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The text I have selected is from Hebrews 10: 32 – 39:
“But remember the former days, when, after being enlightened, you endured a great conflict of sufferings, partly, by being made a public spectacle through reproaches and tribulations, and partly by becoming sharers with those who were so treated. For you show sympathy to the prisoners, and accepted joyfully the seizure of your property, knowing that you have for yourselves a better possession and an abiding one. Therefore, do not throw away your confidence, which has a great reward. For you have need of endurance, so that when you have done the will of God, you may receive what was promised. 

For yet in a very little while, 

He who is coming will come, and will not delay.

But my righteous one shall live by faith;

And if he shrinks back, My soul has no pleasure in him.

But we are not of those who shrink back to destruction, but of those who have faith to the preserving of the soul.”

When studying the above text, I have the following questions to be answered in order to better understand the meanings included in the text: (1) who were the readers? (2) what did the “former days” refer to? (3) what experience did “enlightened”  refer to? (4) what happened when “being made a public spectacle”? (5) who were the “prisoners”? (6) Why was their property seized? (7) what “confidence” did they have to keep? (8) what did “shrink back” refer to?

The historical setting I discovered from reading the article written by Roger Hahn and the commentary by William Barclay shed light on the above questions and helped me understand more of the meanings intended by the writer:

The readers of text were Jewish Christians who had accepted Jesus as the Messiah promised in the O.T. and most likely they lived in the big metropolitan city in Italy, Rome (Hebrews 13:24 mentioned greeting from Italian friends). The book should have been written after A.D. 50 (information about Timothy’s release in 13:23). It was written at a time when the readers were undergoing some kind of persecution and the writer reminded them of their positive reactions in a former persecution so as to encourage them to continue their faith. It was very likely that the book was written between A.D. 65 and 68 during the end of Nero’s reign. During that time, a great fire destroyed much of Rome and King Nero blamed Christians for the fire and so the Christians were facing persecution and harassment. 

The “former days” should have referred to the minor persecution in A.D. 49 when Emperor Claudius evicted all Jews from Rome due to the troubles caused by the arguments between those who accepted Jesus as Messiah and those who did not. (Acts 18:1-2 also mentioned that Aquilla and Priscilla went to Corinth because of that) They were allowed to return to there after several years though. It was likely that the property of the Christian Jews was seized during the eviction and it was likely that they were made a public spectacle because they were reproached for what they believed in the public theatre in Rome. Some of them may have been imprisoned for charges pressed against them by Jews who did not accept Jesus as the Messiah. 

The “enlightenment” must have referred to the fact that the Jewish Christians had been “enlightened” by the Holy Spirit to accept Jesus as the Messiah as promised by the O.T. However, in the face of persecution, they would be tempted to discontinue their “confidence” because Judaism was a legal and recognized religion in Roman Empire and they would be fine by simply giving up the Messiah part and “shrinking back” to their original faith in Judaism. 

This text was very important in encouraging the Jewish Christians at that time to keep their confidence in Jesus as the Messiah because of the persecution facing them before Nero’s death in A.D. 68. It was also important in preparing the saints for the coming distress in A.D. 70 when the Holy Temple was destroyed and the outbreak of another persecution from A.D. 81 to 96 under the government of Emperor Domitan.    
