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INTRODUCTION

Eric E Mason

The title of this book is Reading the Epistle to the Hebrews: A Resource for
Students, and the phrases on both sides of the colon are vital to convey the
intent for this volume. This is a book about the Epistle to the Hebrews,
which has been called “the Cinderella” of New Testament studies (Guthrie
2004, 414; following McCullough 1994, 66). This designation accurately
reflects the explosion of interest in the book in recent decades—since the
publication in 1989 of Harold W. Attridge’s landmark commentary in
the Hermeneia series—after years of relative neglect. For centuries, most
interpreters assumed Paul was the author; once scholarship rejected that
traditional identification, the anonymous author of Hebrews was essen-
tially sidelined as eccentric and rarely included in discussions of profound
early Christian voices. Rudolf Bultmann virtually ignored the book, for
example, in his classic Theology of the New Testament in the mid-twentieth
century (1951-1955). In recent years, however, Hebrews has reemerged
as a text of significant interest, so much so that now many would affirm
Frank J. Matera’s assessment that the author is “one of the great theologians
of the New Testament ... equal in theological stature” with those of the
Pauline and Johannine traditions (Matera 2007, 333).

Most of the contributors to the present volume are recognized spe-
cialists on the study of Hebrews, as a perusal of the volume’s bibliography
will demonstrate. Others have not normally published on Hebrews but
bring particular expertise from another field or discipline to the study of
this text, thereby enriching this collection with contents ranging beyond
the topics normally addressed in academic biblical studies. Together
these essays examine numerous important issues for reading Hebrews,
such as the author’s conceptual influences and engagement with Scripture
and other traditions, the book’s structure, its major theological themes,
emerging interpretative methods for engaging the text, and the use of

-1-



2 READING THE EPISTLE TO THE HEBREWS

Hebrews (both positively and negatively) by subsequent generations of
readers.

Our assumption is that most readers of this book will study it along-
side a standard commentary. As such, rather than seeking to duplicate
what those volumes do best (treatment of standard issues such as author-
ship, date, and so forth, plus detailed exegesis of the biblical text), our
focus has been to provide extended discussions of important issues that go
beyond what is feasible in a typical commentary. Our hope is that readers
will find the chapters in this book both illuminating and provocative as
they ponder Hebrews in the company of our contributors.

This leads naturally to consideration of the second half of this book’s
title: “a resource for students.” Our contributors have been charged not
just to write chapters that engage the best of contemporary scholarship
on Hebrews but to do so with the needs and concerns of student read-
ers at the forefront. We have sought to write with an advanced under-
graduate readership in mind, but also in ways that will be beneficial for
more advanced students in seminary or graduate school and indeed for
any educated reader studying Hebrews for the first time. This means we
have been intentional about defining specialized terminology, providing
relevant historical and cultural background information, and explaining
tenets of the methodologies we utilize. While Hebrews is the subject of
several very readable introductory commentaries and handbooks written
by esteemed scholars (including some excellent volumes by contributors
to this book), we are aware of no other student-oriented book on Hebrews
that addresses the breadth of issues with the range of perspectives that
the present volume offers. We trust that students and other readers of
Hebrews will find the essays here to be understandable, instructive, and
enlightening.

% %

Hebrews is a difficult, mysterious, and sometimes even cryptic book, ele-
ments that have contributed both to its neglect and appeal. We cannot
know the identity of its author, though (despite early reservations in
the West) from the fourth through sixteenth centuries interpreters
overwhelmingly assumed it was Paul until Erasmus and Martin Luther
reopened the question (for an excellent survey of the history of interpreta-
tion of Hebrews, see Koester 2001, 19-63). Other suggestions by ancient
and modern readers have included Barnabas, Apollos, and even Priscilla;
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extensive arguments for Luke (Allen 2010) and a Pauline pseudepigrapher
(Rothschild 2009) have recently appeared. Most contemporary scholars,
however, concede that we cannot know the author’s personal identity but
that we can discern several things about him from the text. His heartfelt,
pastoral “word of exhortation” (13:22) was preserved as a letter (albeit one
lacking a typical epistolary beginning) but exhibits fine homiletic qualities.
He wrote eloquent Greek, normally described as the most refined in the
New Testament (see Trotter 1997, 163-84, for a very accessible survey of
the author’s literary sophistication and style), and he was equally comfort-
able with the canons of Greek rhetoric and the middot of Second Temple
period Jewish exegetical traditions. This resulted in sometimes complex,
often creative, and always profound interpretations of the Septuagint as he
urged his audience to remain faithful to its Christian commitment in the
midst of adversity in the latter part of the first century c.E.

We do not know exactly what sort of issues the audience faced, and
even among the contributors to this volume explanations will differ. For-
merly most interpreters assumed that the recipients were Jewish Chris-
tians who struggled over the relationship between their heritage and their
faith in Jesus, thus they were either hesitant to break away from the syna-
gogue or else inclined to return. Such interpretations have deep roots in
tradition, in part due to the heavy use of sacrificial and priestly imagery
in the book, and this contributed both to the title later added to the book
(“To the Hebrews”) and the assumption among many early readers that
it was intended for the Jerusalem church. Increasingly, however, modern
interpreters argue that nothing in Hebrews demands a reading so depen-
dent on Jewish ethnicity; instead, the problem is discouragement and
apathy in the midst of withering social opposition and (sometimes) per-
secution. Still, however, scholarly reconstructions of the precise setting
continue to vary. Regardless, almost all interpreters now agree that the
text was sent to friends still in Rome (“those from Italy send you greet-
ings,” 13:24).

Detailed consideration of these matters need not detain us here
because such things are covered in significant detail in most critical com-
mentaries. Instead, as noted above, the purpose of this volume is to exam-
ine major issues for interpretation of Hebrews that go beyond the scope
of the typical commentary yet are vital for beginning readers of the text.
Our subjects may be grouped in five categories: issues of conceptual and
historical background, structure of the text, emerging methodological
approaches, major theological issues, and reception history.
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CONCEPTUAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The question of the conceptual background that most influenced the
author of Hebrews is one with a long history of discussion, and virtu-
ally any commentary includes some discussion of three major proposals:
Middle Platonic thought (especially as represented by Philo of Alexan-
dria), Palestinian Judaism, or Gnosticism. While the latter of these has
largely been abandoned in recent decades, especially in English-language
scholarship, one still finds ardent defenses for the other two suggestions,
unfortunately often couched in either-or terms. Both remaining options,
however, largely still concern the Jewish context of the author, whether
more akin to the Platonizing Judaism of Philo of Alexandria or more Pal-
estinian strains as represented by the Qumran sectarians and other apoca-
lyptic groups. More recently, a number of interpreters have begun to con-
sider how interpretation of Hebrews is impacted when read explicitly as a
text addressed to a Roman audience.

Four essays in this volume address issues related to the conceptual
and historical backgrounds of Hebrews. While each contributor considers
these questions from a different perspective, all four agree that the author
of Hebrews draws on a rich and varied font of traditions.

In “Hebrews among Greeks and Romans,” Patrick Gray addresses
the fundamental question of “why it is necessary to know anything about
Greece or Rome in a letter to ‘Hebrews.” Gray explains that, regardless of
the ethnicity of the recipients of the book, they lived in the Greco-Roman
world, and “several aspects of the argument of Hebrews stand out more
vividly when viewed against the background of Greek and Roman cul-
ture” Gray provides a lucid consideration of numerous issues, including
language and rhetoric, philosophy, causes of and responses to persecu-
tion, understandings of brotherly love, imagery from athletics, political
discourse, and conceptions of sacrifice. Throughout he demonstrates how
an understanding of the Greco-Roman world illuminates interpretation
of Hebrews—and thus also how both the author and his audience were
immersed in the broader culture of their era.

The next chapter, by James W. Thompson, is titled “What Has Middle
Platonism to Do with Hebrews?” and addresses more specifically the influ-
ence of philosophical thought on the booK’s author. Thompson observes
that in the early centuries of the church both critics and proponents of
Christianity noted numerous “irreconcilable differences” between Pla-
tonism and Christianity, including the eschatological expectations of the
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latter, yet Christian thinkers frequently “employed Platonic language and
categories in varying degrees to explain Christian beliefs.” The question of
whether the author of Hebrews also drew upon Middle Platonic philosoph-
ical thought remains debated, but Thompson provides a careful, articulate
defense of that position. He first offers a very helpful survey of Middle
Platonic thought, especially as expressed by its Jewish proponent Philo.
Thompson then considers key passages in Hebrews and explains how the
author utilized philosophical thought and language in his argumentation.
He concludes that, while the author of Hebrews was not a thoroughgo-
ing Platonist, nevertheless, “like the Christian theologians who came after
him, he employed Platonic assumptions for his own pastoral purposes.”

Eric FE. Mason addresses another major suggestion for the conceptual
background of Hebrews in “Cosmology, Messianism, and Melchizedek:
Apocalyptic Jewish Traditions and Hebrews” Like Thompson, Mason
argues that the author of Hebrews utilized ideas from a number of tra-
ditions, both philosophical and eschatological. But just as some inter-
preters deny the presence of Middle Platonism in Hebrews, others reject
the idea that the book has parallels with ideas expressed in apocalyptic
Jewish traditions like those reflected in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Mason sur-
veys the complicated history of attempts to relate the Scrolls to Hebrews,
then cautiously considers similarities in three areas: cosmology, particu-
larly conceptions of the heavenly sanctuary and divine throne; messian-
ism, especially ideas about a messianic priest; and Melchizedek, specifi-
cally interpretations that portray him as a heavenly, angelic figure. In each
case, Mason notes both similarities and differences in Hebrews and the
Qumran texts, but he concludes that “these points of contact establish the
importance of understanding the broader Second Temple Jewish context
for reading this epistle”

David M. Moffitt considers the author’s Jewish context in a different
way in “The Interpretation of Scripture in the Epistle to the Hebrews.”
Moffitt sets two major goals for his investigation: to survey issues impor-
tant for understanding how the author interprets Scripture, and to ana-
lyze selected examples of his exegesis that indicate something of his con-
ception of Scripture. Moffitt undertakes the first of these by explaining
the nature of the biblical text (the Septuagint) utilized by the author of
Hebrews—in the process providing a very helpful primer on textual criti-
cism—then discussing several important Jewish interpretative techniques
known from the Dead Sea Scrolls and rabbinic literature. Next, he makes
his way through key passages in Hebrews, explaining how the author deals
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with biblical citations and how such compares with techniques current in
contemporary Judaism. Throughout his discussion Moffitt reflects recent
scholarship on Hebrews” methods of biblical interpretation (especially
that of Susan Docherty 2009). He concludes that the author of Hebrews
considers Scripture “a repository of divine speech,” words “living and
active” that speak “about Jesus, the Son, and the community that confesses
Jesus’ name.” Drawing on contemporary exegetical methods, he can recast
“scriptural words in new ways,” yet “the words themselves also place con-
straints on him” that demand careful attention.

STRUCTURE OF THE TEXT

Interpreters of Hebrews have long struggled to explain how the book is
structured. Still there is no consensus, though the five-part outline pro-
posed by Albert Vanhoye (1976 [first ed. 1963]), arranged concentrically
around a central emphasis on sacrifice in 5:11-10:39, has been especially
influential. Normally interpreters have sought to organize the book in a
linear fashion based on verbal or thematic cues in the text, but others have
utilized insights from disciplines such as discourse analysis with varying
results (Guthrie 1994; Westfall 2005). The book’s sermonic qualities have
prompted still other scholars to analyze the book in light of rhetorical or
homiletical models, and two chapters here explore such possibilities from
very different perspectives.

Craig R. Koester, in “Hebrews, Rhetoric, and the Future of Human-
ity,” notes that consideration of the structure of Hebrews is vital because
“the way that interpreters perceive the booK’s structure reflects the way
they understand its message.” He argues that the book is best understood
when considered through the lens of Greco-Roman rhetoric. Koester
provides an introduction to the canons of classical rhetoric while present-
ing Hebrews as a text with an exordium (1:1-2:4), a proposition (2:5-9),
three series of arguments (2:10-12:27), a peroration (12:28-13:21), and an
epistolary postscript (13:22-25). Throughout he illustrates his approach
with copious examples from classical literature and explains how each
section of the text would function to appeal to the audience. Also, he
interacts with other scholars’ suggestions about the book’s structure and
features. He concludes that the author, addressing “a Christian commu-
nity in decline ... focused his speech on the way that the hope of inherit-
ing glory in God’s kingdom seemed to be contradicted by the inglorious
experience of Christian life in the world.” The author assures his audience
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that God is faithful and that the ministry of Jesus ensures the fulfillment
of their promised inheritance.

In the next chapter, “Hebrews, Homiletics, and Liturgical Scripture
Interpretation,” Gabriella Gelardini offers an alternative approach. She
observes that the author of Hebrews makes extensive use of biblical quo-
tations but varies the methodology and concentration of citations from
section to section in the book, a technique most closely paralleled in syna-
gogue homilies. Gelardini provides a very helpful introduction to ancient
synagogue practices, architecture, and liturgy before turning to describe
the nature of and expectations for synagogue homilies. In her reading, the
key biblical passages undergirding the homily we now call Hebrews were
Exod 31:18-32:35 (the Torah text, or sidrah, with the theme of covenant
breaking) and Jer 31:31-34 (the related reading from the Prophets, the
haphtarah, on covenant renewal). The overall structure is that of a three-
part petichta homily with elaborate expectations for the use of scriptural
citations in each section. Gelardini asserts that the key texts from Exodus
and Jeremiah were paired in the reconstructed ancient Jewish “trienniel
reading cycle between the two fast days from Tammuz 17 and Av 9,” the
former commemorating the destruction of the law tablets by Moses in
response to the golden calf incident and the latter the rebellion at Kadesh-
barnea. Both also were associated with the destruction of the First Temple
by the Babylonians, with Tisha be-Av also related to the fall of the Second
Temple and the failure of the Bar Kokhba revolt. As the lowest points on
the Jewish calendar, they are “shadow images” of its highest point, Yom
Kippur, and this explains the importance of the Day of Atonement rite for
the author of Hebrews.

EMERGING METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES

Recent decades in biblical scholarship have been marked by the emergence
of new methodologies beyond the traditional historical-critical modes
that have long characterized academic biblical studies. Hebrews has not
normally been a prominent text under consideration by practitioners of
new approaches, especially compared to the attention received by other
New Testament texts such as the Gospels and Pauline Epistles, but that
does not mean it is not fertile ground for such investigations.

One might argue that social-scientific interpretation of the New Tes-
tament no longer is an “emerging” field, but analyses of Hebrews remain
few, and there is much internal debate among practitioners about the
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proper appropriation of such techniques for biblical interpretation. (For
Hebrews, see especially deSilva 2008 [orig. 1995] and 2000, both exam-
ples of sociorhetorical interpretation, and the rather different approach
of Whitlark 2008.) Jerome H. Neyrey, a veteran social-scientific inter-
preter who earlier examined Jesus’ role in the Gospel of John using the
model of a “broker” (Neyrey 2007), analyzes Hebrews’ portrait of Jesus
as priest in “Jesus the Broker in Hebrews: Insights from the Social Sci-
ences.” Neyrey explains the importance of patron-client relationships in
the ancient Mediterranean world and the vital role played by brokers, go-
betweens who “bring the client’s needs to the attention of the patron, as
well as the benefactions of the patron to the clients” Next he considers the
presentation of Jesus as priest/broker in Hebrews through the lens of five
questions: How does one become a broker? What makes one successful?
What does one broker? Why a broker, and why this one? What tariff does
a broker receive? In the course of his discussion, Neyrey also considers
how Hebrews presents Jesus as priest in ways akin to the ancient rhetorical
categories students learned in progymnasmata exercises.

Kenneth Schenck considers a different emerging methodology in
“Hebrews as the Re-presentation of a Story: A Narrative Approach to
Hebrews.” Others have applied this approach to study of New Testament
letters—most notably Richard Hays (2002 [orig. 1983]) on Galatians—
with the assumption that Paul “was arguing with his opponents over a
story”; such a foundational narrative understanding of the gospel and
its implications included various elements both shared and disputed by
the apostle and his detractors. Schenck surveys the application of literary
criticism to the New Testament in recent decades and considers critiques
of the approaches used by Hays and others, then asserts that the author
of Hebrews also has in mind a story that undergirds his message in the
epistle. Schenck rejects the idea that Hebrews was written to Jewish Chris-
tians “tempted to return to mainstream Judaism and its Levitical means
of atonement” in the years before the destruction of the temple. Instead,
he argues that the author of Hebrews offers consolation after the destruc-
tion of the temple in 70 c.E. to Christian believers of any ethnicity who
might question their faith in the aftermath of that event. In order to do
this, the author draws upon a shared body of assumptions from the bibli-
cal “story” he shares with the recipients and re-presents them in “a radical
reinterpretation of key events in the common Christian-Jewish story” This
motive explains the author’s significant interest in things and ideas such as
sanctuaries, atonement, exaltation, and priesthood. As such, “the author
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builds on the audience’s current understanding and common Christian
traditions and re-presents them in striking terms.

MAJOR THEOLOGICAL ISSUES

Hebrews is a profoundly theological book, and as noted earlier the signifi-
cance of this has been increasingly recognized in recent decades. Frank J.
Matera offers an overview of the theology of the book in “The Theology of
the Epistle to the Hebrews” Matera notes that “the task of New Testament
theology is to provide a thick and rich description of the theology in the
New Testamant so that what was written in the past will have meaning and
relevance for the future,” yet this task is difficult because the New Testa-
ment texts were not intended as theological treatises. Nevertheless, they
are steeped in religious thought, and one may consider their contents using
classic theological categories, provided that one remains cognizant of the
original nature of the texts under discussion. Matera finds in Hebrews “the
most systematic presentation of the person and work of Jesus in the New
Testament” but also challenges, including its distinctive presentation of
Jesus as priest, its emphasis on Jesus’ death but relative silence on the res-
urrection and parousia, and its self-description as a “word of exhortation”
Matera explicates the theology of the book in three parts: consideration of
its doctrinal exposition (chiefly on the person and work of Christ) and its
moral exhortation (especially concerning what one may know of the audi-
ence and their hope for the future), then reflections on the significance of
Hebrews’ theology for contemporary Christian faith and thought.

Next, Kevin B. McCruden explores more specifically a particular theo-
logical issue in Hebrews in “The Concept of Perfection in the Epistle to
the Hebrews.” Perfection terminology occurs eighteen times in Hebrews,
yet McCruden notes that it is difficult to ascertain exactly how the author
understands this idea. He undertakes his investigation with “the meth-
odological assumption that a larger narrative world or theological story
informs this ancient sermon,” one very comprehensible to an ancient
audience but likely “profoundly alien” to modern readers. He proceeds to
explain this story, particularly with respect to the role that perfection plays
in the “human career” of Jesus, and finds many parallels between Hebrews
and the kenosis hymn in Phil 2:6-11. Also, McCruden draws links between
the perfection of Jesus and the perfection of his faithful people. He con-
cludes, “while the event of Jesus’ exaltation comprises one aspect of what
Jesus’ perfection means for the author of Hebrews, the personal faithful-
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ness of Jesus also plays a significant role in the perfecting of the Son as eter-
nal high priest” Likewise, “the faithful ultimately experience perfection in
the age to come,” yet “even now ... perfection understood as communion
with God is an experiential reality that has been made possible through
the personal sacrifice of Jesus that cleanses the believer from within.”

REcCEPTION HISTORY

Traditionally Hebrews has been overshadowed by other New Testament
books in the history of Christian thought, especially the Gospels and
Pauline Epistles (even though it was long considered among the latter).
Nevertheless, Hebrews has had considerable influence in certain ways.
Sometimes this has been positive, as in the development of key christo-
logical doctrines, and at other times it has been negative, as when read as
a text espousing Christian supersessionism. Also, Hebrews has been used
in varying ways in the history of Christian worship. Three chapters in this
last major section of the book explore these varied topics.

Rowan A. Greer, author of a classic volume on patristic interpreta-
tion of Hebrews (Greer 1973), examines the use of Hebrews in christo-
logical controversies in “The Jesus of Hebrews and the Christ of Chalce-
don?” After considering broadly the use of Scripture by early Christian
interpreters, he turns to consider two difficulties for understanding the
identity of Christ posed by Hebrews: “If Christ is ‘the exact imprint of
God’s very being, does this mean that he is divine in such a way as not
to compromise monotheism? Further, if Christ is divine, why would he
need to ‘learn obedience by what he suffered’? Indeed, how could a divine
being possibly suffer at all?” Greer finds these two issues respectively
at the heart of two crucial debates in early Christianity, the Arian con-
troversy and the resulting Nicene Creed (381 c.E.), with Athanasius of
Alexandria and Theodore of Mopsuestia offering opposing arguments,
and the fifth-century Nestorian controversy, prompted by the Trinitarian
affirmations in the creed and now engaged by Cyril of Alexandria and
Nestorius. Greer carefully considers the issues in both debates and the use
of Scripture by each of the four proponents. Greer concludes, “Describing
some of the interpretations of Hebrews put forth during the period of the
first four general councils underlines the importance of the theological
frameworks that shape them. Nevertheless, all the interpreters claim that
their presupposed frameworks spring from Scripture. If we take these
claims seriously, there is a circularity or reciprocity binding exegesis and
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theology together” With this he offers a challenge to the assumptions of
modern biblical interpreters as well.

Alan C. Mitchell then considers a very different history of interpret-
ing Hebrews in “A Sacrifice of Praise’: Does Hebrews Promote Superses-
sionism?” Mitchell notes that, “from the second century c.k., Christians
have used [Hebrews] to promote the view that Christianity, according
to God’s plan, had replaced Judaism,” and he concedes that much in
Hebrews can be read in that light. He cautions against such interpre-
tations that may promote anti-Semitism, however, especially in light
of the Holocaust. Mitchell argues that “Hebrews itself is not inherently
supersessionist,” despite the long history of interpretation otherwise. He
offers a definition of supersessionism and surveys its various expressions,
examines three key passages in Hebrews (7:1-12; 8:8-13; 10:1-10) often
read to support that view, and offers a different approach to the book
that avoids such conclusions. The context of the book of Hebrews itself
is a major factor for Mitchell’s argument: the New Testament books were
written “before Christianity had split definitely from Judaism. When one
understands the rich variegation of Judaism in the first century c.E. and
the processes of self-definition each of the various Jewish sects under-
took, then texts that appear as polemical need not be seen as anti-Semitic
or supersessionist.” Instead, they are documents of intra-Jewish debate,
even if addressed to Gentiles who have attached themselves to this Jewish
messianic movement.

Finally, Mark A. Torgerson approaches the traditional interpreta-
tion of Hebrews from yet a third perspective, that of a liturgist examin-
ing the history of Christian worship. In “Hebrews in the Worship Life of
the Church: A Historical Survey,” Torgerson considers how Hebrews has
been utilized in multiple aspects of ecclesial life, including preaching, bap-
tism, Eucharist, ordered ministry, lectionaries, hymnody, service books,
and visual art. He includes copious examples documenting the role of
Hebrews in each of these areas, drawing from a diverse range of Christian
traditions both ancient and modern. Torgerson notes that Hebrews “has
occupied a unique niche” in Christian worship life: “Though the Epistle to
the Hebrews has not had a large role to play in the development and prac-
tice of Christian worship, it has remained an enduring source of inspira-
tion and theological interpretation.” Perhaps more surprising, Torgerson
illustrates that the influence of Hebrews in Christian worship has risen in
recent years in many circles, especially when gauged by its increased pres-
ence in lectionary cycles.



12 READING THE EPISTLE TO THE HEBREWS

Given his instrumental role in the present wave of interest in Hebrews,
it is only appropriate that the volume’s epilogue is penned by Harold W.
Attridge. Attridge offers trenchant comments on each essay, reflecting both
on their individual contributions and the questions they raise for future
study. He especially notes the “intertexts” considered by each contributor,
evaluating how they approach Hebrews in relation to other ancient litera-
ture and ideas. He writes, “Their use of these various lenses through which
to read Hebrews is a marvelous illustration of the challenges inherent in
making sense of this biblical book” Elsewhere he states that this volume’s
essays “should certainly serve to engage a new generation of students” of
Hebrews. If so, the goals inherent in both phrases of the book’ title will
be fulfilled.



