
HEBREWS 1:1-3

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, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through  
whom he made the universe. 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. 

The way in which we read the Bible shapes our understanding of it. If we see it as a collection of  

doctrines, a compendium of moral advice, an almanac of epithets, then we will treat it as such, and 

what we will find in the Bible will be precisely what we seek there. The Bible can be something of a  

chameleon, taking on the colours of those who are reading it. We look in the Bible for what we want,  

not for what the Bible itself is seeking to present to us. But if we take the Bible as the story of our 

creation, our covenant breaking and our redemption, then we open up new ways of reading the Bible, 

ways which enable us to break out of our fixation with doctrine, or moral rules, or sentimental epithets 

suitable for fridge magnets and greeting cards. The Bible presents a multi-coloured pageant for us, not 

multi-coloured in the sense of a chameleon, taking on the hue of its surroundings, but one which brings 

in the whole of the rich and variegated fabric of human life, the diversity and complexity of the world 

God made, the depth and breadth of our existence and calling in the world. 

While we certainly can come to the Bible seeking moral rules, or doctrines, or cute slogans, that is not 

what the Bible itself invites us to do, and there is a certain illegitimacy in the attempt to read the Bible 

in those ways. This can be seen not least in the fact that they do not make sense of the whole Bible, but  

only the parts  which are amenable to such interpretation.  Thus the moralist  leaves out the healing 

miracles of Jesus, because they provide no moral guidance. The doctrinalist leaves out the historical 

narratives,  because  they  are  hard  to  derive  any  doctrine  from.  The  sentimentalist  leaves  out  the 

judgemental bits, because they don’t give much inspiration when stuck on the fridge. We are all guilty 

of mistreating the Bible in one way or another, but the way to escape from this is available to us: to  

read the Bible as it invites us to read it, as a story of God’s multiple and varied acts of redemption for 

the creation that he loves which has gone astray from its true calling. The Bible presents itself to us as a 

story, and if we read it that way, then we find that all the bits we find hard to grapple with somehow or 

other fall into place, as episodes, or comments on, or celebration of, the marvellous redeeming acts of 

the Creator God. I wish to illustrate what I mean by looking at the letter to the Hebrews, and through  

this to show something of what the Scriptures have to say to us today.
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The letter to the Hebrews has as its main point the comparison of Christ with others. Christ is seen to  

be superior to everyone, the prophets, the angels, the priests of Israel, and anyone else who cared to 

challenge his claim to superiority. The story which the people of Israel told to explain who they were 

and their task and calling in the world was centred on their calling as God’s special people, the ones 

God chose for himself. This sense of being chosen eventually led some to the view that Israel was in 

fact “choice,” that they were chosen because they were special, rather than, as the Bible presents it,  

special  because they were chosen. We too can fall  into this  error:  we are called God’s people not 

because  we  deserve  to  be,  not  because  we  are  entitled  to  be,  but  because  even  though  we  were 

undeserving, God in his grace called us his own. The people of Israel eventually came to think of 

themselves as so much better than everyone else, and the temple worship, the sacrifices, the priesthood, 

all these things are signs of their superiority. But in the letter to the Hebrews, Christ is said to be better  

than anyone else, and this because what he has accomplished is so much better than what anyone else 

has ever done. Since Christ is better than anyone else, and has accomplished more than anyone else, the 

reward he has been given is so much better too.

The writer of the letter to the Hebrews is unknown to us, but whoever he was, he had remarkable 

knowledge of the temple worship and rituals, the history and religion of Israel, and of the Christian 

faith, which, as we are told, replaces it all by a much better way. The writer starts his letter with no 

messing about. He does not bother with the formalities and polite expressions which other letter writers 

in the New Testament began with. Instead he gets down to business straight away.  In the past God 

spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways. You can’t get much 

more straightforward than that. It starts out like a story, Once upon a time. Well that is exactly what this 

letter is all about. The person who wrote to the Hebrews is telling the story of how God gave us the 

way to salvation. But because he is telling the story of God’s activity to bring this about, most of what 

he writes about was already well known to his hearers. The people the letter was sent to were Jews, so 

they were very familiar with the story of the Old Testament, how God brought the nation of Israel into 

being, how they went into captivity in Egypt, and trekked across the desert for forty years, fought their 

way into Canaan, and so on. The story which tells all about God’s activity in saving Israel is the basis 

of the letter to the Hebrews. 

But the story is not told in the way which the Jews used to tell it. Instead, the letter to the Hebrews tells 

the story differently. All the things which happened in the past now have to be seen in a totally new 

way. Something has happened which changes it all. That totally new thing is the coming of Christ. Now 
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that Christ has come, has died to save us, and has risen again to set us free from death, we have to see 

the stories told in the Old Testament in new ways. They were not the full picture. Only part of what 

God was doing was understood by the Jews. What they had was not enough - while God allowed it to 

be sufficient in the meantime until Christ came, it was only partly satisfactory. Not only that: the story 

which the people of Israel used to tell is now being retold in a different way. It is not as though the 

story was incomplete, and the addition of a new episode simply updates the storyline. No, what we 

have here is the addition of a new episode that radically alters the very meaning of the earlier episodes. 

It is rather like a detective mystery in which the detective is following the clues and drawing up a 

scenario  which  explains  the  dastardly  crime,  and he  is  homing  in  on  the  prime  suspect  with  the 

evidence  of  circumstance,  motive,  opportunity,  and so on.  But  then  at  the  last  minute,  something 

happens which throws the whole plot into upheaval: the most promising suspect was not the perpetrator 

after all; rather, previously unnoticed or seemingly insignificant clues suddenly force a new hypothesis, 

a different explanation, a new suspect. The outcome of the story wasn’t what we thought it would be at 

all, and everything is drastically changed. This is more like the way we should read the New Testament, 

and how it  leads  us  to  read the Old Testament.  The storyline of the Old Testament  is  not  simply 

finished,  or  completed,  but  it  is  suddenly  seen  in  a  totally  new light,  one  which  was  anticipated, 

promised, hoped for, but when it came, it was still unexpected because of its radical nature. 

The one who came was the Messiah, the one of whom all the prophecies spoke, the one longed for in 

the dark days of the occupation of Israel by pagan empires. But what was totally unexpected was that 

the Messiah would be God’s own son, come in the flesh to redeem his people. In the light of that, the 

whole of the Old Testament had to be re-read. Not re-written, because it was not altered, but read in a 

new light, understood in a new way, with a new significance and a clarity which was not possible 

before. So what is the writer of the letter to the Hebrews up to? Not debunking the religion of Israel.  

Not mocking at its sacrifices and temple worship. No, he was not hostile or arrogant towards it; he was 

re-interpreting it, deepening its significance, putting it into a new context, one shaped not by Israel’s 

own expectations of what God would one day do for them, but rather shaped by what God has now 

already done!

The Israelites had the Law of God given through Moses, the promises of the prophets, the worship in 

the temple, the presence of God among them, the sacrifices by which God forgave their sins. This was 

something great and unique: no other nation had such privileges. But now, now something much better  

has happened. What Christ has done is superior to the whole of the Old Testament way of salvation, 
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and that is because Christ was better than anyone in the Old Testament. Because he was better than 

anyone else, what he could do was better than anyone else.

The letter starts out by comparing Christ with the prophets. 

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, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through  

whom he made the universe. 

Once God spoke to the people through prophets. These prophets were sometimes strange people. They 

wore strange clothes, ate strange food, did strange things, and said even stranger things most of the 

time. Most people didn’t like the prophets. They were unsettling people. As soon as everyone got nice 

and comfortable, happy with the way things were going, usually a prophet would come along and start 

complaining. Things only appeared to be nice and comfortable, they said. But actually things were not 

that great at all. God was not pleased with what was going on. Then when things got really rough, and 

life was turning rather nasty, as it had a habit of doing, just when everyone was feeling thoroughly 

rotten and unhappy, along would come a prophet and say, well I told you so, this is just what you 

deserve because of your sin. Don't complain, repent! So it is no wonder that prophets were not very 

well liked. They had very few friends, and often were beaten up, or locked in prison, and frequently 

killed. All this because they told the people what God had to say.

But the prophets were not always like this. They also came and encouraged people, and gave them 

messages of hope. They told them what a wonderful future God was preparing for those who were 

faithful. Many of the things the prophets said they did not even understand themselves, or only in a 

limited way. They were given messages for the people than sometimes didn’t seem to make sense at all, 

and when they did seem to make sense, it didn’t seem to be what was expected. But later on, when the 

things they spoke about had been fulfilled, it became quite clear that it had indeed been the message 

that God had given them. Many of the promises they gave to the people referred to Christ. The many 

wonderful things they spoke about which for them lay far off in the future are now part of our lives. We 

don’t have to wait for the promises to be fulfilled any more. Everything has come true in Christ.

That is why the person who wrote this letter tells us that once God used to speak to us through the  

prophets, but now that has all ended. What the prophets spoke of has come about. Christ has come into  
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the world and spoken to us the message that God gave to him. That message is so much better than the  

message the prophets had, since it was not a promise of something that would come about in the distant 

future. Instead Christ was able to say: it is all coming true now. He told the people of Israel that at this 

very moment it is all coming about. You don’t have to wait any longer. This is it: this is what you have  

all been waiting for.

Now the prophets who brought God’s message in the past were just ordinary men and women. They 

were nobody special. God just chose someone, gave them a message to tell to people, and sent them off 

to the nearest city, or to Jerusalem or Samaria, or wherever it was where the message needed to be said. 

But instead of that, the letter-writer says, God has now sent his Son to us. Now if someone sends his 

son as a messenger, rather than a servant, or a friend, or a distant cousin, that says something about the 

importance of the message. If you have something really important to say, you choose the most reliable 

and trustworthy person you can find to spread the message. Otherwise you run the risk of having the 

message garbled, or forgotten, or with important bits left out. How many of you have played the game 

of Chinese whispers where you tell someone something, and they have to pass it on to the next person,  

and they pass it on to the next person, and so on? By the time the message has been passed through 

about twelve or fifteen people, it can be totally unrecognisable. It will certainly be very different from 

the original message. 

The same thing is true here. While the prophets didn’t get it wrong, or confuse the message, what God 

had to say was too important for a prophet. He sent his son instead. The message that God’s Son had to 

say to us was the most important thing anyone can tell. He came to tell us that the way of salvation was 

now open to anyone who would believe in him. Jesus once told a story to illustrate this  point.  In 

Matthew 21:33-46 he tells of a farmer who planted a vineyard, then rented it out to some tenants. When 

he sent his servants to collect his share of the crop in payment of the rent, the tenants beat up the  

servants, and killed some of them. When the farmer sent more servants, these were treated the same 

way. So the farmer said, I will send my son, they will respect him more than my servants. But instead 

the tenants decided to kill the son when they saw him, so they could keep the vineyard for themselves. 

So they killed the farmer’s son. But instead of the farmer giving up at that dreadful deed, he came and 

punished the tenants and gave the farm to better tenants who would not behave so horribly.

In this parable Jesus was referring to himself and the prophets. God sent his servants the prophets to 

Israel, but they were badly treated and some were killed. So when God sent his Son, the priests and the 
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Pharisees wanted to kill him. This story also tells us something of the importance of Christ. While God 

punished Israel for refusing to pay attention to the prophets, his judgement on them for rejecting his son 

was much worse. Everything they were so proud of, the temple, their worship services, their festivals, 

and their nation itself, was taken away from them. This is a lesson to us, for if God was willing to  

punish his chosen people so terribly, he will be just as ready to punish us who were not originally his  

chosen people at all. Everything that happened to Israel as a result of their rejection of God’s Son is a 

warning to us, and this is a running theme throughout the letter to the Hebrews.

The Son of God is the most important person ever. He is not only the one who died to save us, he is 

also the one who created us in the first place. God’s son is the one who made the whole universe.  

Because he made the universe, and everyone of us as well, God’s son is the one who is Lord over all  

things. He made everything that exists, and because of that he is the owner; we are merely his stewards, 

the ones entrusted with the care of his creation,  who will one day have to give an account of our 

stewardship. Christ also died to set everyone free from the bondage of sin, and because of that we owe 

ourselves to Christ. So he is our Lord and owner for two reasons and not just one. Not only did he  

create us in the first place, he has also died to set us free from our sin which has us trapped. 

Christ is the one appointed to be the heir of all things, the one who receives all that the Father has as his 

right. The whole world is his, and through his victory conquering sin and death, he has been enthroned 

at the right hand of God as the king of creation. He is the one who is the appointed heir, but we are also 

told that we who believe are joint heirs with Christ - all that he has received is ours also! He rules over 

the world; this world is ours in which to rule as God’s stewards, his appointed regents, the ones given 

authority by Christ himself, who now holds all authority in heaven and on earth. As a result, all our 

human authority, all our tasks and offices, we hold as a trust from God himself through Jesus Christ, the 

king of creation. This not only gives us incredible authority with which to act, but also incredible 

responsibility and accountability – we act only in and for Christ and not for ourselves. We cannot have 

the one without  the other.  These days too many people expect to have rights and powers without 

accountability or responsibility to another: and God himself will hold all of us accountable. 

Christ is the one through whom the universe was created; the one who holds all things together by his  

word of power. If he made everything that exists, if he gave the law by which it functions, if it is his  

power that sustains all things and keeps them in being, then surely he has the right to instruct and teach 

us as to how we should live. We cannot treat this world as though it was our own, determining for 
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ourselves its meaning and purpose and function, using our own bent thinking and distorted ideas to 

explain it  all  to  ourselves.  No,  only  in  the light  of  Christ,  who brought  all  things  into  being and 

constantly sustains them, can we truly understand this world we live in, and until the church recovers  

that  vision  and begins  to  think  once  again  in  the  light  of  Christ,  we have  nothing to  replace  the  

distorted, broken and incorrect ideas and policies followed by unbelievers. Instead of reflecting the God 

who called us to serve him, bearing his image before the world, we tend instead to simply reflect back 

to the world what they are already saying to us with a thin Christian gloss, so the Christian contribution 

to our disordered society is simply a pale reflection of the views of the world. We have in the Scriptures 

an incredible resource of wisdom, insight and direction, which can lead us out of the darkness with 

which  we  are  currently  surrounded;  but  only  if  we  are  prepared  to  rediscover  our  calling  as  the 

stewards of God himself, serving only him and forsaking all the idols that surround us.

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. 

God’s son is just like God the Father. Jesus said to his disciples that if you have seen me you have seen 

the Father, and if we know Christ we know the Father. You can’t know one without the other. The 

Father and the Son are alike, they are united in one, and knowing one means knowing the other - they 

can’t be separated. This is also true of the Spirit - if we have the Spirit of God dwelling in us, then we 

know Christ, because to have the Spirit within is to have Christ within, and to have Christ within is to  

have the Father within. Jesus said that if we believe in him, both the Son and the Father will come and 

dwell with us, as well as the Holy Spirit by whom Father and Son come to us. 

If we know Christ we will recognise that he is just like the Father. The letter to the Hebrews tells us that 

Christ is the radiance of God’s glory. The Father is seated in heaven in glory, and the Son lets us see 

that glory in himself. Calvin tells us that the glory of the Father is too much for us to bear. God dwells  

in light which nobody can approach. But Christ is the Son of God who became a human being just like 

us, and in Christ that glory is seen in a way we can recognise. What is it to bring glory to God? To 

enhance  his  reputation  before  everyone;  to  represent  God  as  one  who  is  attractive,  wise,  loving, 

desirable, the one whom you cannot but help loving and worshipping. That is precisely what Christ did: 

he is the exact representation of the Father. To know the Father we look at Christ, and in him we know 

the Father. Our God is not a mysterious, distant, unapproachable being (except that his holiness keeps 
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us sinners apart from him), but one who has drawn near to his people, one who came and lived among 

us as one of us, one who desires for us to have fellowship with him in the most intimate way. In Christ  

God has come to us, he has not waited for us to come to him, for we are unable to do that. He did not  

demand that we purify ourselves first, for we are also unable to do that. But he has come to us, and in 

his own son made a way for us to be purified from sin so that we could have fellowship with him. God  

is not “at a distance, watching over us,” but closer than we could possibly imagine. He is distant from 

the sinner, not because God has moved away, but because we have. But now we are able to return, 

because Christ has made a better way for us, better than the temple, better than the sacrifices, because it 

is permanent, final, finished. In that we see the glory of God: who himself made us welcome again.

Christ is both the Son of God from all eternity, through whom the Father created all things, and a very 

ordinary everyday human being just like us, except that he did not sin. As a human Christ was nobody 

special apart from who he was, God’s own son. He was not a superhuman. He had no special powers or 

abilities  we do not  have.  Christ  was unremarkable in  many ways.  When he started preaching,  his 

neighbours all said, “Who does he think he is, he’s nobody special, he is only the local carpenter’s 

son.” In a way they were right. Christ was not superman. He was an ordinary person who bled when he 

cut his finger on the saw, or got a black fingernail when he accidentally banged it with a hammer, or 

felt pain if he stuck his finger on a splinter. But he was someone very special because God gave him the 

task of dying for us to set us free from sin, and in that he was unlike anyone else who has ever lived. 

Christ did just what God wanted of him. He was just like his Father in heaven, and so there was no  

difference between them. The task the Father had for his son was unlike anything anyone else has been 

asked to do. We cannot imitate Christ in that respect, but because he was perfectly obedient and showed 

us how to walk in obedience to God, we can become like Christ as we allow him to live his life in us 

through the power of the Holy Spirit.  In so doing we too can bring glory to  God:  enhancing his  

reputation through all that we do. How the gospel would flourish if we could only be like the first  

believers to be called Christians, of whom it was said, “See how they love one another.” How could we 

bring glory to God more than that? What greater thing could we do to enhance the reputation of God to 

be loving towards each other?

Christ walked the path of obedience before God, and when he had done what was asked of him, that is, 

to bear the penalty for our sins and die on the cross, God raised him from the dead, and he ascended 

into heaven. There he was given a seat on God’s right hand, the place of privilege and authority. That 
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authority is over all things. Christ is the creator of everything that exists, and he keeps everything in 

existence by his power. He is both the perfect human being who never sinned, but obeyed God always, 

and the Son of God who has existed from eternity. He created the world, and then entered into the 

world as a human being to set it free from the bondage of sin. He is seated at the right hand of God, the 

majesty on high, where he represents us as the first human being to be fully redeemed. God the Father  

rules over all things, and this rule is expressed through the divine and human son to whom he has given 

all authority.

Christ then, is so much better than the prophets. Everything he did was better, because it was more 

important, and it was more effective than the prophets. They spoke to the people of their time, and we 

can learn from their words. But God has now sent us his son, someone even better than a prophet, and  

what he has said to us is so much better, just as a son is better than a servant.
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