So far, so good – but we still don’t really know any more clearly who the people 

are.  Yet our author has provided us with an interpretive key in this agricultural 

analogy:  it is part of a long tradition of green and growing metaphors used by 

OT prophets and Jesus himself to express something about God’s relationship 

with his people.  Tracking the metaphor in such parallel passages, as I’ve done 

for you below, gives us a grasp of the pattern of PEOPLE + INVESTMENT + 

EXPECTATIONS + RESULTS that is seen throughout redemptive history.  (If you 

would like to research this yourself before reading further, use the chart at the 

end of these notes.  I invite you also to at least read these passages for yourself, 

as I’ve only summarized them below.) 

 

o Is. 5:1-7 – In this lyrical image, Israel is likened to a vineyard that the Lord has 

carefully tended and protected, only to find it yielding useless wild grapes rather 

than cultivated ones at harvest time.  In this case the metaphor is directly 

interpreted for the reader, lest there be any misunderstanding:  the Lord 

invested blessing in his people Israel, but reaped injustice and bloodshed in the 

place of righteousness and compassion.  Judgment, in the form of his removal of 

the “hedge” of protection, will surely follow.  (Keep in mind from other prophetic 

passages, and from the example of Isaiah himself, that Israel also included a 

remnant who were “faith-full” and presumably produced good fruit!) 

 

o John 15:1-6 – In Jesus’ own vineyard metaphor, we note that his followers, as 

the “branches,” will receive life-giving power from the “Vine” and then will each 

be evaluated for the presence of fruit.2  Not all will “abide” and bear fruit, 

however; and fruitlessness will result in removal and destruction.  We see here 

again the pattern of a divinely-called group of people, the Lord’s investment in 

                                                           
1
 “For” indicates that these two verses are explaining the previous warning verses. 

2
  Notice in this passage that the quality or quantity of fruit is not the issue, since any branch that does bear fruit 

will be “pruned” in order to improve its production.  Here it’s a matter of fruit or not, abiding or not, faith or not. 
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the whole group, his expectation of fruitfulness, and the ultimate division 

between those who “abide” (or have faith) and those who do not, reaping 

blessing and destruction respectively. 

 

o Ps. 95 / Heb. 3:7-19 / Num. 13 & 14 – though not an agricultural metaphor, 

these related passages give us the same pattern we have seen in the three 

figures of speech above: God calls a people to follow, invests in them equally 

(“they saw my works”), expects faith and obedience (trust in his promises would 

lead to the conquest of Canaan), and finds in the majority only unbelief (Heb. 

3:19).  That this is the author’s understanding of the way God typically works 

with groups is indicated by his deliberate use of words and stories of older 

generations that informed later generations, including his own (remember how 

we traced this story and psalm on the timeline, from Moses’ day, to David’s, to 

the early church’s, to our own!). 

 

o Now we may return to the warning verses of 6:4-6 and understand that the 

author expects the same pattern to occur in the community of Christ’s church:  

a people who gather in Jesus’ name, who receive the investment of God’s 

blessing and protection and even spiritual experiences, may ultimately, when 

push comes to shove, be shown to contain those who lack faith as well as those 

who believe.  Like land that has received God’s rains, the faithful ones produce 

good grapes, and the unfaithful thorns and thistles.  The fact that there will be 

unbelievers in a group of God’s people should not surprise us, given the 

repetition of this refrain through all of God’s dealings with groups.  And as Heb. 

3:19 makes clear, the root of the disobedience (or fruitlessness) discovered in 

some members of a group of God’s people is unbelief, despite all of God’s 

investment in them. 

 

 Positive Hopes – 6:9-12  (“Yet in your case, beloved, we feel sure of better things…”) 

o Calvin comments at this point that “as the preceding sentences were like 

thunderbolts, by which the readers might have been struck dead, it was needful 

to mitigate the severity”! 

 

o Our author must warn, he must tell the truth – woe to him if he does not!  This is 

his calling, in his role as shepherd to them in some way.  Yet he obviously loves 
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them and would winsomely persuade them if he can.  Verse 6:9 is the most 

affectionate sentence in this letter. 

 

o The gospel – the Good News! – has its sharp edges, closed doors, and 

deadlines; yet it is comforting, open, and eternal for those who receive it with 

a noble and good heart.  We have seen both sides of this truth in Hebrews. 

 

o Your English translation obscures another example of our author’s deliberate 

crafting of this letter:  in the very first sentence of our “set” of personal 

addresses (5:11), the Greek word nōthroi is used to indicate that the 

congregation has grown “dull of hearing.”  The same word is used in the last 

sentence of this section (6:12), as our author expresses his hope that his people 

“may not be sluggish.”  Evidently he considers this sluggishness a reversible 

condition!  The two uses of nōthroi form an inclusio containing this unit of 

thought, the author’s vigorous personal aside interrupting his discourse about 

the high priesthood of Jesus. 

 

o Finally, recall that our author is very careful to link each segment of his argument 

with what precedes and what follows.  The “monkey link” that we see here at the 

close of the personal address points forward to the ensuing discussion of God’s 

promises and the patient faith of the heirs to those promises.  (And the most 

famous OT heir to the promise is –?) 

 

  Tune in next time!   
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Outline Challenge 

(Name the chapter that each quotation comes from!) 

o Now Moses was faithful in all God’s house as a servant, to testify to 

the things that were to be spoken later, but Christ is faithful over 

God’s house as a son.   

 

o Therefore we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, 

lest we drift away from it.  

 

o The word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged 

sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of 

marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.   

 

o Of the angels he says, “He makes his angels winds, and his ministers a 

flame of fire.”   

 

o For every high priest chosen from among men is appointed to act on 

behalf of men in relation to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins.  

He can deal gently with the ignorant and wayward, since he himself is 

beset with weakness.   

 

o Let us therefore strive to enter that rest, so that no one may fall by 

the same sort of disobedience.   

 

o He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his 

nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power.   
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Puzzling Out Hebrews 6:1-8 

Passage WHO? Investment Expectation Results 

Heb. 6:7-8  
 
 
 

 
 
 

  

Is. 5:1-7  
 
 
 

 
 
 

  

John 15:1-6  
 
 
 

 
 
 

  

Num. 13-14, 
Ps. 95 (in Heb. 
3:7-19) 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  

Heb. 6:1-6  
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Hebrews Study Lesson Nineteen (5.19.13) 

Hebrews 5:11-6:12 Review; 6:13-20 

 

 In this session we briefly reviewed the personalized address which interrupts the flow of 

our author’s argument at 5:11 and then continues to 6:12 (see previous notes for more 

details), giving a bit more attention to the final positive upswing of his exhortation.  Then 

we unpacked the “hinge” paragraph of 6:13-20, which deals with Abraham, oaths, and 

promises, and which elegantly transitions the argument back to a discussion of Jesus’ 

high priesthood.   

 

 Listening for the Monkey Links, and a Question of Application 

o Before looking at the details in a few of these paragraphs, we got a sense of how 

these sections are linked together by words, phrases and ideas, even though on 

the surface there seems to be a significant shift in subject matter at 6:13 (from 

personal encouragement in 6:9-12 to examples of oaths and promises in biblical 

history in 6:13-20). 

 

o We identified these links: 

 6:12 & 6:13, 17 – promises & heirs of the promises 

 6:12 & 6:15 – faith & patience, inheriting the promise 

 6:11 & 6:17 – a desire to convince the saints fully of their hope 

 6:11 & 6:18 – hope, encouragement & assurance 

 

o Pronouns:  It’s a good idea to pay attention to pronouns, especially when trying 

to decide how (or whether) to apply a passage to our own experience.  We noted 

that our author uses “we” in this transitional paragraph; apparently what he has 

to say about Abraham, oaths and promises is in some way related to himself and 

his cohorts.  But how wide is this “we”?  Does it only refer to those people back 

then, or is it possible to read in this section an encouragement to all Christians 

at all times and places?  We found these clues to help us decide: 

 6:17 – “we” = heirs of the promise. 

 6:18 – “we” = those who have fled [to Christ] for refuge 

 6:20 – “we” = those on whose behalf Jesus has entered the heavenly Holy of 

Holies 

From these very general definitions of Christian believers, we can conclude that 

our author’s “we” encompasses all of us who have faith, whether now or then.  

So we can feel free to apply the encouragement spoken in this paragraph to 

our own situation DIRECTLY (unlike earlier paragraphs, where we noted that a 
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DIRECT application was unwarranted – see previous lessons’ notes – and 

INDIRECT application, by way of analogy, was preferable). 

 

o Note that there will still be a learning gap for us at this distance, both historically 

and culturally – but this is a gap that can be filled by attention and instruction, 

and by becoming familiar with new and powerful language and concepts that 

communicate Jesus’ unshakeable supremacy. 

 

 Quick Review of Personal Exhortation Section (5:11-6:8) – Here’s where we’ve been! 

o 5:11-14 – scolding; indirect application:  “Don’t resist the implications of the 

gospel!” 

o 6:1-3 – exhortation: “don’t always be laying foundations – think through the 

implications!” 

o 6:4-8 – warning; “In a group of professing Christians, there’s likely to be a mix of 

believers and unbelievers, though outwardly they all receive the same kinds of 

investment.”   

 Note that the experiences listed in this part seem to correspond with 

conversion, because they are associated with the work of the Holy Spirit.  

But we have evidence from Jesus himself that even the most dramatic 

works do not themselves confirm the reality of a person’s faith: 

 Matt. 7:22f. – “On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we 

not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and 

do many mighty works in your name?’ And then will I declare to 

them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of 

lawlessness.’” 

 

 A Study in Contrasts at 6:9-12 

o  This part of the personal address turns toward strong encouragement, as if to 

say, “There is evidence of fruit in your lives, as in the example of the ‘blessed’ 

land (in v.7).” 

 

o Contrast #1:  Note the juxtaposition of this hopeful paragraph with the sternness 

reflected in the warning just prior.  The gospel – Good News! – has its sharp 

edges, closed doors, and deadlines; yet it is comforting, open, and eternal for 

those who receive it with a noble and good heart.  Notice the contrasts that 

have already been brought out in the book of Hebrews: 
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Sternness       Grace 

Sharp edges:  “close to being cursed” (6:8)  Comfort: “great & sympathetic  

high priest”  (4:16) 

Closed doors: “they shall not enter”   Openness: “Let us approach”;  

         “there remains…” 

Deadlines: “how shall we escape?”   Eternity: A Sabbath rest; high  

…while the promise still stands;     priest forever 

…it is impossible to restore… 

 

o Contrast #2:  Our author says that he has hope of “better things – things 

belonging to salvation” for this congregation.  “Better things” is a theme in 

Hebrews: we’ve already read that the name Jesus inherited is greater than that 

of the angels, and later we will hear about a better covenant, and a better hope.  

So what things belong to salvation?  Looking back at the warning passage, we 

notice a list of things that belong to condemnation.  Taking the opposites, we 

find: 

 Falling away – vs. clinging fast (remember the Giant Kelp’s holdfasts!) 

 Crucifying Son of God – vs. considering Jesus; revering the Son as superior 

to anyone; trusting the one who has released us from the fear of death; 

approaching God confidently through Jesus 

 Putting him to shame – vs. revering the Son:  and notice the sweet detail 

that HE is not ashamed of US! (2:11) 

 

o Contrast #3:  at the start (5:11) and end (6:12) of this very personal section, the 

same Greek word, nōthroi, is used.  The congregation is first scolded for their 

sluggishness (dullness, slowness) – then they are given an antidote for 

sluggishness (evidently the condition was reversible!).  The two uses of nōthroi 

bookend this unit of thought – it’s the literary form called inclusio, which we 

have encountered before. 

 

o Contrast #4:  this section ends with the exhortation to “imitate those who with 

faith and patience inherit the promises,” and it is followed, as we shall see, by 

the example of Abraham.  This calls to mind the anti-example, the people 

whom we should NOT imitate – the wilderness generation of chs. 3 & 4! 
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 Oaths & Promises – Heb. 6:13-20 

o Here our author builds on the personal encouragement paragraph with a 

demonstration of the unshakeable assurance of God’s firm purpose for his 

people.  If you are like me, this discussion of oaths and promises may leave you 

spinning a bit.  It may be helpful to pin down some definitions before you review 

the passage, which I’ve done below.  There is also the strong possibility that in 

our day the impact of an oath is very slight – a cultural difference that may 

unfortunately interfere with the delivery of a firm assurance intended by our 

author here. 

 

o Definitions: 

 Oath = a guarantee that the content of the promise will come to pass. 

 Promise = what someone intends to DO. 

 

o Examples: 

 Read Gen. 22:15-18, which follows the scene of the binding of Isaac.  Can 

you tell which part is the oath, and which is the promise? 

 “This insistence [by the author of Hebrews] on the divine oath in God’s 

promise to Abraham prepares the readers for the significance of the 

fact that God’s promise re. the Melchizedek priesthood was 

something confirmed by an oath.”  (F. F. Bruce) 

 

 Read Ps. 110:4.  The oath portion is what is meant by “I have sworn.”  The 

promise is that God will establish the Messianic figure as “high priest 

forever after the order of Melchizedek.” 

 

o The Problem:  In both of the preceding examples, God has confirmed his 

promise with an oath.  But this is problematic, because God’s word ought to be 

believed because it is God’s word!  F. F. Bruce writes that “the bare word of God 

is guarantee enough in all conscience, but by confirming it thus he makes 

assurance double sure.” 

 For whose benefit is the “double assurance” of the oath?  Calvin captures it:  

“See how kindly God as a gracious Father accommodates himself to our 

slowness to believe; as he sees that we rest not on his simple word, that 

he might more fully impress it on our hearts he adds an oath.”   
 

o If you know the hymn “How Firm a Foundation,” hum the first verse to yourself 

till you notice which parts are taken from this section of Hebrews! 
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 Details of the Transition Section (6:13-20) 

o The reasons for this paragraph are twofold:  first, to offer Abraham as an 

example of one “who by faith and patience inherited the promises”; and second, 

to demonstrate the specific promise, confirmed by an oath, that will anchor the 

hope of the believers. 

 

o The readers of Hebrews – and we may include ourselves here (see discussion 

about application on p.1 above) – can be confident of every promise of God in 

Christ, including the original promise to Abraham that in his seed all nations 

would be blessed.  But our author is concerned in this section with ONE 

PARTICULAR PROMISE, confirmed by an oath, that will bring to pass the 

ancient promises to Abraham: 

 “The oath of God, expressed in Ps. 110:4, gives great assurance to the 

people of God that he will fulfill the blessing of Abraham through Christ’s 

redemptive work as superior high priest.”  (George Guthrie) 

 

o v.15 – Our author claims that Abraham “received the promise” through patience, 

but in 11:12-13 he says, in effect, that Abraham didn’t.  How to explain this?  I’ll 

leave that puzzle up to you… 

 

o v.16 – Here our author refers to common experience regarding oaths in the 

ancient world, and this is where we will have to do some historical research in 

order to get at least a glimpse of how weighty these oaths were in that time and 

place: 

 “As surely as the Lord lives” was the supreme oath in Israel. 

 

 “As I live,” declares the Lord – a common refrain in the prophets; whenever 

you read this, know that it falls into the category of oaths! 

 

 “In the Graeco-Roman world oaths were sworn in the name of God, a king, 

the genius of the emperor, or the emperor himself.  Those who took oaths 

made themselves liable to the judgment of God or the emperor if they 

proved false to such a commitment.”  (Peter O’Brien) 

 

 Is this the same today, or are we more skeptical now (of one another, and 

of divine vengeance on oath-breakers)?  Is there anything that I could do 

or say that would convince you that I intended to keep my promises? 
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 We came up with the example of legal contracts, in which a person’s 

livelihood is set against his performance of a promised task.  This seems to 

speak to people today more strongly than saying, “As the Lord lives” (or 

even, “I give you my word”!).  Other examples would include notarization 

of documents and the possibility of legal prosecution of those who perjure 

themselves by swearing falsely to the truth of a statement or document.  

Even though we have these analogous instances of oaths in our day, we 

have moved a long way as a culture from a time when impending divine 

retribution (positive or negative) was an assumed reality, and for this 

reason we may not feel the force of the encouragement that our Hebrews 

author builds here on the foundation of God’s oath.  Oaths just aren’t that 

firm anymore. 

 

 v.17-18  As we mentioned earlier, note the pronouns here:  WE are the 

heirs to the promise! 

 It is very possible that our author assumes that his readers are already 

familiar with the teaching of Paul, who explained that the true 

children of Abraham are those with faith, not Jewish lineage (see 

Rom. 4:9-12 and Gal. 3:7-9, 29). 

 

 “…so that by two unchangeable things, in which it is impossible for 

God to lie…” – It might seem natural to understand this to mean that 

the “two unchangeable things” are the oath and the promise, since it 

is impossible that God would lie in either case.  But as our author is 

very concerned with the specifics of God’s promises, and as he ends 

the passage with the content of the promise confirmed by the oath in 

Ps. 110:4, it is also legitimate to see the “two unchangeable things” as 

o “I have made you high priest forever… 

o …after the order of Melchizedek.” 

 

 (If this does not feel like a very exciting set of promises, remember 

that you are going to have to cope with some cultural distance here!  

Stay tuned for the author’s elaboration on this theme in ch. 7.) 

 

o v.19-20 – Anchor = hope ≠ Jesus  

 I hate to say it, because I love the song we sometimes sing in worship 

(“Anchor of Hope” by Ellie Holcomb), but the writer here is NOT calling 
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Jesus “an Anchor of Hope for the souls of men.”  Maybe it is fair to apply 

these words to Jesus because they describe his steadfastness and the hope 

that he gives – so we’ll give Ellie an A+ for poetic application.  But I’m afraid 

that as an interpretation of this passage, it doesn’t pass muster.  Here OUR 

HOPE and JESUS refer to separate entities; our hope follows Jesus where he 

has gone as our forerunner, behind the curtain of the heavenly sanctuary, 

as our high priest forever. 

 

 In the ancient world, the “forerunner” (Greek prodromos) referred to a 

herald or a messenger, or a group of soldiers or ships sent ahead of the rest 

of the troops or fleet, or an athlete who breaks away from the others to 

win a race.  These word-pictures enhance our understanding of Jesus’ 

advance into the holy places to satisfy God’s justice and to prepare a home 

for us.  The Puritan theologian John Owen writes, 

 “He has not only gone to prepare a place for his people; but he is 

also their leader whom they are to follow; and where he has entered 

they shall also enter.  His entrance is a pledge of their entrance.”   

 

 

 

   

More on the Mysterious Mr. Melchizedek to come!  On to ch. 7…  

 

 

 

 

 

 


