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TO MY WIFE, ANNIE,

a conduit of love and life if ever there was one.
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Introduction


Starbucks, downtown Spokane, waiting for an appointment at the nearby Apple Store. Is there anything more generically twenty-first-century suburban American than that? I wish it hadn’t happened there, but it did. I was getting ready to teach a portion of my systematic theology course at Great Northern University. My first year of teaching that course, my first year of working at that university. John Webster, in his book Holy Scripture, is taking me to school. A word jumps off the page, a word he did not intend to have the effect on me that it did. Ectopic. It comes from a Greek word that means “out of [ek] place [topos].” The church, says Webster, is “ectopic” because it exists in an environment from which it cannot receive its life.1

Webster is talking about the church, but in that moment I’m not thinking about the church. I’m thinking about the first time I heard the term ectopic, and it wasn’t in a theology textbook. It was spoken by an OB-GYN as she rushed my wife and me out the door, into our van, and toward the hospital. Annie had been experiencing some miscarriage symptoms, and the pregnancy tests couldn’t make up their mind—were we expecting our second child or not? We showed up at the doctor’s office at 1:00 p.m., we arrived back home at our apartment at 7:30 p.m., and in between were the most surreal six and a half hours of our lives.

An ectopic pregnancy typically occurs when the fertilized egg implants itself in a fallopian tube rather than in the uterus (thus the alternate name tubal pregnancy). It’s “out of place.” That’s a problem, because it can’t survive—fallopian tubes are not equipped for nine-month residency. Sometimes the mother’s body recognizes the problem and miscarries. Sometimes it doesn’t, and the baby manages to grow a little bit from the sparsely available nutrients. And that growth is deadly, because sooner or later, the fallopian tube will rupture, and the mother will bleed out internally. Apart from advanced medical technology, such as ultrasounds and surgery centers, it’s a death sentence for the mom and for the baby.

“You need to go to the hospital.” “Can we stop by our apartment and—?” “No. Go to the hospital now.” Two hours later I’m sitting in the hospital waiting room, surrounded by friends, trying to keep it together until the digital screen on the wall switches from “Kibbe–In Operating Room” to “Kibbe–In Recovery.” By dinnertime I am helping Annie walk gingerly up the stairs to our apartment, where Sean, our one-year old, is sitting on the floor with some good friends, eating Cheerios and having not a clue in the world.

We barely had time that day to take a breath. But when we did, we had questions. Some logistical—how do we care for a toddler whom Mommy can’t pick up for six weeks? Some personal—will we ever get pregnant again? And, of course, the big one: What exactly just happened? Three of us entered that hospital, and only two came out. The surgeon saved Annie’s life by removing what he afterward called “ectopic tissue.” Tissue. That’s our child you’re talking about. We’re not angry at him—did I mention he saved Annie’s life and that he did so in the only way known to humanity at this stage of medical development? We’re hardly second-guessing the decision, but we still have questions.

We figured out the logistics, as so many families have in such circumstances. We did get pregnant again—our daughter’s name is Eliana, which means “my God answers.” We grieved and processed, with each other and with our community, the best we knew how. And we moved on together—until seeing the word ectopic in Webster’s book years later brought it all back.

It could have been a news headline, or a friend recounting their own story, or some other random experience. Any spark might have lit this flame. But God chose to use a technical book by a British theologian who wasn’t talking about pregnancy at all, and God did that, I think, because he wanted to lead me into another phase of this journey, starting with the recognition that Webster was on to something. The church is ectopic. It is out of place. It cannot receive its life from its location. But what does that mean, exactly? And if our life does not come from our immediate environment, from where does it come? How? And why? And who cares?

What no surgeon could do for our baby, God does for us. God sustains our life, collectively and individually, within an environment that is incapable of doing so by itself. This book is about how he does this, and why, and what difference it ought to make to my misplaced existence (quite a lot, as it turns out). And I don’t mind telling you that there might be some surprises along the way. The first surprise is where we go for answers to these questions. There is in the New Testament a book we call Hebrews. Hebrews was written to God’s people in their struggle to remain alive despite existing in an environment that could not provide that life—like a fetus in a fallopian tube, they needed sustenance from without. And Hebrews showed them—and shows us—how God provides that life, sustains that life, and invites us to put that life on display.

The second surprise comes in how, according to Hebrews, God has accomplished all this. If you’ve read Hebrews, or even if you haven’t, you might guess that the answer has something to do with Jesus. So try this on for size: Jesus, by virtue of his resurrected human life and priestly position at the right hand of the Father in heaven, sustains the lives of his brothers and sisters on earth until the day that he brings them into his universal inheritance and kingship over all of God’s creation. And in the meantime he invites us to live that life through faith, hospitality, sexual fidelity, generosity, and suffering.

You might also be surprised, as I was years ago, at how common ectopic pregnancies are. The medical literature estimates, based on reported diagnosed cases in US hospitals, that 1-2 percent of pregnancies in this country are ectopic.2 Given that between 3.5 and 4 million babies are born in the United States each year, that’s an astounding number of ectopic pregnancies in this country alone.3 But ectopicness comes in different forms. Being out of place and failing to find life in one’s current situation—that’s not a 1-2 percent occurrence. More like 100 percent. Who hasn’t experienced that? The teenager who went home in March 2020 for Covid lockdown and emerged two years later with nothing to show for it but gaming expertise and profound loneliness. I interact with people online all the time—why do I feel like no one really knows me? The middle-aged couple wondering whether they’ll bother staying together as empty nesters. I just don’t know if we’re headed the same direction. The millennial waking up to the feeling that they’ve been sold a bill of goods on the American dream. I thought I was going to change the world. The young single coming to the city for a first career opportunity, along with the widow slowly fading away in a rundown apartment. How can I be known when everyone who knows me is somewhere else? The young mom whose personhood has disappeared beneath a pile of diaper bags and Pack ‘n Plays. Is this all that there is to me? The midcareer professional sitting at a Starbucks waiting for his Genius Bar appointment—the irony of being confronted with my own ectopicness in that particular space is quite something. The best and brightest of modern American marketing told me this was precisely the kind of person I wanted to be.

We’re all ectopic. We’re all living in a place that can’t sustain us. So the real question is, What are we going to do about it? Option A is to believe the hype, believe the lies, about substances or behaviors or relationships or possessions or positions or experiences that are presented as sources of meaning, fulfillment, sustenance, life. And to pursue life where it may not be found is to pursue death—every ounce of energy and every drop of sweat given to pulling that bucket out of the empty well is simply taking us closer to our inevitable demise. Is it really surprising, given how quick we are to follow these paths to nowhere, that addictions are skyrocketing and mental health is in free fall?

Option B is to seek life where it may be found. That, ultimately, is what this book is all about. But notice, right here at the beginning of our journey together, that option B is not to leave the place we are in. God has led us to the wilderness. God has called us to live ectopically, not to escape ectopicness. So this book isn’t about leaving the world. “This world is not my home, I’m just a-passing through”—nope. Wrong. This world is our home, but at the moment, this world can’t sustain us. The question isn’t how to get out of the world but how to continue to be in the world and yet receive life from beyond it and be a conduit of life to it until that day when God renews the world and it becomes a place of life for us once again.

I don’t mind telling you that there’s some heavy lifting on the interpreting-the-Bible front in this book—Hebrews is dense; there’s just no way around that. So I’m going to do my best to lead you through some deep waters without either of us drowning. We’ll start with a little warmup on what Hebrews is, where it came from, and what sorts of questions might be the right ones to keep us on track. And on occasion, throughout the book, I’ll stop and say something like, “I know this raises some complicated questions, but in order to stay focused I’m going to keep moving forward and put some additional—and slightly more technical—discussion of this point at the end of the book.” So at the end of the book there are a handful of “Going Deeper” sections for those so inclined.

The first major part of the book addresses Jesus’ own life, especially as it is portrayed in Hebrews 1–2. These chapters show us his journey from in place to out of place to in a better place. In particular, they show us that the two most important moments in Jesus’ story were his atonement (when he solved the sin problem and made it possible for us to receive life from God) and his enthronement (when he sat down at his Father’s right hand in heaven and offered us the chance to share in his life from there).

The second part focuses on Jesus’ provision of life. Here we learn exactly what atonement is all about and how Jesus giving his life to his Father is what makes it possible for God the Father to give that life to us. If you’ve grown up in church and spent any significant amount of time reading the Bible, you might think this is the easy part—“Jesus died for my sins so I could have eternal life,” or something of that sort. Well, you’re certainly not wrong that Jesus died so that you could live. But there’s a lot more going on than that.

The third part addresses Jesus’ invitation into life. There’s a birthday present sitting on the dining room table, metaphorically speaking. But, as it turns out, God’s not a long-distance giver. You want something from God? You have to be with him. Because of Jesus, we have a foot in two worlds, so to speak—like Israel in the wilderness, we are journeying toward the place God is preparing for us, but even in our wilderness God is there with us and sustaining us. To be alive is to be with God. That’s the only way. And, once again like Israel in the wilderness, being with God and receiving life from God is quite the serious undertaking. “Our God is a consuming fire,” says Hebrews 12:29, so the first part of the invitation is to get real close, but the second part is to not be foolish in doing so.

The fourth part concerns putting Jesus’ life (in us) on display. To be ectopic is to die—so how, exactly, does one live ectopically? Well, Hebrews says it starts with faith. Faith that what is right in front of us cannot sustain us, faith that something else can. Faith to persevere. Faith to reject false promises of life, faith to endure death because even death cannot cut off the life supply that we have from elsewhere.

Hebrews also says that ectopic living, life in a lifeless world, living as though “here we have no lasting city” (Heb 13:14), means love. Love manifested as hospitality and generosity, because with an unrelenting source of life outside myself, I can afford to share what I have with others. Love embodied in suffering, because what the world can’t sustain, it inevitably rejects. Love displayed in all sorts of ways as the life of Christ overflows abundantly into us, and abundantly out from us into the very world that needs from us what it cannot give to us.











Section 1
Jesus’ Own Life



We naturally gravitate toward portions of the Bible that feel familiar. Stories we have heard since childhood—Noah and the flood, David and Goliath, Jesus healing a leper or calming a storm. Short proverbs with easily applied wisdom for the day. Songs that put words to our deepest feelings of abandonment, joy, anger, or thankfulness. Letters with clear introductions that help us settle in—“I, Paul . . . to the church in [Ephesus/Corinth/Rome].” But there are other parts of the Bible that start strange and stay that way, no matter how long we stare at them. Genealogies full of names we can barely pronounce, laws about sacrifices we’ll never offer, endless diatribes against this or that evil nation. Most of the rough ground is in the Old Testament, but if there is a “None of this makes sense, and I’m not even sure where to begin, so I think I’ll try something else” part of the New Testament, it’s probably the book we call Hebrews. Revelation is weirder, to be sure, but stories about dragons with seven heads and beasts with ten horns are at least fascinating, even if we have no idea what it all means. Hebrews, on the other hand, is just hard. Hebrews 11 is nice: a whole bunch of people had faith, and God rewarded them for it. And the general idea seems to be something like “Jesus is awesome,” so that has some potential. But sacrifices and altars and covenants and priests and dire warnings about falling away and God being a consuming fire and one quote after another from the Old Testament that doesn’t get explained—it’s all a bit much. And on top of all that, there is nothing at the beginning to get us situated; in fact, many scholars have suggested that the first sentence of Hebrews is the most densely packed and challenging sentence in the entire New Testament.1 So how do we even get started?

If you’ve ever been taught how to study the Bible, whether in an academic setting, or at church, or in a small group or anywhere else, you’ve probably been told that the original context—meaning, the historical setting within which a particular part of the Bible was written and read—is vitally important. I wholeheartedly affirm that principle, but we need to recognize before getting underway that Hebrews has long frustrated those who want to study the Bible in its original context, because we know almost nothing about Hebrews’ original context. The fact is, we don’t know any of the key pieces of information: who wrote it, to whom, where it was written, when it was written, or even why it was written. There are many theories, of course, but we’re still waiting for one that is substantiated by the available evidence and really helps us understand Hebrews.

Here are some things we don’t know that are often presented as part of the background of Hebrews. First, if you’ve heard a sermon or sermon series on Hebrews, you may have heard that the audience was thinking about leaving Jesus and going back to Judaism. But Hebrews doesn’t say this. It does compare Jesus to various Old Testament practices and realities, and it does suggest that Jesus is superior to them, but there are plenty of reasons why the author might have done that other than to convince people not to go back to those things.2 Second, you might also have heard, particularly with reference to Hebrews 1, that the audience had some weird ideas about angels—that they were equal with Jesus, or maybe even superior to Jesus. Again: Hebrews doesn’t say this. It does compare Jesus to angels, but there are many reasons why the author might have done this other than to combat a particular brand of bad angelology.3

Here’s what we do know: Hebrews was written sometime in the mid- to late first century AD by a second-generation follower of Jesus—meaning, he wasn’t one of the apostles who was taught by Jesus himself; he heard about Jesus from the apostles (Heb 2:3).4 He was very well educated, both in terms of his writing style and his deep knowledge of the Old Testament. We also know that the recipients of the book were people who had been following Jesus for some time but were slacking off for some reason (Heb 5:11-12), that they had experienced persecution in the past (Heb 10:32-34), and that there were some people with the author and known to the audience who were from Italy (Heb 13:24). That’s pretty much it. Historical background is a “do what you can with what you have” component of biblical interpretation: if you’ve got a lot of information, as we frequently do with Paul’s letters, for example, use it; if you haven’t got a lot of information, as is the case with Hebrews, don’t lose any sleep over it. Do what you can with what you have, and in this instance, we don’t have much.

That’s the good news: you’re not going to need to become an expert historian to read Hebrews reasonably well. Of course, the fact that Hebrews doesn’t identify its own precise historical moment doesn’t mean it didn’t have one. It was written in the first century AD, in Greek, by a person solidly educated in both the Old Testament and the philosophies of his day, probably to an audience about whom we could say the same.5 It was written from somewhere in the Roman Empire to somewhere else in the Roman Empire. It was written to people who were struggling to find life in their ongoing pursuit of Jesus, for a variety of reasons, which is why Hebrews speaks so well to our similar struggles today. All these things need to be taken into consideration when reading Hebrews, if for no other reason than to keep us from assuming that the original situation of Hebrews was the United States in the twenty-first century. But the kind of specific connections we can frequently make between Paul’s letters and their historical context (meals in Corinth, citizenship in Philippi) elude us here, so we must be far more cautious in using historical connections to determine the meaning of any given text in Hebrews.

On the other hand, and you’ve probably picked up on this if you’ve read Hebrews in the past, the author is clearly familiar with the Old Testament and expects the same from his readers. If you want to do the background work to get ready to dive into Hebrews, your best bet is to spend some time in the Old Testament. The fact is, you’ve got as much chance of grasping Hebrews without carefully studying the Old Testament as of winning the Stanley Cup without a goalie. But that doesn’t mean you need to put Hebrews away until you’ve read the Old Testament and understood everything in it. One of the major goals of this book is to get you properly oriented to how Hebrews is reading the Old Testament, and Hebrews can teach you to read it as well. If you’re suddenly feeling a bit behind on your Old Testament trivia, relax—we’ll get there. And, truth be told, if you’re feeling a bit intimidated by Hebrews, whether because of all the Old Testament references in it or for some other reason, well, there’s no avoiding it: some things in Hebrews are difficult to understand. Melchizedek, tabernacles in heaven, recrucifying Jesus—these are not your run-of-the-mill small group discussion topics.

For what it’s worth, at least some of these topics were quite challenging to the original audience as well, but that didn’t prevent the author from writing about them anyways (Heb 5:11-14). Apparently, the potential benefits of growing in their commitment to following Jesus were worth wrestling with some things that would be overwhelming at first glance. So get ready, because some of this is going to be more like hiking up the mountain through deep snow drifts with the wind in your face than the downhill, soft-powder ski run that we sometimes expect studying the Bible to be. But remember two things as you do so. First, the beauty of the view from the top is usually proportionate to the number of calories you burn on the way there. Second, there is someone up ahead, waiting for you, cheering you on, reminding you that not only did he persevere to the triumphant and glorious end for which God created you, but he has made it possible for you to do likewise.









1
Jesus on His Throne
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It’s a familiar literary trope: a character or set of characters, living their mundane lives, is exposed to a world of which they had not previously been aware. Lucy Pevensie discovers Narnia, Neo escapes the Matrix, you know the drill. Sometimes such stories reveal to the protagonist that their old world is entirely fraudulent, but other times they invite that character to return to their old world but live differently in it.

This second strategy is often going on not only within these stories themselves but within the experience of reading them. We, the protagonists in the event of reading, are drawn into new worlds created by our favorite authors. Eventually we have to put the book down—we have to go to work, converse with a friend, go to bed, make a meal, play a game with our kids, whatever. We leave that literary world and go back to our tangible world, but, if the book is any good, something of it will go with us, and we will live in our old worlds differently because of our participation in that new world.

The Bible offers this readerly experience: when I sit down at my desk and read Hebrews, I lose myself in a world where God the Father speaks to God the Son in heaven in the presence of many angels, where character after character defies death and lives by faith, where bones lie in the desert as testimony to God’s faithfulness to his promise despite his people’s unfaithfulness to theirs. And as a reader I am invited to get up from my desk and go back to my life but live differently in this world because of my time in that one.

The Bible also identifies us as the protagonists in the story itself, because it presents itself as real. Middle-earth exists in the mind of J. R. R. Tolkien and in the minds of millions of readers, but it doesn’t exist in the sense that I might meet an elf or battle an orc, or in the sense that I could go to Hobbiton or Gondor. But when Hebrews says that the Son sits enthroned in heaven, it means it. Wherever (whatever?) heaven is, Jesus—a real, live, flesh-and-blood human being—is there.

Reading Hebrews 1 should make us uncomfortable. It should disorient us, because by showing us a world where things are as they should be, it also tells us that our world is not as it should be. Does your world reflect the absolute supremacy of God’s Son, Jesus? When you look around, do you think, Wow, God has spoken, and my world is obviously listening to him speak and submitting to his words? I sure don’t. I emerge from the world of Hebrews 1 and look at the world in which I live, and I think, Something’s wrong. My world is a mess. Satisfaction and fulfillment and meaning and life are not available here in the way they ought to be. “Do you feel the world is broken? We do.”1 If we didn’t, we wouldn’t be killing ourselves trying to fix it. If this world could give me life, I wouldn’t be looking so hard to find it elsewhere.

But while we sit here in our world, rightly singing songs of brokenness and shadows, the angels depart the throne room of God singing a different tune. The Son sits. The king reigns. All things will belong to him, and we are sent to serve those whose inheritance is as certain as his. Jesus is coming. Life is coming. He hasn’t yet, and so I feel out of place, and I should feel out of place, because like the rich man in Jesus’ parable, I can see across the chasm to where life is as it should be, and I’m not there. Yet.


God Spoke (Hebrews 1:1-4)

The first sentence of Hebrews is a monster:


God, after speaking in the past in many different ways to the fathers through the prophets, spoke in these last days to us through the Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he made the ages, and who, being the radiance of his glory and the exact representation of his being, and sustaining everything by his powerful word, after accomplishing atonement for sins, sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, and by doing so became as much greater than the angels as the name that he has inherited is superior to theirs. (Heb 1:1-4)



Yes, that’s one sentence. But keep in mind: a sentence is nothing more than a subject, a verb, and a whole bunch of trimmings. Find the subject and the verb; ignore everything else for a moment. God spoke. That’s it. Or, if you want to add just one more component, you could say, God, after speaking, spoke. Everything else is just window dressing to that basic claim. So let’s pause for a moment and reflect on what that tells us about Hebrews. First, this whole book is going to be about things that God spoke. Second, it’s going to be about the fact that God spoke more than once: first one way, then another. Third, before we start thinking that Hebrews is about why Judaism is bad and the Old Testament is bad (every time we say the former we end up thinking the latter, even if we never actually say it) and Jesus is better than all that, we’d better notice something: the most important thing Hebrews wants to say about the Old Testament is that God spoke it. And that means, perhaps surprisingly, that before Hebrews says anything about how old and new are different, it’s said something about how they are the same.2

Fourth and final point: there’s a word missing from the sentence above that might show up in your translation of the Bible: but. Some English translations say “God spoke to the fathers . . . , but now he has spoken to us.” The word but (or, that is, its ancient Greek equivalent) does not appear in the original text of Hebrews. It’s not there, and it shouldn’t be in our translations either, because it implies that Hebrews is setting up negative-positive comparison when it isn’t. There’s a world of difference between “After speaking in the past, God spoke in the present” and “God spoke in the past but now has spoken in the present.” The first draws our attention to what’s the same in each case, while the second fixes our gaze on what’s different.

Moving on. Every other part of this sentence answers questions about the basic claim that God, after speaking, spoke.


Q: When did he speak?

A: In the past and in these last days.

Q: To whom did he speak?

A: To the fathers and to us.

Q: How did he speak?

A: Through the prophets and through the Son.

Q: What did he say?

A: Oddly enough, there’s no answer to this one. Hold that thought for later.



Notice, now, that the rest of the sentence is less about God speaking and more about the one through whom he spoke: the Son. It gets complicated, so try this:

The Son is


	the one God appointed heir of everything


	the one through whom God made everything


	
the one who


	[being the radiance and the exact representation,


	sustaining everything,


	and after accomplishing atonement,]









	sat down at God’s right hand


	[and, as a result of sitting, became superior to the angels.]




Think of it this way. There are three things we need to know about the Son: he has been appointed heir, he was God’s agent of creation, and he sat down. And the rest, once again, answers questions about the fact that he sat down.


Q: Who, exactly, is this Son who sat down?

A: He is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his nature, and the one who sustains everything with his powerful word.

Q: When did he sit down?

A: After accomplishing atonement.

Q: What resulted from his sitting down?

A: He became as much superior to the angels as the name that he has inherited is superior to theirs.



There’s a lot we could say about all this, but I’ll stick to three particularly important issues. First, the two pivotal phrases about what Jesus did are that he “accomplished atonement for sins” and then “sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high.” From the second sentence of Hebrews to the very last, everything comes back to these two moments. How did Jesus accomplish atonement? Where and when did he accomplish atonement? When did he sit down, and what permitted him to do so? And, of course, why should we care? There’s not one piece of Hebrews, from Hebrews 1:5 to Hebrews 13:21, that doesn’t bring us back to these two moments in one way or another. After accomplishing atonement, he sat down (what we call his session or his enthronement). Atonement and enthronement. Keep those two events in mind.

The second thing I notice is that whoever this Son is, he’s not like anyone else we’ve ever met in the pages of Scripture. He created everything, he keeps everything going, and he will inherit everything. He doesn’t reflect God’s glory, like a mirror reflects light; he is the light itself that makes the mirror’s reflection possible. Or to put it in other biblical terms, he isn’t “in” God’s image, like you and I are; he is the image in which you and I are made.3 He is what only God is; he does what only God does. It was claims about the Son such as these found in Hebrews 1 that compelled the early church to formulate the early creedal statements about Jesus’ deity, contrary to occasional suggestions today that the creeds are what happens when biblical statements get forced into Greek philosophical molds.4 Even the critics recognize that we don’t have to move very far to get from the claims of Hebrews 1 to the claims of the creeds.

And yet—here’s the third point. Many have suggested that Hebrews 1 is about the Son being divine, while Hebrews 2 is about the Son being human, but this hardly does justice to the remainder of our sentence, particularly the final phrase, “he became as much superior to the angels as the name that he has inherited is superior to theirs.”5 He became superior to the angels. Meaning, there was a time at which he was not superior to the angels. Say what? He created everything, presumably including the angels; he radiates the glory of God, is exactly like God in his nature, and yet had to become superior to the angels? If the purpose of Hebrews 1 is to say, “Jesus is God, so he’s superior to the angels,” this is perhaps not the easiest way to go about it. God didn’t become superior to the angels. He just is. So we move into the rest of Hebrews 1 and into Hebrews 2 with a question: How can the Lord and Creator of angels become superior to those angels?




The Son Sat (Hebrews 1:5-14)

The rest of Hebrews 1 is a string of quotes from various parts of the Old Testament, mostly the Psalms. Some of them are about the Son, some of them are about angels, some are about both. But it’s really easy to get caught up in the details of where a quote was taken from, whether it was taken out of context, which ancient version of the Bible the author of Hebrews was using, and so on, and miss the big picture. The big picture, as in the opening lines of Hebrews, is the simple subject-verb combination that tells us what the whole thing is about: God spoke. See the phrase near the beginning of Hebrews 1:5, 6, 7, 8, 10, 13: “God/he says.” And the rest of each verse answers questions about that basic claim. So, let’s ask some questions about God’s speeches here, starting with this one: When did God say all these things?

Hebrews 1:5-14 hints at the timing of God’s speech to the Son and the angels in three places. First, in the very first quote (Heb 1:5, taken from Ps 2:7), God says, “You are my Son; today I have become your Father.” The previous verse points out that the Son became superior to the angels on account of his superior name, and the following verses suggest that the title Son is that name, so the story goes something like this: Jesus became superior to the angels when God identified him as Son in some particular way. And since we’ve already learned that he took on that name “after accomplishing atonement for sin,” we can safely assume that the timeline, so far, goes like this: atonement → named Son → became superior to the angels.

The second hint comes at the end of the chapter: Which of the angels did God ever invite to sit at his right hand (Heb 1:13, taken from Ps 110:1)? We already know that the Son sat down after receiving the superior name, which happened after he accomplished atonement, so now the sequence goes like this: atonement → named Son → became superior to the angels → invited to sit down → sat down. Notice how the two key events from the first sentence (atonement and enthronement) bracket everything else. If the question is, “When did God say all these things in Hebrews 1:5-14?” the answer so far is, “After the Son accomplished atonement but before he sat down.”

The third hint about the timing of all this might seem to contradict what I’ve said so far. Hebrews 1:6 says, “When he brings the firstborn into the world, God says. . . .” Undoubtedly, if you’re familiar with the biblical story at all, you read “brings the firstborn into the world” and immediately thought, Jesus’ birth—Bethlehem—the incarnation. But the previous two hints would seem to say, rather differently, that God said these things to Jesus after he had died, been raised, and ascended to heaven.

Here’s the problem: the word that most English Bibles translate as “world” in Hebrews 1:6 doesn’t mean “earth,” as opposed to “heaven,” which is what most of us think when we see that word. It actually describes some sort of inhabited space and, ironically, in this context refers to heaven.6 The scene depicted so far in Hebrews 1 is of the Son ascending to heaven, having accomplished atonement but not yet having sat down, now standing before God and the inhabitants of heaven—the angels. In addition, if we skip forward a little bit, Hebrews 2 is going to say that in the incarnation, Jesus is going to become lower than the angels (Heb 2:9). But Hebrews 1:6 says that when God brings his firstborn Son into “the world,” he says, “Let all God’s angels worship him!” If Jesus’ birth involves his becoming lower than the angels, it doesn’t fit too well into our current context (in Heb 1) of Jesus becoming so much higher than the angels that God commands them to worship him.7

Keeping in mind that God says all these words in Hebrews 1:5-14 to Jesus, in heaven, after he accomplishes atonement for sins but before he sits down, let’s go back and see how the whole scene unfolds. Jesus appears before God the Father and all the angels, having atoned for sin. The first thing the Father says is directed toward Jesus: “You are my Son!” Notice how the pronouns change in the second half of Hebrews 1:5. God says the same thing, but this time he speaks not to the Son but to the angels: “He is my Son!” And continuing to address the inhabitants of heaven, he says, “Worship him!” Then, in Hebrews 1:7-12, God will explain to the Son why this should be so. “Angels,” he says, “are my servants who will be whatever I want them to be; the only thing I want you to be is a king whose rule is permanent and unchanging” (Heb 1:7-9). “You [the Son] existed before them, you created them, and you will outlast them; you are the eternal Creator, and they are part of the finite creation” (Heb 1:10-12). “And because this is all true,” God concludes, “take a seat” (Heb 1:13). The final words of Hebrews 1 are the author’s, not God’s, but they form a fitting climax to the scene. The Son will take his seat and rest, but the gathered assembly, those who are “ministering spirits sent to serve” (Heb 1:14), will now get back to work.

Once more, then, the sequence of Hebrews 1:5-14. Having accomplished atonement, Jesus is brought before the heavenly assembly and declared by God to be his Son. The angels are then commanded to worship him because he is their Creator and Lord, while they are created servants. Finally, the Son is invited to sit and does so, while the angels are dismissed to continue their ministries. The two main events from Hebrews 1:1-4 bracket all that God says in Hebrews 1:5-14: atonement → God speaks [Son—“worship him”—“you’re the eternal king; they’re created servants”—“sit”] → enthronement.




The Old Testament in Hebrews 1

Before moving on, we should take note of what Hebrews is doing with the Old Testament here. First, every single word that God the Father spoke to Jesus at his ascension is taken directly from the Old Testament. If Hebrews is about Jesus calling us to leave behind the old and move on with the new, wouldn’t you expect the conversation that got us headed in that direction to draw from a different source? And maybe even more surprising is that not only is every word spoken by the Father to Jesus in Hebrews taken from the Old Testament, but so is every word spoken by Jesus in Hebrews (for example, Heb 2:12-13; 10:5-8).

Second, most of the texts cited here have—in their original contexts—something to do with the enthronement of the Davidic king on Mount Zion, in Jerusalem (Ps 2:7; 45:7; 110:4; 2 Sam 7:14).8 The New Testament regularly calls Jesus the son of David and the king of Israel, so it isn’t strange that Hebrews would describe his enthronement using promises that God made to David and liturgies that Israel recited when David’s sons took their thrones. But this king hasn’t been established in Jerusalem but in heaven. Capital cities on mountains were often connected to heaven in ancient thought, and kings were regularly depicted as representatives of God/gods, but the effect of that connection was that the earthly king was legitimated by heaven, not that the king actually reigned in heaven and over heaven’s inhabitants. So, Hebrews is citing these Old Testament texts in a way that resonates deeply with their original use and yet relocates them from Jerusalem to heaven.

Third, if you’ve spent much time reading other parts of the New Testament, the last quote in Hebrews 1 probably sounded familiar. Psalm 110:1—“The Lord [God] said to my lord [David’s Son]: ‘Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.’” This verse is quoted or referenced more times, across more books of the New Testament, than any other part of the Old Testament (see, e.g., Mt 22:44; 26:64; Mk 12:36; Acts 2:34; 5:31; 7:55; Rom 8:34; Eph 1:20; Col 3:1; 1 Pet 3:22). It is hinted at in Hebrews 1:3 (“he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven”) and quoted in Hebrews 1:13, and it will continue to be used throughout Hebrews to refer to the pivotal moment when Jesus took his seat at God’s right hand. The other pivotal Old Testament text, which we’ll deal with in part two, is Psalm 110:4: “The Lord [God] has sworn and will not change his mind: ‘You are a priest forever like Melchizedek!’” Notice how the two verses of Psalm 110 correspond to the two critical moments of the story: atonement (Ps 110:4) and enthronement (Ps 110:1). Little wonder that some scholars have suggested that Hebrews is a sermon on Psalm 110.9 That’s probably an oversimplification, but it shows you just how important this psalm is going to be for the whole argument of Hebrews.

If you’re wondering what the point of all this is, don’t give up yet. Hebrews 1 is primarily about the fact that God spoke to and through his Son, who happens to be awesome. The Son made everything, he sustains everything, and he inherits everything. Angels worship him as he sits enthroned in heaven. Not bad. But the last verse of Hebrews 1 hints that there’s a bit more to the story: “Are not all angels ministering spirits, sent out to serve those who will inherit salvation?” The Son inherits everything, but also there are other heirs who will inherit salvation. Angels worship the Son, but they also serve his fellow heirs—those people whom he will call “brothers and sisters” (Heb 2:12). So Hebrews 1 is about Jesus, but apparently it’s also about us. We will inherit. We will reign. We will stand in the presence of God and be called “sons and daughters.” How does that work, and when does that happen? On to Hebrews 2.




Study Questions


	1. Is there a story that you love to get lost in? What is it about that world that you find so appealing or interesting?


	2. Do you read the Old Testament with the assumption that it doesn’t matter anymore or that God isn’t like that anymore?


	3. Have you ever tried to picture the event of Jesus’ arrival in heaven before? Did it look in your head anything like it looks in Hebrews 1?
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