Lesson One – Introduction to the book of Hebrews
Lesson Text:
Hebrews 1 – 13

Memory Verse:
Hebrews 13:8

Lesson Scope:
An overview of the book of Hebrews including the details about the writing of the book, the literary genre, the authorship, and the major themes found in the book.

Key Themes in the Lesson:

Excitement.  The book of Hebrews is full of excitement because things are better.  No matter what bad things are going on in the lives of the readers, things are better because of Christ.  When one gets into the mind of the author, you can feel his excitement as he goes through various discussions about how Christ is better, his covenant is better and his rewards are better than anything else.
Christ.  Hebrews is about Christ.  It is about his greatness.  It is about his superiority to any other person.  It is about the improved covenant that he ushered into the world for God’s people.
Faith.  Hebrews helps build faith.  The book was written for an original audience that was on the verge of persecution and needed lots of faith.  Readers of Hebrews today can also build lots of faith.
Reference.  Hebrews is an excellent reference for Christians.  Christians can refer to heroes of faith.  They can refer to the superiority of Christ.  Christians can also refer to the appropriate response as they fully understand how Christ is better.
Lesson Objectives:

Awareness.  Develop awareness in the minds of the students about the book of Hebrews and its importance to Christians.  Too many times Hebrews is written off as a book that is too hard to understand.  In reality, it is very practical and very applicable to modern day Christians.
Foundation.  Build a sufficient foundation about the book from which meaningful lessons can be taught in subsequent lessons.  Although future lessons will still be filled with plenty of meaning and applicability, the foundation provided in this lesson will help the student place it all in context.
Approach.  Establish an approach to study that will be beneficial for all involved in the class.  Not everybody learns the same way.  The goal of this series of lessons will be to touch upon multiple ways of learning and multiple ways of engaging the mind of Bible students.
I. Details about the writing of the book of Hebrews.

A. The Title.  The title “To the Hebrews” goes back as far as the last quarter of the second century, and perhaps earlier.  In other words, the title has been around for quite a while.  So, that leads us to wonder why somebody thought to apply the name “Hebrews” to the book in the first place.  The title probably reflects someone’s observation that the book, with its detailed argument based on the Old Testament, must have been written to an audience of Jews or to an audience of Jewish-Christians.

B. The Readers.  No doubt there is a close linkage of the title to the audience or the readers.  The readers of the book can be determined by looking at internal clues inside the book.  Let’s take a look at some of the views or opinions on the readers of this book.
1. The traditional view is that the book was written for Jewish-Christians.  To support this is the fact that the arguments in the book rely on a Jewish knowledge of concepts presented in the Old Testament.  However, some have noted that these arguments bear no resemblance to the ones that Paul used against Jewish-Christians found in Romans and Galatians.

2. Some scholars have identified the original recipients of Hebrews with a particular sect of the Jews.

3. Another view indicates that the readers were the Hebrews in the synagogue of the Diaspora, or dispersion of the Jews.  Take a look at a few of the factors that point to this.

a) The Jews had been dispersed throughout the Near East since the sixth century B. C.

b) Many Jewish writers attempted to make the Jewish religion intelligible to the Greek mind.  The Septuagint (Greek Old Testament) was a primary tool, and is the version quoted in Hebrews.

c) The author employs the elements of Jewish thought which had been used in the Hellenistic world to make the biblical faith intelligible to Greek philosophy.  One such teacher was named Philo.  Although the author of Hebrews likely knew of Philo, he probably was not writing in particular to him or to refute his teachings.

d) Most likely, the author adapted the language of the Hebrews in order to refute ideas that had their roots in Hellenism and to add encouragement to his readers.

e) If indeed this was written to the Jews who were dispersed across the Roman empire in synagogues, then we might ask if there was a specific geographic destination.  While we cannot be for certain, some have suggested it was written to Asia Minor, Alexandria, Italy, Palestine/Jerusalem, or just in general across the empire.

4. Some dispute whether the original audience was Jewish.

a) There is no indication that the author or the readers had personal experience with the sacrificial rites mentioned.

b) Paul often uses the Old Testament in letters to Gentile churches.

c) Many Gentile Christians were previously Jewish proselytes.

d) Hebrews 3:12, 5:12ff, 6:1ff are reminiscent of the missionary preaching to Gentiles common in the synagogue.

Hebrews 3:12

12
See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God.

Hebrews 5:12
12
In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God's word all over again. You need milk, not solid food!

Hebrews 6:1-2
1
Therefore let us leave the elementary teachings about Christ and go on to maturity, not laying again the foundation of repentance from acts that lead to death, and of faith in God,

2
instruction about baptisms, the laying on of hands, the resurrection of the dead, and eternal judgment.

C. Date of Writing.  It is hard to separate the discussion on the date of writing from the discussion on authorship.  However, they are separated here as a way to consider each.  
1. The two major areas of thought are that it was written in the mid to late 60’s or that it was written at the end of the first century.  These are primarily considered because the book seems to be written during or immediately prior to a period of intense persecution for the readers.

a) The first imperial persecution of Christians occurred during the reign of Nero from AD 64 - 67.  Christians were crucified by being thrown to wild beasts, and by being wrapped in combustible material and burned to death.  Nero laughed as he listened to the shrieks of pain from the victims.  It was during this persecution that Peter and Paul were martyred.

b) The second imperial persecution was by Domitian in AD 95.  Although short, it was extremely severe, leading to the death of 40,000 Christians.  It was during this persecution that John was banished to the island of Patmos.

2. Thompson and Coffman came to different conclusions based on their analysis.  Their views are summarized below.
a) Thompson’s view is that it was written before 96 A.D. because some writings by Clement quote Hebrews.  In addition, Hebrews 10:32 talks of persecutions.  These persecutions might have occurred during the reign of Domitian.  This was the first wide-spread persecution of Christians.  Thompson also admits that it could be during a period of some local persecution, which was common.  Or that it could even be during an era of Jewish nationalism that resulted in persecution by Nero.  However, Thompson concluded that it was written sometime in the latter part of the first century.
b) Coffman recognized the same facts, but came to a different conclusion.  He believed it had to have been before the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 because you get the impression that the services were still being conducted in the temple in Jerusalem.  However, it could not have been written long before A.D. 70.  There was a time interval between the first great wave of Christianity and the time of the writing (see 5:12).  And, Timothy is mentioned (13:23), indicating it was near the end of Paul’s ministry.  Depending on the theories on the time of Timothy’s imprisonment, the date could not have been much earlier than A.D. 62 or 64.  So, Coffman concluded that if Paul wrote it, it was A.D. 64 or 65 but if it was another, then A.D. 67 or 68.

D. Author.  Interestingly, for a book that has been studied for many years and thoroughly analyzed, no one can say for certain who was the author of this book.  Many believe it was Paul.  But there are other thoughts as well.  However, the important thing to recognize is that the book of Hebrews is definitely inspired and has definitely withstood the test of time.  Below are some considerations and ideas of several people regarding authorship.
1. The ancient church in the eastern part of the Roman empire considered it to be Paul.  Conversely, the ancient church of the western part considered it to be Barnabas.
2. In the fourth century, it was generally accepted that Paul was the author of this book.  However, in the sixteenth century, Luther and Calvin refuted this idea because the style and content do not sound like Paul’s other books.

3. Still other ideas are that it was Luke, Apollos or even Clement of Rome.

4. But once again, the human author does not matter.  The content gives its significance to Christians.  And the content confirms that it must have been inspired by God.

E. Purpose of the book.  There was a great danger of many Jewish Christians falling away from their faith.  A generation had passed, and Christ had not yet returned.  The initial enthusiasm had waned, many were enduring persecution, and others were struggling with sin and ignorance.  Furthermore, some had to sit through the scorn of their families and friends who still claimed Judaism as God’s will for them.  But it wasn’t just about race and patriotism.  It was also about the battle between the external nature of the old covenant and the internal nature of the new covenant.  The whole aim of the book was to address the attributes of the old covenant one by one to show the superiority of Christ.  Its purpose was to encourage its readers to remember about the perfection of their covenant due to the sacrifice of Jesus.  But more than that, it was a call to action for Christians, no matter what the circumstances.

II. Major themes and their development in the book.

One can find multiple themes and sub-themes throughout the book of Hebrews.  In fact, each lesson in this study of will call out two or three specific themes.  However, there are a few themes that appear over and over throughout the book.

A. Better.  One of the themes for this lesson is the excitement from the book of Hebrews, primarily due to the fact that things are better for Christians.  In this book, the author shows how Christ is better than the angels, better than Moses, and better than the High Priest.  He also shows how Christ provides a better covenant which is due to a better sacrifice and leads to better blessings.  Finally, the author shows how Christ expects better.
B. Today.  Today shows the timeliness and the urgency of the letter for the readers of Hebrews.

1. Neil Lightfoot chose the title “Jesus Christ Today” for his commentary on Hebrews because the term Today indicates that the fulfillment of something that has been waited for is now at hand.  Today also indicates the opportunities and blessings that exist right now.  Most importantly, Today is the time to respond and to take action based upon the knowledge and the reality of Christ.
2. Not only is the theme of Today apparent in the letter, the word itself comes out in the following passages:
Hebrews 3:7-8

7
So, as the Holy Spirit says: "Today, if you hear his voice,

8
do not harden your hearts as you did in the rebellion, during the time of testing in the desert,

Hebrews 3:13

13
But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin's deceitfulness.

Hebrews 13:8

8
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.

C. Pioneer.  Jesus is shown to be a pioneer of salvation.  As the leader, He took on things first so that others could follow after him.  And he continues to be a pioneer even today.  Consider these pioneering concepts with their supporting passages:
1. He leads the way – He is the Author
Hebrews 2:10

10
In bringing many sons to glory, it was fitting that God, for whom and through whom everything exists, should make the author of their salvation perfect through suffering.

Hebrews 12:2

2
Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.

2. He has experienced the same situations
Hebrews 2:14, 17

14
Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death-- that is, the devil--

17
For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people.

3. He is a Forerunner
Hebrews 6:19-20

19
We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure. It enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain,

20
where Jesus, who went before us, has entered on our behalf. He has become a high priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.

4. Others can follow
Hebrews 10:19-20

19
Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus,

20
by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body,

(1) He intercedes for us
Hebrews 7:25

25
Therefore he is able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them.

5. He is an example of faith, shown by his endurance
Hebrews 12:1-2

1
Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.

2
Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.

D. Action.  Earlier we mentioned how Christ expects better.  In other words, he expects His people to take action and continue to grow.  There are several major and minor exhortations spread throughout the book where Christians are encouraged to do something.  Consider this passage from chapter 10 where the readers are instructed to (1) draw near, (2) hold, (3) consider and (4) meet.
Hebrews 10:19-25

19
Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus,

20
by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body,

21
and since we have a great priest over the house of God,

22
let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water.

23
Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful.

24
And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.

25
Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another-- and all the more as you see the Day approaching.

E. Drifting Away.  The author realizes the importance of his reader maintaining their faith and not drifting away.  Persecution, temptation, immaturity, Hellenism and Judaism all pose major threats, as seen in the following passages:

Hebrews 2:1-4

1
We must pay more careful attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away.

2
For if the message spoken by angels was binding, and every violation and disobedience received its just punishment,

3
how shall we escape if we ignore such a great salvation? This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him.

4
God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.

Hebrews 10:25, 32-34

25
Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another-- and all the more as you see the Day approaching.

32
Remember those earlier days after you had received the light, when you stood your ground in a great contest in the face of suffering.

33
Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and persecution; at other times you stood side by side with those who were so treated.

34
You sympathized with those in prison and joyfully accepted the confiscation of your property, because you knew that you yourselves had better and lasting possessions.

Hebrews 3:12

12
See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God.

Hebrews 5:11-14
11
We have much to say about this, but it is hard to explain because you are slow to learn.

12
In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God's word all over again. You need milk, not solid food!
13
Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness.

14
But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.

III. Value of the book to Contemporary Christians.

From reading the previous sections, it quickly becomes obvious that Christians in the latter half of the first century certainly needed this type of book.  They needed to be encouraged, and they needed to be reminded of how much better they have it because of Christ.  But it may take us a little longer to understand the relevance to modern day Christians.  Do we need the same type of encouragement and exhortation?  We certainly do!  Here are a few of the reasons we should seriously study the book of Hebrews and internalize its meaning.

A. Linkage to the Old Testament.  There are many references to the Old Testament made in Hebrews.  Each of these helps us to see the same God at work in the Old and the New Testament.  Since it’s the same God, then our understanding of the Old Testament helps us in understanding the New Testament, and the new covenant that we live by today.  In addition, Hebrews provides an essential conduit of understanding how the Old Testament and New Testament fit together.

B. Christ.  There are many attributes and activities of Christ that are shown in this book.  These attributes and activities still apply today including (1) Royalty, (2) High Priest, (3) Radiance, (4) Better and (5) Once-for-all sacrifice.  It is encouraging to know these facets, and to realize that we have an active and excellent Savior, King and High Priest working for us.

C. Exhortation.  The exhortations that applied to the readers in the first century in many ways apply Christians today.  We can be warned and encouraged as we read and understand this book.

D. God’s Word.  As a part of God’s word, we must understand what it means in our lives.  Although it may get tricky sometimes, we should not succumb to the temptation that Hebrews is too hard for ordinary Christians to understand.

IV. Conclusion - Our approach to Study.

A. Class time will be a catalyst for the important study - your personal study.

B. There will be a reading assignment, and possibly an extended study assignment before or after each class.

C. Memory work will enhance your ability to put this part of God’s word into your daily life.

V. Personal Study:

A. Read the entire book of Hebrews in one sitting this week.

B. Read the book of Hebrews a second time.  Stop after each chapter and describe in one sentence what the chapter is trying to say.

C. Memorize  - Hebrews 13:8

D. Read Hebrews 1:1-14 for next week.
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Lesson One – Teacher’s Lesson Plan

1. Open the class with a brainstorming activity on the whiteboard.  Ask the class to volunteer some of the things they remember from previous studies about the book of Hebrews.  Are there any particular verses that come to mind?  Are there any lessons that have been of special value to a class member?  Record a bulleted list of their comments on the whiteboard.

2. Provide an overview of the class, highlighting the course outline found in the Student Guide.  Note that the text for each lesson can be read before class.  Also note that there are memory verses associated with each lesson.  Yes, adults can do memory work too!

3. Discuss the expectations for the class from both the student and teacher perspective.
a.
Ask the students what their expectations are from the study of Hebrews.  That is, what do they hope will occur in class, and what do they hope to take away from the class at the end of the quarter.  Some potential expectations are as follows:

· Receive a deeper understanding of the book of Hebrews

· Be able to use the book as a source of encouragement

· Understand the role of Hebrews in linking the New Testament to the Old Testament

· Realize spiritual rewards of classroom discussion of Hebrews

· Realize spiritual rewards of personal study of Hebrews

· Obtain ideas/tools for additional personal study of Hebrews

b. You can then share your expectations from the class.  You can use the list below as a starting point, and modify it to fit your personal teaching style.

· Prepare before class

· Take notes

· Ask questions

· Provide Input

· Follow along with your Bible

· Review / study after class

· Be on time

· Memorize verses

4. Turn the attention of the class to the scope for this lesson.

An overview of the book of Hebrews including the details about the writing of the book, the literary genre, the authorship, and the major themes found in the book.

5. Share with the class some of the details about the writing of Hebrews.  Do not feel you have to cover every point in study guide.  The main thing is to cover some of the foundational items upon which future lessons will be built.

6. Spend some time illustrating some of the major themes that are repeated in the book.  Use the scripture references to assist you in developing these themes.  To encourage class participation, you can assign or ask for volunteers to read various passages.

7. Once you have illustrated the themes in the book, you will also want to develop the value of the book to contemporary Christians.  This is a key point you will want to stress in your class.  Hebrews is extremely relevant for Christians today, and you will want to emphasize this beginning with the first lesson.
8. Wrap up today’s study by talking about the approach that will be taken to the study of Hebrews.  Establish the importance of personal study outside of class.  Encourage preparation for next week by reading ahead.  Call attention to the preview for next week found at the end of the Student Guide.
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The scope of this lesson includes an overview of the book of Hebrews including the details about the writing of the book, the literary genre, the authorship, and the major themes found in the book
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Notes about the writing of the book of Hebrews.

Notes on Major themes and their development in the book.

Notes on the value of the book to Contemporary Christians.

Personal Study

A. Read the entire book of Hebrews in one sitting this week.

B. Read the book of Hebrews a second time.  Stop after each chapter and describe in one sentence what the chapter is trying to say.

C. Memorize  - Hebrews 13:8

D. Read Hebrews 1:1-14 for next week.
Preview for Lesson Two

Have you ever wanted to describe the nature of Christ, but couldn’t quite get the right words?  Do you ever struggle with linking the Old Testament to the New Testament?  Hebrews chapter one addresses both of these issues.  You’ll see in two short verses a magnificent description of the nature of Christ.  In the rest of the chapter, you’ll see how the Old Testament actually refers to Christ, and specifically to his relationship to angels.  Take some time to read Hebrews chapter one and to consider its meaning.
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