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Hebrews 1:1-4; 2:5-3:6

In the Epistle to the Hebrews we find a collection of 
sermonic addresses given by an unknown preacher to an 
unknown audience. The collection opens with a hymn of 
praise to Jesus as bearing the very stamp of God's nature. 
This tribute uses many analogies and images to describe 
Jesus's work: he is a prophetic spokesman of God, heir of all 
things, instrument in the world's creation, mirror of God's 
glory, sustainer of the universe, enthroned at God's right 
hand with a name higher than the angels... No image was 
too inclusive or too lofty to be used in speaking of Jesus.
 
In the second chapter, it becomes clear that each of these 
images gains additional force by association with its 
antithesis. Jesus' subjection to an things was a necessary 
prelude to the subjection of all things to him. Descent below 
the angels preceded enthronement above them. The 
humiliation and suffering of death provided the place and 
time of his coronation with glory and honor. 

The preacher finds in these antitheses the basic truth of the 
matter. His weakness in dying defined his power in ruling. 
With all other New Testament witnesses he was obsessed 
with the paradox of the passion story. It was by sharing in 
flesh and blood that Jesus became a faithful and merciful 
high priest; it was by being tempted that "he is able to help 
those who are tempted" (2:18). The devil had tempted him 
to fear death and thus to become enslaved to the devil; but 
by resisting this temptation Jesus had received power to free 
men from that fear, that bondage. So, in the sequence of 
images by which the preacher gave tribute to Jesus' glory in 



1:1-4, we must give full weight to the mention of the 
"purification for sins". This action of expiation explains Jesus' 
power to uphold the universe, his work in the creation of the 
world, his appointment as heir of all things.
 

In the scripture exposition that follows 2:5, the preacher 
uses this example of glorification by humiliation to throw 
light upon the meaning of Psalm 8, with its key term, the 
son of man. To whom did the Psalmist refer by "man" and by 
"the son of man"? The preacher understands a double 
reference: everyman and the saviour of mankind. As every 
person is made lower than the angels, so also is this 
saviour; as this saviour is exalted above the angels, so also 
is every person. He uses the term son of man to express 
both his doctrine of man and his doctrine of Christ. The 
Psalm finds its true fulfilment in the suffering of Jesus; in so 
doing it understands his death as an extension of God's 
grace to every one (2:9). In this the preacher discovers a 
direct correlation between God's glory, the world to come, 
and the human future. 

We must not underestimate the importance of this 
perspective. It views the story of Jesus as the story of 
mankind writ small, and the story of mankind as the story of 
Jesus writ large. As Jesus is God's gift to mankind, so 
mankind is God's gift to Jesus (2:13). A noted literary critic 
has written: 

"Whoever can give his people better stories than the ones 
they live in is like the priest in whose hands bread and 
wine become capable of feeding the very soul". (Hugh 
Kenner). 

This is what the author of Hebrews has done. No, this is 
what Jesus has done. Notice the setting for this "better" 
story in 2:10 ff. Here the story-teller chooses Scripture texts 
familiar to his audience. First he cites Psalm 22:22. 



"I will proclaim your name to my brothers, 
in the midst of the congregation I will praise you". 

On what occasion is this? A congregation met for worship. 
Who is speaking? The Son of man who is engaged in 
bringing many sons to glory. As these sons gather for the 
worship of God, he takes his place in their midst. As their 
leader in worship, he declares the name of his God. By 
saying "I" in this place, he provides the clue to their identity 
as his brothers and to the presence of this God. To this end 
he cites Isaiah 8:18: "Here am I and the children God has 
given me". Thus he declares before the world his own 
presence in and with this congregation whom God has given 
him. Perhaps the preacher intended to call to mind the rest 
of the verse in Isaiah: "I and the children... are signs and 
portents in Israel from the Lord of hosts who dwells on Mt. 
Zion". 

Within this setting, the preacher defines the beginning and 
the ending of this "better story". Of course the worship 
setting makes the ending of this "better story". Of course 
the worship setting makes the present tense dominant; 
every dialogue between God and his people takes place in 
the Now. But from the perspective of that Now the Son of 
man reveals to this community the beginning before all 
other beginnings. They have the same origin as his; 
although he is the pioneer of their salvation, their common 
sanctification establishes a common origin. This is why in 
fact they are brothers. Their stories, because of this 
common origin, have the same starting point. And, of 
course, the same ending, an ending beyond all other 
conceivable endings. 

As the Son of man, he is " heir of all things" (1:2), and is 
engaged in bringing many sons to glory, to share in his 
glory. This is also implicit in the citation from Isaiah 8:17: "I 
will put my trust in him"; the Isaiah original gives two 
alternative expressions: "I will wait for the Lord",..."1 will 



hope in him". Christian worship thus becomes the 
celebration of this "better" story. The Son of man who is 
present in every Now assures his brothers that their stories 
begin and end in that glory which became his through his 
identification with them. Their sufferings are his; his glory is 
theirs. For this reason, at every point in their pilgrimage, 
they look to Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of their faith 
(12:2). 

The preacher in Hebrews was not, of course, visualizing a 
congregation in one of our Reformed churches. Although he 
was no doubt addressing a tiny Christian assembly of the 
first century, he really had in mind Jesus' concern for "the 
descendants of Abraham" (2:16). Thus he could rightly 
appeal to Isaiah 8, for the prophet was speaking at a time 
when the Lord was "hiding his face from the house of 
Jacob". So, too, Psalm 22 pictured a congregation of Israel 
afflicted by the sword, the dog, the lion and wild oxen. Our 
author is no individualist, thinking only of individual 
temptations and sins; he had in mind the lifelong bondage of 
the people of God.
 
I think this is why he turns to the story of Moses to find an 
analogy to the work of Jesus (3:1 if.). Both had been 
prophetic spokesmen for God. Both had been instrumental in 
sealing covenants between God and Israel. Both had been 
faithful over God's house and had been worthy of glory. 
Jewish preachers and teachers had made much of the 
reflection of God's glory in the face of Moses, especially 
during their encounter on the mountain when God had 
entrusted Moses "with all my house" (Num. 12:1-8). The 
rabbis had discerned in Moses' meekness a basic reason for 
that trust. The preacher in Hebrews joined in praising Moses 
as a great "prophet, who had given a superlative exhibition 
of faith when he "considered abuse suffered for the Christ 
greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt" (11:26).
 

Such a high estimate of Moses makes all the more 



impressive the assertion that Jesus was worthy of even 
greater glory than Moses. Jesus was to Moses as a son is to 
a servant, as a builder is to the house that is built, as a 
creator is to the created, as fulfillment to prophecy, and as 
God's glory contrasted to the reflection of that glory. Only 
when we grasp the stature of Moses in the story of the 
people of God do we get a true measure of the stature of 
Jesus in that same story as the "apostle and high priest of 
our confession" (3:1). And only then do we begin to grasp 
the corresponding definition of his house. How do people 
become worthy of membership within that house? Only by 
holding firm to their confidence, their faith, their hope. 
(3:6). The rest of the sermon makes clear how formidable 
an assignment that is (3:7 if). 

We should not pass hastily over this image of the house, for 
throughout the Bible this image carried a very rich cargo. 
The basic question answered by this image was this: where 
does the Most High God dwell? Hebrews is familiar with at 
least four answers to that question. First is the reference to 
God's elect people, Israel. He has chosen to dwell in their 
midst; apart from his presence that people ceases to exist. 

Second is the reference to the temple, the sanctuary where 
he is worshipped. As Psalm 22 expressed it, he sits 
enthroned on the praises of Israel. A third reference is to the 
whole created world: "The earth is the Lord's and the 
fullness thereof" (Psa. 24:1). 

Finally, his house is the heavens, where he dwells, high and 
lifted up. There he has as family all the angelic powers, who 
serve him as ministering spirits (1:14). 

What, then, does the preacher intend by saying "We are his 
house"? The primary meaning, of course, is the first - God's 
chosen people. But his intention reaches farther than that. 
He takes great pains to affirm that the glory of the Son of 
man, the builder of his house, is the very glory that was 



present in the creation of all things and will be present in the 
consummation of all things. Nothing is left that is not subject 
to him as the upholder of all things and the heir of all things. 
Brothers who share in his glory are members of his 
congregation, his house, in an unlimited sense. Nothing less 
is implied in the words we "share in a heavenly call". When 
Jesus takes his stand in a worshipping congregation and 
says "Here am I and the children God has given me" he 
locates his house among them, but he also locates their 
house in the realm of heavenly glory. 

The heavenly call was no sentimental journey, as the roster 
of martyrs in chapter 11 demonstrates; but neither was it an 
impossible dream, so long as they looked to "the pioneer 
and perfecter" of their faith. His story... their story... our 
story... a better story. 

If I have moved from hermeneutics to homiletics, please forgive me. 
Since the author of Hebrews is a preacher, addressing a Christian 
congregation in the first century, it is right that our study of the text 
should not be too far removed from our own worship. Therefore I 
suggest that our study should give way to a brief litany, based upon 
his sermon:

Minister: For us there is one God, the Father from whom are all things 
and whose glory fills all things. 

Congregation: Thanks be to God for the glory-story of his creation. 
Minister: For us there is one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all 
things and who was faithful to him who appointed him as a Son.
 
Congregation: Thanks be to God for the glory-story of his life. 

Minister: We hear Jesus praising God in the midst of the congregation 
and saying, "Here am I and the children God has given me'. 

Congregation: Thanks be to God for his presence with us. 

Minister: We see Jesus, made for a little while lower than the angels, 
crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death.
 
Congregation: Thanks be to God for the glory-story of his death. 



Minister: In the story of Jesus we hear the promise that as heir of all 
things he will bring many sons to glory. 

Congregation: Thanks be to God for this promise and our hope. 

Minister: Therefore, to this pioneer and perfecter of our faith, we 
acknowledge our heavenly calling to live boldly as his house. 

Congregation: Thanks be to God for this calling. 
Amen. 
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