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Title

The earliest attestation of the title, “To the Hebrews” (pros Hebraious) is in Tertullian: “Barnabae titulus ad Hebraeos” (De pudicitia 20, c. 220 CE). (Goodspeed 253)

The name reflects an early mistake: that Hebrews must be addressed to Jews to convert them; or that Hebrews must be addressed to Jewish Chrstians, to confirm them in their faith. (Goodspeed 258)

Audience

The church addressed in the letter is not leading others as it should be doing (5:12). (Goodspeed 255). One thinks therefore of Jerusalem or Rome. But the church addressed is not Jerusalem, since that church ceased to exist in 70 CE; and the author refers not to the Jerusalem temple but to the tabernacle in the wilderness. (Goodspeed 258) Rome, on the other hand, matches admirably the characteristics of the letter’s audience. 1 Clement alludes to Hebrews many times, but especially in 1 Clem 36; “indeed much of its plan is copied from that of Hebrews” (Goodspeed 259). Perhaps 1 Clement is the response to Hebrews’ demand that Rome instruct the other churches as it should (Goodspeed 259).

13:24, “Those who come from Italy bring you greetings,” suggests that the addressees are an Italian, i.e. Roman, congregation. (Goodspeed 259)

Author

Alexandrian fathers (Pantaenus, Origen) accept that Hebrews was written by Paul (Goodspeed 257). But it was not accepted in the West until the mid-300s (Hilary of Potiers, d. 367) (Goodspeed 259).

Tertullian says the author was Barnabas (“Barnabae titulus ad Hebraeos,” De pudicitia 20) (Goodspeed 253, 259). The author probably was not Jewish, since he prefers the Septuagint (a Greek translation of Hebrew scriptures, c. 250-100 BCE) (Goodspeed 259).

Hebrews may originally have claimed to be by Paul. That would explain several things:

its early acceptance among the Pauline letters (Goodspeed 257)
its very Pauline reference to Timothy (13:23) (Goodspeed 257)
its acquaintance with Paul’s collected letters (Goodspeed 264)
its need of a name (If it claimed to be by Paul, it could not be called “Romans,” since that already existed [Goodspeed 264])
its ascription to Paul by the Alexandrians (Goodspeed 264)

Occasion

The Roman church has grown apathetic. (Goodspeed 253) Hebrews’ demonstration of Christianity’s superiority to the next greatest religion, Judaism, is intended to counteract apathy; its doctrine of no second repentance was to counteract apostasy. (Goodspeed 255-56)

Apostasy is mentioned in 2:1; 3:6, 12-14; 4:11; 5:11; 6:4-12; 10:23, 29, 32-33, 39; 12:4-17, 25. Perhaps Christians are lapsing back into Judaism (since the author emphasizes Judaism’s inferiority). (Perkins 274)

Date

A.E. Barnett (unpublished dissertation, “The Use of the Letters of Paul in Pre-Catholic Christian Literature,” Chicago, 1932) finds allusions to Rom, 1-2 Cor, Gal, Eph, Phil, Col, and 1 Thess. (Goodspeed 256). Hebrews thus apparently post-dates the Pauline collection, which was c. 100-150 CE. (Goodspeed 257-58)

The fires of Nero’s persecution have now dimmed, and Domitian’s persecution is causing apostasy. Domitian’s persecution was c. 90-96 CE, the letter probably dates to that time. (For a quotation from Tacitus describing Nero’s persecution, see Goodspeed 254.)

Form

“The writer of Hebrews had for his model the Pauline letter-type, which had just clearly emerged before the churches in the published collection of Paul’s letters.” (Goodspeed 256)

But Hebrews is a sermon (address), not a real letter: 11:32, “For time would fail me to tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson . . .” 13:22, “bear with my word of exhortation” (but he adds, “for I have written to you briefly”—apparently a comparison to Romans and 1-2 Corinthians). (Goodspeed 256-57)

Hebrews is the most elegant Greek rhetoric in the NT. (Goodspeed 256)

Content

Like Philo, Hebrews combines Alexandrian allegory and middle Platonism. (Perkins 273)

Alexandrian allegory

Paul used allegory (Gal 4:21-31), but Hebrews uses it most in the NT. Here are some examples of Alexandrian allegory in Hebrews.
Heb 3:2-6: “‘house’ was used in the Alexandrian Jewish exegetical traditions as part of a set of symbols: God’s house = temple = universe = soul of the wise. The goal of perfection was to make one’s soul ‘house.’ Hebrews says that Jesus is superior to Moses because he is over (= mediator of creation) the house (= cosmos) while Moses was only a servant in the house (= temple).” (Perkins 278)
Note: Heb 5:5-10, 6:20-7:28: in the Dead Sea Scrolls, Melchizedek, king of Salem (Gen 15), is a heavenly figure who will take dominion and execute judgment in the messianic age. His eternity and heavenly status guarantee to Abraham, and through him to the Levitical priesthood, that it will last forever. Hebrews uses Melchizedek instead as a guarantor of Jesus’ priesthood. (Perkins 279) Philo made Melchizedek a symbol of the Logos. (Goodspeed 262) “Salem” = king of peace, “Melchi-zedek” = king of righteousness. Ps 110:4 says, “The LORD has sworn and will not change his mind, “You are a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek.” So pieces of Genesis plus Ps 110:4 are pieced together to prove a permanent pre-Levitical priesthood. (Goodspeed 263)
Heb 12:12-17: Esau is a type of the future Christian believer. (Perkins 274-75)
Note: In Hebrews, “Wandering in the wilderness is not a type of the progress of the soul to God; it is merely the image of the necessary existence in this world . . .” (Perkins 279)

Middle Platonism

According to middle Platonism, the divine world is unchanging and perfect, and is only grasped by the mind; the material world is transitory and imperfect and is grasped by sense perceptions. (Perkins 274) The body, with its passions and senses, is a prison. (Perkins 280-81) “Middle platonic philosophy stressed the transcendence of the divine. A whole hierarchy of intermediary beings [e.g., “Son,” “Word,” “Wisdom”] stand between God and his creation.” (Perkins 277) Hebrews adds to this cosmology the idea that “. . . the material world will disappear and the heavenly one will remain. Because Christians belong to that heavenly world, their kingdom is unshakable.” (Perkins 275)

Nevertheless, it is peculiar for a Platonist exegete to say that Jesus’ flesh and blood open the way into the heavenly sanctuary (10:21-22), since for Platonists the body is a prison. (Perkins 280)

Also, Jesus has not become emotionless (like the martyrs in 4 Macc 13:19-14:20) but still cares for his brethren in the imperfect material world: he is sympathetic and merciful (2:16-18; 4:14-5:3). (Perkins 282)

Faith in Heb 11:1-2

Heb 11:1-2, “Now faith is the assurance [ὑπόστασις, hypostasis, substance or essence] of things hoped for, the conviction [ἔλεγχος, elengchos, (mathematical or legal) proof] of things not seen. 2 Indeed, by faith our ancestors received approval.”

We do not endure suffering for some future reward only, but we now enter the sanctuary, now rest, now approach the throne, etc. (3:6, 14; 4:7, 11, 16; 6:4-5; 9:11; 10:19-20). (Perkins 283)

The question answered in 11:1-2 is not “What is faith?” but “How can we hope in or possess an unseen salvation?” (Perkins 283) Perkins (283): “Temptation and testing are part of the process of perfection as the Old Testament examples in chapter 11 show.”
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