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Hebrews Lesson 30 (12/29/13) 

 

 Review:  How is Jesus’ priesthood like and unlike the Levitical priesthood? 

o Before going on in Hebrews (and because we had not met for a month!) we did a 

collective review of what we had learned so far about Jesus and his priesthood 

from this book.  I’ll leave it to you to do this, too, as much as you can from 

memory.  Try these questions: 

 What chapters mention the priesthood? 

 How is Jesus’ priesthood LIKE the Levitical priesthood? 

 In what ways is his priesthood BETTER THAN that priesthood? 

 Try filling out the chart below from memory.  If you get stuck, check the 

references. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Chapter 9 in Review 

o This chapter can be broken into three main sections, which you might like to add 

to your ongoing outline: 

 9:1-10 Nouns & verbs of the OC 

 9:11-22 Superior sanctuary & blood 

 9:23-28 Once for all 

JESUS Details/Refs. LEVITICAL PRIESTS 

 Qualifications 
(Heb. 5:1-4) 

 

 Lineage/Order 
(Heb. 7:11, 13-14) 

 

 Length of service 
(Heb. 7:23-24) 

 

 Effectiveness of 
sacrifice 

(Heb.7:25; 9:9) 

 

 Means of 
Appointment 

(Heb. 7:20-21, 28) 

 

 How often 
(Heb. 9:8; 25-26) 

 

 For whom 
(Heb. Heb. 9:7; 

7:27) 

 

 What sanctuary 
(Heb. 9:11, 24) 

 

 What blood 
(Heb. 9:25, 12) 
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 Seeing Yourself in Heb. 9:23-28 

o While much of chapter 9 has required us to dig into OT scenes and ideas before 

we could understand it (let alone resonate with it!), this paragraph brings us 

close again to the work of Christ in a personal sense.  These words have 

something to do with US, too!  We thought these verses were particularly 

relevant to our own experience of and blessing in Christ: 

 9:24  For Christ has entered…into heaven itself, now to appear in the 

presence of God on our behalf. 

 

 9:26b But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to 

put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. 

 

 9:27  …it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes 

judgment… 

 

 9:28  …Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will 

appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are 

eagerly waiting for him. 

 

o An Argument ad absurdum (“to absurdity”) 

 In 9:25-26, our author presents an argument for Christ’s once-for-all 

superiority by appealing to the absurdity of his having to “suffer 

repeatedly since the foundation of the world.” This comment brings to 

mind another difference between the gospel and pagan religions, and 

also between the biblical witness and the Roman Catholic ceremony of 

the Mass.  Notice that pagan religions and the repeated “bloodless 

sacrifice” of the Mass follow a dying-and-rising pattern that is both 

perpetual and cyclical: 

 

 

 

 

 

 We are familiar with a similar cyclical pattern because we follow a church 

calendar (Christmas  Good Friday  Easter, etc.) in order to 

memorialize the events of Christ’s life.  But keep in mind that, 

HISTORICALLY SPEAKING, Christ’s story (and ours!) is LINEAR, not cyclical:  

he is truly raised, and our salvation is perfect and permanent in him.   

Spring: Life Winter: Death 

DARKNESS 

LIGHT 

Read the Greek myth 

of Persephone and 

Demeter for an 

example! 
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 Here’s the linear, historical model that we should keep in our heads: 

 

 

 

 

 Calvin had a lot to say about the 

inappropriate (and even blasphemous!) 

cycle of the Roman Catholic Mass, 

especially in light of what is taught in 

Hebrews about Christ’s once-for-all sacrifice.  Certainly the idea of a 

“bloodless sacrifice” contradicts Hebrews 9:22 (“…and without the 

shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins”); and the notion of a 

need for a perpetual sacrifice contradicts Hebrews 9:26 & 28. 

 

o Heb. 9:26 mentions that Christ has appeared “at the end of the ages.”  Our 

author believes that in Christ a new era, the time of the New Covenant (Heb. 8), 

has begun, and he believes himself and his readers to be living “in these last 

days” (Heb. 1:2).  We, too, are living “in these last days,” which is the era of the 

church.   

 

 Hebrews 10:1-4 -- Consciousness of Sins 

o As we consider again the inadequacies of the Old Covenant sacrifices, our author 

states once more that “it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take 

away sins,” and that these rituals “can never…make perfect those who draw 

near.” 

 Commentator F. F. Bruce notes that in the context of Hebrews, “perfect” 

means “access to God without the constant necessity of removing the 

barrier of freshly accumulated sin.” 

 

o When our author uses the words “shadow” and “image” to describe the law and 

then the completion of it in Christ, we should think of an artist’s sketch (the 

shadow) and then the completed masterpiece.  Calvin writes: 

“He now says that they were like rude lineaments, which shadow forth the perfect picture; for 

painters, before the introduce the living colors by the pencil, are wont to mark out the outlines 

of what they intend to represent…The difference then which the Apostle makes between the 

Law and the Gospel is this, -- that under the Law was shadowed forth only in rude and 

imperfect lines what is under the Gospel set forth in living colors and graphically distinct…The 

law was not useless, nor its ceremonies unprofitable.  For though there was not in them the 

Incarnation & Mortal Life 
Physical 

death 

Resurrected Life 

(Our lives are being 

lived during this part 

of Jesus’ history!) 
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image of heavenly things, finished, as they say, by the last touch of the artist; yet the 

representation, such as it was, was of no small benefit to the fathers; but still our condition is 

much more favorable.”   

 

o Our author makes an interesting comment in the rhetorical question that he asks 

in verse 2:  if those sacrifices had been effective, then the worshipers would no 

longer have any consciousness of sin (ESV; NIV says they would no longer “feel 

guilty” for sin).  Of course his intent overall has been to demonstrate how Jesus’ 

superior sacrifice accomplishes what the Levitical rituals could not.  This means 

that Jesus HAS “made perfect” the worshipers who draw near through him – 

and that therefore those worshipers “no longer have any consciousness of 

sin”! 

 

o So if perfection has to do with not having a consciousness of sin, what about 

us?  Are we free yet from the consciousness of our sins? 

 We would immediately answer “no,” especially if we are growing up in 

Christ and increasingly find ourselves facing up to our own sins daily!  Part 

of the Holy Spirit’s work in us, to be sure, is to bring to mind the ways we 

have failed to “live a life of love,” and to move us to feel “sorrow unto 

repentance.” 

 

 Yet in Christ we are said to have reached the ideal state of no longer 

having a consciousness of sin.  What’s going on here?  I think it is helpful 

at this point to make a distinction between the objective and the 

subjective in our Christian lives: 

 By “objective” I mean what is true independently of my feelings 

or experiences or thoughts; so—what is outside me; 

 By “subjective” I mean my inner, personalized experience, made 

up of thoughts and feelings and reactions.  

 These are helpful distinctions to make, particularly because what 

is true does not necessarily match how I feel about it – and how I 

feel about a thing does not necessarily match what is true!  In 

fact we might say that a sign of maturity is the narrowing of that 

gap between our feelings and objective reality. 

 

 So, OBJECTIVELY speaking, our foundational status is that we are 

declared innocent in Christ.  We are in the Father’s hands, and nothing 

can snatch us out.  The Accuser can never level a “guilty” charge against 
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us in God’s courtroom.  Christ’s sacrifice indeed accomplished this 

permanent at-one-ment. 

 

 But there is another level of OBJECTIVE reality, which is that sometimes 

we truly are guilty of sinning against God and others.  Although these 

sins are also covered by Christ’s death for the believer in an ultimate 

sense, they hinder and distort our relationships with God and neighbor, 

and for this reason we, too, need “reminders of sin” (Heb. 10:3) so that 

we can face up to them honestly, feel remorse, and confess these sins.  

(And since “what is true does not always match how we feel about it,” 

sometimes God has to deal with us a while before we are willing to 

admit our wrongs and really feel the weight of them!)  Notice how 

“reminders of sin” are built into the liturgy of a Sunday service, anytime 

we take communion (“This is My body, broken for you for the forgiveness 

of sins”) and also whenever we read a prayer of confession. 

 

 There is still another level of OBJECTIVE reality to take into account, 

which is that “if we confess our sins, God is faithful and just and will 

forgive us and cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).  Again, 

our feelings do not always match up with this reality:  and we need one 

another, and the weekly preaching of the Word, and the other means of 

grace that God has ordained as reminders of this objective forgiveness.  

It’s not that we will now forget our histories and the errors we have 

made:  but now we may stand up straight because these things no longer 

define us. 

 

 What prevents us from FEELING FORGIVEN, even when we have sought 

and objectively received God’s pardon for the stupid things we do? 

 If we have left undone the possible “righting” of the horizontal 

relationships that we have injured, “as far as it depends on us”; 

 

 If the people we have sinned against will not forgive us and grant 

us a clean slate – this is sometimes the reality of living in a fallen 

world with fallen people! 

 

 If the wrongs we have done have lasting consequences that we 

cannot avoid. 
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 How can we help one another to experience subjectively the objective 

forgiveness of God, despite these obstacles? 

 Repeatedly point one another to Christ’s final sacrifice, and the 

objective witness of Scripture about God’s faithfulness to forgive; 

 

 Consider how our own words or behaviors might prevent someone 

from moving on in the dignity of forgiveness, even if we have 

offered verbal pardon for their sins against us.* 

 

 Hebrews 10:5-10 – “A body you have prepared for me” 

o Though we touched on these verses, we will spend more time on this section in 

our next meeting.  If you have a chance, read over it and consider these 

questions: 

 How does this passage indicate our author’s high view of Scripture? 

 

 For what reasons does God in the OT reject “sacrifices and offerings”?  Is 

that same reason present here? 

 

 

 What is valued more than the sacrifices? 

 

 In what ways does Christ’s life reflect what is spoken in this quotation 

from Psalm 40? 

 

 

 Read Psalm 40 to yourself.  Do you notice any differences? 

 

 

 

                                                           
*
 It’s true that sometimes we must draw new boundaries in relationships where someone has proved himself or 

herself characteristically or singularly untrustworthy – for example, an employee who has been forgiven for 

stealing might not be given similar responsibilities in the future, especially not right away.  That’s wisdom, and it’s 

part of the ongoing consequences that the thief has incurred for himself.  But “love always hopes,” so it is to be 

hoped that a new character and reputation will emerge over time, and perhaps some of those more restrictive 

boundaries might even be adjusted in the future.  Where boundaries have not needed re-drawing, though (and 

even when they have been set up), we should be especially careful not to let our subjective feelings overshadow 

the objective forgiveness that we have offered our neighbors.  (And don’t forget that parents, spouses and 

offspring are our “neighbors,” too!! ;) 
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Hebrews Lesson 31 (1/12/14) 

Heb. 10:1-10 

 

 The Big Picture:  Joanne shared a helpful caution that we should not develop our biblical 

worldview or our patterns of behavior based solely on isolated passages of Scripture.  

Having a working knowledge of the whole story of God is vital for healthy, balanced 

thinking, believing, and behaving.  I’ve attached at the end of these notes the quote she 

read to the group, something worth reading a couple times so it sinks in! 

 

 Hebrews 10:1-18 – A Visual Overview 

o In my Greek Bible (and in the printout of the text of Hebrews that I gave to the 

members of our study) anytime an OT passage or verse is quoted it is printed in 

boldface.  You may not be able to see this so clearly in a regular Bible, but a 

visual overview of this first major section of Hebrews 10 should alert you to the 

fact that our author is making use of three distinct OT quotations.  One of these 

quotes is accompanied by some commentary, as our author unpacks its meaning 

as it relates to Christ; two of the quotations have been altered in ways that 

express our author’s understanding of their “deeper meaning”; and two of them 

have already been used in this sermon-letter for other reasons. 

 

o Note that both Jeremiah 31 and Psalm 110 have appeared in earlier chapters.  

It’s helpful to recall the author’s purposes for them in their previous appearances, 

in order to highlight the different use they are put to in ch. 10: 

 Psalm 110:1 rounded off the “string of pearls” that we saw in ch. 1.  Heb. 

1:13 celebrates the superiority of the exalted Christ, now taking the 

position of power and authority at God’s right hand.  (This verse is 

alluded to again in 8:1, again referring to Jesus’ exalted status.) 

 

 Jeremiah 31:31-34 is quoted in full in Heb. 8:8-12 in order to spell out the 

fact of and the terms of the New Covenant, which our author believes 

has been inaugurated in Jesus.  We saw in this passage the ideas of God’s 

initiative, his law internalized in his people, their restored relationship 

with their Maker, and his complete forgiveness of their sins. 

 

 Heb. 10:1-4 Review 

o Like motifs in music, the ideas here are familiar strains, but they have a slightly 

different form with each new expression.  The impotence of the Old Covenant 

sacrifices is contrasted again with the perfection brought by Christ’s offering of 
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himself; the artist’s metaphor of “shadow” preceding “image” adds a vibrant 

dimension to our understanding of the purpose of the Levitical rituals. 

 

o From Heb. 10:2 we learn that Christ’s perfect sacrifice should, by implication, be 

able to remove “consciousness of sin” from the worshipers.  As we mentioned 

last time, we might not feel that this is the case after all, though we are believers 

in Christ’s gift of himself on our behalf:  the fact is, we still FEEL GUILTY for the 

wrongs that we do, and increasingly so as we grow up in the Lord and in 

sensitivity to his Spirit.  It seems to me that the NIV’s translation of this verse is 

particularly unhelpful here: apparently the translators wanted to emphasize the 

subjective experience of the worshipers, so they used the phrase “would no 

longer have felt guilty for their sins.”  This is probably a misrepresentation of the 

Greek word for “consciousness,” which would more likely indicate an awareness 

of one’s status before God – objectively guilty or innocent, based on a judge’s 

verdict.  See how one’s feelings don’t necessarily figure into this term 

“consciousness”?  Methinks the NIV is adopting a much more modern sense of 

psychological awareness and emotion here. 

 

o Springing off of this verse, we revisited the idea of what is objectively true vs. 

our subjective experience in the life of faith, particularly regarding guilt and 

forgiveness.  As we said last time, what is true doesn’t always match how I feel 

about it – and how I feel about a thing doesn’t always match what is true.  And 

here is the key to understanding what Christ has given us that the Old Covenant 

sacrifices never could deliver:  regardless of how we feel, and regardless of our 

objective guilt for sins we commit as believers, we are objectively and 

completely forgiven if we are in Christ. 

 

 So what do we do when the feelings don’t line up with objective reality? 

 Sometimes we SHOULD be feeling guilty for our selfish choices, 

but we DON’T feel guilty – in this case, the Holy Spirit will use the 

appropriate means at his disposal to get our subjective feelings in 

tune with the objective reality that we’re probably ignoring or 

denying.  Look for convicting Scripture, penetrating sermons, 

perceptive friends, or – if we are really being stubborn about it – 

something like a big fish. 

 

 Sometimes we SHOULD be feeling the relief of forgiveness, 

because we have confessed our sins to God, but we don’t feel it – 
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in this case, we may need to revisit the brokenness we have 

caused in our horizontal relationships, and see if there is anything 

that depends on us to fix.  Sometimes it’s just plain going to be 

hard to hang onto the subjective experience of the objective 

reality of God’s forgiveness, because the situation on the ground 

has been altered by our stupid choices, and we’re going to have to 

bear that discomfort for a long time. 

 

 As we seek to encourage each other in the Body of Christ, let’s 

remember that this disconnect between subjective and objective 

is a constant reality that all of us struggle with.  Let’s remind one 

another of the true things, and let’s encourage each other to keep 

listening to God’s Word on our own and through our weekly 

gatherings as a Body, so that his perspective will saturate our 

minds and keep us from falsehoods that either obscure the bad or 

distort the good that is ours in Christ.  Let’s take care, too, that 

our own behavior doesn’t prevent someone from reaching that 

balance between their feelings and the reality of forgiveness – 

because our words or actions could cause someone close to us to 

continue to feel the burden of guilt, even if we’ve extended the 

words of forgiveness to them. 

 

 Now, all of the above was probably NOT in the mind of our author when 

he penned 10:2 (about no longer having “consciousness of sin” if the 

sacrifices accomplished complete forgiveness).  I took us in this direction 

because this verse raises for us the question of “objective” and 

“subjective” in our experience of forgiveness.  But here’s a challenge for 

you, if you occasionally reread Hebrews for yourself:  look for the ways 

that this author brings objective truth to his readers, and the ways in 

which he shows his pastoral heart by caring for their subjective 

experience as believers.  I think you will find that both are significant 

elements of this letter. 

 

 Hebrews 10:5-10 – Psalm 40:6-8 

o In contrast to the ineffective sacrifices described in the first four verses, our 

author now turns to the perfect offering that Christ made when he sacrificed 

himself.  This idea is introduced in a peculiar way:  our author quotes two 

verses from Psalm 40 as if Jesus were speaking them from the manger!  “When 
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Christ came into the world, he said…” Of course we are not to imagine that this is 

literally so; rather, our author has chosen a motto, as it were, that captures 

exactly Christ’s purpose for coming to planet earth as a human being. 

 

o So what’s the point of this quotation?  The emphasis here is on obedience rather 

than sacrifice – a familiar OT theme, especially among the Prophets and in the 

Psalms, but with this difference: that here there does not appear to be a criticism 

of the faithlessness of the worshiper, but rather a superior calling set forward as 

a replacement to the old way. 

 

o In v.9 our author comments that “He does away with the first in order to 

establish the second.”  The “first” in this case is all the different words for 

sacrifice & offering, and “the second” is the speaker’s desire to “do God’s will.”  

(We noted the irony, though, that in Christ’s case “doing God’s will” is, as a 

matter of fact, offering a sacrifice!) 

 

o So how come my OT has different words for this part of Psalm 40?? 

 Yes indeed, the version of Ps. 40:6 quoted in Hebrews 10:5 is strikingly 

different than what you find in your OT: 

 “…but a body you have prepared for me.” (Heb. 10:5) 

 

Compared to: 

 “…but my ears you have opened.” (Ps. 40:6, NIV 20111) 

 “…but you have given me an open ear.” (ESV) 

 

The Hebrew phrase literally says: 

 “…but ears you have dug for me.” 

 

 Here are two possible explanations for how “a body…prepared” ended up 

in the place of “ears…opened/dug”: 

 

                                                           
1
 If you have the NIV from 1984, you’ll notice that it reads “…but my ears you have pierced.”  This was, until 

recently, apparently, one of the popular translations of the literal Hebrew listed above.  The thought was that it 

referred to the ceremony of piercing a bondservant’s earlobe against the doorpost of his master’s house if he 

volunteers to remain in service permanently after his contracted work period ends.  It is not as likely a translation 

as “opened,” however, since the ceremony only ever involved ONE ear pierced and the psalm refers to “ears,” 

plural. 
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 The Septuagint (LXX) version of Psalm 40 has the same wording as 

Hebrews.  Presumably those who translated the Hebrew into the 

Greek did so by way of parts becoming a whole in their 

paraphrase: 

 

“Ears dug”              “Body parts created”            “A body prepared” 

 

 A recent commentator, George Guthrie, has noticed that 

manuscripts of the LXX that have been dated to the time period 

before the Christian era agree with the Hebrew text of Psalm 40 

(about ears), while those manuscripts that have been dated to 

Christian times correspond to Hebrews (about a body).  He 

speculates that the origin of the difference is actually the author 

to the Hebrews, and that later copyists of the LXX who were 

sympathetic to Christianity made sure that their versions matched 

his.  Again, our author would simply have followed the thought-

path above to move from “ears dug” to “body prepared,” meeting 

his need for an expression that exemplifies the obedient bodily 

sacrifice of Christ.2 

 

 Hebrews 10:11-14 -- Psalm 110:1:  The Seated Priest 

o Remember that we noticed the earlier use of Ps. 110:1 among the string of 

pearls extolling the Son’s superiority to the angels, that quote especially 

demonstrating the deity and authority of the Son.  Here the emphasis is actually 

on the contrast between the earthly priest who “stands daily at his service, 

offering repeatedly the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins,” and 

Christ, whose sacrifice was so complete that he, the Great High Priest, “sat 

down.”  The seated Priest is the emphatic stop at the end of the sentence. 

 

o Hebrews 10:11 makes another strong statement about the ineffectiveness of the 

OT sacrifices.  Remember that we don’t need to deny that sincere worshipers in 

OT (or Gospel) times really did receive forgiveness when they followed the 

provisions for sins in the Levitical system.  With the help of Hebrews, though, we 

                                                           
2
 Note that Psalm 40:6-8 is not exactly offered as a fulfilled prophecy here, which would be problematic if the 

author to the Hebrews had changed the words to suit the fulfillment that he saw in Jesus.  Rather, he has chosen 

and perhaps altered the words in a literary form in order to give voice to the vocation of Christ to be obedient in a 

new and higher way. 
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can see more clearly that the animal sacrifices did not permanently perfect the 

worshipers. 

 

o Note the use of “sanctified” in this chapter: 

 “And by that will we have been sanctified through the offering of the body 

of Jesus Christ once for all.”  (10:10) 

 “For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who are being 

sanctified.”  (10:14) 

 

 In the NT, “sanctified” almost never has the theological meaning that we 

are used to – referring, that is, to the progressive moral improvement of 

the believer to be like Christ.  Instead it retains its OT meaning of being 

“set apart” or “made holy” before God.  Despite the difference in verb 

tenses above, both of these uses of the word should be understood to 

refer to that OT sense.  Now and forever, because of Christ’s perfect 

offering of himself, we are set apart as God’s holy people. 

    

 

 

 

 

Getting the Big Picture 

“In each of those areas- belief, behavior and worship- one of the greatest dangers is being too selective 

in our use of Scripture.  Nearly all heresies, aberrations and cults have developed from over-emphasising 

certain sections of Scripture and ignoring others.  Even evangelical Christians have too often quoted 

certain ‘proof-texts’ and assumed that nothing more was needed. Awkward passages have either been 

ignored or interpreted to fit our systems. There is, of course, great value in memorizing a selection of 

verses on which we can draw in the struggle with temptation, when sharing our faith or to give depth 

and meaning to individual and corporate worship.  But ultimately the best safeguard against developing 

one-sided interpretations, wrong behavior patterns or self-centered worship is to come to terms with 

the overall message of Scripture.  Detailed knowledge of, and over-familiarity with, one or two trees is in 

this case no adequate substitute for an understanding of the whole wood.  God has given us Scripture in 

its totality and it is the whole Scripture that carries his message- we cannot fully understand what he is 

saying unless we study the message of the whole Bible.” 

(“Interpreting the Bible,” in The Illustrated Survey of the Bible, p. 10) 
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Hebrews Study Lesson 32 (1/26/14) 

(Hebrews 10:1-25) 

 

 The Word of Life and Life lived by the Word:  Joanne and I want to reinforce to all of 

you who participate in this study that we would be glad to help you gain good biblical 

perspective on the challenges in your life.  We don’t take time to discuss our personal 

lives during our study meetings, because our intention is to use the time to grow in our 

understanding of this difficult book.  But we do care about you, and if you find it hard to 

hold onto the “objective” teaching of Scripture when your “subjective” experience 

overwhelms you, we’re here to support you and remind you of the truth.  

 

 The High Priestly Theme of Hebrews – Heb. 4:14-16 

o We began this time by revisiting a paragraph that we have dwelt on frequently in 

the past.  As you reread these familiar verses, think of how much more you know 

now about Jesus’ priesthood: 

 Since we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, 

Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession.  For we do not 

have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, 

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

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

may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need. 

 

o What more do we know about Jesus’ unique priesthood, by the time we arrive 

in ch.10?  (Note as you read the following that some of these are just FACTS that 

we have learned, and they may not stir our hearts – yet there is still plenty in here 

that should connect with us at a personal level.) 

 2:17 – we have a merciful and faithful high priest who pays for our sins 

Ch. 5 – he was directly appointed by God, and can sympathize with us. 

 Ch. 6 – he was appointed by a promise that was sealed by an oath  

(reread 6:17-20 for some verses that will have personal impact!) 

 Ch. 7 – a new priestly order means there has been a change to the LAW. 

 v.16 – Jesus is priest by the power of an indestructible life! 

 v.25 – he is our permanent priest, always interceding for us! 

 Ch. 8 – he ministered in the true tabernacle, and his priestly ministry was 

founded on better promises (those of the New Covenant, articulated in 

Jeremiah 31). 
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 Ch. 9 – Jesus’ sacrifice was ONCE for all and for all time!  Unlike the 

animal sacrifices under the Levitical system, his is able to purify our 

consciences and make us fit to draw near to God. 

 

 Hebrews 10:1-10 Review 

o As you reread these opening paragraphs, consider all of the “good things” that 

are ours in Christ! 

 

o A contrast is painted here between Christ’s effective sacrifice and the law’s 

inability to perfect the worshiper and remove “consciousness of sin.”   (See the 

notes from Lesson 31 for more on the believer’s objective and subjective 

experience of forgiveness and guilt.) 

 

o Psalm 40 is the first OT quotation used in this section of the chapter.  Our 

author’s point in presenting it is again to highlight the difference between the 

Levitical system involving animal sacrifices, and the once-for-all obedience of 

Christ, who offered the sacrifice of himself.3 

 

o Psalm 110 makes an appearance in Heb. 10:11-14.  This verse of the psalm was 

quoted already at the end of the “string of pearls” in Heb. 1.  In that setting our 

author’s purpose was to culminate a scriptural testimony about the Son’s 

superiority over the angels, illustrated ultimately by his authoritative place “at 

the right hand of the Majesty on high” (1:3, see also v.13).  In its current setting, 

this verse focuses on the seated priest who no longer has to stand to 

administer his duties.  There is also here a sense of the ultimate eschatological 

(or end-times) judgment that this seated priest will administer to his enemies. 

 

 Hebrews 10:15-18 – Jeremiah 31 revisited 

                                                           
3
 While this psalm is obviously applicable to Jesus’ role in securing our salvation, it was originally penned by King 

David and must in some way have been relevant to his experience.  What could he have meant by it, at his time 

and situation?  Reading the whole psalm will give you a sense of his purpose – to praise God for deliverance – but 

it remains curious that he states God’s displeasure in sacrifices at a time when such offerings were very much a 

part of Israel’s life.  It may be that David is here embracing the specific kingly role that he held, with a responsibility 

to attentively obey God’s law (what is written of the king “in the scroll of your book”) rather than perform the 

sacrifices (as Saul had presumptuously done during his tenure as king!).  The complicated question of the 

translation difference you’ll see between the OT and Hebrews’ use of this psalm is covered in the notes for Lesson 

31. 
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o We saw Jeremiah 31 quoted extensively in chapter 8.  Take a minute to glance at 

that half of the chapter and remind yourself of our author’s purpose in using this 

prophecy, before going on to page 3. 

o You’ll notice that our author compresses the Jeremiah quotation in these verses 

in ch. 10.  What does his abridged version emphasize? 

 We noticed here the elements of God’s initiative, the internalized law, 

and most especially complete forgiveness.  As the final statement in a 

long argument about what Jesus has accomplished, this return to Jer. 31 

gives us the bottom line in the contrast between the Levitical priesthood 

and Jesus’:  rather than the “yearly *or daily+ reminder of sins” provided 

by the Law, the good news in Christ is that God “remembers our sins no 

more.” 

 

 Notice that our author has altered the wording as he begins this 

quotation:  instead of speaking of the covenant God will make “with the 

house of Israel/Judah,” here we are told of the covenant God will make 

“with them.”  Though the Jewish-Gentile question is pretty much absent 

from Hebrews, here is a hint, perhaps, that our author is thinking of how 

the New Covenant is extended to people of all nations and families.4 

 

 “The Good Things to Come” (from the perspective of the Law, at least): 

o See if you can find and record all of the “good things” in Christ that are described 

or implied in these verses: 

 10:1 – 

 

 10:2 – 

 

 10:10 – 

 

 10:12 – 

 

 10:14 – 

 

 10:16 – 

                                                           
4
 You may notice other small differences in wording or word order in this quotation and in others in Hebrews.  Our 

author makes little adjustments or changes in ways that result either in a pleasing sound when read in Greek or a 

literary balance to his thoughts. 
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 10:17 –   

 

 10:18 –  

 

 Hebrews 10:19-25 – A Pastoral Appeal 

o When you read this paragraph, you’ll immediately notice that our author is using 

his words to accomplish something very different.  No longer instructing, now he 

gathers together all the threads of his discourse and begins a personal 

exhortation founded on the solid rock of the gospel.  This paragraph marks the 

end of the major theological section of Hebrews (4:16-10:18). 

 

o This paragraph bears a striking resemblance to the passage we began with, 4:14-

16.  Note all of the parallels with those familiar opening verses – and then start 

to list the “monkey links” between 10:19-25 and the rest of Hebrews!  I don’t 

think you’ll come to the end of them soon.  (We’ll talk more about these links 

next meeting.) 

 

o We noted that the tone of this passage is very pastoral.  Even though there are 

commands involved, they are expressed winsomely as “invitational imperatives” 

– “LET US consider…LET US hold fast…LET US not neglect to meet together.”  We 

talked a little about the responsibility that a pastor shepherd has for his flock in 

both an objective and a subjective sense: 

 Objectively speaking, he tends to their instruction in the true things of 

the faith and in God’s perspective on life on planet Earth; 

 

 Subjectively speaking, he tends to anything related to their personal 

experience – emotions, motivation, making sense of their personal 

histories, personal applications for the present, personalized hope for the 

future, and the building of the Body corporately. 

 

o We’ll consider this paragraph in more detail next time, but here’s one thing to 

consider:  In this sermon-letter, where “confession” is mentioned (or “faith” or 

“hope”) as something to “hold fast to,” our author is referring not to a mental 

act that we accomplish (confessing, believing, or hoping), but to the content 

that we now KNOW because we have been instructed. 
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Hebrews Study #33 (2/23/14) 

(Heb. 10:19-31) 

 

 Working with Words:  Joanne passed along an article that reminds us to be careful of 

some common errors when researching the original languages in a biblical passage.  We 

(or our teachers who bring us neat things to think about) can be at fault if we make 

assumptions about a word based on its historically earliest meaning, or if we assume 

that a word will always hold a particular meaning when it is used.  A good example of 

the latter error is assuming that the NT word for “flesh” (Greek sarx) always designates 

our sinful nature. In fact it only means “human” or “mortal” when it is used in Hebrews 

(and sometimes by Paul!). In order to guard against this error, we need to pay special 

attention to the context in which a word is used, even while we do our homework on 

word origins.5 

 

 New Testament Priests, Temples, and Sacrifices 

o While Hebrews has a reputation for being the NT book that is most saturated 

with OT “cultic” (ritual) vocabulary, typology6 and history, the themes of priests, 

temple, and sacrifices are not absent from the rest of the NT.  In fact, these 

ideas are reinterpreted with a Christian twist.  Perhaps you remember that Jesus 

compared himself to the physical temple, when he spoke of it being torn down 

and then rebuilt in three days…Paul writes in two different places in the same 

letter about the church (as a whole group) being the temple of the Holy Spirit, 

and the individual believer being a temple of the same…Peter speaks of believers 

as living stones, being built into a temple in which God dwells…We are compared 

to a kingdom of priests…We bring a sacrifice of praise, and offer our bodies up 

as living sacrifices, and please God with the sacrifices of treasure that go to help 

other Christians.  CHALLENGE:  find the passages I just alluded to! 

 

 The Exhortation (10:19-22) 

                                                           
5
 In Heb. 10:20 we’re told that Jesus opened a “new and living way” by his sacrifice of himself.  The unusual Greek 

word for “new” here, prosphaton, actually originally meant “freshly killed”!  (It eventually became an idiomatic 

expression for something fresh and new, taking the positive sense of meat that hadn’t spoiled.)  Now, how 

important is it to know this?  Should it affect our understanding of this “way” that Jesus has opened up?  Maybe 

it’s just trivia, after all. 

6
 Typology is when an older historical figure or ritual in the Bible points forward to a fulfillment such as Jesus or the 

Church. 
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o This exhortation has a strong correspondence with Heb. 4:14-16, suggesting that 

these paragraphs serve as bookends to this book’s major theological section, 

which deals with Jesus’ priesthood.  Themes of confidence, approach, and Jesus 

the great high priest are revisited here in chapter 10. 

o The two passages offer different views of the motivation for our approach to 

the throne of grace: 

 In 4:14-16 we are made bold to approach because our great high priest 

sympathizes with us; 

 In 10:19-22 we are made bold to approach because our great high priest 

has opened a way for us. 

o This more recent passage offers a new way of thinking about the “curtain,” which 

our author identifies as Jesus’ “flesh” (body!).  Calvin notes that the curtain in the 

tabernacle/temple both concealed the holy and permitted entrance, and we 

remember that Jesus once referred to himself as “the door” (John 10) and “the 

way” (John 14). 

o Read these passages and note how they promote the NT theme of access or 

approach to God: 

 Eph. 2:18 – 

 

 Rom. 5:2 – 

 

 Eph. 3:11-12 – 

 

 1 Pet. 3:18 – 

 

 John 14:6 –  

 

o This exhortation paragraph contains countless connections with other parts of 

Hebrews!  Try finding “monkey links” using these words: 

 Flesh 

 

 House 

 

 Hearts 

 

 Faith 

 

 Sprinkled 
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 Conscience 

o Getting the big picture:  The gist of this exhortation is that our movement 

towards God is made possible by Jesus’ past actions on our behalf.  The 

OBJECTIVE REALITY is that we are allowed to approach God.  This idea probably 

has always had the most significant impact on those who come from any 

religious system that clearly demanded work or ritual or moral perfection before 

such an approach was possible, or that denied approach to the Holy altogether.  

If we have always hung out in Christian circles, we may not have anything to 

personally compare this to, and the impact may be lost on us.  (But try to borrow 

it by walking in the sandals of the 1st-century Jewish-Christians who were reading 

or hearing this letter!) 

 

 Invitational Imperatives (10:23-25) 

o Here (as in the previous paragraph) we are given a picture of what our response 

to God’s gospel should look like: 

 “Let us draw near!” 

 “Let us hold unwaveringly to our confession!” 

 “Let us consider one another!” 

 “Let us stir up one another to love and good deeds!” 

 “Let us not neglect meeting together!” 

 “Let us encourage one another!” 

 

o Some intriguing details… 

 “Let us consider…” implies cultivating mutual consideration, focusing our 

mind and energy so that we are observant of one another in the local 

Body to which we belong.  Recall Joseph in prison in Egypt, whose 

cultivated habit of observation caused him to ask the baker and the 

cupbearer, “Why are your faces downcast?” 

 

 “Let us…stir up one another…”  The Greek word here lies behind the 

English “paroxysms” – to go into “paroxysms of laughter” means you 

ROTFL.7  This is the same word used in Acts 15:39, when there arose a 

“sharp disagreement” between Paul and Barnabas that shook that 

partnership apart.  In other words, this doesn’t imply just a gentle nudge! 

 

                                                           
7
 “Roll On The Floor Laughing” 
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 “Good deeds”  I always perk up when a NT author uses the Greek word 

“kalos” for “good” (there is another, more ordinary Greek word that is 

often used instead).  “Kalos” adds a dimension of loveliness and 

winsomeness to the works in question, bringing in the possibility that 

such deeds are not confined merely to the usual charitable ones 

(feeding the poor, caring for widows and orphans) but can also include 

any task, vocation, or creative art that is done in a way that reflects the 

character of God.  (Not at all implying that this idea doesn’t include the 

familiar list of charitable deeds!)  This is the same vocabulary used by 

Jesus when he says, “Let your light shine before men, that they may see 

your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven” (Mt. 5:16). 

 

 “Hold fast our confession…” F. F. Bruce writes, “Our hope is based on the 

unfailing promise of God; why should we not cherish it confidently and 

confess it boldly?”  As we go through our days, we may well encounter 

situations where the objective ground for our confidence does not 

match our subjective feelings about speaking up about it.  Certainly our 

sharing with others out of the confident hope that we have is to be done 

with tact and respect, and we will need discernment about how and 

when to speak.  But remembering the objective reality that is the basis 

for our faith – Jesus’ faithful and accomplished work as our Great High 

Priest – is a key ingredient to the confidence that we need for such 

conversations. 

 

 “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of 

doing…”  Implied here is a loss of fellowship with some believers from this 

local church, perhaps the situation that prompted the writing of this letter 

in the first place.  We discussed how different pressures may have led to 

abandonment of fellowship because of fear of persecution or ostracism 

from the surrounding community, or because of the strong draw of the 

familiar.  Bruce writes,  

“Under the various pressures which were being brought to bear 

upon them, to withdraw from the society of their fellow-believers 

was to court spiritual defeat; only by remaining united could they 

preserve their faith and witness.” 

 

o “The Day” – as our author transitions into the warning of the next verses, he 

alerts his readers to the necessity of meeting together “all the more as you see 
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the Day approaching.”  The capitalization of “Day” here in our English 

translations is the decision of an editor, and is in keeping with the context of 

impending judgment in this section.  But opinions are divided as to which “Day” 

is being referred to here: in fact, either the final judgment or the proximate 

judgment that befell Jerusalem and the surrounding areas in 70AD would be 

reasonable possibilities.  We considered whether understanding this to refer to 

the Roman catastrophe of 70AD would alter our reading of the passage.  

Certainly it would raise the question of how much these exhortations and 

warnings had to do with us, so far after the event; by analogy, as we are still 

anticipating the final judgment, we can still identify with the importance of 

following these commands and heeding these warnings.8   

 

 Words of Warning (10:26-31) 

o If you are following along in the text as you read these notes, flip back to Heb. 

2:1-3 and read the first warning that we encountered in this book.  Remember 

our author’s “how much more” argument in that passage?  “You think the LAW is 

strict!  Have you ever heard the GOSPEL??” 

 

o It doesn’t feel quite right to think of the gospel as “strict,” does it?  It is, after all, 

the gospel of grace:  it comes to those who are undeserving, making God’s 

enemies into his children.  This is indeed true; but as we have seen clearly in 

Hebrews, we cannot forget that the gospel also has built into it a sense of 

impending judgment.  There is a hard stop inherent in the gospel message.  The 

gospel has closed doors and time limits.  God’s mercy is true and complete, but 

it operates in HIS terms, not ours. 

 

o Notice that all of the warning passages in Hebrews have to do with the error of 

HEARING and responding with UNBELIEF.  A clear picture of this has been given 

to us in the negative example of the wilderness generation in chs. 3-4, where 

“disobedience” is identified as “unbelief,” and where those who had “the 

gospel” preached to them did not combine their hearing with faith. 

 

o Although this passage in 10:26-31 opens with a rather general statement about 

anyone who “goes on sinning deliberately” (or “willfully”), further details narrow 

the focus to the particular sin of apostasy, or abandoning the faith (and this not 

                                                           
8
 Interestingly, if we could rule in favor of a “70AD” reading, it would solve some of the puzzles about the location 

of the readers, since it was the people of Palestine who suffered the most during that devastating time. 
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just in a brief temper-tantrum kind of way, but as characterizing a person’s life).  

The reference to what happened under the law of Moses takes us to Deut. 17:2-

7, which deals with anyone who can be proven by two or three witnesses to 

have rejected God’s covenant for other gods.  This is an important contextual 

detail to understand, so that we can explain (to ourselves and to others!) that 

merely “sinning deliberately” (saying what we know we shouldn’t, taking what 

we know we shouldn’t, etc.) is not in view here. 

 

o Warning passages like this one always also raise the question in our minds of 

whether the person who has fallen was even a believer in the first place.9  We’ve 

discussed before how different theological systems within Christianity answer 

this question differently.  Given the example of the wilderness generation in chs. 

3-4, as well as many of Jesus’ parables,10 we can with confidence take the 

position that in any gathering of people in a covenant community, there will be 

some who do not truly believe.  Notice that our author does not make direct 

accusations of the people he’s writing to, but once again (as in chs. 2, 4, and 6) 

states the principle of judgment that they need to keep in mind.  Presumably true 

believers will respond with FAITH to this warning, rather than with scorn and 

unbelief! 

 

o At our next meeting we will continue discussing this warning in more detail, as 

well as the follow-up exhortation to persevere in the next paragraph.  Hope you 

can join us on March 9! 

 

 
 

  

                                                           
9
 This may not have been a concern of the writer, but because of our historical theological context it’s something 

that we think about (i.e., by now it’s something Christians have argued about for centuries, so we go there!). 

10
 E.g., the tares & the wheat, or the catch of both good and bad fish. 
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Hebrews Lesson 34 (3/9/14) 

(Heb. 10:19-39) 

 

 Outline Sense 

o With this section of chapter 10, we turn a corner in Hebrews into a section that is 

primarily pastoral exhortation, warning, encouragement, and instruction.  As we 

make this transition, it’s helpful to remember where we have been so far in our 

author’s carefully crafted sermon/letter.  Could you name the main ideas of each 

chapter so far?  Here are the major stepping stones again: 

 Heb. 1:  The supremacy of Jesus, especially contrasted w/ angels. 

 Heb. 2: 

 Warning #1:  not heeding the gospel has worse consequences than 

disregarding the Law! 

 Jesus identified with his own by becoming human. 

 Heb. 3: 

 Jesus is greater than Moses, as a Son is greater than a servant. 

 The Wilderness Generation provides a really good example of 

unbelief. 

 Heb. 4:  Let’s not be like the Wilderness Generation, who didn’t believe and 

couldn’t enter God’s rest. 

 Heb. 5: 

 I’d tell you a lot about the priesthood, but – 

 -- you guys aren’t ready for solid food yet! 

 Heb. 6: 

 Warning #2:  take the gospel seriously! 

 Encouragement – you show strong signs of true belief! 

 God’s promises are sometimes sealed with an oath, to “make 

assurance double sure.” 

 Heb. 7:   

 Meet the Mysterious Mr. Melchizedek! 

 A new priesthood means the law is obsolete! 

 Heb. 8: 

 Our greater priest serves in the true sanctuary 

 It’s time for God’s NEW COVENANT! 

 Heb. 9:  Not by the blood of bulls and goats, and not over and over again. 

 Heb. 10:1-18 
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 The supremacy of Jesus, especially contrasted w/ Levitical priesthood 

and sacrifices:  once-for-all forgiveness. 

 Heb. 10:19-25 -- Triumphant Transition 

o Like a trumpet call to arms, this paragraph wraps up the theological arguments that 

preceded it (on which the opening word “therefore” rests) and introduces the 

section of marching orders that follows.  We hear the winsome invitational 

imperatives of our author’s pastoral voice, and we are also set up for the stern 

warning of the next paragraph with a reference to the approaching “Day” (alluding 

to God’s judgment).  For the many “Monkey Links” between this paragraph and 

earlier parts of the letter, see our notes from Lesson 33. 

 

 Heb. 10:26-31 -- Strong Warning 

o For a sensitive believer, the scariest part of this paragraph is the initial statement 

that “If we go on sinning deliberately, there is no longer any sacrifice for sins but 

only a fearful expectation of judgment…”  It’s really important to get the context 

straight so that we can keep this dire warning in perspective, for ourselves and 

others:  our author does not mean “sin in general” (which we often do reflexively, 

as when our mouth goes quicker than our brain; but which we sometimes do in fact 

do deliberately, even when we know better!).  Instead, he is referring to a very 

specific part of the Mosaic law, Deut. 17:2-7, which deals with the sin of 

APOSTASY, or turning away from the true God in favor of idols. 

 

o In contrast, when true believers fail to walk in God’s ways (whether deliberately or 

by default), “God invites to daily reconciliation those who abide in Christ; they are 

daily washed by the blood of Christ, their sins are daily expiated by his perpetual11 

sacrifice.”  (Calvin) 

 

o If apostasy, or violently turning away from the faith you were exposed to, is in 

view here, and the OT citation links this with capital punishment, isn’t the church 

(or the church-run state) legitimized in putting to death those who abandon 

belief? 

 Absolutely not!  In the words of John Owen12: 

  “To assume such a power now is a most impious presumption, 

whether done by civil or ecclesiastical rulers.  To put apostates or 

                                                           
11

 Here Calvin means “eternal,” not “perpetual” in the sense that it’s happening over and over forever. 

12
 1616-1683; Puritan pastor who edited Calvin’s commentaries.  
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heretics to death, receives no sanction from the Gospel and is wholly 

alien to its spirit.” 

 This is a different era in redemptive history – we are no longer a part of a 

theocracy (a nation governed by God through his representatives), and so our 

church leaders do not have authority over other people’s bodies and lives in 

the way that the leaders of Israel did.  

 

o  The equivalent in our day is the practice of church discipline, which has as its goals 

both the protection of the flock and the restoration of the apostate.  Notice that the 

OT quotations here (both from Deut. 32) bear this out:  we are to remember that it 

is the Lord’s sole prerogative to bring “recompense,” that is, what someone 

deserves (good or bad) – and also that he “judges” even his own people.13 

 

o This section closes with the statement, “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of 

the living God.”  (But take a moment and refresh your memory regarding David’s 

choice in 2 Sam. 24 – what did he think about falling into God’s hands?) 

 

 Comparing the Responses:  What are we called to? 

o For a true believer with a heart open to God’s Spirit, the warning passages in 

Hebrews should incite a desire to be found doing the OPPOSITE of those who 

violently reject the Son and his salvation: 

 We want to praise, honor, and love the Son, not spurn him! 

 We want to rightly regard his blood (death), not consider it a “nothing”! 

 We want to please the Holy Spirit, not insult or grieve him! 

 

o These positive reactions comprise the soul’s movement of faith towards the Savior.  

Jesus calls this “abiding,” a conscious act of clinging fast to the True Vine.  Read 

again for yourself John 15:1-11, and consider how both Jesus and our author use 

exhortation to conscious participation in our faith to steer our affections in the 

right direction. 

 

o We do need to remember that though the gospel speaks GRACE, it also has sharp 

edges, closed doors, and time limits.  It is no less GRACE with these conditions in 

                                                           
13

 Interestingly, in its original context “The Lord will judge his people” was meant to be reassuring!  God’s role as 

Judge indicated his desire to lead and therefore protect his people from the enemies that threatened them.  But, 

conveniently for our author, the statement has the dual meaning of “lead” and “bring judgment upon” – since 

God’s own people have never escaped the latter. 
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place – but it is grace ON GOD’S TERMS.  (Can you think of any parables of Jesus 

that convey the same ideas in story form?  Look for time limits, expectations, 

separation of good and bad, and judgment.) 

 

 Hebrews 10:32-39 -- Personal Encouragement to Persevere 

o Again there is a change in tone and purpose as our author now adopts a voice of 

encouragement for his friends.14 But this encouragement has a curious aspect to it 

– he seeks to energize their lagging zeal by reminding them of their response to 

past persecution!   

 

o Think about how counterintuitive this is.  If some of them are wavering, wouldn’t 

reminders of how hard it could get push them over the edge?  Or would recalling 

their past sense of purpose and conviction in the face of affliction bring back to 

them the reasons they stood fast in the first place?  After all, they had heard the 

gospel from ear-witnesses who knew Jesus, and they had themselves originally 

witnessed and experienced startling moves of the Spirit in confirmation of those 

testimonies (see Heb. 2:3).  In light of these memories, and now with the 

reinforcement of the arguments in this beautiful letter, they could lift their heads 

again and face whatever was presently occurring or just around the corner. 

 

o The list of past experiences in this paragraph calls to mind also the writer’s personal 

knowledge of his immediate audience, which we have glimpsed from time to time in 

this letter.  Take a look at these passages and note down the different things that 

we have learned (plus a couple things we’ll encounter in later chapters) about these 

people: 

 

 Heb. 2:1-4 

 

 Heb. 5:11-14 

 

 Heb. 6:9-12 

 

 Heb. 12:4 

 

 Heb. 13:22-25 

 

                                                           
14

 Notice that this pattern of stern warning  pastoral encouragement also occurred earlier in 6:4-12. 



 

P
ag

e2
8

 L
es

so
n

 3
5 

(3
/2

3/
14

) 

 

o In our next study we will discuss a little more the motivations that these people 

originally had to stand firm despite their oppressive circumstances.  Between now 

and then, consider what might have harmed that motivation in the meantime, and 

how this letter exactly addresses their need to persevere.  By extension, what are 

our own sources of suffering, and what healing needs to happen for our perspective 

and attitude to be one of joy in the face of struggles? 

 

o This description of past persecution raises the question again of where and when 

these people lived.  Remember that we are not given any direct information about 

this in Hebrews, so the author and the audience remain a mystery.  But maybe some 

of these details bring us a bit closer to a possible solution: 

 

 Heb. 12:4, which notes that “in your struggle against sin, you have not yet 

resisted to the point of shedding blood,” is usually taken to mean that this 

congregation has not yet experienced martyrdom for their faith.  If this reading 

is correct (and it may not be), then it would seem that these people did not 

experience the persecutions of Saul in Palestine or the insane ravages of the 

emperor Nero against Christians in Rome in AD 65. 

 

 The description of public humiliation and visiting those in prison indicates that 

this was a time and place where somebody had the authority and the 

motivation to imprison believers, and that those authorities were selective in 

their persecution (targeting some, not others) – implying that this was more 

official than just a community/mob reaction to a new religion. Roman 

persecution of Jews was an occasional hazard in different parts of the Empire in 

the first century; but the description in this paragraph indicates persecution of 

Christians specifically for their faith.  Before Nero, there is little evidence of this 

kind of pressure from Rome.  But of course persecution by Jewish authorities 

was a commonplace for Christians in many places, and in Palestine those 

leaders would have had more autonomy to make official judicial and punitive 

decisions about their citizens than in other locations. 

 

 Finally, the mention of Timothy in Heb. 13:23 suggests that these people came 

into the faith later on Saul’s timeline, after his conversion; they may not have 

known him in his ravaging wolf days.  Perhaps these things point to a Jewish-

Christian congregation in Jerusalem or elsewhere in Palestine…but of course 

we cannot tell for certain.  
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Hebrews Lesson 35 (3/23/14) 

(Heb. 10:19-39) 

 

 General Overview of Heb. 10:19-39 

o This section is bound together by the common thread of a personal, pastoral 

voice.  Our author, who knows the immediate recipients of his sermon-letter very 

well, uses his words in this section to summarize and bring home the implications 

of the theological realities he has been laying out for them.  Through winsome 

“invitational imperatives,”15 stern warnings, biblical reality checks, and 

personalized exhortations, he lays out the challenge to believe God’s words and 

persevere in the faith. 

 

o We discussed the warning passage (in 10:26-31) in greater detail last time, and I 

refer you to those notes (Lesson 34) if you want to learn more.  But I’d like to 

reiterate that we should have an informed understanding of what kind of sin is 

in view here, so that we can reassure sensitive consciences (our own and 

others’) who are burdened by the opening statement, “If we go on sinning 

deliberately after receiving knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a 

sacrifice for sins, but a fearful expectation of judgment, and a fury of fire that will 

consume the adversaries.”  If we are honest with ourselves, we know that this 

describes us – sometimes we stubbornly do anyway what we know we shouldn’t.  

And yet this is only the opening of a whole paragraph that sets this information 

in context.  Just as in the Mosaic law quoted in the passage, the sin that is in 

our author’s sights is that of apostasy, a violent thrusting aside and turning 

away of the faith one has encountered among the covenant community.   

 

o Realize also that, from a human point of view, we can never make the ultimate 

judgment that a person has irreversibly committed this sin.  While the elders of 

the church must practice church discipline in the case of someone who violently 

denies the faith, separating him or her from membership in the covenant 

community, this is always done with a view to eventually recovering the sinner 

into fellowship and faith.  Where there is life, there is hope – as far as we are able 

to see, from our limited perspective. 

 

 

 

                                                           
15

 Such as “let us draw near” and “let us hold fast,” etc. 
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 An Unusual Pep Talk – Heb. 10:32-39 

o In a shift of tone and purpose, our author now asks his readers to recall their 

own history, as motivation for persevering during their present challenging 

times.  What is counterintuitive here is that the memories evoked are 

uncomfortable ones:  “you endured a hard struggle with sufferings…”  Public 

humiliation, imprisonment, compassionate (and probably risky!) care of 

prisoners, and the confiscation of property are all cited as examples of their 

former state of mind, when they could accept these things even joyfully for the 

sake of the gospel they had received. 

 

o Why would our author think these recollections would be motivational?  

Wouldn’t memories of such painful experiences push someone over the edge, 

away from the faith that was targeted by whatever official or neighborhood 

powers opposed it? 

 We considered that revisiting the evidence of a former state of mind 

might help them recall WHY they could endure joyfully – when the news 

of the gospel was still fresh to them, they were unafraid of suffering and 

death.  Also, a reminder of God’s faithfulness to them in the past might 

help them take some steps forward in the present. 

 

o The author explains that the source of their peace during that season of 

persecution and loss was the knowledge that they had “a better possession and 

an abiding one” (10:34).  We discussed HOW they knew this to be true, and 

established that while faith and the Holy Spirit are at the root of their ability to 

perceive and believe in this hope, practically speaking they had to have been told 

this information by someone, and they had to trust the character of the source. 

 Remember these two elements of faith when we begin to study chapter 

11 – biblical faith is NOT a “leap in the dark,” but trust in God’s 

faithfulness and obedient response to his verbal revelation. 

 

o There have been hints already in Hebrews that our author is concerned that his 

friends are motivationally compromised – that is, they’re stuck, they need help 

advancing in maturity.  Check out the following passages and see how he 

expresses his concern: 

 2:1 

 3:3, 12-13 

 4:1 

 5:11-12 

 6:11-12 
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o What might have interfered with their former zeal?  Remember that we don’t 

actually know those to whom this letter was written, so we can only speculate 

about their specific situation.  But it seems likely, given the subject matter of the 

epistle, that this was a Jewish-Christian community that was perhaps 

experiencing temptation to return to the familiar ways of their upbringing and 

their community.  The author’s appeal to Jesus’ superior priesthood certainly 

suggests this context.  Perhaps the initial fervor of discovering the radical 

promises of God through Christ had been whittled away by the persistent 

nagging and pressure of friends and relatives.  It’s possible, too, that they had 

lately grown complacent, if the former persecutions had eased; even comfortable 

circumstances can compromise the resolve and energy needed to persevere. 

 

o Think about what YOU need from your Christian leaders and brethren when 

YOU are “stuck” somehow in a sin, a mood, or a view of reality.  What helps 

you move beyond the impasse, whatever it is?  Isn’t it a combination of words 

and actions that reach you at both an intellectual level (to refresh your 

perspective) and an emotional level (to comfort and hearten you), with the 

added element of practical suggestions for moving forward?  We can summarize 

these very pastoral inputs as being about the HEAD, the HEART, and the HANDS 

and FEET: 

 Our HEADS need further information, logical arguments, warnings and 

reality checks; 

 Our HEARTS need rebuke, encouragement, comfort, affection, 

exhortation; 

 Our HANDS and FEET need direction, coaching, and invitational 

imperatives. 

Think of all the ways our wise author has faithfully provided these things to 

these people that he cares about so much!   

 

 An Appeal to Habakkuk – 10:36-39 

o As chapter 10 concludes, our author prepares us for the big idea he has in mind 

for the next section of his letter: a parade of examples of the faithful responses of 

believers in situations that tested their trust in God’s promises.  The OT 

quotations here come from the prophet Habakkuk (2:3-4): 

Yet a little while, and the coming one will come and will not delay; 

but my righteous one shall live by faith, 

and if he shrinks back, my soul has no pleasure in him. 
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 In its original context, this prophecy related to the vision that Habakkuk 

would be given of God’s intentions in judgment and mercy.  Here our 

author is using the prophet’s words to speak of a “coming one” (a phrase 

designating the Messiah in Hebrew literature) and also “my righteous 

one.”  Think of these as two different people, referring to Jesus and the 

believer respectively.  Jesus is “the Coming One” who will return; “my 

righteous one” is anyone in the covenant community who has 

professed faith and belonging, and who will be tested by the wait for 

the Savior’s second advent. 

 

 If you check out this quotation in your OT, you will notice some differences 

in wording!  Again, recall that our author quotes from the Greek 

Septuagint (LXX), which accounts for some of the variations.  The other 

thing to keep in mind is that in using a particular OT quotation, our 

author feels free to alter it to suit his rhetorical purposes.  Since he is not 

claiming a direct prophetic fulfillment of the original words, he exercises 

poetic license; in this way he both retains the connection with an OT 

context (and all its connotations) and creates a new connection to the 

present story of Jesus and the church.16 

 

 A reference to Habakkuk, however altered, brings to the front of our 

minds the dire situation in which that prophet exercised faith.  In the face 

of the faithlessness of Israel’s leaders and the impending brutal scourge 

of the Babylonians, Habakkuk was asked to trust God’s words and his 

character.  In the age of the church, we, like the recipients of Hebrews, 

can do no better than to learn to react like the man who lived by faith: 

Though the fig tree should not blossom, nor fruit be on the vines, 

the produce of the olive fail and the fields yield no food, 

the flock be cut off from the fold and there be no herd in the stalls, 

yet I will rejoice in the Lord; I will take joy in the God of my salvation. 

God, the Lord, is my strength; he makes my feet like the deer’s; 

he makes me tread on my high places.  (Hab. 3:17-19) 

 

                                                           
16

 As an illustration of what I mean here, imagine that I announced, “I came, I saw, -- I ate the pie!”  I’m exercising 

poetic license, not quoting directly; but the irony of my statement depends on your recognition of the historical 

quotation I’m altering. 
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Hebrews Lesson 36 (4/6/14) 

Ch. 11 Overview 

 

 We began this lesson with the familiar verses of 4:14-16, which encapsulate in a 

paragraph the main themes of this letter – the greatness of Jesus, our High Priest, his 

complete sympathy and identification with his people, and his gift of access to the 

throne of grace.  Let us approach with confidence! 

 

 Hebrews 11 is a famous chapter, and so its content and theme may already be well-

known to you.  Of course it is emphatically about FAITH – so it’s necessary that we 

understand what our author means (and doesn’t mean) by the concept “faith” before we 

delve into our more detailed study of the chapter.  This is what we spent most of our 

time on, in addition to reading through the chapter aloud together and discussing its 

organization.  Here are some basic observations to begin: 

 

o Our author gives his thematic and programmatic statements for this section of 

the letter in his opening sentences:  “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped 

for, the conviction of things not seen.  For by it the people of old received their 

commendation.”  He then follows this introduction with a tour through the OT 

that reinforces his overarching theme of “faith.” 

 

o Our author used a similar approach in ch. 1, though he pursued his theme using 

a different literary device – in that case, he reinforced his theme of Jesus’ 

superiority by quoting from the OT in what we’ve called the “string of pearls” 

form.  (The quoted passages even look long and strung out on the page!) 

 

o In this case, the literary device is called an “exempla,” which simply means “a 

list of examples.”  Writers or speakers might use this rhetorical device to show 

the frequency of a trait or choice of action in literature or history (e.g., the 

strategies of generals in a war, or the devotion of women to their families). 

 

 Context in Hebrews:  Why is this chapter here?  How does it fit? 

o The example list of ch. 11 is not a non-sequitur; our author has not included it 

just because he really likes all of these old stories.  Remember how deliberate he 

is in his crafting of his sermon-letter!  In fact he has anticipated this exempla 

already in some of his earlier statements of pastoral concern.  Recall that he has 

all along interspersed his mainly theological argument with expressions of 

personal care for his readers.  Here, as he moves into the more prescriptive 
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section of his letter (beginning as we saw halfway through chapter 10), he 

appeals to noble OT examples to emphasize the hope that his friends will 

respond likewise to their own circumstances.  Tracing his earlier concerns helps 

us define what he means whenever he says “by faith” in ch. 11.  Here’s what I 

mean: 

 

o In 3:12-14, after his introduction to the wilderness generation’s faithlessness 

(using Ps. 95), our author exhorts his readers to look out for one another and help 

each other guard against unbelief and “sin’s deceitfulness.”  His hopes for them 

could be summarized like this: 

 Help one another PERSEVERE (which implies stressful times); 

 Counter temptation to unbelief – BELIEVE God’s promises and TRUST his 

character;  

 Look forward to a PROMISED INHERITANCE (suggested here by the 

phrase “share in Christ” in the context of “the end”). 

Each of these boldfaced ideas will be repeated in the following concerns… 

 

o In 6:11-12, which follows the first real harangue of the letter (including rebuke, 

warning, and encouragement), our author clearly anticipates ch. 11 by 

expressing his wish that they not be sluggish but instead be “imitators of those 

who through faith and patience inherit the promises.”  Notice again the elements 

listed above, of PERSEVERANCE, FAITH, TRUST, PROMISE and INHERITANCE. 

 

 Even more emphatically than in the previous passage from ch. 3, this faith 

and trust is said here to be based on VERBAL REVELATION from the 

trustworthy Living God.  It’s worth it to pause a moment and consider the 

difference between what theologians call GENERAL and SPECIAL 

revelation: 

 GENERAL REVELATION is available to all people, and according to 

Rom. 1 is enough to convict everyone for their disbelief in the 

majesty and eternal power of the Creator God.  General 

Revelation includes creation, our own bodies, and our 

consciences.   

 SPECIAL REVELATION is the disclosure of God’s will in words.  Yes, 

the truth of these words is only really brought home to us by the 

eye-opening regeneration of God’s Spirit (see 1 Cor. 2:14).  But 

the point here is that our God provides his people with clear 

information about his character, his actions, and his terms of 
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engagement with humanity.  We do not have to be like those 

who can only guess what their deity or deities demand from 

them, or who can only hope but never be assured of their right 

standing in the sight of the Divine. 

The upshot of these theological distinctions is that biblical faith is NOT a 

“leap in the dark.”  We are given sufficient information to make 

informed choices about where we will put our trust, and how to live 

that out.  Keep this in mind as we read about “faith” in chapter 11! 

 

o Finally, Heb. 10:35-39 provides a very immediate context for the exempla, and 

repeats each of the elements we noted in these other passages, as summed up 

in v.39:  “But we are not of those who shrink back and are destroyed, but of 

those who have faith and preserve their souls.”  What follows in ch. 11 is a 

collection of illustrations of what this looks like. 

 

o So, in context, we can define FAITH as hearing and responding with persevering 

obedience to the One we trust, even in hard times.  We will see all of these 

elements in each of the examples given in this list of saints, some obviously and 

some by implication. 

 

 Chapter 11 Overview 

o If you missed our study, read chapter 11 straight through to yourself with an eye 

to its organization.  Put a “*” in the margin wherever you find something that 

strikes you as curious or puzzling, and bring your questions to our next study. 

 

o Chapter 11 is organized chronologically.  Examples that illustrate our author’s 

definition of faith are laid out in redemptive-historical order, beginning with 

creation itself.  We named these different eras of salvation history; can you list 

beneath each one the people and events that belong to each category? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 “Primeval” 

History 

(Gen. 1-11) 

The Age of the 

Patriarchs 

(Gen. 12-50) 

The Exodus 

(Ex. – Deut.) 

The Conquest 

(Joshua) 

The Age of the 

Judges 

(Judges-Ruth) 

Kings & Prophets 

(1 Sam. – Writing 

prophets) 



 

P
ag

e3
6

 

o Which biblical figures get sustained attention in the exempla? 

 

 

o If you have access to multiple translations, read the variants of v.11!  What is 

curious about this? 

 

 

o Interspersed amongst the examples in this chapter we find our author’s 

commentary, giving God’s perspective on these people and on the life lived by 

faith (compare 10:38).  See if you can find these comments and pick up on what 

our author wants to communicate about God’s reality. 

 

 

 

o Heb. 11:3 is unique among the examples.  Can you tell why?  Think about WHO is 

said to exercise faith in this verse, and what is their source of SPECIAL 

REVELATION. 

 

 

 

 Hab. 3:17-19 

o We ended again with Habakkuk’s faith-filled prayer, as our own example of an 

OT saint who demonstrated faith and perseverance during extremely hard times.  

Read this prayer for yourself, and consider what the prophet must have believed 

about God’s character to enable him to say these things with such assurance! 

 

 

 

 

 

  Because Easter falls on the date we would next meet, we will not get together again for 

our study until May 4!  I look forward to seeing you then!  
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Hebrews Lesson 37 – Chapter 11 (5/4/14) 

 

 In his commentary on Hebrews Calvin wrote, “Whoever made the beginning of the 

eleventh chapter, has unwisely disjointed the context; for the object of the Apostle was 

to prove what he had already said – that there is need of patience.”  Indeed, if we 

compare the end of ch. 10 (vv.36-39) with the rhetorical focus of ch. 11, we see that our 

author is only continuing in a new form his exhortation to his readers to patiently 

endure for the promised reward.  Other “monkey links” connecting the last paragraph 

of ch. 10 to ch. 11 include the concepts of confidence, faith, pleasing God, and inclusion 

in the company of saints, “those who have faith and preserve their souls.”  Expect these 

themes to reappear frequently in the following section. 

 

 In Chapter 11 our author employs a particular rhetorical form to reinforce his 

contention that biblical faith has always involved patience and promise.  In chapter 1, 

you remember, we saw the visually pleasing “string of pearls” device by which he 

incorporated passages from the OT to demonstrate Jesus’ superiority to the angels.  

Here he utilizes the exempla, “a rhetorical tool employed by ancient authors to 

challenge hearers to action.  This device worked by impressing the audience with 

overwhelming evidence that a desired pattern of action is best” (George Guthrie). 

Coupled with the repeated refrain “by faith,” this example list packs a powerful punch.  
 

 Chapter 11 Overview 

o We read through the entire chapter again to get a big-picture feel for its 

organization and content, and to flag any peculiarities that already have us 

curious.17  Noting that the examples are arranged in chronological order, we 

reviewed the different eras of (OT) redemptive history and identified which 

figures and events belonged to which time period.  See if you can do the same 

below:18 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
17

 Reading the whole thing straight through, especially out loud, is really the best way to experience the full effect 

of its rhetorical intent. 

18
 “Primeval History” is the label given to the era described in Gen. 1-11. 

Primeval 

History 

Patriarchs Exodus Conquest Judges Kings & 

Prophets 
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 Hebrews 11:1 – Hope and the Unseen 

o Notice first the differences in the translation of this verse below: 

 “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things 

not seen.”  (ESV, 2001) 

 “Now faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what 

we do not see.”  (NIV, 2011) 

 “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things 

not seen.”  (NKJV, 1982) 

o “Assurance,” “confidence,” and “conviction” are all subjective words – that is, 

they describe what is going on inside us. 

o “Substance” and “evidence” are objective words – they describe realities that 

are independent of our experience or emotions. 

o Strangely enough, both of the original words in the Greek (hypostasis and 

elegchos) had either an objective or a subjective use.  All of the translations 

above are fair, even if they seem to be emphasizing different aspects of the 

firmness of biblical faith (that is, either how we experience it, or what it actually 

is).  In either case, we can take away a sense of sturdy reality.  More on this 

below. 

 

o “Faith is the assurance/substance of things hoped for…” 

 Hope points to the future, the “not-yet” time.  Biblical terms associated 

with hope are PROMISE and REWARD – this is not a vague desire that 

things turn out well (and according to our wishful thinking), but a firm 

conviction that certain things that have been spoken WILL come to 

pass. 

 

 Read Romans 8:23-25 for a nutshell of Christian hope.  What does our 

future hold for us? 

 

 

o “…and the conviction/demonstration of things unseen.” 

 What sorts of things are unseen?  In the Nicene Creed we confess our 

belief in God, “Maker of all things visible and invisible.”  There are unseen 

beings, like angels and God himself; and there are unseen future events 

that have been promised, like the New Heavens and the New Earth.  Note 

what Hebrews 11:27 has to say about Moses’ faith in the unseen God! 
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 Calvin writes, “…faith directs us to things afar off which we do not as yet 

enjoy; it then necessarily includes patience…Faith, he says, is the 

hypostasis, the prop, or the foundation on which we plant our foot, -- the 

prop of what?  Of things absent, which are so far from being really 

possessed by us that they are far beyond the reach of our understanding.”   

 

 F.F. Bruce addresses the “conviction of things unseen” a little differently, 

stressing how close faith brings those “things absent” that are “far from 

being really possessed by us”; speaking of the saints catalogued in the 

exempla, Bruce explains that “Their faith consisted simply in taking God 

at his word and directing their lives accordingly; things yet future as far 

as their experience went were thus present to faith, and things 

outwardly unseen were visible to the inward eye.” 

 

o Considering these aspects of faith, then – hope and things unseen – we can 

identify the purpose of faith as patient endurance even when things look grim, 

and the result of faith as the promised fulfilled, our reward. 

 

o Recall that a wrong understanding of biblical faith caricatures it as being “a blind 

leap in the dark.”  But biblical faith is already grounded in the character and 

communication of God.  Read these passages to refresh your memory about 

what our author has had to say about both of these things: 

 

 The Character of God:  Heb. 10:23b; 6:10 

 

 God’s Communication:  Heb. 1:1-2; 2:3-4; 4:2 

 

 Hebrews 11:2 

o “For by *faith+ the people of old received their commendation.” 

o The vocabulary here, translated “commendation” or “confirmed,” was used in 

the ancient world to speak of public witness to a person’s character.  The saints 

of old in this exempla were commended for the empirical evidence of the 

invisible affections of the heart. 

 

o Since we’re contending that biblical faith is NOT a blind leap in the dark, we want 

to ask two questions about each person or event that is named among these 

examples: 
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 What is the special revelation that grounds their faith?  (i.e., God’s 

communication) 

 What historical reasons do they have to trust God?  (i.e., what do they 

already know about God’s character?) 

 

o We’ll be keeping a chart of answers to the above questions, but as we spend 

time in this chapter we should also stay alert for the specific challenges to faith 

that each person faced, as well as for the visible, lived results of their faith. 

 

 Hebrews 11:3 – Creation 

o We discussed this one in our last study, noting its uniqueness in that it refers not 

to the OT saints but to the Hebrews themselves (and, by extension, us as well!) 

who have learned through the special revelation of Scripture that God created 

the world by his Word (see Gen. 1 and Ps. 33:6 & 9!). 

 

o Delving in a little more deeply this time, we thought about the difference 

between general and special revelation.  Do you think that a person can simply 

look at creation and believe that it was made by God?  Review for yourself what 

Paul has to say about this in Rom. 1:19-20.  The answer is “Yes – and No” – while 

there is sufficient evidence of God’s existence available to all in the general 

revelation of creation, it is not enough to get a person to a saving knowledge of 

the Triune God.  For this we need special revelation, communication from the 

mind of God himself.  Calvin has this to say about this topic: 

 

 “Men’s minds therefore are wholly blind, so that they see not the light of 

nature which shines forth in created things, until being irradiated by 

God’s Spirit, they begin to understand by faith what otherwise they 

cannot comprehend.” 

   

 “Correctly then is this world called the mirror of divinity; not that there is 

sufficient clearness for man to gain a full knowledge of God, by looking at 

the world, but that he has thus so far revealed himself that the ignorance 

of the ungodly is without excuse.”   

 

o So if special revelation is necessary for true knowledge of God, would it help if a 

person just read Genesis 1-2?  Do you think that people today would be likely to 

come to faith in God based on these chapters?  Not likely, right?  There is 

another element that must be present in us before we believe that the Bible is 
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telling the truth about God, history, and us.  The Westminster Confession of 

Faith puts it like this (and this is worth reading carefully – I think you’ll agree with 

all of the descriptive words used here of the Scriptures!): 

 “We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the church to an high 

and reverent esteem of the holy Scripture.  And the heavenliness of the 

matter, the efficacy of the doctrine, the majesty of the style, the consent 

of all the parts, the scope of the whole…the full discovery it makes of the 

only way of man’s salvation the many other incomparable excellencies, 

and the entire perfection thereof, are arguments whereby it doth 

abundantly evidence itself to be the Word of God:  yet notwithstanding, 

our full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and divine 

authority thereof, is from the inward work of the Holy Spirit bearing 

witness by and with the Word in our hearts.”  (WCF I.v) 

 

o Paul expresses this same idea in 1 Cor. 2:14:  “The man without the Spirit does 

not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to 

him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.” 

 

o So this first example in our author’s list does some significant things right at 

the outset: 

 It touches on the first event of redemptive history, making this historical 

survey truly comprehensive; 

 It involves the reader, then and now, immediately and personally, rather 

than any OT figure; 

 It reinforces our author’s high view of Scripture, since the faith described 

here originates from the written word (and, in fact, all of the proceeding 

examples probably have their origin in that same Hebrew Scripture as 

well!). 

 

o We filled out our chart for verse 3 like this: 

Example Special Revelation Historical Reasons for 

Faith (God’s Character) 

The reader (then & now) Gen. 1; Ps. 33:6 & 9 The Resurrection19 

                                                           
19

 For both ourselves and the believers who originally received this letter, the main historical event that proved 

Gods faithfulness is Jesus’ resurrection, which legitimizes Jesus as God’s Son and give credibility to his opinion of 

the Scriptures.    
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Hebrews Lesson 38 (5/18/14) 

(Hebrews 10:36-39; 11:1-7) 

 

 Intro:  Why the exempla? 

o This list of famous heroes of the faith isn’t here just because our author wanted 

to list his favorite Bible stories.  It shows up in this spot with the calculated 

purpose of exhorting his readers towards the things he holds out at the end of 

chapter 10 – namely, endurance, doing God’s will, receiving a reward, seeing 

the returning Messiah, pleasing God, having faith, and preserving their souls 

(see 10:36-39). 

 

o As we travel through chapter 11, we’ll look for the access these biblical figures 

had to God’s mind (through special revelation) and his character (through 

historical demonstrations of his faithfulness and power).  These two elements 

are exactly what the recipients of Hebrews have to go on – and they have an 

even closer view of God’s reality this side of the cross. 

 

o Of course, we also have special revelation, and the post-resurrection assurance of 

God’s reality through the work of Christ.  We can be challenged to exercise the 

same kind of faith as the original readers of this letter.  But consider the 

differences in our situations:  they were very close in history to the events of 

Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, so much so that they heard the gospel from 

the “ear-witnesses” of Jesus, and in the context of special signs and wonders like 

those we hear about in Acts (see Heb. 2:3-4!).  Do you think that for the 

recipients of this letter the challenge of faith was EASIER than it is for us today, 

at our distance from those historical events?  Why or why not? 

 

 Thesis Statement:  Heb. 11:1 – “Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 

conviction of things not seen.” 

o Why is it incorrect to think of biblical faith as being a blind leap in the dark, or a 

sentimental preference, or wishful thinking? 

 Remember that even though a strong element of the UNKNOWN and the 

UNSEEN is involved in faith, when we believe God we are acting in an 

informed and rational way!  Can you explain why?  People both inside 

and outside the church often misconstrue faith as one of the above 

options.  Think about how you might gently correct their thinking if that 

idea ever comes up in conversation. 
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 Review:  Heb. 11:3 – “By faith we understand that the universe was created by the word 

of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things that are visible.” 

o Consider these questions about this verse (you can find more explanation of it in 

the notes for Lesson 37): 

 Who is said to be exercising faith here?  Can you include yourself in that 

number?   

 

 What is the source of the believers’ information? 

 

o When we discussed this verse in our last meeting, we noted that the historical 

basis for trusting the truth of the creation account is Christ’s resurrection.  Think 

about how you would connect the dots here.  How do you get from the 

historical event of Jesus’ resurrection to the truth of the distant event of God 

creating the universe as effortlessly as speech or thought?  When you’ve 

thought it through, THEN you may read the footnote below. 20 

 

 Hebrews 11:4 – Cain & Abel 

o If you haven’t read this in a while, it might be helpful for you to revisit the 

account in Genesis 4:1-16.  Notice especially God’s gracious interaction with Cain 

even before he commits fratricide. 

 

o If you do read the Genesis account, you will probably notice that Moses does not 

mention faith at all in the story.  How does our author come to the conclusion 

that Abel exercised faith?  The logic is provided a few verses from here in Heb. 

11:6 – Abel obviously pleased God, and you can’t please God unless you believe 

that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him. 

 

o If this is so, what can we conclude about Cain and his offering?  Perhaps you 

have heard many explanations about why Abel’s sacrifice was more acceptable 

than Cain’s – Cain got the ritual wrong, he offered the wrong sort of thing, he 

didn’t offer his firstfruits, etc.  Though there may have been other breaches of 

                                                           
20

 For us as well as for the readers of this sermon-letter, Christ’s resurrection is the event that legitimizes 

everything Jesus claimed while he was alive.  Since he spoke as though the Hebrew Bible was the very word of 

God, we can trust it to be the special revelation that we need to understand events in the distant past, like 

creation. 
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protocol, the simplest way to look at it is that Cain offered his gift in unbelief.  

Notice, though, that Cain actually DID believe that God existed – he had 

conversations with YHWH, after all!  -- but he did NOT believe either in the 

holiness of the great God who judges, or in the goodness of the God who 

rewards those who seek him in faith.  (Notice his apparent surprise when things 

didn’t work out well for him!  He was expecting a different result.) 

 

o We’re contending that every biblical figure included in this exempla had access to 

God’s mind and to knowledge of his character, that he is both good and holy.  

The Genesis account does not tell us, but where do you think Cain and Abel 

would have gotten their information, so that they COULD have both sacrificed 

an offering in faith?  Our God does not leave his people in the dark; he 

communicates.  Sometimes in the OT he does so directly, and often he gives the 

responsibility of that communication to families to pass on to the next 

generation.  Either of these sources may have informed the first brothers. 

 

o Knowledge of God also includes a conviction about his character and power.  

What historical demonstrations of YHWH’s goodness, holiness, and might 

could Cain and Abel have leaned on for a proper understanding of their 

Sovereign God?  (Hint:  you don’t have to read a lot of the Bible to find this one 

out!) 

 

o Notice that this is the only contrast included in the exempla.  Unbelieving Cain 

serves as a foil to faith-full Abel in this verse, reflecting in miniature the contrast 

between the unbelieving wilderness generation (Heb. 3-4) and the faith-full 

saints of old here in Heb. 11. 

 

o How shall we understand the phrase about Abel continuing to speak?  In his 

characteristically clever fashion, our author uses an echo of the Genesis account 

– Abel speaking after death (see Gen. 4:10) – to make a literary point about 

Abel’s faith still teaching us through the written words of the Hebrew Scriptures. 

 

 Hebrews 11:5-6 – Enoch:  An example and a principle 

o Enoch’s frustratingly brief story is found in Genesis 5:21-24,21 and to complicate 

matters our author in Hebrews is using the Septuagint version, which substitutes 

                                                           
21

 Further information about Enoch also shows up in Jude 14-15, suggesting an extra-canonical (outside-the-

Scriptures) source of information about this distant figure! 
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“pleased God” for “walked with God” in the Hebrew.  Using this vocabulary, our 

author can make the same point that he did about Abel:  because Enoch pleased 

God, we can understand that he had faith. 

 

o Two more aspects of biblical faith are mentioned here:  belief that God exists, 

and belief that he rewards those who seek him. 

 We considered in our last study the difference between general and 

special revelation.  It’s possible to get a sense of God’s existence from the 

witness of creation (see Rom. 1:19-20), but that “general” revelation is 

not sufficient to reveal his character in a saving way.  “Special” revelation 

gives us our talking God – personal, communicative, good, and holy.  

Remember that Cain had God’s existence down – but not his character.  

Thus his “belief” was not, in the biblical sense, true faith. 

 As with Cain and Abel, Enoch’s source of information about God may have 

come either through direct revelation or through the generational 

transmission of the stories of the One True God’s character and works. 

 

 Hebrews 11:7 – Noah  

o Notice how Noah’s story is unique among those we’ve read so far – here the 

specific command and promise from God is an obvious part of the story. 

o What is the content of Noah’s faith?  When he took God at his word, what was 

he believing about God? 

 First, that God is powerful and holy – he can and will judge mankind! 

 Second, that God is good and gracious – he desires to save Noah’s family. 

o Contrast Noah’s faith with these other biblical figures:  What makes you 

suspect they did not believe in God’s goodness OR his holiness? 

 Cain 

 The wilderness generation 

 Ananaias & Sapphira22 

 

o More to say about Noah next time, but meanwhile consider this:  The obedience 

that flowed from Noah’s faith took on visible form in the shape of an ark.  When 

we trust God’s promises and walk in obedience, our faith takes on visible form 

(though sometimes only those who know us closely realize that our actions, 

                                                           
22

 There’s disagreement among commentators about whether Ananaias and Sapphira demonstrated faulty but 

saving faith or whether they didn’t really believe in God in the first place.  Certainly at the time of their abrupt 

judgment and death, they were not acting out of a clear sense of God’s holiness, power, or goodness. 
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words, or attitudes reflect a response of faith).  Similarly, when we feel 

rebellious or act disobediently, we’re making visible pockets of unbelief in our 

thinking.  What visible shape can the “obedience of faith” take in a person’s 

life?  Are you most likely to act in unbelief about God’s holiness, or about his 

goodness? 
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Hebrews Lesson 39 (6/1/14) 

 On Knowing God:  How would you explain to a friend the reason(s) that you trust God?  

Some of our trust is subjective, based on our personal experience of his provision and 

answered prayers.  But we should be careful to communicate as well the objective 

reasons that we have to trust God – the historical basis for our faith in the resurrection 

of Jesus and the reports of eyewitnesses.  As we’ve remarked before, people both inside 

and outside the church tend to regard “faith” as a sentimental leap in the dark – and the 

subjective “evidences” that we share, as real as they may be, may unfortunately 

reinforce this wrong impression of biblical faith.23  As we read Hebrews 11, remember 

the objective reasons and the special revelation that were behind each biblical figure’s 

commendable faith. 

 

 Noah – Heb. 11:7 

o On the Obedience of Faith: 

 We noted that what Paul calls “the obedience of faith” (Rom. 1:5) is 

simply the embodiment of our beliefs, made visible in the world through 

our words and actions.  In Noah’s case, the obedience of faith looked like 

a boat.  What does it look like in your life?  If you’re not sure, read these 

paraphrases of biblical commands and see what divine instruction comes 

to mind.  When you obey God’s directions, even when it’s hard, you are 

making your faith visible. 

 “Do this – because I have bought you, and you are Mine.” 

 “Do this – to show our family resemblance.” 

 “Do this – and I will bless.” 

 “Do this – or I will discipline.” 

 

o On Obedience as a Prophetic Act: 

 Hebrews 11:7 contains the curious statement that by faith, Noah 

“condemned the world.”  What are we to think of this?  Perhaps the best 

understanding comes from the biblical concept of obedience as a 

prophetic act.  That is, when God’s people obey, the intended result may 

be to underscore the guilt of the rebellious people around us.  What were 

Noah’s neighbors doing while he built the ark?  (Hint:  see Luke 17!)  

                                                           
23

 Many people may also have the incorrect view that the Bible is full of mystical religion rather than historical 

record and authoritative interpretation of that history.  This impression may simply be due to a lack of familiarity 

with the biblical text – but it is probably reinforced by the way Christians tend to put inspiring verses on posters 

and T-shirts, as if these were magic formulas or the mantras of a life-coach. 
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Noah’s obedience was a signpost pointing toward the holy and merciful 

God; by ignoring it, his neighbors showed themselves indeed to be 

“children of wrath” (Eph. 2:3, ESV).   

 

 It is a biblical pattern that those to whom much revelation is given are 

held more accountable for their failure to respond than those who have 

less access to God’s revealed truth.  Read what Jesus has to say about 

this in Matt. 11:20-24!  As John writes in his first chapter, “He came to his 

own, and his own did not receive him” (v.11).  The Jews of Jesus’ 

generation were especially held accountable for their failure to believe, 

because there he was in their midst. 

 

 Abraham, Take One – 11:8-16 

o Abraham has already figured prominently in Hebrews, especially in his role as 

the one “who had the promises” (Heb. 7:6).  We can identify those promises as 

being about: 

 Land 

 A son 

 Countless descendants 

 God’s blessing of his family 

 God’s blessing of all nations through him 

 

o Consider the parallel here with the recipients of Hebrews.  Take some time to 

review previous chapters to find out what promises they had received as 

participants in the early church.  Which promises are also ours to claim? 

 

o The first promise in view here in ch. 11 has to do with Abraham’s going out to, 

arriving in, and waiting expectantly for the LAND.  Notice first that he didn’t 

know where he was going – and second that when he got there, he didn’t get 

to put down roots! 

 “It is no ordinary trial of faith to give up what we have in hand, in order to 

seek what is afar off, and unknown to us.”  (Calvin) 

 

 What would Abraham have needed to believe about God in order to 

take these (literal!) steps of faith?  Though we know little about 

Abraham’s origins and prior experience with Yahweh, we do know that 

the godly line of believers was never extinguished; it is possible that 

though he came from an idol-worshiping pagan background, he had 
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somewhere heard the history of the One True God and his dealings with 

people.  In any case, as we read earlier, Abraham would have needed to 

believe that God existed, and that he rewards those who obey him 

(compare 11:6). 

 

o We found our author’s conclusion about Abraham’s insight into God’s deeper 

promises especially intriguing.  How did Abraham and other OT people know 

that there was a better, heavenly country in the offing?  The writer of Hebrews 

seems to have reasoned logically (as he did when showing that both Abel and 

Enoch were men of faith, since they “pleased God”) that this was indeed 

Abraham’s outlook, given that (1) he spoke of himself as a “sojourner”24even 

while in the land of promise, and (2) he and his family did not try to return to 

Mesopotamia, evidence that they were anticipating a homecoming elsewhere. 

 

o Hebrews 11:11 was obviously a difficult verse to translate – your modern NT will 

probably contain a footnote with an alternate reading.  The question is, did the 

author mean to highlight Abraham’s or Sarah’s faith here?  Unfortunately the 

Greek, usually reflective of the gender of the subject, is in this case unhelpful.  

The traditional translation choice, even as far back as Calvin’s time, is that this 

verse is about Sarah’s faith.  Calvin even writes, “That women may know that 

this truth belongs to them as well as to men, he adduces the example of Sarah; 

which he mentions in preference to that of others because she was the mother 

of all the faithful.”25  However, some modern (conservative) commentators, 

benefitting from the intervening years of textual and historical studies, notice 

that the Greek verb used in this sentence to indicate conception is found in 1st 

century literature to refer only to the father’s part in generation.  So it’s likely 

that this sentence, too, is about Abraham’s faith. 

 

We’ll talk more next time about the commentary contained in vv.13-16 (understood to refer to 

Abraham & his descendants, the recipients of specific promises).  Meantime, consider how 

these saints contrast with the hard-hearted wilderness generation of chs.3-4.  How did each 

group feel about the country they had left, and the country that lay ahead of them? 

                                                           
24

 As did Jacob; see Gen. 23:4 and 47:9. 
25

 Calvin goes on to say that yes, it is a little strange that Sarah should be commended for her faith, when we know 

her as the one who laughed in disbelief at the promise of a son!  He comments, “It must indeed be confessed, that 

her faith was blended with unbelief; but as she cast aside her unbelief when reproved, her faith is acknowledged 

by God and commended…And hence we deduce a useful doctrine, -- that when our faith in some things wavers or 

halts, it ceases not to be approved of God, provided we indulge not the spirit of unbelief.”   
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Hebrews Lesson 40 (6/15/14) 

Heb. 11:8-22 

 The Obedience of Faith 

o Some more thoughts here on embodying our faith in words and actions, as did 

these heroes of faith in Hebrews 11:  as in worship, we can say that the 

obedience of faith has three audiences.  Sometimes our obedience is done in 

secret, for the Audience of One (see Mt. 6).  Sometimes our obedience 

encourages those in the family of believers who observe us; but if we imagine 

these people intersecting our lives in concentric circles, those closest to us are 

the most likely to notice when we have made a decision that reflects faithful 

obedience to our faithful God.  Of course, the wider a Christian’s recognition and 

influence across these circles of believers, the more impact his or her 

DISobedience will have on Christ’s church.  Finally, there is the audience of the 

watching world, those outside the family of God; again, we encounter them at 

different levels of closeness, from extended family to coworkers to community 

members and strangers.  I have often wondered if Paul’s injunctions in 1 Cor. 7 

to retain the place or occupation you held when you were saved reflects the 

reality of this particular audience’s gradations of awareness:  won’t it be the 

people we rub elbows with most often who most notice the changes wrought 

by the obedience of faith?  If someone left that setting and started his or her 

new life in Christ in a new setting, the contrast would not be apparent to people! 

 

o Jesus is the supreme example of the principle that in order to obey, to do what 

is right but difficult, we must believe that the one whose commands we are 

following is trustworthy, and that he will preserve us as he promised.  Of Jesus 

in Gethsemane, Herman Bavinck writes: 

 “The disposition and the will to obey were integral to Christ’s nature, but 

now, in the hour of trial, he must turn them into acts of obedience.”   
 

o Some of the biblical figures encountered in the exempla of ch. 11 have clearly 

faced challenges – hours of trial – to their faith.  Consider Noah, for example, 

and ask yourself: 

 What were Noah’s challenges to faith? 

 What did he believe? 

 What did “the obedience of faith” look like for him? 
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 Abraham – Heb. 11:8-19 

o Think about Abraham’s challenges to faith.  Listed chronologically, they would 

include: 

 Leaving behind what was familiar; 

 Starting on a journey without knowing the end point; 

 Reaching the “promised land,” only to live as a “resident alien”; 

 Barrenness in the place of progeny; 

 Being asked to sacrifice the child who would make the promise possible. 

 

o What did Abraham believe?  How did he translate his faith into obedience? 

 

o Our author gives us a window into Abraham’s beliefs in the face of those 

challenges – for example, though the promise of LAND did not pan out for him in 

his lifetime, he was evidently looking forward to a heavenly city even when he 

died.  Is this insight on our author’s part an example of reading something into 

the OT narrative?  Or was it given to our author as special revelation for the 

writing of this letter?  Based on his presentation in this chapter, I think we can 

conclude simply that he used logic and reason to understand Abraham’s beliefs 

from the evidence of his recorded actions and words.  Since he and his sons 

hadn’t returned to settle in Mesopotamia, and since he spoke of himself as a 

“sojourner” while in the promised land, therefore his hopes were set on a 

heavenly country that the faithful God would give him. 

 

o A similar reasonable conclusion is presented to us regarding what is known as 

“the Binding of Isaac.”  Here our author understands the faith behind 

Abraham’s action as a belief in God’s power and intention to raise Isaac from 

the dead.  It’s a conclusion that is especially supported by the comment he makes 

to his servants before he and Isaac climb the hill, recorded in Gen. 22:5:  “Stay 

here with the donkey; I and the boy will go over there and worship and come 

again to you.” 

 

o Although the Binding of Isaac has long been recognized as an ethical puzzle – 

why would a holy God ask one of his followers to do such an evil act? – 

commentator F. F. Bruce points out that to the biblical writers of Genesis and 

Hebrews, it was less an ethical problem than a promise problem, a logic puzzle: 
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o “How could the promise of God and the command of God be reconciled?  Later 

writers, reflecting on the incident, make much of the turmoil in Abraham’s heart, 

although the biblical narrative has little enough to say on this score.  Indeed, the 

impression which we get from the biblical narrative is that Abraham treated it as 

God’s problem; it was for God, and not for Abraham, to reconcile his promise and 

his command.  So, when the command was given, Abraham promptly set about 

obeying it; his own duty was clear, and God could safely be trusted to discharge 

his responsibility in the matter.”  (Bruce) 

 

 Deathbed Pronouncements – Heb. 11:20-22 

o Here are the rest of the patriarchs, rounding out this section as their stories 

rounded out Genesis – but these guys seem to get short shrift compared to 

Abraham!  Why are they included?  How does this part of their history 

contribute to our author’s theme and purpose? 

 

o Notice that all three of these men, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph, are counting on 

God’s promise coming true concerning the possession of the LAND.  Read what 

they heard from the Lord (and notice the recurring echoes of the Abrahamic 

covenant – “all nations will be blessed by you”!) and what they passed on to 

their sons, and these brief mentions suddenly become rich with the pattern of 

promise and faith that we’ve seen already in Abraham’s story. 

 

o Isaac, v.20: 

 “We hence see that this blessing depended on faith; for Isaac had nothing 

which he could have bestowed on his children but the word of God.”  

(Calvin) 

 Isaac received promises – Gen. 26:1-5 

 Isaac blesses Jacob – Gen. 27:27-29 

 What part of this blessing is incompatible with a nomadic 

lifestyle?  (Isaac presupposes settlement in the land!) 

 

o Jacob, v.21: 

 Jacob “assigned to them two portions, as though he was now the lord of 

that land, from which famine had driven him away.”  (Calvin) 

 Jacob receives promises – Gen. 28:13-15 

 Jacob blesses Ephraim – Gen. 48:3-4, 14-16, 21-22  (Note the land grants, 

given when he does not possess it and is in exile from it!) 
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o Joseph, v.22: 

 “In ordering his bones to be exported, he had no regard to himself, as 

though his grave in the land of Canaan would be sweeter or better than in 

Egypt; but his only object was to sharpen the desire of his own nation, 

that they might more earnestly aspire after redemption; he wished also to 

strengthen their faith, so that they might confidently hope that they 

would at length be delivered.”  (Calvin) 

 Note that given his position of influence in the Egyptian court 

even at the time of his death, Joseph could certainly have 

requested a burial in the family cemetery up in Canaan, as Jacob 

had done (see Gen. 50).  That he did not suggests that he meant 

his own corpse to remind his people of his words about God’s 

future faithfulness, as Calvin speculates here. 

 

 Joseph reiterates the promise:  Gen. 50:24-25 

 

 “Despite his position of prominence in the Egyptian court, Joseph 

regarded himself as a resident alien in Egypt.  His true home lay 

elsewhere, and so certain was he of the future exodus that he based his 

burial plans on it.”  (Peter O’Brien) 

 

 Bringing it Home 

o As you read through Hebrews 11 this summer, or maybe take a trip back through 

the whole book and look at the landmarks we’ve passed, consider how our 

author challenges his audience to take God at his word and walk in obedience.  

And really, that is the same thing we are called to do.  Recall the promises that 

are yours to claim (reread Heb. 4:14-16 if you’re drawing a blank), and be alert to 

the general and specific instructions that he provides for you in his word so that 

you can walk on his paths.  Remember that in order to obey, to do what is right 

but difficult, we must believe that the one whose commands we are following 

is trustworthy, and that he will preserve us as he promised.  How can we 

believe unless we know his character and his words?  Stay in the word of God 

this summer!  
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Hebrews Lesson 41 (7/27/14) 

Heb. 11:23-31 

 

 Why the Exempla? 

o It’s been a little while since we’ve met, and each detail in this rich chapter 

branches out into its own story; so it may be hard to keep the big picture in mind.  

But there is, indeed, a reason for the exempla, this list of exemplary biblical 

figures.  Our chapter 11 follows our author’s exhortation in ch. 10 – “Therefore, 

do not throw away your confidence, which has a great reward.  For you have 

need of endurance so that when you have done the will of God you may receive 

what is promised…We are not of those who shrink back, but of those who have 

faith and preserve their souls” (vv.35-36, 39).  What follows, then, is a relentless 

and seemingly endless cast of characters, each life offering evidence that for 

those with true faith, endurance is possible. 

 

 “By faith Moses…” (Heb. 11:23-28) 

o Of course, the first thing to notice is that the first of these verses really isn’t 

about the faith of Moses, even though the familiar construction (“By faith ____,” 

preserved in the ESV but obscured in the NIV26) suggests that Moses’ faith is the 

subject here.  Who is exercising faith here?  Apparently it was Amram and 

Jochebed, Moses’ father and mother. 

 

o So, what did Moses’ parents KNOW?  We have stressed in our study that biblical 

faith is not a “leap in the dark,” but is a reasonable response of obedience, based 

on knowledge of God’s words and God’s character.  It is not immediately clear in 

this case why the hiding of Moses was an act of faith in this sense of the word.  

Some have speculated that Moses’ father was given a vision or a visitation by 

angels (think of Samson’s father), but we have no evidence that this was so.  

Might there have been a less personalized revelation that influenced their 

actions?  Some ideas: 

 

 When Joseph spoke to the people of the future Exodus at the time of his 

death, he placed in their minds the anticipation of both oppression and 

deliverance to come.  Now that the experience of bondage was a daily 

reality for the Hebrews, the deliverance that would fulfill the rest of 

                                                           
26

 In typical fashion, the NIV’s translation clarifies the confusion:  “By faith Moses’ parents hid him…” (Compare the 

ESV’s/Greek’s awkward, “By faith Moses, when he was born, was hidden…”) 
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Joseph’s prophetic words must have been their keenest desire.  Mothers 

may have wondered, “What if my baby boy turns out to be the leader 

who enables our escape from Egypt?”  Perhaps faith that such a leader 

would arise moved parents (and the midwives) to preserve their sons, in 

spite of the soldiers’ swords.  In Moses’ case, the child was said to be 

“beautiful” (ESV) – word that suggests there was something more 

significant about his appearance than just the sweet perfection of a 

newborn.  This child had what one commentator calls “a glow of 

destiny”!  By ascribing faith to the parents here, our author may be 

implying that they had “some appreciation of the divine purpose to be 

fulfilled through Moses” (F. F. Bruce).  

 

o Moses himself, the man of faith, has been mentioned six times already in the 

book of Hebrews.  Here’s a little Bible study to remind you of those instances.  

What’s the point each time? 

 3:2-6 

 

 3:16 

 

 8:5-6 

 

 9:19-21, 13-14 

 

 10:28-29 

 

o Our author dwells on Moses’ deliberate choices as evidence of his faith:  he 

renounced the privileges and pleasures and treasures of Egypt, and he kept the 

Passover according to the Lord’s instructions, all because he “was looking 

forward to the reward” and “endured as seeing him who is invisible.”  Moses 

consciously identified with his oppressed brethren and followed the strange, 

bloody ritual to protect the households of Israel because he trusted God’s words 

and his character. 

 

o V.26 is somewhat puzzling:   “He considered the reproach of Christ27 greater 

wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the reward.”  What 

does our author mean here by “the reproach of Christ”?  Traditionally this has 

                                                           
27

 NIV reads “He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of Egypt…” 
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been understood as Moses having a Christ-centered perspective, as if he had a 

hint at least of the Coming One who would be the Suffering Servant.  In other 

words, it is said that our author has attributed to Moses some kind of prior 

knowledge of Jesus the Christ.  But this interpretation is actually inconsistent with 

our author’s careful use of the OT: nowhere else does he suggest a Christ-

centered reading of the Jewish background that he is reviewing.  

 An alternate reading, suggested by some modern conservative 

commentators, notes that the Greek literally reads “the reproach of THE 

Christ,” which seems to open up the word “Christos” to its fuller (Greek) 

OT meaning.  “Christos” simply means “anointed one.”  It is used of the 

kings of Israel, and even of the Persian King Cyrus.  And it is used of Israel 

as a nation, God’s chosen people.  It would be in keeping with our 

author’s familiar and constant use of the Septuagint to employ such a 

term while rehearsing the history of the Hebrew people.  On this reading, 

Moses is said simply to identify with Israel, God’s anointed son – but 

there is of course a deliberate verbal connection being made with Jesus 

the Christ and the disgrace that he and his followers experienced. 

 

o The reproach (or disgrace) experienced by God’s servants in the OT and Christian 

believers since NT times is spoken of several times in the Psalms – 

 Ps. 89:50-51 

Remember, O Lord, how your servants are mocked, 

    and how I bear in my heart the insults[a] of all the many nations, 
51 with which your enemies mock, O LORD, 

    with which they mock the footsteps of your anointed. 

 

 Psalm 69:9 (Rom. 15:3)   

For zeal for your house has consumed me, 

and the reproaches of those who reproach you have fallen on me. 

 It also shows up in Hebrews 13:13 – 

“Therefore let us go to him outside the camp and bear the 

reproach he endured.” 

   So far among the exempla, Moses’ situation most closely parallels what  

   the recipients of this letter must endure! 

 

 “By faith the people…” (Heb. 11:29) 

o Whose faith is being exercised here, as they crossed the Red Sea dry-shod?  The 

one who received the direct revelation about how things were going to go was 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+89%3A50-51&version=ESV#fen-ESV-15377a
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Moses; he had to trust that when YHWH told him to “lift up your staff and stretch 

out your hand over the sea and divide it, that the people of Israel may go through 

the sea on dry ground” (Ex. 14:16), he really meant it!  And the people had to 

trust Moses when he said, “Fear not, stand firm, and see the salvation of YHWH 

which he will work for you today.  For the Egyptians whom you see today, you 

shall never see again.  YHWH will fight for you, and you have only to be silent” 

(Ex. 14:13-14).  It was a good thing that in this moment their characteristic fear-

based doubt did not rear its ugly head!  (Remember what we’ve learned from 

Hebrews 3-4 about this generation and their willingness to trust God’s 

spokesmen!) 

 

 “By faith the walls…”  (Heb. 11:30) 

o Another funny construction, in order to remain consistent with the author’s 

refrain!  Of course the walls did not exercise faith and so destroy themselves.  

Again, this is a picture of a leader exercising faith in YHWH’s words and 

character, and a people exercising faith in what their leader told them to do.  

(How is Joshua’s trusting attitude in keeping with his character, as we know it 

from earlier stories in the Pentateuch?) 

 

o Somebody must have been thinking, as they marched around Jericho, “Who on 

earth conquers cities THIS way??” Calvin writes, “It appeared to be a work 

childish and ridiculous; and yet they obeyed the divine command; nor did they do 

so in vain, for success according to the promise followed.”   
 

 “By faith Rahab…” (Heb. 11:31) 

o Rahab, a pagan, is commended for her faith in YHWH.  But this raises a question -

- How come this pagan woman has faith in the one true God?  How does she 

even know about him? 

o Her story is worth reading for yourself.  Look up Joshua 2:8-11 and jot down 

whatever strikes you about Rahab’s confession of faith.  Notice that she even 

uses God’s covenant name!28  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
28

 When “LORD” appears in all capital letters in our English Bibles, it represents the name YHWH, the special name 

that sets Israel’s God apart as the Creator and the Covenant-Keeper. 
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o The Psalms bear witness to God’s plan to include the Gentiles (somehow) in his 

redemption.  Here are a couple examples: 

 Psalm 77:14 

You are the God who works wonders;  

you have made known your might among the peoples. 

 Psalm 72:11, 17 

May all kings fall down before him, all nations serve him! 

May his name endure forever, 

His fame continue as long as the sun! 

May people be blessed in him, 

All nations call him blessed! 

 

o Speaking of Rahab (who was clearly identified as a “prostitute” in the Hebrew 

OT, despite any softening of this word by later Jewish commentators into 

“hostess” or “innkeeper”), Calvin writes: 

 “It hence follows, that those who are most exalted, are of no account 

before God, unless they have faith; and that, on the other hand, those 

who are hardly allowed a place among the profane and the reprobate, 

are by faith introduced into the company of angels.”   

 

o In what way does Rahab respond differently to God’s promise about inheriting 

the land than the wilderness generation?  (Think about Hebrews 3 & 4!) 

 

 

 

 

 So, to wrap up, remind yourself of the words from Hebrews 10 that we started with.  

These examples are here in chapter 11 to encourage the original readers, and us as 

well, to trust God’s words and works – because he is the one who will help us endure 

through all trials! 
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Hebrews Lesson 42 (8/10/14) 

Heb. 11:32-40 

 

 Wrapping it up:  The end of Hebrews 11 contains two “composite” lists that serve to 

communicate that our author could say a lot more if he wanted to, were it not for the 

fact that he’s short on time!  I liked the way these guys put it: 

 

o “As it was to be feared, that by referring to a few examples, he should appear to 

confine the praises of faith to a few men; he anticipates this, and says, that there 

would be no end if he was to dwell on every instance; for what he had said of a few 

extended to the whole church of God.”  (Calvin) 

 

o “The rhetorical function of v.32 is ‘to bring an already lengthy list to a conclusion 

and yet give the impression that the author could go on piling up ever more 

examples of similar content.’” (in Peter O’Brien, quoting M. R. Cosby) 

 

 Composite #1:  11:32-34 – Saints who Triumphed 

o The named individuals here represent saints from the time of the Judges onward, 

including Kings and Prophets.  Read these verses for yourself, and see if the list of 

accomplishments suggests any other names to you that aren’t included in those 

proper names at the start. 

 

o Notice that these triumphs were not just for personal or even national glory – they 

enabled a story to unfold, showing off God’s planful faithfulness. 

 

o How is FAITH related to these outcomes? 

 Rereading the stories of some of these saints (the ones we can identify, 

anyway) reminds us that faith is embodied in obedience to commands 

that seem strange or beyond us:  how many of these people were given 

strength in times of obvious weakness? 

 

 Calvin writes of this crew, “As they all followed the guidance of God, and 

being animated by his promise, undertook what was commanded them, 

they have been honoured with the testimony of the Holy Spirit.” 
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o Why are the first four names surprising? 

 We might balk especially at Jephthah’s being on the list…but actually 

“there was not one of them whose faith did not halt,” as Calvin puts it.  

Barak was rebuked for hiding behind a woman; Samson hardly led an 

exemplary life; and Gideon was a coward.  So why are these men 

included, even to the point of being mentioned by name? 

 

 Despite the positive spin some commentators try to put on these gents,29 

there’s no getting around their failings.  Yet each one DID obey God’s 

commands enough to bring victory to their nation – even when those 

commands were very strange indeed!  Reread the story of Gideon being 

made strong in weakness through the obedience of faith, if you haven’t 

read it for a while (Judges 7:1-22).  It’s a great tale! 

 

 Calvin offers this pastoral thought about these dubious entries into the 

Hall of Faith: 

 “Thus in all the saints, something reprehensible is ever to be 

found, yet faith, though halting and imperfect, is still approved by 

God.  There is, therefore, no reason why the faults we labor under 

should break us down or dishearten us, provided we by faith go on 

in the race of our calling.”   
 

o In what situations are WE given seemingly impossible things to do or think?  We 

don’t get personalized revelation like Abraham, Noah, Moses, Joshua, Gideon; but 

still we’ve been given plenty of specific instruction to carry out.  Here’s a sampling of 

those instructions!  Jot down the marching orders that you read in these passages: 

 Mt. 5:11-12 

 

 Mt. 5:14-16 

 

 Mt. 5:38-42 

 

 Rom. 12:9-13 

 

                                                           
29

 For example, one writer attempted to cast Barak’s weakness in a positive light by saying that he asked Deborah 

to come along because he recognized her as the Lord’s servant and so was honoring her position.  That’s not how 

the text portrays him, though!  See Judges 4. 



 

P
ag

e6
1

 

 Rom. 12:14-18 

o Shouldn’t it be EASY to carry out most of the above, given that in our day we’re not 

facing opposing armies or hungry lions?  -- And yet how hard it is sometimes to 

follow through with even the simplest of these imperatives.  Our reluctance is 

usually rooted in a fear that God won’t meet our own needs and desires if we walk 

in HIS way in a certain situation.  It seems easier to protect or indulge ourselves in 

our own way.   

 

o One thing we can take away from our study of Hebrews, then, is the message that 

a resistance to God’s commands indicates a pocket of unbelief in our thinking.  

Like Cain, like the wilderness generation, we don’t trust that God is both powerful 

and good. Learn from their negative example, and then from the literally countless 

examples of men and women of faith in the exempla, that obeying even when it’s 

personally challenging is the sanest, smartest, best thing we could do.  And learn 

from the warnings that our author has sprinkled through this letter that drifting 

away from God’s path is potentially the most insane, ignorant, and worst thing we 

could do! 

 

 Composite #2: 11:35-38, Saints who Suffered 

o Read through this tragic list, and remember that though believers DON’T always get 

the victory here on planet earth, we are still called to faith and the obedience of 

faith.  Our fears are, in one sense, correct:  following God’s instructions, such as 

those you noted above, MAY TURN OUT BADLY FOR US.  What can motivate 

someone to persevere in such dire circumstances?  Only a historically-based, 

reasonable faith in the living God – NOT a “leap in the dark” or a reliance on a 

vague emotion! 

 

o Here’s wisdom from C. S. Lewis’ Screwtape Letters… 

“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.”  

 

o Although we don’t know for certain what kind of persecution the audience of 

Hebrews was facing, we do get hints in the letter that their circumstances were not 

as extreme as some of those in this catalog of Saints who Suffered.  It may be the 

case that our author brought up the histories of “those of whom the world was not 

worthy” to help his friends keep their own less dire experiences in perspective. 
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 Conclusion – vv.39-40 

o I’ll set out these verses here for you because I want to point out a translation detail 

that makes a difference in our understanding of them: 

 “And all these, though commended through their faith, did not receive 

what was promised, since God had provided something better for us, 

that apart from us they should not be made perfect.”  (ESV) 

 

 “These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received 

what had been promised, since God had planned something better for us 

so that only together with us would they be made perfect.”  (NIV) 

 

 “And these all, having had witness borne to them through their faith, 

received not the promise, God having provided something better 

concerning us, that apart from us they should not be made perfect.”  

(ASV) 

 

o Do you notice the difference in the ASV rendering of the boldfaced phrase?  This 

translation is more faithful to the Greek preposition used here, “peri,” which means 

“about, around, concerning, involving,” not “for.”  I think the ESV and NIV both 

communicate a slightly mistaken idea, that God had something better in mind FOR 

US, as in a surprise birthday package exclusively for US, and those OT saints (like the 

ones on this list) got to tag along in a secondary way.  Rather, I believe our author 

is conveying that God’s plan INVOLVED us, that we had to be part of the story, 

before ALL OF US, old saints and new in equal measure, could be made perfect.  

Chronologically, then, the gospel brings US into the picture in a new way – but the 

gospel is not a gift only to us. 

 

o The idea of perfection also suggests the “now-and-not-yet” elements of God’s plan 

for salvation:  even we, like the OT saints, are still looking forward to the ultimate 

fulfillment of the promises. 

 

o Study suggestion:  Read 1 Peter 1:3-9 and consider what this faith is based on, what 

challenges faith in this passage, and what is the outcome of this faith.  Does a 

Hebrews-informed consideration of faith give you a deeper perspective on faith in 

other NT passages like this one?   

 


