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Preface


The second volume of my three-volume set analyzes Hebrews, James and Jude. I have grouped these three documents together not because they have been previously studied together as units, such as the Pastoral Letters or the Johannine Letters, but because they seem to be written by and primarily for Jewish Christians. Naturally, issues of authorship and audience must be evaluated on a case-by-case basis as we study each document in turn. In some ways it may have been better to study Hebrews with the Pastoral Letters, for its author appears to have come from within the Pauline circle, and there are as many or more echoes of earlier Pauline Letters in Hebrews (particularly of Galatians, 1 Corinthians and Romans) as there are in the Pastoral Letters. There are particular affinities between James and Jude as we shall see, but in view of Hebrews, James and Jude all being homilies written to Jewish Christians they deserve to be studied together. It appears that no arrangement of the so-called Catholic Letters will be able to fully account for all the possible intertextual issues that these documents raise.

I will thus begin with Hebrews and then deal with James and Jude. What needs to be said in preparation for both this volume and volume two of Letters and Homilies for Hellenized Christians is that all these documents in various ways raise some of the same issues discussed at the beginning of Letters and Homilies for Hellenized Christians, volume 1, namely, whether they are letters at all and whether any of those that are letters are pseudonymous. In my view we are dealing with at least three or four encyclical documents (James, 1-2 Peter and Jude), one anonymous document (Hebrews), one composite document (2 Peter), and thus rhetoric and rhetorical analysis is germane to all of these documents, especially Hebrews.

It is also my view that several of these documents should definitely be seen as sermons or homilies, in particular Hebrews and James and perhaps Jude. Several of them submit more readily to epistolary analysis, particularly 1-2 Peter and Jude. The range and character of the Greek in these documents is also varied, with Hebrews perhaps exhibiting the best Greek in all of the New Testament, but 1 Peter is not lacking in excellent Greek at points, as my forthcoming study in this series will show.

All in all, these documents are fascinating windows into the early Christian movement in the second half of the first century, and since they tend to be overlooked in the rush to focus on the Gospels or the Pauline or Johannine literature, they will repay close scrutiny. We are about to learn that Jewish Christianity was more varied and widespread than has sometimes been thought and that the influence of James, Peter and Jude certainly reached beyond Jerusalem and the Holy Land, as did the influence of the anonymous author of Hebrews, who may well have been Apollos.

Finally, it will be useful here at the outset to explain exactly what I mean by a socio-rhetorical commentary. I am an historian, and so quite naturally I look at both rhetoric and the social sciences from a historical viewpoint. When I refer to “rhetoric” I am not talking about attempts to use modern rhetoric and rhetorical studies as windows into the New Testament text, however interesting. This is an ahistorical enterprise, not least because these methods did not exist in the first century. When I say “rhetorical commentary,” I am limiting myself to the sort of rhetoric that existed and could have been used by the writers of the New Testament—early Jewish rhetoric and Greco-Roman rhetoric. The reason for this limitation is simple—it avoids most of the dangers of anachronism.

Likewise with social studies, for the most part I limit myself to material that can be derived from social historians of the relevant period. This involves using the work of Classics scholars who know the Greek and Roman social history and of social historians of early Judaism and early Christianity who can help us understand the very Jewish literature we are investigating in this volume. I make the occasional foray into the realm of social science (e.g., group-grid analysis) or cultural anthropology when it seems to work with the text of the New Testament as we have it, without trying to squeeze it into some sort of Procrustean bed.

One final reminder. In this series I have deliberately offered literal and sometimes polyvalent translations of the given texts. By the term polyvalent I mean I occasionally leave two translation options in the text when there are equally good options for a given word or phrase. I have deliberately not tried to smooth out all the infelicities, gaps and aporia in the text. I want my non-Greek-reading audience to realize where the text is rough and harder to translate and where it is smooth as butter. Overly idiomatic translations that offer seamless prose overinterpret the text in advance, rather than leaving it to the reader. I have chosen the other tack, quite deliberately. These texts are hard enough to understand without having various exegetical options foreclosed in advance.
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That the character of the diction of the epistle entitled “To the Hebrews” has not the apostle’s [Paul’s] rudeness in speech, who confessed himself rude in speech (2 Cor 11.6), that is in style, but the epistle is better Greek in the framing of its diction, will be admitted by everyone who is able to discern differences of style. But again, on the other hand, the thoughts of the epistle are admirable, and not inferior to the acknowledged writings of the apostle, to this also everyone will consent as true who has given attention to reading the apostle. . . . But as for myself, if I were to state my own opinion, I should say that the thoughts are the apostle’s, but that the style and composition belong to one who called to mind the apostle’s teachings and, as it were, made short notes of what his master said. . . . But who wrote the epistle, in truth God [alone] knows.”—Origen, Homilies on Hebrews (quoted in Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 6.25.3-14)




Introduction to Hebrews



AUTHORSHIP, PROVENANCE AND DATE OF HEBREWS


In 1979 when Graham Hughes published his landmark study entitled Hebrews and Hermeneutics, he could complain that many, if not most, scholars had largely neglected the New Testament document whose Greek title is “to the Hebrews.”1 This complaint could hardly be made today with a plethora of excellent commentaries in English, French and German (though very few adequately deal with the rhetoric of Hebrews), numerous seminal monographs in print, and too many good articles to count. In the last twenty-five years, few New Testament books have received more scholarly attention. One of the fascinations of the book is that it has come to us, as more than one commentator puts it, like Melchizedek himself—without parentage or pedigree or descendents. It is a unique and truly one-of-a-kind document in various respects.2 Yet as Fred Craddock says, for the ordinary reader of the New Testament, this remains a neglected book, and it is not difficult to explain why:

In a New Testament of 251 pages, Hebrews begins on page 208. Justified or not, a position near the end is read as a value judgment. The reader of the New Testament moves through the Gospels, Acts, and Paul’s writings as a traveler on a well-lighted street, not quite familiar but providing enough names and addresses so as to remove the sense of one’s being a stranger. However, once past Paul, the traveler finds the road uncertain, the houses dimly lit, and no familiar landmarks. The temptation is to stop and turn back to the Gospels, Acts, and Paul. After all, for these areas there are excellent maps.3


The document we call Hebrews is both anonymous and written to a first-century Christian audience. The terminus ante quem for this document is the 90s, for the good reason that Hebrews 1:3-14 is clearly alluded to and drawn on in 1 Clement 36. The telling indicators that 1 Clement is directly dependent on Hebrews 1 is its quotation of Psalm 110:1 as a direct address of God to his Son as in Hebrews 1:13 and the same introductory formula in 1 Clement 36 as in Hebrews 1:5-13 (and Heb 5:5-6; 7:17, 21), whereas elsewhere Clement uses other formulas.4 While some scholars date 1 Clement to the first twenty years of the second century, most rightly affirm that it was written in the 90s and reflects knowledge of both 1 Corinthians and Hebrews. These echoes perhaps also provide a slight hint that Clement, writing in Rome in the last decade of the first century, saw both of these documents as coming from the Pauline circle.

Also pointing in the direction of the Pauline orbit is that one of the earliest New Testament manuscripts, [image: image]46 (late second or early third century), places Hebrews among the Pauline Letters. In the canonical lists of the fourth and fifth century, Hebrews is either placed after the capital Paulines and before the more personal letters (1-2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon) or more frequently at the end of the whole Pauline corpus.5 In the Vulgate (and in English translations based on it, such as the original King James Version) Paul’s name is actually introduced into the title of the work.6 We now know for sure, however, that Paul’s name was directly appended to this document only after the second century, otherwise we would not have the conjectures of Tertullian, Origen and others suggesting other authors such as Barnabas or Luke or an unknown one. Origen famously said that “God only knows” who wr ote this document (Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.25.13).

The simple title “To the Hebrews” (without any authorial ascription) is first attested at the end of the second century by Pantaenus, Clement of Alexandria and Tertullian. Clement thought that this was a letter originally written in Hebrew by Paul and translated by Luke. This conjecture is made almost impossible because (1) it reflects elegant Hellenistic Greek, indeed it is the best Greek in the New Testament, and thus not awkward translation Greek, and (2) the author apparently used the Septuagint when he quoted the Old Testament, which someone writing in Hebrew would have been unlikely to do. It is apparently in the East first, in Alexandria, that the idea arises that this was a letter of Paul. Origen thinks it may have been a case of Pauline ideas written down by one of his disciples, but we have already seen the caveat he adds to this conjecture.

The letter was first accepted as Scripture (and as Pauline) in the whole Greek and Syrian churches in the third century and then finally in the Western part of the church in the second half of the fourth century, when probably most accepted it as the fourteenth Pauline letter. In 393 at the Synod of Hippo it was so accepted, and in 397 and 413 at the Third and Fourth Synods of Carthage the Western church reaffirmed its acceptance. Yet there continued to be serious doubts in the West about its Paulinicity. Ambrosiaster knows it but does not attribute it to Paul; likewise with Irenaeus and Hippolytus. Much later Calvin, Melanchthon and Beza all regarded it as non-Pauline, and Luther was not even sure it was canonical, much less Pauline. Hebrews has thus traveled a rather rocky road to get into the canon, and even once there doubts or neglect have plagued it. One reason there were doubts about this document was doctrinal: Hebrews 6:4-6, especially after the Decian persecutions of the third century, which led to some Christians recanting their faith, seemed to suggest that there could be no readmission of such a person into the Christian fold.

Internal clues to the provenance of the document are Hebrews 13:24, where we read that “those from Italy greet you,” and Hebrews 13:23, which tells of the release of Timothy—surely the same one referred to in the Pastoral Letters—who is known to the audience of this document. Our author says in addition that he and Timothy will come to see the audience if possible. If we put these things together with the echoes of earlier Pauline Letters in this document, this document was likely written to Christians in Rome (hence the reason Clement knows and draws on this document already before the end of the first century) by someone who is part of the larger Pauline circle. In support of this conclusion the phrase from Italy in Acts 18:2 refers to those outside the Italian Peninsula, in this case Priscilla and Aquila, and the word italias means Rome in that same text, as the context makes clear.

The conjectures are endless as to why the document is anonymous and who in the larger Pauline circle could have written this document. Certain conjectures can be ruled out, including the notion that Paul wrote this document, although many in the early church assumed so. Not only does our author not identify himself as either Paul or an apostle anywhere in this lengthy sermon, but Hebrews 2:3 strongly suggests that the author was a second-generation Christian (the message of salvation was first spoken by the Lord and only later “confirmed to us by those who heard him”). Paul, of course, claimed to hear personally from Jesus, at least on Damascus road, and absolutely repudiated the notion that his gospel about Jesus came to him from others (Gal 1:11-12). The author of Hebrews has been in touch with eyewitnesses or, as he puts it here, “earwitnesses” of the Lord, but he was not among them.7

But why is this document anonymous? Is it because the author is neither an eyewitness nor an apostle? This hardly seems the likely cause, since other New Testament documents are attributed to noneyewitnesses and nonapostles, such as Luke’s two volumes or the Revelation of the seer John of Patmos. Is it because the author is a woman? This is perhaps possible, but elsewhere women who played important ministry roles are named in Christian circles without any reservation. It is possible that the author is so well known to the audience that there was no need for identification here. There is, however, another primary reason for the anonymity of this document.

This document, like 1 John, is a homily;8 and Daniel Harrington calls it “arguably the greatest Christian sermon ever written down.”9 It does not have the elements of a letter except at the very end of the document (Heb 13:22-25), and these epistolary features are added because this sermon had to be sent to the audience rather than delivered orally to them by the author. Hartwig Thyen, after studying all the evidence for early Jewish homilies, argues that Hebrews is the only completely preserved Jewish homily of the period, but this overlooks 1 John and James.10

Sermon manuscripts, ancient or modern, do not conform to the characteristics of a letter, with addressor or addressee expected at the outset. Neither do other rhetorical forms of speaking—and this document involves rhetoric of considerable skill. It is then, to use an oxymoron, an oral document—and a particular type of oral document: a homily in the form of a “word of exhortation,” as Hebrews 13:22 puts it. It is not an accident that this same phrase characterizes Paul’s sermon in Acts 13:15. Hebrews is not a haphazard discourse, but polished rhetoric that is variously categorized as either epideictic rhetoric or deliberative rhetoric or some combination of the two. The document’s authority rests in its contents, not in its author’s claims to apostolic authority. To judge from the end of Hebrews 13, it is assumed, but not argued for, that this author has some authority over this audience, who knows very well who he is and can anticipate a visit from him and Timothy before long. The oral and homiletical character of the document cannot be stressed enough. Here is how one professor of homiletics puts it:

Hebrews, like all good sermons, is a dialogical event in a monological format. The Preacher does not hurl information and arguments at the readers as if they were targets. Rather, Hebrews is written to create a conversation, to evoke participation, to prod the faithful memories of the readers. Beginning with the first sentence, “us” and “we” language abounds. Also, the Preacher employs rhetorical questions to awaken the voice of the listener (see 1:5 and 1:14, for example); raps on the pulpit a bit when the going gets sluggish (5:11); occasionally restates the main point to insure that even the inattentive and drowsy are on board (see 8:1); doesn’t bother to “footnote” the sources the hearers already know quite well (see the familiar preacher’s phrase in 2:6: “Someone has said somewhere. . .”); and keeps making explicit verbal contact with the listeners (see 3:12 and 6:9, for example) to remind them that they are not only supposed to be listening to this sermon, they are also expected, by their active hearing, to be a part of creating it. As soon as we experience the rise and fall of the opening words of Hebrews, the readers become aware that they are not simply watching a roller coaster hurtle along the rhetorical tracks; they are in the lead car. In Hebrews, the gospel is not merely an idea submitted for intellectual consideration; it is a life-embracing demand that summons to action.11


Who could the anonymous author from the Pauline circle be? Conjectures include Barnabas (Tertullian On Modesty 20),12 Clement of Rome or perhaps Luke (Origen, in Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.25, but with considerable hesitation), Priscilla (Adolf von Harnack, but the indirect indicators in the text of a male author, particularly in light of the masculine singular self-reference in Heb 11:32, suggest otherwise)13 and Apollos (Luther), with perhaps most scholars thinking that the latter conjecture is the least unlikely.

In favor of Apollos are the following factors. First Corinthians 1—4 and Acts 18—19 suggest that Apollos circulated in Pauline communities and could well have been known to Timothy as well as to Paul, Aquila and Priscilla. And Acts 18:24-26 tells us that Apollos came from Alexandria and was learned in the Scriptures. Certainly the author of our document is learned in the Greek Old Testament (Septuagint), perhaps on a par with Paul’s knowledge of the Old Testament. He does not, however, know the Hebrew Old Testament. From the content of this sermon it is highly likely that our author is also a Jew, but he is apparently a Diaspora Jew who seems to know something of Platonism, not unlike that other famous Jew from Alexandria, Philo. Again, the conjecture that Apollos is the preacher who authored this sermon best suits this set of data. But what was the focus of Apollos’s ministry? To judge from Acts 18, he evangelized in synagogues; his focus was on Jews and Gentile synagogue adherents. This theory also helps explain little conundrums about Hebrews. For example, our author mentions instructions about “baptisms” (plural) at Hebrews 6:2. This often puzzles commentators, but it becomes more self-explanatory in the light of Acts 18:25, which tells us that Apollos knew only the baptism of John, even though he was a Christian, until he met Priscilla and Aquila in Ephesus. Quite naturally he would have included instructions about the differences between these two forms of baptism for his audiences, having learned the importance of distinguishing them sometime in the 50s. One more factor needs to be considered: our author is not merely a local church leader. He can distinguish himself from them and can call for support of them in Hebrews 13:7, 17, 24, but he can also assume authority over the entire audience, apparently including these leaders (Heb 13:17). He seems then to be an itinerant Pauline coworker with authority over local congregations and leaders.14

Acts 18:24-28 provides the following parallels to Hebrews:


	Apollos was of the Jewish race, and so is the author of Hebrews.


	Apollos was a native of Alexandria, where he certainly could have had contact with Philo and Alexandrian thinking. This suits our author as well.


	Apollos was an eloquent man, meaning rhetorically adept. Our author was certainly that, for he writes the best Greek in the New Testament and he knows how to use the tools of a powerful preacher—rhythm, repetition, assonance, alliteration, colorful vocabulary, striking ideas and images that stick with the hearer.


	Apollos was powerful in the Scriptures, and in his preaching he used those Scriptures in the synagogue in a christological way. This is certainly true of our author.


	Apollos was able to teach accurately the things concerning Jesus. More than any other nongospel document, our author included material about the human nature and life of Jesus. There are references or allusions to his birth, baptism, temptations, Gethsemane, death.


	Apollos was not afraid to speak boldly (parrēsia). Is it accidental that our author uses this same word for boldness or free speech four times in Hebrews? While at times gentle, his approach is bold, for he suggests that Jews who are Christians are in danger of apostasy if they simply revert to Judaism.


	Paul writes of Apollos as a missionary of note, familiar to the Corinthians, and one whom he would put in the same category as himself and Peter in work, if not also in authority (1 Cor 1:12; 3:22).


	Apollos has a fervency of spirit about him. Hebrews has a very fervent and earnest appeal and exhortation.


	Apollos would have had intimate knowledge of Roman Christians through Aquila and Priscilla, if not directly. Our author addresses these Christians in his homily.


	 Various Pauline influences in Hebrews suggest a person in the larger Pauline circle of associates—one who watered in the same turf where Paul had planted. In view of Hebrews 13 our author certainly has contact with the Pauline circle through Timothy, but perhaps also through those who are from Italy.


	 First Clement, which is addressed to the Corinthians, uses material from Hebrews in its argument. Corinth is the one place we know for sure from the Pauline Letters that Apollos had been—and had been of influence in the Christian community (in Acts 18 he is in Ephesus as well, but there he is in the synagogue and is endorsed to go on to Corinth [Acts 19:1]). It may well be that our document was written from Corinth, but we cannot be sure.




In the end, no one fits the bill so well as Apollos to be author of this document.

Luke Timothy Johnson supports the argument that this letter was written by a Pauline coworker, most likely Apollos, during the period 50-70. He goes on to suggest, though not to insist, that the document might have been written to Corinth due to the echoes of 1 Corinthians in this document.15 This conclusion about a Corinthian provenance, as Johnson himself freely admits, has its problems, not the least of which is that we have no evidence that the sorts of social distress and problems listed in Hebrews occurred also in Corinth, such as confiscation of property. Nor do we have reason to think there was such a large congregation of Jewish Christians in Corinth that they could be addressed separately from Paul’s Gentile converts there. Furthermore, there are also echoes of Galatians in Hebrews, and this tells us more about our author’s circulation within the Pauline orbit than it does about the location of the audience.

All of this comports well with the ascription placed on this document: “To the Hebrews,” by which is meant “To the Jewish Christians” (2 Cor 11:22). This suggestion about the ethnic character of the audience should not be lightly dismissed as a pure conjecture by someone who later came to this conclusion from the document’s contents but had no actual clue about the document’s provenance. We do not have other early Christian documents with this sort of attribution from the first or early second century, so we can hardly conclude that it was a common generic label frequently used by Christians during that period. Especially in view of the increasingly Gentile character of the movement, it is hardly likely that this label would be picked out of thin air, even though it was not likely originally a part of this document. Furthermore, a synagogue in Rome was specifically called a “synagogue of the Hebrews” in the latter half of the first century, and archeological evidence from Corinth, perhaps from the early second century, shows the same phrase.16

Since the term Hebrews is specifically used in such instances to distinguish Jews from Gentiles, we must assume that whoever put this label on the document was convinced that it was for Jewish Christians. In addition, as Raymond Brown points out, [image: image]46—our oldest manuscript containing this work—already has this attribution for Hebrews, and this same label is in evidence already in 200 in Egypt and North Africa. The document’s superscription “to the Hebrews” is known specifically in Alexandria by Clement of Alexandria prior to any manuscript attestation that we currently have of Hebrews (Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 6.14.4). To this we may add that no other rival destination or putative audience has every appeared in connection with this document.17

R. B. Hays argues that Hebrews is Jewish messianic covenantalism and not an attack on Judaism or Jewish leaders and that “supercessionist” is an anachronistic term;18 nevertheless the phrase God has made old the first covenant (Heb 8:13) makes clear enough that this sermon contains an obsolescence argument. While Hays is right that Hebrews is not like Barnabas, which surprisingly suggests that non-Christian Israel never had a place among the elect, nevertheless to admit that the story of Israel has been typologically taken up into a new whole that consummates in the Christ event is to admit that our author has a completionist schema in mind. According to this sermon, one is not complete, perfect or saved to the uttermost without faith in Christ. Especially telling in this regard is Hebrews 13:10, where our author tells us that “we” Christians have an altar from which those who officiate in the tent have no right to eat! And Hebrews 13:15-16 says, “Through him [Christ] let us offer a sacrifice of praise to God.” Clearly enough, our author distinguishes Christians and their sacrifices from those who still “minister in the tent.”

Hays notes that this sermon never mentions Gentiles or their relationship with Jews. The sermon also does not suggest that the Jewish people have been replaced by a Gentile one, but it does suggest that failure to accept Christ and willingness to abandon Christ are both morally problematic moves. Hays’s nuanced argument suggests that our author sees the new covenant as sustaining but transforming Israel’s categories in the light of the Christ event. Even so, our author trusts that his audience will not be saved apart from pre-Christian Jews (Heb 11:40), and God is said to have prepared a city for them (Heb 11:16). Our author does not, however, comment on the fate of contemporary non-Christian Jews, though if he was influenced by Paul’s argument in Romans he may well have been hopeful about them. What one cannot say is that our author thinks that anyone can be saved apart from the work of Christ or faith in him. Our author even speaks of Moses suffering for Christ (Heb 11:26), so committed is he to taking up the heritage of Israel into his christological and typological schema. We must conclude then that this discourse is in no way a polemic directly attacking Judaism but rather a completionist argument. It is an argument directed to Jewish Christians to make clear that going back to non-Christian Judaism is not an option for them any more than going forward into paganism is.

I cannot therefore agree with Markus Bockmuehl’s way of putting things.19 He wants to argue that what is most different in Hebrews is not who the people of God are or the nature of faith but rather the focus of worship. While I agree that the worship of Christ is what most distinguishes this text from early non-Christian Jewish texts, the object of worship is also the object of faith, namely Christ, and this in turn determines who is viewed as the proper people of God by implication at the point in time when this author is writing.

Bockmuehl fails to see that the hall of faith is meant to climax with the example of Jesus and that the audience is particularly exhorted to follow his example, not merely that of the previous examples. Loveday Alexander notes that the examples leading up to that of Christ are imperfect, as is more obvious in the case of someone like Samson or Rahab.20 It is necessary to understand how the examples in Hebrews 11 lead up to the conclusion of this salvation-history kind of argument in Hebrews 12:1-2.21

There can be no doubt that the audience of this sermon is in some social distress and under some pressure to renege on their commitments to Christ and his community. Craig Koester chronicles three stages in the social life of this community: (1) proclamation and conversion, which is well in the past; (2) persecution and solidarity, which is in the more recent past and (3) friction and malaise, which is ongoing.22 Particularly revealing is Hebrews 10:32-34, where the author stresses “remember those earlier days after you received the light, when you stood your ground in a great contest in the face of suffering. Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and persecution, at other times you stood side by side with those who were so treated. You sympathized with those in prison and joyfully accepted confiscation of your property.”

There were two periods of suffering for Jewish Christians in Rome in the middle of the first century. The first started at the hands of Claudius in 49 when Jews and Jewish Christians were expelled from Rome and lasted until the end of Claudius’s reign in 54. This led to a fragmented and divided congregation of Christians in Rome, whom Paul wrote Romans to in 57 or 58 trying to get the Gentile majority of Christians to embrace the Jewish minority there, some of whom had only recently returned to Rome.23 There had certainly been disenfranchisement of various Jewish Christians and confiscation of their property in 49, which was a regular concomitant act with the sending of someone into exile under Roman law and practice. But our author knows as well of some arrests and apparently some martyrdoms, which more probably places us in the later 60s.

A factor that must count against placing our document as late as the 70s is that it does not mention the demise of the temple. The usual rebuttal to this observation is that our author does not mention the temple at all but only the Old Testament institution of the tabernacle. This is not an adequate rejoinder, because it would have served our author’s obsolescence argument enormously well if he could have said, “And further proof that the Old Testament system has been superceded by the sacrifice and priesthood of Christ can be seen from the recent demise of the temple in Jerusalem.” This he does not do, even though our author is clearly a Jew who is passionate about the Old Testament and its institutions and the greater benefit and glory now to be found in Christ’s life, death and advocacy as the heavenly high priest. Barnabas Lindars puts it this way: “The repeated emphasis on the fact that the sacrificial system is obsolescent makes it almost inconceivable that Hebrews should not mention the destruction of the temple, if that had already taken place.”24 He rightly points out that once one concedes that Hebrews is written to a real and urgent social situation that the audience must cope with, this omission becomes all the more inexplicable if this document was written after 70. With a writer as rhetorically astute as this author, the deafening silences are very telling about the date of writing.

Accordingly this silence is likely a key indicator of the date of this document. Barnabas 16.4 contains a clear reference to the destruction of the Jerusalem temple in a similar sort of Jewish Christian argument. Raymond Brown points out, furthermore, that Hebrews 12:4 must count against the theory that this document was written during Domitian’s reign, because that emperor’s investigation and persecution of various Eastern religions, including Christianity, led to the deaths of some Jewish Christians in that era, including some in Rome (Cassius Dio Roman History 67.14.1-2).25

Our author speaks not only of confiscation of property but also of suffering and imprisonment, and he suggests that only “some” of their number suffered these ill effects, presumably the leaders of the group. Hebrews 13:7 probably alludes to the martyrdom of some of their leaders. No time frame better suits this entire description than sometime after the Neronian crackdown, when even Paul and Peter were arrested and executed along with others in various venues, including in the Circus Maximus in Rome for all to see.

Christians were subject to public ridicule, suffering, torture, confiscation of property and even execution for being part of a horrible superstition that was illegal and that led to accusations by Nero, in an attempt to find a scapegoat, that they had caused the fire in Rome. Under such conditions, and with Jewish Christians like Peter and Paul being especially singled out for these punishments, it is not at all surprising that other Jewish Christians were thinking of giving up their commitment to Christ and the Christian community, perhaps even going back to the Jewish synagogue community, which was protected as a recognized religion. This rhetorical exigence produces this remarkable discourse written to Jewish Christians in Rome and is meant to stave off further defections and the committing of apostasy and to make clear that, after all, the Old Testament institutions and rituals offer only the shadow of which Christ and his work are the substance and fulfillment.26

Written in the later 60s after the death of Peter and Paul, and even after the Pastoral Letters, which found Timothy in Ephesus, this document was probably produced at about the time the Gospel of Mark was written to the church in Rome, right at the end or just after the end of Nero’s reign of terror. The mention of Timothy is important. He was the chief apostolic delegate of Paul in Ephesus, a community also frequented by Apollos, and had been under arrest for some time but just released (Heb 13:23). This would have had to have transpired after Paul wrote 2 Timothy,27 which again points to a time not earlier than about 67-68. Affinities between 1 Peter and Hebrews also support this view. First Peter is written from Rome (1 Pet 5:13) to Jewish Christians outside of Rome before Peter’s death in the late 60s. Yet our writer seems to know this document. Is it possible that he could have been one of the recipients of this pastoral letter from Peter or part of a congregation that received it?

Weighing all the social factors cumulatively, we need a social situation where some local Christian leaders have lost their lives in the recent past but where the current audience being addressed has not yet suffered unto death. That no authorities are addressed or even mentioned by name in this document is perhaps a sign that the community had lost its greatest and most well-known leaders. No time better suits all these factors than the late 60s near the end of Nero’s reign. The Neronian persecution apparently had several stages: (1) arrests and torture occurred when Christians were first suspected of the fire that broke out in 64; (2) the original charge of arson was dropped, and charges of “hatred of the human race” were made, resulting in many Christians being crucified and executed in the Roman arena as spectator sport by being set alight or sewn into animal skins and having lions and other wild animals turned on them and (3) some sympathy came for Christians and the persecution died down, however Christianity was now branded by official Roman jurisprudence as an attack on the Roman way of life, and so Christians were fair game—they could be brought to court simply on the charge of being a Christian, that is, one who disdained the Roman way of life and refused to worship the gods or the emperor. Hebrews does not suggest that we have yet reached the third stage. Rather it suggests that we are at or just after the second stage, which supports the suggestion made above about the date. Interestingly, considerably later, during Trajan’s reign, Pliny is uncertain what to do with Christians brought to him for trial. This is perhaps because many of the policies of one emperor lapsed when the next one came to power. Thus the policies of Nero or Domitian toward Christians may have been known but not enforced without first checking with the current ruler.

Our author is not currently with Timothy, but says that if Timothy arrives soon they will both come to visit the audience of this discourse. This may suggest that our author is in another Pauline city where there was a Pauline congregation, for example, Corinth. In any case, our author knows that the lights are burning low and that the spirits are flagging among Roman Jewish Christians, who had apparently endured much during the reigns of the last two emperors.28 That this document is written to them, apparently apart from the Gentile Christians in Rome, suggests that Paul’s hoped-for rapprochement between Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians in Rome may never have fully been realized. There had been much suffering and further defections in Rome in the decade between 57 and 67, climaxing with the loss of the two great apostles—Peter and Paul. Between the writing of Romans and the writing of Hebrews much had transpired in Rome, and very little of it was good for the struggling Christian community in Rome.

Finally, Hebrews 13:17-19 suggests that the author has been one of the leaders of this group of Roman Jewish Christians because he asks for prayers that he might be restored to them right after mentioning that they need to respect and obey their leaders. What we know about Apollos, if he is the author of this document, is that he was an itinerant evangelist and can be associated not only with Alexandria and Ephesus but also with Corinth (Acts 18—19; 1 Cor 1—4; 16). Like Priscilla and Aquila, he may well have gone on, or gone back, to Rome with the demise of Claudius in 54.

It ought to be one of the premises to sociological study of New Testament documents that social theory can be fruitfully applied to the text so long as it comports with the social history found in the text, in this case the social history in Rome as described above. I can illustrate this point by considering briefly a few recent studies.

Seeking to apply group-grid analysis and Mary Douglas’s classification of societies to the book of Hebrews, R. W. Johnson suggests that the ideal society our author is arguing for is a weak-group/weak-grid profile.29 The word group here refers to the experience of cohesion or bonding such that a “high group” would be closely bonded with mostly closed boundaries, while the word grid refers to the degree of social stratification based on rules that order the relationships (hierarchical or otherwise) of persons in the group. The problem with Johnson’s analysis is that he focuses on factors such as the importance of ethnicity and degree of welcoming of strangers and outsiders to the neglect of other equally crucial factors.

The social situation addressed in this document suggests that the boundaries of the community were not very porous, which is why hospitality had to be encouraged, and that members of the community were inclined to revert to Judaism suggests as well that ethnic identity was a factor affecting the situation. But the strategy of our author to deal with this is not to set up a weak-group/weakgrid structure that does not seek to build a strong group, but rather to urge commitment to a strong ideology, the belief that all persons of whatever gender, social status or ethnicity can be united in Christ, in whom all one’s religious and spiritual needs are met, including the need for cleansing of conscience. His exhortation about obedience to leaders makes clear not only that there are, but that there ought to be leaders, and so some stratification is seen to be desirable. Furthermore, the author expects his own instructions to be obeyed. He seems to be constructing a society with strong-group/mid-grid characteristics (hierarchical, but not rigidly so, and not a gender- or ethnic- or social-status-based hierarchy), which will be defined by their commitment to Christ and his sufficiency for all religious and spiritual needs.

More well grounded in the social history of the period is the detailed study of honor-and-shame conventions and their bearing on Hebrews by David deSilva.30 DeSilva shows that our author tries to reconfigure honor-and-shame categories so that the audience can see the death of Jesus on the cross as both honorable and glorious in a higher sense, while it involves despising shame as defined culturally. Honor, by the same token, is redefined as one’s estimation not in society’s eyes but in the eyes of the God of the Bible, a very different view of honor. Our author is pursuing a strategy often used by minority sects: namely, while maintaining the large concepts of society such as honor and shame, they are redefined in terms of the core values of the sect. Faith in and faithfulness to the one true God, for example, are seen as the most honorable virtues, not aretē of a broader sort, for example. Daniel Harrington sums things up well:

Their path to honor involves embracing the community of faith as a counterculture within Greco-Roman society and perseverance in faith, piety, and gratitude. Within the Christian minority culture, honor and shame serve to motivate the pursuit of [specifically] Christian virtues, to encourage the performance of deeds that demonstrate obedience to Christ, and to deter the wavering from falling away from their place in God’s favor.31


It is often deduced that Hebrews inculcates a sort of martyr mentality and that the chief means of persuading the audience in this direction is by portraying Christ’s death as a martyrdom. While I would not want to deny that these ideas are somewhat in play in Hebrews, Clayton Croy enlarges our understanding by showing that our author pictures suffering and perseverance as an athletic contest (agōn) and as a divine discipline that helps perfect the faithful.32 Croy also denies that suffering is seen in Hebrews as punitive, though it is hard to deny that our author is warning about coming judgment if one should commit apostasy (Heb 12:25-29). Especially compelling is his presentation of Christ as the “agonistic” athlete who runs ahead of us blazing the trail and who finishes, reaching the goal before we do, modeling endurance and joy in the face of shame, hostility and persecution. Croy makes plain that Hebrews 12:2 is not about Christ perfecting our faith, but being the perfect model for believers’ faithfulness. These sorts of studies grounded in first-century social history and cultural values reconfigured for a minority sect shed fresh light on Hebrews at many points.

Older discussions by Ceslas Spicq and others contend that there is considerable indebtedness of our author to Philo, indeed perhaps knowledge of some of his writings. While I would not rule out that our author knew some of Philo’s work, the degree of indebtedness can be debated. The essentially negative conclusions of Ronald Williamson should be heeded:

In the realm of vocabulary there is no proof that the choice of words displayed in the Epistle to the Hebrews has been influenced by Philo. . . . In the use of the O.T. made by the two writers striking and fundamental differences of outlook and exegetical method appear. . . . There is in the Epistle to the Hebrews no attempt to extract philosophical truths from the pages of the O.T. [unlike the case with Philo].


But it is in the realm of ideas, of the thoughts which words and O.T. texts were used to express and support, that the most significant differences between Philo and the Writer of Hebrews emerge.33

For the writer to the Hebrews the Judeo-Christian tradition is essentially historical in character, and the Bible is not to be treated as a source of philosophical or esoteric wisdom, as is the case in Philo. Williamson also rightly concludes that Hebrews should not be seen as off the main track of New Testament theology, but rather in the mainstream of early Jewish Christian theology. He underlines the Jewish Christian character of the document, which certainly tells us something about the character of the author and perhaps also of his audience.

To sum up, Hebrews is a situation-specific homily addressing Jewish Christians in Rome who have endured the traumas faced by such Christians in that city since 49. They have lost some of their leadership due to persecution, imprisonment and even martyrdom, and now they are facing further possible defections. Hebrews 13:7 probably indicates that most if not all the original leaders who “spoke” (past tense) the word of God are now gone, and Hebrews 5:12 suggests that the community has existed for some considerable period of time. Some are apparently forsaking or showing signs of being about to forsake the house church meetings (Heb 10:25). Our author, a Jewish Christian of considerable skill in rhetoric and Greek who knows only the Septuagint, writes to them a “word of exhortation.” Certainly the most probable conjecture of this person’s identity is Apollos, not Paul—not only because of the differences in style between this document and Paul’s undisputed letters, but also because our author’s theology is distinct from Paul’s, uniquely stressing the heavenly high priesthood of Christ and other non-Pauline concepts and reflecting some knowledge of the Jewish Alexandrian approach to combining ideas from Judaism and Platonism. His mode of argumentation also differs from Paul.




INTERTEXTUALITY, GREEK STYLE, RHETORIC AND LITERARY STRUCTURE OF HEBREWS


That Hebrews contains echoes or allusions to Pauline documents written at an earlier time is widely recognized by scholars. I elsewhere point out numerous echoes of Galatians, so here I allude to only a few in cursory fashion:34


	Diathēkē is used only twice in the New Testament in the sense of “testament” or “will” (Gal 3:15-17; Heb 9:15-17). The death of the testator was not required to ratify and put into effect a covenant in antiquity, but it was to put into effect a will or testament, and precisely that sort of death is referred to in Hebrews 9:16.


	In both Galatians 4:1-7 and Hebrews 5:12 stoicheia appears to refer to the elementary teachings to which the audience has no need to return.35


	The choice of Habakkuk 2:4 in Hebrews 10:38 seems to have been influenced by Galatians 3:11 and possibly Romans 1:17, which are the only two New Testament texts that cite this passage from Habakkuk.


	The seed of Abraham in relationship to believers is used comparably in Galatians 3:29 and Hebrews 2:16.


	Even closer is the use of the idea of being heirs of the promises of the Abrahamic covenant in Galatians 3:29; 4:28; Hebrews 6:17-18.


	The striking reference to the heavenly Jerusalem/Mount Zion in Hebrews 12:22 echoes the language of Paul in Galatians 4:26 and Romans 11:26.


	Our author operates with the same sort of salvation-history perspective as Paul enunciates about the law and its being made obsolescent by the coming of the Christ and the new covenant he inaugurated (Gal 3—4; Heb 8—10).


	The phrase pistis christou that crops up in Galatians, Romans and elsewhere referring to the faithfulness of Christ has its parallel in Hebrews 12:1-2, where we hear not about our faith, but about how Jesus is the trailblazer and finisher/consummator of faithfulness, the final and climactic example of faithfulness and perseverance unto death.




It is also possible to note close parallels with material in 1-2 Corinthians. The discussion of Israel’s rebellion in 1 Corinthians 10:1-13 has a rather close parallel in its substance in Hebrews 3:12-14. The discussion in Hebrews 5:11-14 about the audience not being ready for solid food, but rather having to still be fed milk like infants, echoes what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 3:2. And the discussion in 2 Corinthians 3 about how the old covenant of Moses, while glorious, is obsolescent and is passing away is picked up and developed at length in Hebrews 8:6—10:14.

There are also echoes of Romans in Hebrews, and these are perhaps the most important since they tilt the probabilities in the direction of a Roman audience for Hebrews. Raymond Brown puts the matter thusly: “The parallels between themes in Paul’s letter to the Romans ca. 58 and Heb[rews] could be explained if Heb[rews] were written to the same community a decade or two later.”36 Raymond Brown notes that the use of Jewish liturgical language is especially prevalent in Romans (e.g., sacrifice in Rom 3:25; 12:1; Paul’s ministry as priestly in Rom 15:16) and also in Hebrews and more tellingly the language about the leaders of the community is the same: proēgoumenoi in Romans 12:10 and hēgoumenoi (leaders who are in charge of the care of souls) in Hebrews 13:7, 17. Perhaps equally telling on the other side of the equation chronologically is that in 1 Clement the same language is used of the leadership in Rome (1 Clement 21.6 speaks of honoring leaders).37

With the author of the Pastorals, the author of Hebrews shares the perspective that Christ died for all, for the sins of everyone (Heb 2:9), not just for some elect group (1 Tim 2:3-6).38 Self-conscious reflection on the living and authoritative and powerful character of the word of God in Hebrews 4:12-13 and 2 Timothy 3:16 emphasizes in both cases how the word convicts the conscience. The death of Jesus redeeming and purifying for him a people is seen in Titus 2:14 and Hebrews 9:14; 10:22.

The parallels between Hebrews and earlier Pauline Letters, including the Pastorals, are mostly at the level of ideas, for our author makes his material his own. Nevertheless, the parallels are sufficient to establish that our author is familiar with a variety of Pauline ideas and forms of expression and has been influenced by them. The parallels with Romans and the Pastorals are especially telling, for they suggest that Hebrews is later than these documents, and all of these parallels indicate that the author is in touch with or is a part of the wider Pauline circle, but focuses his ministry on Jewish Christians, hence the notable differences in theological and ethical approach to that in the Pauline Letters, particularly in his lengthy discussion about sacrifices and Christ as the heavenly high priest.

I would be remiss however if I did not discuss under the heading of intertextuality the sophisticated typological, christological, eschatological and thus thoroughly Jewish usage of the Septuagint in this document. And here is a clear clue that the audience is Jewish Christian. Fred Craddock puts it this way: “The author assumes an audience familiar enough with the Old Testament to make detailed exegesis of its texts convincing, word studies delightful, and swift allusions powerful.”39

Depending on how one defines a quotation, there are about thirty or so quotations of the Old Testament in this discourse (not all of equal importance) and a further thirty-five to forty allusions to Greek Old Testament texts.40 I use the term Greek Old Testament advisedly, because while our author sometimes clearly follows the Septuagint (e.g., Heb 10:5 quotes Ps 40:6 with the reading “body” instead of “ears”; or Heb 11:21 quotes Gen 47:31 with the reading “staff” instead of “bed”), sometimes he follows a text of the Greek Old Testament that does not conform to extant Septuagint readings.

Different recensions of the Septuagint may be seen in the two major codexes: A (Alexandrinus) and B (Vaticanus). Paul mainly follows the latter, but our author more often follows the former, yet not always. In particular, his quotations from Psalms seem to have used something other than manuscript A. Friedrich Schröger’s study details at least four quotations where our author cites a version no longer available (Heb 1:6; 10:30; 12:5; 13:5).41 Many of the A/B variations in Hebrews are purely stylistic and not substantive. And our author appears to have modified the text either to avoid ambiguity or for the sake of emphasis; he does not simply play fast and loose with the text. It would be very surprising if he used a version exactly like any of today’s extant copies. It may well be that his Vorlage goes back behind both A and B. In summary, there seems little doubt that our author cites the Septuagint from a manuscript he had ready to hand, a manuscript that is more like A in most places, though it is more like B say in the quotations from Psalms or Deuteronomy.

What we can say with some assurance, however, is that our author is not following the Hebrew text and simply translating it in these other cases (e.g., the citation of Jer 31:33-34 at Heb 8:10-12 and Heb 10:16-17). Sometimes our author may be paraphrasing or citing from memory (e.g., Ps 22:22 at Heb 2:12 or Ps 95:7-11 at Heb 3:9-10). His use of the Old Testament is complex and frequently christological and typological in character.42 It is quite evident that our author is saturated in the Septuagint (perhaps especially the A text). His tendency to use the articular infinitive (e.g., with en tō at Heb 3:15 or tou at Heb 5:12; 11:5) can be cited as the influence of the Septuagint on the writer. One may also point to phrases such as epʾ eschatou in Hebrews 1:2 (cf. Gen 49:1) or heart full of unbelief in Hebrews 3:12 or throne of grace in Hebrews 4:16.

In some twenty of the direct quotations of the Old Testament, God is the grammatical subject, such that God speaks directly to the audience of this discourse, for our author believes that the Old Testament is God’s living word that still speaks authoritatively, even to an audience now under a new and different covenant. The phrases God says, Christ says and the Holy Spirit says (all present tense) introduce Old Testament quotations. But lest we think that our author is cavalier in his use of the Old Testament, Craddock rightly urges that “the writer of the epistle does not, in an act of interpretive tyranny, simply make irresponsible raids on the Old Testament to construct his own theological house, leaving among his scriptural sources not one stone upon another. Hebrews is not only the most extended treatment of the Old Testament in the New, but it is also, along with Luke, the most respectful of continuity. The Bible tells one story, not two, and it is the story of God’s saving initiative toward humankind.”43

Of equal interest is the hermeneutic our author applies with some skill in interpreting the Old Testament. Careful examination of the way the Old Testament is interpreted shows that our author is not an allegorizer, unlike his contemporary Philo. Donald Hagner puts it this way:


Unlike Philo, exegetically our author moves not so much between the real and the ideal, but rather, between the earlier and the later, the foreshadowing and the fulfillment. . . .

If, however, we enter the author’s world and share his presuppositions and perspective, we see that this kind of interpretation, found throughout the New Testament, is neither irresponsible nor indefensible. On the contrary, it is coherent, reasonable, and convincing. But this becomes apparent only if, with the author, we accept the sovereignty of God, the inspiration of the Scriptures (so that the recorded correspondences are not coincidental), the unity of God’s saving purposes, and most importantly, Christ as the telos, or goal, of those purposes.44



Our author’s worldview and that of his audience is far closer to the eschatological worldview of those at Qumran than to Philo of Alexandria’s worldview.

Graham Hughes argues that our author “is the theologian who, more diligently and successfully than any other of the New Testament writers, has worked at what we now describe as hermeneutics. The question which has preoccupied him more deeply than any other. . . has been that of saying how we may conceive of the Word of God. . . as being subject to historical processes and yet remaining, recognisably, God’s Word.”45

The hermeneutical perspective of our author is intimated and in some respects even indicated in the first two verses of the prologue: “Partial and piecemeal in the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets, at the end of these days he spoke to us in the Son.” Our author writes with an eschatological perspective, believing that God’s climactic and perfect speaking and self-revelation has come in the Son, after partially revealing himself through the prophets in the past:


There is certainly a conception of a longitudinal “revelation history,” in which earlier and more fragmentary forms of God’s Address have been overtaken and replaced by a perfected form of the same thing. There is thus established between the various moments of the revelation history a recognisable continuity which allows them, in spite of their discontinuity, to be construed as parts of a single process. . . . This means that it is the Speaking of God itself which contains the real continuity and which allows the historical (or empirical) forms which it takes to itself to be recognisably moments in an ongoing process.

But there is also a strong discontinuity insofar as the perfected form of this Speaking stands over against the preliminary forms. As the goal, or the end term, of any process of development is recognisably something different from the process itself. . . so the Word in the Son stands over against the Word in the prophets. The process has reached its end term and has therefore achieved perfection because the Word in the Son is the eschatological form of what God has to say. . . . The Son, as bearer of the perfected form of God’s Address, accordingly stands—as their fulfillment—over against the earlier, anticipatory forms mediated through the prophets.46



One of the things that follows from this historical and eschatological perspective is that Old Testament figures and institutions exist as antitypes and foreshadowings of Christ and various aspects of his life and work. The preliminary revelation is reinterpreted in light of its eschatological goal, rather than merely suggesting that the final revelation is just the completion of a long process, that the new covenant is just the final form of the old, that Jesus is Melchizedek redivivus, or that the events of the eschatological age are just fulfillments of Old Testament prophecy. All of this becomes especially clear when our author interprets a whole series of Old Testament passages in light of the Christ event, past and present, many of which were not messianic prophecies to begin with.

Promise/fulfillment is not all there is to our author’s hermeneutic. That the Old Testament still has meaning and still speaks does not mean that the covenant it speaks mostly of, namely the Mosaic covenant, is still deemed valid or binding. The issue is not meaning or even truth or revelation. Our author believes that all the Old Testament still has meaning and truth and that it is a revelation from God. And the Old Testament takes on more meaning, not less, when interpreted through a christological lens. The hermeneutical issue is applicability, now that the Christ has come and the new covenant and the new age have been inaugurated. The former covenant is seen by our author as obsolete and therefore inapplicable even for Jewish Christians. They may and must learn from it. They are not obligated to keep it.

Since this homily is meant to be heard in the context of worship, we should evaluate it in that light. In worship we praise God for what he has done and is, and we draw near to him, as the letter exhorts us to do, but in worship we also hear and learn what we must go forth and do. Hebrews then is a vehicle for worship that leads to the right sort of service. The progression may be seen as follows: “Since we have [indicative]. . . let us draw near [imperative based on indicative]. . . so we may hold fast [possibility created by the first two steps].” What the believer has provides the basis for and enables his or her response. Believers are now better equipped to respond, since the final work of God through Christ has already come to pass. The work of God has effected what believers are and therefore has enabled them to do what they must do. Andrew Lincoln suggests that our author believes the Old Testament provides the following for the Christian: (1) aspirations that only Christ can fulfill; (2) a vision of our telos and perfection, that is, dominion over the cosmos, already obtained in Christ; (3) a dream of the day when we cease from our labors and enter into God’s rest; (4) a desire to be free of sin’s stain and a recognition that sin against God and fellow humans is the essential human problem; (5) a longing for free access into the divine presence; (6) picture language, or shadows and copies, to prepare for the coming of Christ and God’s final word and (7) a partial anticipation in Melchizedek of the eternal priest and new covenant.47 To this I add that it offers parenesis, which our author sees as often just as applicable to his own audience as to the Old Testament ones.

Detailed attention to the Greek style of Hebrews demonstrates that the author has a rather different style than that found in the undisputed Paulines and that this author knows how to use prose rhythm effectively as well as a whole host of rhetorical devices—alliteration, anaphora, assonance, asyndeton, hyperbole, rhetorical comparisons—to a greater degree than any other New Testament writer.48 These points deserve to be illustrated each in turn.

Hebrews contains 4,942 words (1,038 different words), with some very elegant Greek sections, suggesting a rather well-educated author with a considerable vocabulary and facility with Greek and a considerable knowledge and understanding of the Old Testament. There are some 169 hapax legomena (words not found elsewhere in the New Testament), including various philosophical terms that speak to the educational background and sophistication of our writer.49 Some 90 words are found in only one other New Testament document, and 10 words are not found in Greek literature before the time of Hebrews.50 There is a general consensus that Hebrews contains the finest Greek in the New Testament; its Greek style goes beyond even the Pauline standard both in vocabulary and sentence building.51 Our author is deeply indebted to the vivid visual imagery one finds in earlier Jewish sapiential and prophetic literature, so he speaks of a ship missing a harbor (Heb 2:1), a double-edged sword that penetrates to the innermost parts of a human being (Heb 4:12), fields watered by rain and producing either harvestable crops or weeds (Heb 6:7-8), an anchor gripping the sea bottom (Heb 6:19) or vivid Sinai theophany imagery (Heb 12) that brings his peroration to a conclusion. Since this document was meant to be heard, no one listening to this discourse would have thought that it was a letter, because the few epistolary elements we have do not come until the end of the document, much too late to signal what sort of document the audience was meant to think it was. Lincoln puts it this way: “Actually, once it is granted that the writer knows his addressees and is prevented by absence from delivering his homily in person, the epistolary conclusion makes good sense.”52 It was a necessary expedient since this discourse had to be written when the author was at a distance from the audience.

Making visual and vivid use of rhetoric was especially characteristic of epideictic rhetoric, so well known for its mesmerizing and grandiloquent amplification techniques. Despite the imagery often used, our author is addressing city dwellers who have to be reminded that they do not have a permanent earthly city to rely on (Heb 13:14) and that they are to practice hospitality with those who come their way, visit and identify with those in prison, avoid inappropriate social interaction of a sexual nature, not give way to greed and crass materialistic patterns of living (all in Heb 13). These sorts of reminders at the end of the discourse bear witness to the urban setting of the audience and, one might add, at least in some cases the social status and affluence of the audience. The poor do not need to be warned against hoarding wealth and crass materialism.53 The educational sophistication of at least some of the audience is also presumed in light of the complexity of the rhetoric and its far-from-simple usage of the Old Testament: “They have an easy familiarity with the stories of the Bible, to which the writer can refer without elaboration (cf. Heb 12:17, ‘for you know’ with reference to the story of Esau, who was deprived of Isaac’s blessing). The writer is confident that he can win a hearing for what he wished to say by employing vocabulary sanctioned by the Greek Scriptures.”54

James Moffatt’s careful study provides insights into the prose style and rhythm of the work55 and supports the thesis that this document was intended to be read aloud, probably even performed as a sermon:


	As was the case with the epideictic homily Ephesians,56 Hebrews contains numerous long and carefully constructed sentences (Heb 1:1-4; 2:2-4, 14-15; 3:12-15; 4:12-13; 5:1-3, 7-10; 6:4-6, 16-20; 7:1-3; 8:4-6; 9:2-5, 6-10, 24-26; 10:11-13, 19-25; 11:24-26; 12:1-2, 18-24), yet there are also a good number of pithy and very effective short sentences (Heb 2:18; 4:3; 10:18) and even one example of diatribe style (Heb 3:16-18), which was appropriate in popular preaching.


	Our author is a master at wordplays involving assonance (e.g., parakaleite. . . kaleitai in Heb 3:13; emathen. . . epathen in Heb 5:8; kalou te kai kakou in Heb 5:14; menousan. . . mellousan in Heb 13:14). “From first to last he is addicted to the gentle practice of alliteration,”57 beginning with the very first words of the discourse: polymerōs kai polytropōs palai. . . tois patrasin en tois prophētais.


	Care is taken with the cadences of prose rhythm, which reflects knowledge of the rhetorical rules about iambus, anapests and the like (Aristotle, Rhetoric 3.8.6-7).58


	Like Paul (and perhaps a sign of indebtedness to Paul) our author has a fondness for compound verbs with the syn- prefix.


	Our author is equally fond of rhetorical questions and other sorts of questions, even double and triple dramatic questions in a row (single questions in Heb 2:3-4; 7:11; 9:13-14; 10:29; 11:32; 12:9; double questions in Heb 1:5, 13-14; 12:5-7; and a triple question in Heb 3:16-18).


	Our author is given to using explanatory asides, sometimes weighty ones (Heb 2:16; 3:7-11; 5:13-14; 7:12, 19; 8:5; 10:4; 11:13-16, 38; 13:14), and often these are used to explain an Old Testament phrase according to our author’s hermeneutic (Heb 4:10; 6:13; 7:2, 7; 10:8). On the other hand, the author carefully avoids hiatus (i.e., the ending of one word with the vowel that begins the next word); and unlike Paul he also avoids anacoluthon (breaks in grammatical sequence). Anaphora (a series of lines beginning with the same word) is found in Hebrews 11, when eighteen sentences in a row begin with the word pistei (“by faith”).


	The author seems to reflect knowledge not only of Koine Greek but also of Classical Greek, for only this document contains Classical phrases such as ei mēn (Heb 6:14), pou (Heb 2:6; 4:4) or pros ton theon (Heb 2:17). Oratorical imperatives (“take heed” in Heb 3:12; “consider” in Heb 3:1; 7:4; “call to remembrance” in Heb 10:32) reflect the oral character and rhetorical orientation of the author.


	The author reflects knowledge of both Jewish wisdom literature and philosophical Hellenistic writings (e.g., his use of the term will in a manner like the Stoics, or the final goal in fashion like Epictetus).




Occasionally our author uses words and phrases in a way similar to Philo (such as moral faculty, Demiurge, moderate one’s feelings toward, bring to perfection, nemesis, model). Thus, our author not only has a considerable vocabulary, he also seems to have read rather widely (which is certainly possible if he lived for a time near the greatest library in the then-known world in Alexandria). Moffatt concludes that our author knew not only the canonical Septuagint books but Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach, the various Maccabean books and perhaps even Philo.59 Moffatt ends by noting that our author has the style of a trained orator: “He has an art of words, which is more than an unconscious sense of rhythm,” and he operates “as a preacher, whose first duty is to be faithful, but his second to be eloquent.”60 David Aune is even more emphatic: “The author obviously enjoyed the benefits of a Hellenistic rhetorical education through the tertiary level.”61 This provides a natural segue to discussion of the rhetoric of Hebrews.

We are now well served in regard to the rhetorical discussion of Hebrews, and the consensus of opinion is not only that this document reflects macrorhetoric (the various divisions of a rhetorical speech) and microrhetoric, but that its species is either deliberative or epideictic or some combination of the two. In other words, there is agreement that it is definitely not judicial or forensic rhetoric62 and that the recognition of individual rhetorical devices, which certainly are plentiful in Hebrews, does not take the full measure of the way our author uses rhetoric.

There are rather clear clues in the document itself as to what sort of rhetoric it is. Since parenesis or exhortation is found in both deliberative and epideictic rhetoric, we must consider what the author is trying to accomplish by this rhetorical masterpiece, as seen in the following statements in the discourse:


	“we must pay more careful attention therefore to what we have [already] heard, so that we do not drift away” (Heb 2:1)


	“therefore, holy brothers and sisters, who share in the heavenly calling, fix your thoughts on Jesus” (Heb 3:1)


	“see to it, brothers and sisters, that none of you. . . turns away from the living and true God” (Heb 3:12)


	“therefore, since the promise of entering his rest still stands, let us be careful that none of you be found to have fallen short of it” (Heb 4:1)


	“therefore. . . let us hold firmly to the faith we profess” (Heb 4:14)


	“therefore let us leave the elementary teachings about Christ and go on to maturity. . . we want each of you to show this same diligence to the end. . . we do not want you to become lazy but to imitate those who through faith and patience inherit what has been promised” (Heb 6:1, 11)


	“let us draw near to God with a sincere heart. . . let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess. . . do not throw away your confidence” (Heb 10:22-23, 35)


	“we are not of those who shrink back and are destroyed” (Heb 10:39)


	“let us throw off everything that hinders. . . and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us” (Heb 12:1)


	“let us make every effort to live in peace. . . see to it that no one misses the grace of God” (Heb 12:14-15)


	“keep on loving each other as brothers and sisters” (Heb 13:1)


	“the word of exhortation. . . I have written to you briefly” (Heb 13:22)




As George Guthrie rightly points out, alternating back and forth between exposition and exhortation, with the latter being the punch line, provides evidence that this discourse exists for the sake of the exhortation that directly addresses the issue of concern: “The expositional material serves the hortatory purpose of the whole work.”63

If we look at all of this carefully it seems very clear that this discourse is not about urging a change in direction or a new policy, nor is the author correcting obvious new problems in belief or behavior. Further, the author is not trying to produce concord or reconciliation in the audience; he is rather trying to shore up their faith in the face of pressure, suffering and the temptation to defect. He is trying to confirm the audience in a faith and practice they already have, urging them to stand firm against the dangers of apostasy and wandering away and to stay the course with perseverance, continuing to run in the direction they are already going and have been going since they first believed, thus going on to perfection and exhibiting their faith and perseverance. This act of persuasion is surely epideictic in character, appealing to the values and virtues that the audience has already embraced in the past.64

The focus of the rhetoric in this document is, furthermore, clearly in the present. Our author focuses on what Christ is now doing as the heavenly high priest, what the audience is and ought to continue to be doing in the present, and there is appeal to continue to imitate the forebears in the faith and Christ himself. The appeal to imitation can be found in either deliberative or epideictic rhetoric; in the latter case it is an appeal to continue to imitate the models they already know and have looked to. When we couple all this with the doxological beginning of the discourse in Hebrews 1 and the worship climax in Hebrews 12:18-27, it seems clear that this discourse maintains an epideictic fl avor throughout. Most rhetorically adept homilies in any case fell into the category of epideictic rhetoric.

Also comporting with this conclusion is the lack of formal arguments in this discourse; it is, rather, one long act of persuasion that involves comparison, enthymeme, repetition, amplification, catchwords and a toggling between exposition of texts (that provide the inartificial proofs or witnesses to the truths that the audience is being reminded of) and application or parenesis. Furthermore, after the exordium in Hebrews 1:1-4, it was not necessary to have a narratio or propositio, since there is only one long argument or act of persuasion in various parts throughout the discourse. The encomium of faith in Hebrews 11 does not stand out from its context, as if it were some sort of digression or different type of rhetoric or a rhetorical anomaly in the midst of a nonrhetorical document.65 In addition, that this is epideictic rhetoric is supported by the enormous amount of honor-and-shame language used in this discourse to make sure that the audience will continue to be faithful in their beliefs and behavior and life trajectory, not slipping back into pre-Christian forms of religion, in this case non-Christian Jewish ones.66

Most ancient commentators who were rhetorically attuned saw Hebrews as epideictic in character, and of modern commentators William Lane, Harold Attridge and Thomas Olbricht all see Hebrews as basically epideictic in character, with Olbricht concluding that it most resembles a funeral encomium.67 Craig Koester and Lauri Thurén see the document as a mixture of deliberative and epideictic rhetoric, as do Luke Timothy Johnson and Andrew Lincoln, while Walter Übelacker argues that we have deliberative rhetoric here, a conclusion that Barnabas Lindars also reaches.68 Lindars provides no justification for this conclusion at all, and Übelacker’s analysis suffers, as Thurén points out, from his trying to find a narratio and a propositio where there is not one. Hebrews 1:5—2:18 is no narratio (a narration of relevant past facts) any more than it is an exordium—the latter is limited to Hebrews 1:1-4. Johnson and Lincoln are certainly right that the expositions lead to the exhortations and serve the latter, but exhortations are as common a feature of epideictic as deliberative rhetoric. It is the nature or character of the exhortation that decides the issue here, and careful analysis of all the parenesis in this document shows that it is aiming to help the audience maintain beliefs and behaviors they have already embraced. In other words, the exhortations are epideictic in character, as are the expositions.

That there is no propositio in this discourse should have been a dead giveaway that we are dealing with epideictic rhetoric—the effusive, emotive and often hyperbolic rhetoric of praise and blame. The author is not trying to prove a thesis but rather to praise some important things—Christ and faith, for instance. To the contrary, at Hebrews 1:5 we dive right into the first part of the discourse itself, which entails an exposition of Scripture involving a negation that God ever spoke of or to the angels in the way he spoke of Christ. This is followed by the exhortation in Hebrews 2:1-4, which builds upon it. While Thurén is right that Hebrews 1:5-14 amplifies the exordium, it certainly ought not to be seen as simply part of the exordium.69

After seeing Hebrews 1:1—2:4 as the exordium, Koester suggests that Hebrews 2:5-9 is the propositio of the whole discourse,70 but this simply does not work. Hebrews 2:5-9 is not a thesis statement that is then demonstrated in all the subsequent arguments. Far too much of what follows—especially from Hebrews 11:1 to the close of the discourse, but also much of Hebrews 4 and Hebrews 6 as well—is not about Christ’s superior position, condition and nature. The issue is both Christology and parenesis/imitation of Christ and Christlikeness, as the author does not want the audience to commit either intellectual or moral apostasy. It comes down ultimately to whether they will continue to admire, emulate and worship Jesus. Koester is right, however, that the peroration begins in Hebrews 12, though not at Hebrews 12:28. It is best to see that in terms of macrorhetoric.

All of this yields a simple structure:71


	exordium (Heb 1:1-4): the beginning of the discourse is linked to the exordium through using hook words, preparing for comparison with the angels introduced in Hebrews 1:4.72


	epideictic discourse composed of one long unfolding act of persuasion or sermon in many parts (Heb 1:5—12:17): this section can be profitably divided into subsections; Morna Hooker suggests a chiastic structure:73





imagery of pilgrimage, including first warning (Heb 4:14—11:40)

introduction of idea of Jesus as high priest (Heb 4:14—5:10)

first severe warning (Heb 5:11—6:12)

Jesus our high priest (Heb 6:13—10:18)

second severe warning (Heb 10:19-31)

importance of faith (Heb 10:32—11:40)

imagery of pilgrimage, including final warning (Heb 12:1-29)



On this showing the theme of Christ as the heavenly high priest is central to the whole discourse. This makes excellent sense, and one could even talk about the imagery of visually placing Christ in the inner sanctum of the heavenly sanctuary just as he is placed at the center of the discourse verbally.


	peroration with concluding benediction (Heb 12:18-29): the emotional climax of the argument comes with the pilgrims assembled at the holy mountain and exhorted finally to worship God acceptably.74


	final parenesis (Heb 13:1-21), following the peroration (as is typical of all the expository sections) and summing up the major exhortations of the discourse: behave responsibly, persevere steadfastly, pray fervently, be prepared to “go outside the camp” as Jesus did.75


	concluding epistolary elements (Heb 13:22-25), which are a result of this sermon being written: explanation of the reason for writing, personalia, concluding greetings and a concluding grace wish.




The function of an exordium was to establish rapport with the audience and make them favorably disposed to hear what follows. One way to accomplish this is to use highly elevated and eloquent language at the outset, which will immediately get the audience’s attention. We certainly have this in Hebrews 1:1-4, where our author unloads a variety of rhetorical devices, including a great deal of alliteration and impressive sounding phrases (“radiance of his glory”). It was important for the style to suit the subject matter. Thus Koester is right that “the elevated style of Hebrews’ exordium suits the grandeur of its subject matter: the exalted Son of God.”76 We see the same sort of exalted style in Hebrews 11:1—12:3, where the other main thing that is praised in this discourse, faith, is discoursed on at length. Aristotle stresses that such elevated prose can impress and help gain the favor of the audience, appeal to their imaginations and make clear that an important subject is going to be dealt with (Rhetoric 3.6.1-7). It was a rhetorical must that weighty matters not be treated in an offhand matter, nor trifling things be invested with too much dignity (3.7.1-2). “When our audience finds [a speech] a pleasure to listen to, their attention and their readiness to believe what they hear are both increased” (Quintilian Institutio oratoria 8.3.5). In an oral culture, how something sounded had everything to do with whether it would be listened to, much less believed. It is hard to overestimate the importance of the oral dimensions of the text in helping to persuade the audience of the content of the discourse.

Thomas Olbricht points out that standard aspects of a person’s life—noble birth, illustrious ancestors, education, fame, offices held, titles, wealth, physical virtues (e.g., strength), moral virtues and death—will be praised in a rhetorical encomium. Without question many of these topics surface in the praise of Jesus in this sermon.77 And the comparisons (synkrisis)78 in this discourse—for example, between Jesus and the angels, between Jesus and Melchizedek, between Jesus and Moses, between the believer’s current life and what will be the case if they commit apostasy or go in a retrograde motion into a form of religion that will not save them—follow the conventions of epideictic rhetoric in regard to such comparisons. The function of such comparisons in an epideictic discourse is to demonstrate the superiority of the one person or thing that is being praised (Aristotle, Rhetoric 1.9.38-39; Rhetoric to Alexander 1441a27-28). Andrew Lincoln ably sums up how comparison functions in Hebrews:

Synkrisis [is] a rhetorical form that compares representatives of a type in order to determine the superiority of one over another. It functions as a means of praise or blame by comparison and makes the comparison in terms of family, natural endowments, education, achievements and death. In Hebrews various earlier figures or types of Christ are seen as lesser by comparison with him, and family relations (Christ as divine Son), education (learning perfection through suffering), and death (the achievement of Christ’s sacrificial death) all feature in the comparison. This sort of argument structures the discourse because, as in an encomium, a discourse in praise of someone, the synkrisis is used for the purpose of moral exhortation. So in Hebrews, the comparison of angels and the Son, of Moses and Christ, of Aaron and Christ, of the levitical priesthood and Christ, of the old covenant and the new covenant, is in each case followed by paraenesis.79


In this discourse Christ’s superiority and the superiority of faith in Christ and following his example is being praised, and this is contrasted with falling away, defecting, avoiding shame or suffering. Christ is the model of despising shame and maintaining one’s course in life faithfully to the end and of being “perfected” through death—sent directly into the realm of the perfect.80 While the emphasis in this discourse is mainly on what is praiseworthy, our author does not hesitate to illustrate blameworthy behavior, for example, the unfaith and apostasy of the wilderness-wandering generation (Heb 3:7-19). Rhetorical comparison can be said to be the major structuring device for the whole discourse, right to its climax in the peroration at the end of Hebrews 12 as our author exalts the better mediator, the better sacrifice, the better covenant, the better example of faith, the better theophany—all by means of rhetorical synkrisis—not with something that is bad, but rather only with something that is less glorious or adequate or able to save people.81

Epideictic rhetoric characteristically uses a lot of picture language, visual rhetoric so that “you seem to see what you describe and bring it vividly before the eyes of your audience” and thus “attention is drawn from the reasoning to the enthralling effect of the imagination” (Longinus On the Sublime 15.1, 11). Epideictic rhetoric persuades by moving the audience with such images and so enthralling them, catching them up in love, wonder and praise. The appeal to the emotions is prominent in such rhetoric, stirred up by the visual images.

For example, the peroration contains a last harangue, a final appeal to the deeper emotions of these Diaspora Jewish Christians who have been pressured and persecuted and in many cases may have never had the joy of making the pilgrimage to Mount Zion: “But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God. You have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. You have come to God. . . to Jesus the mediator” (Heb 12:22-24). These are Christians who, like the author, have likely never seen or heard Jesus in person. But now before their eyes is portrayed the climax of their faith pilgrimage, the same sort of climax that Jesus reached when he died, rose and then ascended into heaven. And the discourse ends with worshiping God with reverence and awe, a clearly epideictic topic meant to create pathos. Our author knows very well what he is doing in this epideictic discourse, and he does it eloquently and brilliantly from start to finish. He has made Jesus and true faith so attractive that it would be shameful to turn back now or defect and stirring to carry on with the beliefs and behaviors they have already embraced.

One of the consequences of recognizing and analyzing the rhetorical species of Hebrews is that it becomes impossible to see the exhortations or parenetic portions of the discourse as mere interruptions, digressions, afterthoughts or appendages to the christological discussion, which is seen as the essence of the discourse. To the contrary, the author chooses his Old Testament texts carefully, gives his exposition, then offers his exhortations based on the exposition as part of an attempt to deal with the rhetorical exigence, namely the need to stand firm and not to fall back or backslide, the need to continue on the pilgrimage already begun toward perfection, the need to continue to believe and behave in ways that comport with such commitments.

But is there some rhetorical logic to the alternations between exposition and exhortation in this homily? T. W. Seid rightly answers yes. Pointing out that the expositions are part of a larger effort to draw comparisons principally between Christ and others, he sees the structure as follows:82


	comparison of Son and angels (Heb 1:1-14) and parenesis (Heb 2:1-18)


	comparison of Moses and Christ (Heb 3:1-6) and parenesis (Heb 3:7—4:16)


	comparison of Aaron and Christ (Heb 5:1-10) and parenesis (Heb 5:11—6:20)


	comparison of Melchizedek/Christ and the Levitical priesthood (Heb 7:1-25) and parenesis (Heb 7:26—8:3)


	comparison of the first covenant and new covenant (Heb 8:4—10:18) and parenesis (Heb 10:19—12:29)


	epistolary appendix (Heb 13:1-25)




This synkrisis/parenesis alternation encourages the audience to progress in moral conduct by remaining faithful to the greater revelation in Jesus Christ and by emulating the models of its Scripture, and it also warns the audience of the greater judgment to befall those unfaithful to the greater revelation.

What is praised and what is blamed in this discourse is not part of some abstruse exercise in exegesis for its own sake. It is part of a pastoral effort to deal with the struggles that Jewish Christians are having in Rome to remain true and faithful to the things they have already committed themselves to embrace. To this end, our author’s rhetorical strategy in picking texts is not because of his intellectual curiosity about messianism or a christological reading of the Old Testament. Rather Psalm 8, Psalm 95, Psalm 110 (perhaps Ps 40), Jeremiah 31, Habakkuk 2 and Proverbs 3 are picked and dealt with because they help make the case that the inadequacy or ineffectiveness or “partial and piecemeal” character of previous revelation and covenants is self-attested in the Old Testament.83 But that is only the negative side of the persuasion going on in this rhetorical masterpiece, with carefully selected inartificial proofs from the Old Testament. Other texts are brought in as well to support the positive side of the argument, which is that the good things that the Old Testament says are yet to come are now realized only in Christ and that faithfulness is required if these eschatological promises are to be also realized in the lives of those who follow Christ. Thus it can be said that in Hebrews “theology is the handmaiden of paraenesis in this ‘word of exhortation,’ as the author himself describes it.” With these comments in mind, an expanded outline of the argument shows the relationship of the elements in the discourse:84


	exordium (Heb 1:1-4): partial revelation in the past, full revelation in the Son


	probatio (Heb 1:5—12:17):













	Section

	Theme

	Old Testament Text

	Parenesis




	Hebrews 1:5—2:4

	Christ’s superiority

	catena (Heb 1:5-13)

	Hebrews 2:1-4




	Hebrews 2:5-18

	“you crowned him”

	Psalm 8 (Heb 2:6-8)

	—




	Hebrews 3:1—4:13

	“today”

	Psalm 95 (Heb 3:7-11)

	Hebrews 3:12—4:13




	Hebrews 4:14—7:28

	“priest forever”

	Psalm 110 (Heb 5:6)

	Hebrews 4:14-16; 5:11—6:12




	Hebrews 8:1—10:31

	“new covenant”

	Jeremiah 31 (Heb 8:8-12)

	Hebrews 10:19-29




	Hebrews 10:32—12:2

	“by faith”

	Habakkuk 2 (Heb 10:37-38)

	Hebrews 10:32-36; 12:1-2




	Hebrews 12:3-17

	“do not lose heart”

	Proverbs 3 (Heb 12:5-6)

	Hebrews 12:3-16









	peroratio (Heb 12:18-29): pilgrim’s end theophany at Sinai texts (Ex 19; Deut 4; 9; 31; Hag 2:6)


	final summary parenesis (Heb 13:1-21)


	epistolary closing (Heb 13:22-25)




Several concluding remarks are in order. All of these sections, with the exception of Hebrews 2:5-18, have parenesis, and in some cases the Old Testament citation has preceding and following parenesis in order to turn the exposition into exhortation or application. The parenesis is not relegated to the end of the discourse but is rather sprinkled liberally throughout the discourse. It takes up a good deal of the verbiage of the discourse and could hardly be called a series of appendages. The problem all along has been that many scholars find the expositions more interesting and challenging than the exhortations and therefore tend to feature or privilege them in the ways they think about this discourse.

Second, the focus is clearly on the here and now and what is already true—hence the emphasis on “today,” on the new covenant that is already extant and in force, on not losing heart but rather continuing to have faith and be faithful, on persevering in the present, and on what Christ has accomplished and is even now doing in heaven on behalf of the believer. The focus is on the here and now both theologically and ethically, which is appropriate in epideictic discourse.85

Third, our author sticks almost exclusively to texts from the Pentateuch, the Psalms and the Latter Prophets. There is nothing from the Historical Books, which is all the more striking since he is making a salvation-history kind of argument and since in Hebrews 11 he recounts some of the adventures and misadventures of the period chronicled in 1-2 Samuel, 1-2 Kings and 1-2 Chronicles.

Fourth, we will see in the commentary below that one part of this discourse leads naturally to the next as an unfolding message develops, involving both theology and ethics. Particularly striking is how the final section of the argument leads so smoothly into the peroration, with the imagery of running a race to a final destination introduced in Hebrews 12:1-3, and then the pilgrim arrives at the goal as described in the peroration, beginning at Hebrews 12:18. There is overlap, repetition, amplification, reinforcement in the argument, but this is precisely what one would expect in an epideictic discourse, as with 1 John.86 One of the interesting differences between these two sermons is that 1 John is topically, not textually, driven, and so is less of an expository sermon in that sense, whereas Hebrews is certainly textually oriented and is far more expository in character. We begin to see the remarkable range of the Christian rhetoric of praise and blame in 1 John and Hebrews, and in both cases the sermons are directed in the main, if not almost exclusively, to Jewish Christians in two different major cities in the empire (Ephesus and Rome) that were seedbeds for the early Christian movement.

We need to keep steadily in view that the function of praise and blame of any topic was to motivate the audience to continue to remember and embrace their core values (involving both ideology and praxis) and avoid slipping into blameworthy beliefs and behaviors (Aristotle Rhetoric 1.9.36; Quintilian Institutio oratoria 3.7.28; Rhetorica ad Herennium 3.8.15). In other words, even when using complex concepts and ideas, the ultimate aim of the rhetoric is practical and ethical in character.87

Other nonrhetorical analyses of the structure of Hebrews have been attempted with varying degrees of helpfulness. In his widely influential analysis, Albert Vanhoye finds a concentric or chiastic construction, with the introduction (Heb 1:1-4) and conclusion (Heb 13:20-21) pairing off. He identifies five large segments:88


	the name superior to the angels (eschatology) (Heb 1:5—2:18)


	Jesus faithful and compassionate (ecclesiology) (Heb 3:1—5:10)


	the central exposition (sacrifice) (Heb 5:11—10:39)


	faith and endurance (ecclesiological parenesis) (Heb 11:1—12:13)


	the peaceful fruit of justice (eschatology) (Heb 12:14—13:19)


	benediction about the superior shepherd (Heb 13:20-25)




The problems with such an analysis are multiple. In the first place this analysis does not take into account that this document was meant primarily to be heard, not to be read privately. It is written for oral delivery to a congregation or group of congregations. This why we have a conversational style and repeated reference to speaking and hearing rather than writing right until the very end of the document (e.g., Heb 2:5; 5:11; 6:9 [“even though we speak like this”]; 8:1; 9:5; 11:32 [“and what more shall I say?”]).

There is no way a listening congregation could detect this chiastic structure in a discourse that is so long. That would require reading and pouring over the document for hours, as Vanhoye has done. The nature of ancient oral culture and orality of this document have not been taken into account. Michael R. Cosby says: “There is an element of persuasiveness and understanding available only through listening to the text in its original language.”89

Since Hebrews is likely written to an audience in Rome, and while many Romans might neglect various of the liberal arts such as music or sculpting and in many cases even see training in athletics as optional, they considered training in speech and speaking persuasively essential. George Kennedy puts it this way: “The [Roman] world was a rhetorician’s world, its ideal an orator; speech became an artistic product to be admired apart from its content and significance.”90 H. I. Marrou reminds us that “for the great majority of students, higher education meant taking lessons from the rhetor, learning the art of eloquence from him,” which was not difficult since “rhetors were everywhere, in every self-respecting city.”91 If we do not keep the oral and rhetorical nature of the first-century world steadily before us, we quite naturally revert to treating these New Testament documents as if they were like modern texts, which in so many respects they are not.

Second, Vanhoye’s exposition is largely based on the theology of the document, with only a little attention given to the parenesis, but the analysis above shows that the important parenesis throughout, indeed the theology, provides the foundation or backing for the pastoral thrust of this letter, which is found in the plentiful parenesis. To give but one example, the whole point of stressing the superiority of Christ and the obsolescence of previous covenants is so that the audience will not backslide or defect but rather will continue to maintain their previous faith commitments.

This brings us to another important point that is a consequence of recognizing epideictic rhetoric here. This is not some polemic against Judaism, nor is it part of a feud with one or more synagogues. There can be little doubt that Hebrews has been misused for such polemics, and part of this comes from not understanding rhetorical synkrisis or comparison. It also ignor es that our author sees the Old Testament as still the living word of God and still valid.

That Jesus is said to be superior to angels, Moses, Joshua and other mediators does not mean that he in anyway denigrates these earlier mediators or sees them in a negative light. Typology by its nature and these examples of rhetorical comparison are part of the author’s larger rhetorical strategy of using positive comparisons, such as “how much more so, then Christ (or Christian faith).” His is an eschatological argument that urges that the good has been replaced in the last age of human history by the better or even the perfect. He uses the “superior” or “better” comparative language some twelve times throughout the discourse to make his point repeatedly. Much as in 2 Corinthians 3, the previous mediators and institutions are seen as glorious by our author, but as now made obsolete by the final form of God’s saving revelation and activity.

Our author sees the first covenant as obsolete (Heb 8:13) and its institutions as inadequate to bring about a once-for-all-time atonement for sin and reconciliation between God and humankind (Heb 9:8-10). Those institutions and mediators are but foreshadowings of which Christ and the new covenant are seen as the reality and substance (Heb 10:1-4). A similar way of arguing may be observed in the Qumran documents, which are more directly negative about the Herodian temple and the ones called wicked priests. This is the rhetoric of an intramural squabble, and our author is using it to make sure his converts do not become “reverts” who annul the benefits they have already received in Christ (Heb 6:1-4).

Thus, while our author is telling the audience that they ought not to go back to what he sees as more elementary Jewish teaching, a more elementary covenant, and less than eternal or permanent mediators, this is not because of his seeing those things as in anyway bad things (unlike the critique at Qumran) and not of God. It is just that they have been eclipsed by the final form of God’s revelation in Christ and the new covenant. The Johannine Letters show the danger of members of a largely Jewish group of Christians returning to their roots, and there as here the real sticking point was Christology, in particular an inadequate Christology on the part of those defecting or having already left the community. Hebrews seems to have been written to head off a schism, whereas the Johannine documents are written in response to one that has already transpired.92 These documents make abundantly clear that early Christian communities had a variety of problems sustaining their existence in a cultural setting that was not congenial to their religious views. While all was not rotten in Rome and elsewhere for Christians, it was far from rosy. The impetus to defect from an illicit sect must have been considerable, especially after Nero’s persecutions of Christians. One can still see the effects of the scars of that persecution in Revelation, written in the 90s.93 It is thus very believable that in Rome in the late 60s our author might have to stave off defections of Jewish Christians, who were feeling the heat and thought it less problematic and safer to just be Jews—not Jewish Christians—since Judaism was a recognized ancient and licit religion, not a new superstition.94 Of course, being a Jew in the late 60s while Rome is fighting a war with Jews amounts to only a relatively safer status than being a Christian. But that was a long way from Rome and little affected the daily lives of those who lived in Rome. The other alternative of simply going forward into the pagan life of the Greco-Roman world was a bridge too far for most Jews.

Finally, something must be said about where our author could have acquired his considerable rhetorical prowess and skill, as it is sometimes doubted that Jews could have had such rhetorical skills or interests. There is no reason for such doubts, especially if we are talking about Jews educated in one of the major educational centers in the empire.

There were several major centers in the empire where one could obtain rhetorical training at a high level—Rome, Athens, Ephesus, Pergamon, Tarsus, Antioch, Jerusalem and Alexandria are on a short list, and it was possible to obtain elementary rhetorical training in many other places as well. In elementary education (progymnasmata) throughout the Greco-Roman world, one of the final and most important school exercises was the art of composing an encomium. Skill was acquired by copying, memorizing and imitating speeches from the great masters. The centers of learning that had great libraries to draw on were at a great advantage in this regard because they had access to more source documents. All other things being equal, those who studied elementary and advanced rhetoric in a city like Rome, Pergamon or Alexandria had a great advantage over those who studied elsewhere. If my hypothesis is correct that this document was likely written by Apollos from Alexandria, then it is important to examine this city in more detail.

Though the great library of Alexandria, which at its peak housed some seven hundred thousand papyrus scrolls, unfortunately burned in antiquity (possibly twice, if one counts the torching of Alexandria when Julius Caesar’s troops took the city in the first century B.C.), we are fortunate that many literary papyrus fragments have been found, ranging in date from the third century B.C. to the fifth century A.D. These include a surprisingly large number of fragments of copies of famous rhetorical speeches made by Greek orators. There are some fifty fragments from the third century B.C. to first century A.D., including fragments of famous speeches made or written down by Aeschines, Anaximenes, Demosthenes (especially numerous), Homer, Hyperides, Isocrates, Lysias, Adespota and one particular Latin orator—Cicero. If we break down the evidence a bit further we discover that almost all of these fragments are examples of rhetorical speeches (Homer being the exception)—and famous ones at that—for example, Demosthenes’ often imitated “De corona” speech or Hyperides’ famous “Funeral Oration.”95 The concentration of the Greek tradition of rhetoric rather than the Latin tradition is not surprising, since Alexandria was still in the first century A.D.—and had been since its founding by Alexander—a Greek city that prided itself on its Hellenistic culture and the promotion and preservation of that culture.

One aspect of that culture that had been most fully developed was the art of rhetoric. Just how important this was to the citizens of that city can be seen from Papyrus Hibeh 26, found in a mummy cartonnage of the third century B.C. The papyrus is a portion of the important rhetorical treatise Rhetorica ad Alexandrum (Rhetoric to Alexander). In addition to this, the most important and earliest surviving textbook for young boys enrolled in elementary rhetorical schools originated in Alexandria, being written in the first century A.D. by one of its citizens, Aelius Theon. In an especially telling and interesting passage from his Progymnasmata (145), he complains about the children of Alexandria not being willing to do the heavy lifting of learning Greek philosophy but rather being so enamored of rhetoric that they raced right through the elementary education, skimming over the philosophical part of that training in order to get to “training in eloquence” (i.e., rhetoric), including especially the upper-level training in eloquence. He bemoans: “Nowadays most young men, far from taking up philosophy before they come to the study of eloquence, do not even touch the ordinary elementary branches [of learning], and, worst of all, they attempt to handle forensic and deliberative themes before they come through the necessary preliminary training.”96 Several things are important about this remark. For instance, this passage may be aptly compared to what our author says about elementary training, which his audience ought not to need a refresher course in (Heb 6:1-2) since they should be ready for the more advanced teaching that our author gives them in his sermon. Second, training in epideictic rhetoric (eulogies, encomiums of various sorts, rhetorical comparisons of a praise or blame nature) was a part of the final stages of elementary education, while training in deliberative and forensic rhetoric was part of the upper level of education. There were ten standard exercises in the Progymnasmata; the seventh is said by Theon to be “praise and blame” speeches, and the eighth is rhetorical synkrisis, which falls properly under the heading of encomiums. Theon stresses that the good student must daily practice writing out rhetorical pieces.

Alexandria was a rare city in many regards, not least because it had not only a great library but also a famous “museum” or lecture hall where the muses inspired philosophers, teachers, rhetoricians to speak or teach. In other words, Alexandria not only had elementary education and the gymnasium, like other great cities, but it also had a world-class lecture hall providing a sort of university education to its citizens. Even if our author did not have upper-level rhetorical training, he could have written this epideictic sermon based on what he learned on the elementary level in Alexandria (or the other cities previously mentioned) or by imitating what he heard in the public lectures in the museum. This brings us to a further point.

There were over one hundred thousand citizens in Alexandria in the first century A.D. So significant was the Jewish populace there that emperors like Caligula, no lover of Jews, received embassies from them on important matters (one of which involved Philo being an ambassador from Alexandria), and others like Claudius issued edicts trying to keep that community in check. Many of the Jewish citizens of Alexandria were well-to-do, well-educated Greek citizens of the city and received a considerable education in that city. One needs only to read the writings of Philo to see just how profoundly a devout Jew could be influenced not only by his own sacred traditions in Torah (the Septuagint was translated and found a home in this city) but also by Greek philosophy and rhetoric.97 In Acts 18:24-25 Apollos is described as having skills in eloquence (i.e., rhetoric) and as a Jew learned in the Scriptures used in Diaspora synagogues. This description of Apollos and what we know about Alexandria and the scriptural and rhetorical phenomena found in Hebrews shows that absolutely no social locale in the whole Roman Empire is better suited than Alexandria as a place of social origin and education for our author.

Alexandria was the hometown of Apollos, the place where he was likely educated and grew up and, if Acts 18 is to be believed, the place where he learned both the Septuagint and rhetoric. The more one probes the homily Hebrews, the more likely it becomes that Apollos is the author of this document. And perhaps we may learn one more thing from the Alexandrian background and the New Testament foreground in this regard. Acts 18—19 tells us two things about John the Baptist. The first is that Apollos knew only the baptism of John until he ran into Priscilla and Aquila in Ephesus. The second is that disciples of John were still wandering around the empire some twenty-five or thirty years after John’s beheading. One must imagine that John’s followers spread his message to various Jewish communities, perhaps especially to the places where there were large concentrations of Jews—places like Alexandria and Ephesus. It seems reasonable to conclude that Apollos would have learned of John’s baptism while in Alexandria—and only later of Christian baptism. This may explain the reference to “baptisms” (plural) in Hebrews 6:2, and according to Acts 18 it was at Ephesus that Apollos himself received instructions on baptisms and the need to distinguish Christian baptism from John’s. In short, Hebrews 6 bears the fingerprints of a man who had had to learn the difference between various sorts of water rites, particularly the difference between John’s and Christian baptism. This small incidental detail—and its correspondence with Acts 18—provides clues about our author.98




THE HEAVENLY HIGH PRIEST: CHRISTOLOGY IN HEBREWS


The Christology of Hebrews is a perfect example of the dominant christological terminology used not necessarily being always the same as the most distinctive terminology used.99 Without question, the major christological category or terminology in Hebrews and the term used to cover the scope of Christ’s work is Son. In this regard the usage is very similar to that in the Pauline Letters, where the same term describes the preincarnate, earthly and postincarnate stages of Christ’s career. Hebrew also contains the distinctive notion that Christ is the believer’s high priest, the heavenly high priest still at work for the believer in the ultimate holy of holies—in heaven. In a third major motif in Hebrews, over and over again this author clothes Christ in the garb, with the attributes and in some cases with the tasks of wisdom—though he nowhere calls him God’s wisdom. These three christological ideas are not developed discreetly in separate portions of the document but rather are neatly woven together in an impressive tapestry. Again, this document is a sermon or homily in excellent rhetorical form; it is not a theological treatise where the author intends to speculate on merely arcane or abstract notions. William Lane rightly says about its witness to Christ: “The key to that witness is the recognition that christology in Hebrews is pastoral response to crisis.”100 Like Paul our author writes as a pastor, and also like Paul he grounds his ethical exhortations in a high Christology at point after point.101

High Christology is evident immediately in the sermon’s exordium in Hebrews 1:1-4, which is probably taken from an early Christian hymn. Here Christ is affirmed to be the eternal Son of God. Throughout this document there is a sustained christological focus, as our author wants to stress the superiority of Christ over angels and all other lesser beings who might garner human attention and worship. But his interest is not just in speaking of a hierarchy of being. He also wants to speak of a consummation of a plan for human history, and so he also uses the terminology and ideas that suggest that Christ eclipses all that has come before him: the revelation in the Son is full-fledged and completely fulfilling of God’s plans and purposes, while the revelation that came before was partial and piecemeal.

More than many other New Testament documents, Hebrews seems to be built around at least seven biblical texts, and this demonstrates that our author is more concerned than some to explain how the Christ event is grounded in the Hebrew Scriptures, probably because his audience was made up largely of Jewish Christians for whom this was a crucial issue. It is also possible to divide the document thematically: (1) Hebrews 1:1—4:13 proclaims Jesus as the Son of God who is superior to angels; (2) Hebrews 4:14—10:31 focuses on Jesus as high priest and (3) Hebrews 10:32—12:2 stresses Christ as perfector of faith in order to appeal to the audience to persevere. On this showing, the christological perspective gives the document its structural unity. Yet we have already seen how the sermon uses the christological material to undergird the ethical exhortations. The larger structure of the sermon is mainly rhetorically not ideologically driven.

In Hebrews 1—2 our author is going to indicate both the full divinity and humanity of Christ in a variety of ways, but roughly speaking Hebrews 1 deals with Jesus as the eternal Son of God, and Hebrews 2 deals with him as a human being. At Hebrews 1:2 Jesus is said to be the heir of all things and also the agent through whom God made the universe. The author uses the language of wisdom to describe Christ’s work, but he is not dealing merely with a preexisting idea or a personification of wisdom; he is talking about a preincarnate person, indeed an eternal one.102 Hebrews 1:3 tells us that the Son manifests God’s glory, bearing the very stamp or exact representation of his nature, something said of wisdom in Wisdom of Solomon 7.21-27. And Hebrews 1:3 also tells of Jesus’ exaltation to the right hand of God. The main stress is on what Christ in heaven is now for the believer. This is a constant theme in this homily, though our author is also interested in the role of the Jesus in history as well.

The first major section of the homily, which continues up to Hebrews 2:4, endeavors to show the vast superiority of Jesus to angels, the other heavenly beings who have previously been messengers for God and mediators of a covenant with God’s people. Jesus by contrast is not merely a messenger or a mediator, he was also involved in creating and now in sustaining all things by his powerful word. Jesus is seen as uniquely God’s Son in a way that could not be said of either angels or human beings. Our author may be putting things as he does because some in early Judaism were given to angel veneration. In some ways the discussion here can be fruitfully compared to the argument in Colossians about “the worship of angels.”103 It can also be compared fruitfully with the Pastorals, where the deity of Christ is more often emphasized than in the earlier Paulines.

Hebrews 1:8 contains the important citation of Psalm 45:6-7, which appears rather clearly to call a duality of persons God. In all likelihood the traditional rendering of Psalm 45:6a—“your throne, O God, is forever and ever”—is the correct one. It would appear that Psalm 45:7 is the first of three places where the Father addresses the Son (Ps 45:7, 9, 12). In other words, the Son’s role as the agent of creation and as God’s coregent, which is spoken of in what follows, flows out of his essential divinity. This is not a surprising conclusion after we hear in Hebrews 1:3 that a person called the Son is the effulgence of God’s glory and the visible and exact representation of God’s being. Just as we will be told that the Son is set apart from sinful humans in that he was holy and without fault (Heb 7:26), so here we are told that he is set apart from the angels in that he is appropriately called theos.104 In Hebrews 1:10, Psalm 102:25-27 addresses Jesus as Lord, which is a natural corollary to the address of him as God.105

In Hebrews 1:13 our author goes on to celebrate the exaltation of the Son to God’s right hand, drawing on Psalm 110:1. This is by no means unique, being found elsewhere in other New Testament authors, but what is unique is that our author goes on to use Psalm 110:4: “You are a priest forever just like Melchizedek.” William Lane says:

No other Christian writer of this period draws attention to this passage, but in Hebrews there are more references to Ps 110:4 than to any other biblical text. In addition to three quotations of the passage (5:6; 7:17, 21), there are eight allusions to it in chaps. 5, 6, and 7, and each of the allusions is distinctive in form and function. The primary reason for the emphasis on Ps 110:4 in Hebrews is that it supplied a scriptural basis for the writer’s priestly christology.106


The point of mentioning this here is that in Hebrews 1 our author has already established the divine credentials of the Son, which helps to prepare for the claim that he has a forever priesthood. The main emphasis in the crucial first chapter is to show that Jesus is Son, Creator, Lord, even God, and this makes possible the discussion of Christ as a unique sort of priest in what follows.

In Hebrews 2 we learn of Jesus as son of humanity. Our author uses Psalm 8 to bring out this theme and interprets this psalm christologically, such that he is the “Son of Man” who has been crowned with glory and honor and given dominion over the works of God’s hand. Jesus was made a little lower than the angels for a little while during his time on earth and even went so far as to die, but now he is crowned with glory. It is characteristic of this homily that it moves from Jesus’ death to his exaltation without discussing the resurrection.107 Jesus’crowning happened because he suffered death—it was in a sense his reward for perfect obedience to God. The importance of certain key psalms, especially Psalm 8 and Psalm 110, to our author’s christological reflections should not be underestimated, but it also becomes clear that our author knows the substance of some earlier christological hymns and apparently also the Pauline handling of a hymn such as Philippians 2.

At Hebrews 2:10, Christ is called the “archēgos of their [the believers’] salvation,” who was made perfect through sufferings. The key Greek term, which recurs at Hebrews 12:2, means something like “pioneer/trailblazer,” someone who does something first. In this case our author is suggesting that Jesus blazed a trail into heaven through many sufferings and so paved the way for believers to follow him. In what sense was he made perfect through sufferings? Knowledge of Platonism is probably necessary to understanding the author’s logic here. In our author’s view heaven is the perfect realm and the earth is the realm of incompleteness, transience, imperfection. By suffering, Christ is translated into the realm of perfection and eternality. Thus Christ’s tasks were not complete, and so his work was not perfected until he reached heaven. The author is not commenting on the moral imperfection of Christ while on earth, as Hebrews 4:15 (cf. Heb 7:26) makes clear.

Hebrews 2:14 indicates that Jesus had real flesh and blood and that his death destroys the power of the one who had previously held sway over humans by death, namely, the devil. This motif is somewhat reminiscent of what is found in Pauline texts like Colossians 2:15 and Ephesians 4:8, where the powers and principalities are said to be disarmed by Christ’s death. Our author wishes to stress that Jesus was made like humankind in every regard, except he was sinless, so that he could be the believer’s brother and faithful helper, but most of all so that he could be the believer’s faithful and holy high priest, making atonement for sins, with himself as the sacrifice.

Christ is seen as both priest and sacrifice, as both atoner and atonement. His humanity is such that he could and did suffer temptation, and so he is able to help others who suffer temptation. Obviously, the author is attempting to walk a fine line here. To be tempted is not the same as sinning, but to be tempted does imply a struggle and suffering. It implies the real possibility that one might be led to do what one ought not to do. There is no hint that this author thinks that Jesus’ temptations were somehow unreal or that Jesus was merely playacting but not really tempted.

The very reason our author sees Christ’s life and death as meritorious (and rewarded) and his obedience as salutary and to be imitated is because Christ could have acted otherwise. That Jesus was sorely tried, tested or tempted implies that he actually considered the possibility of doing something other than God’s will, especially in regard to going the route of the cross. Hebrews 5:7-10 may recount Jesus’ agony in the Garden of Gethsemane or the way he r esponded to his trials in life in general. In either case, in the end he always submitted to God’s will and his prayers were heard because of his reverent submission to God, even though the God who was able to rescue him from death did not do so.

At Hebrews 3:1 Jesus is called both the apostle and high priest of the Christian confession—in other words both God’s sent one who represented God on earth and also the believer’s representative in the heavenly sanctuary. The author pictures heaven as a great sanctuary and Jesus as the believer’s priest there, offering himself as sacrifice to the Father for humanity’s sake and offering up prayers for believers in God’s very presence. Our author sees Christ continuing to fulfill the human tasks of the priest even after his death. It is not just as divine but also as human that he acts in heaven. For Jesus to be the believer’s priest, he had to be fully human, and to be the believer’s sacrifice he had to be truly alive in the flesh and so capable of being killed.

Jesus is seen as greater than Moses in all these matters. Moses was a servant in God’s house, while Jesus is a Son over God’s house (i.e., God’s people). Salvation amounts to sharing in Christ (Heb 3:14), and so here we see the notion already present in the Pauline corpus of incorporation into Christ as a divine being. Jesus has gone up into heaven as the believer’s great high priest, but also as the Son of God (Heb 4:14). The real thrust of Hebrews 4:15 seems to be that Jesus suffered the gamut of the sorts of trials and temptations humans suffer and yet did not sin. The pastoral thrust of these christological observations is clear: Christ understands and feels the tempted believer’s difficulties and dilemmas and can relate to the trials these Jewish Christians are currently undergoing.

In Hebrews 5 we hear that the Son is a priest forever just like, or after the order of, Melchizedek. Why this order? There seem to have been two reasons in the mind of the author: (1) Jesus could not be a priest after the order of Aaron or Levi (or Zadok), for Jesus was of the line of Judah and (2) the author wishes to speak of a permanent or forever priesthood. He goes on to say that Jesus prayed for believers on earth and continues to do so in heaven. He offered himself as sacrifice on earth and continues to present this or offer this to God in heaven. In addition, he learned obedience from what he suffered, obedience to God’s will.

The author returns to the Melchizedek argument at this juncture. He points out that this Melchizedek was without father or mother, without beginning or end of days, being a priest forever. This is a typical example of the early Jewish exegesis of the silences of the Old Testament, silences that are assumed to be pregnant. Because Melchizedek’s origins and descendents are nowhere mentioned, because his birth and death are nowhere recorded in the text, this allows for the conclusion that he was a priest forever. Of course, our author’s real interest is in saying these sorts of things about Christ, not about Melchizedek.

Jesus may be seen as the antitype of Melchizedek, with the latter only as the type. In typology the two figures are carefully compared but not identified, and here we see again the emphasis on Christ’s superiority to all others he might be compared to—angels, Moses, Melchizedek. Christ is seen as the antitype in this case because the Son is seen as a preexistent being who is the one on whom Melchizedek is modeled, not the other way around, though in his role of high priest during and after his earthly ministry he is also “after the order of Melchizedek.” In other words, our author’s views on this are complex. In any event, Lane is surely right to stress that “the use that is made of Melchizedek in 7:1-10 is thoroughly christological. He has no independent significance; he is introduced only for the sake of clarifying the character of the Son. His function is prophetic. He is illustrative of those prophecies of the OT that pointed to the insufficiency of the old order and to the superiority and sufficiency of the new.”108

Jesus lives forever and so has a forever priesthood. Jesus inaugurates a covenant that is permanent, not partial or temporary. Jesus has a greater nature and name than any angel. In short, Jesus is just what the believer needs—a priest and sacrifice who is truly holy, blameless, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens where nothing can prevent his fulfilling and completing his role for the believer (Heb 7:26-28). In the author’s view, he always lives to intercede for the believer.

The portrait of Christ oscillates back and forth between the Son and priest images, and one aspect of the former is the suggestion that Jesus is a kingly figure who sits down at the right hand of the Father (Heb 8:1-2). This in turn is followed by a resurgence of the priestly images, such that in Hebrews 9:11-28 we hear of the efficacy of Christ’s blood. His blood, offered in the heavenly sanctuary, obtains eternal redemption, and its effect is to cleanse human consciences. Jesus is both mediator of the covenant and the ransom price paid to reconcile the two parties. Christ’s sacrifice is once for all time, for all people, for all sins—so it does not need to be repeated. Thus, the one-time act of dying on the cross was sufficient, and the presentation of it to the Father was effective for all the rest of human history. This emphasis on the universal scope of the atonement is reminiscent of that found in the Pastoral Letters.

As is noted by scholars, our author is drawing an analogy between Christ’s sacrifice and the sacrifice offered in the temple in Jerusalem on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, by the high priest. This sacrifice not only deals with the sins of the past but is seen as a covenant-inaugurating act (Heb 9:15-22), fulfilling the promises given through Jeremiah of a new covenant (Heb 8:7-13; 10:16-17). It is precisely because this sacrifice inaugurates a new covenant that it has direct implications for believers, not the least of which is that believers are called upon to follow Christ’s example of self-sacrifice through their own obedience unto death (Heb 12:1-3).109

Hebrews 12:1-2 must be read in light of the hall-of-faith passage in Hebrews 11. When one undertakes such a reading, it becomes apparent that Christ is being portrayed as the ultimate example of faith/faithfulness and that the crucial verse is to be translated “looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfector of faith/faithfulness.” Adding the English word our before faith, even though there is no Greek textual support for this addition (no doubt it is done on the basis of the assumed analogy with the earlier reference to the archēgos), misses the point. Our author is writing pastorally and suggesting that, by being obedient even unto death, Christ set the ultimate and only complete example of faithfulness. He not only sets the example, he makes truly Christian faith possible by dying and ascending to the right hand to add believers thereafter. This may also suggest that the perfect manifestation of faithfulness for the believer is to suffer for and die in the faith. Christ endured the cross for the joy set before him, and his followers can likewise endure suffering because they have “the assurance of things hoped for” (Heb 11:1).

At Hebrews 13:8, Jesus is contrasted with all human leaders and priests as mediators. They all died, and their deaths ended their service to other human beings. By contrast Jesus’ service and tasks go on—he is the same yesterday, today and forever. Jesus then is finally seen as the permanent great shepherd of the sheep—always looking after and interceding for believers. Believers can count on the heavenly high priest never to change and never to change his mind about his followers.

Here then in this homily we have seen a well-balanced presentation of Jesus as both fully human and divine, as one who exercises his character and roles both on earth and in heaven. In the author’s mind Christ is both the believer’s heavenly high priest and also the preincarnate Son of God, who can be called God by the Father. He is also the one who died on the cross, and because of all the above he is greater than and superior to angels, prophets, priests including Melchizedek, and even Moses. None compares to the one who is both Son of God and son of humankind. The narrative logic of our author’s presentation is evident. He must speak of the entire pilgrimage and ministry of the eternal Son, including his preincarnate, incarnate and postincarnate roles.110 In this regard his approach is like that found in Paul’s letters and in the christological hymns cited in the Pauline corpus. Underlying all of this is the hermeneutical move of assigning the status and roles of wisdom to God’s Son. This is a common thread running from Jesus through the earliest Jewish Christians who compiled Q, through Paul, to the author of Hebrews. It is one of the things that binds New Testament Christology together.

Perhaps more than any other New Testament writer, the author of Hebrews shows how the divinity and humanity of Christ are interconnected and interdependent. Earl Richard states:

By insisting that Jesus is the pre-existent Son and the exalted High Priest, the author sets the stage for the description of Jesus’ soteriological role, since he is both an earthly and heavenly being who connects the heavenly and earthly realms. Employing traditional apocalyptic categories and applying current Platonic ideal categories, the author sees Jesus as the only real link between the world of shadows or copies (9:1-10) and the heavenly reality (8:5). His earthly existence (his sacrifice) established an eternal bond between earth and heaven and provided an entrance for all who would draw near.111


Finally we may ask—what assumed need does this Christology respond to? Fred Craddock says:

At the heart of the crisis was a christology inadequate for their social context. Perhaps they had a christology that was long on divinity but short on humanity, providing no way to fit the flesh and blood, lower than angels, tempted, crying and praying, suffering and dying Jesus into the larger scheme of God’s redemption. Or perhaps their christology ended with the exaltation and enthronement of the Son and offered no good news of his continuing ministry of intercession for the saints. At least in the writer’s view, the crisis can best be met not with improved structures or social strategies but with a more complete christology.112





RECOGNITION AND CANONIZATION OF HEBREWS


There can be little debate that the author of 1 Clement saw Hebrews as a valid and valuable early Christian document that had authority to teach his own audience on various subjects. In light of its teaching about postbaptismal sins, the Shepherd of Hermas (written probably between 110 and 140) knew and did not entirely agree with what Hebrews 6:1-6 seems to say to the Roman congregation it is addressing (Visions 2.2.4-5). Both of these later texts know that Hebrews came from the Roman church. In addition Justin Martyr, Irenaeus and Hippolytus all know Hebrews, and the latter two at least recognize that it did not come from Paul’s hand, yet they use it positively. The Muratorian Canon (end of second century) does not include Hebrews in its list (possibly because of Heb 6:1-6’s insistence on a one-strike rule when it comes to apostasy), and our document was seldom quoted in the third century and first half of the fourth century in the Western part of the church. In part this is because the Western church did not agree with what it took to be the implications of Hebrews 6:1-6 about post-baptismal sin and the impossibility of repentance and restoration thereafter.113 The book was, however, somewhat surprisingly recognized by the Western church and accepted as canonical in the latter part of the fourth century.

In the Eastern part of the church the path to recognition and canonization seems to have gone much more smoothly. Pantaeneus (about 180), Clement of Alexandria (about 200) and Origen (about 250) acknowledge Hebrews as included with a collection of Paul’s letters, but also feel it necessary to justify that inclusion in one way or another. What they bear witness to is that by the end of the second century there seems to have been little debate in the East about this document, such that it could be included alongside Paul’s letters and accepted as just as apostolic and authoritative.

Eusebius includes Hebrews within his list of the fourteen accepted Pauline documents (Ecclesiastical History 3.25.5; 6.20.3), and Athanasius (367) lists Hebrews in his collection of fourteen Pauline Letters (Festal Letter 39.5). Late in the fourth century a concordat between the Eastern and Western parts of the church accepted Hebrews as part of the Pauline corpus. While Hilary of Potiers (about 367) became the first Western church leader to explicitly accept Hebrews as Pauline and authoritative (De trinitate 4.11), it was the acceptance of the document by both Jerome (400) and Augustine (425) that settled the matter for the Western part of the church. It is interesting to see how much clout these two men had in this matter. William Lane points out that the 397 Council of Carthage accepted Hebrews but distinguished it from the thirteen letters of Paul, adding it as an appendix to that collection (a placement accepted and followed by manuscripts d, e, f and Latin Vulgate). Under the influence of those two luminaries, the 419 Council of Carthage described the “Pauline corpus” as including Hebrews.114

Today we may compare the situation with the Johannine literature. The only Johannine document with a named author is Revelation, and it is surely by a different author, John of Patmos (who does not identify himself as an apostle much less as the Beloved Disciple), than the person or persons responsible for the Johannine Letters and/or the Fourth Gospel. Yet it was rightly judged to be a part of that corpus, coming from that circle of church communities. Similarly, while salient differences between Hebrews and the Pauline Letters were widely recognized, Hebrews was still judged to be a part of the Pauline literature despite its anonymity and despite the hesitations of various persons like Origen. When Jerome and Augustine entered the fray, concluding that it was a Pauline document, Hebrews was accepted in the East and West without further quibbles. That they were wrong that Paul wrote it does not affect its canonical status, which hinges on its revealed content, truthfulness, insight and intrinsic worth, not on later guesses about the authorship of an anonymous document.115
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