Hebrews:  An Introduction

Author and Occasion
Some believe that Hebrews was written by Paul (they think that Hebrews is the letter that Peter is referring to in 2Peter 3:15-17).  Many others believe that Hebrews was written by an unnamed, second generation believer (someone who hadn’t seen Jesus physically, but had met him through the preaching of the apostles, see Hebrews 2:3).  We don’t know for sure who wrote it, but we do know that it was written to Christians who are suffering intense persecution during the great tribulation before the destruction of the Jewish temple in 70AD.  These Christians are being tempted to adopt the Old Covenant way of life, possibly to avoid this persecution.  The author’s message is that returning to the Old Covenant way of life is to deny Jesus and the New Covenant that he established.  
Outline 

1:1—4:13

Jesus is the Best Revelation of God

1:1—2:18
Prophet better than Angels (Deliverers of the Old Covenant)

3:1-19
Priest better than Moses (Mediator of the Old Covenant)

4:1-13
King better than Joshua (Leader of Israel to the Old Covenant rest)
4:14—10:18
Jesus gives us the Best Relationship with God

5:1—7:28    Better than the Levitical Priesthood

8:1—13
  Better than the Old Covenant with Israel


9:1—10:18  Better than the Tabernacle and its Sacrifices


10:19—13:21
Keep Your Faith and Your Church Family
Themes
Reading Hebrews after Exodus and Leviticus might be a bit confusing.  After all the laws, the tabernacle, and the minutia of the sacrifices and rituals, Hebrews seems to say, “Now none of that was really important.  In fact, we can throw it all out.”  Two concepts will help us make sense of this apparent contradiction:  Mission Impossible and an Ultrasound.
Mission Impossible—In the church’s beginning, there was a lot of confusion over how the Old Testament applied to Christians in the Church (these types of questions are still debated today).  Hebrews argues that if you obey the laws of the Old Covenant (God’s covenant with the nation of Israel), you weren’t simply choosing one church culture over another.  It meant much more than that.  To obey the Jewish Old Covenant was to declare that Jesus only came to save one nation, and not the whole world.  If you had to obey the Old Covenant to follow Jesus, then only Jewish people could be saved (because you’d have to become Jewish in order to follow Jesus).  This denied a central theme of the gospel—Jesus is the Savior of the all the nations.  It also denied even the Old Covenant itself, because the Old Covenant said that through Abraham all the nations of the earth would be blessed (Gen 12:3).  To go back to obeying the Old Covenant would undermine God’s New Covenant and render the church’s mission to bless all the nations impossible.  

Old Testament as Ultrasound—Picture a couple pregnant with their first child.  Nothing is more precious to them than their ultrasound photos.  Though they are merely images of the form of their baby’s body, the parents proudly present them to anyone they can.  Once the baby is born, however, those ultrasound pictures are pasted into scrapbook and largely ignored.  This is closer to Hebrews’ message about the Old Covenant (the covenant God made with the nation of Israel in Exodus):  Why go back to the ultrasound of the Old Covenant when you already have the new life that Jesus brings?
Over and over again Hebrews tells us, “Jesus is like what you read about in the Old Testament… only better!”  As you read about leaders, think of Jesus, the better leader.  As you read about sacrifices, think of Jesus, the better sacrifice.  As you read about priests, think of Jesus, the better priest.  Hebrews is a wonderful lesson on how we should read the Old Testament.  God has given us an inspired lesson on how to interpret the Bible!
As you read these descriptions of “How Jesus is greater than…” realize that this Jesus who is “greater than” is your savior!  The blessings we experience as New Covenant Christians far exceed the blessings of even the greatest Old Covenant saints (Matt 11:11)!  Jesus isn’t just a Prophet, Priest, and King greater than his Old Covenant counterparts, he is YOUR Prophet, Priest, and King!  He reveals God to you.  And He gives you a relationship with God.  These are the blessings of knowing and following Jesus.
The Warnings—Hebrews continually warns its readers throughout the letter.  The theme of these warnings is that in the midst of difficult times and persecution, don’t lose hope!  Continue to believe and trust Jesus!  This is a word that we all need to hear, especially when we experience trials and suffering.  Let the hard times not drive you away from faith and the church family, but let them drive you again back to Jesus—the one who guarantees blessings and an eternal inheritance in the city which is to come (Heb 13:14).  Jesus had this exact conversation with the disciples in John’s gospel.  In chapter 6:67-68, “Jesus said to the Twelve, ‘Do you want to go away as well?’  Simon Peter answered him, ‘Lord, to whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal life.’”  This is the message of Hebrews.  Don’t lose sight of Jesus.  If you let go of him, there’s nowhere else to go. 
