SMALL GROUP NOTES – JESUS, SON OF GOD, IS OUR BROTHER

Philip started by introducing the Book of Hebrews that we shall be studying for the next 7 weeks. He suggested that it was actually a sermon, rather than a letter. It sought to persuade its original audience of Messianic Jews not to renounce their faith in Jesus under persecution and return to Judaism. The original author is not known. Philip argued it might by Apollos (mentioned in Acts 18) but in actual fact we don’t know.

 The introduction in 1:1-4 shows that God, who once spoke in a fragmentary way through the prophets of the Old Testament, now has spoken definitively through Jesus. He had done a new and better thing thereby, in that in Jesus we can see God’s character precisely. The introduction is also a powerful statement of Christ’s divinity. There are at least seven statements of this, including his role in creation, in sustaining the world, in providing salvation and now ruling the universe at God’s right hand. And Jesus on earth was prophet, priest and king. The theme of divinity continues in the rest of Chapter 1 where Jesus is compared favourably to angels using selected quotes from the Psalms. Philip noted that the Psalms were taken out of original context (applied to David or God) by the author of Hebrews, showing a deeper meaning of what was originally written.

Chapter 2 goes on to highlight Jesus’ humanity, showing in a quote from Psalm 8 how by coming to earth Jesus was made for a time lower than the angels; how he shared the human condition by dying and suffering temptation, and yet by obeying God perfectly he was the only human for whom it can be said that God “put everything under his feet”.

The above sections of high theology need an application to be relevant to our lives. This is also encapsulated in the Chapters, notably 2:1-4, which is a plea for the audience not to abandon the revelation of Jesus. The case is made that since the Law of Moses was given by angels, and Jesus is higher than angels, it is all the more serious to ignore Jesus’ revelation. Philip suggested this gives rise to a challenge for us. Since Jesus is God, how can we go back to the “old stuff”. What is our Old Testament, the set of beliefs to which we would return if we ceased to be Christian? Philip’s own background was “secular humanist”, with the view that only the material was relevant, there was no life after death, and morality was relatively unimportant. Other “refuges” from faith could be consumerism, sexual promiscuity, binge drinking, or atheistic charity. Philip showed how easy it is to drift from faith, step by step (e.g. first ceasing to pray in 24/7, then giving up small group, then church…)

Philip argued strongly that we should hold on to Jesus and the rest of Chapter 2 tells us why. Jesus the man is our saviour – he died on the cross as our substitute. He is our hero – he defeated Satan and took away the fear of death. And he is our brother. By trusting in him we gain a relationship on which we can rely, even more than our closest families. Philip illustrated the importance of relationships by reference to how we would never swap our spouses for a group of people able to fulfil their individual roles. 

So the challenge to Christians is not to return to their old beliefs, and reject Jesus, the man, who knows and understands how we feel, is with us in our troubles and died in our place. Those not yet believing in Jesus are challenged to renounce their baseline beliefs, which ultimately lead of a lost eternity.

Discuss what non-Christian background beliefs you had before becoming a Christian, or which you still retain.

Do you recognise the risks of drifting from faith? How can they be counteracted?

Celebrate the majesty of what Jesus has done for us as saviour, hero and brother. Which one is most important to you?

How do you feel about the Old Testament – does Hebrews help to bring it alive for you?

What view should Christians have of angels? Do we tend to either ignore them or take them too seriously?

Reflect on how Jesus is with us in our troubles and pray for those needing support.

