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The Author, Date and Background of the Epistle of Hebrews  
             The Epistle to the Hebrews is a masterful piece of art in literary form. E. Schuyler English gives a beautiful description of and honor to the genius of this book, stating, “To read it is to breathe the atmosphere of heaven itself. To study it is to partake of strong spiritual meat. To abide in its teachings is to be led from immaturity to maturity in the knowledge of Christian truth and of Christ Himself. It is to ‘go on unto perfection.’”   Hebrews may be considered a grand portrait of Christ with the Old Testament as its background. 
Author
              There has always been a great controversy over who the author of the Book of Hebrews could be, with many suggestions being offered by theologians and Bible scholars.  The numerous possibilities will be explored throughout this thesis but the conclusion of the matter is given to us by the early church father, Origen, who stated, “Who wrote the letter, God only knows with certainty. (Wilmington’s Bible Handbook)” Of those we will consider, any of these men had the stature to pen a letter with the Holy Spirit’s stamp of authority (Lesson Maker, Introduction and background to Hebrews).

  
For many years the most widely accepted theory was that the author was the Apostle Paul, although in more recent times the scope of potential authors has widened greatly.  The Preacher’s Outline and Sermon Bible gives us numerous compelling reasons as to why the view of the Pauline authorship was so widely accepted. The first reason given is that the author was a friend of Timothy, Hebrews 13:23, and he had to be well versed in the Old Testament Scriptures.  Another idea that is presented is that the author used the same Old Testament quotation that was used by Paul on two occasions: “The just shall live by faith” (Habakkuk 2:4 quoted in Hebrews 10:38. Cp. Romans 1:17; Galatians 3:11.)  The author closes Hebrews with the same token or mark that Paul says is his special token in closing his writings. Note what Paul says in 2 Thess. 3:17-18 and compare Hebrews 13:25 with the close of Paul’s epistles. Another piece of evidence is seen in the fact that the author was evidently known by Peter. Peter was the disciple to the circumcision, that is, the Jews (Galatians 2:7). His two epistles were written to the Jews who were scattered all over—the Jews of the dispersion (1 Peter 1:1; 2 Peter 3:1). He says, “Even as our brother Paul also...wrote unto you” (2 Peter 3:15). Peter was familiar with some writing of Paul’s that was addressed to the same dispersed Jews to which he was writing. The last reason also has a connection with Peter. The author wrote about “many things...hard to understand” (Hebrews 5:11). Peter says the very same thing about Paul’s epistle to the Jews, “Paul...hath written unto you...some things hard to be understood” (2 Peter 3:15-16).  Is Hebrews the epistle Paul wrote? The evidence in inconclusive, but it does point toward Paul.


Although Paul was the leading candidate, one commentator states that from a stylistic perspective, it is impossible to attribute the letter to Paul (Bible Background Commentary).  The tradition of a Pauline authorship is very old and has never been decisively disproved.  The earliest reference to authorship is from Clement of Alexandria who thought Paul had written it originally in the Hebrew language and that Luke had translated it into Greek.  Clement tells how his teacher, apparently Pantaenus, explained why Paul does not in this letter, as in others, address his readers under his name. Out of reverence for the Lord and to avoid suspicion and prejudice, he as apostle of the Gentiles refrains from addressing himself to the Hebrews as their apostle. The belief in the Pauline authorship of Hebrews belonged chiefly to the East until a later time. Jerome and Augustine seem to have been responsible for popularizing it in the West.  Still it must be admitted that when Hebrews is read in Greek and compared with the known letters of Paul, the total impression is that here one meets a spiritual mind clearly attuned to Paul but in subtle ways quite different (Bible Knowledge Commentary). 


The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia gives various reasons against a Pauline authorship.  From a stylistic perspective, it is impossible to attribute the letter to Paul and the categories of thought and the method of argument, all differ widely from those of any writings ascribed to Paul.   For Paul the Old Testament is law, and stands in antithesis to the New Testament, but in Hebrews the Old Testament is a covenant, and is the "shadow" of the New Covenant. Paul's characteristic terms, "Christ Jesus," and "Our Lord Jesus Christ," are never found in Hebrews.  In comparing Hebrews with Paul’s writings, conceptions of God differ. In Hebrews there is a flavor of Judaistic-Platonistic philosophies.  The last reason given is that Paul could not have written Heb. 2:3, “How shall we escape, if we neglect so great salvation; which at the first began to be spoken by the Lord, and was confirmed unto us by them that heard him;” for he emphatically declares that he did not receive his gospel from the older disciples (Gal 1:12; Gal 2:6).  This last argument is very weak for the author is not specifically referring to his own experience in this passage as the pronoun “we” indicates.


It is more commonly suggested that the writer is Apollos, whose Alexandrian rhetorical and possibly philosophical training would have suited him especially well to write such a letter; he was certainly respected as Paul’s peer in the Pauline churches. In particular the name of Apollos has found favor with some modern writers. The suggestion is often traced to Martin Luther (Bible Knowledge Commentary).  Apollos came from Alexandria, a center where allegorical interpretation, which might be said to be akin to the method used in Hebrews, flourished (cf. Philo). Apollos had "a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures" (Acts 18:24), a description particularly appropriate for the author (The Expositors Bible Commentary). The author may have been a Gentile, as the purity of his Greek language and style suggests; and the combination of Greek and Hebrew thought, which the epistle reflects (International Standard Bible Encyclopedia).


Another view is that Barnabas wrote Hebrews and this was referred to at a later time by Jerome and reappeared in Gregory of Elvira and Filaster, both writers of the fourth century. There is reason to think that in the ancient catalog of canonical books found in the Western manuscript called Codex Claremontanus, the Book of Hebrews went under the name of the Epistle of Barnabas.  Barnabas fits the requirements for authorship of this epistle. Since he was a Levite (Acts 4:36), an interest in the Levitical system, such as the author of Hebrews displayed, would be natural for him. Since he had close ties with Paul, resemblances in Hebrews to Paul’s thought would be naturally explained. Moreover, Timothy had been converted in the area of Paul’s first missionary journey (Acts 16:1-3) and was therefore most probably known to Barnabas (Bible Knowledge Commentary).  


It may be mentioned that at one time or another, the names of Clement of Rome, Luke, Silvanus, Philip the Evangelist, and Priscilla have been offered as possible authors.   Each of these have various rationale that lend to the fact that they should be given serious consideration. 


Although the various reasons for or against a particular person being considered is given, my personal feeling is that I lean toward the Pauline authorship.  Every person has a different perspective and when I read through Hebrews I recognize that the style of letter is quite different from Paul’s other letters, yet at the same time I see the fingerprints of Paul throughout this epistle.  I think we can sometimes limit the work of an author by putting him in a box and we do not give him the freedom to express himself in other styles.  Because the purpose and content of this letter was going to be so different to his other letters, it may have been necessary to put it in the form that it is in. In the Book of Acts, Paul demonstrated that he was well versed in the ideas and philosophies in the world.  William Barclay in his volume on the Epistle to the Hebrews from the Daily Study Bible Series, makes note that the author had a double background, Greek and Hebrew, because of the Platonic elements that are found, as well as the Old Testament usage. 
Date


Just as there is no conclusive evidence for the author, there is not any evidence for the date of the writing of Hebrews, although, there are some clues that help us to make some observations about the time this was written.  George Guthrie, the author of The NIV Application Commentary, offers some suggestions that aid in the investigation into the date of the writing of Hebrews. First, the readers had to have been Christians for a while because they were rebuked at the end of chapter five for there immaturity at a time when they should have made much more progress up to this point. The internal evidence from Hebrews leans toward the fact that the recipients of the letter were second generation Christians.  Second, the end of chapter ten tells us that the readers had faced and persevered through severe persecution in the past. Andrew Trotter Jr. questions the fact of which persecution is being referenced. It could have been either the periods of persecution in Palestine from the religious leaders or one of the many persecutions brought on by the Roman emperors.  Last of all, chapter twelve informs us that they had not yet experienced martyrdom in their ranks, but the persecution was causing many to defect back into their former faith, Judaism.  Many scholars place the date of writing between 60 and 65 because the church was beginning to face the persecution that was brought on be the Roman emperor, Nero.  Another reason given for the dating in this time period is the lack of mentioning that Jerusalem and the temple had been destroyed.  With the author using so much of the temple worship and priesthood in his writing there is no way he would have failed to include this important fact.  The only answer for not recording the destruction of the temple could be if the book was written many years after 70AD, the date of the temple’s destruction by the Roman General, Titus, and it would have been obvious to the reader as well it would have been old news. Author Andrew Trotter Jr. makes mention that the writer of Hebrews speaks in the present tense when discussing the sacrificial system and the temple worship, therefore, this form of worship could have been ongoing at the time of the writing of Hebrews.  He also contends that the Greek tense could be interpreted as aspect-oriented and not time-oriented.   The Expositor’s Bible Commentary also mentions the lack of the destruction of the temple and makes this statement, “It would have been a convincing climax had the author been able to point out that the temple and all that went with it had ceased to exist. The best argument for the supersession of the old covenant would have been the destruction of the Temple." 


The Bible Knowledge Commentary places the date at 68 or 69 AD, which seems highly unlikely if you believe the Pauline authorship, because Paul was martyred in 64 AD.  Surely his death and the death of others during that period of persecution would contradict the statement that no one has resisted to death as of yet.  My personal hypothesis is that it was written just before the persecution under Nero, as there was an unpopular tension that was on the uprising at the time, which would place the date of the writing of Hebrews in the vicinity of 60-64 AD.

Background and Setting

The background and setting of the Epistle to the Hebrews is mainly found in the internal evidence as one looks to the context of the writing. The recipients of the letter are without doubt Christians who are being tempted to return to the Jewish faith. Although they may not be a one-hundred percent representation of Jews, there is no doubt a vast majority who are.  Andrew Trotter Jr. focuses on the fact that the letter was written to a “subgroup” within the Christian Community.  The bottom line is that the audience, who was made up mainly by suffering Jewish Christians, is told of the merits of Jesus and the New Covenant in contrast to the Old Covenant, which they had served under for such a long period of time.  As a result of following the Christian faith these believers suffered great persecution from not only the culture of the surrounding nations, which includes the Roman government, but especially from their own immediate family and kin who ostracized them, and from their own nation and people, fellow Jews.  


The result of this persecution was a group of people who could not make a clean break from the old Jewish traditions.   The daily routine of ongoing persecution began to weigh heavy on these believers and discouragement set in.  They began to disassociate themselves from the church, resulting in the admonition, “Not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as the manner of some is; but exhorting one another: and so much the more, as ye see the day approaching. (Hebrews 10:25).”  This led to a state of spiritual apathy and their spiritual hearing was dull.  If they had not yet made the decision, they were on the brink of leaving their faith in Christ and retuning to their former belief system.   


The internal evidence also points to the fact that these failing believers were not able to persevere through their trials.  The author uses the illustration of a marathon runner and gives numerous examples of those who through faith made it through the proverbial “brick wall” and got their second spiritual wind to finish the race. The eyes of the Hebrew Christian was not on the finish line, but they were distracted by there present troubles.  The author of Hebrews reminds them to look to the greatest runner of the race, Jesus, and to fix their eyes on Him, for not only is He the example of a runner that should be followed; he is also the prize and finish line.  


The persecution of the audience is the main thought that lies behind the background of this letter. Wilmington’s Guide to the Bible gives us the legal situation that the Christians were in stating that in the first century A.D., the practice of Judaism was sanctioned and protected by Roman law. Christianity, on the other hand, was not. Jewish Christians faced the dilemma of whether they should continue professing Christianity and risk danger or even death, or return to the safety and security of Judaism. This letter warned Christians against returning in any way to Judaism and encouraged them to go on to maturity in Christ. Luther, Zwingli, and Calvin nailed to the masthead of their movement three great principles from Hebrews:  *no sacrifice but Calvary, *no priest but Christ, *no confessional but the throne of grace.

The LESSONmaker gives us a detailed picture of what life was like when one leaves the Jewish faith to become a Christian, “For a first-century Jew to become a believer in Jesus Christ required a great sacrifice. He was immediately branded as an apostate and a blemish to the Jewish nation. He was considered “unclean” in the strongest possible sense. Defecting Jews were immediately expelled from the synagogue; their children were denied the privilege of attending the synagogue school; they lost their jobs in geographical areas controlled by the Jews; in short, they lost everything of earthly value to them. Furthermore, the Jewish high priest had the authority in Judea, and to some extent in other provinces, to throw troublesome Jews in jail (compare Hebrews 10:33-34). It was circumstances such as these that apparently caused many of these Hebrew believers to wane in their commitment to Christ.” 

 
Kenneth Weust, in Word Studies in the Greek New Testament, gives us the proposition of the book which is the basis for understanding the background and setting of the book. He writes, “The New Testament in Jesus blood is superior to and supplants the First Testament in animal blood.” (Vol. 2, p. 14)  

Destination


Again as with many aspects of the epistle of Hebrews it is difficult to tell the destination of the letter.  As mentioned previously it was most likely a predominantly Jewish audience.  The opinion of the final destination of the letter depends upon who you believe the author to be.  For example those who believe that Apollos wrote the letter, believe it was to the churches of the Lycus valley (where Colosse was situated), or to Corinth, or those who take the position that Barnabas was the author think that it was to the island of Cyprus, because that is where he if from.  The Bible Knowledge Commentary mentions that some believe the letter was destined for Rome, “The thesis that the readers were an enclave of Jewish Christians within the church at Rome has also found adherents. But apart from the reference to “those from Italy” (13:24), there is not much to suggest a Roman destination.”  The opinion that the epistle had a Palestinian destination has recently been strengthened by the underlying principle that the author was writing to a sectarian form of Judaism such as what we found at Qumran.  It is an interesting comparison when you study the epistles view of the wilderness experience and failure.  If it was directed to those at Qumran, or another group such as them that idealized the wilderness experience, it would seem to back the idea of a Palestinian destination. Precisely where was it sent? Suggestions include Jerusalem, Alexandria, Caesarea, Ephesus, Rome, and Syrian Antioch, but no one knows for certain. 
             At first, these Hebrew Christians joyfully accepted persecution (Hebrews 10:34). But after a while, it apparently became too much for them to bear and their endurance weakened (Hebrews 10:35-36). The warning passages in the letter suggest that these believers were degenerating in faith.  Thus the author was inspired to encourage them to arise from their discouragement and to pick up the mantle and to enter the race one more time.








(Continued, next page)
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