
The Letter of Hebrews 
Background 

 
The Letter to the Hebrews is not a letter at all, but a theological treatise written by a 
highly skilled and learned anonymous author. 

The book is considered a “masterpiece” of ancient Greek, flawless in its 
composition.  The author is quite well-read in the Hebrew Bible, Jewish history, 
various 1st Century Christian writings, and has a thorough understanding of both 
Pauline and Johannine theology.  It is a systematic theology at its finest. 

 
The book was not written to the wider community, but was originally intended for 
leaders in the Post-Apostolic age of the Christian Church. 
 Hebrews 2: 4-5, make it clear that the age of the Apostles has come to an end. 

Because of the numerous quotes of the Psalms and its use of Jewish history, it has 
often been posited that the book was intended for a wayward Jewish-Christian 
community. 

But now, the consensus is the theology is too high for a general audience, 
and it was written by a “Teacher of Teacher’s for Teachers of the Faith.” 

 
Scholars and Christian leaders have speculated who is the author of the book for 
centuries!  It is one of the great mysteries of the New Testament. The three most 
prominent theories are: 

• The Apostle Paul – championed by Jerome and Augustine (4th Century) and later 
ascribed to Paul by the King James Bible 

• Clement of Alexandria – proposed by Origen (3rd Century)  

• Priscilla  - proposed by van Harnack (20th Century)  
 
 
Themes for Chapters 1-6 

1. SONSHIP! 
a. One of the prominent themes of the book of Hebrews is the theological 

concept of “Sonship.”  Jesus is the Son of God. 
b. Jesus’ Sonship was essential for God’s salvific work to triumph over death 

and evil. 
c. Jesus’ Sonship is pre-existent (John), during his life (Psalms), and in his 

death-resurrection (Paul).  Chapter 1 uses all of these! 
d. Jesus’ Sonship makes him greater than angels and the definitive 

culmination of the faithful witness of Hebrew prophets, poets, priests, and 
leaders. 



 
2. Redemptive Suffering and the Priestly Sacrifice 

a. It is by going through suffering, and not turning away from it, Christ 
precured salvation for the world. 

b. Like the High Priest going behind the curtain of the Temple to offer a 
sacrifice for atonement, Christ went behind the veil of death, and offered 
his own suffering for atonement (6:19).   

c. “Because he himself was tested by what he suffered, he is able to help 
those who are being tested” (2:18) 

d. Christ’s act of atonement is an “anchor” of hope in troubled times, and 
allows the soul to endure its own sufferings and trials in the present (6:19). 

 
 

3. Jesus the High Priest 
a. Jesus has two attributes of the High Priest: divine appointment (5:4), and 

the ability to empathize with our suffering and our human condition (4:15) 
b. Jesus has given us access to God’s gift of grace that forgives us for past 

transgressions, is present with us now, and available to us in future 
circumstances: 

i. “Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that 
we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” (4:16) 

c. The Order of Melchizedek: Melchizedek was the King of Salem and the High 
Priest for El Eylon (Hebrew for “The God Most High”).  He blesses Abram on 
his journey and gives a tithe to YHWH.  He is often referred to as the first 
“non-child of Abraham” to follow God.  Christian mystics have often 
associated him as understanding the pre-existence of Christ.   

d. By the author giving Christ the title of High Priest of the Order of 
Melchizedek, the author is making the case of Christ’s transcendence 
beyond the scope of Judaism. 

 
 

 
 
 


