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Greek Key Study Bible: “It certainly is a superb, literary Greek masterpiece which is well-
organized, logical, and comprehensive.”53 

Our analysis of Hebrews will remain consistent with the academic consensus 
that the letter was written in excellent Greek, with a strong Diaspora Jewish 
background in mind. 

 
WHAT IS THE THEOLOGICAL MESSAGE OF HEBREWS? 

What does Hebrews teach its readers that is so profound? It has been said at times that 
“No higher view of the Messiah is to be found anywhere in Scripture” (Stuart Sacks).54 How 
is this borne out in the author’s message? How does the author appropriate themes and 
verses from the Tanach and apply them to the circumstances of his readers? What do we 
need to understand before we embark into our own examination of the text? 

Yeshua the Messiah (Jesus Christ) is, without a doubt, the major theme of the Epistle to 
the Hebrews. The text opens up in ch. 1 with a lauded praise of the Messiah, emphasizing 
that all things have been given to Him and that all things are to worship Him. The author of 
Hebrews affirms the Divinity of Yeshua, and the fact that Yeshua is the Son of God, whereas 
Moses was only a servant. The author certainly does not demean Moses, indeed attesting 
that Moses was “faithful” (3:5), but Moses as a mortal man could never do what the Messiah 
has done as the Son of God. Faith is a theme of Hebrews, as the author describes the 
Patriarchs and Prophets as those “of whom the world was not worthy” (11:38). One of the 
overwhelming themes of Hebrews is the New Covenant, with the author offering extensive 
quotes from Jeremiah 31. While too many Christian readers have interpreted these New 
Covenant passages as annulling the Torah, the author of Hebrews himself plainly states, 
“FOR THIS IS THE COVENANT THAT I WILL MAKE WITH THE HOUSE OF ISRAEL AFTER THOSE DAYS, SAYS 
THE LORD: I WILL PUT MY LAWS INTO THEIR MINDS, AND I WILL WRITE THEM ON THEIR HEARTS. AND I 
WILL BE THEIR GOD, AND THEY SHALL BE MY PEOPLE” (8:10; cf. 10:16). 

The Epistle to the Hebrews lays the groundwork for the development of some very 
important Biblical doctrines. We likely have more concentrated information about the 
Divinity and the humanity of the Messiah from Hebrews than any other text of Scripture. 
The author of Hebrews presents Yeshua as being nothing less than God in the flesh, writing, 
“The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining 
all things by his powerful word” (1:3, NIV). Yet at the same time, the author of Hebrews also 
writes that Yeshua is the High Priest who can sympathize with human beings, because as a 
man He endured through the same Earthly trials as any human: “For we do not have a high 
priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all 
things as we are, yet without sin” (4:15). 

 
53 Spiros Zodhiates, ed., Hebrew-Greek Key Study Bible, NASB (Chattanooga: AMG Publishers, 1994), 1618. 
54 Stuart Sacks, Hebrews Through a Hebrew’s Eyes (Baltimore: Lederer, 1995), 4. 



HEBREWS FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 20 - 

An overarching theme throughout this letter is the superiority of Yeshua over the 
Levitical sacrificial system. In light of Hebrews being written before the destruction of the 
Temple in 70 C.E., it is very possible that a selection of Jewish Believers were wavering in 
their faith, not quite knowing what to do. As Diaspora Jews, they maintained a distanced 
connection to the Jerusalem Temple, and could have thought that if their belief in Yeshua 
proved fallacious they could always fall back on Judaism as they had known it. Now, that so-
called “security blanket” or “safety net” was in the process of being removed, in addition to 
the fact that members of the Way were steadily no longer being protected as a legal religion 
in the Roman Empire. A substantial number of Jewish Believers were being disturbed in 
their faith, and likely considering all the options open to them. The author of Hebrews 
reflects on the fact that many of the Believers were not meeting together on a regular basis. 
He writes, “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” (10:25, NIV). 
Somehow, there had been defections away from faith in Yeshua. The author of Hebrews, in 
emphasizing that Yeshua the Messiah is the High Priest of the redeemed, does not try to 
demean the sacrificial system to his audience, but does say that Yeshua’s sacrifice is 
infinitely superior to the sacrifice of animals. 

Hebrews, while accepted as being a letter, is not really composed as a letter. The writer 
of Hebrews says that his message is a “word of exhortation” (13:22). He writes his message 
to exhort Believers in the faith, and possibly even for it to be delivered as a riveting sermon 
or speech to any congregations or fellowships which may receive it. This has led many 
commentators to compare the text of Hebrews to First Century rhetoric, performing 
analyses of its persuasive speech. Lane remarks that Hebrews has a “unique literary 
structure…in which exhortation is interspersed with exposition.”55 

We certainly see in Hebrews that the author is very well acquainted with the Tanach or 
Old Testament, even if it is in the form of the Septuagint, and he uses Rabbinical teaching 
methods to convey his points. The fact that the author of Hebrews communicates Rabbinical 
concepts in Greek should by no means subtract from the strong Hebraic value of his 
message, but in fact shows how knowledgeable and intelligent he is. His writing style 
reflects the midrash present in much of First Century Judaism, as Nehemiah 8:8 summarizes 
this style: “They read from the book, from the law of God, translating to give the sense so 
that they understood the reading.” We see much of this in Hebrews as the author gives 
explanation to the meaning of the text. Some think that Hebrews is a homiletic midrash on 
Psalm 110, and also relies extensively on Jeremiah 31. However, our author also relies on his 
audience to know much more of the Tanach—notably in its Septuagint form. Sometimes he 
will only provide partial quotes or references in his line of argumentation. When we read 
Hebrews, we need to be familiar with the Tanach Scriptures as our author read them. 

 
55 Lane, 47a:xcix. 
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One of the challenges that interpreters have faced when examining Hebrews is failing 
to see the text for what it is as a Jewish polemical masterpiece. This is because most 
studies—at least until the past fifty years—have too extensively focused on the Hellenistic 
philosophical background of the Epistle to the Hebrews. Commentators today are not lax in 
admitting this to be a problem. Evans points out, “Even though the language is Greek and 
classical, the thought form and argumentative tracks are thoroughly Hebraic…Being 
unfamiliar, or not as familiar, with the Hebraic, [commentators] have naturally tended to 
bring Hellenistic interpretation to bear on New Testament writings.”56 Much of the need for 
Christian scholars to begin examining the Hebraic background behind the Epistle to the 
Hebrews, came out of the renewed interest in Jewish studies that began after the discovery 
of the Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS) in 1947. 

The discovery of the DSS has led some interpreters to conclude that the audience which 
received Hebrews was influenced by Essene theology, or was possibly entertaining some of 
the ideas of Ebionism that accepted Yeshua’s Messiahship as legitimate, but not His 
Divinity. This is possible, but probably not as major as some would like to believe because of 
the lack of specific reference to the Essene sect in the Apostolic Scriptures. However, if the 
author was concerned about his audience falling away from faith in Yeshua, because of the 
Jewish Revolt against Rome, it is very possible that those receiving his exhortation were 
entertaining a wide variety of views. Some may have believed that it would be easier to go 
back to the Jewish Synagogue and no longer deal with Yeshua. Some may have entertained 
Essene-type beliefs whereby the Jewish Revolt would somehow succeed and Israel would be 
restored to independence. Still, some may have been confused and adhered to beliefs similar 
to those adhered to by the Influencers in Galatia, thinking that complete involvement in the 
Temple rituals was necessary for full inclusion in the family of God. Regardless of what is 
specifically addressed—and we will assume that many different factors necessitated 
Hebrews’ composition—our author wants to get his audience focused on Yeshua the 
Messiah and to know that He is supreme over all these things. 

Theologically, unless we are acquainted with some of the presuppositions of the author 
of Hebrews, we are likely to miss some of his important points. Consider the fact that while 
it is agreed that he is writing his treatise in the view of the Temple about to be destroyed, 
not once is the word naos or “temple” used in the text. However, skēnē or “tabernacle” 
appears a total of ten times.57 This is a likely reflection on the author’s position as a member 
of Diaspora Jewry, exemplified in Stephen’s defense about Yeshua in Acts 7. Lane remarks 
that for Hellenistic Jews, who did not have regular contact with the Jerusalem Temple, the 
Tabernacle in the wilderness was considered to be the idyllic state for the people of Israel: 

“Stephen’s speech indicates that among the Hellenists there were serious differences 
with the traditional Jewish understanding of Israel’s history and of the significance of the 

 
56 Evans, pp 22-23. 
57 Hebrews 8:2, 5; 9:2, 3, 6, 8, 11, 21; 11:9; 13:10. 
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law and the Temple cultus. In all stages of its history, Israel had refused to obey the 
commandments of God, rejecting both the living oracles delivered by Moses and the 
deliverers raised up by God…For Stephen, the most meaningful time in Israel’s past was the 
pilgrimage in the wilderness, typified by the portability and the transitory nature of the 
tabernacle…”58 

We must also be aware of the author’s usage of the term “New Covenant” (Grk. 
diathēkēn kainēn). Too many readers over the centuries have believed that “New Covenant” 
is a replacement for the “Old Covenant,” which is supposed to be the Hebrew Tanach. Yet, 
when defining what the New Covenant actually is in Hebrews 8:7-13, the author of Hebrews 
appropriates a lengthy quotation from Jeremiah 31:31-34. He again repeats a shorter 
quotation of the same prophecy, in Hebrews 10:14-18. Any analysis of what the New 
Covenant is from the Apostolic Scriptures must be firmly rooted in the expectation of 
Jeremiah 31:31-34, lest we give a definition to the “New Covenant” that is extra-Biblical, or 
even non-Biblical. The promise of the Lord as delivered by Jeremiah is that He will write His 
Law onto the hearts of His people: 

“‘Behold, days are coming,’ declares the LORD, ‘when I will make a new covenant with 
the house of Israel and with the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made with 
their fathers in the day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My 
covenant which they broke, although I was a husband to them,’ declares the LORD. ‘But this 
is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days,’ declares the 
LORD, ‘I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; and I will be their 
God, and they shall be My people’” (Jeremiah 31:31-33). 

These are the verses that the author of Hebrews quotes in his section about the New 
Covenant, appropriating the Jeremianic promise of the b’rit chadashah. Yet, it is notable that 
the Greek word diathēkē only appears in the source text of Hebrews seventeen times,59 but 
in a literal-free translation like the New American Standard, the English word “covenant” 
appears twenty-one times, appearing in italics four times,60 meaning that it has been added 
by English translators. (These references are notably not indicated by italics in versions like 
the RSV, NEB, NIV, NRSV, HCSB, ESV, or even CJB.) Obviously, some of these usages of 
“covenant” are only in reference to “the ark of the covenant,” although for others, the 
translation of diathēkē as “covenant” is debated as being the best rendering. This can present 
a challenge to the expositor, and certainly to the average lay reader. 

In some instances where “covenant” has been inserted by English translators, the 
reference being made may actually be to the first and second priesthoods, as the author is 
comparing and contrasting the universal priesthood of Melchizedek to the limited 
priesthood of Levi, and/or to the Tabernacle service and ministry. The author of Hebrews, 
seeing that the destruction of the Temple was imminent, does write his letter to reassure his 

 
58 Lane, 47a:cxlvii. 
59 Hebrews 7:22; 8:6, 8, 9 (2x), 10; 9:4 (2x), 15 (2x), 16, 17, 20; 10:16, 29; 12:24; 13:20. 
60 Hebrews 8:7, 13; 9:1, 18. 
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fellow Jews, whose faith was connected to Jerusalem, that the sacrifice of Yeshua is superior 
to the animal sacrifices. He writes “there is a setting aside of a former commandment 
because of its weakness and uselessness” (7:18). This is because the animal sacrifices are 
unnecessary to atone for the sin of human beings in light of Yeshua’s single, permanent 
sacrifice. 

Interestingly, our author does not say that the animal sacrifices have been totally 
abolished, only that “The former regulation is set aside” (NIV). This is because animal 
sacrifices will be restored to the Millennial Temple when the Messiah reigns on Earth, per 
the prophecies of Ezekiel chs. 40-44. The Levitical priesthood could only minister to the 
people of Israel in the Tabernacle and Temple. With the Temple soon to be gone, the 
Believers needed to see themselves as connected to the priesthood of Melchizedek, a 
definitive universal priesthood where the Messiah is able to minister to all of humanity 
from Heaven. 

 
HOW DOES HEBREWS RELATE 
TO MESSIANIC BELIEVERS TODAY? 

The Epistle to the Hebrews is extremely important for us to understand today, but 
presents many challenges for a Messianic movement that is still developing in (too) many 
areas of its theology. One who is unarmed with an understanding of the likely background 
surrounding Hebrews’ composition is likely to misinterpret important parts of what this 
composition has to say. Likewise, if one falls prey to the paradigm of Hebrews being about 
“the Old Covenant vs. the New Covenant,” meaning that the Torah and Tanach are no longer 
important, its message is going to be totally missed. We cannot, in a similar vein, succumb 
to Messianic urban myths that say all First Century Jews were living in Israel and speaking 
Hebrew as their native language. By studying Hebrews properly, with the right tools, 
information, and presuppositions, Messianic Believers have a profound opportunity not 
only to grow spiritually, but also to refine their handle on contemporary Biblical Studies. 

Hebrews, when interpreted and examined properly, is actually one of the strongest 
pro-Torah texts in the Apostolic Scriptures. Sadly, however, your average Christian will 
often misconstrue Hebrews’ message as presenting Christianity superior to Judaism, the Old 
Testament Law abolished, and Believers now secure in their faith in Christ without any 
need to know why He came. But this is not how the original audience of Hebrews 
understood the message. They lived in a society, even if in the Jewish Diaspora, that was 
involved in animal sacrifice. They knew more about Hebrews than we do. Ellingworth remarks 
on something very important when he says, “The suggestion that [pros Hebraious] means 
‘against the Hebrews’ is a priori unlikely…One would have expected ‘Against the Jews’ 
rather than ‘Against the Hebrews’ as the title of a writing understood as anti-Semitic.”61 

 
61 Ellingworth, pp 21-22. 
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Lane points out the problem that anti-Jewish views of Hebrews, and other New Testament 
texts, came generations later by those who were totally detached from the events: 

“The importance of referring to the history of interpretation lies in the problematic 
nature of the term ‘anti-Judaism’ when it is used to characterize NT texts and themes that 
are pejorative in reference to Jews and Judaism. The problematic nature of the term 
becomes evident as soon as one realizes that early Christians considered themselves to a 
large extent part of Judaism. For that reason NT statements critical of Judaism have to be 
interpreted within the context of intramural conflicts among Jews in the first century. 
These conflicts were rooted in divergent attitudes toward the Torah and halakhah, with 
Christians formulating their positions in the light of their convictions about Jesus. It is 
appropriate to talk about Christian anti-Judaism only at a later period when statements 
from the NT were detached from their context and were misinterpreted as anti-Judaic.”62 

The challenge with this, clearly, is enabling modern readers to understand the 
Apostolic Scriptures from the perspective of the Jewish Apostles and early Believers 
themselves. Hebrews, aside from how later generations would interpret it, is not a polemic 
against Judaism. deSilva is absolutely right when he states that all of us are “colored and 
contoured by our own experience, our religious and ideological commitments, our social 
location, and the like.”63 If we are to properly understand Hebrews, we have to put these 
things aside and go back to the First Century. We have to remember that the author of 
Hebrews is much closer to the events than we are. Unfortunately, understanding these 
things is not just a challenge for the evangelical Christian community, but also for some 
today in the Messianic community who think they are looking at the Apostolic Scriptures 
from a First Century viewpoint, but may not really be able to do this. 

A major challenge that Hebrews presents, for many people within the broad Messianic 
movement, is the fact that while the author of Hebrews quotes from the Tanach (Old 
Testament) in many places, his Bible is the Greek Septuagint (LXX). deSilva poignantly 
indicates, “Recognizing that the author of Hebrews used a LXX version is significant, since 
the LXX frequently differs from the MT.”64 Many of these quotations are shorthand 
quotations, and there are some differences between his quotation of the Greek LXX and 
what one would find in the Hebrew Masoretic Text (MT). Some of these differences are 
minor, but some are significant. In various places the LXX reflects on being a translation of 
an older, non-extant text of the Hebrew Scriptures, and is thus quite important for leaders 
and teachers to be familiar with. Sadly, in significant sectors of the Messianic community 
today, Hebrew studies can predominate one’s thinking so much to the extent that the Greek 
language is often never studied when examining the Apostolic Scriptures, and the thought 
of employing the Septuagint in one’s studies often never enters into one’s mind. This can 

 
62 Lane, 47a:cxxvi. 
63 deSilva, xiii. 
64 Ibid, 33. 
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only be remedied by time, and the Lord raising up able teachers and leaders who are trained 
in both of the Biblical languages. 

Furthermore, our interpretation of Hebrews is complicated by some in the Messianic 
community today, who may tend to de-emphasize the final atonement of Yeshua, and thus 
have difficulty understanding the Epistle to the Hebrews. It is absolutely true that Hebrews 
must be understood in the context of the Tanach, and the continual references and allusions 
made to it. The author of Hebrews had a strong command of the Tanach, and was quite 
familiar with the operating Temple system in Jerusalem and the wilderness Tabernacle 
which preceded it. He also saw that the fall of that system, which occurred in 70 C.E., was 
going to take place. Jewish Believers in the First Century needed assurance that their 
salvation was not in jeopardy, and they could continue on in their faith without the Levitical 
priesthood and sacrificial system. While the author of Hebrews lauds the Temple service 
and Moses, he does emphasize the superiority of Yeshua as the Son of God and His work. But 
he does not make disparaging comments about Moses. This is even recognized by Christian 
commentators such as Lane, who notes, “Although the writer is concerned to demonstrate 
that Jesus is worthy of greater honor than Moses, there is no denigration of Moses in 
Hebrews.”65 

When examining the Epistle to the Hebrews, a person is confronted by the reality that 
Hebrews is both a highly spiritual and intellectual text. On the one hand, readers are 
confronted continually with how highly lauded and praised Yeshua is, uplifted at the right 
hand of the Father in Heaven in glory. One’s heart leaps with exhilaration, exhortation, and 
possibly even tears at the thoughts that the author records of our Lord and Savior. But on 
the other hand, when we see the author’s arguments in favor of Yeshua’s work, we are 
forced to engage our minds and pray for Divine wisdom and insight so that we can fully 
understand his line of reasoning. We are forced to place ourselves back in another world 
and time that is foreign to us. We indeed find that we are required to live out the essence of 
the Shema: worshipping God with our entire beings. When we examine Hebrews, we have to 
worship the Lord with both our hearts and our heads. 

As with all texts in the Bible, Hebrews requires us to accurately determine what its 
message meant for its original audience. Once we can do this, then we can adequately apply 
it to our own situation(s) today. Unfortunately, many do the exact reverse with Hebrews 
and many other Biblical books—and that is where we have problems. Hebrews asks questions 
of the Messianic community today that many of us do not understand because we think they 
are Twenty-First Century questions, when, in fact, they are First Century questions. When 
examining Hebrews, the Twenty-First Century questions that we are, in fact, presented, we 
may not be prepared to answer. These questions largely relate to how our broad, Messianic 
faith community is to interpret Scripture, and some of the spiritual and intellectual areas in 
which we are lacking. The Epistle to the Hebrews presents many challenges to us that will 

 
65 Lane, 47a:cxviii. 
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need to be resolved in the future, if we are to surely achieve our grand potential for the 
mission of God. 

 
On the technical side as you prepare to read this commentary on Hebrews, note that I have purposefully 

refrained from overly using Hebraic terminology, other than the name “Yeshua the Messiah” for Jesus Christ, 
and on occasion “Torah” instead of Law, for the familiarity of most readers, and those who can be easily 
confused by unfamiliar words. The 1995 New American Standard, Updated Edition is the base English 
translation used in these studies, because of its literalness and widespread usage among many conservative 
evangelical Christians. Other major English versions I consult include the Revised Standard Version and New 
International Version. 

References to the Greek Apostolic Scriptures are from United Bible Societies’ 1998 Greek New Testament, 
Fourth Revised Edition, the same basic text as the Nestle-Aland Novum Testamentum Gracae, 27th Edition. If 
you have any competency in Greek, an excellent resource to employ in examining our text is the Nestle-Aland 
Greek-English New Testament, which includes the 27th Edition GNT and a parallel RSV. 

 
ABBREVIATED OUTLINE OF HEBREWS 
 

I. The Superiority of Yeshua the Messiah (1:1-10:18) 
a. Superiority to the older revelation (1:1-3) 
b. The Messiah’s superiority to the angels (1:4-2:18) 
c. The Messiah’s superiority to Moses (3:1-19) 
d. The Messiah’s superiority to Joshua (4:1-13) 
e. The Messiah’s superior priesthood (4:14-7:28) 
f. The Messiah’s superior priestly work (8:1-10:18) 

II. Exhortations Based on the Preceding Argument (10:19-13:17) 
a. The superior method of approach should be used (10:19-25) 
b. The dangers of apostasy must be noted (10:26-31) 
c. Yet memory of past days is cause for encouragement (10:32-39) 
d. Examples of historic endurance are cited to illustrate the triumph of 

faith (11:1-40) 
e. The greatest example of all is Yeshua the Messiah (12:1-11) 
f. Moral inconsistencies must be avoided (12:12-17) 
g. The superiority of the New Covenant realities (12:18-29) 
h. Practical results must follow from these considerations (13:1-17) 

III. Conclusion (13:18-25)66 
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