TEXT: Hebrews 1:1-3PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of Hebrews #1: Christ Over the Prophets


Today, if the Lord provides, we will begin a study of the Book of Hebrews.  We'll go about it in the usual way, one main thought per week.  I pray that God will bless it to our learning, for Christ's sake.  Amen.  


Before we come to the text itself, let's briefly introduce the Book.  The author is nowhere named, and therefore, impossible to know with certainty.  Some have suggested Paul.  But this is very unlikely.  Two reasons come to mind.  First, in II Thessalonians 3:17, he tells us that he signs his every letter by hand.  But Hebrews has no signature.  Therefore, it is probably not his handiwork.  The second reason is internal.  In 2:3, informs us that he was not an eyewitness of Christ.  "How shall we escape if we neglect so great a salvation, which at the first began to be spoken by the Lord and was confirmed to us by those who heard Him?"  Paul, on the other hand, stresses that he is an eyewitness of Christ!  I Corinthians 9:1, "Am I not an apostle?  Have I not seen Jesus Christ our Lord?"  Galatians 1:11-12: "But I make known to you, brethren, that the gospel which was preached by me is not according to man.  For I neither received it from man, nor was I taught it, but it came through the revelation of Christ."  Paul, therefore, is not the author.  


The early Christians thought Barnabas was.  Martin Luther guessed Apollos.  But--in truth--we don't know.  We do know, however, that the Early Church unanimously received it as inspired of God.  And God's people have always recognized its authenticity.  Why?  Because its Divine Author is in them, bearing witness to His Word.  


So much for the writer.  Next, who were the first readers?  They were Jewish believers who were suffering for their faith, and tempted to give it up and return to Judaism.  Why would they do this?  Judaism was legal in the Empire; Christianity was not.  And it was now becoming clear to all that this new faith was not a denomination within the Jewish religion.  Nero, it seems, was then on the throne, and he was persecuting the Christians.  Some were "in prison"; soon, others would "resist to bloodshed, striving against sin".  It was, in short, safer to be a Jew than to be a Christian.  


It was also easier.  Judaism was largely external in its claims.  A man was thought saintly if he washed his hands in the right way, for example.  Christian ethics, on the other hand, were demanding.  It sought a clean heart.  The synagogue was more comfortable than the church.  The former excluded the Gentiles; the latter brought strange and weird people into the fold.  Family pressure cannot be overlooked, either.  For a Jew to convert to Christ, he had to "hate his father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters".  This was asking a lot to be "His disciple".  


Because of these temptations, some were drifting away from Christ, wavering in their confession, quitting the church, and endangering their souls.   To such people, Hebrews is a fire alarm.


The theme of Hebrews.  What is it?  Christ Over All!  You can see the connection, can't you?  If the early Christians were tempted to give up the Savior and return to Judaism, what better way to stop them than by exalting Christ over all?  As the argument unfolds, we find Christ:


Over every one: the prophets, the angels, Moses, Aaron, and Joshua.


Over every thing: the Sabbath, Canaan, Old Covenant, Sacrifices, and the Tabernacle.  


In short, "He must, in all things, have the preeminence".  


Enough introduction!  Let's come to the Word itself, vv.1-4.  


It begins with a statement of fact: "God spoke".  There was a heretic in the Early Church named Marcion.  He taught that the true God spoke in the New Testament only.  The Old Testament, therefore, was the word of a lesser--and evil god.  Marcion was not born at the time Hebrews was written, but his idea was percolating, to be sure.  Over against this heresy, the author reminds us "God spoke to the fathers".  About this speaking, he tells us:


It is God who spoke.  It is true that the voices of Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and others, were heard.  But it was not they who were speaking, but God.  Consequently, they often began their sermons with these solemn words: "Thus says the LORD".  Were they right?  Or delusional?  They were right.  Peter puts it this way: "...no prophecy of the Scripture is of any private origin, for prophecy never came by the will of man, but holy men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit" (II Peter 1:20-21).  On this point, he is an absolutist!  "no prophecy is of private origin...prophecy never came by the will of men..."  God spoke.  


"God spoke...to the fathers".  Who are these men?  They are the Hebrews-of-old.  Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; Moses, Aaron, and Joshua; Samuel, David, and Solomon; Isaiah, Micah, Amos; Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi.  


"God spoke to the fathers at sundry (or various) times".  Not always, but now-and-then.  The LORD, it seems, communed with Moses every day.  But at the time of Eli, "the word of the Lord was precious in those days; there was no open vision".  


"God spoke to the fathers in diverse (or various) ways".  Sometimes, He spoke to them with an audible voice.  "God spoke to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his friend".  He spoke in dreams and visions.  He spoke by ritual.  It was God who spoke.


"God spoke to the fathers...by the prophets".  God "sent them His prophets, rising early and sending them".  These holy men were not interpreters, or popularizers of God's word.  They were His oracles!  Their words were His Word.  "Believe in the LORD your God and you shall be established; believe His prophets and you shall prosper".  


It seems that the writer of Hebrews is laboring his point.  For none of his first readers doubted that "God spoke".  They were devout Jews before they came to Christ.  To them, "It is written" put an end to all arguments.  Why does the teacher go on and on asserting that "God spoke"?  Here's why: He must show his credentials as a sincere believer in the Old Testament revelation.  Why?  Because what he's about to write will shock and offend some of his readers.  And maybe some of us.  


"God...has in these last days spoken to us by His Son".  Some have read this as merely adding to His earlier revelations.  "God--they say--once spoke by the prophets and has now spoken by Christ".  This is true, of course.  But it misses the point.  Christ is not just another spokesman for God.  He is the unique and final WORD.  His ministry fulfills and supersedes all that came before Him.  He came, not to abolish the old prophets, but to fill them to overflowing.  What they said, in part, He says in full.  What they did at times, He has done once for all.   


This is an astounding boast.  The writer to Hebrews claims that Christ has superseded the fathers!  Is greater than Abraham or even Moses!  How does he justify his bold assertion?  By reminding us of who Christ is.  Once we think of this, we shall see "no one but Jesus only".  


He is "His Son".  Who knows more of a man's will: his servants or his son?  No one could answer but "his son".  The prophets were servants of God--faithful servants to be sure.  But they were not His Son.  Christ is.  Therefore, His revelation of God must be fuller than theirs.  Not more true; but more full.  For example, Moses made a brass serpent and urged men to "look at it and live".  But Christ told us what the brass serpent meant: "As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up that whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life".  This contrast is made sharp in 3:5-6: "And Moses indeed was faithful in all his house as a servant, for a testimony of those things which would be spoken afterward, but Christ as a Son over His own house..."  The prophets were servants.  Christ is the Son.  Therefore, Christ is over the prophets.  


He is "appointed heir of all things".  God has so favored Christ that He has made Him owner and ruler of the universe.  "All power in heaven and on earth is given to Me" He tells us.  Did God favor the prophets, too?  Of course He did.  But this much?  No.  Because uniquely favors Christ, He must be over the prophets.  


It is "by Whom (i.e., Christ) He also made the worlds".  The prophets were great men.  But they were creatures.  Christ is Creator.  Therefore, He must be above the prophets.  


He is "the brightness of His glory".  The glory of God shines from the creation.  "The heavens declare the glory of God".  It shone in the Tabernacle and in the Temple, when men were driven out by its brilliance. It shone in the face of Moses.  But nowhere does it radiate with such splendor as in Jesus Christ!  "We beheld His glory, the glory of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth".  The Apostle didn't write these words of the prophets, but of Christ.  


He is "the express image of His person".  Philip sought to see the Father.  Jesus answered him, "...whoever has seen Me has seen the Father".  God revealed Himself in the prophets, but "through a glass darkly".  The most favored prophet but saw His "back parts".  But Christ is no partial or veiled revelation of God, but Emmanuel--God with us.  "No man has seen God at any time.  The only begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, has revealed Him".  


He is "upholding all things by the word of His power".   Not only did Christ make the world long ago, He also sustains it every minute of every day.  "By Him all things consists" says Colossians 1:17.  "Hold together" is the meaning.  "My Father works hitherto; and I work".   The prophets don't do this; and can't.  But Christ does.  


He "Himself purged our sins".  This is in the middle voice.  "He Himself did it--and no one else".  Moses was a prophet of death!  All he could promise was "Do this and live".  Christ is the "Prince of Life".  Surely, death is better than life?  Then Christ is over the prophets.  


He "sat down at the right hand of the majesty on high".  All believers (including the prophets) are "seated in the heavenly places".  But Christ--and no one else--sits at God's right hand.  This is an idiom, of course.  It means that Christ enjoys God's unique favor.  On the Holy Mount, the prophets appeared alongside Christ.  Peter wanted to build shelters for each; he would put Christ in the same category as Moses and Elijah.  But "he did not know what to say".  God did: "This is My beloved Son in Whom I am well pleased--Hear Him!"  


Let me close with three brief applications:


By way of theology, there is progress in revelation.  All of the Bible is inspired by God and is, therefore, true.  But His revelation was not given all at once.  It came up, "first the blade, then the head, after that the full grain in the head".   Thus, the Old Testament must be interpreted in light of the New Testament.  And not the other way around.  Does the New Testament abolish the Old?  Of course not.  It supersedes it.  Christ did not come to "destroy the law, but to `fill it to overflowing'".  Your theology, therefore, must start with Christ.  For "God...has spoken by His Son".  


For meditation and practice.  We are more blessed than we think.  "Blessed are the eyes which see the things you see; for I tell you that many prophets and kings have desired to see what you see, and have not seen it..."  It's hard to believe, but true: the newest convert today knows more than Abraham, Moses, or David.  Even more than John the Baptist, who wasn't sure if "You are the one, or should we look for another?"  


But with this blessing goes a commensurate responsibility.  "To whom much is given, much will be required".  "For if the word spoken by angels was steadfast, and every transgression received a just reward, how shall we escape if we neglect so great a salvation, which at the first began to be spoken by the Lord?"  


One last thought: If the Book of Hebrews teaches anything at all, it teaches "Christ over all".  Let us make its perspective our own.  Some have gloried in the Law, in Church, in doctrine,  in the ordinances, in social issues, in men...


But,


"He who glories,


Let Him glory in the Lord".

