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Preface

This book originated as my doctoral dissertation, submitted to the Faculty of
Theology and Religion at the University of Oxford in Trinity Term 2025. I was
drawn to investigate the Epistle to the Hebrews within the context of the grow-
ing scholarly dialogue concerning the relationship between the Pauline epistles
and first-century Judaism, particularly debates surrounding the Parting of the
Ways, the New Perspective on Paul, and the “Paul within Judaism” approach.
Although Hebrews was historically associated with Paul, it has received com-
paratively little attention in these discussions. This study therefore began from
a desire to explore the epistle’s contribution to these ongoing conversations.

Two primary observations emerged from this research. First, Hebrews’ use
of the Sinai narrative does not require the conclusion that the epistle is inher-
ently supersessionist or intended to persuade its audience to abandon Judaism,
Torah, or the Levitical priesthood. Rather, Sinai is portrayed positively within
the theological logic of the text. In advancing this argument, I seek to place
Hebrews in dialogue with Second Temple Jewish literature, highlighting both
continuity and distinction. Second, I argue that Hebrews presents its audience
as simultaneously inhabiting earthly and heavenly realities. Through faith, the
community already participates in the heavenly realm even as it awaits the full
realisation of the promised rest.

Primary gratitude is extended to my Doktorvater, David Downs, whose
guidance, encouragement, and personal example made this project possible. I
am equally thankful to Markus Bockmuehl, who, alongside Downs, consist-
ently offered mentorship and support throughout this process. I remain pro-
foundly grateful to both for the singular opportunity to study and learn under
their tutelage at Keble College, Oxford.

I thank my examiners, David Moffitt and Jennifer Strawbridge, for their
constructive criticism and generous encouragement. This work has benefited
enormously from their insights.

As a newcomer to biblical scholarship, I was fortunate to receive guidance
from many generous colleagues. In addition to those already mentioned, I am
grateful to Jeremiah Coogan, both colleague and dear friend; to Erin Heim and
Peter Head for the opportunity to teach at Wycliffe Hall, Oxford; to Martin
Heide, whose encouragement proved vital during the early stages of my
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academic discernment; to Hindy Najman, whose scholarship first helped shape
this project; and to Matthew and Leeanne Thomas and their family, whose hos-
pitality helped my family settle into life in the Bay Area.

I also thank my many friends and colleagues in Oxford — too numerous to
name individually — while offering special acknowledgment to Karl Berg,
Hunter Brown, Anthony Buckley, Noel Cheong, Andrew Cowan, Esther Ed-
wards, David Elliot, Herald Gandi, Zachariah Kahler, Isaac Morales, Elizabeth
Payne, Anastasia Prinzing, Zachary Wagner, George Westhaver, Alissa and
David Williams, and Oliver Wright. The conversations we shared, often over
long walks, pints, and port, remain among my dearest memories.

From the moment of our arrival, my family and I were met with extraordi-
nary affection and generosity by the Christian community in Oxfordshire. We
are especially grateful for the congregations of Oxford Presbyterian Church,
Pusey House, and St. Michael’s at the North Gate, as well as for the friendship
of Lucy and Tom Beaumont, Izzy and Will Orr-Ewing, Hannah and Zachary
Wontrop, and Laura and Nick Wu.

My deepest gratitude is owed to my family, the Solanos, and to my in-laws,
the Luxners, for their unwavering support.

Above all, I thank my beloved wife, Kathy, for her constant kindness and
love. Kathy, I could not have completed this work without your encourage-
ment. I dedicate this book to you. I likewise thank our four daughters — two
who moved to Oxford with us and two who were born there — for constantly
reminding me that there was always time to step away from my books to laugh,
sing, and enjoy life together. Sophia, Elena, Paulina, and Olivia, during the
final months of research, you would run through the vicarage singing, “Daddy,
daddy, daddy loves Hebrews!” while waiting for me to chase you in a game of
tag. | will always treasure those memories of life together in England.

I gratefully acknowledge the financial support provided by the B-Less
Scholarship. Particular thanks are due to Ruth and Neil Martin, and Davinia
and Andy Young, for their generosity. I hope this work honours your invest-
ment in my scholarship and your kindness towards me and my family.

I am likewise grateful to the Canterbury Institute, Oxford, for the scholarly
community it provided during my time in the UK, and to my new colleagues
at the Jesuit School of Theology of Santa Clara University and the Graduate
Theological Union in Berkeley for welcoming my family and me as we began
a new chapter in the United States.

Finally, I thank Jorg Frey for accepting the dissertation into the WUNT II
series, as well as Tobias Stdbler and the editorial team at Mohr Siebeck for
their assistance in bringing this project to publication.

Alberto Solano
Berkeley, CA, Feast of St. Thomas Aquinas 2026
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Chapter 1

Introduction

A. Overview

Over the last century, since the publication of Kdsemann’s seminal work Das
wandernde Gottesvolk,' numerous critical studies have explored the theme of
wilderness wandering in the Epistle to the Hebrews.? Generally speaking, these
works typically frame the epistle® within the context of Israel’s liberation from
Egypt and subsequent journey to Canaan, depicting its audience as pilgrims in
a foreign land, akin to Israel, who, after being freed from slavery, spent 40
years in the wilderness before finally reaching their Promised Land, Canaan.

This interpretative approach has undoubtedly yielded significant insights
into Hebrews over the past century. However, when God commissioned Moses
to go to Egypt to free the Israelites from slavery, his goal was not just to lead
them straightaway to Canaan, but to bring them to “the mountain of God”
(Exod 3:1, 12),* the same place from which Moses was being commissioned.
Moses explicitly requested Pharaoh to allow the Israelites to journey to the
desert to worship God at his mountain (Exod 3:18; 5:3; 7:16; 8:27).° Thus,
although the journey from Egypt to Canaan is indeed the heart of the exodus
journey narrative, the pivotal stop at Sinai is equally significant. Put differ-
ently, Israel’s trajectory was not simply a direct move from point A (Egypt) to
point B (Canaan), but rather it included a deliberate stop at Sinai.

I Kdasemann 1939; published in English as Kdsemann 1984.

2 A few notable works include D’Angelo 1979; Weir 1984; Thiessen 2007; 2009; Groe-
newald 2008; Miller 2009; Coyne 2016; Shin 2016; and Hollinger 2019.

3 Because this project is not primarily interested in the genre of Hebrews, I will simply
refer to it as an “epistle,” rather than a “letter” or a “sermon.” For a discussion on this topic,
see, for example, Swetnam 1969; Minear 1978; Martin and Whitlark 2018, 79-85.

4 Unless otherwise stated, all English biblical citations are taken from the New Revised
Standard Version (NRSV).

5 Sarna 1991, 14.
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It was the significance of the events that took place at Sinai in Israel’s exo-
dus narrative that first led me to wonder whether the author® of Hebrews simi-
larly emphasises the period when people were not wandering in the desert but
stationed at the foot of the mountain. At first glance, the answer seems to be
no. Historically, as I will develop below, when Sinai is brought into focus in
Hebrews, it is typically understood to highlight what the audience has thank-
fully moved beyond. Indeed, the text refers to Sinai, though in its clearest ref-
erence in chapter 12 is an allusion rather than an explicit mention, since the
author never uses the name “Sinai” (or “Horeb” for that matter). This reference
stands in deliberate contrast to Zion: Sinai is characterised by blazing fire,
darkness, gloom, and tempest (12:18), a mountain the audience is told they
have not approached, whereas Zion is portrayed as the city of the living God,
the heavenly Jerusalem, a place of festal assembly and abundant blessing
(12:22), to which they have fortunately arrived. Consequently, the prevailing
interpretation has been that the author assigns only minimal theological signif-
icance to Sinai, mentioning it briefly and indirectly, primarily as a way to re-
mind the audience to be grateful for their deliverance from that fearful setting.

Nevertheless, a remark in one of Moffitt’s recent articles prompted me to
investigate whether Sinai does hold a central role in Hebrews, much like in the
exodus narrative. Moffitt highlights the often-overlooked theme of waiting in
Hebrews, particularly drawing from 9:28, which speaks of Christ’s return from
heaven “to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.” He argues that, while
Hebrews does portray the audience as situated in a wilderness state, the author
emphasises not so much their pilgrimage towards a destination but their patient
waiting for Jesus to return from his high priestly work in the heavenly taber-
nacle.” As a result, Moffitt suggests that Hebrews is less about the wandering
people of God and more about the waiting people of God.®

If Moffitt is correct and Hebrews can be reframed as a narrative about the
waiting people of God, we suddenly gain a fresh perspective that appears to
emphasise the significant role in Hebrews of Israel waiting at the foot of Mount
Sinai. According to the exodus narrative, when Moses ascended the mountain
to engage with God and the heavenly tabernacle, the Israclites were com-
manded to wait patiently and remain faithful. Hebrews tells a similar story, but
with Jesus as the central figure rather than Moses. Like Moses, Jesus ascends

¢ T will refer to the author of Hebrews using a masculine pronoun (he/him) based on the
traditional reading of the masculine participle dinyodpevov in 11:32. For a discussion in this
topic, see, for example, Harnack 1900; Hoppin 1969; Collins 1999; D. L. Allen 2010b.

7 Moffitt 2019a, 170.

8 As Moffitt acknowledges, he is not the first to arrive at this conclusion. In 1972, Hofius
concluded, “[D]ie Gemeinde [ist] nicht als das zum Himmel wandernde, wohl aber als das
auf die Heilsvollendung wartende Gottesvolk gesehen, und der Verfasser will dieses Volk...
mit aller Dringlichkeit dazu aufrufen, die Erwartung nicht preiszugeben, der allein die Er-
fullung verheilen ist” (1970, 150).
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— not to a physical mountaintop, but into heaven itself — where he enters the
heavenly tabernacle and intercedes on behalf of his followers. Hebrews then
exhorts his audience to remain faithful during this period of waiting (9:28),
contrasting them with the Israelites at Sinai, who failed to uphold their faith
while waiting for Moses to return from the mountain (3:16-19).

This theme is reinforced by Moffitt’s own observation that the author com-
pares the readers not only to Israel poised to enter the Promised Land but also
to Israel as they were encamped at Sinai awaiting Moses’ return.’ Like Israel
at Sinai, the audience of Hebrews is called to exercise faith, believing in the
unseen, namely that there is one who faithfully intercedes for them before God.
This intercessor, who, in the case of the audience, continues to carry out his
ministry, will return to his people, just as Moses did after 40 days and nights.

B. Proposal

The primary assertion of this study is that the author of Hebrews places con-
siderable emphasis on Israel’s encampment at Sinai, not just their journey from
Egypt to Canaan. While the wilderness narrative is important, it has often over-
shadowed the significant role that the Sinai event plays in the narrative struc-
ture of Hebrews. This oversight has limited deeper interpretations of various
texts within the epistle. By rethinking the Sinai narrative as an important back-
drop (a Hintergrundgeschichte) we can unveil new layers of meaning across
key passages in Hebrews.

At the outset, it is important to clarify the scope of my proposal. First, this
study is not primarily an analysis of a specific use of an Old Testament (OT)
text in Hebrews.'? Instead, I am interested in the narrative of the events that
took place at Sinai. Thus, when I use the term “Sinai” in this study, I am refer-
ring to the comprehensive events associated with Israel’s encampment at the
foot of the mountain, rather than focusing solely on its depiction in specific
texts, like the Book of Exodus.'! In this regard, my study extends to how Sinai

° As Moffitt argues, “Not only does the author liken his readers to Israel about to go into
the land, they are also compared to the congregation of Israel encamped at Sinai awaiting
Moses’ return” (2017, 169-70). Although elsewhere Moffitt locates this waiting at Kadesh
(2024, 191-92, 202), this does not diminish the essential point: the audience is portrayed as
a people in a state of expectant waiting, rather than as wanderers aimlessly drifting through
the wilderness.

1 Among the most important works dedicated to investigating the use of the OT in He-
brews, the following stand out: Thomas 1959; Barth 1962; Schroger 1968; Howard 1968;
McCullough 1971; Ellingworth 1977; Moyise 2001.

! In other words, my analysis is not confined solely to a certain textual witness, such as
the Book of Exodus, which contains the most extensive narrative of Sinai within the
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is portrayed across both biblical and Second Temple Jewish texts, without con-
fining it to a hermeneutical study on the reception and rewriting of the Sinai
tradition.'? In other words, while my analysis will at times delve into exegetical
examinations of the OT’s use in Hebrews and compare how the author inter-
prets aspects of Sinai tradition relative to other Second Temple Jewish texts,
my principal focus is on evaluating how the narrative of Sinai functions as a
controlling image throughout the epistle. In doing so, this project aligns with
narrative approaches in Hebrews scholarship, like those of Allen'® and
Schenck,'* yet it is distinct in that it does not aim to create a new hermeneutical
framework. Instead, it brings attention to an aspect of the Sinai narrative pre-
viously overlooked, suggesting that this backdrop is critical for a fuller under-
standing of the epistle.

Second, it is important to clarify that when I use the term “waiting,” I am
not envisioning a passive or motionless state, precisely because that is not how
Hebrews alludes to the concept. When Christ sat down at the right hand of God
(10:12), he himself entered a period of waiting (ékdéyouat) until the subjuga-
tion of his enemies (10:13). Yet this waiting is by no means depicted in He-
brews as lifeless or inactive. On the contrary, it is marked by ongoing priestly
activity and intercession. Similarly, Abraham’s waiting (€x6&éyopan [11:10])
was active: he set out on pilgrimage toward a new land in obedience, all while
waiting for the heavenly city. In this light, when the author speaks of the audi-
ence as “eagerly waiting” (amexdéyopan [9:28]), he does not envision them as
motionless or disengaged. Rather, as we will explore in due course, the audi-
ence’s waiting entails active participation in practices and responsibilities that
the author expects of them during this interim period.

C. History of Interpretation

A common strand in Christian interpretation has understood Sinai in Heb
12:18-21 as representing Judaism, while Zion (12:22-24) represents Christi-
anity. Consequently, for many early Christian writers, Sinai — associated with
the old covenant and perceived as standing in contrast to the new — was often
interpreted negatively. As Childs succinctly summarises, “Sinai was conceived

Pentateuch (Exod 19—40). For an analysis of the use of the Book of Exodus in Hebrews, see
Attridge 1986; Lehne 1990; Lohr 1993; She 2011; Gheorghita 2014; S. Moore 2017; Mason
2018a; and Moffitt 2022b.

12 For in-depth studies of this field of study, see Brooke, Najman, and Stuckenbruck 2008;
Crawford 2008.

13D. M. Allen 2008b.

14 Schenck 2003; 2011.
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of as primitive, mythological, and crude. Indeed, it stood on the same level
with pagan religion.”!®

Early writers such as Chrysostom,'® Cyril of Jerusalem,'” and Augustine,'®
appear to uphold this understanding. The same perspective persists among
some medieval commentators, including Aquinas,'® and early modern inter-
preters such as Calvin?® and Owen.?! To be sure, this assessment has never gone
entirely uncontested, and even among early Christian writers the law was not
universally regarded as wholly defective or obsolete.?? Nevertheless, in some

15 Childs 1974, 381.

16 Chrysostom held that as Zion superseded Sinai, so also Christians had supplanted Jews
as God’s chosen children; see Chrysostom 1889, 368. Chrysostom went on to suggest that
Hebrews describes Judaism in an exceedingly unfavourable light intending to dissuade
Christian readers from reverting to their previous Jewish customs. He believed that the ex-
hortation to keep the marriage bed pure in Heb 13:4 was meant to deter the audience from
abandoning the Christian faith. He used Torah’s teaching that a woman was impure after
childbirth (Lev 12:2) to teach that, in like manner, Judaism had become polluted upon giving
birth to Christianity; see Hom. Heb. 13:4.

17 Cyril thought that Moses’ fear, as described in Heb 12:21, argued that God had rejected
the Jews because they had stopped the ears of their hearts, whereas those who believe in
Jesus Christ are welcomed by God (Catechetical Lecture 12.13).

18 Augustine viewed the old covenant as producing children destined for slavery, sug-
gesting that Sinai held value only insofar as it testified to the new covenant (Civ. Dei. 17.7).

19 Aquinas characterised the Sinai event as the place where God gave a covenant “in terror
to terrify the hearts of Jews,” whereas those who belong to the Christian church have no
cause to fear because God grants them “enjoyment of the godhead and companionship with
the saints” (2018, no. 703).

20 Calvin, expanding on this thematic dichotomy, interpreted Sinai as emblematic of
“eternal death by the Law,” underscoring Torah’s harshness and its role in condemning hu-
manity, unable to fulfil its stringent demands. In stark contrast, Zion represented the gospel
of Christ, and as such, “contains nothing but love” (1855, 332). Calvin emphasised that un-
like the terrifying divine manifestation at Sinai, the gospel presents God in a compassionate
and inviting manner, extending a loving invitation to salvation and peace: “God does not
present himself to us clothed in terrors as he did formerly to the Jews, but lovingly and kindly
invites us to himself” (1855, 330). For him, while the law given to Jews at Sinai delivers
condemnation, the message of Jesus offers salvation and comfort.

21 Owen articulated his interpretation of Sinai in Hebrews as being a place where the
“terror and curse of the law” was delivered. For him, Hebrews points to Sinai only “to man-
ifest how low and inferior the giving of the law was, in comparison of the promulgation of
the gospel” (1840, 622). He believed that, in light of the gospel’s grace, the law was rendered
obsolete, offering nothing but desolation and terror to those who remained under its juris-
diction. Padley highlights Owen’s perspective, noting that Owen “carefully distinguished
the covenant of Sinai from the evangelical covenant... locating [his] federal scheme against
the background of civil war supersessionism” (2016, 10-11).

22 Theodoret of Cyrus, for example, argued that the parts of the law that what had become
obsolete were the “prescriptions of the law [which are] ineffective and useless,” namely
“circumcision, sabbath observance and suchlike things” (2001, 2:167). Later, when he
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recent scholarship, interpreters such as Griffiths,?? Gibel,?* and Son?® continue
to interpret Sinai as a symbol of “unbelief, apostasy, and judgment.”?

comments on the reference to “the covenant” in 8:9, Theodoret adds a couple more things to
the list, such as “regulations about eating and drinking, menstruation, leprosy, childbirth,
and periods,” (Hill 2001, 2:173). Theodoret does not give these as examples to then argue
that the law should therefore be discarded in its entirety. On the contrary, he prefaces his
comments by saying, “He [Jesus] clearly taught... that he does not reject the law as a whole”
(Hill 2001, 2:173). Elsewhere he argues that “the New Testament also bids us observe to a
greater extent the commandments, you shall not kill, you shall not commit adultery, and
suchlike things” (Hill 2001, 2:167). To be sure, elsewhere Theodoret does speak of the law
in more negative terms, claiming that Israel did not actually encounter God at Sinai. He
noted that the absence of any hint that indicates God’s appearance suggests that “what they
saw was not the God of all in person but some impression of the divine coming” (2001, 191).
According to him, this occurred because Israel, instead of choosing God, preferred Moses.
Consequently, God gave them the law at Sinai as a substitute for a direct heavenly revelation.
Theodoret’s interpretation suggests that the author of Hebrews is urging his audience not to
emulate Israel’s “crassness” or their choice to abandon God for Moses. As he writes, He-
brews “bids them not imitate their [Israel’s] crassness nor abandon the Lord... like them
who chose Moses instead of God” (2001, 192). Theodoret summarises his view by stating,
“God gave them the law... not from heaven but on Mount Sinai” (2001, 192). In other words,
by choosing Moses, Israel settled for a revelation mediated by a man on an earthly mountain,
whereas Christians receive a superior revelation directly from God in the heavenly realm.

23 For Griffiths, understanding the reference to Sinai in Heb 12:18-21 requires consider-
ing the preceding discussion of Esau and his rejection of his birthright. He argues that the
narrative establishes idolatry as a central concern. As such, to remain at Sinai is not only a
matter of apostasy but also idolatry (2014, 151). Griffiths draws a parallel between Esau’s
rejection for choosing a tangible, immediate reward (a meal), despite his inheritance of a
covenant blessing, and the audience of Hebrews, whom he urges to value the intangible. He
argues that Judaism, characterised by the tangible nature of Sinai, poses a significant risk
similar to the moral dangers Esau faced (2014, 136). To be sure, Griffiths was not the first
to relate the comparison of Sinai and Zion to Esau’s birth right rejection. Weiss, for instance,
noted that one cannot disconnect 12:18-24 from its preceding context because of the con-
junction yap in 12:18 (OV yoap npoceinivbate...). As he writes, “Allein so ergibt sich auch
der vom Autor des Hebr — wie das einleitende yap (V. 18) zeigt — beabsichtigte Zusammen-
hang mit der am Beispiel des Esau verdeutlichten Warnung in VV. 16f” (1991, 669). What
sets Griffiths apart is that, unlike Weiss, he equates Judaism to Esau’s sin and therefore to
follow Judaism is to commit unforgivable apostasy.

24 “Die Siniaoffenbarung wird damit zum Paradigma der Verwehrung des Zugangs zur
Gottespriasenz unter der ersten dwaffkn” (Gabel 2006, 382).

25 According to Son, “the terrible phenomenon of Sinai described in Hebrews... under-
lines the inferior nature of the OT figures and cultic institutions... [and] functions as the
intellectual basis of all warning passages of the epistle” (2005, 24). As a result, Sinai is
meant to remind readers of Hebrews about “the sins of the community, and thus the judgment
of God” (2005, 102, n. 119).

26 Harris 2019, 383-84. According to her, the author’s primary concern in this comparison
is to stress “the sense of what the audience risks should they not persevere in their faith”
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By contrast, a number of contemporary scholars argue that Zion reinterprets
rather than replaces Sinai. On this reading, Hebrews does not present Christi-
anity as superseding Judaism, but as reconfiguring and reinterpreting the sig-
nificance of Sinai in light of Christ.?” In this reading, Sinai functions as an
anticipatory stage within God’s redemptive plan, pointing forward to the fuller
revelation at Zion. For example, Ndzi argues that Sinai was a momentary step
in God’s redemptive plan along the journey to Zion, and thus was never meant
to be the destination.?® Similarly, Ramantswana concludes that “Mount Sinai
is transitory in character and of limited significance whereas Mount Zion as a
destination has perpetual significance.” 2° In other words, Sinai does not nec-
essarily have to be viewed negatively; rather, it was always intended to point
forward to the fuller revelation brought by Jesus’ testimony and sacrifice. Sinai
was indeed significant, but the advent of the new covenant signifies a shift in
focus in Hebrews, rendering Sinai a mountain of the past that is left in the
rearview mirror.*

A more sympathetic reading of Sinai, however, is found among scholars
such as Thiessen, who maintains that the law given at Sinai is neither trans-
formed nor superseded in Hebrews. Rather, it continues to function validly
within the earthly realm, while Jesus’ priesthood operates in a distinct sphere,
namely, the heavenly realm.’! On this reading, Zion does not reinterpret or

(2019, 383). Therefore, faithfulness to Jesus means staying away from Sinai, the place which
represents apostacy and damnation.

27 Lane summarises the present, common understanding of 12:18-24 as a juxtaposition,
in which the author “juxtaposes Sinai and Zion in order to contrast the old and the new
covenants, with their respective mediators (12:18-24; cf. 3:1-6; 8:5-13; 9:15-23; 10:28—
31)... the distance that separated worshipers from God under the old covenant (12:20-21;
cf. 9:1-10; 10:1-3, 11) in striking contrast to the unrestricted access to God through worship
that is the hallmark of life under the new covenant (12:22-24; cf. 4:15-16; 9:11-14; 10:10,
12-14, 19-22)” (1991b, 448).

28 As Ndzi concludes, “Sinai was a surety that God was going to bring his delivered peo-
ple into the promised land. But it also showed that the people had to be willing to follow
God in faith throughout the wilderness journey” (2018, 180).

29 Ramantswana 2013, 118.

30 This view is summarised quite well by Attridge when he writes, “Sinai and the Law
associated with it, high points in the history of God’s dealings with Israel, have their primary
value for Hebrews as pointers to the ‘good things to come’” (2010, 313). Furthermore, ac-
cording to Lindars, the function of 12:18-21 is to describe the progress of “God’s plan of
salvation” (1991, 115). This multi-step plan of salvation which includes the revelation of the
law at Sinai, “reached the person of Jesus” and now “waits to be completed in us at the
Parousia” (1991, 115). The comparison between Sinai and Zion is therefore the contrast
between two steps along the journey of salvation, on route to a final eschatological rest. So,
Lindar comments, 12:18-29 is about “a matter of living in the present in the light of the
future, because the completion of God’s plan of salvation has already been reached in the
person of Jesus, though it still waits to be completed” (1991, 115).

31 Thiessen 2019.
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replace Sinai; instead, Sinai remains a legitimate revelation, complete with its
law and covenant, within its proper earthly domain. The contrast in Hebrews,
then, is “not intend[ed] to compare and contrast two different religions. Instead,
the author intends to compare two different cultic centers,”? one earthly and
one heavenly. I will return to these perspectives in greater detail later. For the
present, it is sufficient to note that although Sinai has often been marginalised
in interpretation, recent scholarship has begun to reconsider its significance
within Hebrews.

Given the largely negative assessment of Sinai in the history of Hebrews
interpretation, it is unsurprising that relatively few studies have examined its
role in the epistle in a sustained manner. To my knowledge, four major works
exist on this topic: Son (2005), Kibbe (2016), S. Moore (2017), and Stolz
(2018). I will engage each of these studies in detail in the chapters that follow.
At this stage, however, two preliminary distinctions between the present study
and these earlier contributions deserve mention.

First, Son and S. Moore approach Sinai from perspectives different from the
one adopted here. Son treats the contrast between Sinai and Zion in Heb 12:18-
24 as the primary hermeneutical key for interpreting the epistle. Consequently,
he tends to correlate the negative elements of Hebrews with Sinai (e.g., 6:4—6;
9:14; 10:1) and the positive elements with Zion (e.g., 8:6—13; 10:19-24). Sinai
therefore receives attention largely as the negative counterpart to Zion, which
remains his principal focus. S. Moore, by contrast, is concerned with the extent
to which Exodus as a literary work stands behind Hebrews. His study is there-
fore directed primarily toward questions of intertextuality and literary depend-
ence. The present project differs from both approaches. Rather than asking how
Hebrews uses the Book of Exodus or whether Sinai functions as a negative
contrast to Zion, I am concerned with the theological work performed by the
Sinai narrative within the author’s argument and pastoral exhortation.

Second, although Kibbe and Stolz devote substantial attention to Sinai, their
analyses focus predominantly on Heb 12:18-29, the epistle’s most explicit and
extended engagement with the mountain. Kibbe’s study, for instance, centres
on Heb 12:18-21 and explores the relationship between mediation at Sinai and
mediation in Christ. His treatment of the Sinai traditions in the Pentateuch is
particularly illuminating, yet his primary concern lies with the figure of the
mediator rather than with tracing the significance of Sinai throughout Hebrews
as a whole. Stolz likewise concentrates on Heb 12:18-29, which he describes
as “der Hohepunkt des Hebréerbriefs.” In his view, this passage gathers to-
gether the epistle’s major theological themes and issues a climactic summons
to perseverance and faithfulness.?*

32 Thiessen 2019, 194.
33 Both monographs are outstanding, meticulously researched contributions to the field.
Having benefited deeply from their scholarship, I am immensely grateful to both authors. I
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These studies have made indispensable contributions to the discussion, yet
two limitations remain. First, none offers a sustained examination of the Sinai
narrative across the entirety of Hebrews. Even where Sinai is recognised as
central, the focus tends to remain concentrated on chapter 12.3* Second, be-
cause the interpretation of Sinai is often derived primarily from the Sinai—Zion
contrast in Heb 12:18-24, the argument frequently proceeds from the epistle’s
conclusion back toward its earlier chapters. Such an approach risks allowing
the final comparison to determine the meaning of every earlier reference.

The present study adopts a different method. Rather than beginning with
Hebrews 12, I follow the epistle’s own progression, tracing Sinai from its ear-
liest appearance in 2:2 through to its climactic reappearance in chapter 12. This
sequential reading seeks to uncover how the author gradually develops Sinai
as a theological framework for understanding the audience’s identity, experi-
ence, and relationship to God. If Hebrews is indeed, as its author describes it,
a “word of exhortation” (13:22), then its argument deserves to be followed in
the order in which it is presented.

D. Consequences

Five key implications arise from this study. First, this project emerges within
a broader trend in New Testament (NT) studies that reassesses the significance
of Sinai across various texts, including the epistles of Paul®® and the Gospel of
John.’¢ By exploring new interpretive possibilities, specifically within He-
brews, this project contributes to an expanding dialogue that views Sinai as a
fertile ground for scholarly exploration.

Second, by proposing that Hebrews presents the events of Sinai in a positive
light, I open the door to suggest that the revelation at Sinai retains its validity
beyond the establishment of the new covenant. This perspective calls for the
revaluation of the role of Torah in Hebrews. Contrary to traditional interpreta-
tions that depict the Torah as obsolete following the advent of the new cove-
nant, recognising the positive depiction of Sinai in Hebrews compels us to re-
consider Torah as not only valid but also as a positive and enduring revelation
from Sinai, one that the audience of Hebrews was still expected to uphold.

am particularly indebted to Kibbe, who graciously engaged with my ideas at several con-
ferences over the course of my research.

34 Kibbe, for one, acknowledges this limitation, noting that his primary attention is on the
role of mediators in both the Pentateuch and Hebrews, rather than on a detailed exploration
of Sinai throughout the entire epistle (2016, 138-81).

35 Wilk 2020.

36 Kéfer 2019.
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The third outcome of this project is that it reinforces the view that Hebrews
can be fruitfully interpreted alongside Second Temple Jewish literature. As I
will detail in the upcoming chapters, the initial sections of the epistle invoke
the Sinai event in ways that echo other Jewish texts. Building on the work of
scholars like Boyarin (2016), Docherty (2009), Flusser (2009), and Gelardini
(2007), who have highlighted Hebrews’ Jewish exegetical and literary charac-
teristics, my analysis positions Hebrews squarely within Jewish literary tradi-
tions. It asserts that Hebrews engages with distinct Jewish rhetorical patterns
and devices, making it a text that can be legitimately and insightfully studied
as part of Jewish literature.

Relatedly, a fourth consequence of my research is that it aligns with recent
voices challenging the traditional view of Hebrews as a supersessionist text.?’
Contrary to the conventional approach, which interprets references to Sinai in
Hebrews as efforts to dissuade people from Judaism, my argument is that the
author views the Sinai narrative as a positive and valid revelation given to
God’s people. In fact, the author understands the message of Jesus as building
upon, rather than departing from, the revelation at Sinai. As a result, the narra-
tive of Sinai is not a negative event from which one should distance oneself.
Instead, I propose a different narrative function, where Sinai is depicted not as
a place to abandon but as a crucial framework for understanding the theme of
the “waiting people of God.” This perspective alters how we might view the
epistle’s approach to the relationship between the believing audience and their
neighbouring Jewish communities. As I will elaborate later, Hebrews does not
necessarily equate Judaism with apostasy.

Finally, by emphasising the moment when Israel is stationary at the foot of
Sinai awaiting Moses’ return, this study challenges the widespread assumption
that “wandering” serves as the primary paradigm for understanding the expe-
rience of Hebrews’ audience. While the generation delivered from slavery did
eventually wander in the wilderness, that wandering represents divine judg-
ment rather than the intended trajectory of Israel’s redemption. By contrast, the
audience of Hebrews is admonished to persevere in faith precisely so that they
do not share Israel’s fate and fail to enter God’s promised rest.

Accordingly, the epistle does not primarily portray its recipients as a people
traversing through the wilderness of life, but rather as a community called to
wait faithfully for the return of their heavenly intercessor. In this respect, the-
ologically, the project nuances common depictions of Hebrews as a text chiefly
concerned with pilgrimage toward a final destination. While Hebrews certainly
employs journey imagery, its ultimate hope is oriented not toward believers
travelling to Jesus, but toward Jesus’ return to his people from the heavenly
sanctuary. Thus, Hebrews is centrally concerned with waiting well rather than
journeying well.

37 For two good examples, see Barnard 2014 and Svartvik 2011.
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