
Hebrews books and commentaries

 deSilva, Perseverance in Gratitude, introduction
 Summary

 Not necessary to determine if Jews or Gentiles. Equally applicable to all first century 
Christians

 The community's history: conversion (2.1-4), discipleship process of 5.11-6.3, past 
event of persecution (10.32-34)

 Occasion is mainly wavering from within on the part of many. Not about desire to 
revert to Judaism, but about losing sight of Christ because of the long term effects 
of loss of honor in the larger culture, with no improvement since that past event of 
persecution. Disillusionment and the danger of apostasy.

 Date most likely prior to AD 70. Place unknown.

 No clue who the author was, but was a Christian leader, a member of Pauline band, 
who appeals not on the basis of office or being the founder of that church, but on 
the power of the tradition they shared.

 The last times have begun because of the exaltation of Christ. The present earthly 
realm, so appealing to them, will disappear, and only the permanent heavenly realm 
will remain. So they must persevere in the faith to be part of what remains.

 Author sees OT as Christocentric and helpful for ethics. Used a form of the LXX, 
and used Jewish interpretive methods.

 Author was a genius in literary and rhetorical techniques

 Hebrews has both deliberative (hortatory passages) and epideictic (expository 
sections) elements, but the epideictic elements are in the service of the deliberative, 
which is primary. Whether the hearers were strong or weak would affect how those 
two types of elements would impact them more.

 Strategy of presenting Jesus as divine Benefactor who provides access to God via 
his sacrificial death, and the obligation of gratitude to Jesus on the part of his 
beneficiaries, and the great offense on the part of those who spurn the benefits he 
gives

 Helpful desrciption of honor and shame dynamic, how groups apply it and why

 Heb recipients caught between two definitions of happiness and worth, and author 
attempts to show which is right and must be followed

 Strategy of presenting examples of people willing to endure shame, and reframing 
their persecution as an athletic contest, and as correction from their heavenly Father

 Appeal to the strong to help the weak

 Jesus' death as a sacrificial but powerful liturgical act that took him to the heavenly 
temple, and the obligation of Christians to follow him in that disgrace and approach 
God

 Hebrews challenges us to reevaluate what we find valuable ("better" possessions 
and honor), to support third world Christians who are in persecution, to see worship 
and prayer as great privileges gained by Christ's death and to strengthen the
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and prayer as great privileges gained by Christ s death, and to strengthen the 
members of our church Biggest takeaways for me

 Wow, this is really good. Worth re-reading for meditation on the course of my own 
walk with Jesus

 Court of appeals in church culture vs larger culture

 How honor and shame are used to lift up and put down those who live out / 
don't live out the values of the group

 Makes me want to study and preach on Hebrews again

 Want to think again about rhetorical categories for me for preaching, esp pathos

 Recipients

 Ethnic background (2)

 Superscription 'to the Hebrews' > Jewish origin

 Wide use of OT

 Weight placed on OT arguments

 Use of argument styles that are typically Jewish 

 Interest in the Jewish cult

 Uninteresting for Gentiles

 Against Jewish origin

 Book never identifies its author or readers

 The superscription is conjecture, and could be 'ideologically motivated'

 Gentiles entering Christian faith would be interested in the OT

 Status as Scriptures

 Use in worship

 Galatians and 1 Peter, 1 Cor 10, address Gentiles and have lots of OT 
argumentation

 Gentiles expected to learn the Scriptures would have been exposed to 
Jewish interp techniques

 Hebrews gives Gentiles the salvation-historical context of their faith

 Socialization by contrast to mother religion

 it serves the well-known need of sects to legitimate their existence by 
proposing the failings of the parent body (here, Judaism) and the ways 
in which the sect members have been given the advantage of “true” 
knowledge about how to approach to divine, what the divine plan 
entails, and the like. Hebrews supports group definition and identity 
through developing a contrast with an alternative group’s ideology, 
stressing the superiority of Christian ideology as a means of sustaining 
commitment. 

 [Even if Gentile converts not likely to feel pressured to convert to 
Judaism,] All members of sects need to be assured that their 
approach to God is the more effective, the more valid, the more secure

 No need to limit recipients to either Jewish or Gentile origin The book is



 No need to limit recipients to either Jewish or Gentile origin. The book is 
relevant to Christians of whatever ethnic background Just as Gentiles are drawn to it even today

 History of the community (7)

 Their conversion (2.1-4)

 High style and extensive vocab of Hebrews suggests higher class audience

 a number of the community members possessed property worth confiscating

 capable of charitable activity and hospitality (13:2; 10:33b–34a; 13:16)

 appear to need warnings against overambition, with regard to both possessions 
(13:5) and status (13:14)

 In all probability, the community was composed of people from a wide range of 
social strata

 Discipleship process

 Curriculum in 5.11-6.3

 Comprehensive, worldview focused

 Baptisms

 Discussion of how baptism affects our identity

 Victor Turner's 'ritual process' - status-transformation, status-reversal, 
or status-elevation rituals

 rite of passage separating initiates from their past life and associations

 leaves them marginal or liminal with regard to the larger society

 Their new identity and status is status within the sect, not a new 
status recognized by the society

 Endowed with Spirit to help them face life challenges

 Opposition in the past

 significant counter-reactions from their non-Christian neighbors

 while no deaths (12:4), "severe contest of sufferings” (10:32).

 prejudice, rumor, insult, and slander and were even made the targets 
of pogroms and local legal actions

 these Christians have suffered significant loss of status and dignity 

 humiliation, rejection, and marginalization

 public spectacle. 

 The term used to describe the experience evokes the image of the 
theater (arena), where games, contests, and public punishments 
occurred

 Others demonstrated solidarity  (10:33), even with those in prison (10:34). 

 Prisoners in the Greco-Roman world relied on family and friends from 
the outside to provide even the most basic of needs (food, clothing, 
medicine).

 seizure of their property (10:34).

 The Greek term refers most often to plundering the looting to which



The Greek term refers most often to plundering, the looting to which 
abandoned properties often fell victim Whether the loss of property was occasioned by official or unofficial 
seizure, the loss of material wealth translates into a loss of honor and 
status

 When one lost material goods, one also lost the raw materials for 
building prestige

 [opposition because] most Christians avoided idolatrous ceremonies

 [idolatry] comprised a part of almost every political, business, and 
social enterprise in the Greco-Roman world

 neighbors considered their lifestyle 'antisocial and even subversive'

 Danger to stability of society

 Those who did not acknowledge the claim of the gods on their lives 
and service could not be counted on to honor the claims of state, law, 
family, and the traditional values of the society



 Occasion (16)

 If the community was able to meet so great a challenge as described in 10:32–
34, what could have befallen them to occasion the composition of the letter “To 
the Hebrews”?

 the character of the community has changed

 Some of them, at least, are in danger of “drifting away” (2:1) from the 
message that they received, of “neglecting” the message spoken by Jesus 
and attested by God (2:3), of “failing to attain” the promised rest (4:1), of 
falling through unbelief   p 17  in the same way as the wilderness 
generation (4:12), of growing weary and losing heart (12:3). Even more 
strongly, they are in danger of falling into worse punishment than the 
transgressors of the Mosaic law through “trampling underfoot the Son of 
God, regarding as profane the blood by which you are sanctified, and 
affronting the Spirit of grace” (10:29). Some have apparently begun to 
withdraw from the congregation (10:25), many have not lived up to what 
was expected from mature believers (5:12), and there appears to be a 
general faltering in commitment (see, e.g., 10:35–36, “Do not cast away 
your confidence,” and 12:12, “Strengthen the weak knees and lift up the 
drooping hands”).

 What brought about this change? The letter is not explicit. Speculation:

 that the reference in 12:4, “you have not yet resisted to the point of blood,” 
contains a shadowy implication of growing hostility

 that a strategic conversion or reversion to Judaism (which enjoyed a 
measure of toleration within the empire that Christianity did not) was a 
lively possibility

 Both of these theories, however, are equally intelligible as rhetorical 
strategies of the author rather than as indications of the nature of the 
occasion of Hebrews



 Internal moral lethargy

 External pressure of persecution

 On the threshold and in danger of losing it

 some are in danger of “failing to enter” the rest set before them (4:1–2), or 
of “selling their birthright for a single meal” as did Esau (12:16–17)

 Abraham, Moses, and Jesus (11:8–22, 24–26; 12:2) embraced 
marginalization and loss with regard to status and wealth in society for the 
sake of the prize of faith.

 DeSilva conclusion:

 The situation thus presented appears to be a crisis not of impending 
persecution, nor of heretical subversion, but rather of commitment 
occasioned as a result of the difficulties of remaining long without honor in 
the world. The danger of falling away stems from the lingering effects of 
the believers’ loss of status and esteem in their neighbors’ eyes, and their 
inability to regain a place in society, or approval from the outside world, by 
any means that would allow them to remain rigidly faithful to Jesus and 
the One God. The believers have experienced the loss of property and 
status in the host society without yet receiving the promised rewards of 
the sect, and so are growing disillusioned with the sect’s promise to 
provide. As time passes without improvement, they begin to feel the 
inward pressure for their society’s affirmation and approval. The fervor  
and certainty of their earlier life as a community (the effervescence of the 
ecstatic and charismatic experiences described in 2:3–4 and 6:4–5) has 
cooled with their prolonged exposure to their neighbors, the witnesses of 
their degradation, who no doubt continued to disparage the believers and 
regard them as subversive and shameful. They have begun to be 
concerned again for their reputation before society. Though they were able 
to resist it at the outset, the machinery of social control is in the long run 
wearing down the deviants’ resistance. While they could accept their loss 
in the fervor of religious solidarity, living with their loss has proven difficult.

 apostasy is a lively option for the addressees

 “How can we escape if we neglect so great a salvation?” (2:3; NRSV); 
“Take care, brothers and sisters, that none of you may have an evil, 
unbelieving heart that turns away (ἀποστῆναι) from the living God!” 
(3:12); “For it is impossible to restore those who … have fallen away” (6:4–
6); “How much worse punishment … will be deserved by those who have 
trampled upon the Son of God, regarded as profane the blood of the 
covenant, … and outraged the Spirit of grace?” (10:29).

 Neither the threat of violent persecution nor a new attraction to Judaism 
motivates this apostasy, but rather the more pedestrian inability to live 
within the lower status that Christian associations had forced upon them, 
the less-than-dramatic (yet potent) desire once more to enjoy the goods 
and esteem of their society.



 They must continue in their “confidence” if they are to claim the promised 
“greater and lasting possessions” (10:34) and “glory” (2:10).

 Date and location (20)

 must remain inconclusive

 The use of Hebrews by Clement of Rome places the latest possible date of 
composition before 96 A.D.

 I concur with those scholars who favor a date before 70 A.D.. [based on 10.2]

 there is no mention of the destruction of the temple, which might have played 
very well into the author’s hands

 Location

 The only internal evidence comes from the greeting sent by “those from Italy” 
(13:24)

 Some connection with Rome is favored by the early use of the letter there by 
Clement

 A destination in Palestine is often advanced on the assumptions that the 
addressees must be a house church exclusively of Jewish Christians

 assumption is unwarranted

 attempts to limit this audience further to a particular house church among 
several or to a small group of teachers are unwarranted

 Not just teachers:

 The author seeks to nurture a community where each member reinforces 
the commitment of the other members, “watching out” for those whose 
grasp on the Christian hope begins to slip (3:12–14; 12:15), “encouraging” 
one’s fellow members to prepare for “the approaching Day” (10:24–25).

 Heb 5.11-14 not a rebuke of teachers but of all of them

 Author

 Identity (23)

 Anonymous

 a passing reference to Timothy in the closing greetings (13:23).

 Candidates

 Paul

 Style is very different

 Pauline authorship was not the view of the Western churches. 
Tertullian named Barnabas as the author, and Irenaeus and Hippolytus 
regarded it as non-Pauline. Only after Jerome and Augustine 
championed the cause of Pauline authorship did that view take hold in 
the West.

 Treatment of themes is different

 Considerations of content also point away from Paul. While the 
author of Hebrews argues that Torah is an obsolete predecessor 
to the new covenant, holds up faith as a central value, and sees 
Abraham and Jesus as examples for the Christian to follow, he 
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treats all of these topics differently from Paul in his known letters. 
The thickness of Platonic concepts, interest in cult, exposition of 
Jesus’ work in terms of priesthood, all make this letter stand out 
from the Pauline corpus.

 Barnabas

 Apollos

 No convincing case can be made for any candidate, however, and Origen’s 
final statement on the question of authorship remains the wisest of all
—“But who wrote the epistle? God knows the truth” (preserved in Eusebius 
Hist. eccl. 6.25.14)

 Characteristics

 does not count himself as a witness to the Lord Jesus (2.3)

 Neither does he appear to be a leader from within the community to which 
he writes (13:7, 17, 24)

 He has, however, been in contact with the community before, as he hopes 
to be “restored” to them (13:19)

 Associative language

 referring in their common experience of Christ’s activity in the 
believers’ lives, and calling the addressees “partners in Christ” (3:14) 
or “partners in a heavenly calling” (3:1), as well as “brothers and 
sisters” (3:1, 12; 10:19; 13:22).

 He also includes himself through his use of hortatory subjunctives (2:1, 3; 
4:11, 16; 6:1; 7:19; 10:19–24; 12:1; 13:13).

 On the other hand, the author considers himself to have sufficient authority 
to point out what is amiss in the community, even to berate them for not 
doing better, and to expect that his imperatives will be followed

 he does not give his message legitimacy through appeals to visions or 
revelations or special proximity to divine power

 He does not claim authority on the basis of being a community founder

 The authority of the author...is based on the “prior tradition or ratio” of the 
converts, namely, the word “declared at first by the Lord and attested to us 
by those who heard him” (2:3) together with the tradition passed on 
through the socialization process and contained in the Jewish Scriptures. 
The author seeks to maintain the community’s place within the tradition.

 one may look to the indications in 6:11 and 13:18 that the author is part of a 
larger circle.

 While not part of the local leadership of the congregations, they 
nevertheless exercise traditional-rational authority

 Worldview (27)

 the cosmos of apocalypticism

 Reality is divided into two distinct realms

 Beyond the visible “earth” and “heavens” stands another realm that is 
superior, even if now it is unseen

 The author has this realm in mind when he speaks of “heaven itself”

 the author of Hebrews conceives of this realm of God in terms of the 



architecture of the tabernacle the realm that is, from our vantage point, “coming.”

 The goal of their eschatological pilgrimage

 “better and lasting possessions” (Heb 10:34), their “better” 
because “heavenly” homeland (Heb 11:16), and the “unshakable 
kingdom” (Heb 12:28) in which is their “abiding” city (Heb 13:13–
14).

 The appurtenances of the realm beyond are “better” precisely because 
they are “lasting” or “abiding,” as opposed to temporary and, indeed, 
subject to removal.

 The penultimate character of earth and heavens—and all that pertain 
to them—becomes a recurring theme throughout Hebrews

 The honor, wealth, and sense of having a home in this world, all of 
which was lost by the addressees   p 30  as the price of their 
continued adherence to Jesus and Jesus’ household, pale in 
comparison with the honor, possessions, and enfranchisement 
that the believers who persevere will receive in the realm beyond 
(2:10; 10:34; 13:14). The addressees will therefore be urged to 
invest only in the eternal possessions (10:34; 11:13–16; 12:26–28; 
13:13–14) and to consider worldly goods and security ultimately to 
be a bad and foolish investment (11:24–26; 12:16–17).

 From the perspective of the author of Hebrews, then, the last days have 
come and the end-time initiated. 

 The death of Jesus on the cross and his subsequent entrance into 
the divine realm “to appear before God on our behalf” (9:24) 
accomplished a task that centuries of animal sacrifices prescribed 
by Torah could only prefigure. His death for others made possible 
the consummation of the journey that the people of God had been 
on throughout the epic of Scriptural (and intertestamental) 
history.

 The “Day,”   p 31  which can be no other than the “Day of the 
Lord,” is drawing nearer (10:25). It will be a day of judgement and 
destruction for God’s enemies (10:26–31), who are also the Son’s 
enemies (1:13; 10:13), but of deliverance for those who have kept 
faith with Jesus in the midst of the pressures of this realm (9:28).

 For the author of Hebrews, the kingdom of God already exists beyond 
the material and visible creation, and will simply “remain” after the 
removal of the temporary, secondary created order.

 Being part of the Christian community (and remaining a part) is 
vitally important for survival itself, which is perhaps one reason 
the author conceives of “salvation” as that which the believer is 
“about to inherit” (1:14), as the gift that comes with Christ’s 
second “appearing” (9:28): deliverance from the material world 
that is slated for dissolution and entrance into the abiding realm 
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that alone survives the “shaking.”

 Use of the OT (32)

 OT as Christological

 the author can freely place verses from the Psalms or Isaiah on the lips of 
Jesus to find their meaning, or refer them to Jesus, or address them to 
Jesus (all these techniques are displayed in 1:5–2:13). 

 The author can reconstruct the unseen work of Jesus now in the divine 
realm based on his conviction that the OT description of the levitical cult 
provides the shadow of Jesus’ more effective priestly service. 

 OT as ethical

 They are also read in an ethical manner, providing examples of honorable 
and faithful response to God for the Christians to imitate (11:1–40) as well 
as admonitory paradigms of dishonorable, disobedient, or foolish 
responses to God’s promises, which the Christians must not replicate (3:7–
4:11; 12:16–17).

 LXX - The author of Hebrews uses a Greek translation of those Scriptures, 
which closely resembles what has come to be called the Septuagint

 Heb 10.5-7

 if one were to compare the citation of Psalm 40 in Hebrews 10:5–7 
with Psalm 40:6–8 in the OT of most printed Bibles, one would be 
immediately struck by the differences. The MT reads “sacrifice and 
offering you have not desired, but ears you have dug for me” (Ps 
40:6), whereas Hebrews (following the LXX) reads “sacrifice and 
offering you did not desire, but you prepared a body for me” (Heb. 
10:5; LXX Ps. 39:7).

 The MT clearly speaks of “ears” to emphasize “hearing” the Torah and 
doing it as the work that pleases God (rather than ritual acts for sins 
against Torah and the like). The LXX translator probably understood 
the psalm in the same way, but found the expression about “digging 
ears” to be distasteful, and so substituted “a body,” still to live out the 
requirements of Torah. The LXX version, however, opens up the psalm 
to a Christological interpretation, which would be impossible from the 
MT. Now Christ becomes the speaker of the psalm and receives a 
body from God with which to effect the perfect sacrifice, which 
replaces all the ineffective rituals of the levitical cult. 

 Apocrypha

 The author of Hebrews certainly read books like the Wisdom of Solomon 
and either 2 Maccabees or 4 Maccabees

 the author incorporates a wide variety of exegetical techniques

 typology

 homiletical midrash

 Misc
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 the author uses the Scriptures to reinforce his argument, exhortations, 
and sometimes even emotional effect (thus 10:30, 37–39); draws out 
the implications of OT texts (frequently focusing on the literal meaning 
of a key word like “new” in Heb. 8:8–13 or “yet once more” in Heb. 
12:26–27) to advance his argument; and employs several exegetical 
“rules” found in the legal interpretations of the rabbis. 

 Two from Hillel

 Hillel is credited with developing seven principles for applying the legal 
material of the Torah to situations not covered in the Torah. Of these 
seven, two are very important for Hebrews.

 qal wahomer - from the lesser to the greater, see 2:2–4; 9:13–14; 10:28–
29; 12:25)

 gezera shawa - which seeks to clarify the meaning or applicability of 
one text through a reference to a second text that shares a common, 
relevant word with the first text

 Hebrews employs this technique at 4:1–11, as the author attempts 
to define what “God’s rest” actually signifies in Psalm 95:11. In that 
passage, both “rest” and “works” remind him of the Creation 
account, and so he goes to Genesis 2:2 as a means of proving that   
p 35  God’s rest was not merely the land of Canaan but some 
primeval creation of God. 

 Gezera shawa is also applied in Hebrews 5:5–6, where two 
citations from the Psalms are linked by the word “you”: the first 
text has already been shown to apply to Jesus (“you are my Son,” 
Ps. 2:7), and so clarifies the referent of the pronoun in Psalm 110:4, 
“you are a priest forever.”

 Expertise in rhetoric (35)

 written with a view to oral delivery

 verbs of speaking when referring to his communication (2:5; 6:9; 8:1; 9:5; 
11:32)

 voices his concern for the addressees’ attentive hearing (not reading) of the 
message (5:11)

 1.1-4

 The Greek reveals the author’s use of extended alliteration in the repeated 
sounding of the phoneme |p| (five times in one clause). 

 Similarly, one finds a repeated cadence between the two parallel clauses of 
1:3a: -στάσεως αὐτοῦ and -νάμεως αὐτοῦ. 

 The two phrases ὃς ὢν … τῆς ὑποστάσεως αὐτοῦ and φέρων … τῆς 
δυνάμεως αὐτοῦ exhibit homoeoptaton (similar sounds at the endings 
of words or phrases) with words at the beginning and ending of each 
phrase. 

 Hebrews 1:1–2a shows perfect parallelism of the constituent clauses, 
developed by means of a complex antithesis (contrasts): “of old” stands in 
contrast with “in these last days”; “to the ancestors” stands in contrast 
with “to us”; “through the prophets” stands in contrast with “through a 
son.” 

 Verse 4 contains an example of hyperbaton (ὄνομα is in a syntactically 
unexpected position) and brachylogy, or elliptical expression (παρʼ 



αὐτοὺς στανδσφορ παρʼ ὀνομάτων αὐτῶν).  Hebrews begins in what might be termed the “grand style” but frequently 
moves back and forth from grand to middle to plain styles, sometimes 
forming sonorous and embellished sentences and sometimes speaking in 
terse, concise maxims. Thus the author varies the style and sentence 
length in ways that classical rhetorical theorists deemed necessary for 
effective composition and impact.

 Anaphora in Heb 11

 Harold Attridge has further identified several occurrences of assonance, 
asyndeton, brachylogy, chiasm, ellipse, hendiadys, hyperbaton, isocolon, litotes, 
and paronomasia

 The author also employs a wide range of metaphors, all from areas of life 
commonly selected for such illustrative purposes: education, agriculture, 
seafaring, law, athletics, and the cultus

 syllogistic and enthymematic arguments (e.g., 7:4–10); arguments “from lesser 
to greater” are observable throughout the oration (e.g., 2:1–4; 10:26–31); 
appeals to common rhetorical “topics” like the just, expedient, honorable, 
feasible, praiseworthy, and the like abound; examples and analogies are skillfully 
selected and crafted to furnish inductive proofs in support of the author’s 
exhortations; the author arouses emotions like fear, confidence, shame, and 
emulation in his audience to lead them to accept his proposals more readily

 The rhetorical device of synkrisis, or “comparison,” figures prominently 
throughout the argumentation of Hebrews

 connecting particles and phrases such as διό, τοιγαροῦν, διὰ τοῦτο and 
οὖν, as   p 39  well as through frequent use of the device of inclusio, 
foreshadowing of themes (e.g., the introduction of Jesus as high priest in 2:17 
and 3:1 before arriving at 4:14–16, which initiates the first actual discussion of 
Jesus’ priesthood), summary statements (once explicitly in 8:1: Κεφάλαιον δὲ 
…), and transitional techniques involving linking words and key terms

 One finds in chapter 11 a complete encomium on “faith.” 

 Burton Mack has argued that 12:5–17 exhibits the characteristic form of 
elaboration on a theme

 Rhetorical goal and socio-rhetorical strategy

 Ancient rhetoric and NT interpretation (39)

 Very quick perusal of this section

 List of ancient sources

 The principal sourcebooks on rhetoric in the Greek, Hellenistic, and Roman 
periods are Aristotle’s Art of Rhetoric, Anaximenes’s Rhetorica ad 
Alexandrum (wrongly attributed to Aristotle), the Rhetorica ad Herennium 
(wrongly attributed to Cicero), Cicero’s On Invention, On the Orator, 
Partitions of Oratory, Brutus, The Orator, and Topics, and Quintilian’s 
Institutio Oratoria. 

 Three genres (deliberative, forensic or judicial, and epideictic)



 Already Aristotle had recognized that a speech was rarely a pure example 
of a single genre

 Five stages

 invention, arrangement, style, memory, and delivery

 Three kinds of proof

 logos (the reason of the hearer), pathos (the emotions of the hearer), and 
ethos (the hearer’s perception of the speaker).

 Ethos

 [Aristotle] calls it the most important form of proof 

 A speaker must show himself to be virtuous, expert, and benevolently 
disposed to the hearers

 Pathos

 people make different decisions when they are angry, calm, afraid, or 
confident, and that orators frequently used the arousal of particular 
emotions in the hearers to their advantage

 If an orator wanted to produce a verdict of guilt, he would seek to rouse 
indignation or anger against the defendant; if he wished to persuade 
the audience to take a certain course of action, he would perhaps strive 
to make them feel confident that they could achieve the goal, or afraid 
or ashamed not to try; and so forth

 Logos

 Deductive and inductive proofs

 An enthymeme typically presupposes a syllogism, but does not 
rehearse the whole syllogism since the orator will assume that the 
audience can supply the missing premise

 Maxims, legal precedents, and authoritative texts also furnish the raw 
material of appeals to logos

 Arrangement

 Exordium, narratio, proposition, probatio, peroratio

 It is precisely at this point that the rhetorical critics of the NT have come 
most frequently and most justifiably under fire. Galatians fits this pattern 
exceptionally well, but other NT texts are resistant to being divided neatly 
into the four or five parts of the Greco-Roman speech

 Rhetorical goal and rhetorical genre (46)

 Early attempts to see Heb as forensic

 Now debate between deliberative and epideictic

 Problem is the alternation between exposition and exhortation

 The passages you focus on determines your decision about rhetorical genre

 deliberative speech... the prominent place given to exhortation in the letter 
(2:1–4; 3:1, 7–13; 4:1, 11, 14–16; 6:1–3; 10:19–39; 12:1–13:19), which suggests 
that the author is mainly concerned with urging the community to take a 
particular course of action
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 The expository sections of Hebrews move largely within the sphere of 
synkrisis, “comparison,” a device   usually associated with encomia We must conclude, therefore, that Hebrews, like many orations, utilizes 

elements of both epideictic and deliberative oratory

 Deliberative elements

 Summary of deliberative exhortations

 The addressees are urged to “pay attention” to the message they have 
received rather than “drift” off. “Neglecting” the deliverance that God 
has prepared would result in divine punishment (2:1–4; 12:25). They 
will retain the advantages of being “God’s house” and “Christ’s 
partners” if they maintain their commitment to the Christian group 
(3:6, 14). “Turning away from the living God,” showing “distrust” 
toward God, results in the forfeiture of the deliverance and eternal 
benefits God has prepared (3:12; 4:1). They are urged to “strive 
earnestly to enter” God’s rest rather than fall short, imitating the 
negative paradigm of the wilderness generation (4:11; 12:15). Rather, 
they are to imitate those who persevere in trust and inherit what is 
promised (6:11), to hold onto their confession (4:14; 10:23), to draw 
near to God’s throne for the resources to persevere (4:16; 10:22). They 
are exhorted to press on to the end of that journey, which began with 
their elementary instruction in the faith (6:1), because the contrary 
course results in permanent exclusion from God’s favor (6:4–8). They 
are not to forsake the assembly   p 49  of believers (10:25), for 
“shrinking back” from the contest with the unbelieving society (10:37–
39) results in God’s displeasure and, ultimately, their destruction. 
Thinking so little of God’s benefits that one renounces them for the 
sake of peace with the world leads not to safety but to the gravest 
danger (10:26–31). Those who follow such a course are like Esau, who 
also was permitted no second chance to make the right choice, but 
had to live with his loss and disgrace (12:16–17). Retaining their bold 
commitment to God’s promises, however, results in reward and 
preservation (10:35, 39). The hearers are urged to show gratitude for 
the eternal benefits they are receiving (the unshakable kingdom, 
12:28, which will be their permanent and lasting homeland and city), 
to show courage in their race for the greater prize (12:1), and to endure 
society’s hostility as a sign of God’s adoption (12:5–11) and as a fitting 
recompense for the one who endured such hostility and reproach on 
their behalf (13:11–14). When all the consequences are weighed, the 
course for the wise to pursue is to keep investing themselves in the 
worship of God through Jesus and in the nurturing of the community 
of God’s many sons and daughters (13:1–3, 15–16).

 Hebrews is replete with topics typically associated with deliberation 

 Justice

 Obligations of kinship, hospitality, marriage and clientage

 Courage
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 They are not to be cowards who shrink back from the contest. Just 
as their benefactor did not shrink back from shame and pain on 
their behalf (12:1–3), they are to persevere in loyalty (10:36–39), 
just as they had done in the past (10:32–35). They are to match 
his loyalty and courage with their own (13:12–14) and endure 
temporary hardships, which lead to honor (12:5–11). Jesus is not 
only an   p 51  example of faith, but also of courage, enduring 
hardship for the sake of a noble goal (2:9, 14–15; 12:2).

 Honor

 Turning away (even drifting away) from Christ and his people 
leads to the disgrace of punishment (2:1–4; 10:26–31), the physical 
enactment of a negative assessment of one’s worth and virtue. 
Such a person will be remembered as kin to Esau, who earned a 
lasting dishonorable remembrance for his foolish choice (12:16–
17) and became a byword for poor judgment. Remaining firm in 
one’s trust and loyalty, however, means that one retains the honor 
of being claimed by God as a son or daughter (2:10; 12:5–11) and 
part of God’s household (3:6), of being in partnership with the 
exalted Son (2:11–13; 3:14), arriving at the “glory” (2:10) to which 
he leads his many sisters and brothers. Ultimately it leads to 
enfranchisement in the lasting city, which God himself has 
founded (11:13–16; 13:13–14). Citizenship in that city is more noble 
than citizenship in any earthly, temporary city.

 Expediency

 Maintaining solidarity with fellow Christians, one retains the good 
of being part of God’s household, sharing in the honor and 
enjoying the protection and help of the head of that household 
(3:6; 4:14–16). The person who trusts God’s promises and lives 
accordingly as a grateful, obedient, and loyal client will attain the 
eternal goods promised—“eternal salvation” (5:9), survival of the 
eschatological “shaking,” and entrance into God’s rest, the 
heavenly city and homeland (4:2, 6, 11; 12:28; 13:14), where one 
will enjoy the honor of being God’s child and sharing God’s 
virtuous character (2:10; 12:5–11). Continued investment in one 
another and the Christian hope is the way to preserve the “better 
and lasting possessions” (10:34) as well as receive the promised 
reward (10:35–36). Choosing reconciliation with one’s non-
Christian neighbors over remaining loyal to the divine Patron, 
however, is presented as an extremely inexpedient course of 
action. The one who takes that path loses the benefit of face-to-
face access with God as one’s personal patron and the prestige of 
being part of God’s household and family. Not only is such a 
person deprived of the hope of recovering those goods once lost 
(6:4–8), he or she also loses any hope for attaining   p 52  the 
goods that had been promised for the future—deliverance at the 
day of judgment, reception into the unshakable kingdom after the 
cosmic cataclysm, and entrance into God’s rest, the heavenly 
homeland, and into the real presence of God. In addition to the 
loss of goods currently enjoyed, “shrinking back” will bring down 
upon the head of the disloyal the greatest evil—exclusion from 
God’s favor (6:4–8), the experience of God’s wrath (3:17), 
punishment worse than death (2:1–4; 10:26–31), and “destruction” 
(10:39)



(10:39).
 Security

 he points repeatedly to the help and resources at the disposal of 
the believers, the assistance that is theirs for the asking (2:16, 18; 
4:14–16; 13:5–6, 20–21). Both the Son and God stand ready to 
provide “timely help.” Moreover, the author emphasizes that the 
larger part of their work has already been accomplished—what is 
needed now is not more massive investment but merely 
endurance for “yet a little while” (10:35–37). A host of examples 
stand near at hand to show that the contest can be endured, and 
the example of Jesus, who endured far more than the audience 
has been called on to endure, especially assures the hearers that 
they can persevere (12:3–4).

 Epideictic elements

 Comparison to funeral orations

 The descent of Jesus, the Son, is set forth in 1:1–14, which marks his 
honorable and noble birth. Melchizedek functions in some ways as 
Christ’s ancestor, so that praise of Melchizedek underscores the honor 
of his successor in the priesthood. Jesus’ education and its noble fruits 
are mentioned in 5:7–10. Notice of the office of high priest held by 
Jesus and his session at God’s right hand completes the catalog of 
these notable aspects. Jesus’ physical advantages are evident in his 
“indestructible life” (7:16). More space is given to his moral 
excellence. His virtues include piety (5:7), holiness, and blamelessness 
(7:28). He faced every temptation, yet remained steadfast in virtue 
and sinlessness (4:15). Committed to do God’s will, Jesus embodied 
the value of obedience and piety (5:8; 10:4–6). His death is especially 
the focal point for the display of virtue, for he approached it 
courageously (2:14–15; 12:2) in order to bring benefit to others 
(freedom from slavery and from fear of death). His death on behalf of 
everyone (2:9) was both noble and happy. The “great cost to himself” 
is emphasized in 2:14 and 12:3–4, which speak of his endurance of 
hostility and death, as well as throughout 9:11–10:18, which speaks of 
his offering up of his own life for the sake of others. Altruistic motives 
for his actions come to the fore in his commitment to rescue the 
enslaved and help the “descendants of Abraham” (2:15–18).

 Jesus has used his natural advantages—his relationship with God and 
his endless life—to bring benefit to others. He is the “source of eternal 
deliverance” (5:9) for those who obey him, giving the gift of open 
access to God and the resources God can provide (4:14–16) by 
interceding continually for those   p 54  who come to God through him 
(7:25). Moreover, Jesus has accomplished what no other had done 
previously (10:11–12): cleansing the consciences of the worshippers so 
that they could enter God’s presence (9:11–14; 10:19–22) and effecting 
the removal of sins (10:1–18). While the levitical priests vainly 
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attempted this en masse, Jesus accomplished it alone with an 
efficient, single act. The use made of comparison, or synkrisis, also 
belongs to the genre of the eulogy. The comparisons of Jesus and the 
angels, Moses, and levitical priests—all of which serve to underscore 
the greater status or accomplishments of Jesus—belong to an 
epideictic mode of discourse. From the material in Hebrews, therefore, 
one could construct a rather complete eulogy of Jesus. Hebrews as it 
stands, however, cannot be reduced to a eulogy.

 How do they work together?

 It is difficult to construe the deliberative elements as subordinate to the 
epideictic. 

 the epideictic topics serve the deliberative topics, motivating the audience 
to pursue the course promoted and to avoid the alternative course.

 Examples

 Heb 1-2

 The opening of the sermon is dominated by what could be called 
epideictic topics. The amplification of the honor and status of the Son, 
particularly through the comparison (synkrisis) of the Son with the 
angels (1:5–14), clearly moves in epideictic modes. What does the 
author do with this comparison, however? How does it function in the 
broader argument? The author moves to an exhortation

 The author’s celebration of Jesus’ exalted status heightens the 
dangerous consequences of finding oneself alienated from, even 
inimical to, such a powerful person on the day of reckoning.

 Jesus and Levites

 The author’s comparison of Jesus’ mediation and priestly work with 
that of the descendants of Levi is not undertaken merely to 
demonstrate Jesus’ superior accomplishment, as in a funeral oration. 
Rather, it serves as an extended development of a topic of 
amplification, magnifying the value of the access to God made 
possible by Jesus—an access never before available to God’s covenant 
people. The incomparable value of Jesus’ gift of access to God is used 
by the author to motivate the hearers to preserve that advantage 
(10:18–25), as well as to heighten the folly and danger of renouncing 
such an advantage

 Heb 11

 This encomium, however, serves to support the author’s exhortations 
to “hold fast” and remain committed to the Christian confession and 
hope throughout the sermon.

 Laudatory treatment of those who have previously pursued the path of 
firmness encourages the audience to pursue that path in the future. 

 Messages to both the strong and the weak

 Many in the congregation are no doubt as committed to the confession and 
hope as the author himself, and indeed his strategy depends on having a 
solid core of believers who will encourage the wavering, warn those who are 
being deceived by sin, and assist those who are in danger of stopping short 
of the prize.

 Hebrews will function to ground such hearers in the values they already 
hold, even while it seeks to dissuade the wavering from choosing a 
disadvantageous course of action.



 Ultimately, the condition of each individual hearer will determine whether 
Hebrews will achieve the goals of epideictic or deliberative rhetoric

 Some of the hearers are ready for the fight, and so the speech 
reinforces the commitment with which they come to the field. Some 
have lost their initial vision and zeal for the fight and need 
encouragement to reinvest themselves in the endeavor. Some need to 
be kept from running off the field during the night. For the first two 
groups, Hebrews will function more like an epideictic speech—the 
deliberations are purely academic. For the second two groups, the 
question of whether or not to continue investing themselves in a 
particular course of action is real, and thus the book’s discussions of 
the ramifications of each choice are real.

 Socio-rhetorical strategy (58)

 Reorienting wavering Christians to their Christian commitment

 They have lost focus on Christ and now focusing on loss of earthly status

 He draws out the beneficence of the Son toward the addressees, who have 
enjoyed many gifts and advantages through him (see below); 

 he also draws out the eschatological role of the Son, whose enemies will be 
subjugated beneath his feet (1:13; 10:13) but whose loyal friends will receive 
“salvation” and “reward” at his coming (1:14; 9:28; 10:36). 

 Everything in the sermon leads the addressees to see losing the promised 
reward and incurring God’s wrath as the “real” dangers facing them... not 
the ongoing loss of temporal prestige and goods.

 Part of this reorientation involves the reinforcement of the Christian 
culture’s definition of “happiness” and “advantage.”

 Eternal rather than temporal

 Responding to the Divine Benefactor

 the social code of reciprocity

 The terms “grace” (χάρις) and “faith” (πίστις), now associated mainly 
with theology and religious contexts, were actually key terms in discussions 
of the roles and obligations of patrons and clients. 

 Grace had three distinct meanings within this social context. It could 
refer to the benefactor’s favorable disposition toward the petitioner (cf. 
Aristotle Rh. 2.7.2), the actual benefit conferred (cf. 2 Cor. 8:19), or the 
client’s gratitude, the necessary and appropriate return for favor shown 
(cf. Heb. 12:28). A person who received “grace” in the form of a 
patron’s favor and gifts knew also that “grace” must be returned. 

 “Faith” and its related words also receive specific meanings within the 
context of the patron-client relationship. To place “faith” in a patron is 
to trust him or her to be able and willing to provide what he or she has 
promised. It means, in effect, to entrust one’s cause or future to a 
patron (cf. Dio Or. 73 and 74; 4 Macc. 8:5–7), to give oneself over into 
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his or her care. “Faith” also represents the response of loyalty on the 
part of the client.  The author discusses Christ’s death in terms of the numerous benefits this 

selfless act brings to those committed to Jesus.

 the gift of access to God

 In the ancient world, the close relatives of the emperor, especially his 
sons, were sought after as mediators of the emperor’s favor: their close, 
familial relationship to the patron gave great hope of success to suitors.

 As Son, Jesus stands closest in relationship to God and is thus a more 
effective broker of God’s favor than even God’s trusted and faithful 
servants (the angels or Moses, 1:5–14; 3:2–5).

 Apart from the Son, one only had recourse to the ineffective priests 
established by the law; now the Son’s loyal clients can enjoy 
unrestricted access to God.

 From the author’s perspective, the believer who wavers in 
commitment...has lost sight of the value of these benefits provided by Jesus 

 The addressees are warned not to repeat the error of the Exodus 
generation, who thought their patron incapable of providing what he 
promised and disobeyed the command to take possession of Canaan

 Insulating the Community from Society’s Pressure

 The dynamic of honor and shame

 Because a social group is maintained by individuals behaving in the 
group’s interests, such individuals are valuable. Honor is the 
expression of that value. Because individuals are raised to seek honor, 
they are the more likely to embody those behaviors that the group 
values and rewards. Dishonoring or shaming represents a group’s 
disapproval of a member based on his or her lack of conformity with 
those values deemed essential for the group’s continued existence.

 Different perceptions of value between groups

 what would be considered virtuous and honorable in one group would 
be censured as shameful in another group.

 In such a situation, it becomes important to decide whose opinion and 
approval really counts. If a 1st-century Jew looks only to devout Jews 
for affirmation of self-worth, he will embody the values of devout Jews 
to attain that affirmation; if a Jew, however, looks to members of the 
Greek or Roman dominant culture for affirmation, he may be tempted 
to embody the values of the Greek or Roman elite.

 Appealing to higher court to close the ranks

 Members of minority cultures...need to redefine the constituency of 
their “courts of reputation” in order to remain committed to the 
distinctive values and pursuits of the minority culture. The “court of 
reputation” must be limited to group members, who will support the 
group values in their grants of honor and censure. Frequently the 
minority status of the group will be offset by including some 
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suprasocial entity like God or Nature within this body of significant 
others. The opinion of one’s fellow group members is thus anchored in 
and legitimated by a “higher” court of reputation

 In Hebrews

 The presenting problem in Hebrews appears to be that some of the 
believers have begun to feel the weight of society’s shaming 
techniques, the insults and abuse calculated to bring the Christian 
deviants back in line with society’s values and worldview.

 Strategy

 presenting as praiseworthy models for imitation those figures that 
have chosen a lower status in this world for the sake of attaining 
greater and more lasting honor and advantages.

 The community itself in the past

 Ch 11 and Jesus in ch 12

 the author seeks to make the endurance of the unbelievers’ 
hostility and reproach easier by reinterpreting that experience in a 
more honorable light

 The community’s endurance of society’s rejection and censure, 
in fact, turns out to be the token of God’s acceptance and 
discipline (12:5–11)

 Only those who have shared in discipline (12:8) will also share 
the rewards as “partners of Christ” (3:14) and “partners in a 
heavenly calling” (3:1).

 the image of the contest (ἀγών, ἄθλησις) to cast a new, 
competitive light on the believers’ experience of disgrace, 
physical pain, and loss (10:32). The rhetorical force of this 
image is to set their endurance   p 68  of hardships in the 
context of competition for an honorable victory. Hebrews 12:1–
4 uses this image extensively.

 Nurturing a Supportive Community

 He speaks of the believers as “partners” (3:1, 14) who are to look after one 
another.

 The author calls them to look out for those who stray

 “Take care, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving 
heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. But exhort one 
another every day, as long as it is called ‘today,’ that none of you may 
be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin” (3:12–13). Near the end of his 
sermon, he adds: “See to it that no one fail to obtain the grace of God” 
(12:15).

 “let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not 
neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging 
one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near” (10:24–
25).

 The exhortations of chapter 13, far from being unrelated to the purpose of 
the whole, continue to promote the author’s interests in maintaining a 
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strong group culture Through Jesus then let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, 
that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name. Do not neglect to do 
good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God” 
(13:15–16). The believers themselves are thus invited to exercise a sort of 
priestly service, appropriate to the access they have to enter the holy of 
holies, before the very throne of God. This priestly service, however, 
includes liturgy—praising the Patron through the Mediator—and liturgical 
service—but in the everyday activity of loving, encouraging, and helping one 
another.

 The Ritual Journey of Priest and People

 Jesus' death as powerful sacrificial act

 Jesus’ execution on the cross is transformed into the sacrifice of a 
willing victim on behalf of believers. He leaves human society (“the 
camp”), bearing abuse, disgrace, and hostility. He goes “outside the 
camp” to a place characterized by both liminality and sacrality. To the 
eyes of the unbeliever, Jesus dies a shameful death in a place of 
uncleanness, outside the “lines” of society; in the eyes of God, Jesus’ 
journey outside the margins of the camp is a ritual act of sacred 
power. Jesus “suffers” outside the camp, his death becoming a 
purification offering, his blood serving to cleanse the conscience of the 
worshippers who wish to approach God. After his death, Jesus passes 
through the visible heavens (i.e., a part of the material creation 
destined for “shaking,” 4:14) in order to arrive in “heaven itself” (i.e., 
the unshakable realm wherein is God’s throne, 9:24). He enters the 
heavenly sanctuary to cleanse the invisible holy place (9:23), the real 
throne room of God and not merely its copy in Jerusalem, and “atone 
for the sins of the people.”

 They have been consecrated, perfected in terms of the conscience. 
Thus, their impulse will be to preserve what is holy from desecration

 Christians follow Jesus in this act

 Forerunner, outside the camp

 to sacrifice the sense of at-homeness and belonging in human society 
and enter a place of liminality—to live in between the home they left 
behind and the kingdom they are in the process of receiving.

 a state of “bearing Christ’s reproach” (13:13), of persevering in the 
endurance of society’s hostility and shaming techniques. It is also the 
place wherein God’s presence is known, a state of holiness in which the 
believer can “approach with boldness the throne of God” (4:14) and 
enjoy “the altar” from which the levitical priests themselves have no 
right to eat (13:10)

 Outline (71)

 widely divergent conclusions

 alternation between exposition and exhortation



 alternation between exposition and exhortation
 the use of key words or hook words to define blocks of text and indicate 

transitions from one section to another

 inclusio

 Probably the most sophisticated attempt made to date is George H. Guthrie’s 
text-linguistic analysis, which combines the above approaches

 Despite the different results gained by these investigations, the criteria selected 
are, at least, more useful than the more intuitive approaches, which outline 
Hebrews based on perceived thematic coherence and tend always to privilege 
exposition over exhortation and to displace the rhetorical priorities developed 
by the text with theological summaries

 Bridging horizons (75)

 Persecution has not been an issue for us

 Secularization

 Marginalization of religion

 Religion has been pushed out of politics, economics, and most public 
spheres. If action is ever taken against a religious group, it is never on 
religious grounds

 Both / and

 believers are not routinely “encouraged” by their setting to reflect on what 
their relationship with God in Christ is worth to them. They are permitted 
to have Christ, wealth, status, and safety all at the same time. 
Consequently, they begin to internalize the secularized worldview that 
surrounds them daily. “Christianity” is just one aspect of our lives that 
coexists alongside our business involvements, our political affiliations, and 
our social connections.

 Secular / sacred

 we begin to see certain activities as “religious” and others as “political” and 
react negatively when a religious figure or group appears to cross the 
threshold into the political.

 Contributions of Hebrews

 Rhetoric as example

 We not only can learn ideas about God and the Christian walk from the 
sermon “to the Hebrews,” but discover models and strategies for 
motivating those believers in our care to pursue their calling with 
greater investment and earnestness.

 Content

 Hebrews challenges us on the most basic question of our values and 
priorities

 We may be tempted to give our first and best efforts to “laying up 
treasures on earth,” or to invest our resources heavily in acquiring 
“better” and higher-status products to enhance the “quality of life” 
promoted by media and reinforced by worldly minded neighbors



promoted by media and reinforced by worldly minded neighbors 
and friends. We may be tempted to withhold precious time from 
disciplining our children in order to get the edge on a promotion at 
work. We may, like the society around us, push religion to the side

 The author of Hebrews reminds us of the truly “better” possessions

 One strategy that the author uses to impress his priorities on the 
audience is keeping Christ in central focus throughout the sermon

 Prayer and worship are not duties but manifestations of this great gift 
that cost the Mediator so much. As such, this sermon can challenge 
believers to engage in prayer and   p 78  worship not half-heartedly or 
sporadically, but with an enthusiasm and frequency consonant with 
their value.

 Hebrews shows us that we must be very intentional about establishing 
and preserving Christian community if we are to fulfill our calling to 
discipleship

 Believers need to gather frequently with one another, both in the 
formal settings of worship and informally for support and 
encouragement

 Christians living at peace with their surrounding society should always 
bear in mind, moreover, that many sisters and brothers in the family of 
God live in conditions that resemble those of the original audience 
much more closely

 Hebrews reminds us that today, as then, society’s criteria for evaluating 
a person’s “success” or “worth” differ widely from Christ’s criteria


