
Problems and pastoral
response (1)
Once you do know what the question actually is, you’ll
know what the answer means

Hebrews is a book of answers that demand questions to go with
them. In ‘The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy’, the computer
Deep Thought comes up with the answer to the Great Question of

Life, the Universe and Everything. The answer is Forty-two. Everyone
complains at this anticlimax to which the computer replies, ‘I think the
problem, to be quite honest with you, is that you’ve never actually known
what the problem is … So once you do know what the question actually is,
you’ll know what the answer means.’1 If you read through the book of
Hebrews you will find little difficulty in working out what the writer
believes is the answer to the problems faced by the Hebrew Christians. It is
that they need to gain an understanding and appreciation of Jesus as their
great High Priest. However because this concept is based on the Old
Testament pattern of life and worship, it is alien to us as 21st century
Christians and so people find Hebrews difficult and unrewarding, and fail
to appreciate the answer. To help us avoid this we will first examine the
problems that lie behind the writing of Hebrews in order fully to
understand and benefit from the answer that Hebrews gives us.

Christ is the answer
No one who reads the letter to the Hebrews could doubt for a minute that
the writer sees Christ as the answer to the needs of those to whom he is
writing. This is clear from the very first verses of chapter one, which acts as
an introduction to the whole letter. Without any greetings section, such as
we would find in most of the letters of the New Testament, the writer
contrasts the present, ‘in these last days [God] has spoken to us by his Son’
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(v 2), with the entire past period of Old Testament revelation, ‘In the past
God spoke to our forefathers at many times and in various ways’ (v 1). The
contrasts are firstly between the once for all nature of God speaking to us in
a Son and the long periods and different types of speech used before.
Secondly, in the fact that this event brings in a new era in God’s dealings
with humanity, ‘these last days’ (v 2). William Lane translates the
expression as, ‘this final age’,2 which is the period when decisive events that
fulfil the Old Testament promises of God’s triumph through his Messiah
have taken place. These are the D-Day events that guarantee the eventual
VE day of complete and final triumph when all God’s promises in Christ
will have been fulfilled.

The reason for these contrasts between the two periods of revelation is
the greatness of the Son. This greatness is seen in his involvement in the
creation of the universe, ‘through whom he made the universe’; in its
continuance, ‘sustaining all things by his powerful word’; and in its destiny,
‘whom he appointed heir of all things.’ Also in that he is intimately related
to God as ‘the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his
being’ and that he is one who has dealt with sin completely, in a way no
other has done before him; ‘After he had provided purification for sins, he
sat down at the right hand of the majesty in heaven.’

This emphasis on Christ as the answer continues throughout the letter.
There are direct commands: ‘fix your thoughts on Jesus, the apostle and
high priest whom we confess’ (3:1), and: ‘Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the
author and perfecter of our faith’ (12:2) and there is detailed and lengthy
teaching on Jesus as ‘our great high priest who has gone through the
heavens’ (4:14). This teaching about Jesus as a great High Priest is
developed in the passage from 4:14 to 10:31. This is the subject that will be
the focus of this book. What we need to do at the outset of our study is to
consider what problems those receiving this letter had and what questions
they needed answering.

The danger the Hebrews are in
We can advance our understanding by looking at the evident danger that
confronted those receiving the letter. One of the major features of the letter
to the Hebrews is the warning passages. Without going into detail about the
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interpretation of these passages, which I have done elsewhere,3 there are
certain points that are obvious. These are people who have heard and
received the truth and whose danger is that they may ‘drift away’ (2:1) and
who therefore in their faith and life need to ‘hold firmly to the end the
confidence we had at first’ (3:14). The result of a failure at this point would
be catastrophic for those receiving the letter. If ‘we ignore such a great
salvation’ (2:3), then there is only ‘a fearful expectation of judgement and
of raging fire’ (10:27). 

A particular cause of concern here is that the Hebrew Christians do not
realise their danger. This is why Hebrews 3:13 warns them of the danger of
being ‘hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.’ Sin, even the major sin of deserting
the gospel and hardening the heart against God, never appears in its true
colours. Sin deceives us both as to its nature and its consequences. One 17th
century writer says, ‘All the devices of sin are as fair baits whereby
dangerous hooks are covered over to entice silly fish to snap at them, so as
they are taken and made a prey to the fisher.’ 4

Clearly then we are not so much looking at a particular temptation or
problem within the Christian life. What is warned against is the danger of
actually deserting the Christian gospel and so abandoning a Christian
lifestyle and coming under God’s judgement.

The questions and problems facing the Hebrews
There are a number of these and most of them link to the identity of the
group of Christians receiving the letter. I am taking the view, with the
majority of scholars, that the recipients are Christians with a Jewish
background and are members of the dispersion, that is, that the Jewish
communities to which they belong are not in Palestine but are among those
dispersed around the Mediterranean world. The evidence that the audience
is Jewish is that the argument of the letter deals largely with Jewish
institutions and practices, which would be a strange method to adopt if one
were writing to non-Jews. The evidence that they are Jews of the dispersion
is shown by the use of the Septuagint for quotations. The Septuagint was
the Greek version of the Old Testament used in the synagogues of the
dispersion. Some writers are more specific in terms of the group’s
background, thinking for example of a group of former priests or those
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who have an Essene background. This speculation completely outruns any
evidence we have. The same applies to the attempt to be dogmatic about the
location of the congregation—for example locating them in Rome.
Whatever disagreements there may be about questions like these it is
actually far more important that we grasp the external and internal
difficulties these Christians were facing. These are matters that the text of
Hebrews does give us great help with.

Problem 1: suffering for the faith
Both when the writer to the Hebrews talks about the past: ‘Remember
those earlier days after you had received the light, when you stood your
ground in a great contest in the face of suffering’ (10:32) and the present: ‘In
your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding
your blood’ (12:4), he is realistic about the experiences they have had and
may yet face. They had stood firm in the past: ‘Sometimes you were publicly
exposed to insult and persecution; and at other times you stood side by side
with those who were so treated. You sympathised with those in prison and
joyfully accepted the confiscation of your property, because you knew that
you yourselves had better and lasting possessions’ (10:33–34). They need to
continue to do so but the danger is they may ‘shrink back’ (10:39). Though
it is not made explicit in the letter it seems probable that the shrinking back
would be to turn from the Christian faith to Judaism, which was a tolerated
religion in the Roman Empire. The Jews had exemption from practices
such as Emperor worship, which were no less unacceptable to the Christian
community.

We can all sympathise with the Hebrew Christians because most of us
can cope with difficulties and suffering, such as nastiness from family
members or from colleagues at work, for a short time. Our problem really
comes when there is no let up in hostilities as time goes by and no sign that
there ever will be. Once I had a job in a garage and part of the cost of being
a Christian was to make a stand against the unpleasant and overt racism of
some of the staff. This I did and suffered considerable hostility as a result.
To make that initial stand against racism was hard but I found that in the
longer term the temptation to compromise in other less obvious areas was
greater. This was because compromise on other matters meant I could
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escape the prospect of long-drawn out antagonism in my workplace. The
Hebrew Christians likewise found the long-term problems of suffering for
their faith more difficult than the short term ones.

Problem 2: The problem of not belonging
When shopping for trainers I worry about comfort and price. I am middle-
aged and do not even know which labels are acceptable at the moment. My
17–year-old son looks for labels. If a product does not have the right label
then it does not even get considered. It is not that comfort and price do not
bother him, but whether or not he is seen as fitting in with his friends and
what they wear worries him a lot more. Understandably we all like a sense
of belonging.

It is a sense of belonging that the Hebrew Christians are desperately
missing. There are several reasons for this; firstly it is because of
estrangement from the Jewish Community and the practice of the Jewish
faith. In this period the Jewish community was not in a ghetto, as it was so
often later on, but still formed a strong, distinct and united group. As time
went on the Christian community, in some areas still largely Jewish, was
progressively cut off from the Jewish community. Gordon J Keddie writes:

The ties of nation and family, of sentiment and tradition, all constitute a siren call for
Hebrew Christians and their modern equivalent, the Messianic Jews. For Jewish
Christians, the fact that the Old Testament patterns for worship and life had been
God’s mandate made it all the more difficult to come to the place of seeing certain parts
of it fall away because Messiah had come.5

Their desire for belonging surfaces in the way in which the writer to the
Hebrews encourages them. They feel cut off from Jerusalem, the city which
forms a centre of Jewish life and worship, so they are encouraged that by
the example of Abraham, who also left his roots, and was: ‘looking
forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God’
(11:10). In the same way, Abraham’s descendants, who are identified with
the Christian community in 2:16, are ‘longing for a better country—a
heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he
has prepared a city for them’ (11:16). They actually have already: ‘come to
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Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God’ (12:22).
Jesus also suffered rejection by the Jewish people and ‘suffered outside the
city gate to make the people holy through his own blood’ (Hebrews 13:12).
Their responsibility is to respond in faith and to ‘go to him [Jesus] outside
the camp, bearing the disgrace he bore. For here we do not have an enduring
city, but we are looking for the city that is to come’ (13:13-14).

Another factor in this may be the problem of loss within the Christian
community. People are exhorted, ‘Let us not give up meeting together, as
some are in the habit of doing’ (10:25) and so clearly have seen a falling
away from the group of believers they meet with. In the first two centuries
of Christianity there were no special buildings used for worship and
believers would meet together in the home of one of the members. When,
in the third century, special buildings were constructed for Christian
gatherings, they were modelled on the room into which guests were
received in the typical Roman or Greek household. This clearly put a limit
on the number who could meet, for such a room could accommodate
thirty people in comfort and perhaps half as many again in discomfort.
This would mean that, if the Hebrew Christians’ meeting followed a
typical pattern, the group was probably no larger, and possibly smaller,
than 45.6 This would mean that even a small number of believers leaving
the fellowship would be very noticeable, and very discouraging to those
who remain. Recently a family of seven, who can make up nearly a quarter
of our evening congregation, joined our church. Then later we lost a
family of four due to a sudden and serious illness. To gain or lose even a
small number is very noticeable in a small group of people. Additionally
they have lost, perhaps through persecution, their first generation of
leaders (13:7). Often when strong leaders leave a church or a Christian
organisation, some believers, who previously appeared quite stable and
reliable, begin to waver in their commitment and to lose confidence. It is
for this reason that they are reminded to, ‘Consider the outcome of their
[your leaders’] way of life and imitate their faith’ (13:7) and are reminded
that, ‘Jesus Christ [the focus of that faith] is the same, yesterday and today
and for ever’ (13:8). Certainly these factors of experienced loss will
contribute to making the Hebrew Christians feel alone and rather helpless
as events go on.
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Problem 3: Weaknesses in their own faith
When we experience problems, as Christians there are nearly always
external difficulties involved. Things that are happening, or not happening,
precipitate the problems. However, the reason that these external
difficulties become problems is most often because of internal defects in
our own faith and understanding. There does appear to be such a defect in
the faith of the Hebrew Christians. Its nature can be deduced from the way
in which the writer stresses the inwardness and non-visibility of the truths
of the Christian faith throughout the letter. These aspects point to its
superiority, that it is ‘better’ as the writer often expresses it, when compared
to what went before. One example of this is in 9:11–14, where Christ ‘went
through the greater and more perfect tabernacle that is not man-made, that
is to say not a part of this creation’ (v 11). The place then is heaven and the
sacrifice is not the visible repetitive sacrifice of ‘the blood of goats and
calves’ but ‘his own blood’ (v 12) once offered in the past on Calvary. The
result is not that the sacrifice will ‘sanctify them so that they are outwardly
clean’ (v 13), but that it will ‘cleanse our consciences … so that we may
serve the living God’ (v 14). This stress results from the fulfilment, not the
abolition, of the Old Testament pattern of worship and sacrifice, which
takes place in Christ. Clearly it appears that the Hebrew Christians
actually missed and regretted the loss of the outward and visible aspects,
the ceremonies and sacrifices, associated with Old Covenant worship and
were not enjoying the full cleansing of conscience that the gospel offered to
them.

The problem of relying too much on visible things is clearly being
guarded against in Hebrews 10:35–11:40. The section aims to inspire to
faith by the example of faithful heroes but there is a deeper message about
faith which needs to be appreciated as well. Faith is ‘being sure of what we
hope for and certain of what we do not see’ (11:1). Looking through the
chapter we realise that the common link is that faith bases itself on God’s
promises and not on anything visible or touchable. This is still how
Christians are to live although we are living at a later stage in the fulfilment
of God’s plans and promises; ‘God had planned something better for us so
that only together with us would they be made perfect’ (11:40). This
flagging of faith experienced by the Hebrew Christians is not anything else
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than failing to believe God. In the 21st century, like the first, we experience
the problem of continuing in faith when events and disappointments
disillusion and discourage us. Almost never are people persuaded out of
their Christian commitment by argument. Almost always difficulty and
discouragement erode them out of it.

However in Hebrews 13:9–16 there is a direct reference to the problem,
although the details must be regarded as obscure. What the Hebrew
Christians must not do is to seek for their ‘hearts to be strengthened … by
ceremonial foods, which are of no value to those who eat them’ (v 9). In
contrast, ‘it is good for our hearts to be strengthened by grace’. The
likelihood is that the ceremonial foods are connected with the Jewish
sacrifices but, though this and other details are debatable, the key point is
plain. Christianity is not primarily a religion of ceremonial and sacrament
but of faith in Jesus resulting in a way of life lived in response to his
sacrifice. A recent commentator writes that the Christian faith, as taught to
the Hebrew Christians is a ‘piety that is not grounded in sacramental
practice, but that draws directly from the sacrificial death of Christ
implications for the Christian life.’7 Geerhardus Vos, who believes that the
recipients of the letter were Gentile Christians, writes, ‘the hypothesis of
religious externalism lying at the bottom of the readers’ trouble seems to
explain their condition.’8 Externalism is a desire to feel and handle things
and have them as supports to our faith. This is felt to be an easier option
than living by a faith based on God’s word and promise alone. This meant
that their experience of humiliation on the way to glory, and the delay in the
fulfilment of all God’s promises in Christ, presented them with a persistent
and nagging problem.

There is nothing remote about this problem and the Lord Jesus warned
his disciples in the Parable of the Sower (Matthew 13:1–23) that some
believers will last ‘only a short time. [Because] When trouble or persecution
comes because of the word, he quickly falls away’ (v 21). In other words
such ‘believers’ cannot live by faith when faced with serious and painful
difficulties. A similar problem has shown itself in recent years when several
prominent evangelicals, such as Thomas Howard and Franky Schaeffer,
have joined the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches. One factor
motivating the decision has been the need to join a visible Christian
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community with historic roots in face of the gimmickry and pragmatic
nature of much contemporary evangelicalism. An emphasis on ceremony
and historical tradition like this can be misleading to us, as the continuity
we need to seek is spiritual and relates to shared faith rather than
institutions and ceremonies. Peter Adam writes:

Hebrews asserts that, in the words of the writer of the preface concerning ceremonies
in the Book of Common Prayer, ‘Christ’s Gospel is not Ceremonial Law (as much of
Moses’ Law was) but it is a Religion to serve God, not in bondage of figure or shadow,
but in the freedom of the Spirit. ‘Christianity is not a cultic religion. Our ever-stronger
emphasis on the beautiful traditions of Anglican worship (and other liturgical
traditions) may be obscuring this truth in practise today. 9

The great emphasis in recent years on spirituality and spiritualities, which
in many ways can be very helpful, does run the risk of falling into this
error.

Moving on
So far, then, we have looked at the problems experienced by the Hebrew
Christians for which the major answer is Christ as our great High Priest. In
the next chapter we will begin to explore the way in which the writer to the
Hebrews answers the questions raised by the troubles of those to whom he
writes.
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