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Part One of Greater Than: Lessons from the Book of Hebrews

by Dr. Scott F. Heine

Introduction to Hebrews
This morning, we are launching into a new study
together here at Hope. Over the next couple of months, we
will be taking a close look at the New Testament letter that
we simply call “Hebrews” because it was written to an
audience caught up in Jewish traditions and perspectives.
I need to tell you right up front that Hebrews is a
challenging book for Christians to study. It has a different
flow of thought than the other letters of the New Testament,
and explores unique themes that some people find
uncomfortable. It constantly draws on cultural references
that are unfamiliar to us — for example, ancient Temple
customs that leave us mustering our imaginations to
understand. And the letter to the Hebrews raises some
difficult theological ideas that tend to shatter all attempts to
tuck God away in a nice, neatly-labeled package. There are a
handful of places in the letter that come across as startling
warnings with dire consequences, urging us to embrace
Christ and hold fast to our faith.
Yet the letter to the Hebrews also provides some of the
most beautiful perspectives of God as he is revealed to us in
Christ. It’s a letter intended to strengthen our faith in the
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face of difficult times. In fact, the author humbly refers to the
entire letter as…
…this brief exhortation. (Hebrews 13:22 NLT)
…or, literally, his “encouragement” or “consolation” or
“comfort.”

The Author?
So, before we start exploring the actual letter, let’s talk a
little bit about its background and structure.
Who wrote the letter to the Hebrews? The Alexandrian
scholar and theologian, Origen Adamantius (who lived about
a century after the letter was written) — as quoted by the
Roman historian Eusebius Pamphili — may answer the
question best:
The thoughts are [Paul’s], but the style and
composition belonged to one who called to mind
the apostle’s teachings… For not without reason
have the men of old handed it down as Paul’s. But
who wrote the epistle, in truth God knows.
You see, unlike the other letters of the New Testament,
Hebrews does not identify itself by its author, leaving us to
guess who wrote it. Even Origen, whose timeframe in history
allows him to verify the recognition of the earliest Christians
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that Hebrews was written by one of the apostles, admits that
the letter may have composed by someone like Clement (a
leader of the church in Rome) or Luke (who wrote the
gospel). Others suggest that men like Barnabas or Silas may
have contributed to the letter, drawing from the teaching of
Paul for its content. But, in the end, we’re left guessing.
But there’s little doubt that the church recognized
Hebrews as a book of scripture, crafted by divine inspiration,
just like the other New Testament letters. In fact, as early as
95 or 96 AD — within a couple of decades of the letter’s
composition and wide circulation — Clement of Rome
attested to its canonicity when referring to it in some
correspondence with Christians in Corinth.

The Audience?
Unfortunately, just like we don’t have a clear
declaration of who wrote the letter, we don’t have a clear
declaration of who originally received the letter. We know
that they were Jewish; that’s pretty clear from the title itself,
not to mention the abundantly Jewish illustrations
throughout the book. Personally, I believe that they were
new believers in the Jewish Messiah, the Christ, with whom
the author had a relationship.
In Hebrews 10:34, the author mentions the readers’
history of showing compassion to Christians who were
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imprisoned for their faith. And in Hebrews 13:19, he talks
about wanting to return to this group at some point…
Pray that I will be able to come back to you soon.
(Hebrews 13:19 NLT)

There’s been some debate as to whether or not the
letter to the Hebrews is written to Jewish Christians or
merely to Jews considering becoming Christians. But the
author seems to refer to them as part of the family of God:
Dear brothers and sisters who belong to God and
are partners with those called to heaven… (Hebrews
3:1 NLT)

He even mentions in chapter 5 that they’ve been part of
the faith long enough that they should all be teachers by
now.
So was it written by Paul or one of his associates in
Rome and sent to the Jewish Christians in Israel?
(Considering the last few verses and their reference to
“Italy” and “Timothy,” and the way they really feel like
something Paul would have added in his own handwriting,
that’s pretty plausible.) Or was it written by an Alexandrian
student of Paul and sent from the Holy Land or some place in
Greece to the Jewish Christians in the beginning of the
Diaspora in some place like Italy, mentioning those who had
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traveled all the way from Paul’s imprisonment in Rome?
There’s really no way to know.

The Date?
When was the letter written? Well, without knowing
who wrote it or where it was sent, we’re just as baffled.
Though it was probably written sometime within a few
decades after the resurrection of Christ, and certainly before
70 AD when the Romans tore down the Jewish Temple. When
the letter was written, the priests were still offering
sacrifices in Jerusalem… which means we can narrow it
down a little further to just a few years before the Jewish
Wars that began around 66 AD.
What this means is that whoever wrote it, and whoever
first received it, were alive when Jesus was crucified, and
they were alive when he was resurrected. They were alive
when the news of a risen Jesus rippled across the Roman
Empire. They were alive when more than 500 eyewitnesses
to the resurrected Jesus were around and able to verify the
story.
He was seen by more than 500 of his followers at
one time, most of whom are still alive… (1 Corinthians
15:6 NLT)
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(By the way… 500 eyewitnesses at the same place at the
same time, all available to be interviewed and offering a
consistent story of a physics-defying miracle, and so
convinced by what they saw and experienced that they were
willing to suffer or even die in order to stick to their story…
Even in our modern legal courts and our culture of
skepticism, that would be considered incontrovertible
evidence and proof of the resurrection. It was certainly
enough proof for the people living in the 1st century to risk
their lives to defy the Jewish religious system and transcend
the authority of the harsh Romans. Something to think
about…)
The point is that the letter to the Hebrews was written
from “ground zero” in history, right in the thick of things. So
it won’t surprise us that the focus of the letter is on the
implications of the Messiah, the Christ, the Nazarene
carpenter named Jesus who turned the world upside down,
was crucified, and then shattered the certainty of death with
his resurrection.

The Purpose!
Which makes the purpose of Hebrews very clear. We
know what this book is about and why it was written!
We must listen very carefully to the truth we have
heard, or we may drift away from it. (Hebrews 2:1 NLT)
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And this truth that we have to cling to can be summed
up in two words:
Greater Than
In fact, thirteen times throughout the letter to the
Hebrews, the author uses the Greek term meaning “better”
or “superior” or “far greater” when comparing Christ to
just about anything else in which people might place their
faith. Christ is better than the prophets of old, better than
the angels, better than the sacrifices offered in the Temple.
Christ brings a hope that is greater than what mere religion
offers. He ushers in a relationship with God that is greater
than the old covenant. Over and over again — better,
superior, greater than.
But there’s actually a word used even more often
throughout this letter offering us an idea of why this was
written and why God preserved it throughout the centuries
for you and me. Fourteen times the author refers to
“perfection” or something being “perfect” — complete,
fulfilled, finished, lacking nothing, flawless, exactly the
way it’s intended to be. And the author points out over and
over throughout the letter to the Hebrews that the Levitical
priesthood couldn’t make things perfect, the Mosaic Law
couldn’t make things perfect, the sacrifices of animals
couldn’t fix things, the efforts of people couldn’t make up for
what was lacking. Over and over we see that only Christ can
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make things perfect. Only Jesus makes things the way
they’re supposed to be. Only Jesus is infinitely greater
than all the other systems and ceremonies and efforts of
man.
And there’s one other word that sort of completes our
understanding of the theme of this very powerful, very
important historical letter. Jesus is “greater than” all that
has come before, and “greater than” everything else in this
universe. He alone makes things “perfect” and “complete.”
And he does so for “eternity.” His superiority is perfect and
eternal.
Jesus is…
…the source of eternal salvation… (Hebrews 5:9 NLT)
He has secured for us…
…an eternal redemption… (Hebrews 9:12 ESV)
He has given us…
…the promised eternal inheritance… (Hebrews 9:15 ESV)
And it’s all because Christ’s sovereignty, his supremacy, his
greatness, his dominion…
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…is forever and ever… (Hebrews 1:8 ESV)
In other words, the letter to the Hebrews is all about
how…
Jesus Christ and the life he gives is greater than
anything and everything else we might pursue,
because he makes us perfect and complete before
God with blessings that are eternal.

The Flow of Thought
This idea is presented to us throughout Hebrews in a
manner that makes it unique among the New Testament
letters. In fact, Hebrews is more than just a letter.






At times it feels like an essay or term paper, in which
the author presents some truth and then begins
spelling out his reasoning behind the idea.
At times it feels more like a speech or a sermon,
where the author is making a passionate appeal for a
deeper commitment to Christ that is revealed in dayto-day living.
And at times it feels like a traditional letter, with the
author offering personal greetings, a quick report of
events and people, and more.
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The Danger Addressed
All of it combines together to appeal to a group of
Jewish Christians who were at a critical crossroads in their
journey — a place that may feel familiar to many followers
of Jesus today (at least, in some small way).
The recipients of this letter had encountered some
serious difficulties. It’s one thing to be excited about the
grace and forgiveness of God — to declare our faith in him
and to join with other believers to worship him. But faith is
more than mere intellectual belief in Jesus; it involves a
transformed life that remains steadfast even in the face of
opposition and cultural pressure… even if there’s a price to
be paid. Real faith leads to sacrifice — as the recipients of
this letter had discovered:
…You remained faithful even though it meant
terrible suffering. Sometimes you were exposed to
public ridicule and were beaten, and sometimes you
helped others who were suffering the same things.
(Hebrews 10:32–33 NLT)

But as the pressures increased and those Jewish
Christians not only found themselves marginalized by a
hedonistic, secular society but actually in danger of greater,
prolonged suffering and possibly martyrdom, they began to
ponder if they were not better off going backwards into their
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old Jewish religious system with all its rituals and holidays
and sacrifices. Perhaps holding tight to the message of a
resurrected Messiah and new life within a new kingdom was
just too much.
They were essentially struggling with a kind of spiritual
“buyer’s remorse” — having second thoughts about the
commitment to Christ that they had made, and wondering if
they were better off moving backwards.
What’s more, there were teachers out there trying to
lead them that way, and the author of this letter warned
them not to be swayed:
Do not be attracted by strange, new ideas. Your
strength comes from God’s grace, not from rules
about food, which don’t help those who follow
them. (Hebrews 13:9 NLT)
The letter asks them — and us — “How can you go
back? Once you’ve experienced God’s grace, once you know
who Jesus is, once you’ve discovered the implications of the
resurrection, how can you possibly think that you’ll have a
connection with God based on your own efforts to fulfill all
sorts of religious expectations? Jesus is greater than all that,
and you can only be made perfect for eternity through him
and what he has done on your behalf. It’s not about the life
you live, but rather about embracing his life as your own.”
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The Greatness of Christ
So let me show you an example of how this theme plays
out in the letter to the Hebrews. Let’s just look at the first
three verses that introduce this incredible, theologicallyrich, life-challenging book of the Bible.
Long ago God spoke many times and in many ways
to our ancestors through the prophets. (Hebrews 1:1 NLT)
Okay. Pretty straightforward. A statement that any
Jewish reader would understand and agree with. They were
familiar with their forefathers and God’s messengers, from
the Patriarchs whose interactions with God shaped their
cultural origin — men like Abraham and Jacob and Joseph
— to ambassadors sent specifically to deliver a divine
message to the people — men like Samuel and Nathan, Joel
and Jeremiah, Zechariah and Zephaniah, Elijah and Amos
and Ezekiel and Malachi and dozens of others.
For two thousand years, their ancestors understood
that when God spoke through a messenger (typically
accompanied by some kind of divine, miraculous event as
proof that God was the involved), the message carried
absolute authority. It was truth and understanding,
instruction and commandments, foreshadowing and
revelation.
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And the author of Hebrews is emphasizing that there
was an abundance of such messages from God over the
millennia. He doesn’t just say that God reached out and
communicated to the people throughout history in different
ways. He actually mashes together a couple of Greek words
to emphasize the abundance of opportunities God has given
for people to hear from him.
(πολυμερῶς καὶ πολυτρόπως — I realize you may not
read koine Greek, but you can recognize that these two
words — “times” and “ways” — both have the same
alliterative adverb tacked on at the front. The point he’s
making is that despite an abundance of communication from
God over thousands of years, the message was incomplete
and the people weren’t fully listening.)
So what’s the answer? What’s “greater than” all the
myriad of messages and messengers that God has offered
throughout history?
Now in these final days, he has spoken to us
through his Son. (Hebrews 1:2 NLT)
“Then… but now.” “In former times… in final times.”
“Then: over and over through the prophets. Now: once
for all through Jesus.”

Page 13 of 21

A comparison is being made… and Jesus is “greater
than” all that came before.
A couple of things to note here:


Our period of history is referred to as “these final
days” or “the last days” — a phrase used by prophets
like Isaiah and Micah to describe the time in history
when the Messiah has been revealed and his kingdom
has begun. The Jewish readers of this letter would
have immediately recognized the reference as a
declaration that this is it. The fullness of God’s plan is
revealed. His promise is fulfilled. Instead of looking
forward to some new means by which we can know
God and have a relationship with him, we now look
backward to that pivotal moment in history in which
God himself entered our world as one of us and
fulfilled God’s promises for us.
In other words, if you want to have a relationship
with God, if you want to experience forgiveness of
your sins forever, if you want to exchange your old
broken and utterly doomed life for the very life of
Christ forever, then what are you waiting for? It
doesn’t get any better than this.



Second, it’s one thing for a King to send an
ambassador or a spokesperson to deliver a message.
It’s another thing for the King to send his very Son.
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It echoes the idea that Jesus once shared in a parable:
“A man planted a vineyard, leased it to tenant farmers,
and moved to another country to live for several years.
At the time of the grape harvest, he sent one of his
servants to collect his share of the crop. But the
farmers attacked the servant, beat him up, and sent
him back empty-handed. So the owner sent another
servant, but they also insulted him, beat him up, and
sent him away empty-handed. A third man was sent,
and they wounded him and chased him away. “ ‘What
will I do?’ the owner asked himself. ‘I know! I’ll send
my cherished son. Surely they will respect him.’” (Luke
20:9–13 NLT)

And, as the parable goes, they killed the son that was
sent to them, just as people killed God’s Son when he
was sent as the final, perfect, “greater than”
revelation of God’s heart and message for mankind.
Look, the Bible is clear about its declaration: Jesus is the
ultimate message from God, because he is God. All of who
God is — his love and compassion, his eagerness to share
grace and draw people to himself, his uncompromising
commitment to truth and righteousness, his justice and
intolerance of hypocrisy, his total sacrifice as an expression
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of love for us — everything God wants us to know about
himself and his plan for our lives is found in Jesus.
That’s why we make Jesus such a big deal. In fact, even
when Jesus told that parable about the Master sending his
Son, he pointed out (quoting Psalm 20 and Psalm 118)
“The stone that the builders rejected has now
become the cornerstone.” Everyone who stumbles
over that stone will be broken to pieces… (Luke 20:17–
18 NLT)

People get tripped up over Jesus because his very
presence in history demands a response. We’ll either believe
all the evidence for his identity and resurrection, or we’ll
write him off in search for something else to define our life,
our faith, and our destiny.
But there’s nothing better out there. Jesus is “greater
than” everything.
That’s why, as the author of Hebrews continues with his
opening statement…
In these final days, he has spoken to us through his
Son. God promised everything to the Son as an
inheritance, and through the Son he created the
universe. (Hebrews 1:2 NLT)
Page 16 of 21

Jesus before the creation of the time and space. Jesus,
God, speaking the universe into existence.
Jesus, for whom everything is given as an inheritance.
It’s all his. We are all his. It really is all about him. Because…
The Son radiates God’s own glory and expresses the
very character of God, and he sustains everything
by the mighty power of his command. (Hebrews 1:3 NLT)
Jesus, the radiance of God’s glory. The complete
revelation of who God is. Perfect. Complete for eternity.
Infinitely greater than anything else when it comes to us
knowing God and having a relationship with him.
When Jesus’ friend, John, sought to write a biography of
Jesus’ life, he began with that beautiful expression of poetry:
In the beginning was the Word — [the λόγος [lógos],
the communicating, the revealing of God.] The Word
was with God, and the Word was God… God created
everything through him, and nothing was created
except through [Christ]. The Word gave life to
everything that was created, and his life brought light
to everyone… So this Word became human and made
his home among us. He was full of unfailing love and
faithfulness. And we have seen his glory, the glory of
the Father’s one and only Son, the fullness of all grace
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and truth… For the law was given through Moses, but
God’s unfailing love and faithfulness came through
Jesus Christ — [the message of God that is greater than
all other messages, the redemption and salvation from
God that is greater than all the inadequate religious
efforts of man.] No one has ever seen God. But the
unique One, who is himself God, is near to the Father’s
heart. [Jesus, the Word, the final complete and perfect
message] has revealed God to us. (John 1:1, 3-4, 14, 17–18)
That’s how we are introduced to the story of the life and
ministry of Jesus.
The disciple, Thomas — the guy with a rap as the
greatest skeptic in history — talking with the resurrected
Christ as he stood alive right in front of him, expressed his
confusion about what it all means. What is the implication of
Jesus as the final, perfect, eternal, infinitely superior
message of God for mankind?
Jesus told him, “I am the way, the truth, and the
life. No one can come to the Father except through
me.” (John 14:6 NLT)
“If you had really known me, you would know who
my Father is. From now on, you do know him and
have seen him!” (John 14:7 NLT)
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I’m reminded of the lyrics of a very old song we used to
sing in church when I was a kid:
Oh soul, are you weary and troubled? No light in the
darkness to see? There's a light for a look at the Savior,
and life more abundant and free!
Turn your eyes upon Jesus! Look full in His wonderful
face, and the things of earth will grow strangely dim in
the light of His glory and grace. (by Helen Lemmel, 1922)
Yes, I realize that it’s practically a cliché for the pastor
to preach a sermon telling you that Jesus is the answer to
everything and the only great and loving hope for your life
forever. It’s a cliché for me to stand up here and tell you to
turn to Jesus, to trust in Jesus, to worship Jesus, to seek an
ever-deepening intimacy with Jesus.
But what else am I going to preach? Jesus is literally
“greater than” everything!  It’s all about him!
That’s why, as the introductory remark of Hebrews
concludes…
When he had cleansed us from our sins, he sat
down in the place of honor at the right hand of the
majestic God in heaven. (Hebrews 1:3 NLT)
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Having done it all, having perfected God’s plan for our
forgiveness and new life, Jesus took his seat. A gesture of
finality. It’s done. It’s finished. There’s nothing that we can
add to what Christ has already made perfect; all we can do is
receive it and invest our entire existence into experiencing it.
Jesus took his seat (metaphorically) in the position of
the greatest honor in the universe. The very radiance of
God’s glory rests in his exaltation and majesty forever.

Our Response
As Peter said in his own letter to us Christians,
Now Christ has gone to heaven. He is seated in the
place of honor next to God, and all the angels and
authorities and powers accept his authority. (1 Peter
3:22 NLT)

So… do we join them? Do we recognize the greatness of
Christ? Do we accept what he has done as the complete and
final task necessary for our salvation?
Do our lives reflect our complete faith in this truth,
making Christ the greatest focus of our lives just as he is the
greatest focus of history and glory?
Do we join all angels and authorities and powers in
accepting his authority?
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Will we embrace the challenge of this wondrous letter
to the Hebrews, preserved by God’s power throughout
history for you and for me?
Look to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our
faith, who for the joy that was set before him
endured the cross, despising the shame, and is
seated at the right hand of the throne of God.
(Hebrews 12:2 ESV)

Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom
that cannot be shaken, and thus let us offer to God
acceptable worship, with reverence and awe…
(Hebrews 12:28 ESV)

PRAYER • SONG: Jesus, Lover of My Soul
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