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Text 
In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, 2 but in 

these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he 

made the universe. 3 The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, 

sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the 

right hand of the Majesty in heaven. 4 So he became as much superior to the angels as the name he has 

inherited is superior to theirs. 

 

 

Introduction to Hebrews 
 Let’s imagine together the following historical situation: 

 A man named Antonius sits alone in a deteriorating second-story apartment 

located in a not-so-nice part of Rome.  The lighting is dingy and Antonius has lit a small 

oil lamp against the gloom.  And as he did cockroaches scampered in all directions.  An 

infant’s cry comes from the apartment next door, the sound of a couple fighting comes 

from down the hall, a unit of Roman soldiers march past the window.  Antonius sits 

alone, thinking. 

 Earlier that morning his employer, a rough, burly fellow named Brutus, once 

again turned from the task of pricing fruits and vegetables to ridicule this young 

Christian.  The verbal jabs have become as annoying as gnats darting to and fro in the 

shop’s pungent air.  Antonius wishes he could strike back out of his hurt and 

embarrassment, yet he bites his lip and asks the Lord’s help. 

 Persecution of Christians across Rome had escalated under the Emperor 

Claudius about fifteen years ago – beatings, imprisonments, seizure of property.  

Antonius was not part of the Christian church at that time but he has heard stories.  In 

fact his own grandfather, ruler of the Synagogue of the Augustenses, had been one of the 

most outspoken opponents of the Christians.  When at seventeen Antonius converted to 

Christianity, the old man erupted, declaring Antonius dead in a shouting match that 

ended in tears and a tattered relationship. 

 In recent months abuse of the church has escalated with the amused approval of 

the emperor himself, and now emotional fatigue is taking its toll.  Antonius had been told 

the cost of following the Messiah, but somehow his experience is different than he 

expected.  In the beginning he thought his joy would never be broken, that he would 

always feel the presence of God.  He had been taught that the Lord, the righteous Judge, 

would vindicate his new covenant people.  Did not the Scriptures, speaking of the 



2 

Messiah, say that God had put “all things in subjection under his feet”?  But the church 

has taken a great beating lately, and members of its various house-groups have become 

discouraged and in their hearts are questioning whether Christ is really in control.  

Some, in their disillusionment, have doubted and left the church altogether. 

 Antonius Bardavid remembers the traditions of the synagogue he grew up in and 

the support of the Jewish community, the joy of the festivals, and the solemn celebrations 

of the Jewish calendar.  He appreciates the fellowship of Christ’s community, but 

genuinely misses the traditions of his ancestors – and he misses members of his family.  

He sometimes watches them from a distance as they walk together to market by the Tiber 

River.  Some of them still will not speak to him and pass him on the street as they would a 

Gentile.  That is really difficult, and today his loneliness closes in around him like a dark, 

damp blanket. 

 Antonius has missed the weekly meal and worship for the past two weeks, and his 

heart is cooling somewhat toward the little church.  A spiritual itch in the back of his 

spirit warns him, cautioning him concerning his loss of perspective; yet, in recent days he 

has begun to snuff such thoughts from his mind as quickly as they come.  Antonius’s 

bitterness over his current circumstances is growing and slowly obscuring his 

appreciation of Jesus. 

 It is now the first day of the week.  That night the believers are to meet for 

worship and encouragement.  Rumor has it the leaders have received a document from 

back east somewhere.  Although discouraged and tempted to skip the meeting again, 

Antonius’s curiosity is aroused, and he decides to go to the neighborhood house at which 

the fellowship meets.  Entering the gathering room, he speaks greetings to several 

friends, who also look tired from the day’s work. Dejection hangs like a cloud over the 

room. 

After a while one of the group’s leaders, a good and godly man of almost seventy 

years, finally arrives.  Joseph is a bit out of breath, having come from a meeting with 

some other believers half way across the city.  He is visibly moved as he stands smiling 

before the group of about thirty, his hands shaking slightly from advancing age.  After a 

few words of introduction Joseph takes a deep breath and explains with a twinkle in his 

eye that he has received a scroll that he believes they would find quite relevant.  He 

unrolls the first part of the parchment and begins reading with vigor: “In the past God 

spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in 

these last days he has spoken to us by his Son…”
1
 

 Now that’s a fictional narrative, but probably not too far from the original setting 

of the first recipients of this “Letter to the Hebrews,” which we’re beginning to look at 

today. 

It’s not your usual letter.  It ends like a first century letter, but it doesn’t begin like 

one.  There’s no greeting; no prayer for grace and peace; no introductory thanksgiving or 

blessing.  There’s no identification of the one writing or those being addressed.  There’s 

some good evidence that it was probably written to Jewish background believers living in 

Rome (cf. 13:24).  We don’t know for sure.  And we’re even less sure of who exactly 

wrote it.  Some have thought Paul.  It probably wasn’t.  Other suggestions have been 

Apollos or Barnabas or perhaps an unknown associate of Paul.  We don’t know for sure.  

We just know it is the work of “a remarkable mind and heart [like Paul’s]… interpreting 

the significance of the crucified and raised Messiah Jesus for the understanding of 
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Scripture, of the world, and of human existence.”
2
 It is a rich treasure trove of that was 

received from the beginning as inspired, apostolic teaching. 

It’s kind of a letter and it’s also kind of a sermon.  In 13:22 the author says, 

“Brothers, I urge you to bear with my word of exhortation…”  That’s a phrase used other 

places in the NT to describe what we might call today a sermon in a public assembly (cf. 

Acts 13:15).  Throughout it seems to assume it will be read aloud. 

A “word of exhortation;” or it could be translated – “word of encouragement.”  

That’s really the purpose of this book – “to encourage a group of discouraged believers 

drifting from real Christianity by bolstering their commitment to draw near to God and to 

endure in commitment to Christ.”
3
 

 Are there any discouraged Christians here today?  Life has beat you down or 

burned you out or cooled you off?  I think there may be a lot of people in our church 

wrestling with this right now.  It’s so easy to lose sight of Jesus, to doubt, to get 

engrossed in other things.  It’s hard to keep going.  What for?  You may be contemplating 

going back to how you lived before, reverting to the ‘normal’ way of life so many others 

live in.  This book is about all that.  Hope.  Endurance. 

It addresses those who have developed a habit of giving up meeting together.  It 

takes up the topic of those who have ‘fallen away’ or are on the verge of it.  It’s a sad 

reality that many who were once part of the church are so no longer.  We’ll get to talk 

about that as we go through this book. 

 And if you’re not a Christian, you’re here because you’re wondering – “What is 

so special about this Jesus-stuff.  Is it really legitimate?  Is it worth my life or can I eek 

out more pleasure and meaning devoting myself to my career or my family or my 

passions.” 

 This book is written right into all those doubts and objections and temptations and 

questions.  It can be challenging at times, but I believe that the message of Hebrews is 

timeless and profound.  I’m looking forward to pouring over it in depth with you over the 

next year or so.  Hebrews assumes a lot of knowledge of Jewish backgrounds.  It has 35 

direct quotations and at least 34 explicit allusions to the OT.  That’s why we’re doing this 

book right after having gone through the OT book of Leviticus, from which much of this 

stuff is drawn.  I know it will be a rewarding experience for us, a timely word of 

encouragement. 

 

Introduction to Verses 1-4 

 Today we’re just looking at the first four verses.  Actually, we’re only going to 

dig into the first three verses because v. 4 introduces a topic that we’ll look at next week; 

namely, angels.  But we had vv. 1-4 read because in the original language – Greek – 

verses 1-4 are one sentence.  It is perhaps the most elegant sentence in all the NT.  It is 

carefully constructed.  Verse 1, for example, has five ‘p’ words.  There are other polished 

literary elements in this sentence like parallelism.  This sentence that spans vv. 1-4 is a 

majestic overture that possesses “a developed sense of rhythm, the variation of meter, and 

the cultivation of those elements of a literary style that command the attention of the ear 

when read aloud.”
4
 

 It is a superior sentence.  And another reason why we included v. 4 is because it 

contains that word – ‘superior’.  This opening sentence is all about the superiority of the 

Son of God – Jesus Christ.  We’ll walk through it unpack it in three headings: Jesus is the 
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Superior Speech, he has a Superior Status, and he has achieved a Superior Salvation.  

Superior Speech, Superior Status, and Superior Salvation.  If Christians are going to keep 

going and if you are going to become a Christian, there’s something you must know.  In 

short, it’s just this: Jesus is superior to anything.  It’s so easy to forget who we’re really 

dealing with here.  Jesus is superior to anything. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Superior Speech 
 Since January we as a church have immersed ourselves in the OT book of 

Leviticus.  Why?  Because we believe that it is God’s Word.  We believe in a God who 

speaks.  He is there and he is not silent.  God communicates.  Apart from this we are lost.  

Christianity is a revealed religion.  The Bible is not ultimately the record of spiritual 

people’s spiritual searchings for God or a record of their spiritual experiences or 

reflections.  It is God’s self-disclosure.  If we are going to know anything about God it is 

going to be because God has revealed it to us.  And he has!  The Bible is ultimately 

God’s speech to us, his revelation, supernaturally inspired. 

Have you ever thought about that?  It is the greatest thing that we have God’s 

Word and we’re not just left to grope in the dark or to rely on our own subjective 

feelings.  If you don’t believe in God’s Word and accept it, what do you have? 

 So many times in Leviticus we read something like – “The LORD called to Moses 

and spoke to him… [and] said, ‘Speak to the Israelites and say to them…” (Lev. 1:1).  

That is what is mind in v. 1 where it says, “In the past God spoke to our forefathers 

through the prophets [people like Moses, Samuel, Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah] at many times 

and in various ways.”  For example, there were words from a smoking mountain and still 

small voices; dreams and visions; acted out parables and times when men and women 

“spoke [plainly] from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2Pe. 1:21).  

This is what we find written in our Old Testament.  It is divinely inspired, inerrant 

utterance of God.  “In the past, God spoke…” 

 But it’s called an Old Testament for a reason.  There is a New Testament.  That 

word translated “many times” indicates a piecemeal fashion – “many parts or pieces.”  In 

other words, what we have in the OT is fragmentary.  It’s unfolding.  It’s pieces of the 

puzzle, but not the whole picture. 

 Look at v. 2 – “But in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son” (v. 2a).  

These “last days” – the era foreseen from a distance and with longing in the OT has 

come, and now the full picture has been put together.  It’s the same God speaking.  

There’s nothing wrong or false in the OT that’s corrected in the NT.  No.  His speech is 

not contradictory, but now it is complete.  Jesus is the final stroke of the brush that 

unifies and brings together everything into an exquisite masterpiece.  Aha!  Now it all 

makes sense.  As one person has put it – “What God has spoken in the Son is continuous 

with and the climax of his word uttered in earlier times.”
5
  There is both continuity and 

contrast.  It has been God speaking all along, but now he has spoken definitively; in a 

fuller way; his revelation is all wrapped up.  Jesus is the superior speech. 

 What does this mean?  Several things.  First, it means all of the Bible is about 

Jesus really.  If you’re not reading it this way, you’re not really reading it, you’re missing 
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the point, even if you highlight all kinds of great ideas or commands to obey.  As Martin 

Luther said, “To possess Scripture without knowing Christ, is to have no Scripture.”
6
 

 Secondly, it means that all knowledge, ultimately hangs together in Jesus Christ.  

“In [him] are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3).  You really 

can’t know anything aright, not just the Bible, without an understanding of Jesus.  And 

thus with Jesus, everything can make sense.  Listen to how the founders of Harvard put it 

in 1642: 

 

Let every student be plainly instructed, and earnestly pressed to consider 

well, the main end of his life and studies is to know God and Jesus Christ 

which is eternal life (John 17:3) and therefore to lay Christ in the bottom, 

as the only foundation of all sound knowledge and learning.
7
 

 

College students: your studies are not antithetical to Jesus, but actually come together 

more vividly when viewed through him!  He is the superior speech. 

 Thirdly, this means that Jesus is the final revelation of God.  Not just Jesus’ 

words, but Jesus himself and his life, death, resurrection, ascension, interpreted of course 

for us in the words of the NT – this is everything.  It’s all here.  We have no further need 

for revelation.  And what this does is it sets Christianity apart from other religions and 

spiritualities that may claim further revelations.  There is nothing more to be said.  In 

Jesus revelation is complete.  Jesus is the superior speech.  There is nothing more.  And 

that doesn’t mean we’re stuck with not much; it means we have everything.  It’s kind of 

like when a presidential library finally gets everything declassified and every word 

written or spoken in the White House during that president’s term is now made available 

for historians and scholars to pour over and study for years to come, except with God’s 

final revelation in Jesus Christ we have an infinite disclosure of infinite significance that 

will take infinity to exhaust.  Jesus is not just one figure in history to study.  He is the one 

who hold all history together. 

 

Superior Status 
 Jesus is the superior speech.  Next we begin to see how he has a superior status.  

Jesus Christ is without rival or equal.  Look at what is being said here.  First off we read 

that as the Son of God he has been “appointed the heir of all things” (v. 2b).  He owns 

everything!  Different people can think they are hot stuff.  There are rich and powerful 

and influential men and women down through the ages, but they are simply like 

caretakers or servants that live on someone else’s regal estate.  It’s all Christ’s.  This is 

his world we live in. 

 And next it says of the Son that “through [him God] made the universe” (v. 2c).  

He doesn’t just own it, he made it!  We read similar assertions other places in the NT.  

John 1:3 tells us “through him [Jesus, the Son of God] all things were made; without him 

nothing was made that has been made.”  Colossians 1:16 says that “by him all things 

were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or 

powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him.”  The word 

behind the word universe here in Hebrew 1:2 is not the word cosmos but a word that 

means something like “space and time.”  How cool is that?  This is who we’re talking 

about when we talk about Jesus – the conceiver and creator of all that is. 
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 His superior status is explained even more in v. 3 as the grammatical subject 

shifts from God [the Father] to the Son.  “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the 

exact representation of his being” (v. 3a).  The Son is not just a reflection of God’s glory 

but the radiance.  Think about that.  He has the very glow of God.  If you want to see 

God’s shining glory you have to look no further than Jesus Christ.  John 1:18 – “No one 

has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him 

known.”  That’s profound, but in simple terms it means that Jesus is God. 

The exact representation or imprint of his being.  Here we are treading on divine 

mystery, but we have clearly one who is both distinct from and identical to… someone 

sharing in the exact same substance of divinity.  The point is very simply that Jesus is 

divine.  “In Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (Col. 2:9).  “He is the 

image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15).  This may be beyond our ability to hold in our 

heads, but a god you could hold in your head is not that great.  What this means is that 

Jesus is great; he is no inconsequential figure. 

 At bedtime this week I was reading a kids’ Bible to my 2 year old and we read 

about Mary being the mother of Jesus.  My 6 year old piped up and asked, “I know Mary 

was the earthly mother of Jesus, and Jesus was the Son of God as a human, and Joseph 

was his father; and I know that God the Father is the Father of God the Son, but who was 

the Son’s heavenly Mother??”  Go ask her after the service and she can explain it to you. 

 I explained that God the Father and God the Son have always existed together; 

there was never a time when he was not; he is eternally begotten, not made.  The Son is 

in relationship to the Father and so in a sense distinct from the Father, but he has always 

been with the Father, he shares in his eternality and self-sufficiency and all other aspects 

of divinity.  The one God… eternally existing in three persons.  It’s mindbogglingly 

fascinating. 

 The next phrase depicting the superior status of the Son says that he is “sustaining 

all things by his powerful word” (v. 3b).  So he not only made the world, he keeps it 

going.  Sustains or upholds is not a static description like the notion of the mythical Atlas 

holding the world up on his back, but a dynamic description.  He is keeping everything 

going.  If for a moment he would cease to sustain the world “all would relapse into non-

existence”
8
 

What’s more this means that Jesus is moving history along according to his 

purposes.  The world is not spinning out of control.  He is making it be and making it do 

exactly what he wants it to, weaving together all the gazillion chemical processes and 

subatomic orbits of electrons occurring throughout the universe in this nanosecond and 

every nanosecond past and future together with free human decisions… he has it all from 

the farthest corner of the farthest galaxy to smallest sparrow in Arrigo Park perfectly in 

his mind without the least bit of mental exhaustion or panic or uncertainty working it 

together to exalt his glory and grace. 

This is who we’re talking about when we’re talking about Jesus.  He is not 

boring!  Who would you want to leave him for?  His word is sheer power.  Nothing is 

impossible for him or too hard.  All of this combines to make his status utterly superior 

to anything.  In 2008 then Senator and Presidential candidate Barack Obama visited 

Europe to throngs of crowds cheering his name.  200,000 people turned out in Berlin to 

hear his speech.  Last June he gave a speech in Berlin and only 6,000 came.  In a few 

years he will be an ex-president.  And then it won’t be long that he will be dead.  And in 
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500 years if the world is still going as it is he will be remembered by only a few, with a 

brief mention in history books as the first African-American president of the former 

United States of America.  This morning, 2000 years after his death, 40 million people 

gathered in China to sing praises to Jesus’ name.  There’s something to this.  We so 

easily get focused narrowly on our present circumstances and struggles and forget who 

we’re dealing with. 

Jesus is superior to anything.  There is nothing that compares.  Why would we 

ignore him?  Or put him in a small compartment of our lives?  Or keep him at a 

suspicious arm’s length?  Why would we want to center our lives around anyone or 

anything else besides him?  Before slipping away from him, step back and really 

reconsider what you’re doing.  You will not find anything that can compare with the 

superiority of Jesus.  He is the heir of all things, maker of the universe, the radiance of 

God’s glory, the exact imprint of his being, the sustainer of all that is by his powerful 

word.  

 

Superior Salvation 
 But there’s more.  I guess I could understand how you could not be immediately 

drawn to such raw power.  Finally, last but not least, the greatest thing about Jesus is that 

he provides a superior salvation.  He’s not just powerful and eternal and all that.  He has 

used all of his mighty energy to save sinners like you and me.  He is not just awesome, he 

is awesome in his mercy.  Look at the last part of v. 3 – “After he had provided 

purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.”  Let’s think 

about this for a moment. 

This verse assumes a lot.  “After he had provided purification…”  What that 

statement is assuming is that God the Son entered into human history, took on flesh, lived 

a perfect life, and then died a death of cosmic importance.  In his death he offered up the 

perfect sacrifice (much of Hebrews will be about that) so that all those connected to him 

by faith could have complete and total purification.  All their sins – past, present, and 

future – wiped away, not held against them, dealt with and forgotten.  For the recipients 

of this salvation there is nothing more to be done.  It worked once and for all.  You can’t 

add to it.  It needs nothing further, complete and total purification.  You bear zero of your 

guilt or shame or condemnation or corruption before the God whose radiance would blind 

a creature that could live on the surface of the sun. 

Why do I make such a big deal about the finality of this purification?  Because of 

the next phrase – “he sat down!”  So what?  Hebrews will explain this more later, but we 

can’t wait until we get to ch. 10.  The language of purification is borrowed from the 

language of the Tabernacle and the priesthood which we were looking at in Leviticus.  

Hebrews 10:11-12 tells us that “day after day every priest [in the Tabernacle stood and 

performed] his religious duties; again and again he offer[ed] the same sacrifices, which 

[could] never take away sins.  But when this priest [Jesus] had offered for all time one 

sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God.”  The priest stood day after day, 

because there was always more to be done.  Jesus sat down because there is nothing more 

to be done. 

To turn away from Jesus – the One with superior status – or to never know him 

means your life will be trivial.  To not get his superior salvation means your life will be 

tragic.  You will exhaust yourself seeking to save yourself.  Everyone knows there is 
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something wrong with them, some deficiency or mark.  Everyone is pursuing some sort 

of salvation or purification.  Nothing we do can work, can give us assurance, can have 

finality. 

But Jesus said when he hung on the cross, “It’s finished!” (Jn. 19:30).  There’s 

nothing more to be done or added.  Fully atoned for.  And his ascension to the right hand 

of Majesty not only speaks of his exalted status but also of his great salvation.  He always 

lives to intercede for us.  He has opened up the presence of God himself to us humans.  

We have the position and acceptance and delight and security of the Son of God himself! 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
“May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace 

gave us eternal encouragement and good hope, encourage your hearts and strengthen you 

in every good deed and word” (2Thess. 2:16-17). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 1, 2013.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 

and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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