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There are many excellent texts which give details concerning the history of the book of Hebrews1, 2, 3, 4 and 5. Some of their conclusions will be summarized here concerning the origin of the book. 
Hebrews is not written as a normal letter with an introduction saying to whom it was written and by whom it was written. However, it targets a specific group of people and so it is usually referred to as an epistle. The title “To the Hebrews” did not appear until the last quarter of the second century so we cannot use that title to indicate to whom the author intended the letter. The author frequently quotes from the Septuagint, which is the Greek translation of the Old Testament and usually denoted as LXX. Since the LXX is extensively quoted rather than the Jewish Old Testament the strong indication is that the audience consisted primarily of Hellenists, who were people steeped in Greek culture and language. Since gentiles are not mentioned in the letter, Bruce1 concludes from that and other information that the book was primarily written to Christian Jews who were Hellenists. Also, from several verses we know that some of the people addressed were unbelievers who were members of that Jewish community. These people had to endure considerable persecution for their belief in Jesus Christ and this persecution seemed to have hindered their maturity in the faith. The Jewish Christians were considered to be a lower caste than the Gentiles by the Jews and denied any access to the Temple. As we study the letter it will be clear that the writer was concerned because they had not matured into teachers and that some may not have truly repented. Most scholars today think that the letter was written to a church in Rome. We know from Romans and Acts that a large Jewish church existed in Rome from early Christian times. Clement of Rome wrote in AD 95 showing a great familiarity with this book. The Jewish Christians in Rome were persecuted by Nero in the 60s AD and such persecutions seem to fit those described in Heb 10:32-34 and 12:4.  Another evidence for Rome as the place to which the letter was written is Heb 13:24, “Greet all of your leaders and all the saints. Those from Italy greet you.” Following the death of Stephen, there was a large exodus of Hellenistic believers away from Jerusalem (Acts 8:4; 11:19). These people would have had a great deal of experience in Jewish rituals that are mentioned in the letter and may have formed the church in Rome. 
Concerning the author of Hebrews, in chapter 11 verse 3 a masculine participle is used of the author so a female author such as Priscilla is excluded. Paul was credited as the author early in church history but that is not likely. Scholars characterize the Greek writing of the book as high literary style and Paul’s Greek writing was common Greek. For that reason Paul is usually not credited as being the author. In chapter 2 verse 3 the author states that Christ’s salvation was confirmed to him by those who directly heard Him, whereas Paul insists that he received his revelation directly from Jesus Christ (Gal 1:12). Some authorities think that Apollos was the author since he was described as an eloquent man in Acts 18:24 and his home was Alexandria, an area whose theological teachings are present in this book. Barnabas is also sometimes stated as a possible author of the letter for he was a Levite (Acts 4:36), his name means “son of exhortation”, and Heb 13:22 describes the letter as exhortation. However there is no compelling evidence that he is the author. Although there is a lot of evidence that the writer was a colleague of Paul, scholars conclude that only God knows the author. 

Although we do not know the identity of the writer or the year in which this book was written, there is a lot of evidence to give a likely range of dates of its introduction to the Christian community. It had to have been written after the ascension of Jesus Christ in about AD 30. History records that the book was known by Clement of Rome in about AD 96 and also to Hermas of Rome at a time close to that. The release of Timothy is mentioned in 13:23 so the book was written in his lifetime but we do not know his date of birth or death. There is no mention of the Temple in the book but there are several verses written in the present tense describing some actions that took place in the Temple:

Heb 10:2 Otherwise, would they not have ceased to be offered, because the worshipers, having once been cleansed, would no longer have had consciousness of sins? 3But in those sacrifices there is a reminder of sins year by year.

Heb 10:11 And every priest stands daily ministering and offering time after time the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins;

So it seems likely that the book was written before the year of the destruction of the Temple in AD 70. The author argues (Heb 9:8-10, 11-14 and other references) that the ministry of Jesus is superior to the old covenant and if the Temple had been destroyed this letter would have been a perfect place to point out that there was now no method of offering the old sacrifices. In verse 12:4 the author says that the recipients have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood, and the outbreak of persecution in Rome began in AD 65. Most scholars then conclude that the book was written between the years AD 66-69. 
The purpose of the letter is clear as it is a letter of exhortation (13:22) positing the supremacy of Christ over anything else people might have a tendency to worship. Christ is shown to be superior to angels, Moses and the prophets, the sacrifices of the old covenant, and the temple and tabernacle ordinances. Such a message is summarized in Heb 10:23, “Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for He who promised is faithful”. There were questions about its canonicity in the early church and the early proposal of Paul as its author assisted its inclusion during that time. However the defining question of canonicity is whether or not the letter is of inspiration by the Holy Spirit regardless of the human author. It was given canonical status, probably in Alexandria, in the second-century and was never questioned again in that area. Origin classed it as a “disputed” book and Eusebius of Caesarea included it as an acknowledged book. The regions west of Jerusalem were slow to recognize it as part of the canon but by AD 419 it was generally accepted. It was also accepted during the Reformation by Luther and Calvin and continues to be accepted by the church. 
The following outline is due to Ironside3 and will be helpful to keep in mind as we study the details.

Outline

Chapter 1: The Glories of the Son of God (1:1-2:4)

A. God speaking in the Son (1:1-4)

B. The Son greater than the angels (1:5-14)

C. The importance of receiving and holding fast the truth as to the person of the Son (2:1-4)

Chapter 2: The Glories and Humiliation of the Son of Man (2:5-4:13)

A. The glory of the Son of Man and His authority (2:5-9)

B. The perfecting of the Captain of our salvation through suffering (2:10-18)

C. The glory of the Son over the house of God (3:1-6)

D. The perfected Savior leading His people through the wilderness to the eternal Sabbath of God: Warning as to coming short (3:7-4:13)

Chapter 3: The Priesthood of the Heavenly Sanctuary Superior to That of Aaron (4:4-10:39)

A. The enthroned Priest after the order of Melchisedek, though of the pattern of Aaron (4:14-7:28)

1. The man in the glory, our Great High Priest (4:14-7:28)

2. Warning against apostasy: Safety only in resting upon the Word of God (5:11-6:20)

3. The Melchisedek priesthood superior to that of Aaron (chapter 7)

B. The Mediator of the new covenant (chapter 8)

1. The ascended Priest (8:1-6)

2. The better covenant supersedes the old (8:7-13)

C. The perfection of Christ’s work (chapters 9-10)

1. The earthly sanctuary a shadow of the heavenly (9:1-10)

2. The superiority of the sacrifice of Christ to all those offered under the old covenant (9:11-23)

3. The way into the holiest through the blood of Jesus: His entrance the pledge of our entrance (9:24-10:22)

4. Warning against apostasy: Evidences of reality (10:23-39)

Chapter 4: The Path of Faith and the Heroes of Faith (chapter 11).

A. The nature of faith (11:1-3)

B. Faith exemplified in Antediluvian times (11:4-7)

C. Faith in view of the promised Seed (11:8-16)

D. Faith exemplified in the patriarchs from Abraham to Joseph (11:17-22)

E. Varied experience of faith from Moses to the later prophets (11:23-40)

Chapter 5: Life in Accordance with the Truth of the New Covenant (chapters 11 and 12)

A. Warning and encouragement to continue (12:1-17)

B. Vivid contrasts of the two dispensations (12:18-24)

C. Intensive warning lest the present truth be refused (12:25-29)

D. Sundry exhortations (13:1-6)

E. The call to absolute separation from the old covenant (13:7-21)

F. Concluding salutations: Paul’s secret mark (13:22-25)
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