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Nevertheless, Kirk consistently sheds new light both on Paul’s approach to 

death in his letters and on how later authors depicted Paul’s death. His approach is 

suggestive for future studies, and the prose is pleasant to read in addition to being 

well-informed. This book is warmly recommended for all those with a scholarly 

interest in Paul, his reflections on his death, and how those who received Paul un-

derstood him. 

Jonathon Lookadoo 

Anyang, South Korea 

The Letter to the Hebrews: A New Commentary. By Albert Vanhoye. Mahwah, NJ: Pau-

list, 2015, v + 266 pp., $34.95 paper. 

Cardinal Albert Vanhoye, S.J., who served for many years as Professor of 

Scripture at the Pontifical Biblical Institute in Rome, is no novice when it comes to 

the book of Hebrews. Besides his numerous journal articles, he has written several 

books on Hebrews, including: La structure littéraire de l’épître aux Hébreux (2
nd

 ed.; 

Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1976); Situation du Christ: Hébreux 1–2 (LD 58; Paris: 

Cerf, 1969); Prêtres anciens, prêtre nouveau selon le Nouveau Testament (Paris: Éditions du 

Seuil, 1980), La lettre aux Hébreux: Jésus-Christ, médiateur d’une nouvelle alliance (Paris: 

Desclée, 2002), and L’Épître aux Hébreux: Un prêtre différent (Paris: Editions Gabalda, 

2010).  

The Letter to the Hebrews is divided into two parts, “Introduction” (pp. 1–50) 

and “Commentary” (pp. 51–242). Vanhoye’s “Introduction” provides a concise 

interaction with several topics: “Literary Genre: Letter? Homily?” (pp. 1–2), “Doc-

trinal Content: A Treatise on Christology” (pp. 2–5), “Who is the Author of the 

Homily” (pp. 6–11), “For Whom was this Homily Written” (pp. 12–13), “Where 

was the Preacher Active” (pp. 13–14), “Date of the Letter” (pp. 14–15), and 

“Structure of the Homily” (pp. 15–20). He argues that Barnabas wrote this homily 

from Italy to a Christian community in Greece or Asia Minor, which Paul endorsed 

with a concluding note just prior to his martyrdom around AD 66–67. Embracing a 

sixteenth-century exegete’s suggestion (that of Estius), Vanhoye believes Paul may 

have “effectively guaranteed the value of this letter, despite the novelty of its doc-

trine” by writing the conclusion (13:19, 22–25). Attached to the introduction is 

“Text of the Letter Annotated,” which is Vanhoye’s interpretive translation for the 

Letter to the Hebrews (pp. 21–50). 

Naturally, the majority of The Letter to the Hebrews is an explanation of He-

brews. Excluding the “Exordium (1:1–4)” (pp. 53–58) and the “Solemn Conclusion 

(13:20–25)” (pp. 230–38), Vanhoye divides the Letter to the Hebrews into five 

units: “The Situation of Christ (1:5–2:18)” (pp. 59–82), “A Trustworthy and Merci-

ful High Priest (3:1–5:10)” (pp. 83–106), “Priceless Value of the Priesthood and 

Sacrifice of Christ (5:11–10:39)” (pp. 107–76), “Faith and Endurance Full of Hope 

(11:1–12:13)” (pp. 177–204), and “Pursuing Straight Paths (12:14–13:19)” (pp. 

205–29). Vanhoye’s fivefold division parallels those found in the critical commen-

taries by Harold Attridge, William Lane, and Paul Ellingworth—all of whose works 
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Vanhoye lists in his bibliography (pp. 243–45). One might assume their influence 

on his structural outline were it not for Vanhoye’s own previous work in La structure 

littéraire de l’épître aux Hébreux. 

Vanhoye’s commentary is an expositional commentary similar in length to 

Homer Kent’s The Epistle to the Hebrews: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1972) 

and Victor C. Pfitzner’s Hebrews (ANTC; Nashville: Abingdon, 1997). Yet 

Vanhoye’s commentary differs from Kent’s and Pftizner’s in two ways. First, 

Vanhoye opens each subdivision with an overview and an English translation be-

fore his exposition of the passage. While Vanhoye indents phrases and clauses 

throughout all of his translations, he does so with no explanation, expecting the 

reader to discern the significance of his interpretive indentations. Nevertheless, 

Vanhoye does not leave the reader guessing about OT quotes or allusions to OT 

verses, events, and figures. They are clearly cited with the translation, and they are a 

nice feature. A second difference is Vanhoye’s minimal to non-existent interaction 

with others in dealing with interpretive challenges. References to other sources are 

conspicuously missing. For instance, when discussing the blood of Jesus offered in 

the heavenly tent (9:11–12), Vanhoye notes that “some exegetes imagine that here 

the author is describing a ceremony of the offering of blood performed by Jesus on 

his arrival in heaven” (p. 143). Who are these exegetes? Are they included in 

Vanhoye’s bibliography? One can only imagine. So while he identifies a limited 

number of sources in the “Bibliography” (pp. 243–45), there is no evidence any-

where in his commentary of his consulting those contemporary sources. He does, 

however, credit two older commentators: Gulielmus Estius and John Chrysostom 

(pp. 145, 149). Once in a while, Vanhoye appeals to a few commentators in foot-

notes who are not listed in his bibliography (p. 144 nn. 1 and 2). 

Throughout the commentary, Greek words are transliterated with English 

translation. His lexical interactions are often intriguing on at least two levels. First 

when a Greek term appears in the LXX, Vanhoye at times offers interesting alter-

native translations. For instance, he explains that, while the author of Hebrews uses 

the Greek word diathēkē for “covenant” as it appears in the Septuagint, “the ety-

mological sense of this word,” says Vanhoye, “is ‘disposition’ but its most frequent 

use is ‘last disposition,’ that is to say, ‘testament.’” Thus he concludes that a more 

appropriate translation for diathēkē in Heb 9:15 is “covenant-testament” (p. 150). 

Unfortunately, no validation is provided. Second, Vanhoye highlights when the 

same Greek word appears more than once in Hebrews. For instance, hypostasis 
appears three times and is translated three different ways: “substance” in Heb 1:3, 

“position” in Heb 3:14, and “possessing” in Heb 11:1 (p. 179). His reference to 

Moulton and Milligan for hypostasis is a welcomed sight, but a person with no 

background in Greek tools would be left asking about the identity of Moulton and 

Milligan. Furthermore, the work is not listed among his short list of sources or in a 

footnote. It might have proven more helpful to reference BDAG’s entry (1040.1b). 

Yet he does reference BDAG in one of his infrequent footnotes (p. 196 n. 3) for 

his discussion of archēgos, where Vanhoye draws attention to the two usages of the 

noun to describe Jesus as “pioneer” (2:10) and “accomplisher” (12:2). So, on the 

one hand, Vanhoye’s transliteration may benefit a non-Greek audience, but, on the 
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other hand, his appeal to Greek lexical sources assumes some awareness of NT 

Greek and Greek tools. 

As to Vanhoye’s interpretation of Hebrews, he often offers an idea that forc-

es you to stop and think for a moment before moving on to the next interpretation. 

On more than one occasion, Vanhoye demonstrates how the author of Hebrews 

advances an OT discussion. For instance, in Heb 4:16 he underscores the author’s 

exhortation by describing it as “audacious.” He then explains why the author’s ex-

hortation “Let us approach” is audacious. It is “a radical change in the religious 

situation with respect to the Old Testament, in which it was strictly forbidden ‘to 

approach’ (cf. Exod 24:2; Num 3:10, 38; Lev 16:2)” (p. 97). Similarly with regard to 

describing the different sacrifices in the OT for “faults committed ‘by mistake’ (Lev 

4:2, 13; Num 15:22–29) and those committed ‘deliberately’ (Num 15:30–31),” 

Vanhoye rightly highlights that in the NT “the distinction disappears.” These kinds 

of discussions are succinct, well documented with OT citations, and helpful. Nev-

ertheless, in his discussion about the misplacement of the altar of incense in Heb 

9:3–4, he avoids the problem by saying that the issue is “secondary and so there is 

no need to dwell on it” (pp. 137–38). So while Vanhoye does not shy away from 

interacting with OT subjects in Hebrews, he majors on the majors as would be 

expected in an expositional commentary. 

Finally, there are times when Vanhoye, offers interpretations that are classic. 

In much the same way he appeals to Tertullian to support Barnabas as the author 

of Hebrews (p. 11 n. 2) and Estius to support his argument for a Pauline ending (p. 

10), he cites John Chrysostom to explain the interpretation of “tent” or “perfect 

tent” of Heb 9:11: “‘The tent’ designates the flesh of Christ, the human body of 

Christ” (pp. 145). “To speak of the human body as a tent,” says Vanhoye as a 

means of supporting Chrysostom, “is not rare in the Bible (see Wis 9:15; Isa 38:12; 

2 Cor 5:1–4; 2 Pet 1:13, 14) and, besides, the Fourth Gospel says that Jesus was 

speaking ‘of the sanctuary of his body’ (John 2:21).” So while he offers interpreta-

tions that are somewhat distinctive, he does a poor job interacting with contempo-

rary commentators with whom he differs. Therefore, while there are nuggets of 

items that are thought-provoking and helpful, there are disappointments as well. 

Herbert W. Bateman IV 

Cyber-Center for Biblical Studies, Leesburg, IN 

Letters from the Pillar Apostles: The Formation of the Catholic Epistles as a Canonical Collec-

tion. By Darian R. Lockett. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2017, xviii + 255 pp., 

$33.00 paper. 

Although the Catholic Epistles have traditionally received less scholarly atten-

tion than other NT writings, the publication of several recent works on these epis-

tles is a positive indication of increased interest. In addition to a number of com-

mentaries and theological studies, several recent publications explore various ca-

nonical issues relating to the Catholic Epistles. These writings include Not by Paul 

Alone: The Formation of the Catholic Epistle Collection and the Christian Canon, by David 


