
extreme, some Christians appear to have insisted that Christianity was a subset 
of Judaism. One could not be a Christian without being a Jew. Gentiles who 
became Christians should get circumcised (become Jews) and observe all the 
traditional Jewish rituals and regulations. Paul likely was dealing with people 
who thought this way when he wrote his letter to the Galatians (see “Historical 
Background” in chap. 16). The opposite extreme, however, held that Judaism 
was a false religion. The Jewish God was evil and the Jewish Scriptures were 
to be rejected. This view was favored by the second-century Christian Marcion 
and was also prominent among gnostics (see “On the Horizon: Gnosticism” 
in chap. 1, and “Development of the Canon” in chap. 3). The Letter to the 
Hebrews steers a course between these approaches, stressing the continuity 
of Christianity with Judaism while also emphasizing the supremacy of Chris-
tianity over Judaism.

The continuity of Christian and Jewish religions is evident in that the God 
who has now spoken through the Son is the same God who spoke through 
the Jewish prophets (1:1–2). The Jewish Scriptures are quoted authoritatively 
throughout Hebrews as reliable expressions of God’s will and plan (see, e.g., 
1:5–12; 4:3, 7; 7:21; 8:8–12). Thus Hebrews affirms that Christians and Jews 
worship the same God and read the same Bible.

Hebrews also insists, however, that Christianity is superior to Judaism in two 
highly significant ways. First, Jesus Christ is superior to all other figures from 
Israel’s illustrious history, including Moses (3:1–6), Joshua (4:1–11), Aaron 
(4:14–5:10), and Levi (7:1–22). He is more glorious than angels (1:4–11; 2:5–18), 
and he brings a revelation superior to that of prophets (1:1–3). Second, the 
salvation that Jesus brings is superior to that which Israel attained through 
the old covenant (8:1–13). He offers a superior sacrifice (10:1–18) in a supe-
rior tabernacle (9:1–28) and can be said to save people “completely” (7:25). 
In making this case, the author of 
Hebrews draws on two traditions 
of thought. In terms informed by 
an almost rabbinic understanding of 
the Jewish Scriptures, he claims that 
Christ provides the fulfillment of the 
new covenant that historic Judaism 
has promised (8:7–13). In terms in-
formed by Hellenistic Judaism or 
Greek philosophy, he claims that 
Christ offers the true, eternal salva-
tion for which Judaism provides a 
lesser, earthly representation (8:5–6; 
9:23; 10:1).

EXPLORE 24.15  
Use of the Old Testa-
ment in Hebrews

Box 24.4

Something Better
A prominent theme in Hebrews is 

that in Jesus Christ, God has pro-

vided “something better” (11:40):

• better things (6:9)

• a better hope (7:19)

• a better covenant (7:22; 8:6)

• better promises (8:6)

• better sacrifices (9:23)

• better possessions (10:34)

• a better country (11:16)

• a better resurrection (11:35)

• a better word (12:24)

salvation: an act of 
God through which 
human beings are 
delivered from the 
power and conse-
quences of sin.

covenant: an 
agreement or pact 
between God and 
human beings that 
establishes the terms 
of their ongoing 
relationship.
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