which Jesus may be added as the ultimate example of one who proved faithful
in suffering and prepared the way for others to follow (12:1–3). The author
urges readers to endure their trials and reflects briefly on the positive role that
suffering can play when viewed as discipline from a loving God (12:4–11). These
exhortations to faithfulness give way to a contrast between the covenants of
Mount Sinai and Mount Zion: the readers are receiving a kingdom that cannot
be shaken, but those who fail to obtain the grace of God offered through this
new covenant will not escape God’s judgment (12:12–29).
The letter begins to draw to a close with numerous admonitions (13:1–17):
the readers ought to follow the example of former leaders; they need to avoid
getting caught up in strange doctrines; they should be willing to suffer ostracism
for their faith; they are to worship God with praise and good works; and they
should submit to their current leaders. The book closes in the typical style of
a letter, with prayer requests, benedictions, and personal greetings (13:18–25).

Historical Background
Although this book is traditionally called the “Letter to the Hebrews,” it doesn’t
look very much like a letter, at least not until the very end. It closes like a letter, but it doesn’t open like one. The author refers to his work as a “word of
exhortation” (13:22), using exactly the same term employed in Acts 13:15 of a
Box 24.1

Why Don’t the Quotations Match?
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Astute Bible readers sometimes note that Old Testament passages quoted in the Letter to the
Hebrews do not quite match what is actually said in the Old Testament itself. For example:
Psalm 8:5: “lower than God”
Hebrews 2:7: “lower than the angels”
The Letter to the Hebrews regularly quotes from the Septuagint, a Greek translation of the
Old Testament. Almost all modern Bibles contain translations of the Old Testament done from
the Hebrew, not from the Septuagint (so as not to produce a translation of a translation).
The Hebrew word in Psalm 8:5 is elohim, which usually means “God,” though it might
sometimes mean “angels.” Almost all Bible translators have thought that the psalmist intended the word to mean “God,” and almost all English Bibles translate Psalm 8:5 as “lower
than God.” The Septuagint, however, translates elohim with the Greek word for “angels” in
this one verse, and the author of Hebrews relied on that somewhat idiosyncratic translation
in making his point.
Something similar happens a number of other times in the letter. For example, in Psalm
40:6 we read “you have given me an open ear” in modern translations of the Old Testament, but Hebrews 10:5 follows a Septuagint reading in quoting the text as “a body you
have prepared for me.”

Historical Background
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