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In Matthew 16:15-18, Jesus prophesies about the church:

He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter answered and said, “You 
are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Jesus answered and said to him, “Blessed are 
you, Simon Bar-Jonah, for flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but My Father 
who is in heaven. And I also say this to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will 
build My church, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it.”

Christ had not yet built the church of God when this episode took place, though its formation had 
begun in that it had its Head, who had chosen and begun preparing a number of trainees, including 
the twelve apostles, to become part of it. Another year or two would pass before it would be prepared 
to begin carrying out its responsibility to preach the gospel to the world.

The epistle to the Hebrews did not exist when Jesus suffered a horrific beating and then was 
mercilessly crucified. Nor did it exist seven weeks later when Jews from all over the Mediterranean 
observed Pentecost in Jerusalem, and God gave a highly visible and audible demonstration of His 
awareness of this massive injustice while giving His Holy Spirit to those already loyal to our Savior.

The church did not officially exist until this last act, as God connected each of His chosen children 
with a truly holy, spiritual bond. Only then did the apostles and others began to fulfill their 
assignments from Jesus of preaching the gospel of the Kingdom of God to the people of Jerusalem. 
Then the church began to grow significantly in purpose, numbers, and unity.

On that Day of Pentecost, as recorded in Acts 2:40-41, “with many other words [Peter] testified and 
exhorted them, saying, ‘Be saved from this perverse generation.’ Then those who gladly received his 
word were baptized; and that day about three thousand souls were added to them.” After God healed 
a man’s crippling affliction at the Temple, one he had suffered since birth, Acts 4:4 reports, “many of 
those who heard the word believed, and the number of the men came to be about five thousand.” In 
Acts 6:1, Luke writes that the number of disciples within the church was multiplying, and the internal 
organization to care for the brethren was taking shape. The church, with a dramatic growth spurt, was 
actively coming into being, demonstrating to the unconverted Jews that it was a spiritual force to be 
reckoned with.

All this vital activity within the tiny organization named “the church of God” took place within about 
six months and changed the course of world history. It all occurred within a small, second-rate 
province of the mighty Roman Empire. Considering this thin slice of history, we know that the 
Creator God engineered this spiritual activity as He moved to reveal His creative purposes to more 
than just a few Jews within the Jerusalem area.

But how did the members of the church sustain themselves spiritually as they experienced and 
participated in these tumultuous activities motivated by the unseen hand of God? Indeed, Luke notes 
interested observers saying of similar events in Thessalonica, “These who have turned the world 
upside down have come here too” (Acts 17:6).
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A Huge Assignment

Following His resurrection, Jesus gave the apostles broad and expansive instructions about their 
responsibilities to Him. He did this immediately before the Day of Pentecost, charging them with 
what is generally called by biblical scholars as “the Great Commission”:

Then the eleven disciples went away into Galilee, to the mountain which Jesus had 
appointed for them. When they saw Him, they worshiped Him; but some doubted. And 
Jesus came and spoke to them, saying, “All authority has been given to Me in heaven 
and on earth. Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all 
things that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the 
age. Amen.” (Matthew 28:16-20)

Acts 1:4-8 adds a major detail to this already huge responsibility that involves all the nations of the 
world:

And being assembled together with them, He commanded them not to depart from 
Jerusalem, but to wait for the promise of the Father, “which,” He said, “you have heard 
from Me; for John truly baptized with water, but you shall be baptized with the Holy 
Spirit not many days from now.” Therefore, when they had come together, they asked 
Him, saying, “Lord, will You at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” and He said to 
them, “It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has put in His own 
authority. But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you 
shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the 
earth.”

By stating this as He did, He was admonishing the apostles not to become fixated on the fulfillment 
of prophecies but to remain focused on preaching the gospel. For that end, He will give them power. 
He wanted them to concentrate on the job at hand. The Great Commission, though, is now not only 
global geographically, but in terms of time, it is also totally open-ended. Moreover, no God-given, 
intermediate goals are in sight. The church today must take its cue from the way Jesus Christ handled 
the situation with the first-century church.

A Small but Lively Beginning

What began at this critical time in history was that God’s global re-educational institution—the 
church, the Israel of God (Galatians 6:16)—was taking its first steps in teaching  worldwide everyone
how they should live. The church Jesus founded was beginning to preach the gospel from this 
starting point in both place and time, an activity that will eventually reach every person who has ever 
lived. In other words, beginning then, the church became the focal point of God’s reeducation 
program.

Jesus was transitioning His work from what was merely an Old Covenant, Israelite, religious 
organization—of interest to relatively few outside Israel—to an educational organization that in 
terms of time will span thousands of years and become of intense interest to everybody. In directing 
the apostles in this way, Christ wanted His church to inaugurate this work yet keep it contained 
within the parameters He and the Father set as the church progressively developed at the speed it 
could handle effectively.
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It may be helpful to remember that the earliest brethren in the church had to face their public 
responsibilities to Jesus without the help of what is now roughly one-third of the Bible—the New 
Testament. Scholars posit that the gospel of Mark was written first, followed by Matthew, Luke, and 
John. The earliest possible date even for Mark appears to be around  40, but some place it as late as AD

 65.AD

In addition, it appears that I Thessalonians was the first of the epistles circulated within the church, 
but the apostle Paul did not write it until approximately  50. How many new converts even AD

possessed their own copy of an Old Testament in their homes? Very few. There were no printing 
presses, no radio and television broadcasting, and no computers. To purchase a copy of the Old 
Testament would have cost a working man an entire year of wages! Was there a reference work 
similar to a for somewhat more serious researching? Of course Strong’s Concordance of the Bible 
not.

Looking back in this way confirms that the early preaching of the gospel was a work of faith, highly 
dependent on the apostles’ spiritual relationship with Jesus Christ. What likely sustained the 
members’ spirituality was the spoken word delivered to people who listened carefully and 
concentrated with great intensity. These “pioneers” were remarkable, spiritually-minded people.

The Jewish religious leadership perceived that the apostles lacked preparation for such a huge 
responsibility: “Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were 
uneducated and untrained men, they marveled. And they realized that they had been with Jesus” 
(Acts 4:13). This terminology does not mean that the apostles had received no education at all. The 
wording expresses that the Jews considered the apostles to be common men who lacked the 
educational advantages they would have received had they been prepared for such public evangelism 
in rabbinical schools. However, recall that Mark 3:13-14 establishes that Jesus chose and appointed 
those He specifically wanted as apostles so that they might be with Him (that is, to witness His 
teaching and activities), and He sent them out to preach. Undoubtedly, He was searching for budding 
characteristics that He could build upon. He prepared them well to carry out their responsibilities.

About 3,000 people responded to Peter’s sermon on the Day of Pentecost. They listened intently, and 
due to God’s inspiration of Peter’s message, drawn entirely from the Old Testament, linking Jesus 
personally to the events mentioned in the sermon, they responded. They were, in a way, reliving 
prophesied events that were vitally important as a foundation for their times and most especially, for 
their nation’s future and ours.

What Might They Study?

However, the newest converts were still not as spiritually well-prepared as the apostles, not having 
had the advantage of the close companionship the apostles had had with Jesus during the three-and-a-
half years of day-and-night experience with Him. Nonetheless, despite the intensity of the activity on 
the Day of Pentecost and the rising persecution of the church by the Jews that followed, each person 
called into the church received the Father’s careful scrutiny. He was not calling them to failure. Their 
calling was not a wild scramble to see who might grab the fabled brass ring. From God’s point of 
view, everything is done in love and given due deliberation, so He therefore does everything 
judiciously.

The apostles moved rapidly to organize the people into local congregations so the called would have 
as much contact with them as possible. They wanted to ensure that, through Sabbath sermons and 
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Bible studies, they could teach God’s way most efficiently. Jesus essentially followed this procedure, 
and the apostles imitated Him.

What subjects dominated this early teaching? Since the apostles alone were truly close to Jesus, they 
likely began—as Peter did in his Pentecost sermon—with His personal fulfillment of the Old 
Testament prophecies, adding that He was their Creator as well as their Savior and King. Even as a 
human being, Christ was literally God in the flesh, and though He was now at the right hand of the 
Father in heaven, by faith they were to answer to Him and give Him their loyalty. It makes sense that 
this would be among the first thoroughly covered teachings to firmly establish His importance to 
their salvation and the outworking of God’s purpose.

They would also pass on to them what they had witnessed of how He conducted Himself during the 
time they were with Him. Like us, they would have desired to know about His personal 
characteristics, including His way of dealing with the apostles as well as with the ordinary “man on 
the street” regardless of the reasons and attitudes of those who came into His presence.

They surely must have studied into the fact that He was the God of the Old Testament, the Lord, the 
One who personally entered into the covenant with Abraham. He was the One who dealt with Moses 
and the Israelites in Egypt and at Mount Sinai, making the Old Covenant with the descendants of 
Abraham, the human father of Israel. This teaching would naturally lead to studies about the gospel 
of the Kingdom of God and the ongoing creative labors of the Father and Son, who are making sons 
and daughters in Their image.

This study would lead to a major area of life-changing instruction. Following the coverts’ baptisms, 
each of them, upon receiving the Holy Spirit, became a vital part of the spiritual Body of Christ. 
They would need to know their behavioral responsibilities as sons or daughters of God. I Corinthians 
12:12-18 contains a pointed statement about the makeup of the church’s membership:

For as the body is one and has many members, but all the members of that one body, 
being many, are one body, so also is Christ. For by one spirit we were all baptized into 
one body—whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free—and have all been made to 
drink into one Spirit. For in fact the body is not one member but many. If the foot should 
say, “Because I am not a hand, I am not of the body,” is it therefore not of the body? 
And if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I am not of the body,” is it therefore 
not of the body? If the whole body were an eye, where would be the hearing? If the 
whole were hearing, where would be the smelling? But now God has set the members, 
each one of them, in the body just as He pleased.

Most of the early converts were not being called to duty on the front lines, that is, to preach the 
gospel to large crowds as the apostles did. God was calling them to support the apostles by 
continuing their personal growth in the grace and knowledge of Jesus Christ and by making a witness 
through their conduct in their communities. Thus, the apostles would have addressed Christian 
behavior early. Their personal witnesses were important to the ongoing process God directed through 
Jesus Christ, though on a narrower scale than that of the apostles.

The Unconverted Jews Respond

The unconverted Jews did not take kindly to the church or to its message any more than they took 
kindly to Jesus Himself. He warned the apostles of this in John 15:18-21:
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If the world hates you, you know that it hated Me before it hated you. If you were of the 
world, the world would love it own. Yet because you are not of the world, but I chose 
you out of the world, therefore the world hates you. Remember the word that I said to 
you, “A servant is not greater than his master.” If they persecuted Me, they will also 
persecute you. If they kept My word, they will keep yours also. But all these things they 
will do to you for My name’s sake, because they do not know Him who sent Me.

Led by Jewish religious leaders, the anti-God reaction was almost immediate. Acts 4:1-3, 14-21 
records the first incident:

Now as they spoke to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the 
Sadducees came upon them, being greatly disturbed that they taught the people and 
preached in Jesus the resurrection from the dead. And they laid hands on them, and put 
them in custody until the next day, for it was already evening. . . .

And seeing the man who had been healed standing with them, they could say nothing 
against it. But when they had commanded them to go aside out of the council, they 
conferred among themselves, saying, “What shall we do to these men? For, indeed, that 
a notable miracle has been done through them is evident to all who dwell in Jerusalem, 
and we cannot deny it. But so that it spreads no further among the people, let us severely 
threaten them, that from now on they speak to no man in this name.” So they called them 
and commanded them not to speak at all nor teach in the name of Jesus. But Peter and 
John answered and said to them, “Whether it is right in the sight of God to listen to you 
more than to God, you judge. For we cannot but speak the things which we have seen 
and heard.” So when they had further threatened them, they let them go, finding no way 
of punishing them, because of the people, since they all glorified God for what had been 
done.

What a vivid example of the perversity of human nature! Instead of glorifying God as virtually 
everybody else in the crowd was doing, the Jewish leadership severely threatened the perpetrators of 
this wonderful and merciful act, giving no praise to God for His merciful part in it! Instead, they 
attempted to deny all the others in the crowd access to additional mercy God may have been willing 
to shower on them!

Human nature never changes, so we must be careful. Though subdued, it remains part of our makeup 
and must be held in check and overcome. These Jews, motivated by the same enmity we all have 
against God and His laws (Romans 8:7), were following the pattern set by their ancestors when they 
killed the prophets God in His mercy had sent to them.

In Matthew 23:27-37, Jesus had prophesied against the citizens of Jerusalem that this would occur:

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs 
which indeed appear beautiful outwardly, but inside are full of dead men’s bones and all 
uncleanness. Even so you also outwardly appear righteous to men, but inside you are full 
of hypocrisy and lawlessness. Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! Because 
you build the tombs of the prophets and adorn the monuments of the righteous, and say, 
“If we had lived in the days of our fathers, we would not have been partakers with them 
in the blood of the prophets.” Fill up, then the measure of your fathers’ guilt. Serpents, 
brood of vipers! How can you escape the condemnation of hell? Therefore, indeed, I 



Why Hebrews Was Written (Part Four) by John W. Ritenbaugh (https://www.cgg.org)

Page  of 6 9

send you prophets, wise men, and scribes: some of them you will kill and crucify, and 
some of them you will scourge in your synagogues and persecute from city to city, that 
on you may come all the righteous blood shed on the earth, from the blood of righteous 
Abel to the blood of Zechariah, son of Berechiah, whom you murdered between the 
temple and the altar. Assuredly, I say to you, all these things will come upon this 
generation. O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the one who kills the prophets and stones those who 
are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her 
chicks under her wings, but you were not willing.

The persecution intensified, but the church continued to grow because the apostles kept preaching, 
and God responded with conversions. We have no accurate idea of how many were martyred, but 
God chose to let us know of one particularly vivid martyrdom, that of Stephen in Acts 7:51-58:

[Stephen said to the Jewish leadership,] “You stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart 
and ears! You always resist the Holy Spirit; as your fathers did, so do you. Which of the 
prophets did your fathers not persecute? And they killed those who foretold the coming 
of the Just One, of whom you now have become the betrayers and murderers, who have 
received the law by the direction of angels and have not kept it.” When they heard these 
things they were cut to the heart, and they gnashed at him with their teeth. But he, being 
full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at 
the right hand of God, and said, “Look! I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man 
standing at the right hand of God!” Then they cried out with a loud voice, stopped their 
ears, and ran at him with one accord; and they cast him out of the city and stoned him. 
And the witnesses laid down their clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul.

Pain Was Near at Hand

Persecution was not limited to what occurred publicly. With perceptive wisdom, Jesus admonishes 
those “coming to Him”:

If anyone comes to Me and does not hate his father and mother, wife and children, 
brothers and sister, yes, and his own life also, he cannot be My disciple. And whoever 
does not bear his cross and come after Me cannot be My disciple. For which of you, 
intending to build a tower, does not sit down first and count the cost, whether he has 
enough to finish it—lest, after he has laid the foundation, and is not able to finish, all 
who see it begin to mock him, saying, “This man began to build and was not able to 
finish”? Or what king, going to make war against another king, does not sit down first 
and consider whether he is able with ten thousand to meet him who comes against him 
with twenty thousand? Or else, while the other is still a great way off, he sends a 
delegation and asks conditions of peace. So likewise, whoever of you does not forsake 
all that he has cannot be My disciple. (Luke 14:26-33)

Jesus draws attention to the disciple’s closest relatives, those a person would normally expect would 
be those most likely to give comfort and aid in a time of need. Yet, in this case, the irritants were 
differences regarding deeply held religious beliefs and practices. To many of the new converts, the 
realities of the pains to which the church was exposed came “home” in an uncomfortable way. Their 
unconverted family members sincerely believed that the Judaism they practiced, delivered to the 
Jews through the great Moses, was the only true, God-given religion on earth.
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Many new converts’ unconverted family members did not graciously accept the unexpected changes 
that had entered their relationship, and they reacted emotionally. The converts soon found themselves 
living with enemies in their households. As one can imagine, these family persecutions were quite 
personal. The converts, caught in divided families, may not have been treated violently, but they 
were considered traitors to what all the other family members believed the Temple, priesthood, and 
sacrificing stood for.

This reaction happened because the Jewish religion was, in reality, spiritually corrupt and almost 
thoroughly anti-God. Had not the Jewish religious leadership just proved that by sending God in the 
flesh to an agonizing death because they failed to recognize God when they saw and heard Him? The 
anti-God attitude that the Jewish religious leadership tapped into and stirred against Jesus as He was 
tried before Pilate was more widespread and deeper than it may have seemed on the surface. 
Animosity toward the converts spread quickly through the communities of Judea.

It was not long before the Jews excluded the converts from any activities that involved the revered 
Temple. Though most of the converts may not have had to endure violent persecution at the hands of 
someone like Saul, they did endure emotional persecutions within their own families—it must have 
felt as if they were living in an alien world. The personal, emotional cost to those in this situation 
may have been quite high.

The Circumcision Decision

From the Day of Pentecost in  31 to the Roman destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple in  70, AD AD

cultural tensions built steadily within Judea as the church continued to grow in numbers. This period 
included the significant conversion of Saul of Tarsus by Jesus Christ while Saul journeyed to 
Damascus (Acts 9). Though many brethren feared him at first, perhaps not trusting that his 
conversion was sincere, he became one of God’s most effective instruments in all of church history 
for producing unity of doctrine.

Saul, whose name was changed to Paul, authored thirteen epistles and possibly a fourteenth, the 
epistle to the Hebrews  No one took written credit for this epistle, but some not-completely-.
conclusive internal evidence plus a few snippets of information from other New Testament books 
points to this apostle. He played a vital role in helping the church to decide how to address the major 
doctrinal disagreement reported in Acts 15.

This issue was of such importance to church doctrine and unity that it was decided by the apostolic 
leadership in Jerusalem. Peter and James, Jesus’ flesh-and-blood brother, convened a major 
conference to bring the two sides together to discuss the matter and reach a decision. Paul and 
Barnabas were also present because they represented one side of the issue, and many other elders 
were present, presenting arguments for one side or the other.

Central to the issue was whether non-Israelite converts to Jesus’ way of life should undergo 
circumcision. However, the issue involved more than mere circumcision, despite one side insisting 
that such a new convert did not qualify for salvation without it. The issue ultimately involved all the 
ceremonial aspects of the Old Covenant religion given by God through Moses, including such things 
as the place of the Temple, sacrifices, and the priesthood under the New Covenant. This point was 
critical to the conference because Jesus made abundantly clear that not even one jot or tittle would 
pass from the law until all is fulfilled (Matthew 5:18).
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Acts 15:1-5 sets the scene:

And certain men came down from Judea and taught the brethren, “Unless you are 
circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” Therefore, when 
Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and dispute with them, they determined that 
Paul and Barnabas and certain others of them should go up to Jerusalem, to the apostles 
and elders, about this question. So, being sent on their way by the church, they passed 
through Phoenicia and Samaria, describing the conversion of the Gentiles; and they 
caused great joy to all the brethren. And when they had come to Jerusalem, they were 
received by the church and the apostles and the elders; and they reported all things that 
God had done with them. But some of the sect of the Pharisees who believed rose up, 
saying. “It is necessary to circumcise them, and to command them to keep the law of 
Moses.”

A Charge Signaled

Several years before, this issue had been broached in an incident in which Jesus gave an ever-so-brief 
preview that some changes in the worship of God were in order (John 4). Jesus had journeyed into 
Samaria and engaged in a conversation about worship with a woman of Sychar at what the locals 
called “Jacob’s Well.” Jesus actively engaged in the conversation by asking her to give Him a drink 
from the well, a significant deviation from normal Jewish practice. The woman obliged Him but 
questioned His speaking openly with a Gentile woman.

Their conversation eventually led to proper worship, and from Jesus’ answers, the woman perceived 
that He was a prophet. The conversation then proceeded as recorded in John 4:20-26. Recall that 
circumcision, required since Abraham, was an act of worship required by God:

She said, “Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, and you Jews say that in Jerusalem is 
the place where one ought to worship.” Jesus said to her, “Woman, believe Me, the hour 
is coming when you will neither on this mountain, nor in Jerusalem, worship the Father. 
You worship what you do not know; we know what we worship, for salvation is of the 
Jews. But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will worship the 
Father in spirit and truth; for the Father is seeking such to worship Him. God is Spirit, 
and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth.” The woman said to Him, I 
know that Messiah is coming” (who is called Christ). “When He comes, He will tell us 
all things.” Jesus said to her, “I who speak to you am He.”

Jesus is clearly signaling that some activities involved in the worship of God would change despite 
having been required practice since at least the time of the building of the Temple by Solomon, a 
period of about a thousand years. Also within the context is Jesus’ hint that the nature of worship 
would be changing from rote public ceremonies to more heartfelt devotion and personal interaction 
with God.

The general term “worship” is first and foremost a verb, an action. Worship is motivated by a desire 
to honor another. In the Bible, this action is almost always directed toward God, though it is directed 
at times toward others, even fellow humans and false gods. When worshipping the true God, the 
worshipper is often described as bowing down, in a posture of listening for instruction and ready to 
obey, or kneeling, all picturing submission to someone of greater authority and seeking to please him. 
In an overall sense, then, worship portrays submissive service to another of greater power or dignity.
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In Jesus’ statement to the Samaritan woman, He describes the Father as a Spirit, saying that those 
who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth. His statement qualifies true worship as being on a 
higher, purer level than virtually everyone at the time was accustomed to giving. The fact that 
“Spirit” is first capitalized, identifying a divine Being to be worshipped, and the next time 
uncapitalized and coupled with “truth” indicates Jesus is signaling a positive change in approach to 
worship.

Thus, a link exists between the change signaled by Jesus in John 4:23-24 and the higher, different 
standard the church council enacted in Acts 15 regarding circumcision and baptism. More to follow.


