











Introduction: Why Hebrews Matters to the Friends


A Letter Written for Such a Time

No book of the New Testament spoke to the first Quakers quite like the Epistle to the Hebrews. If Paul’s letters to the Romans and Galatians gave the Protestant Reformers their battle cry of justification by faith, Hebrews gave the early Friends something deeper and more radical — a vision of Christianity stripped bare of all outward religion, a faith in which Christ himself becomes priest, sacrifice, altar, temple, rest, and living Word, all working within the human heart. The Reformers read Hebrews and saw the sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice. The Quakers read Hebrews and saw the sufficiency of Christ himself — present, immediate, and still speaking.

It is no exaggeration to say that without the Epistle to the Hebrews, Quakerism as a theological movement would be almost unrecognizable. The themes that define the Friends — the living Word of God distinguished from the written Scriptures, the inward Christ as the only High Priest, the new covenant written on hearts rather than in books, the spiritual rest that replaces all outward Sabbath-keeping, the direct and unmediated access of every believer to the throne of grace, faith as a divine gift rather than a human decision, and the insistence that real holiness is required and not merely imputed — all of these find their most concentrated biblical expression in this single epistle.

George Fox’s Journal records that during his years of spiritual seeking in the 1640s, it was revealed to him that the Word of God was not the Bible but the living Christ — “quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword” (Hebrews 4:12). That revelation became the cornerstone of everything the Quaker movement would build. When Fox and the early Friends opened their mouths to preach, to dispute with clergy, or to write from prison cells, they returned to Hebrews again and again with a frequency that borders on the obsessive. The Quaker Bible Index, which catalogues biblical citations in early Quaker writings, lists well over a hundred separate citations of Hebrews 12:2 in Fox’s works alone, with Hebrews 4:12, 2:9, 11:6, 12:14, and 13:8 not far behind. No other epistle was so thoroughly woven into the fabric of Quaker thought.

This commentary is an attempt to read Hebrews through their eyes — and in so doing, to hear the text afresh.



Who Were the Early Friends?

The Religious Society of Friends — derisively called “Quakers” by their opponents, a name they eventually embraced — emerged in the north of England in the late 1640s and early 1650s, in the crucible of the English Civil War and its aftermath. The established Church of England was in crisis. Puritans, Presbyterians, Independents, Baptists, Ranters, Seekers, and Fifth Monarchists all vied for the soul of English Christianity. Into this ferment came a young Leicestershire man named George Fox (1624–1691), who had spent years in agonized spiritual seeking, going from minister to minister and finding no one who could “speak to his condition.”

What Fox found instead was an inward teacher. He records in his Journal that the Lord opened to him directly — without any human intermediary, without any book — the great truths of Christianity. Christ had come to teach his people himself. The Scriptures were true, but they were not the Word of God; the Word of God was the living Christ, the Light that enlightens every person who comes into the world (John 1:9). This Light was already at work in every human heart, reproving sin, drawing toward truth, offering salvation. Outward priests, outward sacraments, outward Sabbaths, outward temples — all of these were shadows that had been fulfilled in Christ. The substance had come, and those who clung to the shadows were missing the very thing the shadows pointed to.

Fox began preaching this message with explosive power, and thousands were “convinced” — the Quaker term for conversion. Among the most significant early Friends whose voices fill this commentary were:

James Nayler (c. 1618–1660), a former soldier in Cromwell’s army and perhaps the most gifted preacher among the first Friends. Nayler’s theological writings are marked by an extraordinary depth of biblical engagement and a keen polemical edge. His early writings in the 1650s contain some of the most penetrating Quaker commentary on Hebrews, particularly on faith, the Word of God, and the spiritual rest.

Isaac Penington (1616–1679), son of a prominent Parliamentarian, was a deeply contemplative writer whose works represent the mystical heart of Quaker theology. Penington wrote extensively on the new covenant distinguished from the old, drawing on Hebrews 8 and 10, and his scattered writings on Hebrews are among the richest in the tradition.

Robert Barclay (1648–1690), a Scottish Friend whose Apology for the True Christian Divinity (1678) became the definitive systematic theology of Quakerism. Barclay’s propositions engage Hebrews at nearly every turn — on the inward Light, universal atonement, the nature of faith, true ministry, and the possibility of real sanctification.

Margaret Fell (1614–1702), sometimes called the “mother of Quakerism,” was a formidable theologian in her own right, whose writings draw on Hebrews to articulate Christ’s inward kingship and the redemptive work of the living Word.

William Penn (1644–1718), courtier’s son, Oxford man, and eventual founder of Pennsylvania, brought intellectual polish and political acumen to the movement. His theological works engage Hebrews on faith, the cross, and the nature of true religion.

Edward Burrough, William Dewsbury (1621–1688), Richard Farnsworth, Stephen Crisp, and a later generation including Job Scott (1751–1793) and John Woolman (1720–1772) carried the tradition forward, each engaging Hebrews in their own distinctive way.

These were not comfortable people living comfortable lives. The early Friends were imprisoned by the thousands, had their goods seized, their meetings broken up by soldiers, their bodies beaten. Fox himself spent years in some of England’s worst prisons. Nayler was subjected to public torture by order of Parliament. Penn was imprisoned in the Tower of London. The suffering of the early Friends gave them a particular affinity for the Epistle to the Hebrews, which speaks so insistently of endurance, of the “great fight of afflictions” (10:32), of “not drawing back” (10:39), and of looking to Jesus, who “endured the cross, despising the shame” (12:2).



How to Use This Commentary

This commentary proceeds chapter by chapter through the Epistle to the Hebrews. For each chapter, you will find the full text in the King James Version — the translation the early Friends used, read from, and quoted — followed by section-by-section commentary that explains the passage, draws out its theological significance, and weaves in the voices of the early Friends. This is not a commentary that merely lists Quaker quotations alongside the biblical text. Rather, it attempts to show how the Quaker reading illuminates the passage — and how the passage illuminates the Quaker vision of Christianity. The early Friends are allowed to speak in their own words, generously quoted and traced to their exact source, but their words are set within an interpretive framework that makes their significance clear.

This is not a neutral commentary. It is written from within the Quaker tradition, with sympathy for the Quaker reading, though not without honesty about where that reading strains the text or where reasonable Christians have disagreed. The goal is not to prove the Quakers right about everything, but to let their extraordinary engagement with this epistle enrich the reader’s own encounter with it.



The Great Themes

Several theological themes run like golden threads through the Quaker reading of Hebrews. They surface again and again in the commentary that follows, but it is worth naming them here at the outset so the reader knows what to watch for.


The Living Word

Perhaps no doctrine is more central to Quakerism — or more misunderstood by outsiders — than the Quaker understanding of the Word of God. When early Friends spoke of “the Word,” they did not mean the Bible. They meant Christ himself, the eternal Logos, alive and active and present. Hebrews 4:12 was their key text: “For the word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword.” Fox, Nayler, and Barclay all argued — compellingly — that this description cannot apply to a book. Has the Bible ever “discerned the thoughts and intents of your heart”? The power described here belongs to a living Person, not to ink on paper. The Bible, the Friends insisted, is the words of God — the faithful record of God’s dealings — but the Word of God is Christ. And Christ, unlike a book, is “quick” — alive.



Christ the Inward High Priest

Hebrews presents Christ as the great High Priest who has passed through the heavens and now intercedes for his people. The mainstream Protestant reading located this priesthood in heaven. The Quaker reading, without denying the heavenly intercession, insisted on its inward dimension. Christ as High Priest works within believers, purging their sins (1:3), sanctifying them, leading them through the veil into the very presence of God. This rests on the conviction that God is not far off but near to every soul. As Isaac Penington wrote, the Spirit and presence of God is near to all:


“For God, who is a Spirit (and the Father of spirits), is nigh to every spirit. Every spirit depends upon him, the fountain of spirits; and hath its being, life, and motion from him, and in him… Here God draws nigh to every man, and is a God not afar off, but nigh at hand; and his salvation is nigh, and his righteousness ready to be revealed here.” (Penington, Works, Vol. 3, chunk 201)



The throne of grace to which believers come boldly (4:16) is accessed not through outward ritual but through inward worship — through what the Quakers called “waiting upon the Lord.”



The New Covenant Written on Hearts

Hebrews 8:10–12, quoting Jeremiah, describes the new covenant: “I will put my laws into their mind, and write them in their hearts… and they shall not teach every man his neighbour… for all shall know me, from the least to the greatest.” For the early Friends, this was not a text to be explained away. It meant exactly what it said. Under the new covenant, God teaches his people directly. The need for human teachers, human priests, human mediators — all of this belongs to the old covenant that has been made obsolete. This undergirds the Quaker rejection of ordained clergy, of paid ministry, and of the entire apparatus of institutional religion.



Direct Access to God

The tearing of the temple veil, the new and living way into the holiest (10:19–22), the invitation to “come boldly unto the throne of grace” (4:16) — all of this the Friends read as a charter for unmediated access to God. No priest, no sacrament, no liturgy stands between the believer and the divine presence. In Quaker silent worship, the gathered meeting waits together before God, entering “through the veil” into that presence.



The Spiritual Rest

Hebrews 3–4 develops the theme of entering God’s rest — a rest that “remaineth to the people of God” (4:9), in which the believer “hath ceased from his own works, as God did from his” (4:10). For the early Friends, this was not about heaven after death or even about a weekly day of rest. It was about entering, in this life, into the spiritual Sabbath — ceasing from all self-originated religious activity and resting in the life of Christ within. This understanding undergirds the Quaker refusal to observe any particular day as the Sabbath — not out of irreligion, but because every day is sabbath for those who have entered the rest.



Faith as Divine Gift

Hebrews 12:2 calls Jesus “the author and finisher of our faith.” The Friends seized on this with characteristic tenacity: if Christ is the author of faith, then faith does not originate in human effort — not in assenting to creeds, not in choosing to believe, not in reading Scripture. True faith is a gift, authored by Christ and finished by Christ. Penington made the point unmistakable: Christ does not merely teach about faith; he gives it:
*   *   *
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