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Abstract.

The Epistle to the Hebrews has been charactenised as being a late and strongly Hellenistic text,
which displays a high incamational Chnstology very similar to, if not as fully developed as, that
expressed in the Fourth Gospel. These scholarly assumptions have resulted in Hebrews
remaining peripheral to the modem debate about the person of Christ, an approach which this
thesis explores and questions.

Some modemn scholars have recognised that the Epistle also contains an important
depiction of the historical human Jesus. This has led many scholars to argue that the Epistle
contains two conflicting and juxtaposed portraits of Christ - one concerned with the human
historic Jesus - the other concerned with Christ the Divine Son of God. This thesis attempts to
examine these assumptions and explores the possibilty that Hebrews simply juxtaposes

different Christological portraits.
Through the explorahon of questions of authorship, audience and the background of

thought which enables the most assured reading of this enigmatic text, this thesis questions some
of these traditional scholarly assumptions. This survey demonstrates how a case can be
constructed for an earlier dating of this text, which also recognises its essential ‘Jewish’
Christian character.

Some modern scholars recogmise that Hebrews contains a distinctive portrait of the
human historic Jesus. On the basis that modem study has advocated that Christology should be
constructed from below, this thesis first considers the historical Jesus which is the central
concern of the Epistle’s thinking about the person of Christ. Close study of significant textual
features demonstrates that Hebrews’ Chnstology displays a pronounced concem to secure
Jesus’ close solidarity with humanity, a solidanty which is functionally necessary given the
Epistle’s use of Old Testament concepts of priesthood in order to explore the meamng of
Christ’s redemptive activity.

Subsequent consideration of the contrasting ‘high’ Chnstological elements within the
Epistle demonstrates both why these have dominated scholarly discussion, and also, more
significantly how they also focus attention on the redemptive activity of Jesus’ life. Whereas
concepts of Divine Sonship and Pnesthood might be expected to establish Chnst’s exalted

status, this study demonstrates how these concepts also stress ideas of humihiahon and human
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solidanty. This rather unexpected finding is reflected in a marked ambiguity in the language

Hebrews chose to use i expressing his teaching, and I maintain here that this i1s not an
unintentional outcome of the Old Testament citations used but the reflection of the author’s
deliberate theological intentions.

Attention 1s then focused on a fuller consideration of Hebrews’ use of Old Testament
concepts and traditions concerning pniesthood in constructing its theological and Chnstological
arcument. The consideration of these features is divided into two separate but inter-linked
studies. The first of these explores concepts of priesthood and sacrifice by consideration of the
motifs of human sohdanty, the umon of pnest and victim and ideas concerning a sinless high
priest. These discussions include a consideration of Hebrews’ use of the idea of ‘perfection’
and 1its teaching about the sinlessness of Jesus. It is then shown how these 1deas provide a basis
for umting the contrasting portraits of Hebrews’ Chnstology. The second of these studies
explores Hebrews’ use of the traditions associated with the Old Testament pnestly figure of
Melchizedek, by means of which the Epistle establishes the supenonty of Chnst’s pnesthood
and redemptive activity. In establishing this supenonty Hebrews demonstrates the redundancy of
the Levitical pniesthood and cultic traditions. This approach typifies Hebrews’™ positive attitude
towards Old Testament religious traditions, which he believes have been both superseded and
fulfilled in the person of Chnst. Modem scholarship has characterised this approach as an
eschatological approach to the revelation of God.

The concluding chapter of this thesis considers Hebrews’ understanding of Chnst’s
work - both in terms of his past redemptive activity and his present heavenly work of
representation and intercession. It is maintained that Christ’s work, especially his redemptive
activity, is the central concem and focus upon which Hebrews’ Chrstological scheme 1s
constructed, a scheme which unifies the human and divine in the histoncal Jesus. Hebrews’
teaching results in a very dynamic depiction of the person of Chnst, which suggests that

Hebrews contains many valuable insights on which those involved in the modem debate about

the person of Chnst might draw.
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Introduction.

My purpose in writing this thesis is not simply to explore the Christological pattern of Hebrews’
theological scheme but to consider what contribution it has to make to the ongoing and wider
debate about the person of Christ. This is a debate which has been largely conducted on the

basis of the evidence provided by the Gospel narratives and the Pauline corpus, an approach

which has led to some Pauline passages becoming almost the sole focus of conflict between
differing and competing Chnstological schemes. A passage such as Philippians 2:6-11 has
therefore become a veritable first world war battleground, scarred with the defences and counter
measures advanced by different theological (Chnistological) schools of thought. Earlier work on
British scholars’ ‘views of the Incarnation’ led me to consider whether there was valuable
information and traditions outside the Gospels and the Pauline corpus which needed more
careful consideration. I was drawn to one document in particular, a document which stood out
from the rest of the New Testament texts, a document traditionally described as an epistle, but
lacking many of the features expected within such texts, a document which through its use of
Jewish traditions of Temple theology is unique within the New Testament canon. The more I
read or heard about this text, the stronger became my conviction that here might be a text which
had an important contribution to make to the modern debate about the person of Christ, more

importantly which offered a contribution which might enable the debate to move beyond the

sterile conflicts over a narrow selection of Pauline passages.

[ found myself considering why no other scholars had taken such an approach, only to realise
that this was not strictly true. As this thesis will demonstrate, there have been other individual
scholars who have taken a particular interest in this Epistle and I shall draw on their work. Very
few scholars even within this group have, however, been concerned to focus on the Christology
of the Epistle, to make that the centre of their approach to this text. One very important exception
to this rule is Nairne, who despite the age of his scholarship, cannot be ignored by anyone
wishing to engage in a full consideration of Hebrews’ Christology.! Some might accuse me of

overstating this case, however even a cursory consideration of the easily available commentaries

on Hebrews will quickly illustrate my point because most commentaries either contain no

' Nairne, A. The Epistle of Priesthood. Edinburgh, T & T Clark, 1915.

oy
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section on ‘the Christology of Hebrews’ while those which do, only provide a brief survey of
the topic. In addition, within these commentaries those verses which can be viewed as being
Christologically significant are often passed over with little or no comment, a clear sign of the
lack of interest in this aspect of Hebrews’ thought. Why is there such a high level of disinterest

in Hebrews’ Christology. The answer to this question is partly associated with the wider
question of why Hebrews has occupied such a marginal place within the academic study of the

New Testament in the modern era.

The Epistle to the Hebrews’ marginal place in the New Testament canon can be seen as resulting
from two main factors. On the one hand scholars have disdained to engage with this text,
because they believed it to be Hellenistic and late, a conclusion reached by many because of its
‘high’ Chnistology. Also for Protestant Biblical Scholars during the 19th Century its cultic and
priestly tone together with its previous role in shaping liturgical traditions made it forbidden or at
least uncomfortable territory. On the other hand the Epistle has lacked and still lacks easy
accessibility because of its use of typology and unfamiliar Jewish cultic traditions. This
typological character presents problems to the exegete determined to engage with and listen to
the author’s voice today. The Epistle wniter’s argument does not easily lend itself to the analytical
and scientific study favoured by scholars now; typology with its heavy use of Jewish cultic
traditions and multi-layered symbolism, makes clear cut analysis difficult if not impossible at
times. These factors work successfully to maintain an exegetical distance between us and the
author, a distance which few can convince themselves is worth the time to bridge for an Epistle

of a late and marginal nature. It is part of my purpose here to convince these scholars that the

expenditure of that time and effort is time well spent.

The results of the last 50 years’ exegesis have not made the situation any less problematical. For
all the efforts expended by commentators little of an assured nature has been established

concerning those basic questions asked on first encountering a text. On questions of
authorship, date, original destination, the situation which is being addressed and especially the
religious backdrop against which the text is best read, research has not yielded conclusive

results. It is not my task to survey exhaustively this critical exercise, a task recently undertaken
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by McCullough in two articles® and in greater detail by Hurst in his book surveying its

background of thought.” For our present purpose it is sufficient to note that the fluid nature of
these debates does not increase the accessibility of this text. Particularly vital in this respect is

the question about which backgrounds of thought are best able to unlock the meanings contained

in the text.

Decisions about background of thought have been determinative in shaping understanding of

this Epistle.* For example many scholars, following Spicq’s® lead, have read this text against
the background of thought represented by the work of Philo of Alexandria and Platonism. This

is a conclusion which led them to claim that the author was a ‘philonian converted to
Christianity’, that the epistle was late, Hellenistic and influenced by Platonic dualism.® This
view was weakened by the work of Barrett,” who saw a strong connection between Hebrews
and Stephen’s speech in Acts 7 and then finally refuted in a lengthy thesis by Williamson in

1970.% Yet this view persists and influences scholarly conclusions of instance, Dunn, when
attempting to explain the juxtaposition of Hebrews’ High Christology of Divine Sonship and the
emphasis on an essentially human Jesus, who is adopted by God to become the pioneer of

salvation, argues that this odd juxtaposition of Christological themes is due to the synthesis of
Platonic and Hebraic world views, which he claims are clearly expressed in Heb.8:1-10:18°,

Dunn argues this in Christology in the Making, published in 1980, which shows no awareness

2 McCullough, J.C. “Hebrews in Recent Scholarship.” Parts 1 & 2. Irish Biblical Studies 16 no.2: &
no.3:1994. pp 66-86 & 108-120. provides a recent survey of the state of play in relation to all these basic

background questions.

> Hurst, L.D. The Epistle to the Hebrews: Its Background of Thought. Cambridge, CUP, 1990. This 1S a
very thorough discussion of all the major religious backgrounds modern commentators have used in trying to
close the exegetical gap between us and the author of Hebrews. Hurst very usefully highlights the shortcomings
of their research and attempts to suggest some possible conclusions.

“ Peterson, D. Hebrews and Perfection. Cambridge, CUP, 1982. p.48. Peterson recognises that deciding

which association of ideas are applicable when interpreting Hebrews” terminology of perfection is often
implicitly answered by interpreters who argue for a specific context for the author, such as Philonism or Gnostic

thinking.

5 Spicq, C. L’Epitre aux Hebreux, 2 vols. Paris, Gabalda, 1952.

* Thompson, J. W. “Conceptual Background and Purpose of the Midrash in Hebrews 7.” Novum
Testamentum 19. 1977. pp 209-223.1s one such example.

"Hurst, 1990.p.8

® Williamson, R. Philo and the Epistle to the Hebrews. Lieden, Bnll, 1970.

® Dunn,1980. pp.51-53.
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of the conclusions offered by Williamson a decade earlier. So, we can see how determinative
these proposed religious backgrounds can be. Yet without decisions on the background of
thought, it becomes difficult to establish a valid exegesis of the text. It will not be surprising

therefore that this 1s an area of major consideration in my first chapter.

What I have written so far may present a very bleak picture where Hebrews’ Christology is
concerned and it 1s necessary for me to offer something by way of a corrective. Whilst interest
in this aspect of Hebrews’ thought has been limited, it has not been totally absent. There has
been some interest 1n the Epistle’s portrait of Christ as High Priest' by those surveying New
Testament Christological concepts, and a few others have used the Epistle in their schemes of
early Chnstological development, but often as a mere ‘gap filler’." Yet none of these efforts
have really viewed the Epistle as of more than passing interest, a fact reflected by its place in

most courses of New Testament study, where it is quickly surveyed together with the Pastorals,

or passed over in reverential silence.

Restoring the Christological focus.
Hebrews’ strong depiction of the Divine Son in chapter 1, the language of high priesthood, its

apparent Hellenistic and late style, have led to a narrowed Christological focus. This narrowed
focus has often meant that important Christological themes concerning the human Jesus have
been ignored, overlooked, or at least played down. In this thesis I shall attempt to redress the
balance by focusing on the Epistle’s distinctive portrait of the human Jesus. More importantly I

shall attempt to offer some understanding of how these apparently competing portraits of Jesus

may be reconciled.

Hebrews’ Christological portrait has been commonly viewed within the frame provided by the

author’s first three verses, when he declares,

' Cullmann, O. The Christology of the New Testament. London, SCM, 1959.(2nd Ed 1963). chapter 4:
Jesus the High Priest, being but one example of such an approach, also seen in modified form in J. D. G. Dunn.

Christology in the Making: An Inquiry into the Origins of the Doctrine of the Incarnation. London, SCM,
1980.

"' Knox, J. The Humanity and Divinity of Christ. Cambridge, CUP, 1967 (reprinted 1978). pp.34-50. Knox
here ascribes to Hebrews the function of providing the ‘missing link” in his evolutionary Christological scheme,

a solution which at best seems forced and unconvincing.
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In many and various ways God spoke of old to our fathers by the prophets; but in these last
days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom
also he created the world. He reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his nature,

upholding the universe by his word of power.

This frame has confirmed scholars’ views that the Epistle displays a high Christology,
expressed in the distinctive motif of Christ the High Priest. Yet even scholars who emphasise
this motif are often willing to recognise a second distinctive theme of Jesus’ humanity within the

body of the Epistle. So within recent published work we can read a variety of statements such

as,

...at the same time there is more adoptionist language in Hebrews than in any other New
Testament document, that is language which speaks of Jesus as becoming, or being begotten,

or being appointed to his status as the decisive intermediary between God and man. "

The real humanity of Jesus is essential for the argument of Hebrews..the original teaching
never denied that Jesus was human..it is not possible for Hebrews to remain faithful to the

tradition and at the same time to develop an argument which leaves the humanity of Jesus out

of account.”

Yet in discussion this complex Christological portrait is often reduced to High Priest and Divine
Son, with little acknowledgement of this other major element of the human Jesus in the Epistle’s

portrait of Christ. It is not that scholars are unaware of this ‘second’ element, they simply do not

pursue it.

There have been a few scholars who have actively explored Hebrews’ portrait of the human

2 Dunn, 1980. p.52. Yet Dunn places his discussion of High Priest, within the section of his work entitled
Son of God.

*Lindars, B. The Theology of the Letter to the Hebrews. Cambridge, CUP, 1991. p.40.
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Jesus, one such being Mealand in his 1979 article.” In that article he notes that,

Hebrews is the one theological treatise in the New Testament which comes closest to the
carliest stratum of the synoptic tradition in its positive emphasis on the humanity of Jesus.
Even if there is reserve over the question of sinlessness, there is neither the relative lack of

interest 1n the earthly Jesus which Paul displays, nor the emphasis on superhuman capacities

which is to be observed especially in the Fourth Gospel. 'S

The only reservation I have about this analysis of Hebrews’ portrait of the human Jesus

concerns Jesus’ sinlessness, where Mealand follows many commentators in understanding this

to function as a control or reserve on Hebrews’ understanding of Jesus’ humanity.” This issue
will be an important and ongoing area of discussion throughout this thests and represents I
believe, a central concept of Hebrews’ Christological understanding. With the main contention
of this analysis, however, I find myself in agreement namely that Hebrews does present a vital

and important picture of Jesus of Nazareth, which accords with the disciples’ memories of him.

Part of my concern within this thesis is to answer my own concerns about the insights which
Hebrews contributes to the ongoing modern debate about the person of Christ. this is an issue
which I originally raised with Barnabas Lindars during the VTBS summer conference, shortly
before his untimely death. He chose not to answer the question on that occasion, but instead he
suggested that [ address it myself. This thesis 1s the result of carrying out that process. As to
whether I have satisfactorily achieved my goal or not others will have to judge. In dealing with
this matter I have come to question many of the accepted axioms associated with the study of
Hebrews and with the wider development of Christology within the early Christian period. I can
accept that some will feel unable, or unconvinced by my arguments in respect of these
questions, what I would find difficult to accept is the conclusion that Hebrews has no

worthwhile contribution to make. I believe the modern debate lacks strength if it ignores this

'"*Mealand, D.L. “The Christology of the Epistle to the Hebrews.” Modern Churchman. 22 no. 4.1979. pp.
180-18S5.
*Ibid., p. 184.

""Knox, 1967 (reprinted 1978).pp.44-45 is an example of one scholar who sees the end, 4:15, as functioning
to undcrmine Jesus’ humamnity, he also notes 1t is this question of sin that leads to a similar reservation in Pauline

texts.
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very different yet lively and vital early Christian voice. If we consider the Christological debates
of the first five centuries of the Christian era we discover that Hebrews’ portrait of Jesus the
man was important in the Christological conflicts of that time. The vital role played by Hebrews’
human Jesus, in the works of both Christological schools, Antiochene and Alexandrian, has

been noted by Young."” Equally I believe this enigmatic Epistle has a vital role to play in

contemporary debate among scholars as they try to recover the human Jesus.

With all this in mind I propose in my first chapter to establish a possible date for Hebrews and
to offer an assessment of its setting within the religious traditions contemporary with it. As we
shall see it is difficult to establish the identity of the Epistle’s author so I shall follow the
precedent set by Lindars in his book™ and refer to both the text and author by the inclusive term
Hebrews. Once I have established these foundations I intend in the second chapter to examine
the neglected Christological motif of the Epistle, namely its portrait of the human historical
Jesus. This examination will also include the first stage of an enquiry into the question of Jesus
sinlessness, which has been viewed by some scholars as functioning as a check on the reality of
Jesus’ humanity. Having restored some Christological balance by means of these discussions
chapter 3 will then explore the Christological motif which has been the usual focus of scholarly
attention; the Divine Sonship of Christ. Both chapters 2 and 3 will not only explore the two

images of Christ that scholars have identified within the Epistle’s thought, but will also examine

whether these foundations enable these very different portraits to be reconciled. Chapter 4
examines Hebrews’ interest and use of the concepts of priesthood and sacrifice and whether
these provide a basis upon which to reconcile the contrasting motifs of the Divine Son and the
Human Jesus. This discussion also requires further exploration of the motif of Jesus’
‘sinlessness’ given its functional relationship within the concept of sacrifice. As any discussion
of Hebrews’ arguments concerning priesthood would be incomplete if it ignored the extensive
use made of the traditions concerning Melchizedek, so chapter 5 will explore this aspect of
Hebrews’ thinking. Having carried out this extensive survey of Hebrews’ Christological

scheme the different threads are drawn together in chapter 6 and then utilised to illustrate how

Hebrews might make a valuable contribution to the modern scholarly debate about the person of

' Young, EM. “Christological Ideas in the Greek Commentaries on the Epistle to the Hebrews.™ Journal of
Theological Studies n0.20. 1969. pp.150-163.

'® Lindars, B. The Theology of the Letter to the Hebrews. Cambridge, CUP,1991.pp.xi-Xii.
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Hebrews might make a valuable contribution to the modern scholarly debate about the person of

Christ.

In the course of these discussions the contributions of a number of earlier scholars will be
considered. Nairne 1s one scholar whose work despite its age still offers a useful contribution
for anyone wishing to discuss the Christology of Hebrews. The usefulness of Nairne’s work
lies in the simple fact that 1t deals extensively with Chnistological themes. It may seem that the
structure of my thesis 1s the product of Nairne’s own study, yet this is not the case. Early in my
research programme I identified the human portrait as a primary focus and starting point for my
exploration. This decision was made before I had read a word of Nairne’s argument and arose

from my study of Young’s article “Chnistological Ideas in the Greek Commentaries on the
Epistle to the Hebrews.”,” this view was further reinforced by the articles produced by

Melbourne and Horing.” Later study of Naime’s book strengthened my own instincts and
conclusions, whilst providing useful matenal to express important ideas. Nairne has been a

constant companion during my scholarly quest, providing assurance but not direction to my

search. Nairne’s book whilst providing useful data* to support my argument lacked the
conclusions my task required. His book does not have an explicit conclusion, ending with an
exposition of the Epistle’s text. At no point does Nairne explicitly state that he 1s attempting to
contribute to the Christological debate, yet a closer reading of his book suggests that he 1s
offering a contribution. That this contribution is directed towards the debate of his own time
with its focus on the quest for the historical Jesus should come as no surprise. The modern
debate in contrast is driven by very different concerns which despite the renewed quests for the
historical Jesus focus on questions arising from the two natures doctrine expressed in the
Chalcedonian formula. In this respect my study goes beyond the implicit conclusions contained

in Narine’s study, these whilst supporting my argument are inadequate for my overall purpose.

Another scholarly companion during this study has been Williamson, whose own love of this

¥ Young, EM. “Christological Ideas in the Greek Commentaries on the Epistle to the Hebrews.” Journal of
Theological Studies no.20. 1969. pp.150-163.

® Horning, E.B. “Chiasmus, Creedal(sic) Structure and Christology in Heb. 12:1-2.” Biblical Research.
23.1978.pp. 37-48. and Mclbourne, B.L.. “An Examination of the Historical- Jesus motif in the Epistle to the

Hebrews.” Andrews University Seminary Studies. 26.1988.pp.281-297.

“ Most of this data requires reinterpretation and up dating given its age.
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Epistle awakened my first interest in Hebrews. I have found his extensive body of articles to be
useful in a number of my research areas yet in many respects his contribution is incomplete, as
1ll health forced him to abandon his work on a new commentary on the Epistle. I have found
some of his insights useful and have built on them, but it is difficult to assess whether my

conclusions are anywhere like those he might himself have reached. I suspect his purpose had a
much wider focus than mine which is limited to Christological issues and I am unable to say

how far his larger work might have been shaped by Christological ideas.

As my research has progressed I have come to realise how my overall views coincide with the

general direction of a certain school of thought which stresses Jesus’ humanity, the theme of his

human development and focuses on ‘the activity of Christ rather than on his nature’.** A number

of scholars can be loosely 1dentified with this approach including Isaacs, who in her more recent

book® appears to have moved closer to this viewpoint and Schenck who in his earlier articles

provides some strong arguments for this approach, although his latest book has not developed

these ideas.”* Included within this loose grouping is Caird who originally developed a very
significant exegesis of the first two chapters of the Epistle, which was then adopted by later
scholars such as Hurst. I have made extensive use of Caird’s ideas within my study but I have

attempted to construct a more extensive Christological scheme on this foundation. Once again

Caird is a scholar whose work was left unconcluded.” Though I feel sympathy with the broad
approach of this ‘group’ of scholars, I disagree strongly with some their individual views and

conclusions. For example I can not agree with Isaacs’ post 70 AD dating of the Epistle® or

Nairne’s stress on its Hellenistic character.”’

“ Koester, C. R. Hebrews. New York, Doubleday, 2001. pp.294-295.

® Isaacs, M.E. Reading Hebrews and James. Macon, Smyth & Helwys Publishing, 2002. Isaacs has
developed a very distinctive approach which is concerned to interpret the Epistle solely in terms of existing
concepts of the Jerusalem Temple cult and its ritual. I have found this refreshing and useful in shaping my
thinking in some instances, but feel that this allows her to rule out of court some questions which 1 feel require

greater debate.

* Schenck, K. Understanding the Book of Hebrews. London, Westminster John Knox Press, 2003. This
change may be explained not by a change of mind, but rather because this latest work is intended for a popular

audience.

> Caird began work on the New ICC Commentary on Hebrews but died before he completed it, then this
was passed onto Williamson, who was also prevented from completing it.

? Isaacs, M.E. Sacred Space. Sheffield, JSOT Press, 1992.p.
“ Nairne, 1915.pp.14-22.
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My study has entailed consideration of some areas beyond the scope of my own area of

expertise, especially with regard to the Old Testament. For instance the work of Paul concerning

Old Testament traditions of Messiahship® is one such example. I have tried to assess his ideas
critically but I lack the detailed knowledge of Old Testament scholarship to fully test his
conclusions. Given that this area is not central to my overall thesis I have utilised what appears
to be useful for my purposes, whilst recognising that further, more detailed study, might
possibily require some modification to my overall argument although this would, I believe have
only minimal impact on my overall hypothesis. Pursuing this issue here would, distract me from
my required programme of research. It 1s to other questions which, whilst not central to our

exploration of the Epistle’s Christology, provide a foundation upon which we can undertake it

and it is to that we must now turn our attention.

*® Paul, M. J. “The Order of Melchizedek (Ps 110:4 & Heb.7:3).” Westminster Theological Journal.
49,1987.pp.195-211.
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Chapter 1 - The Enigmatic Epistle.

Our Epistle, whiie 1t bears the imprint of an original mind, has a very great deal in common
with the theology of the other books of the New Testament. Indeed, it may be dated in the

carly days of the Apostolic Age, for it is firmly based on the kergyma of the primitive church.
The kergyma opens with the proclamation of the fulfilment in Jesus of the promises of the

Old Testament,; and this is particularly marked in our Epistle, where there are some 37 actual

and 70 virtual citations from the books of the old covenant.!

The Epistle may bear the imprint of an original mind, but whose original mind it was has been
the basis of much scholarly debate. It is not only the question of authorship which displays a
wide range of hotly disputed conclusions. When it comes to all those basic questions we first
ask at our 1nitial encounter with any New Testament text, we discover a wide range of
dissenting voices, offering us a welter of competing conclusions. So before we can engage in
an exploration of the Chnistology of Hebrews it is necessary to survey these various competing
literary constructions of Hebrews’ Sirz im Leben. It is therefore to questions of authorship,
destination, date of composition, background of thought and relationship to other New
Testament documents that we now turn. Then we will consider those aspects of the Epistle

~which are foundational, the author’s use of the Old Testament (the Scriptures for him), the Old
Testament cultic traditions so central to his argument and his extensive use of typology. These

aspects whilst not central to this study, are important foundations on which any exegetical study

of the Epistle must rest.

Authorship.

For a period of some eleven centuries Bibles written and printed in various languages ascribed
this work of exhortation to Saint Paul. Then came the period between the Reformation and the
rise of critical biblical scholarship, when Paul’s authorship was disputed and various alternative

authors were sought from within Paul’s circle of friends and disciples. Then critical biblical
scholarship dismissed Paul altogether, and new Bibles simply said ‘The Letter to the

Hebrews’, and Nairne could write of the quest for the author,

' Montefiore, H.W. The Epistle to the Hebrews. London, A.& C. Black, 1964.p.4.
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That search is now given up, and most readers are content 10 be ignorant of the author’s name,
while they recognise even more clearly than their predecessors the canonical value of the
Epistle. It is no longer looked upon as one of the witnesses to S. Paul’s theology, nor yet as
representing a theology derived from him... It stands in its own peculiar position between S.

Paul and S. John in the development of apostolic theology; not independent, for none of the

New Testament books is absolutely independent of the others; yet a particular and primary

document.?

With the dismissal of Paul we have then to establish how the tradition of Pauline authorship

arose in the first place. In addition, we need to consider what other possible candidates there are

who might have the original mind so well attested in the text of Hebrews. It 1s to these two

entwined and mutually supporting issues we must now tum.

Our first evidence comes from Eusebius who, in his Ecclesiastical History,” records that the

tradition of Pauline authorship was held to be true in Alexandria, where he notes Clement of
Alexandria (late 2nd Century) openly criticised this view. Eusebius goes on to record that
Origen was also known to have rejected Pauline authorship, declaring it to be impossible given
the Epistle’s literary style. On closer examination Clement’s objections were also based on
stylistic differences, which he ascribed to his suspicion that the Epistle was originally written in

Hebrew and later translated into Greek, a view he might find difficult to sustain in the light of

Hebrews 10:5-10, which relies heavily on the Greek text (LXX) of the Psalms for its

theological impact.

Origen’s exposition was more carefully nuanced and thoughtful, in that he argued for its
apostolic credentials and wondered if it would be better ascribed to one of Paul’s disciples. He
noted that Clement of Rome* had suggested that Luke would be a good candidate, given his
excellent Greek style and thought that this might be a good working hypothesis as i1t enabled

scholarship and tradition to be reconciled. For Origen the most important point was to establish

the Epistle as a reliable early Christian text, a belief expressed by him when he wrote “the

* Nairne, A. The Epistle of Priesthood. Edinburgh, T. & T.Clark,1913 (2nd editon 1915).pp.1-2.

3 Eusebius Historia Ecclesiastica. 6.14.4.
‘ Clement of Rome is an important early witness to traditions about the Epistle, given his use of it in his

own letters 10 the church at Corinth.
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thoughts of the Epistle are wonderful and not secondary to the acknowledged apostolic

writings.”” Yet Origen’s balanced and perceptive view did not persist for long, and was soon
lost in favour of the persistent ascription of the Epistle to Paul. Interestingly, even the early

references from Alexandria to this tradition reject Pauline authorship.

Rome has a long association with the Epistle to the Hebrews, and it is from here that we gain
substantial early evidence for the Epistle, including the first extensive use of its text in the first
Epistle of Clement. (c.96 A.D.), which he addressed to the Corinthian church. This usage has
led some to argue for Clement’s authorship of Hebrews, yet any observant reader will quickly
recognise his markedly different style displayed in his letter to the Corinthians. Clement’s use of
Hebrews is of great value as his quotations are lengthy and precise. This raises the question:
Why did Clement chose to quote from this particular New Testament text. Was it a text that he
knew was used widely in the Corinthian church, or because it was an important text in his own

church in Rome which was also known to the Corinthians. Scholars have been encouraged to

link the Epistle with Rome, by the text itself, which refers to ‘those from Italy’.° Clement’s use

also confirms another important fact, that he and therefore probably the Roman church did not

regard the letter as Pauline. As Nairne observes, “We may be sure that Rome knew the Epistle

from the first, and knew that S. Paul had not written it.”’ That this was the view held in the
Roman church 1s confirmed by the attitude of Jerome and Augustine, both of whom recognise

the Epistle as canonical, allow reference to Pauline authorship, but state the Roman church

tradition to the contrary.

Alternative Authors.

The quest for an alternative author has quite a long history, and it is not our concern to provide
an extensive survey, but rather to sample this quest by looking at some early, Reformation and
modern views, with a particular focus on the latter. One of those named as an alternative author
in the early Chrnistian period was Barnabas, who was an associate of the first followers of Jesus

and a known disciple of Paul. This view was advocated by Tertullian (220 A.D.), and although

we are not certain how this tradition arose, it is reasonable to believe that like the ascription to

> Eusebius Historia Ecclesiastica, 6.25.11-13. quoted by Naime, A. 1915.p.2. Also discussed at some length

by Ellingworth, P. The Epistle to the Hebrews (NIGTC). Grand Rapids, Wm B. Eerdmans, 1993.p.5.
° Heb.13:24.This encourages some to seek a connection with Rome, though not always as its place of
origin, or intended first destination.

” Nairne, 1915.p.6.
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Luke and Clement, it arose on the basis of the subject matter of the Epistle. Barnabas was
known to be a Levite, so he appeared to be a very suitable author for a text focusing on Christ’s

priesthood, which was expressed in the terminology of the Temple cult. As Lindars notes,

Tertullian also believed that Hebrews displayed a style very similar to the Epistle of Barnabas,’

which he believed strengthens this ascription of authorship.

If we look at Reformation traditions about authorship, we find two major Reformation figures
offer their own rival candidates. Calvin who produced his own commentary on the Epistle
followed Clement of Rome’s suggestion that Luke was the author. Calvin’s reasoning was

constructed on the same foundations as early exegetes, that the Epistle displayed a very educated

and good Greek style, a feature it shared with Luke’s named works, Acts and his Gospel. Yet
Calvin ‘hedges his bets’ by also saying Clement of Rome himself is a possible candidate for
authorship of the Epistle. Luther, the originator of the Reformation, stated that he doubted the
traditional ascription and attributed the Epistle to Apollos. The basis for Luther’s view 1s his
belief in the Alexandrian character of the thought contained in the Epistle and this he felt made

Apollos a likely candidate. As we shall see this suggestion has found some favour amongst

modern commentators.

As modern scholarship moved from simply questioning Pauline authorship to openly rejecting

it, scholars have suggested numerous possible authors. However, alongside this there has been
a growing trend from Westcott onwards to argue that further speculation is wasted etfort, and
that we should focus our efforts on studying the special character of the Epistle.” Modem

arguments concerning authorship have functioned in support of wider reconstructions of

Hebrews’ setting, and have been especially closely associated with the identification of a

particular audience.” Decisions about audience have proved to be as determinative with regards

° Lindars, B. The Theology of the Letter to the Hebrews. Cambnidge, CUP,1991.p.16.

® Westcott, B.E The Epistle to the Hebrews. London, MacMillan, 1889 (3rd Ed. 1903). p.Ixxix. also
Moffatt, J. The Epistle to the Hebrews. Edinburgh,T & T Clark,1979 (1989).p.xxi.;Bruce, F.F The Epistle to
the Hebrews. Grand Rapids, Wm Eerdmans, 1990 (Rev Ed.).p.20. and Lindars, 1991.pp.18-19.

' The identification of the audience has for some scholars been the basis of their prefered exegetical

approach. Manson in The Epistle to the Hebrews, displays his overall concern to link the Epistle with a
particular audience and historical setting, and represents an older example of this approach. Whereas DeSilva’s in

Perseverance in Gratitude. A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews, represents a more
recent attempt at a similar type of exegesis. The major difficulty with such approaches is that they require

scholars to reconstruct the audience, these reconstructions are derived from the text itself and thereforeresult in a
circular process with all the problems inherent in such exercises. This may explain why such approaches have

been less popular in recent scholarsship.
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to exegesis as decisions about ‘background of thought’, as we shall discover later.

The title “to the Hebrews’ does give us one very basic clue about the writer’s intended audience,
in that 1t suggests it would be reasonable to assume it was addressed to Jews, or more
particularly Jewish Christians. This 1s a conclusion to which any but the most casual reading of
the text would lead. Some, like Lindars, have argued that we should not rule out of court the
possibility that the original recipients were Gentile Christians who had become imbued with the
Jewish spiritual traditions before or during their conversion.” Such a view represents a variant
of the fashionable trend to argue for a Gentile audience, a view which is not pressed now, partly

because in the case of a late text this distinction is seen to be rather redundant.” The designation

‘to the Hebrews’ is a feature of the oldest manuscript of Pauline Epistles (P46, c. 200 A.D.),"”
though some suspect this might simply result from early deductions made from the content of
the text. In modern scholarship this issue of the recipients is seen as consisting of two

questions: The first being about the 1dentity of the original recipients and the second about

which ‘world of ideas’ best explains the text of the Epistle.

Destinations.

1. Rome.

As we have already noted,™ the first reliable reference to Hebrews comes from the writings of

Clement of Rome, which together with its reference to ‘those from Italy’,’” provides a

connection with this major early Christian centre. Yet this reference does not commit us to any
one single understanding of the text’s relationship to Rome. This mention in 13:24 raises
questions about how these individuals relate to the first readers. Are the readers members of
their own group, community or church and therefore living in Italy. Is our author staying with
these individuals who come from Italy. If so, are they sending their greetings home or to friends

that they and the author both know in another location. This latter situation, as Lindars notes, is

the one advocated by Montefiore who suggests our unnamed Italians are Priscilla and Aquila.*

This phrase could also reflect that the author is writing in Rome to another early Christian

"' Lindars, 1991. p.17.
2 Manson, W. The Epistle to the Hebrews. London, Hodder & Stoughton, 1951(4th imp.1961).p.18.
* DeSilva, D.A. Perseverance in Gratitude, Grand Rapids, Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2000.p.23.

" Sec pp.18-19.

® Heb.13:24.
** Lindars, 1991.p.17. Though Montefiore was arguing that this other location was not Rome, but Corinth.
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community. If this were so, would we not expect the text to read ‘those from Rome greet you’,

and also surely we would expect it reflect the views and concerns of the Roman Church,

something the Epistle clearly does not do."” This objection is noted by Isaacs, who clearly states

the Epistle does not accord with what we know about early Roman Christianity and therefore

provides little to commend Rome as its place of origin."

Many commentators have advocated Rome as the intended destination, and therefore Roman

Christians as the original audience,” Rome seemed a good location, particularly as it was

known to have a ‘synagogue of the Hebrews’.*” Also the fact that this Epistle was well known,

and obviously used in the church there,” provides supporting evidence for this view. The

reluctance of the Roman church to include it in the canon was said to be due to the fact that they
knew it lacked Pauline authenticity, so failed to meet that criteria of acceptance. This may
suggest that such a proposal is an excellent solution to the question of destination - yet it is not
free of difficulty because if the Epistle was really addressed to ‘Jewish Christians’ they could
not be the same church presupposed by Paul’s Epistle. Is it reasonable to suppose that there

were two unconnected early Christian communities in Rome. If Rome were the destination asks
Lindars, would we not expect some reference to those two important events in Rome namely

Claudius’ expulsion of the Jews in 49 A.D. and the persecution of the church after the Great

' Brown, R.E. Antioch and Rome. London, Geoffrey Chapman, 1983. p.147.

'®Isaacs, ML.E. Sacred Space. Sheffield, JSOT Press,1992.p.37. Isaacs uses this observation to conclude that
the notion that the Epistle was sent from Rome is is even more unlikely, than Rome being its destination of

which she is unconvinced.
' We find this view in the works of Attridge, H-W. The Epistle to the Hebrews. Hermeneia. Philadelphia,

Fortress Press, 1989.pp.9-10.; Bruce, EE The Epistie to the Hebrews (revised edition). Grand Rapids, Wm.B.
Eerdmans, 1990, (Bruce admits a Roman destination influences his commentary, but also say certainty about

destination is unattainable (p.14.); Manson, W. The Epistle to the Hebrews. London, Hodder & Stoughton, 1951
(4th imp. 1961), Manson advocates a Roman destination, but in association with a wider theory of a definite
‘universalist’ form of early Christianity, associated with Stephen; Rissi, M. “Die Theologie des Hebrierbriefs:
Ihre Verankerung in der Situation des Verfassers und seiner Leser.” Wissenschtliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen
Testament. 44, Tiibingen: Mohr, 1987.who identifies the readers as Jewish Christians located in Rome, but
separatcd from the main Roman church.

°% Acts18:2 records that at Corinth Paul met a Jew Aquilla and his wife Priscilla who had recently come from
Italy, because Claudius had ordered the Jews to leave Rome. Koester concludes that given the large size of the
Jewish community in Rome that it 1s more likely that Claudius only expelled some Jews who caused the
disturbance in one or more synagogues. Koester, C.R. Hebrews. New York, Doublcday, 2001.p.51. If Rome had
a large Jewish community there must have been at least one synagogue, Lindars suggests that there was at least
eleven but he does not support this claim with any evidence. Lindars, 1991.p.18.

° See p.16 and p.19.
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Fire of 64 A.D.** So though Rome may be a possible destination it is not possible to say

scholarship has proved it beyond reasonable doubt.

ii. Alexandria.

It has been widely recognised that Hebrews shares many features with the writings of Philo of
Alexandria, a fact which has encouraged many to identify Alexandria as a possible original

destination for the Epistle. This view was strongly advocated by Spicq

...who has made a full examination of these similarities, finds in our Epistle ideas and
metaphors, the themes and biblical methods, the style, the special vocabulary, the literary

forms and the taste of Philo Judaeus.?

This identification with Philo’s wnitings and ideas has enjoyed a wide currency, which may
partly be because it reinforced the conclusions of 19th Century scholarship about the Epistle’s
role in the development of early Chnistianity. These conclusions have emphasised its Hellenistic

character, its late date (we shall discuss this in greater detail later) and its setting close to the

conclusion of New Testament Chnistological developments.

However, this view has been challenged by the ongoing study into the background thought of

Hebrews, which has advocated a wider range of associated ideas and motifs. One of the most

extensive examinations of this apparent association of ideas has been carried out by Williamson

in Philo and the Epistle to the Hebrews,” where he concluded that though Hebrews and Philo

both reflect a common Hellenistic culture it 1s not possible to argue for a direct literary

relationship.

This identification with Alexandria was often linked to the case made for Apollos’ authorship as
he was an important 1st Century Christian described as a native of that city. Apollos’ origin was

used to explain the supposed connection with Philo and his writings. Alexandria also appears to

offer one other requisite for the original destination of the Epistle, namely a well-educated group

“ Lindars, 1991.p.18.The Epistle does mention suffering, but not active persecution, and most
commentators have seen it as resulting from a breach with the Jewish religious community. Interesingly Paul
writing after the first of these events, does not mention it - so is such an expectation of Hebrews unreasonable?

23 Montefiore, 1964.p.8.
* Williamson, R. Philo and the Epistle to the Hebrews. Leiden, Brill, 1970.
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of Jewish converts. Alexandria was an important centre of culture and education, originally
focused on the great Library; 1t also had a large Jewish population, plus it was an early and
important centre of Chnstianity. So in this view Apollos was inspired to write a treatise on
Jesus’ High Priesthood influenced by the works of Philo, a treatise he addressed to his own
Alexandrian church with its large numbers of well-educated Jewish converts who were tempted
to return to their old religious traditions. This view seems very reasonable but it 1s not without
its difficulties. Why i1f this was the original destination is this the very place where the Epistle is
first ascribed to Paul’s authorship. More importantly the foundations of this view depend on the

perceived background of thought underlying the Epistle, foundations which are not as firm as

some modern scholars once believed, as I shall demonstrate later.”

iii Jerusalem.

With Hebrews’ obvious interest in the Temple cult, it was almost assured that scholarship
would wonder whether this Epistle was originally addressed to an early Christian group closely
associated with the Jerusalem Temple, perhaps even a priestly group. Buchanan is one scholar
who constructs such a view on the basis of Hebrews 12:22-24, ‘You have come to Mount
Zion... and to the city of the living God, heavenly Jerusalem...’.** A passage which unlike most

exegetes he takes literally, as Johnson notes when he concludes that the links Buchanan argues
for are tenuous to say the least.’’” Buchanan also argues that Heb.10:34b, ‘You joyfully

accepted the plundering of your property since you knew that you yourselves had a better

possession and an abiding one.’ provides evidence that members of this group voluntarily gave

up their property upon joining the community.”® For Buchanan this semi-monastic group saw

Jesus was an exemplary figure, but not God.”

Given the monastic quality of this supposed group, it is not surprising that connections have

also been sought with the Essenes or Qumran community,” as they seem to provide a suitable

% Sce pp.34-38.
?® Buchanan, G.W. To the Hebrews. New York, Double Day, 1972.p.256.He argucs that the Epistle was
addressed to migrant Jewish Christians resident in Jerusalem, who were awaiting the fulfilment of the promise to

Abraham.
?7 Johnson, W.G. “Issues in the Interpretation of Hebrews.” Andrews University Seminary Studies 15: pp.

169-188. At.1977.pp.172-3.
%8 Isaacs, 1992 p.38.

29 Isaacs, 1992,p.24.
% Spicq, C. L’Epitre aux Hébreux. Paris, 1952, pp.226-31.
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group who share a number of the theological interests given expression in the Epistle. Isaacs is
one scholar who has examined these claims expressed by Longenecker® and others, only to
reject them.™ So despite the simplistic appeal of arguing for such an original destination,

Jerusalem 1s not without exegetical difficulties.

iv Corinth.

The view that Corinth, with its vanety of Christian experience and allegiences, provided the
destination which best explains Hebrews was given prominence by Montefiore in his 1964
commentary although 1t had been advocated earlier by Appel and Lo Bue. According to

Montefiore’s more recent restatement of this view, Apollos was the person who wrote these
words of exhortation to the Corninthian church. This view has most recently been subjected to

searching analysis by Hurst 1n his article, “Apollos, Hebrews and Corinth: Bishop Montefiore’s

Theory Examined.”

Montefiore argues that Apollos wrote this Epistle from Ephesus, in about 52-54 A.D., to the
Corinthian church. Apollos wrote rather than actually visiting the community, because he was

unwilling to provide any further impetus to a tendency within the Corinthian church to venerate

him above Paul.* The trouble in Corinth according to this view originated from a group of

Jewish trouble makers, who are mentioned in II Cor.11:22, and this is why Heb.13:17 warns
them to obey their leaders.® It is the ‘Jewish’ nature of this group which results in the Epistle
being addressed ‘to the Hebrews’, a term Paul uses for the troublemakers in II Cor.11:22.° The

reference in 13:24 to ‘those from Italy’® is for Montefiore a clear reference to Aquila and

> Longenecker, R. Biblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Period. Grand Rapids, Wm. Eerdmans,1975. p.160.

*2 Isaacs, 1992.pp.39-40. Isaacs argues that the perceived similarities between Qumran and the Epistle
actually mask fundamental differences. She notes that Hebrews argues for an end of Levitical priesthood and cult,
whilst Qumran looked for their ultimate purification and reformation. Isaacs would rather see the similarities as

reflecting a common Jewish inheritance of idcas
* Hurst, L.D. “Apollos, Hebrews and Corinth: Bishop Montefiore’s Theory Examined.” Scottish Journal of

Theology. 38, 1985.pp.505-513.
** Montefiore, 1964.pp.12-15, Montefiore reconstructs the movements of Apollos from other New
Testament texts up to and including Apollos’ first visit to Corinth. Montefiore believes that he had said he would

come later, a fact reflected in I Cor.16:12, so the Epistle replaces this second visit. See also Hurst, 1985.p.505.
* Montefiore, 1964.p.21. Apollos clearly states in Heb.13:19 that his own conscience is clear, that he has
not courted a following, or imitiated a different tradition, and will be restored to them all the sooner if they only
pay hced to his words.
% Montefiore, 1964.pp.15-16.

*" See also Acts 28:2. ‘from Italy’ - Aquila and Prisca are the only individuals within the New Testament to
which this designation 1s applied, see Montefiore, 1964.p.254. for details.
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Priscilla, who were now 1n Ephesus and had been prominent residents and members in the

Corinthian church.”® This is only what we would expect and it does avoid the many

complications other scenarios entatl. Hurst in his critique of Montefiore’s reconstruction

questions this position, claiming that Montefiore pushes the evidence further than is warranted.”

Apollos’ well known oral ability® helps explain why the Epistle displays a style more like a

treatise than a letter.” We can conclude that Apollos’ Epistle was both a success and a failure: a
success because no more is heard about an angelic Jesus and the recipients do not lapse back
into Judaism; but a failure in that they did not heed his teaching in other areas, concerning
resurrection, or eternal judgement for example. Disastrously they heeded it too greatly and

twisted it to use against Paul himself. This was a situation which led to Paul’s words in |

Corinthians chapters 1 - 4 and to him taking issue with them in II Corinthians chapters 10 - 13.

Montefiore goes on to support this view by considering thirteen aspects of the Corinthian

correspondence which he believes make best sense when seen against this reconstruction of

*® Montefiore, 1964.p.18.

** Hurst, 1985.p.509. He observes that in Acts.18:2, Luke actually uses ‘Rome’ rather than the less precise
‘Italy’, without this precision he argucs that to restrict this reference to Aquila and Priscilla strains the evidence.

1 Acts.18:25.

‘! Montefiore, 1964.p.15.maintains that this offers a good explanation for the atypical style of this ‘Epistle’,
which commentators have widely debated.

2 Montcfiore, 1964.pp.20-21.



27

early Christian history.” Hurst does not examine these thirteen in detail but is content to note

that all but one of these are found I Corinthians 1 - 4, that they are trivial and do not stand up to

detailed scrutiny,** so he forgoes examining them.

Of course the question which concerns us here is whether such a reconstruction is any more
sustainable than any of the other scenarios we have reviewed. Hurst maintains that the

candidacy of Apollos for the authorship of Hebrews can not be proved, but the real question he

claims 1s, °...can Hebrews be made to fit convincingly into a Corinthian background?’* I am
not sure his observation concerning Apollos tells us much, as it is clearly impossible to prove
any candidate’s case for the authorship of the Epistle conclusively. Yet his concern to assess
Hebrews consistency with the Coninthian background is fair, if perhaps expressed in a rather

one sided manner. Surely we must also consider whether the text of Hebrews offers a better

> Montefiore, 1964.pp.23-27. Montefiore’s 13 points of contact are:- 1. The use of efefau®On, a term
which is unusual 1n the New Testament, when discussing the gospel being confirmed to them (the readers),
Heb.2:3 and 1 Cor.1:6. 2.Paul has to answer the charge that he lacks wisdom and fine words (1 Cor.2:1), is this
due to the comparision being made between Apollos’ eloquence in Hebrews and his teaching. 3.Apollos says he
offers mature teaching (Heb.5:14 & 6:1), 1s this what led the Corinthians to believe they were mature and could
dispense with Paul’s simple teaching. A charge Paul refutes when he writes ‘we do speak wisdom among the
mature.’ (1 Cor.2:6). 4.Both emphasise the need for proper discrimination (Heb.5:13{f and 1 Cor.2:11ff), and
further more it 1s what Paul suggests Apollos® followers lack. 5. Paul claims to have fed the Corinthians with
spiritual ‘milk’ (1 Cor.3:2),which is exactly what Apollos writes that his readers need (Heb.5:12). 6.Both use the
image of a field being watcred, Apollos to warn his readers of their need for spiritual succour (Heb.4:7f.), which
they twist around and believe means that A pollos has given them spiritual rain. Paul agrees they are God’s field,
but goes on to say ‘I planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase (1 Cor.3:6). 7. Both talk of the
foundation of the Church in Corinth. Apollos does not claim to be the founder, which Paul confirms when he
says ‘I laid the foundation’ and ‘another (A pollos?) builds on it’. (1 Cor.3:10). 8. We can view Paul as softening
Apollos rigorous condemnation of false teaching, whilst still supporting it (1 Cor.3:13-15). 9.The Corinthians
put aside Paul’s teaching, that they are a holy temple, is this because Apollos taught them that the only true
tabernacle was in heaven? 10. Apollos stresses faithfulness, illustrated by Jesus and Moses (Heb.3:2-6) amongst
others. The Corinthians accuse Paul of being an unfaithful steward, in contrast to Moses, Paul agrees stewards
must be faithful (1 Cor4:1f.), but it 1s for God, not man, to judge his faithfulness. (1 Cor4:4). 11. In Hebrews
we have a strict exegesis of Biblical texts. The Corinthian rebels are criticised by Paul for going beyond this, and
he writes ‘I have applied all this to myself and Apollos for your benefit, brothers, that you may learn by us not
to go beyond scripture.’ (1 Cor.4:6). This might also mean Paul is recalling them to what had actually been
written in Apollos’ letter. 12. The Corinthians in attacking Paul were guilty of neglecting their founder, is this
why Apollos never calls them “my children’, whilst Paul does (1 Cor.4:14) and why both urge them to follow
their father (Heb.13:7 and 1 Cor.4:16). 13. Some members of the church absented themselves from the Eucharist
(Heb.10:25), Apollos warns them this will lead to judgement (Heb.10:27), since they profane the blood of the
covenant. Paul similarly warns of judgement (1 Cor.9:29) because they desecrate the body and blood (1
Cor.11:27) by which the new covenant 1s established (1 Cor.11:25). Again here Apollos is more rigorous than
Paul (Heb.10:26 and 1 Cor.11:32). As Montefiore himself notes, individually these connections do not scem very
significant, but taken together then begin to raise important questions about the relationship between these
documents. This is a relationship he strengthens by his advocacy of Apollos’ authorship. I feel this establishes a

basis for further exploration, but is beyond the scope of my present study.
“ Hurst, 1985.p.512.
** Hurst, 1985.p.506.
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explanation of the Corinthian situation, or allows us to make any better sense of early Christian

development.

In order to assess this proposal we must explore whether there 1s a suitable group of Jewish

Chnistians as Montefiore claims. Montefiore points to Paul’s work in the synagogue recorded in

Acts.18:4 and to the conversion of Crispus’ household in Acts.18:8, Crispus who Acts

describes as the ruler of the synagogue. Interestingly inscriptions have been found at Corinth
from a synagogue ‘of the Hebrews’.* Hurst argues that the evidence in Acts is not sufficient to
sustain a belief in the existence of a Hebrew Christian wing in the church at Corinth,* whilst

Montefiore’s reconstruction identifies ‘the Hebrews’ with those addressed in the first four

chapters of I Corinthians and the Jewish gnostic intruders of II Cor.10-13, who boast of their
own religious inheritance, the unintended result of Apollos’ teaching.” Hurst questions that
these opponents can be understood as a single homogeneous group.” He reinforces his view

when he notes Kiimmel’s opinion,

It is clear that the presence and agitation of these people (opponents of 2 Cor.10:13) represents
a different state of affairs in the life of the congregation from that discernible in 1 Corninthians.
Thus the supposition that Paul struggles here only against the same gnostic opponents as 1n
1 Corinthians (Bultmann, Schmithals & Dinkier), does not explain the facts of the case...
Paul in 2 Corinthians polemizes, to be sure... against a definite Gnostic, Palestinian, Jewish-

Christian opposition created by new additional opponents, who forced Paul to defend the

‘legitimacy’ (Kidsemann) of his apostleship throughout the entire epistle.>

The unity or otherwise of the Corinthian opponents is a vital issue, because 1t undermines the

existence of an ‘Apollos party’, which is an important aspect of Montefiore’s reconstruction in

¢ Dunnill, J. Covenant and Sacrifice in the Epistle to the Hebrews. Cambridge, CUP, 1992.pp.28f. notes
the existence of synagogues ‘of the Hebrews' in Corinth and Rome, see Black, M. The Scrolls and Christian

Origins. London, 1961.pp.78f.

‘" Hurst, 1985.p.507. Hurst questions that Paul’s converts who are not loyal, those profaning the Euchanst
(1 Cor.11:20ff), and the opponents of Paul in II Cor.11:22 are simply the same group. He argues that even Paul
distinguishes between the first and third of these opponents.

e Acts.19:1 records Apollos visit to Corinth. Hurst views a letter (Hebrews) as an unnecessary complication
of the situation in Corinth, given this record of Apollos earlier visit - which would provide sufficient grounds for

the development of an “Apollos party’.
*9 Hurst, 1985.p.507.

% Hurst, 1985.pp.507-8. citing Kiimmel.
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that he believes it provides the negative focus for all these writings. The existence of this ‘party’

1s why Montefiore believes Apollos avoids calling his readers children, instead talking of

‘brothers’ and ‘beloved’, in contrast to Paul’s usage in 1 Cor.4:14.*' If there was such a party

how could it boast about its wisdom, when this is precisely what the Epistle criticises them for

lacking.” I am sure that is a question Apollos himself wondered about if Montefiore’s view is

correct.

A number of features are identified by Hurst which call into question this proposed link between
Hebrews and Paul’s Corinthian letters. How could Hebrews lead to the problem of ‘reigning’,
which Paul ridicules in chapters 1 - 4 of I Corinthians. This is problem best understood as
steming from the Corinthian belief that the eschatological kingdom had come with all its

benefits. It is true that in Hebrews there is a wide use of realised eschatological language, but it
is well balanced against statements such as ‘we do not yet see all things subject to him’.*

Similarly Hebrews concern about apostasy> is not a problem which the Corinthian Epistles

display any evidence of, rather the problem in the Corinthian correspondence is that of a nval

‘apostolate’.” One could argue that this simply proves that Apollos ‘succeeded ... in raising the

morale of the Corinthian Christians. No more is heard of the danger of the Jewish Christians

among them lapsing into Judaism. Their deviations took another turn.’* Equally can Hebrews,

with its reference to persecution, which might lead to discouragement and even apostasy, be

made to fit with the picture we get in I Cor.4. of comfortable and complacent recipients.
Hebrews fails to display any interest in questions of charismatic ministry, an issue which 1s of

central concern in I Corinthians.”” Though it is interesting to note that this teaching is mostly
outside those sections which Montefiore believes most clearly reflect Apollos’ earlier

communication with the Corinthian church. Hurst’s article is less than helpful here when it notes

° Montefiore, 1964.pp.26-27.

52 Hurst, 1985.pp.509-510.

°> Heb.2:8.

°* Bruce, 1990. pp.5-6. Often this problem of apostasy is the overall characterisation commentators apply to
the Epistle and its argument.

% Hurst, 1985.p.508.

*® Montefiore, 1964.p.20. This is part of the problem, because it is difficult to conclude what a group who
had failed to respond to Apollos’ explicit teaching about leadership, might also choose not to notice or ignore.
After all for Montefiore that is the reality - a group who are bent on following their own agenda, their own
knowledge (gnosis), against apostolic preaching and authority.

°" Hurst, 1985.p.511.See 1 Cor.12-14 which contains extensive teaching about the giftfs of the spirit.
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that Montefiore cites ‘gifts of the Spirit’ as another correspondence,” which Hurst does not
question, but rather relegates to a shared common New Testament tradition. If the reader is
confused as to what Hurst maintains about these ‘gifts of the spirit’ most astute commentators
would not be surprised. He says that Hebrews has no interest in charismatic ministry (equated
with ‘gifts of the spirit’ in Corinthian letters), but two pages later he claims the reference to
‘oifts of the Spirit’ in Hebrews 1s merely a reflection of a shared common New Testament

tradition. It 1s difficult to see how both observations can be true at the same time.

Hurst appears to be on even stronger ground when he observes that Hebrews lacks any obvious

evidence of an interest in the Euchanst, an opinion recognised by others who observe,

There is little or no evidence in Hebrews of involvement, on the part of the Author or of the

community of Christians to which the Epistle was addressed, in Eucharistic faith and

practice.”

On balance this would seem to be a fair view to hold, though some have argued for a slightly
different exegesis of the Epistle. One such is the Roman Catholic scholar Swetnam who states
quite categorically, ‘In fact the Eucharist emerges as the central point of the Epistle’.” This is not
a surprising conclusion given that Roman Catholic scholarship has always tended to see a
stronger tradition of Eucharistic allusion in the Epistle. Hurst though stands in a valid tradition,
which has failed to be convinced by such areuments, and for him that begs the question: How
would this Epistle (Hebrews) relate to the Corinthian situation where Eucharistic practice and
abuses are major issues.® A fair assessment would be that here Hurst is building on more

assured foundations, even so there is room for greater discussion than he is willing to

acknowledge

°¢ Hurst, 1985.p.513.
*? Williamson, R. “Eucharist and the Epistle to the Hebrews.” Exposttory Times. 87, 1975.pp.300-

312.p.309
° Swetnam, J. “Christology and the Eucharist in the Epistle to the Hebrews. ” Biblica. 70 no.1. 1989.pp.74-

95. Swetnam explores the motif of completion, especially in relation to Jesus body and his actual sacrifice. He
links this with a consideration of the *more perfect tent” which when viewed against an oral tradition enable the

reader to better understand the various strands of cultic imagery, pointing to a tradition of approach to God’s
presence, best understood as actually encountered in Eucharistic practice.

*! Hurst, 1985.p.512.
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So we must return to Hurst’s original question about whether Hebrews fits this Corinthian
background. The discussion above has shown that neither Montefiore’s reconstruction nor
Hurst’s critique of that reconstruction results in a clear cut conclusion. Obviously if
Montefiore’s reconstruction was that clear it would have enjoyed a wider circulation for much
longer. Equally Hurst’s critique displays methodological weaknesses, which leave 1ssues open
to further interpretation. I believe it is significant that Hurst dismisses the 13 correspondences
Montefiore offers and also his quite powerful argument for Apollos’ authorship without any
discussion. It is equally significant that he chooses to construct his critique from the viewpoint
of the Pauline correspondence, asking how well Hebrews fits with this evidence? It could be

argued that he is asking the wrong question or is at least beginning from the wrong starting
place. This may be why at the conclusion of Hurst’s article one is left with that sense of unease,

that the argument has been forced and conducted in terms which suit its author rather than

addressing his opponent’s position.

Like all reconstructions and attempts to identify Hebrews original readers Montefiore’s attempt

can never become ‘the correct one’, simply because without a dramatic textual or archaeological

find the necessary evidence will never be available to us. Yet Montefiore’s attempt 1s stronger

than many such attempts because it is grounded in textual evidence available to us all, a fact

which perhaps it shares to a degree with the attempt to link Hebrews with the community of

Qumran.®? So what are the strengths of Montefiore’s case?

Montefiore draws his conclusions out of the text of the New Testament, which would appear to

be a valid starting place. Like most other questions about this Epistle Apollos’ authorship can
not be conclusively proved, although Montefiore offers 12 points in support of this view which,
as he says, is a little more thorough than Luther’s attempt in 1537. Some of these arguments
are not especially significant; that he was a Jew, from Alexandria,® who witnessed boldly® to

the gospel in confutation of the Jews,” tells us little more than what we might expect for many

%2 It is possible to argue that his reconstruction is on slightly more solid textual foundations, as it is decaling
with complete, extant texts, of which we have numerous copies, which is not the case at Qumran. Though of

course this may simply be an accident of history.
°* Montefiore, 1964.pp.9-11.
°4 Acts.18:24.
*> Acts.18:26.
°® Acts.18:28.
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early followers of Jesus in the Mediterranean world. More interesting for our purpose is that he

is said to be eloquent and ‘mighty in the scriptures’,” which implies both the learning and oral

ability given expression in the prose of the Epistle, together with the original use made of

scriptural quotations and argument in Hebrews. Apollos’ reputation for accurate teaching®

would accord with what we would expect from our text. What is of even greater interest is the
further information that Apollos was instructed in the way of the Lord; given, as I shall
demonstrate,” the unique and functionally important interest of our author in the historical life
of Jesus and his vivid reference to the agony in Gethsemane. It is also worth noting that Apollos
1s viewed as an equal by Paul in parts of the Corinthian correspondence, for which Montefiore’s

reconstruction offers one plausible explanation. Montefiore’s argcument advances beyond those

of most advocates for Apollos’ authorship, in that he sets it into an actual sequence of historical
events. This i1s probably where his position becomes more tenuous because while his
reconstruction is believable it 1s not without some difficulties, as Hurst demonstrates. Yet it
would be surprising if we did not find this to be the case, given the length of historical
perspective involved. Montefiore was writing a commentary on Hebrews so it is not surprising

that he has not followed through all the issues in detail within the Connthian texts. It is

important to remember that the Corinthian correspondence is not simply two tidy letters™ as first
appears, a fact that does not aid us 1n untangling an actual sequence of events. It 1s also
interesting that both Hebrews and Corinthians contain material on ‘wilderness wanderings’,”

although this could be due to common tradition. It is also worthy of note that Clement of Rome

chooses to quote Hebrews in his correspondence to the church at Corinth,” despite Hebrews

different traditions concerning sacrifice. Hurst is right to ask the question: why if the

relationship existed did Paul not specifically mention Apollos’ letter in his Corinthian
correspondence,” given that he did not hesitate to mention the author. Any solution to that

difficulty can be no more than idle speculation from which I choose to refrain as it is not central

to the concerns of this paper.

7 Acts.18:24.

*® Acts.18:25.
®® See pp.63-74 and p.71 with reference to the Gethsemane experience.

" Montefiore, 1964.p.30.

""Montefiore, 1964.p.28.contra Hurst,D.L. 1985.pp.152-153.
2 Montefiore, 1964.p.28f.

" Hurst, 1985.p.513
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Given Paul’s stress on solidarity with Christ as the basis of his Corinthian ethics, it is

significant that Christ’s solidarity with mankind is important in the soteriological pattern of

Hebrews.™ Is this another straw in the wind, or simply part of that New Testament shared
inheritance. In all such questions, like those of authorship and audience, firm conclusions will

always allude us. Montefiore’s reconstruction is plausible, if not difficulty free, yet I am
disinclined to simple agreement with Hurst. Perhaps a more careful and precise scholar might
yet convince me that Montefiore is definitely wrong. Until that time the verdict on Montefiore’s
position must remain ‘not guilty’, or perhaps ‘not proven’ would be more accurate, and |
remain willing to use this as a working hypothesis. Happily, interesting though this discussion

might be, it 1s not vitally important to the task of exploring Hebrews’ Christological traditions.

Date of Composition.

Following on from the discussion above it 1s obvious that Montefiore’s reconstruction includes
a belief that Hebrews was a very early Christian text indeed, comparable 1n many respects to the
Pauline textual corpus. Yet if we regard Montefiore’s position as plausible but unproven, then
we have to admit that the internal evidence of the Epistle does not greatly aid us in arriving at a

precise date. We can easily establish a terminal date due to the extensive use made of the Epistle
by Clement of Rome,” which on the current dating of Clement’s writings gives a ferminus

post guem of about 120 A.D.” Given that some time must be allowed for the Epistle to

circulate, or at least become part of the Roman Church’s deposit of writings, the suggestion of

96 A.D. as the real terminal date made by Lindars and Wilson” would seem quite reasonable.
The one question which has been endlessly discussed in trying to advance beyond a terminal

date towards a more precise dating is this documents relationship to an associated event of some

importance, the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 A.D..

The main thrust of Hebrews’ argument is that the old Levitical cult and priesthood have been
superseded by Jesus, High Priest after the order of Melchizedek. In such a setting 1t seems

difficult to suppose that any author would resist the temptation to enhance and conclude his

argument by a reference to such a favourable historical event, even if he suspected there might

* See pp.122-124.

> I Clement 36:2-5.
"® Gordon, R.P. Hebrews. Sheffield, Sheffield Academic Press, 2000.p.29.

7 Lindars, 1991.p19 & Wilson, McL. Hebrews (New Century Bible Commentary). Basingstoke, Marshall

Morgan & Scott, 1987.p.35.
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be attempts later to restore the Temple. So for many scholars, the date of composition must be

pushed back to before the Temple’s destruction.” Isaacs on the other hand represents an

alternative view which argues for a post 70 A.D. date of composition.” She partly believes it
was the destruction of the Temple which engendered the crisis to which Hebrews is one
response. Supporters of this later dating note that Hebrews’ discussion of the cult and

priesthood is all in terms of Old Testament practice. Some scholars would argue that this reflects

either the fact that the author was not a native of Judaea, and so lacked first hand knowledge, or

that this use of older traditions reflects a significant theological aspect of his use of wildemness

traditions.” Though a later dating is an acceptable view to take, I find on balance, that a date

prior to the Temple’s destruction seems more likely.

Decisions about the date of composition have been heavily influenced by exegetical traditions
that have been widely-held to be self-evident. So for example a late date was justified because
the Epistle displayed a ‘high Christology’, contained complex theological argumentation and
relied on a large number of Hellenistic ideas. This reflects an evolutionary understanding of

Christological development which, though is has been used as a convenient analytical tool, has

become, as I shall demonstrate, a bad master.” This evolutionary approach has now ceased to
be used as an explanation of Christological patterns and become a forceful determinant of
exegetical judgments. According to this approach a document with a ‘high Christology’ and a

theologically sophisticated argument must be of a late date. As so often when the discoveries of

other disciplines are applied to the task of Biblical exegesis a partial and inaccurate approach is

all too evident. This 1s definitely true when scholars contributing to the ‘third quest for the

historical Jesus’® apply the techniques of modern psychoanalysis to the person of Jesus, yet

ignore the first rule of this discipline which is that the subject must be present, this is a difficulty

given the scholars’ historical location. Equally if we consider evolutionary theory we soon

*® Lindars, 1991.p.20. Lindars after a careful consideration of the evidence thinks on balance that the author

would not resist this temptation. Lindars notes that an earlier date (pre 70 AD) has been the traditional position,
and some scholars have advocated an even earlier date - Wilson & Robinson, J.A.T. see Lindars, 1991 p.19 for

dctails.
" Isaacs, 1992.pp.43-44. Isaacs suggests, ‘we become more attached to that which we have recently lost.’
°® Isaacs, 1992.p.67. This is a view developed in Isaacs’ exegesis of the Epistle, see also pp.61-66 for more

detail of her view.

°' Sce pp.50-51.

®2 ¢Historical Jesus’ in this context, being the attempt to reconstruct a picture of the earthly Jesus, as carried
out by scholars of the North American Jesus Seminar, amongst others.
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discover that some evolutionary advances are dead ends and there has been no rush to identify
those in the Biblical material. In evolutionary theory, evolutionary development is not
characterised as a tidy process. It accepts that higher and lower forms may exist side by side,
evolve at different speeds in differing environments or in response to one-off significant
environmental events. If we apply these insights we must allow that ‘high’ and ‘low’

Christologies might co-exist at the same point in history. We must also accept that a particularly
gifted and able author might represent what evolutionary theory would describe as a significant
environmental stimulus, and so produce a ‘higher more developed form’, in the language of our
discipline, a theologically complex argument. Therefore to use such ideas of development as the
sole or even primary determinative of dating is flawed at the very least. If we consider our

Epistle we can see a long established tradition of exegesis which sees it as the product of

...a first rate mind, abreast of its subject, who writes with inner authority, combining

learning, onginality and rigorous logic. An epistle written by such an author would stand on

its own merits®

So we should not be surprised that such a mind should in comparison with St. Mark have

produced from similar raw data a theologically more complex and developed piece of work.

Some would further undermine this approach to dating when they question whether the

Christological portrait in Hebrews goes beyond that found in Col.1:5-20, which has generally

been dated between 65 and 70 A.D.*

If we turn our attention to the third strand of this tradition of dating, namely the Hellenistic
character of the Epistle, again I would contend that we do not have assured results. This is not

the moment to rehearse the arguments concerning this perceived aspect of the Epistle, as I will

give it a fuller treatment later in this chapter.® 1 trust at that point a strong enough case will be

established to support the view that the use of this feature as a determinative of date would be

methodically flawed, if not dishonest.

Interestingly the traditional approach to date, whilst advancing certain features of the text as

°*> Montefiore, 1964.p.3. Montefiore believes this is why this unascribed Epistle won its canonical authority.

°4 Lindars, 1991.p.21.
°® See pp.S0-60.
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determinants, has also quietly 1gnored other features which might complicate the discussion.
The extant text of Hebrews shows no interest in church order, the question of heresy (as
opposed to apostasy), or new teachings, which are all elements often used to establish the late
date of certain marginal texts in the New Testament canon. Whilst Hebrews’ concern with the
question of the validity of Jewish teaching, which has now been superseded, could easily be the
basis for establishing a convincing case for an early dating. Such a case might be methodically

weak but no more so than its traditional alternative.

An early dating is an inseparable part of the Montefiore - .o Bue hypothesis that Hebrews was
addressed to the Corinthian church prior to Paul’s Connthian correspondence. The acceptance
of such an early date as 52-54 A.D. depends on acceptance of their wider hypothesis. The
hypothesis is plausible, if not proven, and is probably beyond final proof, as is also the date of
composition. I contend that the Epistle was composed before the fall of the Temple in 70 A.D.,
whilst also being willing to entertain the possibility of an even earlier date. The conventional
evolutionary scheme of Christological and theological development should not be allowed to
preclude a priori important questions of exegesis and dating. The question of dating is of little
importance to the task of Christological exegesis which is the central concern of this thesis,

though it does raise an intriguing possibility that if the Corinth - Apollos hypothesis 1s

sustainable we might have here one of the earliest statements of Christology.*

Background of Thought.
The efforts of exegetes to identify the best thought world against which to read the Epistle’s text

have been closely related to the discussions about authorship, date and audience. Often as we
have already noted decisions about backgrounds have had a determinative role to play when the
question of original audience has been answered. This was particularly so with the early

tradition of Hellenistic, or Platonic character advocated in some earlier commentaries, a tradition

of exegesis represented by Spicq’s commentary.” It is not surprising therefore that this whole

area has elicited a number of full scale studies either into possible individual backgrounds® or

°® Montefiore, 1964.p.28. says if his general hypothesis finds favour then, ‘ Apollos rather than Paul may
have been the early church’s pioneer in the realm of Christology.’

87 Spicq, C. L’Epitre aux Hébreux. Paris,1952.

®¢ Williamson, R. Philo and the Epistle to the Hebrews. Leiden, Bnll,1970. Williamson’s Ph.D. thesis
examined the possible relationship between Hebrews and the Writings of Philo of Alexandna, 1s an example of

one such study. Williamson also offers one other possible ‘background’ for consideration in his article *“The
Epistle to the Hebrews: Its Background.” Expository Times 87. no.8, 1976. pp.232-237.
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into the wider continuum of possible backgrounds suggested by scholars.” It is this question of
background thought to which we will now turn our attention. This has been viewed as an
important basis for any serious study of the Epistle, because it appears to offer clues to
resolving other basic questions such as audience and date. More importantly scholars have
believed that the identification of background thought might enable more assured readings of the

actual text to be undertaken, enabling us to close the hermeneutical gap which exists between us

and the original audience.

Philo and Platonism.

One of the earliest backgrounds commentators have utilised has been those traditions of
Hellenistic thinking most famously represented in the ancient Mediterranean world by the
writings of Philo of Alexandna. This approach, as we have already seen, has led to an early and

close identification of the Epistle with the city of Alexandria. The high point of this tradition
found clear expression in Spicq’s 1952 commentary, which constructed this hypothesis on

features of shared vocabulary, ideas and the use of an ‘argument from silence’ in relation to the

figure of Melchizedek in both the Epistle and the works of Philo.”

This close 1dentification of Hebrews and the thought world, or even the actual work of Philo,
has not been without its critics.” The most extensive critique of this tradition of Hellenistic

background was that carried out by Williamson in his study of 1970, which considered the

features of comparision on a step by step basis.”> Hurst draws on and then develops

Williamson’s approach by extending it to those linguistic assumptions which Williamson did not

¥ Hurst, D.L. The Epistle to the Hebrews: Its Background of Thought. Cambridge, CUP, 1990, is one

recent extensive study of the vanous ‘backgrounds’ suggested by scholars.
% Hurst, 1990.p.7. Hurst notes that Hebrews does not draw on Philo’s allegorical methods of exegesis, a fact

we must bear in mind.

°" Examples being, Barrett, C.K. “The Eschatology of the Epistle to the Hebrews.” in The Background of the
New Testament and its Eschatology. eds. Daube, D. & Davies, W.D., Cambridge, CUP, 1956, which focused on
the central role of eschatology in Hebrews’ thought questioned this identification. This tradition was also

questioned by Hanson, R.P.C. Allegory and Event. London, SCM, 1959, who wished to focus attention on the
view that Hebrews stood closer 1n thought to the approach charactenised by Stephen’s speech in Acts chapter 7.
Also more recently, Hurst, D.L.1990.pp.8-9. reviews this critique of the tradition that Hebrews and the writings

of Philo display a close literary relationship.
°? Williamson, R. Philo and the Epistle to the Hebrews. Leiden, Brill,1970.

W‘ UBEN“ \'Ems |
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fully consider in his earlier study.” Spicq’s plea for the direct dependence of Hebrews on this
Philonic tradition must be judged to have failed as the careful consideration of the various texts
from Qumran illustrates. These texts show that the ideas expressed in Hebrews and Philo were
more widespread and part of the general culture of the ancient Mediterranean world than was
once thought. It is true that some Greek ideas did contribute to the author’s thinking, but the
linguistic similarities between Philo and the Epistle have been overstated as Williamson’s study

clearly demonstrated. These similarities are better understood as expressing a common cultural

inheritance, a Jewish apocalyptic inheritance. Hurst sums up this conclusion when he writes,

Enough 1ndication exists to point to a reasonable conclusion that Hebrews developed certain
Old Testament 1dcas within the Jewish apocalyptic framework, while Philo developed the same
themes within a Philonic framework. Both writers, in other words, go back independently to a
common Old testament background. The Platonic / Philonic background for Hebrews is

therefore “not proven™ and as such must give way to an examination of other possible

backgrounds.™

In my judgement this conclusion 1s valid. So heeding his advice it is to that task we shall now
turn our attention. In carrying out this task I shall deal with the possible backgrounds in an

order which roughly retlects their chronological place in the on-going history of commentary on

the Epistle.

Gnosticism.
As early as 1922, Scott argued that Hebrews’ lack of interest in the material realm ( a feature

the Epistle shares with Philo’s writings) displays its connection with Gnostic traditions.” This

approach was further developed by Kéasemann, who in 1939 argued that this was the main

influence given expression in the Epistle in terms of the myth of the redeemed redeemer.™ This

** Hurst, 1990.pp.13-21. deals with the extra linguistic assumptions which Williamson did not dcal with in
his earlier study. Hurst follows this discussion up with an exploration of whether Hellenism and apocalyptic are
the best sources on which to draw in coming to a clear understanding of the underlying themes expressed in the

text of Hebrews. see pp.21-41.
*4 Hurst, 1990.p.42.
* Scott, E.E The Epistle to the Hebrews. Edinburgh, T. & T. Clark, 1922.

% Kisemann, E. The Wandering People of God: An Investigation of the Letter to the Hebrews. (trans.

Harnisville, R.A.) Minneapolis, Augsburg, 1984. (ong. Das Wandernde Gottesvolk, Gottingen, Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1961.) Kidsemann argucd that behind Hebrews chapter 7 was the gnostic tradition of Melchizedck as the

incarnation of the Urmensch.
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tradition of a gnostic ‘background’ to Hebrews has enjoyed a much wider currency in

continental European scholarly circles” than it has within the English speaking world.

Kisemann detected in the motif of pilgrimage, expressed in Hebrews, the gnostic concern with
the pilgrimage of the self from the enslaving world of matter to the heavenly realm of the spirit.™

This whole approach has suffered from a number of real difficulties, despite the strong support
it has received in scholarly circles. First, Kdsemann’s hypothesis was constructed on the basis
of later sources which can not be shown to prove traditions contemporary with Hebrews. An
observation which is given further force in that there is no textual evidence 1n the first century
for a myth of the redeemed redeemer. Second, the existence of a first-century form of

Gnosticism has not been conclusively established. Despite scholars’ arguing for earlier forms of
Gnosticism which arose out of early Christianity, or perhaps even Jewish traditions™ it is
difficult to actually demonstrate this to be the case. If this Gnosticism did not exist, obviously it
is impossible to argue that it provided a conceptual background for Hebrews! It is fair,
therefore, to conclude that this Gnostic ‘background’ has not been proven and it is difficult to

see how we shall ever be in a position to prove such *a background’, let alone connect it to the

text of Hebrews.

Samaritanism.

In 1927 Knox suggested that Hebrews was the product of a *Samaritan Christian’ tradition and
displayed the theme of the ‘reunion of Israel and Judah in the infant church, which would
appeal to such Samaritan Christians. Knox argued Hebrews’ interest in viewing Christ as the
new Joshua and a priest-king, plus its interest in the Tabernacle and the mention 1t makes of
Samson, are reflective of this Samaritan ‘background’.'™ This was an early attempt to find an
alternative ‘background’ behind the Epistle, but it had some weaknesses, especially Hebrews’
use of Old Testament books not recognised as scripture in Samaritan circles and 1ts emphasis on

a heavenly ‘Jerusalem’ - hardly a Samaritan focus of interest. So it is not surprising that this

7 Grasser, E. Der Glaube im Hebriierbrief. Marburg, Elwert, 1965. and Theissen, G. “Untersuchungen zum
Hebrierbrief. ™ Studien zum Neuen Testament 2 Giitersioh, Mohn, 1969. These two major monographs are
representative of the wide intcrest in a possible gnostic background displayed in continental scholarly work.

* Lane, W. Hebrews: Word Biblical Commentary. Dallas, Word, 1991. p.cix.

% Some scholars have argued that Hebrews may have arise out of the same pre-gnostic trajectory, which led
to some of the Qumran material, and Iater Gnostic myths of ‘a redeemed redeemer’. Hurst rejects such a nuanced
approach, noting that the figure of Melchizedek is characterised in entirely different ways in Qumran texts, to the
familiar picture in Hebrews. See Hurst, D.L.1990.p.74.for a full discussion of this 1ssue.

% Knox, E.A. “The Samaritans and the Epistle to the Hebrews.” The Churchman 22, 1927.pp.184-193.
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theory did not attract wide interest and lay dormant for forty-six years until Scobie revived it in

1973 when he argued that Stephen’s speech in Acts 7, the Fourth Gospel and Hebrews were all

best understood as reflections of Samaritan concerns.™™

This case for a ‘Samaritan background’ consists of nine features found in Hebrews which might
be argued to provide the evidence for such a background. Some of these features are those
identified by Knox: the Epistle’s use of Joshua (and the Tabernacle), the emphasis about high-
priesthood and especially the mention of Melchizedek, which Scobie links with the fragmentary
text of Pseudo-Eupolemus, a text which associates Melchizedek with Mount Gerizim. Scobie’s
approach also views Hebrews’ roll call of faith as reflecting a particularly Samaritan view of
salvation of history, an expansion of Knox’s ideas about Samson. Scobie’s more recent
hypothesis also notes Hebrews’ use of angels, Moses (the only true prophet for Samaritans),

and Hebrews’ silence about David, especially the associated messianic conceptions which were
an anathema to the Samaritans. Scobie notes that Hebrews reflects a Samaritan exegesis of
Exodus 30:1-6 in its placing of the Altar of Incense in the Tabernacle'® which is not in line with
the accepted Jewish understanding of the layout of the Tabernacle. Scobie also notes that

Samaritan circles display a strong interest in Platonic philosophical speculation, a feature given

expression in Hebrews in terms of ‘two worlds’ thinking."™

These points of contact display a number of weaknesses and require critical scrutiny. For

example the use of angels as mediators of the Torah is not a particularly Samaritan 1dea and 1n

Hebrews (2:6-8) this idea is drawn from Psalm 8, a text totally alien to Samaritan tradition.'™
Though Scobie would ask us to consider whether conversion to Christianity included the
requirement to accept a wider range of Old Testament texts. Equally does Hebrews’ focus on
Moses reflect the well documented Samaritan interest in Moses, given that the figure of Moses

depicted in the Epistle is not the super-human figure of Samaritan literature, but more in line

1 Scobie, C.H.H. “The Origin and Development of Samaritan Christianity.” New Testament Studies 19.
1972-3.pp.390-414.

%2 Heb.9:3f,

1% Hurst, 1990.pp.76-77. Hurst provides a summary of Scobie's argument and evidence for this ‘Samaritan
background’.

% Hurst, 1990.pp.77-78. Hurst believes that as this can not even be seen as resulting from a common use
of Old Testament sources it increases the force of the criticism. He also notes that in Samaritan traditions angels
were passive witnesses to the giving of the law not mediators of it.
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with the portraits of mainline Judaism.'” We can dismiss an interest in Platonism because, as we
have demonstrated this 1s not the strong feature of this Epistle which it was once believed to be.
After all Philo’s work does contain this Platonic feature yet we do not believe he reflects a
Samaritan tradition. Hebrews’ interest in priesthood which is a definite feature of Samaritan

tradition might suggest a conceptual link, yet it 1s not from that source that Hebrews derives its

thinking, which arises out of the exegesis of Psalm 110:4.'™ Generally it is accepted that
Hebrews displays little interest in David and the associated messianic concepts, yet it can be

argued that this could be explained by reference to factors other than a Samantan inherntance of

ideas.'” There is no doubt that Hebrews does display a strong interest and particular use of
wilderness traditions, and especially of the Tabernacle as ‘the expression’ of the cultic tradition.

I would argue that this is a reflection of Hebrews’ own theological interest 1in the themes of

sojourning and pilgrimage towards God’s rest and does not therefore require a Samaritan

explanation.'™

There are major features of Hebrews which appear to be in conflict with this background. The
major difficulty is Hebrews’ use of Zion and Jerusalem when referring to the heavenly city to
come, a feature which a Samaritan audience would find very provocative. When we examine the

distinctive portrait of Christ and his work provided by the Epistle we can see how it is
constructed on traditions expressed in Psalms 8 and 110, Psalms which are combined to

express Christological ideas elsewhere in New Testament texts and are therefore reflective of a

common early Christian Christological approach. It is difficult to see how Samaritan traditions

could be linked to such an approach, given their attitudes to the Psalms.' More generally

Hebrews’ use of at least five main texts, including the Psalms, from outside the Torah (which

1% Hurst, 1990.pp.78-79. Hurst notes MacDonald’s comment that the Samaritan interest in Moses was
unmatched in Jewish tradition, but he notes that Moses is depicted as the ‘pre-existent light” and the *Lord of the
World’ - not the picture we get in our Epistle. In a similar way Hurst simply rejects the idea that Hebrews
displays any particular interest in Joshua.

% Hurst, 1990.p.80.Hurst argues this is further reinforced in that Melchizedek is not associated with any one

[ocation in Hebrews.

197 Hurst for example argues that Davidic traditions would emphasise ideas of earthly security and power,
which would be contrary to the overall thrust of Hebrews argument - which is concerned to question the old
securities, and show their temporary nature - see Hurst, 1990.p.79. I am not as certain that Hebrews simply has
no interest in Davidic traditions, and would note that such conclusions partly depend on how we interpret two
features of the Epistle - the Melchizedek traditions and their use in the Epistle, and the use made of the Psalms.

19¢ Hurst, 1990.p.80. Hurst notes the possibility that this may be inherited from the ‘Stephen tradition’ - as
Manson advocated. Scobie of course believes both Hebrews and ‘Stephen tradition’ (Acts.7) reflect a Samaritan

tradition in the church.
1% Hebrews portrait also differs quite markedly from the revealer or restorer’ figures of Samaritan thought.
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Samaritans viewed as scripture) is a major difficulty with this ‘background’ as has long been

acknowledged.”” Hebrews also displays no interest in Gentiles, a feature of Samaritan

traditions which we might reasonably expect to have been expressed in the Epistle if it has a

Samaritan background.

Given the difficulty in establishing a first century Samaritan tradition and dating Samaritan
literature the foundations of this argument can not be claimed to be assured. This means that
whereas Samaritan traditions may provide us with some useful perspectives to understand

Hebrews (perspectives which are more ‘Jewish’ than Hellenistic), in the end it brings us no

nearer to our goal of identifying a ‘background’ than many other possibilities."

The Stephen Tradition.

This possible ‘background’ rests on the view that there existed in early Christianity a distinctive
approach which could be called the Stephen Tradition, which was given clear expression in his

speech in Acts 7.'"* Manson in his 1949 Baird Lecture described this tradition when he wrote, ‘it

was Stephen who first “grasped and asserted the more-than-Jewish Messianic sense in which

the office and significance of Jesus in Religious History were to be understood.”’'” This

‘Stephen tradition’ would have us view Stephen and the Hellenists in the early Church as the

universalists who perceived the Church’s mission as being to the wider world, rather than as a
mere restoration of Israel which the Jewish Christians of the Jerusalem church were awaiting.
Manson claimed the text of Hebrews as an expression of this ‘tradition’ and believed this was

the reason why the Epistle warns its readers of the danger of living in the past and holding on to

the old securities of Cult and Temple.'

Careful consideration of Stephen’s speech and Hebrews enables us to identify a number of

themes which are clearly expressed in Hebrews and Stephen’s speech as we have i1t in Acts 7,

W pistle to the Hebrews(NIGTC). Grand Rapids, Wm.B. Eerdmans, 1993.p.19.
Ellingworth notes that even Knox wrote that this was a weak point in his thesis, together with the prominence

given to Jerusalem.

"1 Hurst, 1990.p.82.

12 Acts 7:2-53. We must be aware that Luke uses this narrative to introduce Paul into his record of the early
church. Is Luke also preserving an important early Christian preaching tradition? For a fuller discussion see
Hurst, 1990.p.90.

""* Manson, W. The Epistle to the Hebrews. London, Hodder& Stoughton, 1961 (1951).p.31.
"4 Manson, 1961.pp.31-32. Manson also notes the strong similarities between Hebrews, Stephen and the

Fourth Gospel, especially in the language they use to express their thinking, sce pp.28-46.
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for instance both juxtapose the themes of rest, hearing, the defect of heart and the Holy Spirit.'"
They also display very similar interests in the Temple and the land,'* both draw on the tradition
of angelic mediation of the law, though in differing ways;'"" and significantly both uniquely cite
Exodus 25:40 developing it to emphasise the spiritual nature of God."* In addition though rather
less significantly both emphasise the idea of ‘looking to Jesus’ - a widespread New Testament

theme.'” Both texts also identify ‘the Jews’ with those who killed the righteous men of the Old

Testament and broke the law in the wilderness - in Stephen’s case this leads to his death, not his
attitude to the law.'”™ In contrast with this view of ‘the Jews’ both Hebrews and Acts 7 display

a strong grasp of the continuity between Jesus’ followers and the faithful people of God,
expressed through a focus on the role of Israel in God’s plan. The use of Exodus 25:40 is

probably the most interesting of these points of contact, especially as it adds emphasis to the

view that God can not be confined to any earthly institution or location.' The use made of the

tabernacle highlights a more lasting transcendent reality of which its earthly expression, the

temple, is but a provisional expression but not God’s final dispensation.™

Just because it is possible to identify these possible points of contact, we should also be careful

not to neglect the differences between them.'” Stephen’s speech in Acts 7 is a thoroughly

polemical rejection of the Jerusalem Temple, depicting it and its sacrifices as inferior to those of

"5 Hurst, 1990.p.102.

"8 | ane, 1991.p.cxlvii. Lane here notes that Stephen and the Hellenists display serious differences to the
traditional Jewish understanding of the cult and settlement in the land. Isaacs, M.E.1992.pp.65-66 As lsaacs
notes Hebrews sees Juadism’s sacred space (temple, but also the land) has been replaced by Christ

"7 Hurst, 1990.pp.92-97. Both Stephen’s speech (Acts 7:38 & 7:53 ) and Hebrews see the law as of divine
origin and valid, but that it failed to reach its goal. Scholars have argued that 1t is not the extent to which the law
should be observed, which is at issue in Stephen’s speech, but the Temple’s role - but have not agreed quitc what
this meant. Some like Gaston (Gaston, L. No Stone on Another: Studies in the significance of the Fall of

Jerusalem in the Synoptic Gospels. Leiden, 1970.pp.154f.) have argued that Stephen is the climax of opposition
to the Temple, what Moule calls ‘quaker Judaism’ opposed to the Temple in principle, sce Moule, C.ED. The

Birth of the New Testament. London, 1962,p.14. Others (Manson, W, 1951.p.34.) view Stephen as standing in
the long established tradition which affirms that the Temple is not a permanent institution. Interestingly Hurst

notes both of these uses are set within the context of disobedience- suggests Manson on the right lines.
8 Hurst, 1990.p.104.
1% Heb. 12:2 ‘looking to Jesus® and Acts 7:55-56 “gazing into heaven saw Jesus, the Son of Man standing at

the right hand of God’.
'20 Hurst, 1990.p.96. Hurst here develops the view expressed by Stanton that Stephen like Moses 1s rejected
by the remnant of Israel, into the explanation that it was this attack on the hearers which provoked the final

violent outcome.
121 Manson, 1961.p.34. Manson see Acts 7:48-49 draws on Solomon’s words 1n 1 Kings.8:27 to conclude

that the Temple was not a permanent institution.
122 Hurst, 1990.p.97.
123 Isaacs, 1992.p.66.
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the tabernacle, whilst Hebrews argues that the cult has been replaced because its purpose has

been fulfilled in the sacrifice of Christ, the perfect victim and priest. If we also bear in mind
those themes which find expression in Hebrews but are not expressed in Stephen’s speech,
especially its interest in priesthood,'” we may feel that the case for this background, which has
received widespread scholarly support, is not quite as straightforward as some have accepted.
can not help wondering whether the general support it has enjoyed is in part because it links our
Epistle to an Hellenistic background which suits some scholars preconceived views about its
setting in early Chnstiamty. It is true that there are similarties which have long been recognised,
but these could simply reflect that both texts drew independently on an older tradition which

they developed 1n their own ways and are not in so direct a relationship as many have argued.

Qumran.

Scholarly study of inter-Testamental Judaism and Christian origins was transformed by the
discovery of the Qumran texts.The study of Hebrews was also affected by these finds. One of

the first scholars to suggest that the Qumran texts might offer a valuable ‘background’ to a

reading of the Epistle was Y. Yadin in 1958.'"” Yadin suggested that the original audience were
Christian converts who had been practising Essenes. Yadin based this view on what he believed

to be four significant points of contact between the Qumran corpus and the Epistle. These four
major points of contact are an interest in Angels; a belief in two Messiahs, one priestly, one lay

(combined in the person of Jesus in Hebrews); the juxtaposition of the revelation 1n Jesus with
the Old Testament prophets and finally the particular use made of pentateuchal quotations in both

traditions.'” As well as these points of contact the discovery at Qumran of the text we call
11QMelchizedek, with its very particular interest in the figure of Melchizedek, opened another
possibly fruitful avenue for understanding a major theme in Hebrews. This has led to much
discussion about how Melchizedek should be viewed. Does Hebrews follow the Qumranic
tradition which views him as a superhuman, heavenly figure (without negating his humanity).

One extensive study which has attempted to discuss this possible Qumranic Melchizedek

'#4 Acts 7:40. There is no mention of priesthood beyond this reference to Aaron’s role in relation to the
golden calf. This would not automatically rule out any connection because after all, Hebrews may have added this

to the existing Stephen tradition.

'#% Yadin, Y. “The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Epistle to the Hebrews.” Scripta Hierosolymitana, IV,

1958.pp.36-53.
28 Hurst, 1990.pp.43-4. Hurst provides a summary of Yadin’s points of contact and argument before

subjecting it to critical discussion.




45
background within a wider discussion of Melchizedek traditions was Horton’s 1976 study.'”’

Horton when comparing the use of Melchizedek traditions by Josephus, Philo and Qumran
suggests that we can see two different streams of tradition.'”” One tradition which finds

expression in Philo, Josephus and the text of the Genesis Apocryphon (22:14ff) from Qumran,

1s built on the two historical Old Testament references to Melchizedek.'® The second tradition
which 1s expressed in the fragmentary text of 11QMelchizedek, contains three unique ideas: that
Melchizedek 1s a heavenly figure, that he is of eschatological importance and the expression of
Elohim’s judgement, whilst implying his priestly status although it is not totally clear about

this.”™ For Horton, Hebrews definitely gives expression to this first stream of tradition but it is

less clear that he expresses the second, though there are some interesting points of contact.™

This would raise important questions as to the relationship between the Qumran texts and

Hebrews which may not go beyond shared traditions which were widespread in the ancient first

Century Mediterranean world.

Hurst questions further the close identification with a ‘Qumranic background’. He argues that

Hebrews and the Qumran texts share some traditions of exegesis with regards to the Old
Testament, but that if we look at their overall view of the Old Testament we can detect very
different methodical stances. Qumranic exegesis understands the Old Testament as containing a

mysterious message for the ‘end of time’, whilst Hebrews is concerned to identify its original

meaning and then develop its message for Christians now.””> Such a view questions a direct
relationship between Qumran and Hebrews suggesting that the best explanation for the points of
contact which exist is to accept that these reflect shared background in, and a tradition of
exegesis of the Old Testament. Yet despite these similarities arising from shared traditions of Old

Testament exegesis they are insufficient to offset the striking differences between Hebrews and

'“" Horton, EL. The Mclchizedek Tradition: A Critical Examination of the Sources to the Fifth Century AD
and in the Epistle to the Hebrews. Cambridge, CUP, 1976. Also discussed at some length by Hurst, D.L.

1990.pp.53-60.
2% Horton, 1976.p.85.
2% Gen.14:18-20. and Ps.110:4.
% Horton, 1976.p.86. Table 3.1 identifies 17 features of the Melchizedek tradition, and notes their
occurrences 1n Old Testament references, and contemporary sources.
1 Horton, 1976.pp.167-168. Horton claims there is no reason to believe Hebrews related to the speculation

about Melchizedek demonstrated in 11QMel. - but can not absolutely rule it out,(p.168). Does see some points
of contact in his preparatory discussion. Lane, W.1991.p.cviii. also concludes ‘that the differences in the OT text

to which an appeal is made and to the conception of the role of Melchizedek in 11QMelch. and Hebrews are so
fundamental as to preclude any influence of 11QMel. upon the argument developed in Hebrews...’

%2 Hurst, 1990.pp.61-65.
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Qumran. *°

Merkabah Mysticism,

Williamson’s study of Philo™* delivered the sharpest blow to the traditional view that the
background was Philonic Platonism. In a later article he suggests that one possible element in
Hebrews ‘background’ was to be found in Jewish traditions of Merkabah mysticism."* For
Williamson it is the language of the Epistle and its emphasis on access to the heavenly throne
which are important elements in understanding the thought of the Author. He draws attention to
this language of direct access, pointing out that in this Epistle atonement is equated with direct

approach to God thereby removing the requirement for any physical mediation of a sacramental

or cultic kind. So, as Williamson notes, we are told that the believer is able to draw near God’s

s 137

throne ‘with confidence’,”™ that we have come to ‘the heavenly Jerusalem’*’ and can now ‘enter

the sanctuary’ ' since Christ has opened a way ‘through the curtain’.™ If we take this together
with Hebrews 13:15-16 we can see that Christ’s work affords every believer direct and
immediate access to the heavenly throne. Williamson explores Schenck’s suggestion that this

language of access indicates Hebrews’ background is to be ‘sought in a quite definite early form

of Jewish Merkabah mysticism.”""

The focus of Jewish Merkabah mysticism was 1ts attention to the chariot of God, or chariot of

the cherubim which was also identified 1n Jewish tradition with the throne of God. Williamson
suggests five features which mark out this tradition: the mystics’ goal is God’s pre-existing
throne; they are interested in the angelic hierarchy, especially Metatron' and Sandalfon; they

stress God’s transcendent glory'™ sometimes in fire imagery; they emphasise the numinous in

% 1 ane, 1991.p.cviii.

134 Williamson, R. Philo and the Epistle to the Hebrews. Lieden, Brill, 1970.

%° Williamson, R. “The Epistle to the Hebrews: Its Background.” Expository Times 87. no.8, 1976.
pp.232-237.

%% Heb.4:16.

137 Heb.12:22.

198 Heb.10: 19.

3% Heb. 10:20.

% Williamson, 1976.p.233.

! Metatron in 3 Enoch is the angelic being who guides Rabbi Ishmael through the heavenly places to the
Merkabah. He is described as the lesser YHWH, or as ‘the angel of the presence’.

12 Hagigah 14:16. Here the mystic worshipper addresses God as ‘the Lord enthroned in flames’. This
language of fire also contains the 1dea of i1llumination.
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their mystic hymns; and lastly, portray the essential mystical experience as a journey or a quest

which involves an ascent to the heavenly realm through the curtain.'* We can see that there are

many parallels in both thought and language when Hebrews is compared with Jewish Merkabah
mysticism. So in Hebrews we observe an interest in the throne of God,™ we find frequent use

of fire imagery,'*> we read much about angels and the writer demonstrates that Christ is superior

to them since only he can conduct individuals through the curtain into the heavenly promised

land.'

In Hebrews the Christian, through Christ’s work, can enter the heavenly sanctuary following
Christ his forerunner or pioneer, just as the mystic enters guided by his heavenly angelic guide.

This thinking is reinforced by Hebrews’ stress on Christ who offers his sacrificed life on the

heavenly altar to act as an atoning power on man’s behalf.'” Williamson notes that in Numbers

Rabbah 12:12 we get an interesting mystic image where Metatron 1s described as offering up the

souls of the righteous, to atone for Israel in the days of their exile, in the heavenly Taberacle
which the angels made whilst Israel made their earthly Tabernacle. So as Williamson observes,

Metatron is here functioning as a priest and combines the atoning power of martyrdom with the

image of priestly service in the heavenly sanctuary.”*® These ideas of Christ offering his
righteous sacrifice at the heavenly altar in Hebrews and of Metatron offering the souls of the

righteous to atone for Israel’s sin in Numbers Rabbah appear to be very close in language and

thought.'” Some scholars have said that Hebrews’ view reflects a modified position, a position

modified by other Jewish traditions."”

The major problem with this possible background relates to the question of dating. Existing

traditions of Merkabah mysticism represented by texts such as 3 Enoch, all date to a period later

than the New Testament. Yet these traditions are quite highly developed, which may suggest that

43 Williamson, 1976.p.233.

'“¢ Heb.8:1; 1:3,8; and also 12:2.

'“> Heb.12:29, where God is described as “a consuming fire’ and also Heb.10:27, where it says that all that
remains for the Apostate is *a fearful prospect of judgement and the fury of fire’.

4% Heb.13:13. The theme of pilgrimage to a heavenly promised land is a major theme throughout the whole
Epistle.

'*" Williamson, 1976.p.235.

'“® Williamson, 1976.p.234.

"> Williamson, 1976.p.235.

1% Lane, 1991.p.cix.



48

older traditions lie behind a text such as 3 Enoch and some of the rabbis associated with this

tradition do come from the 1st and 2nd centuries.”” Interestingly there are no signs of this
mystical tradition in any of the texts we have from Qumran. Williamson himself accepts that

Hebrews owes some ideas to other Jewish traditions and that many of the parallel features he

considers in his article are derived ultimately from Old Testament passages and themes.' The

question is whether the similarities are due simply to a shared indebtedness to the Old

Testament, or whether the large number of these shared themes make a relationship more likely.

Williamson is inclined to the latter view:

It is significant that it is precisely a selection of Old Testament ideas and themes which the

Merkabah Mystics elaborated that also plays an important part in Hebrews. It is significant too

that no other New Testament writer created the particular kind of theological structuring of

terms, images and ideas that is encountered in Hebrews.'>

Others are unwilling to go this far and feel that perhaps we should focus on a shared form of

early apocalyptic thought by which both are shaped, rather than a direct relationship.™
Personally I feel that the traditions of Merkabah mysticism may offer us a useful tool in

understanding the language which our author chooses to use in shaping his argument. Yet I

would accept that the actual ideas belonging to this possible background do seem to have been

modified by other traditions, not least early Christian claims about Christ’s uniqueness.

Wider New Testament Traditions.

It may seem_ obvious but it is necessary to state that the early ascription of Hebrews to Paul

demonstrates that there is a wide range of points of contact between the Epistle and the early

Christian kergyma.'” So here at least we have an assured background against which the Epistle

can be read and we can statet,

'*! Lane, 1991.p.cix.Lane notes that Williamson himself recognises this difficulty in his own article p.235.
Lane also notes that Hebrews fails to draw upon or use those Old Testament texts which became central to later

Merkabah mysticism.
'S Williamson, 1976.p.235.

"% Williamson, 1976.p.236.

*** Hurst, 1990.pp.84-85.and also Lane, 1991.p.cix.

155 Pfitzner, V.C. Hebrews. Nashville, Abingdon Press, 1997.p.37. This ascription may in part result from
the association of this text with Paul and his disciples, derived from the reference to Timothy in Heb.13:23.
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The basic theology of Hebrews stands in line with the apostolic kergyma so far as it can be
deducted from the New Testament writings. Jesus is remembered as a man of recent history,
who died for our sins and rose and was glorified. Sitting at the nght hand of God, he is reserved
in heaven to be the agent of God in the general resurrection and the judgement, still felt to be

imminent (10:25,37.). All this accords with the predetermined plan of God, which has been

made known in advance through the scriptures.'

As we have already noted there 1s a strong and widely accepted case for connections between

Hellenistic Christianity, represented by Stephen’s speech in Acts 7 and the Epistle.” There are
further features of the Epistle’s thought which help to establish connections to a wider spectrum
of early Christian thought. Even the most superficial reading of the Epistle reveals that 1t shares

the eschatological perspective common to early Christian communities and their texts. So

Hebrews perceives Jesus’ ministry as the inauguration of the final phase of history,”™ which

will include its final consummation and the apocalyptic manifestation of the city God has

prepared for his people.'” The other area of contact which has been explored in some detail is
the relationship between Hebrews and the Pauline corpus of writings. Hurst has recently
attempted this task by sampling five motifs that permit comparision between Hebrews and Paul.

This survey leads him to the conclude that Paul was a formative influence behind Hebrews’

thinking but that the development of ideas is very much the author’s own,'® so we should think

in these terms rather than in terms of a literary connection. One particular motif which is of note
is the use both Paul and Hebrews make of Psalm 8 in concert with Psalm 110. In both Psalms

the theme of Christ’s enthronement as the representative of a glorified humanity is very evident

and though this is mentioned in Mt.21:16 and 1 Pet.3:22 it is virtually unexploited in
comparison to Hebrews and Paul.” It can also be argued that Hebrews echoes the wisdom

Christology of John’s Gospel' which again would connect it to an important stream of early

'*® Lindars, 1991.p.41.

17 See pp.42-44.

%8 Heb. 1:2a.

%9 Heb.11:10,16; 12:22-24 and 13:14. sce Lane, 1991.p.cxi for details.

1% I ane, 1991.p.cxi-cxii. He provides a very useful and concise summary of Hurst’s discussion and his
conclusions - see also Hurst, 1990.pp.170-124. Though it might be possible to argue that at times Paul appears
to emphasise the discontinuity between the law and gospel, in contrast to Hebrews where the cult 1s not viewed
as a threat, but said to reach fulfilment in Christ. Isaacs advocates this view, sce Isaacs, 1992.pp.76-77.

%" Hurst, 1990.pp.110-113 for the details of this motif. One Pauline text he considers is 1 Cor.15.
192 Pfitzner, 1997.p.37.
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Christian tradition.

Whilst all these features connect Hebrews with the early expressions of the Christian kergyma,
we should also recognise that there are motifs which are unique to its witness and separate it
from that wider Christian ‘background’. Probably the most obvious discontinuity is Hebrews’

depiction of the work of Christ in priestly terms, here our author has ‘introduced something

quite unique in the New Testament.’'* We may conclude that while it is totally correct to set
Hebrews within the context of the early Christian preaching, equally we must not lose sight of

its own unique contribution to the traditions about Jesus.

We are now in a position to draw together the various strands of evidence discussed in
exploring the background of Hebrews’ thought. We have clearly seen a concerted campaign to
tie Hebrews into a Hellenistic background. First by closely connecting the Epistle to the Platonic
thinking given expression in the writings of Philo and second by associating Hebrews with the
Hellenistic Christian tradition of Stephen expressed in Acts.7. The earlier of these attempts has
been decisively undermined by the work of more recent scholars, particularly Williamson’s
study and Hurst’s development of it. The Hellenistic Christian background is generally viewed
as resting on more assured foundations, yet as I have already argued this 1s not without
difficulties and may reflect a desire to ‘Hellenise’ this Epistle to secure a pre-conceived dating.

A Gnostic ‘background’ may also be seen as part of this ‘Hellenisation’ process and as we have

seen it has not commanded a high level of scholarly acceptance.

Many of the other suggested backgrounds have directed thinking in the opposite direction and
have sought to strengthen or re-establish Hebrews’ Jewish credentials. Generally I find these
slightly more useful in shaping my appreciation of the Epistle’s thought. This may of course be
a reflection of my own prejudices. The arguments for a Samaritan ‘background’ seem to
flounder on Hebrews’ very distinctive use of Old Testament texts'® and its positive, strong
focus on Mount Zion. Qumran has more to offer as it provides us with early evidence for many

of the traditions expressed in Hebrews, however we must continue to make a careful

assessment of the evidence and recognise that not all Qumranic i1deas find expression in

' Isaacs, 1992.p.66. She notes that 1 Pet.2:5 refers to the church as a royal priesthood, but only in

Hebrews this is ascribed to Jesus himself.
194 See my next section on Hebrews use of the Old Testamen which demonstrates the heavy reliance that

Hebrews places on the Psalms which are not valid texts in Samantan traditions.



