Week 50 (December 7 – 13)

Philemon – Hebrews

Overview – Philemon

The author is Paul (1:1) written around 60/61 AD when he was imprisoned the first time in Rome.  This short letter is written to Philemon (a believer in Colosse) to plead with him to forgive and take back his runaway slave Onesimus who has been converted to Christianity by Paul.  Onesimus had not just run away but also had stolen something from Philemon as well….a crime punishable by death according to Roman law.  It is an example to all Christians that we are called to forgive as God forgives us through his son Jesus Christ.
This letter is an excellent example of how to tactfully persuade someone.  
· Paul starts by complimenting Philemon: “his love and faith are widely known” 1:4-7
· Paul says he could “order Philemon to take Onesimus back because it is the right thing to do as a Christian” but instead he appeals to Philemon as a favor and on the basis of love of which Philemon is a model (1:8)
· Paul says that he is sending Onesimus back even though it will “break his heart” and  even though he would like to keep him because of the help he provides (1:12-13)

· Paul says Onesimus is now more than a slave, but a beloved brother in Christ (1:16)
· Paul says he will pay back what was stolen (1:19), but reminds Philemon that he owes Paul his soul (for being converted).

· And, Paul hints that he will come and check on him later (1:22)

Overview – Hebrews

The author is unknown.  Hebrews is one of only two letters in the New Testament (1John is the other) that does not state the author.   It is written to Jewish Christians.  The style is different than the letters by Paul, so Paul is probably not the author.  However, the writer was a contemporary of Timothy (13:23) and therefore Paul.  He also had excellent knowledge of the Old Testament and Jewish priestly practices.  So, the prevailing sentiment is that the author is either Barnabas or Apollos.  Barnabas was a Jew of the tribe of Levi and became a close friend of Paul – embarking together on Paul’s first missionary journey.  They later separated (over Mark) with each continuing missionary work.  Apollos was also a Jewish Christian with a thorough knowledge of the Old Testament (Acts 18:24).  He was also associated with Paul in the early years of the church in Corinth (1Cor 1:12;3:4-6,22)
The letter was written before the destruction of the temple (in 70 AD) since the Jewish temple practices of sacrificing animals was continuing when Hebrews was written.
The letter is written because a number of Jewish Christians were apparently wavering in their commitment to Jesus.  So the theme of the letter is to emphasize the superiority of Christianity to Old Testament Judaism.  Jesus is so much better than Angels, Moses, Aaron, and the previous animal sacrifices.  Jesus Christ is the eternal priest who died once for all time as the eternal sacrifice for sin.  There is no need to continue the practice of the high priest to enter the Holiest of Holies to sprinkle sacrificial blood from an animal (9:11.12; 13:11.12)!
Some highlights:

· Jesus Christ reflects the character of God 1:3

· The purpose of Angels is to care for believers 1:14

· You can’t hide from God 4:13
· Comment:  Jesus is the ultimate high priest (from the tribe of Levi through his mother Mary – Luke 1:5,36).   The Hebrews author says he is not from the priestly tribe of Levi since Joseph is of the tribe of Judah (and line of David) 7:14
· Jesus Christ makes the old covenant – the Laws of Moses – obsolete 8:13

· If one rejects the gospel, Hell awaits 10:26,27
· Faith is the confidence that what we hope for will actually happen 11:1,2
· It is impossible to please God without faith that God exists 11:6

· There are many examples in the Old Testament of individuals undergoing great persecution because of their faith 11:35-40.  The author wanted to remind the readers of this fact as they were currently being persecuted under Nero.
