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Lesson 1 Hebrews 1-2-3 

1:1–4. In many and various ways. The first four verses are a kind of 
prologue to the letter, which does not carry the greetings and words of 
thanksgiving to God normally found in letters of St Paul. Hebrews affirms two 
truths that will be foundational for the whole letter. First, God’s revelation of 
himself to his people Israel was a wonderful and unique privilege. Second, 
what God has now done in Christ infinitely surpasses what he had done 
before. All his previous revelation was a preliminary stage in the plan.1 

1:2. These last days.  This does not mean that the author mistakenly thought 
the world was about to end and Jesus would come in glory within a few short 
days or years. Rather, he is drawing on the biblical theme of the “last days” 
(Isa 2:2; Hosea 3:5; Dan 10:14)—the time when God would decisively 
intervene in history to restore the fortunes of his people and bring his plan to 
completion. These days have begun because the definitive “Word” of God, 
Jesus Christ, can be seen and heard. Mankind already finds itself in the “last 
age”, in the “end of the ages” (cf. 1 Cor 10:11; Gal 4:4; Eph 1:10).These “last 
days” refer to the period of time between the first coming of Christ and the 
second coming, or Parousia.  

1:3b. Made purification for sins. This is an important message of the Letter 
to the Hebrews: Christ, the consubstantial Son of the Father, the perfect 
reflection of his substance, who created all things and maintains them in 
existence, by becoming man brought about purification for sins and by his 
sacrifice was glorified and put at the right hand of the Father, receiving “the 
name which is above every name” (cf. Phil 2:6–11; Jn 1:1, 3, 14).  

 
1 Healy, M. (2016). Hebrews (P. S. Williamson & M. Healy, Eds.; p. 34). Baker 
Academic: A Division of Baker Publishing Group. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/cathcomm79heb?ref=BibleNABRE.Heb1.1&off=4&ctx=+during+the+Day%0a1%3a1+%7EThe+prologue+begins+
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He sat down. To “sit down at the right hand of the Majesty” is equivalent to 
saying to “have the status of God”: “Majesty” is a term of reverence used to 
refer to God without naming him; thus, Jewish rabbis would refer to God as 
“Lord”, “the most High”, “the Power”, “Glory”, etc. St John Chrysostom 
comments, when St Paul says that the Son sat down at the right hand of the 
Majesty he means principally to refer to the status of the Son as equal to that 
of the Father. He wants us to see God the Son, as Lord of the universe, raised 
up to the very throne of his Father (cf. Hom. on Heb, 2). (See Handout – The 
Nature of Christ.) 

1:4. superior to the angels. Christ is superior to angels, the inspired writer 
says, because he has the title of Son, which is his by natural right. This name 
demonstrates his divine nature. Jesus Christ, because he is the very Son of 
God, is superior to angels by virtue of the glory due to his eternal oneness 
with the Father. As eternal Son of God, to him belonged, by right of 
inheritance, the title of Son and Lord. Moreover, after his passion and 
resurrection he has “become” superior to angels by a new title through his 
exaltation on high (cf. 1 Cor 15:24–27; Phil 2:9–11). This passage refers 
primarily to Jesus’ glorification as man.2 (See Handout – The Role of 
Angels) 

1:6. Let all God’s angels worship him.  Here the words of Deuteronomy 
32:43, identical with those of Psalm 97:7 as given in the Septuagint is a 
further proof of Christ’s superiority: the angels are to worship him  

1:12. They will change but you are the same. To show the difference 
between Creator and creature, the epistle uses the words of Psalm 102, 
mentioning two attributes of the Creator: he is eternal, and he is unchanging. 
The visible world, on the contrary, had a beginning and it will come to an end.  

 
2 The Letter to the Hebrews (pp. 27–32). (2005). Four Courts Press; Scepter Publishers. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/navarrentstandard79heb?ref=Bible.Heb1.1-4
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As Christians understand it, the created universe not only will not retain its 
present form but at the end of time will undergo a transformation which will 
turn it into “a new heaven and a new earth” (Rev 21:1; cf. Rom 8:19; Is 65:17; 
2 Pet 3:13). Only God is eternal. 

Going Deeper 

“Ministering spirits sent to serve” 

Hebrews 1:14 is a very accurate definition of angels: they are 
spiritual creatures whose role is to serve and worship God. In the 
New Testament the angels, good and bad, are given various names 
such as “powers”, “principalities”, “thrones”, “dominions” (cf. 
Rom 8:38; 1 Cor 15:24; Eph 1:21; Col 1:16). In the Old 
Testament angels served God by bearing messages to men (cf. 
Gen 16:7f; Judges 2:1; 6:11; 1 Kings 13:18; 2 Kings 1:3; Dan 
8:16–26; 9:21–27; etc.), by protecting them and on occasions by 
imposing divine punishment on them. From the time of Christ’s 
coming, angels “ministered” to him on earth (cf. Mt 4:11; Lk 
22:43) and they helped the early Church to develop (cf. Acts 5:19; 
12:7–10). Hebrews 1:14 underlines the role of angels in the 
salvation of men; in the Gospel we are told that children have 
angels of their own in heaven (cf. Mt 18:10); and indeed everyone 
has a guardian angel (cf. Acts 12:15). This ministerial role of 
angels is a consequence of their state of blessedness, because, as 
St Thomas Aquinas explains, there is no difference between 
angels who contemplate God and angels who have service 
functions, for “all are ministers or administrators, in that the 
higher ones convey the will of God to those in the middle rank; 
and the latter to those of lower rank, and these last-mentioned to 
us” (Commentary on Heb, 1, 6). Ministerial angels have the 
specific task of helping us to reach heaven; “by God’s providence 
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angels have been entrusted with the office of guarding the human 
race and of accompanying every human being so as to preserve 
him from any serious danger. Just as parents, whose children are 
about to travel a dangerous and infested road, appoint guardians 
and helpers for them, so also in the journey we are making 
towards our heavenly country our heavenly Father has placed over 
each of us an angel under whose protection and vigilance we may 
be enabled to escape the snares secretly prepared by our enemy 
[…] and thus be secure against all false steps which the wiles of 
the evil one might cause us to make in order to draw us aside from 
the path that leads to heaven” (St Pius V Catechism, 14, 9, 4). In 
addition to giving personal help to every human being, the Church 
teaches that angels echo the prayer of the faithful and carry their 
petitions to God. Origen, a very early ecclesiastical writer and in 
this matter a faithful representative of orthodox teaching, says in 
this connection: “We say that the angels ascend to bear men’s 
prayers to the purest parts of the world, that is, the heavenly 
regions […]. And from there they descend in turn to bear to 
everyone, according to his merits, such benefits as God entrusts to 
them […]. Given that they have this role, we have learned to call 
them angels or messengers” (Against Celsus, 5, 4). Devotion to 
angels and to one’s own guardian angel is an important and 
ancient teaching: “You are amazed that your guardian Angel has 
done you such obvious favors. And you should not be amazed: 
that’s why our Lord has placed him beside you” (St Josemaría 
Escrivá, The Way, 565). At the end of the chapter (vv. 26–28) 
Christ’s priesthood is extolled as being holy, blameless. (Ibid. 
Navarre pp 36-37)  

2:2–3. If the message declared by the angels was valid. The word 
announced through angels is Old Testament revelation, especially the Torah, 
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the law that was given through Moses at Mount Sinai. Although angels are not 
mentioned in the Sinai narrative, later Jewish thought held that the law was 
transmitted by angels (Acts 7:38, 53; Gal 3:19). (See Handout – Jewish 
Interpretation of Scripture) 

The Law was “valid/firm” in that it was legally binding. As the Old Testament 
makes abundantly clear, every transgression and disobedience—that is, 
every infraction of the law, whether inadvertent or willful—received its just 
recompense. The Greek word for “recompense” can also be translated 
“reward” (as in 10:35) and implies that moral conduct, whether good or evil, 
has consequences. (Ibid. Healy p.53) 

The Law of Moses is not being viewed as something at odds with the 
redemption and grace won by Christ, but as a first stage on the way of 
salvation and a kind of foretaste of eternal beatitude. The Law also is a 
manifestation of God’s mercy. “This Law”, Tertullian writes, “was not 
promulgated out of the severity of its author but out of that supreme 
generosity which decided to teach a rebellious people and to make easier (by 
stipulating with exact duties) a faith which they were as yet unable to obey” 
(Against Marcion, 2, 19). 

2:4. God also bore witness. The preaching of the good news of Christ is not 
merely in words. As Christians proclaim the gospel, God adds his own 
testimony in the form of miracles that confirm the truth of the message. Jesus 
had commanded his apostles not only to preach but also to “cure the sick, 
raise the dead, cleanse lepers, drive out demons” (Matt 10:8; see Mark 16:17–
18), and Acts records numerous signs, wonders, and acts of power worked by 
the early Christians in Jesus’ name. Paul uses the same three terms to describe 
the deeds that mark an authentic apostle (2 Cor 12:12). (Ibid. p. 55) (See 
Handout – Signs and Wonders.) 
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2:5–9. The world to come. a phrase that may make us think of heaven. But 
biblically, “the world to come” is the new creation that begins with God’s 
decisive intervention in history, when he accomplishes all that he promised to 
do for his people. And for the New Testament, the good news is that in Jesus 
the world to come has come! It awaits its full consummation at the end of 
history but in a mysterious way is already present now: it is both already and 
not yet. This is why Hebrews says that we are in “these last days” (1:2) and 
have already experienced “the powers of the age to come” (6:5), though we 
still look forward to the “city … that is to come” (13:14). In the former age 
God had, according to Jewish tradition, given angels a certain authority over 
earthly affairs. But not so in the world to come. Rather, it is human beings 
who will rule (see 1 Cor 6:3), as a quote from the Psalms will show. (Ibid. 
Healy p. 58) 

2:7 Lower than the angels. The words “who for a little while was made 
lower than the angels” refer to Jesus in the crisis of his passion and death, 
when he freely humbled himself and lowered himself to suffer punishment 
and death—sufferings to which angels are not subject. He became a flesh-and-
blood human being who experienced the same weaknesses and sufferings that 
all of us experience. (Ibid. Healy p. 60) 

2:10. Make the pioneer/leader perfect through suffering. Ever since the 
Redemption, human suffering has become a way to perfection: it acts as 
expiation for personal sins, it spurs us to assert our spiritual and 
transcendental dimension, it makes for solidarity with others and links 
humanity to Christ’s sacrifice. (See Handout – Christ Made Perfect 
Through Suffering) 

2:11. For he who sanctifies. In order to make human beings holy, Jesus had 
to be one with them (see v. 17). He saves us not by a simple divine decree but 
rather by lowering himself to share our very origin. This could refer to the 
Jews’ descent from Abraham (see v. 16) or, more likely, our common descent 
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from Adam and Eve. But Jesus in turn brought us into his own family, making 
us sons and daughters of the heavenly Father (Matt 23:9; John 20:17; Rom 
8:29). (Ibid. Healy p. 63) 

2:13. I will put my trust in him. Two verses from Isaiah are now quoted, 
revealing their messianic meaning: what the prophet said centuries earlier 
anticipated the sentiments of Christ. Isaiah 8:17 shows his trust in God despite 
the threat of an Assyrian invasion and the unfaithfulness of the people of 
Israel, who had resorted to superstition and magic instead of turning to God. 
The same words express Christ’s confidence in God the Father. 

2:14-15. He likewise partook of the same nature.  Verse 14 affirms the 
reality of Christ’s human nature in graphic terms. Blood and flesh (or flesh 
and blood) is a Hebrew expression for human nature, accenting both its 
weakness and the physical kinship that human beings share by common 
descent (Gen 29:14; Matt 16:17; Eph 6:12). Since the children—the brothers 
and sisters whom Christ sanctifies—share a human nature that is subject to 
suffering and mortality, he likewise shared in it. The verb “shared” indicates 
a past event, the incarnation. The Son of God became one with us in the most 
radical way possible; he became our blood relative. Christ shared our flesh 
and blood so that we could share his own flesh and blood, now glorified 
through his resurrection from the dead.3 

Hebrews is asserting here (as in v. 9) that the reason Christ became human 
was precisely so that he could die. As St. Athanasius put it, “The Word 
assumed a human body expressly so that he might offer it in sacrifice for other 
like bodies.”  

 
3 Healy, M. (2016). Hebrews (P. S. Williamson & M. Healy, Eds.; pp. 64–65). Baker 
Academic: A Division of Baker Publishing Group. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/cathcomm79heb?ref=BibleNABRE.Heb2.14&off=5&ctx=10%3a29%3b+17%3a24).%0a2%3a14+%7EVerse+14+affirms+the
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That he might destroy…and deliver. Hebrews describes what Jesus 
accomplished by his death in two ways. First, on a cosmic level, he 
conquered the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil. Satan holds 
the “power of death” in that he tempted our first parents to the sin that led to 
death (Gen 3; Wis 2:24), and thereby gained a certain dominion over human 
beings (see Eph 2:1–3; 1 John 5:19). Jesus’ crucifixion was the ultimate 
confrontation with Satan, in which Jesus defeated him once and for all. The 
great paradox is that Jesus conquered death through death—not by escaping it 
but by experiencing it, destroying death from within. 

Second, on a human level, he freed those who through fear of death had been 
subject to slavery all their life. This statement conveys a profound 
psychological insight about the human condition. Most of us recognize that 
the fear of death can be a potent force in situations of physical danger or 
serious illness. But Hebrews is saying that the fear of death is an underlying 
force throughout all of human life.  

We instinctively resist and recoil from everything that reminds us of our 
mortality—pain, deprivation, weakness, criticism, failure. This paralyzing fear 
influences many human choices on a subconscious level, leads to various 
forms of escapism and addiction, induces us to grasp the false security nets 
proffered by Satan, and keeps us from pursuing the will of God with freedom, 
peace, and confidence. It is the slavery from which Jesus came to set us free 
(see John 8:34; Rom 8:15). (Ibid. Healy pp. 64-65) 

Going Deeper 

A Reflection on Hebrews 2:15 

Hebrews 2:15 is a sober assessment of the human condition: we are 
“those who through fear of death had been subject to slavery all 
their life.” Death is the one absolutely certain and inescapable 
reality of human existence. Ever since the fall, human beings have 
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been gripped by a primordial fear not only of physical death but of 
every form of diminishment that is a sign of approaching death—
bodily ailments, loss of youthful attractiveness, career 
disappointments and failures, being treated unjustly or rudely, 
getting bested by others. The compulsion to avoid these little deaths 
at all costs is a hidden cause of much destructive behavior, a 
genuine “slavery.” But the core of the Christian good news is that 
Christ has defeated death. “Christ is risen from the dead. By death 
he trampled death and to those in the tomb he granted life.” Death 
has lost its “sting” (1 Cor 15:55) and become a doorway to a new 
and glorious life. Our life as Christians is meant to exhibit the 
freedom that comes from having this deep-seated fear progressively 
lifted from us. 

St. Francis of Assisi was a striking example of such liberation. As 
his contemporaries recount, it was impossible to harm Francis. If 
you insulted him, he would thank you for reminding him of his 
sinfulness. If you threatened him, he would rejoice at the 
persecution. If you took his cloak, he would try to give you his robe 
as well. In his very vulnerability, he was invincible! Such joy and 
freedom even in the face of death was a major cause of the 
exponential spread of Christianity in the ancient world and plays a 
no less crucial role in the new evangelization today. (Ibid. Healy p. 
69) 

2:17. A merciful and faithful high priest.  The insight that is at the heart of 
the theology of Hebrews is now directly stated for the first time: Jesus is high 
priest. With the hindsight of two thousand years of Christian thought, it is 
difficult for us to appreciate the groundbreaking originality of this insight. 
Other New Testament writings hint at the themes of priesthood and sacrifice 
in relation to Christ’s death, but only Hebrews calls Jesus a “priest.” Even 
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more, Hebrews views Christ’s priesthood as the interpretive key for 
explaining the whole mystery of how we are saved. 

Verse 17 describes Jesus’ priesthood in terms directly taken from the Old 
Testament: his task was to expiate the sins of the people. To “expiate” 
(hilaskomai) means to “atone for” or “remove” sin. It recalls the rite of the 
Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), when the high priest would enter the Holy 
of Holies and sprinkle the blood of a sacrificed animal on the cover of the ark 
of the covenant, the mercy seat (hilastērion), making atonement for the 
people’s sins. How Jesus fulfills this rite will be explained in Chapter 9. 

In describing how Christ became a priest, Hebrews has a strikingly different 
emphasis from the Old Testament. The Law of Moses underscores the need 
for a priest to be set apart from the people so he can approach the holy God 
(Lev 8–10). But for Christ to become a priest, Hebrews does not say he had to 
be separated from others. Rather, he had to be made like his brothers in 
every way; that is, he had to become incarnate. He had to experience 
temptation, suffering, and death, so that he might be a merciful and faithful 
high priest. This phrase alludes to God’s promise in 1 Samuel 2:35: “I will 
choose a faithful priest who will do what I have in heart and mind.” (Ibid. 
Healy pp. 66-68) 

3:1. Holy brethren. Throughout the New Testament Christians are called 
“holy” not because of a moral excellence we have achieved but because of 
what God has done for us (see Acts 9:13; 2 Cor 1:1). The holiness to which 
we are called is always a living out of the holiness already given to us through 
faith and baptism. We share in a heavenly calling, an invitation that comes 
from heaven and that draws us toward heaven, our true homeland (11:16; 
13:14; Phil 3:20). Because of this calling we are like pilgrims on a journey, 
never completely at home in this life (see 11:13–16) (Ibid. Healy pp. 71-72) 
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3:2–6. Just as Moses was faithful. Moses can be regarded not only as the 
founder of the people of Israel and of the Hebrew nation but also as their first 
prophet. In his religious office, which stemmed from his divine call to be “a 
servant” of God (v. 5), Moses worked as a priest, teacher and lawgiver, which 
made him a “type” of Christ. However, Jesus Christ brought to perfection and 
fulfilment the divine plan of salvation sketched out in the words and actions of 
Moses, the mediator of the Old Covenant. 

3:7–11. Therefor as the Holy Spirit says. A long quotation from Psalm 95 
introduces the theme of that “rest” which the people of the promise will attain 
at the end of their journey. In the book of Genesis we are told that when God 
finished his work of creation, he “rested”. The “rest” prescribed in the Mosaic 
Law was a kind of imitation of what God did, sharing God’s happiness, 
receiving the reward merited by a life of fidelity and hard work. The chosen 
people were helped to arrive at this notion of rest by reflecting on the spiritual 
meaning of the Exodus and the pilgrimage to the promised land.  

The Exodus was also seen as a new creation, with God “creating” his people. 
Like the first creation, this second creation would be followed by “rest”—
entry into the promised land. The Letter to the Hebrews shares this 
interpretation of the Exodus but it gives it a Christian perspective by seeing 
the Exodus as the Redemption where Christ, a new Moses, leads us to eternal 
rest. 

3:12. Take care brethren.  Following the quotation from Psalm 95, Hebrews 
now applies it to present-day readers. The psalm prompts an urgent warning: 
“Take care, brothers, that none of you may have an evil and unfaithful heart 
(literally, “an evil heart of unbelief”).” A heart of unbelief is not that of a 
person who has never known Christ but rather of one who loses faith and falls 
away from him in time of trial, like the seed sown on rocky ground (Mark 
4:16–17). As Hebrews will emphasize repeatedly, to abandon faith in Christ is 
far worse than never to have had faith in the first place (6:4–6; 10:26–27; see 
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2 Pet 2:20–21). Unfaithfulness is closely connected with evil because it is 
usually a willful attachment to sin that leads a person to forsake the living 
God. To forsake God is inevitably to fall into idolatry, to adore false and 
lifeless gods, whether the wood and stone idols that the ancients worshiped or 
the gods of material security, success, and pleasure that tempt people today. 
(Ibid. Healy p. 80) 

3:16. Who were those who rebelled when they heard? Was it not all those 
who came out of Egypt under Moses? The sobering truth is that those who 
rebelled were not pagans who had no knowledge of God. They were God’s 
chosen people who had experienced the most stupendous act of salvation ever 
seen up to that time—the plagues visited on Egypt, miraculous rescue from 
Pharaoh’s army, and divine guidance in the desert. If such rebellion can occur 
in them, the implication is, do not think it cannot happen to you, for Christians 
have experienced an even greater act of salvation. In a similar way, Paul 
warned the early Christians to learn from the errors of our ancestors in faith: 
“Our ancestors were all … baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea.… 
Yet God was not pleased with most of them, for they were struck down in the 
desert. These things happened as examples for us” (1 Cor 10:1–6; see Jude 5). 

3:18–19. And to whom did he “swear that they should not enter into his 
rest.” The “rest” that the Israelites failed to enter was the land of Canaan, the 
land flowing with milk and honey (Num 14:8) where God wanted them to 
enjoy peace, security, and covenant fellowship with himself. In verse 18 
Hebrews notes that it was because of disobedience that God barred them from 
entering it (see Num 14:22), but verse 19 seems to give a different reason: 
they were unable to enter because of unbelief. What was the problem: 
disobedience or unbelief? In reality, Hebrews is showing that faith and 
obedience are two sides of a coin (see John 3:36; Rom 1:5; 16:26). There is no 
such thing as faith in God without obedience, nor obedience without faith. 
Faith is expressed in action. To obey God is to make an act of trust in him; to 
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disobey is to fail to trust him. By their unbelief, the Israelites chose to rely on 
themselves and thus made themselves incapable of enjoying God’s rest, 
because God’s rest depends by its very nature on a relationship of trust in him. 
The readers of Hebrews are in danger of following precisely this pattern. 
(Ibid. Healy pp. 82-83) 


