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SINCE CHRIST IS SUPERIOR, HOW SHOULD WE LIVE?
Hebrews 4:14-15

Most Bible students consider the letter to the Hebrews to be a
difficult writing to understand. It is. Someone has said that the key to
understanding Hebrews is to first understand Leviticus because
Hebrews makes so many references back to that Old Testament book.
And we all know that Leviticus is everyone’s favorite place for Bible
reading. . . if you suffer from insomnia! 

So why are we going to study this writing for the next several
weeks? I saw a video one time about a mountain climber who
attempted to climb a very difficult mountain. He got stuck before he
reached the summit and had to be rescued. The interviewer asked the
climber why he chose to try to climb that particular mountain. The
mans’s response was, “Because it was there.” That is not the reason
behind our choice to study Hebrews. Yes, it is there in the Bible. But
there are good reasons for studying and knowing this book. And we
pray that we will not get stuck half way through and have to be
rescued. 

It am of the opinion that the thrust of the book, the theme if you
will, can be drawn from the statement in 4:14-15. Since then we have
a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the
Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we do not have a
high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but
one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without
sin (Hebrews 4:14-15). Sometimes life gets difficult even for
Christians, or maybe especially for Christians. We are bombarded by
sin, the effects of sin, the temptation to sin, and the attacks of sinners.
Not to mention the continual warfare with our own flesh. There are
times when it seems like everyone around us has weak faith at best
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and probably most are not even born again. And sometimes we
wonder about ourselves.

To people in that slough of discouragement, God tells us
through this writing that we have every reason to press on zealously
for the glory of the Lord. Let’s be introduced to this wonderful letter.

#1 I. Is Hebrews a Letter?
U A. It lacks many of the traits of other New Testament

letters.
U 1. There is no greeting.

a. Our letters (or sometimes even our emails) begin
with some kind of salutation.
1) A formal letter will have the recipients title,

name, address, and such.
2) An informal email will often begin with “Dear

so and so” or at least “Hey.”
b. Almost all of the N.T. epistles have a salutation.

1) Paul’s letters.
a) Galatians. 

#2 Paul, an apostle – not from men nor through man, but through
Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead –  and
all the brothers who are with me, to the churches of Galatia:
(Galatians 1:1-2).

b) To Timothy.
#3 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by command of God our Savior
and of Christ Jesus our hope, to Timothy, my true child in the faith:
Grace, mercy, and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our
Lord (1 Timothy 1:1-2).

c) Or a very long greeting to the Christians in
Rome (but it still has the same format).

2) Peter’s letters.
#4 Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to those who are elect exiles of
the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia 
(1 Peter 1:1)

3) John’s letters.
a) The first one looks a bit like Hebrews.

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which
we have seen with our eyes, which we looked upon and have
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touched with our hands, concerning the word of life--the life was
made manifest, and we have seen it, and testify to it and proclaim
to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and was made
manifest to us--that which we have seen and heard we proclaim
also to you, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed
our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ (1
John 1:1-3).

b) But 2 and 3 are typical.
#5 The elder to the elect lady and her children, whom I love in truth,
and not only I, but also all who know the truth (2 John 1:1)

c. Hebrews starts with a forceful introduction to the
superiority of Christ:

#6 Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our
fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by
his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also
he created the world. He is the radiance of the glory of God and the
exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word
of his power. After making purification for sins, he sat down at the
right hand of the Majesty on high (Hebrews 1:1-3).

1) The author leaves little doubt to what is
important to him.

2) The opening salvo sets the tone for the entire
“letter” (which we will call it).

#7 2. No mention of the author or the recipients.
a. One of the great debates of seminary is who the

author is.
1) Paul?

a) The KJV says so!
b) But it does not deal with the same doctrines

Paul typically wrote about.
c) But the Greek style is polished and excellent

where Paul’s style of writing is clearly
different being rougher and direct.

d) Statement in 2:3 seems to indicate that the
writer had not been taught by Jesus directly,
as Paul claims for himself.
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#8 How shall we escape if we neglect such a great salvation? It was
declared at first by the Lord, and it was attested to us by those who
heard (Hebrews 2:3).

2) Apollos?
a) Luther was convinced of this.
b) Possible in light of:

#9 Now a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came to
Ephesus. He was an eloquent man, competent in the Scriptures (Acts
18:24).

c) That description would fit with the excellent
style of the Greek word choice,
arrangement, and themes. 

d) But none of the ancient writers (A.D. 100-
200) affirm this claim.

3) Barnabas?
a) Tertullian who wrote around A.D. 225

thought this.
b) Primarily because Barnabas was a Levite

and there is a lot of “Levite” kind of stuff in
this book.

4) Priscilla?
a) After all she taught Apollos.
b) And a woman writing in a “man’s” world

would certainly have to remain anonymous.
c) Except . . . 

#10 And what more shall I say? For time would fail me to tell of
Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the
prophets–  (Hebrews 11:32).

d) Time would fail me is written in masculine
gender not feminine.

5) God the Holy Spirit wrote this work through a
chosen servant who remains unknown to us.

6) In light of the fact that this writing exalts Christ
and His work, the human author ought to remain
unknown. 

b. Though the title says, “The Letter to the Hebrews,”
there is no mention to that end in the book.
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1) Yet, the letter is packed full of references that
only Jews would be familiar with.

2) Therefore, it was probably intended for a
community of Jewish people who had converted
to Christ.

3) Somewhere in the middle east but outside of
Jerusalem. 

c. There is no mention of when it was written.
1) That is not uncommon with New Testament

letters.
2) But generally internal evidence from the letter

gives us a good idea of when the author wrote it.
3) The author must have written this letter

sometime between A.D. 30 and 90.
a) That is a rather large span of time.
b) It had to be after Christ ascended and the

Church began on Pentecost near A.D. 30.
c) It had to be before A.D. 96 because that is

the date of a letter from Clement of Rome
called 1 Clement, in which he quoted from
and referred to the letter to the Hebrews.

d) There is a reference to Timothy (Hebrews
13:23) who was well known in the 60's. 

e) Considering all the references to sacrifices
and the work of priests in the temple it
seems likely that Titus had not destroyed
Jerusalem yet (A.D. 70).

f) The persecutions of Nero (64-68) might be
in view:  

#11 In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point
of shedding your blood (Hebrews 12:4).

g) Therefore, a supposed date of A.D. 64-68 is
as good as any.

d. No mention of who it was written to.
1) Unlike Paul’s letters to Titus, Timothy, the

church in Ephesus, etc.
2) Unlike Peter’s letters to the elect and to those

who have obtained faith.
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3) It is obvious that the letter went to a group of
Christians who had converted from Judaism.

4) And yet it is also clear that the letter addresses
to separate groups in the local church or
gathering.

This is very important!
a) There are people who are genuinely born

again who need to grow in Christ.
1] They are holy brothers who share the

heavenly calling (3:1).
2] They are striving to enter the eternal rest

(4:11).
3] They should have been teachers of the

Scripture (5:12).
4] They were suffering persecution at the

hands of Jews and Gentiles alike (10:32-
24).

b) But there were also unsaved people in the
assembly.
1] They had been taught about Christ but

tended to drift away from that teaching
because they were unsaved (2:1).

2] Though they could talk about Christ
they still needed to enter His rest (4:6).

3] They had been enlightened by truth, had
observed the evidence of the Holy
Spirit, tasted the goodness of the Bible,
and yet were falling away (6:3-6). 

#12 3. There is no clearly identified purpose statement.
a. Like other writings.

1) John who wrote these things so that you will
believe that Jesus is the Christ (John 20:31).

2) John who wrote so that you can have fellowship
with the Father and with other Christians (1
John 1:3-4).

3) Luke who wrote to set the record straight
regarding the life and ministry of Jesus (Luke
1:1-4).
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4) Like Paul who wrote to encourage unity (1
Corinthians 1:10; Philippians 2:1).

b. There are no clear cut statements like that in
Hebrews.

#13 B. But it reads like a pastoral epistle.
U 1. Not like the Pastoral Epistles.

a. This is not a letter or a treatise that maps out how a
pastor is supposed to lead a congregation like the
Timothy and Titus letters do.

b. But this letter does sound like instruction and
admonition from a pastor.
1) The writer lays down clear doctrinal statements

about the superiority of Christ.
2) The writer outlines warnings, challenges and

encouragement to live right. 
U 2. Throughout the book there are admonitions and pleas as

though from a pastor’s heart. 
a. “Pay closer attention to what you have already

heard” (2:1-2).
b. “Therefore, holy brothers fix your thoughts on

Jesus” (3:1).
c. “Take care . . . and exhort one another” (3:12-13).
d. “Let’s have awesome respect for what we have

learned” (4:1-3).
e. “Let’s make every effort to enter God’s rest” (4:11).
f. “Let’s hold firmly to the faith” (4:14-16).
g. “Let’s leave the elementary teachings” (6:1-3).
h. “Let’s draw near to God” (10:19-29).
i. “Let’s throw off everything that hinders our race”

(12:1-28).
j. “Keep on loving each other as brothers” (13:1-25).

 
#14 II. Why is There So Much Old Testament Stuff in This

Book?
U A. There are many references to Old Testament

statements.
U 1. Many of the references call to mind the old sacrificial

system of the Mosaic law.
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a. Most of the quotations are from the Pentateuch and
the Psalms.
1) He quoted the Pentateuch precisely 12 times and

alluded to it 39 times.
2) One time he quoted the historical book 2

Samuel 7:14 once — Hebrews 1:5b.
3) Twice he quoted Isaiah, once he quoted

Jeremiah, and once Haggai.
4) From the wisdom literature we find a quote and

an allusion from Proverbs and 11 quotations
from Psalms.

5) And yet while knowing the laws of Leviticus
opens the interpretation of Hebrews, no where
did the writer directly quote Leviticus.

b. When he quotes the OT he never refers to the
human writer but attributes the Scripture to God.

c. Repeatedly the author affirms that all of the OT
Scriptures point to Christ and are fulfilled by Christ
who is superior.

U 2. Nearly all of the references sound not quite like the Old
Testament text.
a. It is not that the writer is misquoting the OT
b. Nor is the writer taking unacceptable liberties with

the Old Testament.
c. Rather it is almost exclusively true that the writer

quoted from the Greek translation of the Old
Testament that was commonly used during the time
of the Roman Empire when Greek was the common
language. 

d. This in spite of the fact that the recipients of the
letter were Hebrews who probably would have
understood the words of the Hebrew OT.  

e. Is this a subtle hint that it is okay to read and study
the Scripture in the common vernacular?

#15 B. The readers needed to learn how Christ was related to
the Old Testament economy.

U 1. They had been reared on the Old Testament.
a. It was their Scripture.
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1) They had learned it in detail in the synagogue
weekly.

2) They had practiced the sacrificial worship if
they had been able to go to Jerusalem.

3) This assuming the readers had been somewhat
devout Jews.

b. They had been taught that it was dangerous and
nearly impossible to approach God.
1) As far as they knew no one could see God and

live (Exodus 33:20).
2) Only once each year the High Priest was

allowed to enter the Holy of Holies to sprinkle
the blood of the sacrifice on the mercy seat over
the ark of the covenant where the presence of
God was most certain.

3) The priesthood was a critical link between them
and God since no mere person could approach
God.

4) The sacrifices were essential for them to
maintain fellowship with God.

U 2. The author of this book taught that Christ superseded all
of that because He is superior.
a. We know from our study in Galatians how difficult

it must have been to break from all the old traditions
and sacrifices.

b. Here were people who had been accustomed to a
yearly sacrifice at the very least, and most likely
multiple sacrifices.

c. They were like devout Catholics who periodically
step into the confessional to make things right with
God through a human priest.

d. And now they were told that Jesus Christ had
entered the most Holy of Holies with His blood as
the final sacrifice that purifies our hearts of sin once
and for all. 

e. That must have sounded radical.
But we are not devout Hebrews.
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We never have been into sacrifices, priesthood, and all that Old
Testament stuff.

#16 III. What Can We Learn in This Study?
U A. All we need is found in Jesus Christ.
U 1. He is the Great High Priest who sympathizes with our

weaknesses.
#17 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize
with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted
as we are, yet without sin (Hebrews 4:15).

a. How can God understand what we are facing?
b. God became us for that very reason.
c. We are represented before God by God who was us.
d. A very difficult concept to grasp, but a concept that

offers much encouragement.
#18 2. He has already offered the acceptable sacrifices for our

sins.
#19 Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so
that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service
of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people (Hebrews
2:17).

a. We do not need to do or attempt to do anything else
to ingratiate God toward us.

b. Our sins are coffered, our offense is gone, God is
satisfied.

c. The work of reconciliation that we could not begin
to do in our own strength, Christ has done for us.

#20 B. We can stand fast in a difficult day.
U 1. We will face challenges.
#21 In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point
of shedding your blood (Hebrews 12:4).

a. Facing sin in our own lives always presents a
challenge.
1) We must do battle with temptation offered by a

sinful world that lures us to please ourselves
instead of God.

2) Our own weak flesh tempts us to sin by loving
self instead of God.
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b. But here the likely application is the effects sin has
on relationships with others.
1)  The people who received this letter probably

were just beginning to experience persecution
against people of faith.

2) Things were going to get worse.
Not too many years after this letter was written Timothy would be
martyred because he had the unmitigated gall to attempt to stop a
licentious celebration of the Festival of Diana. Apparently it was
something like Mardi Gras or the Brazilian Carnival— or worse. We
just let things like that go on.
Shortly after this letter was penned and read, Nero chopped off Paul’s
head.
Herod Agrippa had killed James several years before, and a few years
before this letter Peter was crucified in Rome.

3) But under Nero and then Domitian and then
with regularity for a couple of centuries,
Christians in the Roman Empire would face
serious challenges because of the sin of the
world.  

c. Today according to the assessment of many
watchdog organizations, persecution against
Christians is at an all time high.

d. We each will face some kind of challenge that will
tempt us to quit.

How do we keep going in service for God?
#22 2. We will find grace and strength through God.
#23 Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that
we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need
(Hebrews 4:16).

a. Because Christ has entered the throne room of
heave with His own blood, we can approach God’s
throne.

b. There before His presence we find all the grace and
help we need.
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