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Earlier in life, I had never intended to be a writer—even when I began to write.  As a professor of religion and Bible courses, I wrote papers for the benefit of my students to understand important issues.  In my doctoral studies I was required to write thesis papers and dissertations.  I also researched and wrote on biblical topics that have been widely misunderstood, so as to bring clarity to those topics and the scripture passages in support of the various viewpoints, but not with an intention that they would become books.  Over time, however, my writings grew and developed into books, beginning with three that were published as an original “trilogy” of books titled:

God’s Son “Forsaken,” His Sacrifice “Finished!”

Confession and Communion: As Taught in the Scriptures

Water Baptism and Spirit Baptism: As Taught in the Scriptures

With those three books being published in 2017, I had not anticipated that any further books would flow from my fingers.  Yet, I continued to learn of movements that misinterpreted God’s Word—particularly in regard to the biblical topics I had already thoroughly researched and on which I had written.  Over time, I believe God placed it on my heart and in my mind to write further treatises on those related topics, and I did so as a “sacrifice of praise” to God and for His glory alone.

In this book, we will be looking into particular (and related) concerns that stem from several of the most widely-misunderstood (and troublesome) passages in Scripture, as found in the Epistles of Hebrews, James, and First John.  There is no need for me to write a commentary on each book as a whole, since many such commentaries have been made available; however, there are certain passages with which even those commentaries disagree and/or add confusion to the matter.  It is those passages we will explore.  Thus the title of this book: Difficult Passages.

As always, I seek to apply what I call the “ABCs” of interpretation: being accurate, biblical, and consistent in our understanding of each passage—based on (1) its historical context of the culture in which it was written, (2) its grammatical context in regard to the particular Greek words and structure of the sentences, and (3) its literary context in relation to the fuller passages surrounding these difficult passages to interpret.  For our purposes, we will begin each chapter with an understanding of the following:

-  who the human author was (inspired of God),

-  to whom he was originally writing (i.e., the intended audience),

-  and the primary purpose for his writing (i.e., the main theme).

These are important distinctions in regard to interpreting, understanding, and applying each of the passages we will be exploring.

It is my prayer that God will guide us in this study and that it will lead us to “continually offer the sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of our lips, giving thanks to His name” (Hebrews 13:15), and that we “do not forget to do good and to share, for with such sacrifices God is well pleased” (v. 16).

In His grace and for His glory,

Ken Lenz
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Perhaps the title of this book appears to be confusing: “Difficult Passages.”  Difficult in what way?  Is it in the interpretation of the text, or in the understanding of its meaning; or perhaps it is the application to our lives that is difficult?  Actually, all three of those aspects can be difficult, and the “passages” we will deal with are among the most misinterpreted, misunderstood, and misapplied passages in the entire New Testament.  This became clear in my teaching courses in the “Survey of the New Testament” and “New Testament Epistles,” among other courses and in Bible studies.  Indeed, they have been most troublesome to many believers in leading them to doubt their salvation or to think that they need to do more in order to be saved or to have their prayers answered.

Disagreements over how these particular difficult passages are to be interpreted, understood, and applied have actually had a role in the division of denominations and even branches within Christendom.  They are certainly worth our consideration.

In this book, our approach will be to first identify who the inspired author was, who their intended audience was, and what their inclusive aim was in writing to that audience.  Often scriptural passages are misunderstood as a result of not properly identifying the specific author, audience, or aim.  Beyond the scope of this book, it is hoped that the reader will apply such considerations in future reading, studying, and meditating on other scripture passages.

Our process will be to take the passages in the order in which they appear in Scripture, without suggesting a sequence of importance.  Frankly, the importance of any particular passage might well be different for different individuals.  We will seek—with God’s help—to properly interpret and understand each passage, and then to suggest points of application.

The aspects we will investigate in the following chapters help to answer such questions as:


-  Can a saved individual lose their salvation by denying or drifting away from the gospel?

-  Is salvation received as a result of faith alone, or are works (such as good deeds or sacraments) also necessary?

-  How can a person be assured of their salvation, or is this not even possible?


My goals, as in all of my writings, are to be clear, concise, and convincing.  Yet my ultimate goal is to bring glory to God by humbly exploring His Word.

Perhaps it would be helpful to the reader to know of the process of my research and writing.  In my personal reading of Scripture, when I come to a verse or passage that appears to be difficult to understand, I first prayerfully meditate on the passage within its context.  I then look up related passages and cross-references and write out what I believe God is teaching me.  Then (in an effort to remain “teachable”) I consult commentaries and other resources to gain further understanding.  With the passages we will be exploring in Hebrews, James, and First John, the commentaries and resources had presented such a variance of persuasions, that I became convinced that a more straight-forward presentation was needed.

While the writers of Scripture had been inspired of the Holy Spirit to write precisely what they wrote, we should be prayerfully seeking the Holy Spirit of God to illumine our understanding of His Word.  Further, we should always approach Scripture with a willingness to obey and apply His Word in our lives, and to the intent that God will receive the glory.

Let’s glorify God together as we consider the interpretation, understanding, and application found in these three New Testament Epistles.
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The Date and Authorship of Hebrews
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The Epistle to the Hebrews (written to the Jewish people) presents as its main thesis that sacrifices are no longer required since Christ became the ultimate sacrifice for sin, and that animal sacrifices in the temple have, therefore, been made obsolete by means of the cross.  This is because Christ had “offered one sacrifice for sins forever” (10:12).  Apart from receiving the atoning sacrifice of Christ, “there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins” (10:26).  Such a thesis would have been made all the stronger if it were pointed out that Christ’s prophecy of the destruction of the Temple had already occurred, and that there were, therefore, no longer sacrifices being offered—since the Temple had been destroyed in A.D. 70.  However, the book speaks of sacrifices in the Temple as an ongoing practice (8:4, 13; 10:1–3), and there is no hint that the Hebrew sacrificial system and worship was in any way interrupted (see Heb. 9:6–14; 10:1–14; and 13:9–11).  Obviously, this leads us to the inescapable conclusion that the book of Hebrews must have, therefore, been written prior to the events of A.D. 70 having occurred.  Most conservative scholars place the writing between A.D. 68 and 69; however, its teachings have been applicable from the time of the cross of Christ, and through today!

Many people have considered (or assumed) the Apostle Paul to have been the author of The Epistle to the Hebrews; however, there is stronger evidence that Paul was not the author, though at this time it is not possible to say who the author was.  The primary evidence is in regard to the intended audience, the writing style, and the omission of an author’s name, greeting, and closing salutation.  Consider the following seven points.

1.  All of Paul’s thirteen inspired, canonical Epistles begin with him (a) identifying himself as the author, (b) identifying the church or individual to whom he was writing, and (c) including a cordial greeting.  The book of Hebrews, however, has none of these three aspects; but rather, begins by introducing the theme of the Epistle and the main Character: God’s Son and His supremacy! 

2.  Paul was chosen and commissioned by God to be, more specifically, the Apostle to the Gentiles.  Therefore, he wrote his Epistles to churches that were predominantly Gentile, but it would have been quite unusual for him to write an epistle or homily “to the Hebrews,” with a Jewish audience in mind, since that was not his calling from God (see Acts 21:19; Rom. 15:15–18; Gal. 1:15–16; and 2:2, 8–9).

3.  Furthermore, the writing style within this Epistle is distinctly not Pauline.  For example, there is not the personal tone nor the lengthy sentence structure that Paul’s writings are known for; and certain Pauline expressions are not employed, such as of the church being called “the body of Christ.”  There are, however, words (such as “faith” and “grace”) that are employed, though they are not uniquely Pauline, including the closing verse: “Grace be with you all; Amen” (13:25), being a more generally used closing—and not uniquely Paul’s wording.

4.  The author was most likely Jewish, well-versed in the Old Testament Scriptures and well-known to the readers (13:18–19).  He quotes from the Old Testament forty times, mostly from the Greek Septuagint, and alludes to the Old Testament throughout the letter, which the early church titled “To the Hebrews.”  Paul, in his letters however, quoted the Hebrew Scriptures more so from the Masoretic Text, and not from the Septuagint.

5.  Note that in Hebrews 2:3 the author spoke of himself as having learned of “salvation” from those who “heard” the Lord speak (such as the Apostles).  By contrast, compare Paul’s own testimony of personally hearing and being taught directly by the Lord, as seen in Acts 26:13–20 (cf. Acts 9:5–6) and in Galatians 1:1, 11–12, 15–19, 22.

6.  Furthermore, in the closing found in Hebrews 13:24–25, the author does not claim to have “the rule over” his readers—such as would an Apostle.  Paul, however, often wrote as being an Apostle, and as one who surely had authority from the Lord over the churches and his readers.

7.  Though the author remained anonymous, the phrase (literally:) “the time would fail me for telling” (11:32) has the verb, article and noun all in the masculine singular gender.  Therefore we can understand that the writer was a male.  Also, such a phrase would be used for a “homily” (such as a “sermon”) rather than for an “epistle” (which means “teaching letter”), and the author referred to his “speaking” rather than him “writing” (in 2:5; 5:11; 8:1; and 11:32).  Therefore we can understand that this letter was originally delivered as a homily, or more likely a series of homilies (based on its length), and perhaps spoken in the synagogues—which was the custom for the early church to share the gospel with Jewish people in various cities (e.g., Acts 9:20; 13:2–5, 14–16; 14:1–3; 17:1–3, 10–13, 16–17; 18:4, 19, 24–28; 19:8–10).  This homily was, however, later written down and circulated as an epistle—to the Hebrews (13:22–25).

As early as Origen, who died circa (i.e., “around”) A.D. 254, it was believed by some that Paul was not the author.  Tertullian, who died circa A.D. 220, thought the author might have been Barnabas.  Note that Barnabas was a Jewish Levite and regarded as an “apostle” in the more general sense as a “sent one” in Acts 14:14 (cf. 4:36; 11:25–26; 13:1–5, 42–44; 15:35).  Martin Luther suggested Apollos as the author of Hebrews.  See Apollos being introduced in Acts 18:24–28 and then mentioned favorably by Paul in First Corinthians 1:11–12; 3:4–6, 21–22; 16:12; and Titus 3:13.

Those who believe Paul was the author, quote Peter in referring to Paul as having written to the Jewish readers (2 Peter 3:15); however, the subject about which Paul had written was of the “new heavens and a new earth,” yet that is not a subject developed in Hebrews (see the context of 2 Peter 3:11–14).  Furthermore, Peter is not referring to just one letter (such as this Epistle to the Hebrews), but to “all his letters when he speaks in them of these matters”—in reference to Paul’s Epistles, and referring to “matters” not spoken of in Hebrews.

Though we do not know who the human author was, we can be assured that this Epistle was inspired of God and was properly included in the cannon of Scripture. With that understanding of the inspired author and the early date, we are now ready to consider the difficult passages in several warnings given.
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The Aim and Warnings in Hebrews
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“The Epistle to the Hebrews” was written to the Jewish people of the first century; however, its teaching can be applied to all people today.  The overall, inclusive aim of the author was to demonstrate how Christ offered the ultimate sacrifice for sin, not only through His being the faithful and final “High Priest” (a term for Christ that is unique to this epistle), but that He, Himself, was that perfect sacrifice—fulfilling all previous blood sacrifices of the, now obsolete, Old Covenant.  In the context of presenting Christ as the Savior, five warnings are woven into the text.  Unfortunately, a few of these warnings have been used to teach a false doctrine that people who have been redeemed by the blood of Christ can lose their salvation.  These passages of warnings include the following, with the broader contexts sometimes cited with “cf.” (meaning to “compare”):

1.  Drifting away from the gospel message of salvation (2:1–4)

2.  Doubting, leading to a hardened heart of unbelief (3:7–15; cf. 3:1–4:13)

3.  Departing from the light of the Holy Spirit and Word of God (6:4–8; cf. 5:11–6:20)

4.  Despising the Son of God and Spirit of grace (10:26–31)

5.  Disregarding Christ who warns from heaven (12:25–29; cf. 12:15–29)

Two essential interpretive principles help
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