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HEBREWS
AUTHORSHIP


At Alexandria in the latter part of the second century Paul was thought to be the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews; but in North Africa a little later Tertullian attributed the Epistle to Barnabas, and in other portions of the church the Pauline authorship was certainly not accepted. In the West, the Pauline authorship was long denied and the inclusion of the Epistle in the New Testament resisted. At last the Alexandrian view won universal acceptance. The Epistle to the Hebrews became an accepted part of the New Testament, and was attributed to Paul.


The tradition of Pauline Authorship is clearly very weak. If Paul had been the author, it is hard to see why the memory of the fact should have been lost so generally in the church.

No one in the early period had any objection to the Epistle, on the contrary it was very highly regarded if, then, it had really been written by Paul the Pauline authorship would have been accepted everywhere with avidity. The negative testimony of the Roman church is particularly significant. The Epistle was quoted by clement of Rome at about AD 95, yet at Rome as elsewhere in the West the Epistle seems never in the early period to have been regarded as Pauline.


Being thus included in a collection of the Pauline Epistles, and being regarded as of apostolic authority, what was more natural than to attribute it to the apostle Paul? Such, very possibly was the origin of the Alexandrian tradition.


This tradition did not win immediate acceptance, because the rest of the church was still aware that the Epistle was not written by Paul. What led to the final conquest of the Pauline tradition was simply the character of the book itself. The question of Pauline Authorship, in the case of this book, became connected with the question of apostolic authority. The church had to choose between rejecting the book altogether, and accepting it as Pauline. When she finally adopted the latter alternative, undoubtedly she chose the lesser error. It was an error to regard the Epistle as the work of Paul; but it would have been a far greater error to exclude it from the New Testament. As a matter of fact, though the book was not written by Paul, it was written, if not by one of the other apostles, at least by an “apostolic man” like Mark or Luke. Scarcely any book of the New Testament bears clearer marks of true apostolicity.


Irrespective of the solid points against Pauline authorship there are reasons to argue for Paul.

(a) Clement of Alexandria near the close of second century attributes it to Paul. He says Paul wrote it in Hebrew and that Luke translated it into Greek. Origen half-heartedly supports this idea that the substance of the letter comes from Paul.

(b) Early manuscripts evidence (Chester Beatty Papyri) lists it under Paul’s writings.
(c) The circumstances present in the closing verses sound like Paul: (i)  13:23: a reference to Timothy, Paul’s best friend. (ii) 13:18; a request for prayer that sounds like Paul. (iii) Certain expressions like “the God of peace” (13:20) and “grace be with you all” (13:25) also sound like Paul.
(d) The ideas presented in Hebrews are similar to Paul’s (i) In Hebrews Christ is present as the “image of God” (1:3), the creator and sustainer of he creation (1:2-3,10-12), humbled like a man but exalted above angels (2:14-17, 1:4-14), and the one whose death makes atonement for all (1:3, 2:9; 9:26; 10:12). All of these concepts are clearly taught by Paul. (ii) The Hebrew writer contrasts the Old and new covenant much like Paul does.
(e)  A number of terms/phrases are similar; (i) Hebrew 1:5, “you are my son; today I have become your father. “This Old Testament reference is also quoted by Paul in Acts 13:33, (ii) Hebrews 2:24;God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will”. This sounds very much like Paul’s teaching on the gift of the Holy Spirit in 1 Cor. 12:4,11; Rom. 12:6. (iii) Hebrews 2:10; “God, for whom and through whom everything exists. “This is parallel with several of Paul’s statements including: 
(i) Rom. 11:36 “for from him and through him and to him are all things”.  
(ii) 1 Cor. 8:6 “there is one God, the father, from whom all things came and for whom we live” 
(iii) Col. 1:16 “For by him all things were created”.  
(iv) Hebrews 2:16 “Abraham’s descendants” Paul uses this 
phraseology in Rom. 4:16, Gal. 3:7,29 referring to the family of faith as the children of Abraham is a concept found only in the writing of Paul and Hebrews. 
(v) Hebrews 4:12 and Eph. 6:17 both refer to the word of God as a sword 
(vi) Hebrews 6:3 “…..if God permits.” 1 Cor 16:17; “if the Lord permits. 
(vii) Hebrews 10: 19, …..since we have confidence to enter the most Holy place by the blood of Jesus” Note these parallels in Paul’s writings.
(a) Rom. 5:2 “….through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace….”

(b) Ephesians 2:18, “for through him we….have access to the father….”

(c)  Ephesians 3:12 “in him and through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and confidence”.  
(F) The reference to Timothy being set free from prison in 13:23 might be connected with Paul’s request for him to come to Rome in 2 Timothy, 4:9, 21.

PURPOSE AND CONTENT


The main purpose of Hebrews is to demonstrate the superiority of the ministry of Christ over the Old Testament sacrificial system. A key word in the book is “better”.


The question of the relation between the Old dispensation and the new was a serious problem in the early church. On the one hand, Paul had represented the Mosaic Law as in one sense abrogated by the coming of Christ. Christians are not obliged to unite themselves with the chosen people in order to be saved; works of the law can never earn the favour of God. For Gentiles to observe Jewish ceremonies to make void the grace of God. On the other hand, Paul himself, as well as the other apostles, insisted upon the continued authority of the Old Testament. But the Old Testament contains the law. How then could the law be abrogated if the Old Testament was still in force?

Marcion, about the middle of the second century, had tried to solve the problem but ended up created falsehood. He said the Old Testament, as well as the law, is invalid. To him, the Old Testament and the law were of the work of the good God, that Christians worship, but of another power. Marcion’s position was contrary not only to the whole of the apostolic teaching, but also to the example of Jesus himself.


Another false solution of the problem was advocated in an epistle falsely attributed to Barnabas. This so-called Epistle of Barnabas rejected not indeed the Old Testament itself, but the entire Jewish interpretation of it. The ceremonies of Mosaic law, according to the author, were intended to be merely symbolic of Christian truth; the literal interpretation of them on the part of the Jews was a colossal error. The church also rejected this epistle.


Before either of these false solutions had been proposed, the true solution of the problem had already been provided by the Epistle to the Hebrews. In this Epistle the authority of the Old Testament is recognized to the full, and justice is also done to its plain literal meaning. The ceremonies of the Mosaic Law were really intended to be observed by the chosen people. But according to the Epistle to the Hebrews these ceremonies were never valuable merely for their own sake; they were valuable because of the spiritual truth which they conveyed in sensible form, and in particular because of their prophetic witness to Christ. The key to the Epistle is given at the very beginning: “God, who at Sunday times and in divers manners spoke in time past unto us by his son” (Heb 1:1,2). It is the same God who spoke in the Old dispensation and in the new, but the manner of his speaking has changed. In the Old Testament Law he spoke by means of symbols; in the gospel he speaks plainly and fully through his son.

The progressiveness of the divine revelation, then, is the master thought of the Epistle. Christ is the culmination of the long succession of lawgiver and prophets. They existed for his sake; they were a preparation for him. In particular, the high priest of the Mosaic Law was a type of Christ. He performed in imperfect, external manner that spiritual service which Christ performs by his death and by his continued intercession for his followers. The author of the Epistle was wise in developing his theme so fully. The Old Testament Law has still a message even after the fulfillment has come. Through sign and symbols, through forerunner and prophet, the Christian can still be led to a new appreciation of the great High priest.
Melchizedek; Melchisedec
<mel-kiz'e-dek>, and (the King James Version in the book of Hebrews) (Heb: malki-tsedheq, "Tsedheq, or Tsidhiq is my king" (Gen 14:18 ff; Ps 110:4); Grk: Melchisedek (Heb 5:6,10; 6:20; 7:1,10,11,15,17)): The name is explained in Heb 7:2 as "king of righteousness," with "-i" as the old genitive ending; but the correct explanation is no doubt the one given above; compare Adoni-zedek in Josh 10:1, where Septuagint with Jdg 1:5-7 has Adonibezek. Melchizedek was king of Salem (= Jerusalem) and "a priest unto Heb: 'El `Elyon" (Gen 14:18). He brought bread and wine to Abraham after the latter's victory over the kings, and also bestowed upon him the blessing of Heb: 'El `Elyon. Abraham gave him "a tenth of all," i.e. of the booty probably, unless it be of all his possessions. Gen 14:22 identifies Yahweh with Heb: 'El `Elyon, the title of the Deity as worshipped at Jerusalem; and so Heb 7:1 ff, following Septuagint of Gen 14:18 ff, calls Melchizedek. "priest of God Most High," i.e. Yahweh. 

Skinner (Gen, 271, where Josephus, Ant, XVI, vi, 2, and Am M 6:1 are cited) points out that the Maccabees were called "high priests of God most high." Hence, some hold that the story of Melchizedek is an invention of Judaism, but Gunkel (Genesis 3, 285 ff) maintains that he is a traditional, if not a historical, character. 

Ps 110:4 makes the king-priest who is addressed there a virtual successor of Melchizedek, and the kings of Jerusalem might well, as Gunkel suggests, have been considered successors of Melchizedek in the same way that Charlemagne was regarded as the successor of the Caesars, and the latter as successors of the Pharaohs in Egypt. This leads naturally to an early date being ascribed to Ps 110. 

The thought of a priest after the order of Melchizedek is taken up by the author of Hebrews.  He wanted to prove the claim of Christ to be called priest.  It was impossible, even had he so wished, to consider Jesus as an Aaronic priest, for He was descended from the tribe of Judah and not from that of Levi (7:14).  The words of Ps 110:4 are taken to refer to Him (Heb 5:5 f), and in Heb 7:5 ff the order of Melchizedek is held to be higher than that of Aaron, for the superiority of Melchizedek was acknowledged by Abraham (a) when he paid tithes to Melchizedek and (b) when he was blessed by Melchizedek, for "the less is blessed of the better."  It might be added that Jesus can be considered a priest after the order of Melchizedek in virtue of His descent from David, if the latter be regarded as successor to Melchizedek But the author of He does not explicitly say this.  Further, Aaron is only a "type" brought forward to show the more excellent glory of the work of Jesus, whereas Melchizedek is "made like unto the Son of God" (7:3), and Jesus is said to be "after the likeness of Melchizedek" (7:15). 

Heb 7:1 ff presents difficulties. Where did the author get the material for this description of Melchizedek? (1) Melchizedek is said to be "without father, without mother, (i.e.) without genealogy"; and (2) he is described as "having neither beginning of days nor end of life"; he "abideth a priest continually." The answer is perhaps to be had among the Tell el-Amarna Letters, among which are at least 6, probably 8, letters from a king of Urusalim to Amenophis IV, king of Egypt, whose "slave" the former calls himself. Urusalim is to be identified with Jerusalem, and the letters belong to circa 1400 BC. The name of this king is given as Abd-Khiba (or Abd-chiba), though Hommel, quoted by G.A. Smith, Jerusalem, II, 14, note 7, reads Chiba. Zimmer, in ZA, 1891, 246, says that it can be read Abditaba, and so Sayce (HDB, III, 335b) calls him Heb: `ebhedh tobh. The king tells his Egyptian overlord, "Neither my father nor my mother set me in this place: the mighty arm of the king (or, according to Sayce, "the arm of the mighty king") established me in my father's house" (Letter 102 in Berlin collection, ll. 9-13; also number 103, ll. 25-28; number 104, ll. 13-15; see, further, H. Winckler, Die Thontafeln von Tell-el-Amarna; Knudtzon, Beitrage zur Assyriologie, IV, 101 ff, 279 ff, cited by G.A. Smith, Jerusalem, II, 8, note 1). 

It thus becomes clear that possibly tradition identified Melchizedek with Abd-Khiba. At any rate the idea that Melchizedek was "without father, without mother, (i.e.) without genealogy" can easily be explained if the words of Abd-Khiba concerning himself can have been also attributed to Melchizedek. The words meant originally that he acknowledged that he did not come to the throne because he had a claim on it through descent; he owed it to appointment. But Jewish interpretation explained them as implying that he had no father or mother. Ps 110:4 had spoken of the king there as being "a priest for ever after the order of Melchizedek," and this seems to have been taken to involve the perpetuity of Melchizedek also as priest. Melchizedek was then thought of as "having neither beginning of days" = "without father, without mother, without genealogy," and again as not having "end of life" = "abideth a priest continually." Hence, he is "made like unto the son of God," having neither beginning of days nor end of life. We get another New Testament example of Jewish interpretation in Gal 4:21 ff. We have no actual proof that Melchizedek is identical with Abd-Khiba; possibly the reference to the former as being "without father," etc., is not to be explained as above. But why should Melchizedek, and he alone, of all the Old Testament characters be thought of in this way? 

Westcott, Hebrews, 199, has a suggestive thought about Melchizedek: "The lessons of his appearance lie in the appearance itself. Abraham marks a new departure. .... But before the fresh order is established we have a vision of the old in its superior majesty; and this, on the eve of disappearance, gives its blessing to the new." 

On the references to Melchizedek in Philo see Westcott, op. cit., 201; F. Rendall, Hebrews, App., 58 ff; and especially (with the passages and other authorities cited there) G. Milligan, Theology of Epistle to the Hebrews, 203 ff. 

The conclusions we come to are: (1) There was a tradition in Jerusalem of Melchizedek, a king in pre-Israelitish times, who was also priest to Heb: 'El `Elyon. This is the origin of Gen 14:18 ff, where Heb: 'El `Elyon is identified with Yahweh. (2) Ps 110 makes use of this tradition and the Psalmist's king is regarded as Melchizedek's successor. (3) The Epistle to the Hebrews makes use of (a) Ps 110, which is taken to be a prophecy of Christ, (b) of Gen 14:18 ff, and (c) of oral tradition which was not found in the Old Testament. It is this unwritten tradition that is possibly explained by the Tell el-Amarna Letters. See, further, articles by Sayce, Driver, and Hommel in Expository Times, VII, VIII.
