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# 73: THE LETTER TO THE HEBREWS
http://www.usccb.org/bible/scripture.cfm?bk=Hebrews&ch= 

As early as the second century, this treatise, which is of great rhetorical power and force in its admonition to faithful pilgrimage under Christ’s leadership, bore the title “To the Hebrews.” It was assumed to be directed to Jewish Christians. Usually Hebrews was attached in Greek manuscripts to the collection of letters by Paul. Although no author is mentioned (for there is no address), a reference to Timothy (Heb 13:23) suggested connections to the circle of Paul and his assistants. Yet the exact audience, the author, and even whether Hebrews is a letter have long been disputed.

The author saw the addressees in danger of apostasy from their Christian faith. This danger was due not to any persecution from outsiders but to a weariness with the demands of Christian life and a growing indifference to their calling (Heb 2:1; 4:14; 6:1–12; 10:23–32). The author’s main theme, the priesthood and sacrifice of Jesus (Heb 3–10), is not developed for its own sake but as a means of restoring their lost fervor and strengthening them in their faith. Another important theme of the letter is that of the pilgrimage of the people of God to the heavenly Jerusalem (11:10; 12:1–3, 18–29; 13:14). This theme is intimately connected with that of Jesus’ ministry in the heavenly sanctuary (Heb 9:11–10:22).

The author calls this work a “message of encouragement” (Heb 13:22), a designation that is given to a synagogue sermon in Acts 13:15. Hebrews is probably therefore a written homily, to which the author gave an epistolary ending (Heb 13:22–25). The author begins with a reminder of the preexistence, incarnation, and exaltation of Jesus (Heb 1:3) that proclaimed him the climax of God’s word to humanity (Heb 1:1–3). He dwells upon the dignity of the person of Christ, superior to the angels (Heb 1:4–2:2). Christ is God’s final word of salvation communicated (in association with accredited witnesses to his teaching: cf. Heb 2:3–4) not merely by word but through his suffering in the humanity common to him and to all others (Heb 2:5–16). This enactment of salvation went beyond the pattern known to Moses, faithful prophet of God’s word though he was, for Jesus as high priest expiated sin and was faithful to God with the faithfulness of God’s own Son (Heb 2:17–3:6).

Just as the infidelity of the people thwarted Moses’ efforts to save them, so the infidelity of any Christian may thwart God’s plan in Christ (3:6–4:13). Christians are to reflect that it is their humanity that Jesus took upon himself, with all its defects save sinfulness, and that he bore the burden of it until death out of obedience to God. God declared this work of his Son to be the cause of salvation for all (Heb 4:14–5:10). Although Christians recognize this fundamental teaching, they may grow weary of it and of its implications, and therefore require other reflections to stimulate their faith (5:11–6:20).

Therefore, the author presents to the readers for their reflection the everlasting priesthood of Christ (Heb 7:1–28), a priesthood that fulfills the promise of the Old Testament (Heb 8:1–13). It also provides the meaning God ultimately intended in the sacrifices of the Old Testament (Heb 9:1–28): these pointed to the unique sacrifice of Christ, which alone obtains forgiveness of sins (Heb 10:1–18). The trial of faith experienced by the readers should resolve itself through their consideration of Christ’s ministry in the heavenly sanctuary and his perpetual intercession there on their behalf (Heb 7:25; 8:1–13). They should also be strengthened by the assurance of his foreordained parousia, and by the fruits of faith that they have already enjoyed (Heb 10:19–39).

It is in the nature of faith to recognize the reality of what is not yet seen and is the object of hope, and the saints of the Old Testament give striking example of that faith (Heb 11:1–40). The perseverance to which the author exhorts the readers is shown forth in the early life of Jesus. Despite the afflictions of his ministry and the supreme trial of his suffering and death, he remained confident of the triumph that God would bring him (Heb 12:1–3). The difficulties of human life have meaning when they are accepted as God’s discipline (Heb 12:4–13), and if Christians persevere in fidelity to the word in which they have believed, they are assured of possessing forever the unshakable kingdom of God (Heb 12:14–29).

The letter concludes with specific moral commandments (Heb 13:1–17), in the course of which the author recalls again his central theme of the sacrifice of Jesus and the courage needed to associate oneself with it in faith (Heb 13:9–16).

As early as the end of the second century, the church of Alexandria in Egypt accepted Hebrews as a letter of Paul, and that became the view commonly held in the East. Pauline authorship was contested in the West into the fourth century, but then accepted. In the sixteenth century, doubts about that position were again raised, and the modern consensus is that the letter was not written by Paul. There is, however, no widespread agreement on any of the other suggested authors, e.g., Barnabas, Apollos, or Prisc(ill)a and Aquila. The document itself has no statement about its author.

Among the reasons why Pauline authorship has been abandoned are the great difference of vocabulary and style between Hebrews and Paul’s letters, the alternation of doctrinal teaching with moral exhortation, the different manner of citing the Old Testament, and the resemblance between the thought of Hebrews and that of Alexandrian Judaism. The Greek of the letter is in many ways the best in the New Testament.

Since the letter of Clement of Rome to the Corinthians, written about A.D. 96, most probably cites Hebrews, the upper limit for the date of composition is reasonably certain. While the letter’s references in the present tense to the Old Testament sacrificial worship do not necessarily show that temple worship was still going on, many older commentators and a growing number of recent ones favor the view that it was and that the author wrote before the destruction of the temple of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. In that case, the argument of the letter is more easily explained as directed toward Jewish Christians rather than those of Gentile origin, and the persecutions they have suffered in the past (cf. Heb 10:32–34) may have been connected with the disturbances that preceded the expulsion of the Jews from Rome in A.D. 49 under the emperor Claudius. These were probably caused by disputes between Jews who accepted Jesus as the Messiah and those who did not.

The principal divisions of the Letter to the Hebrews are the following:

I. Introduction (1:1–4)

II. The Son Higher than the Angels (1:5–2:18)

III. Jesus, Faithful and Compassionate High Priest (3:1–5:10)

IV. Jesus’ Eternal Priesthood and Eternal Sacrifice (5:11–10:39)

V. Examples, Discipline, Disobedience (11:1–12:29)

VI. Final Exhortation, Blessing, Greetings (13:1–25)
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The letter to the Hebrews appears in the New Testament after the thirteen Pauline letters and before the seven catholic letters. Early tradition, in the main, attributed this text to Paul, but the western Church did not accept its Pauline authorship until the fourth century; and even in the east some (including Clement of Alexandria and Origen) had reservations about whether its literary style coincided with Paul's.

Internal examination of the text does show that it is in many ways different from the rest of Paul's writings. For example, it is more elegant, more eloquent, it does not carry the usual greeting and introduction, and it does not quote Scripture in the way Paul does. Its doctrine is Pauline but the way it is expounded makes it difficult to attribute its direct authorship to Paul. The letter's canonicity is not in doubt; it was included in the canon by the Council of Trent (8 April 1546) among the other writings of Paul, although the Council chose not to state categorically that it was written by Paul.

The Pontifical Biblical Communion, in a decree issued on April 24, 1914, reaffirmed its canonicity. It answered the question, "Has the apostle Paul to be regarded as the author of this letter in the sense that not only must one hold that he conceived it and expressed it under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, but that he gave it the form in which it has come down to us?" Its reply was, "No, not unless the Church decides so in the future." This is probably why there is no direct reference to Paul as author of this letter in recent liturgical books. However, Paul can be regarded as the indirect author of Hebrews. Researchers are free to explore this matter.

Some scholars think it may have been written by Barnabas or Silas, disciples of Paul; others suggest Apollos, an Alexandrian Jew noted for his eloquence (ct. Acts 18 24:28), in view of the way it quotes the Old Testament and its beautiful style and language. In any event, this is a secondary question which has nothing to do with matters of faith.

We have no definite information about where and when Hebrews was written, or to whom it was addressed. Probably the author wrote it in Italy (cf. "Those who come from Italy send you greetings" - 13:24), although this could mean it was written in a place where Christians from Italy were living.

The date of composition can be deduced with a certain degree of probability from the reference it contains to the temple of Jerusalem and the worship offered there - implying that the temple is operational. Since it warns Christians against the temptation of returning to the ancient Levitical form of worship, it would seem to have been written before 70, the year the Temple was razed.

On the other hand, the letter is aware of Paul's captivity letters, which it uses. Therefore, Hebrews must be later than the year 63, and very probably was written towards 67 in view of its urgent call for perfect faith, "all the more as you see the Day drawing near" (10:25).

It was obviously written to people whom the author knew to be steeped in the Old Testament, people who were in all probability converts from Judaism, and who may previously have even been priests or Levites. After becoming Christians, because of the difficult circumstances of the time, they had to abandon Jerusalem, the holy city, to seek refuge in some coastal city, possibly Caesarea or Antioch.

In their exile they look back with nostalgia on the splendor of the cult they played a part in prior to their conversion. They feel deceived and are tempted to give up their new faith, in which they are not yet well grounded. In addition to this they are discontented by the persecution they suffer because of their faith. Obviously, they are in need of help and in particular of clear doctrine to bolster their faith and enable them to cope with temptation to infidelity.

The basic teaching of Hebrews centers on showing the superiority of the Christian religion over Judaism. The argument develops in three stages:

1. Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of God, the King of the universe, "reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his nature" (1:3) and is superior to the angels (1:4-2).

2. Christ is also superior to Moses, "as the builder of a house has more honor than the house" (3:3).

3. Moreover, Jesus, the Son of God, is the great high priest who has passed through the heavens (4:14); his priesthood is of the order of Melchizedek, superior to the priesthood of Aaron, from which the Levitical priesthood derived.

These Christological principles lead on to conclusions to do with the redemption, which stem from the Word's taking on our human nature in order to save it. These conclusions are, in summary:

1. With Christ, and through the redemption he has brought, we are released from the slavery to the devil which sin and death imply.

2. What makes Christ's death meritorious is his obedience (5:8; 10:9); through it those who were under the yoke of sin are redeemed (9:12, 15).

3. In other letters the emphasis was laid mainly on the power of Christ's resurrection as the source of his glorification; here the stress is put on his entry into the heavenly sanctuary (9:11- 12), where he is seated at the right hand of God the Father. Christ's sacrifice - which is a once-for-all sacrifice - is distinguished from the sacrifices offered by the priests of the Old Law, for which they entered the earthly sanctuary once every year.

4. Hence, when man approaches Christ in a spirit of faith, he is in fact approaching the mediator of the new Covenant. Through union with Christ the individual attains salvation or sanctification. He acquires grace which he should preserve, for it is the principle of life, the cause of the soul's salvation and the ultimate goal of human existence.

Toward the end of the letter, the sacred author asks: How does man attain this principle of life? A person can become a friend of God, with the help of grace, only by the act of faith, for "without faith it is impossible to please him. For whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him" (11:6). The Council of Trent in fact quotes this verse when it defines that "faith is the beginning of man's salvation, it is the foundation and the root of all justification." But theological faith is closely linked to hope. The letter says that 'faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen' (11:1).

This text does not so much give a theological or essential definition of faith as a descriptive definition, which stresses one of the main effects of faith in the soul of the believer - the assurance, the guarantee, that one will attain what one hopes for. It does not explicitly say what the material object of faith is (the truths revealed by God) or the formal motive of the act of faith (the authority of God revealing).

The First Vatican Council defined the act of faith as "a supernatural virtue by which, with the inspiration and help of God's grace, we believe that what he has revealed is true not because its intrinsic truth is seen by the natural light of reason, but because of the authority of God who reveals it, of God who can neither deceive nor be deceived" (De Fide Catholica [Denz. 1789]).

Final salvation, to which faith leads us, can only happen after death, when man sees God face to face, to the degree his charity allows - in other words, to the extent that he has put his faith into practice. This is indicated in chapter 11, which gives an impressive account of the saints of the Old Testament, who were men of heroic faith, confident of the day when the divine promises would be fulfilled.

Through the suffering, difficulties and obstacles they experienced in this life - and which they accepted with unshakeable faith - they eventually attained the reward which God had promised them.



Antonio Fuentes teaches Scripture at the University of Navarre in Spain. This continuing series is excerpted with permission from his Guide to the Bible, which is available from This Rock postpaid for $14.95. (California residents add $1.00 sales tax.) 

Additional resources: 1) http://catholic-resources.org/Bible/Epistles-Hebrews.htm
http://catholic-resources.org/Bible/Paul-Philippians.htm  (Clear, exhaustive and simplified study with bibliography by Rev. Dr.  Felix Justus S. J.).

2) http://catholic-resources.org/Bible/NT_Letters.htm  (by Fr. Felix Justus S. J.)
3) http://catholic-resources.org/Bible/ (Electronic New Testament Educational Resources by Fr. Felix Justus S. J.)
