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Hebrews Chapters 1-11

In its first ten chapters, Paul’s Letter to the Hebrews puts before our eyes the priesthood of Jesus Christ and His perfect sacrifice, a sacrifice accepted by God, and therefore fully efficacious in bringing people to God.  Now enthroned at the right hand of God’s Majesty, Jesus is forever exercising His priesthood, pouring out the grace of His sacrifice, effectively leading people into the divine Presence, on condition of their response to Him in faith.


The letter is now treating more fully of our response in faith to Christ’s priesthood and sacrifice.  This response was described as “confidence of entrance” into the divine Presence (10:19), and as “endurance to do the will of God” (10:36).  This confidence and endurance are characteristic of an unshakeable faith: “Therefore do not throw away your confidence; it will have great recompense.  You need endurance to do the will of God and receive what he has promised” … We are not among those who draw back and perish, but among those who have faith and will possess life” (Heb 10:35-36, 38).  Confidence is strong hope, unshakeable hope.

Confidence is hope which is certain to be fulfilled.  It is hope which will not be disappointed.  Hope is “an anchor of the soul, sure and firm, which reaches to the interior behind the veil, where Jesus has entered on our behalf as forerunner, becoming high priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek (6:19).   Confidence, therefore, is our sure and firm hope of coming into God’s presence through the Sacrifice of Jesus.  “Therefore do not throw away your confidence: it will have a great recompense” (10:35).

This hope, this confidence, is a characteristic of faith.  It is inseparable from faith. “Faith,” says the author of Hebrews, “is the realization of what is hoped for, and evidence of things not seen” (11:1).

The reality we hope for is already ours in faith; we realize that it is already ours; we hold firmly in faith.  It is as if we already have the reality for which we hope; it is as if we already see what is still unseen, so sure we are that we will obtain these unseen things for which we hope.  “Faith is the realization of what is hoped for, and evidence of things not seen.” 

The author illustrates this by the example of Noah’s faith, and Moses’ faith.  Both these men of faith acted as if they already saw what was promised.  “By faith, Noah, warned about what was not yet seen, with reverence built an ark for the salvation of his household” (11:7).

“By faith (Moses) left Egypt, not fearing the king’s fury, for he persevered as if seeing the One who is unseen” (11:27).  It was as if he was already clearly seeing Christ who was to come.


The Old Testament people did not clearly know Christ; He had not yet been revealed.  Yet they acted as if they did see him, for faith in God’s promises was already faith in all that God would later reveal.


Therefore the author says, “Faith is the realization of what is hoped for and evidence of things not seen” (11:1).  It is as if we already really have what we hope for, as if we already see what is not yet visible. Such is the strength and assurance of our faith and hope.


After giving this description of faith, the author goes on to give all those striking examples of faith from the Old Testament.


Yet this eleventh chapter, in praising the faith of the Old Testament saints, does not seem to mention the priesthood of Jesus, though that priesthood is the main theme of the whole letter.  But a closer look helps us to realize that all this faith of these pre-Christian heroes is pointed towards the priesthood and sacrifice of Jesus, whom the author calls “the author and perfector of our faith” (12:2).  Jesus was already working in the hearts of the Old Testament believers, and only in Him and through His sacrifice does their faith come to its perfect fulfillment.


The Greek word translated as “author” is apxnyos, which means founder, leader, inspirer.  He is the architect of faith, the worker who planned and established faith.  He is the leader of our faith, our inspirer who leads us to perfection, the fulfillment of faith.  Only Jesus, through His sacrifice, brings the Old Testament heroes to the fulfillment of their faith.  Only in Him do they receive what had been promised (Heb 11:39-40).


If we look more attentively to the text, we see that the writer of this letter interprets the Old Testament in the light of the three aspects of Christ’s priestly mediation.  Jesus offered sacrifice. The sacrifice was accepted by God.  The sacrifice was fruitful, bringing salvation.  In the lives of the Old Testament believers, the three main elements of Jesus’ priesthood are prefigured.  Jesus’ offering sacrifice is prefigured by Abel’s offering his sacrifice which was pleasing to God (11:4).  The acceptance of Christ’s sacrifice by God was prefigured by God’s acceptance of Henoch.   

Henoch lived his life in faith, and as a sign of God’s acceptance, God took him up into his presence so that he should not see death (11:5).  Just as Jesus was taken up in glory as the sign that his sacrifice was acceptable to God, and fruitful and effective in bringing us through resurrection from death into God’s presence, Noah too, prefigured Christ bringing salvation through his sacrifice.  Noah built the ark in faith and brought salvation to his family, just as Christ the priest brings salvation to the whole human race through his fruitful sacrifice.


Abel’s sacrifice was offered in the likeness of that of Jesus.  The acceptance of Henoch by God was in the likeness of God’s acceptance of the sacrifice of Jesus who was “heard because of His reverence” (5:7).

By his faith, Noah brought salvation to his family in the likeness of Jesus saving the whole world.


We too take on this triple likeness when in faith we offer the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross and ourselves as a living sacrifice with Him.  We are accepted by God when we offer this sacrifice, and like Henoch, will be taken up into the divine Presence.  And we are saved by our sharing in the sacrifice of Jesus in faith, as Noah and his family were saved by faith in God’s command.  Therefore, we say at Mass in the first Eucharistic Prayer: “Look with favor on these offerings, and accept them as once you accepted the gifts of your servant Abel, the sacrifice of Abraham, our father in faith, and the bread and wine offered by your priest Melchizedek.”

Those Old Testament sacrifices were accepted by God in view of the perfect sacrifice of Jesus who was to come.  All their faith was implicitly faith in Christ, and now they celebrate the Eucharist with us.  They join with us in offering the holy sacrifice of the Mass.
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