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Chapter 6  
Letter to the Hebrews: Jewish Christians 

and the fiscus Judaicus 
 
6.1.  Introduction 
The Letter to the Hebrews has often been called enigmatic391 and has caused 
a lot of debate among scholars. In this chapter I will try and answer some of 
the most important questions that have not been fully answered until now: 
(1) when was this document written?; (2) to whom was it addressed (who 
were the ‘Hebrews’)?; (3) how could the information about past and possible 
future persecutions in Hebrews be interpreted?; and (4) why had some 
people recently given up the habit of attending the community meetings? 
The combination of these answers should also present a consistent 
explanation for this document in the context of early Christianity. A recent 
quote by Pamela M. Eisenbaum gives a good description of the current 
feeling among scholars about these questions:  
  

Indeed, many scholars, myself included, have expressed resignation 
about ever possessing knowledge about Hebrews’ chronological, 
geographical, and social situation, unless, perchance, some 
miraculous new evidence appears.392 

 
I will use the conclusions that I have drawn so far on the fiscus Judaicus 

to try and give consistent answers to these questions. This could be one of 
the keys to this letter. It will not be a matter of ‘some miraculous new 
evidence’, but actually of interpreting the available sources in a new and 
different way. This different way involves connecting the administration of 
the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian and its reform under Nerva to this New 
Testament book. This will help us understand in what situation the author 
and the intended hearers/readers may have found themselves.  

                                            
391 This description will be found in many commentaries of Hebrews, e.g., Attridge 1989: 1; 
Koester 2001, 80 (including note): ‘As a result of historical study, Hebrews came to be 
called the riddle of the New Testament’. Also see Wilson 1995, 110, who labels Hebrews as 
‘this most enigmatic of New Testament writings’. See Griffith 2005, for a useful recent 
summary of all unresolved issues. 
392 Eisenbaum 2005, 213.  
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I will start by briefly comparing Heb. 10.32-34 to the passage by 
Suetonius about the harsh exaction of the Jewish tax by the fiscus Judaicus 
under Domitian.393 Hebrews 10.32-34: 
 

But recall those earlier days when, after you had been enlightened, 
you endured a hard struggle with sufferings, sometimes being 
publicly exposed (qeatrizo/menoi) to abuse and persecution, and 
sometimes being partners with those so treated. For you had 
compassion for those who were in prison, and you cheerfully 
accepted the plundering of your possessions (th\n a(rpagh\n tw=n 
u(parxo/ntwn u(mw=n), knowing that you yourselves possessed 
something better and more lasting. 

 
In order to compare this passage in Hebrews with Suetonius’ account of 
Domitian’s financial problems, I will once more cite from De Vita Caesarum 
(Domitianus 12.1-2): 
 

Reduced to financial straits by the cost of his buildings and shows, as 
well as by the additions which he [Domitian] had made to the pay of 
the soldiers, he tried to lighten the military expenses by diminishing 
the number of his troops; but perceiving that in this way he exposed 
himself to the attacks of the barbarians, and nevertheless had 
difficulty in easing his burdens, he had no hesitation in resorting to 
every sort of robbery (nihil pensi habuit quin praedaretur omni 
modo). The property of the living and the dead was seized 
everywhere on any charge brought by any accuser (Bona vivorum ac 
mortuorum usquequaque quolibet et accusatore et crimine 
corripiebantur).  

 

                                            
393 Lincoln 2006, 58, mentions the fiscus Judaicus as a possible reason why Jewish 
Christians, whom he considers to have been the addressees of the letter, returned to Judaism, 
but he does not compare the relevant passage by Suetonius (Dom. 12.1-2) to Hebrews 
10.32-34: ‘Jewish Christians faced the choice of identifying themselves primarily as Jews or 
primarily as Christians, and the decision would have made a significant difference in terms 
of social status and security. Payment of the Jewish tax, the fiscus Judaicus, also forced the 
issue and frequently led to denunciation of both Jews and Christians’. Also Schmithals 
(2004, 245) does not make the connection between the fiscus Judaicus and Heb. 10.32-34, 
assuming that Christians paid the tax and considering Heb. 10.32-34 to be evidence of a 
later acute situation of persecution.    
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In this context of financial stress during the reign of Domitian, Suetonius 
gives a number of examples of how this ‘property of the living and the dead’ 
was seized and pays most of his attention to the levying of the Jewish tax, 
also because he is in a position to illustrate this information with one of his 
own recollections: 
 

Besides other taxes, that on the Jews was levied with the utmost 
rigour, and those were prosecuted who without publicly 
acknowledging that faith yet lived as Jews, as well as those who 
concealed their origin and did not pay the tribute levied upon their 
people. I recall being present in my youth when the person of a man 
ninety years old was examined before the procurator and a very 
crowded court, to see whether he was circumcised (Interfuisse me 
adulescentulum memini, cum a procuratore frequentissimoque 
consilio inspiceretur nonagenarius senex an circumsectus esset). 

 
Comparing these passages, two remarkable points of agreement are found: 
first the confiscation of possessions that is described as a form of robbery 
both in Hebrews and by Suetonius (‘the plundering of your possessions’ and 
‘every sort of robbery: the property of the living and the dead was seized 
everywhere on any charge brought by any accuser’).  

The second point concerns the public examination of the nonagenarian by 
the fiscus Judaicus to see whether he was circumcised, which is mentioned 
by Suetonius who was present at one of these trials. Some kind of equivalent 
of this can be found in the qeatrizo/menoi in Hebrews (10.33): the public 
exposure of some of the addressees, a word that has caused a lot of 
speculation in commentaries of Hebrews. These two points of agreement are 
very strong indications that the Letter to the Hebrews was written after the 
reign of Domitian and that there is a reference to the prosecutions of the 
fiscus Judaicus in Heb. 10.32-34, particularly with respect to Jewish 
Christians, because the worst punishments mentioned here are imprisonment 
and confiscations (and not executions). If they were accused of evading the 
Jewish tax, they had to undergo a circumcision test to find out whether they 
were Jews and could suffer the confiscation of their property in case they 
were found guilty of tax evasion.    

After these introductory remarks I will now treat some of the issues in 
more detail. First I will focus on the genre of Hebrews and give an overview 
of its general content. After that the dating issues will be addressed. It will 
be argued that a date during the reign of the emperor Nerva (96-98), whose 
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reform of the Jewish tax made Jewish Christians formally lose their legal 
status as Jews, is most likely. The place of origin is most probably Rome. 
Furthermore, it will be argued that this document, which may have 
originated as a sermon or homily for one particular group of Jewish 
Christians within a larger Christian community, was addressed as a letter to 
Jewish Christians as a distinct group within the Christian communities 
elsewhere in the Roman Empire in order to lay a firm foundation for their 
theology and prevent them from leaving the Christian communities by 
returning to the safe haven of the synagogue. This combination of date, 
addressees and purpose of the letter leads to a consistent explanation of this 
document in a particular historical context.   
 
6.2.  Genre and general content 
Before discussing the possible date of Hebrews, attention should first be paid 
to the genre and general content of this New Testament book. It is called a 
letter or epistle, but it has been noted long ago that it does not have all the 
characteristics of a letter. Only the last chapter gives the impression that it 
was sent as a letter at some point in time. This is why most scholars now 
consider Hebrews to have started as a sermon or homily, which was 
subsequently sent as a letter.394 The writer of Hebrews himself calls it a 
‘word of exhortation’ (lo/goj th=j paraklh/sewj, Heb. 13.22), which was 
probably also the term that was used to describe the homily or sermon that 
followed the reading of the law and the prophets in the synagogue service 
(see Acts 13.15 where the same phrase is used for the discourse that Paul 
gives).  

At this point it is useful to provide a rather extended summary of the 
contents of Hebrews and make some observations that will be important for 
the rest of this chapter, when the date, addressees and purpose of the letter 
will be discussed.  

In the first chapter the high position of Jesus as the Son of God is 
prominent (sitting at the right hand of God: an image that is based on Ps. 
110.1), and the writer somehow felt the need to stress the superiority of the 
Son to the angels, probably because of their role in God’s speaking to the 

                                            
394 See, e.g., Lane 1991, lxix-lxxv; Eisenbaum 1997, 10-12;  Trotter 1997, 59-80; Koester 
2001, 80-82; Lincoln 2006, 13-14; But also see Ellingworth 1993, 59-62, concluding that 
‘Hebrews in its present form may be considered as a letter or epistle, in which its author 
displays skill in both written and (indirectly) oral communication’ (62). 
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ancestors ‘long ago’ (in contrast to ‘in these last days’).395 The first four 
verses of Hebrews give a good impression of the entire first chapter: 
 

Long ago God spoke to the ancestors (toi=j patra/sin) in many and 
various ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to 
us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he 
also created the worlds. He is the reflection of God’s glory and the 
exact imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things by his 
powerful word. When he had made purification for sins, he sat down 
at the right hand of the Majesty on high, having become as much 
superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than 
theirs (Heb. 1.1-4) 

 
Important observations here are also (1) the fact that the document does not 
start as a letter at all (compared to, e.g., the Pauline letters) and (2) the 
reference to the ‘ancestors’, immediately begging the question if we should 
understand this document to be addressed to Jews or rather Jewish Christians 
as the heirs (‘us’) of these ancestors.  
 In the second chapter there is the first indication that the writer has the 
intention to prevent the members of his audience to ‘drift away’ from the 
message they received about the salvation that has been brought by Jesus.  
 

Therefore we must pay greater attention to what we have heard, so 
that we do not drift away from it (mh/pote pararuw=men). For if the 
message declared through angels was valid, and every transgression 
or disobedience received a just penalty, how can we escape if we 
neglect so great a salvation? It was declared at first through the Lord, 
and it was attested to us by those who heard him (Heb. 2.1-3) 

 
This exhortation not to drift away from ‘what we have heard’ is clearly set in 
a context of heavy divine punishment in case of failure. Furthermore, it 
becomes clear from this passage that the author does not claim to have an 
apostolic status (‘it was attested to us by those who heard him’).  
  In Heb. 2.17 the most important recurring theme in the sermon is 
introduced: Jesus as high priest in the service of God.396  

                                            
395 Cf., Lincoln 2006, 26: ‘As 2.2 makes clear, the angels are treated because of their 
association with the giving of the law and therefore seen as mediators of the revelation 
under the old covenant’.  
396 Also in Heb. 3.1; 4.14-15; 5.5; 5.10; 6.20; 7.26; 7.28; 8.1; 9.11; 9.25; 10.21.  
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Therefore he had to become like his brothers and sisters in every 
respect, so that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest in the 
service of God, to make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the 
people. (Heb. 2.17) 

 
In chapters 5, 6 and 7 of Hebrews the emphasis is on Jesus’ position as high 
priest after the order of Melchizedek, based on Ps. 110.4, which is a unique 
feature of Hebrews within early Christian literature. This leads to the 
conclusion that Ps. 110.1 (Heb. 1.3; 12.2) and 110.4 are extremely important 
within the whole of Hebrews.397 

In the third chapter there are passages that speak of the superiority of 
Jesus as son to Moses as servant, which once more emphasizes how 
unprecedented the mission of Jesus was in the view of the author. 
 

Yet Jesus is worthy of more glory than Moses (Heb. 3.3a) 
Now Moses was faithful in all God’s house as a servant, to testify to 
the things that would be spoken later. Christ, however, was faithful 
over God’s house as a son, and we are his house if we hold firm the 
confidence and the pride that belong to hope. (Heb. 3.5-6) 

 
Because of this superiority of Jesus, the addressees are exhorted again: 
 

Take care, brothers and sisters, that none of you may have an evil, 
unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God (a)po\ qeou= 
zw=ntoj). But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called 
‘today’, so that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of 
sin. For we have become partners of Christ, if only we hold our first 
confidence firm to the end. (Heb. 3.12-14) 

 
The phrase ‘living God’ in this passage has led some commentators to 
conclude that non-Jewish Christians are the addressees of this letter. I will 
come back to this when discussing this issue in one of the following 
sections.  

                                            
397 Lincoln 2006, 12-13; ‘Certainly the two verses from the psalm contain the major theme 
of Hebrews — the exaltation of Christ at God’s right hand (Ps. 110.1) and specifically his 
exaltation as priest after the order of Melchizedek according to God’s oath (Ps. 110.4)’; 
‘Taken together, the psalm verses function as the implicit main text for the whole 
communication’. 
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 In chapters 5 and 6 one comes across a few very important passages, 
which are directly relevant to the position of the addressees: they are 
criticized, warned and reassured. First the criticism is expressed, after the 
author has introduced the link between Jesus and Ps. 110.4 concerning his 
eternal priesthood after the order of Melchizedek:  
 

About this we have much to say that is hard to explain, since you 
have become dull in understanding. For though by this time you 
ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you again the basic 
elements of the oracles of God. (Heb. 5.11-12) 

 
Next follows a strong warning about the impossibility of repenting a second 
time. This is one of the most difficult New Testament passages from a 
theological point of view. It is of relevance in that the writer apparently 
wants to keep everybody on board and sees a real danger of people drifting 
away or falling away from the community. He is warning his readers that the 
consequences of this decision will be irrevocable.   
 

Therefore let us go on towards perfection, leaving behind the basic 
teaching about Christ, and not laying again the foundation: 
repentance from dead works and faith towards God, instruction about 
baptisms, laying on of hands, resurrection of the dead, and eternal 
judgement. And we will do this, if God permits. For it is impossible 
to restore again to repentance those who have once been enlightened 
(a/(pac Fwtisqe/ntaj), and have tasted the heavenly gift, and have 
shared in the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the goodness of the word 
of God and the powers of the age to come, and then have fallen away 
(parapeso/ntaj), since on their own they are crucifying again the 
Son of God and are holding him up to contempt. (Heb. 6.1-6) 

 
After this criticism (5.11-12) and strong warning (6.1-6), the readers are 
reassured: 
 

Even though we speak in this way, beloved, we are confident of 
better things in your case, things that belong to salvation. For God is 
not unjust; he will not overlook your work and the love that you 
showed for his sake in serving the saints, as you still do 
(diakonh/santej toi=j a(gi/oij kai\ diakonou=ntej). (Heb. 6.9-10) 
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From this last passage one gets the impression that the addressees are part of 
a larger community of Christians, in which they have a special role (‘serving 
the saints’398). This seems to be in line with the critical remark made about 
being teachers in 5.12: not every member of the community would be 
expected to serve as a teacher.  

The next passage (in chapter 7) is an illustration of the author’s claim that 
the priesthood of Jesus (high priest after the order of Melchizedek) is 
superior to the Levitical priesthood. 
 

Now if perfection had been attainable through the Levitical 
priesthood—for the people received the law under this priesthood—
what further need would there have been to speak of another priest 
arising according to the order of Melchizedek, rather than one 
according to the order of Aaron? For when there is a change in the 
priesthood, there is necessarily a change in the law as well (no/mou 
meta/qesij). (Heb. 7.11-12) 

 
Then we move to one of the most important passages of the entire sermon: 
Heb. 8.6-13. It has already been observed that Ps. 110.1 and 110.4 are 
crucial verses around which Hebrews is ‘woven’.399 Here we find another 
Septuagint citation (Jer. 31.31-34), which is used to prove the superiority of 
the new covenant to the old. The writer even expects the disappearance of 
the old (Mosaic) covenant (8.13), because it has become obsolete in his eyes. 

But Jesus has now obtained a more excellent ministry, and to that 
degree he is the mediator of a better covenant, which has been 
enacted through better promises. For if that first covenant had been 
faultless, there would have been no need to look for a second one. 
God finds fault with them when he says: ‘The days are surely 
coming, says the Lord, when I will establish a new covenant 
(diaqh/khn kainh/n) with the house of Israel and with the house of 
Judah; not like the covenant that I made with their ancestors (toi=j 
patra/sin au)tw=n), on the day when I took them by the hand to lead 

                                            
398 ‘Saints’ seems to be a very common term for all members of a Christian community in 
the New Testament. It is found used in this way in, e.g., Acts 9.13; 9.32; 9.41; 26.10; Rom. 
1.7; 12.13; 15.25-26; 16.15;  1 Cor. 1.2; 6.1-2; 16.15; 2 Cor. 1.1; 9.1; 13.12; Eph. 1.1; 1.15; 
6.18; Phil. 4.22; Col. 1.4; 1.26; Phlm. 1.5; Heb. 13.24; Rev. 13.7; 13.10; 14.12;   
399 Lincoln 2006, 12. 
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them out of the land of Egypt; for they did not continue in 
my covenant, and so I had no concern for them, says the Lord.’ (…) 

In speaking of ‘a new covenant’, he has made the first one obsolete 
(pepalai/wken). And what is obsolete and growing old will soon 
disappear (e)ggu\j a)fanismou=). (Heb. 8.6-9, 13) 

This citation is clearly about a new covenant with the house of Israel, 
replacing the one that was made with their ancestors. In this context it is 
important to ask ourselves who are considered to be the partners of this new 
covenant by the author of Hebrews. My first suggestion would be Jewish 
Christians, since non-Jewish Christians could hardly be seen as part of the 
house of Israel and they were certainly never partners of the first covenant. 
This will be discussed further in the paragraph about the addressees of the 
letter.   
 In chapter 9 another illustration of the superiority of the second covenant 
to the first is found, focusing on the priesthood and the sacrificial system. In 
the next passage the once-for-all character of Jesus’ sacrifice is contrasted to 
the yearly task of the high priest. 
 

For Christ did not enter a sanctuary made by human hands, a mere 
copy of the true one, but he entered into heaven itself, now to appear 
in the presence of God on our behalf. Nor was it to offer himself 
again and again, as the high priest enters the Holy Place year after 
year with blood that is not his own; for then he would have had to 
suffer again and again since the foundation of the world. But as it is, 
he has appeared once for all at the end of the age to remove sin by 
the sacrifice of himself. (Heb. 9.24-26) 

 
Summarizing the Letter to the Hebrews up to this point, it can be 

concluded that the author wants his readers to remain faithful to their first 
decision to recognize Jesus as the last revelation of God. He does this by 
arguing that:  
-  the revelation in Christ is superior to the earlier revelation to the ancestors; 
-  Jesus is superior to the angels and Moses; 
-  Jesus’ priesthood is superior to the Levitical priesthood; 
-  the new covenant is superior to the Mosaic covenant; 
-  Jesus’ sacrifice is superior to the Levitical sacrificial system; and 
-  the decision to leave the Christian community will be irrevocable and will 
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   lead to a harsh punishment.   
After having thus argued that Jesus has become the guarantee of a better 

covenant (krei/ttonoj diaqh/khj ge/gonen e)/gguoj I)hsou=j, Heb. 7.22)  and that 
Jesus is the mediator of a better covenant (krei/ttono/j e)stin diaqh/khj 
mesi/thj, Heb. 8.6), the author gives a number of new exhortations for 
endurance in chapter 10. This chapter is very relevant with regard to the 
information it provides about the addressees and their position. 
 

Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering, for 
he who has promised is faithful. And let us consider how to provoke 
one another to love and good deeds, not neglecting to meet together, 
as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more 
as you see the Day approaching. (Heb. 10.23-25) 

 
This is a clear indication for the fact that people were actually drifting or 
falling away from the community (cf. Heb. 2.1; 6.6): some are no longer 
attending the community’s meetings. Another strong warning (like the one in 
6.4-6) follows immediately: 
 

For if we wilfully persist in sin after having received the knowledge 
of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful 
prospect of judgement, and a fury of fire that will consume the 
adversaries. Anyone who has violated the law of Moses dies without 
mercy ‘on the testimony of two or three witnesses.’ How much 
worse punishment do you think will be deserved by those who have 
spurned the Son of God, profaned the blood of the covenant by 
which they were sanctified, and outraged the Spirit of grace? For we 
know the one who said, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay.’ And 
again, ‘The Lord will judge his people.’ It is a fearful thing to fall 
into the hands of the living God. (Heb. 10.26-31) 

 
After this warning the writer refers to the persecution that had already been 
suffered by the addressees some time ago. This is the passage that will be at 
the centre of the discussion about the date of Hebrews in the next section: 
 

But recall those earlier days when, after you had been enlightened 
(fwtisqe/ntej), you endured a hard struggle with sufferings, 
sometimes being publicly exposed (qeatrizo/menoi) to abuse and 
persecution, and sometimes being partners with those so treated. For 
you had compassion for those who were in prison, and you 
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cheerfully accepted the plundering of your possessions (th\n a(rpagh\n 
tw=n u(parxo/ntwn u(mw=n), knowing that you yourselves possessed 
something better and more lasting. (Heb. 10.32-34) 

 
The closing verses of chapter 10 of Hebrews are once more a call for 
endurance and faith on the part of the addressees in order to be saved.  
 

Do not, therefore, abandon that confidence of yours; it brings a great 
reward. For you need endurance, so that when you have done the 
will of God, you may receive what was promised. For yet ‘in a very 
little while, the one who is coming will come and will not delay; but 
my righteous one will live by faith. My soul takes no pleasure in 
anyone who shrinks back.’ But we are not among those who shrink 
back and so are lost, but among those who have faith and so are 
saved (h(mei=j de\ ou)k e)sme\n u(postolh=j ei)j a)pw/leian a)lla\ pi/stewj ei)j 
peripoi/hsin yuxh=j). (Heb. 10.35-39) 

 
In the next chapter the writer fully focuses on the ‘faith’ (pi/stij) that he has 
just referred to in the last sentence of the last passage. Chapter 11 is full of 
‘witnesses’ who ‘by faith’ (pi/stei) acted according to God’s will and 
sometimes suffered heavily for it: Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, 
Jacob, Joseph, Moses, the people passing through the Red Sea and encircling 
the walls of Jericho, Rahab, Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, 
Samuel and the prophets. 
 

Yet all these, though they were commended for their faith, did not 
receive what was promised, since God had provided something 
better so that they would not, without us, be made perfect. (Heb. 
11.39-40) 

 
Inspired by these examples from the past, by Jesus’ sacrifice and by the 
knowledge that they are in a unique position (they are the ones who received 
what was promised), the readers are exhorted to ‘run with perseverance the 
race that is set before us’: 
 

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, 
let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, 
and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, 
looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the 
sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, 



 

 160 

disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the 
throne of God. Consider him who endured such hostility against 
himself from sinners, so that you may not grow weary or lose heart. 
In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point of 
shedding your blood. (Heb. 12.1-4) 

 
The last sentence of this passage gives the information that the addressees 
have not (yet) experienced a form of persecution that led to the execution of 
members of their group. This is also one of the pieces of evidence that is 
used in the discussions about the date of Hebrews, as will be seen. 

The closing chapter, chapter 13, brings more exhortations and after these 
have been given the document ends as a letter. I will end this paragraph by 
selecting a few interesting passages that are relevant for the remainder of my 
treatise on Hebrews.  
 

Remember those who are in prison, as though you were in prison 
with them; those who are being tortured, as though you yourselves 
were being tortured. (Heb. 13.3) 

 
This is further evidence for the persecution of Christians, including 
imprisonment and torture, in the days that the letter was written.  
 

Therefore Jesus also suffered outside the city gate in order to sanctify 
the people by his own blood. Let us then go to him outside the camp 
(e)/cw th=j parembolh=j) and bear the abuse he endured. For here we 
have no lasting city, but we are looking for the city that is to come. 
(Heb. 13.12-14) 

 
The remark in this passage about going outside the camp and bear the abuse 
that Jesus endured will be referred to in my paragraph about the purpose of 
Hebrews. This passage is often explained as a reference to the severing of all 
ties with Judaism.   

Finally, in contrast to the opening verses of the Letter to the Hebrews, the 
closing verses give the impression that this document was sent as a letter: 
 

I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, bear with my word of 
exhortation (a)ne/xesqe tou= lo/gou th=j paraklh/sewj), for I have 
written to you briefly. I want you to know that our brother Timothy 
has been set free; and if he comes in time, he will be with me when I 
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see you. Greet all your leaders and all the saints. Those from Italy (oi( 
a)po\ th=j I)tali/aj) send you greetings. Grace be with all of you. (Heb. 
13.22-25) 

 
In these closing verses there is a lot of information, which also gives rise to a 
number of questions.  

Apparently the author plans to visit the addressees of his ‘word of 
exhortation’, preferably together with Timothy, who has just been released; 
is this the same Timothy who accompanied Paul on many of his journeys?400 
What does this mean for the date of this letter?  

If the readers are asked to greet all their leaders and all the saints, does 
this mean the letter is not addressed to all of these? This looks like another 
indication that the letter was sent to a specific group within a larger 
community. 

Are ‘those from Italy’ people living in Italy who belong to the community 
of the author or are they Italians living elsewhere, who send their greetings 
home? In other words: is Rome the destination of the letter or the place of 
origin of the sermon? 
 
6.3.  Date of Hebrews 
In scholarly literature there is no consensus about the date of Hebrews and 
this can be taken as an understatement: possible dates range from the year 45 
to 115.401 Proponents of an early date usually see two strong arguments: (1) 
they feel this letter could not have been written after the destruction of the 
temple in 70, because the writer would certainly have used this argument as 
support for his claim that Jesus’ sacrifice is superior to the Levitical 
sacrificial system, which disappeared after 70; (2) since the addressees have 
not yet resisted to the point of shedding their blood (Heb. 12.4), some 

                                            
400 Acts 16.1-3; 17.14-15; 18.5; 19.22; 20.4; Rom. 16.21; 1 Cor. 4.17; 16.10; 2 Cor. 1.1; 
1.19; Phil. 1.1; 2.19; Col. 1.1; 1 Thess. 1.1; 3.1-6; 2 Thess. 1.1; 1 Tim. 1.2; 1.18; 6.20; 2 
Tim. 1.2; Phlm. 1.1.   
401 See, e.g., Ellingworth 1993, 33, n. 105, providing a list of authors and the dates they have 
proposed; Salevao 2002, 104-108, including notes; Hvalvik 2007b, 206, n. 130. Good 
arguments for a date in the last two decades of the first century are given by Salevao (just 
mentioned), Eisenbaum 1993, 5-7 and 2005 (now also considering ‘a date sometime early in 
the second century’ (226)); Karrer 2002, 33-35; 96-98; Schmithals 2004, 250-251. Aitken 
(2005) suggests a date ‘shortly after the death of Titus in 81 and the building of the Arch of 
Titus on the Via Sacra’ (146). 
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scholars think that a date before the Neronian persecution of Christians is 
even required (if the letter was sent to Rome!).402  
 Against this early dating arguments have been brought forward that are 
strong enough to also allow a date after 70 for Hebrews.  

Contra (1), it is argued that the writer of Hebrews does not once mention 
the temple: his argument is based on the instructions about the tabernacle, 
which are found in the Mosaic Law.403 He is arguing that after the revelation 
in Christ there is no more need for the Levitical priesthood and sacrificial 
system, since Jesus’ priesthood and sacrifice are superior to these 
institutions, as seen above. The reason that the writer does not use the 
argument of the destruction of the temple as a support for his own discourse 
could lie in the fact that in his days the rebuilding of the temple was still felt 
as a possibility. This could certainly have been true if Hebrews was written 
after the fall of the Flavian dynasty, as I will propose in this chapter. Jewish 
hopes for the rebuilding of their religious centre may have increased strongly 
after September 96.404 It becomes very clear from this document that the 
reconstruction of the temple would have been regarded as an irrelevant 
undertaking by the author of Hebrews. In this respect his discourse was 
radically different from that within mainstream Judaism, which preserved 
many details about the temple service in the later Talmudic writings.   

Contra (2) it could be argued that the Neronian persecution of Christians 
was very limited in space and time: probably only a few weeks in Rome. 
Furthermore, I argued in my previous chapters that Jewish Christians 
probably did not face the risk of shedding their blood until the year 96: under 
Domitian they were still prosecuted as Jews and could be charged with 
evasion of the Jewish tax, but this would not lead to an execution if they 
were found guilty of this crime, in contrast to non-Jewish Christians who 
could be executed after having been found guilty of ‘atheism’.405 

                                            
402 An early dating is postulated by, e.g., Lane 1991, lxii-lxvi (64-68); Ellingworth 1993, 29-
33 (pre-70 or even pre-64); Trotter 1997, 33-36 (pre-70); de Silva 2000, 20-21; (pre-70); 
Johnson 2006, 38-40 (45-70).  
403 See, e.g., Graesser 1990, 25; Eisenbaum 1997, 6; Lincoln 2006, 39-40; 
404 Lincoln 2006, 40; Goodman 2007b, 469-470; also the Epistle of Barnabas may have 
originated in this context of Jewish hopes for the rebuilding of the temple after September 
96 when Nerva became emperor; see, e.g., the comparison of Hebrews and Barnabas by 
Wilson 1995, 110-142. 
405 See Chapters 2, 3 and 4. 
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 The information about the persecution of Christians that can be found in 
Hebrews is a key indicator for the date. It has been regarded as such by 
many scholars, but interpretations have differed widely. Once more the 
conclusion that Hebrews started as a sermon or homily, which was 
subsequently sent as a letter, should be stressed. This has important 
implications for the circumstances in both the place where the document was 
composed and the place(s) it was sent to: these circumstances must have 
been fairly similar. I will illustrate this by highlighting the information about 
past and possibly future persecutions that is found in Hebrews.  
 Heb. 10.32-34 is the passage that was quoted above, referring to some 
kind of persecution in the past; this persecution apparently involved 
imprisonment and confiscation of property, but not (yet) execution, which is 
confirmed by Heb. 12.4: ‘In your struggle against sin you have not yet 
resisted to the point of shedding your blood.’ But the context of this last 
passage gives the impression that the writer possibly expects future 
persecutions that could lead to the death of some of his readers. If the 
‘persecution in the past’  and the possible future persecution are explained in 
scholarly literature, they are usually connected to known historical 
circumstances  in a particular city, like the expulsion of the Jews from Rome 
by Claudius in 49 or the persecution of Christians in Rome under Nero.406 
This is also seen as support to the idea that the letter was sent to the city of 
Rome from an unknown place (Alexandria, Antioch, Ephesus, Jerusalem?), 
where apparently a number of Italians were also residing (Heb. 13.24: ‘those 
from Italy send you greetings’). This destination Rome is regarded as the 
most likely by most scholars.407 
 However, if the document started as a sermon or homily that first made 
sense in its place of origin and then could be sent as a letter to one or more 
other communities, the specific circumstances of this persecution must have 
been a shared experience in both the place of origin of the speech and the 
place of destination of the letter. The expulsion of Jews from Rome by 
Claudius and the persecution of Christians by Nero were measures that were 
strictly limited to the capital city of the empire, which means that they do not 
qualify in this context. The fate of Jewish Christians under Domitian, 

                                            
406 The clearest example is Lane 1991, lxii-lxvi; also see Ellingworth 1993, 31; Trotter 
1997, 35-36; Koester 2001, 50-52; Salevao 2002, 105. 
407 Attridge 1989, 10; Weiss 1991, 76; Lane 1991, lviii-lx; Ellingworth 1993, 28-29; Trotter 
1997, 36-38; Eisenbaum 1997, 4-5; Koester 2001, 48-50; Salevao 2002, 118-121; Lincoln 
2006, 38-39.  
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however, can be considered to have been fairly the same in every city with a 
Christian community. If accused of evading the Jewish tax, they would have 
been exposed in public to investigate if they were circumcised. After having 
been found guilty of tax evasion, their possessions would have been 
confiscated by the fiscus Judaicus. These are the two points of agreement 
between the account of Suetonius about the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian 
and Heb. 10.32-34 that were mentioned above. This leads me to conclude 
that Hebrews was written after the harsh administration of the fiscus 
Judaicus under Domitian and is referring back to these circumstances, 
particularly describing the fate of Jewish Christians throughout the Roman 
Empire. The position of non-Jewish Christians under Domitian was even 
worse, as seen before: they ran the risk of execution if they were exposed as 
uncircumcised atheists.408 With respect to Jewish Christians this latter fate 
could only be an option after 96, when they were no longer regarded as Jews 
by the Roman authorities. The assumption that the Letter to the Hebrews was 
written to Jewish Christians will be treated in greater detail below. 

Firm external evidence for a terminus ad quem for Hebrews is usually 
found in 1 Clement, since it is generally accepted that Clement of Rome 
knew Hebrews when he wrote his own letter to the Corinthians.409 
Traditionally 1 Clement has been dated to the reign of the emperor Nerva 
(96-98), because of the passage in 1 Clem. 1.1: ‘the sudden and repeated 
misfortunes and setbacks’, which has been interpreted as referring to the 
persecution of Christians under Domitian. Serious doubts have been raised 
about Domitian having persecuted Christians, as also seen in the previous 
chapter on the Book of Revelation. As a consequence of this some scholars 
doubt if the Nervan date for 1 Clement is reliable.410 There is probably no 
reason to doubt the traditional date for this letter, because the prosecutions of 
the fiscus Judaicus very likely affected every single Christian community in 
the empire under Domitian, as stated many times before in this study, and 
these circumstances certainly could be interpreted as a ‘the sudden and 
repeated misfortunes and setbacks’. One only needs to think of the 
confiscations, possible executions of non-Jewish Christians and the 

                                            
408 See Chapter 2 about the administration of the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian. 
409 See, e.g.,  Lane 1991, lxii; Karrer 2002, 33-35; Johnson 2006, 3; Lincoln, 2006, 2;  
410 See, e.g., Welborn 1984; Attridge 1989, 7; Lane 1991, lxii. But also see the latest Loeb 
edition of the Apostolic Fathers (2003) in which Ehrman concludes that the date of 1 
Clement must be very close to the traditional date, despite all doubts about the persecution 
of Christians by Domitian (Vol. 1, 23-25). 
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apostasies that occurred as a result of these Roman measures. Furthermore, it 
is important to stress that Clement is comparing his days with the days of 
Nero and concludes: ‘we are in the same arena’, indicating that ‘the sudden 
and repeated misfortunes and setbacks’ really point to some kind of 
persecution experienced by Christians in the days of Clement as well.411 

If it is then accepted (1) that Hebrews 10.32-34 refers to the fairly recent 
persecution of Jewish Christians under Domitian by means of the fiscus 
Judaicus and (2) that 1 Clem. 1.1 also refers to these bad circumstances for 
Christians in general and (3) that Hebrews was known to Clement of Rome, 
the conclusion may be drawn that Hebrews was written shortly before 1 
Clement.412 Both letters may well have been written under Nerva: late in 96 
or in 97, since there are arguments to assume that Hebrews was written after 
the reform of the fiscus Judaicus that Nerva undertook as soon as he became 
emperor.413 This reform and the consequences it had for Jewish Christians 
could actually have been the very reason why Hebrews was written. This 
will be discussed in further detail below, where I will focus on the purpose 
of Hebrews.  

This date also leaves open the possibility that the Timothy mentioned in 
Heb. 13.23 was indeed Paul’s companion on some of his journeys.414 In 
96/97 he may have been a man in his sixties, like the new emperor Nerva.415  

Apart from the close link between Hebrews and 1 Clement, affinities with 
other Christian writings have been observed as ‘significant indicators’ for 

                                            
411 1 Clem. 7.1; Barnard 1964, 257, who calls this verse a crux interpretum: ‘Those who 
deny that I Clement contains any allusion to Christians being persecuted in Clement’s day 
must either forget this verse or explain it away’.  
412 Karrer 2002, 34, who concludes about the connections between Hebrews and 1 Clement: 
‘Wir dürfen ihretwegen für Zeit und Ort der Texte nicht zu weit auseinander gehen’, and: 
‘Die Geschichte der Schriftzitation favorisiert mithin eine Datierung beider Schriften gegen 
Ende des 1. Jh.’  
413 In the translation of Heb. 10.32 above, I followed the New Revised Standard Version: 
‘recall those earlier days’; the Greek ‘a)namimnv/skesqe de\ ta\j pro/teron h(me/raj’ could very 
well be used by an author writing late in 96 or early 97, if he wanted to describe a situation 
that existed about five to ten years earlier under the emperor Domitian. 
414 See note 401 for other scholars who prefer a ‘late’ dating of Hebrews. 
415 If this is indeed the same Timothy that accompanied Paul on some of his journeys, Paul’s 
decision to have him circumcised (Acts 16.3) may have saved his life under the emperor 
Domitian in the context of the prosecutions of the fiscus Judaicus. In the eyes of the Roman 
authorities under Domitian Timothy would have been considered to be a Jew (as a 
circumcised man). Uncircumcised he might have faced charges of ‘atheism’ and the 
subsequent death penalty. 
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the dating of the document towards the end of the first century.416  These 
other Christian writings are 1 Peter, Luke-Acts (especially Acts 7) and the 
Epistle of Barnabas.417 I think the gospel of John can also be added, pointing 
to the combination of the explicit high Christology in both documents (Heb. 
1; John 1) and the related theme of ‘Jesus superior to Moses’, ‘Messiah 
superior to Torah’. (Heb 3; John 1.17). This latter issue will be further 
discussed in the next chapter, where the Gospel of John will be considered in 
relation to the fiscus Judaicus and the birkat ha-minim. 

The circumstances that led to the composition of Hebrews during the 
early stages of Nerva’s reign will be treated in detail in the paragraph about 
the purpose of this document. First I will take a closer look at the addressees 
(closely connected to the purpose of the letter of course) and the place of 
origin.  
 
6.4.  Addressees and place of origin 
The superscript under which the letter has become known to us ‘To the 
Hebrews’ (pro\j E(brai/ouj) was added at a later time, and seems to imply 
that one should think of Jews or, better, Jewish Christians as the addressees. 
On the basis of Heb. 10.32-34 (in combination with Heb. 12.4) I already 
concluded that these verses seem to be describing the fate of Jewish 
Christians under Domitian. Although this particular argument has never been 
used before to prove that the addressees were Jewish Christians (as far as I 
know), many scholars have indeed concluded that the addressees of this 
letter were Jewish Christians. In early Christian literature this view was 
generally accepted.418  
 In more modern times, however, the conviction has grown among many 
commentators and scholars that this letter was sent to a mixed community of 
both Jewish and non-Jewish Christians or even exclusively to non-Jewish 

                                            
416 Salevao 2002, 106. For the links between Hebrews and 1 Clement and the implication for 
the dating of both documents:  see Karrer 2002, 33-35 and 96-98. Also see Eisenbaum 1993, 
5-7; 2005, 229-231 (now also considering ‘a date sometime early in the second 
century’(226)) 
417 Salevao 2002, 106-108; also see the comparison of Hebrews and Barnabas by Wilson 
1995, 110-142. 
418 Sometimes even limited to Jewish Christians in Judaea: see, e.g., Weiss 1991, 69 
(including note 41). 
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Christians.419 The arguments that have been brought forward for this position 
will be discussed, but will also be rejected as unconvincing.420 
 The first argument which is used to prove that non-Jewish Christians 
were among the addressees or were even the sole addressees is the fact that a 
reference to ‘the living God’ is found in Heb. 3.14: ‘Take care, brothers and 
sisters, that none of you may have an evil, unbelieving heart that turns away 
from the living God’. It is felt by some scholars that this could only have 
been directed at non-Jewish Christians, who were ex-pagans and had 
rejected their former deities.421 On the other hand, one could argue that this 
also makes sense in a purely Jewish debate and one could conclude with 
Ellingworth that the writer is trying to convince his hearers/readers of the 
fact that ‘to reject the supreme and final revelation of God in Christ would 
be to reject the living God himself’.422 
 A second reason which is given for a non-Jewish audience is found in 
Heb. 6.1-2:  
 

Therefore let us go on towards perfection, leaving behind the basic 
teaching about Christ, and not laying again the foundation: 
repentance from dead works and faith towards God, instruction about 
baptisms, laying on of hands, resurrection of the dead, and eternal 
judgement.  

 
These verses are considered to be particularly applicable to non-Jewish 
members of Christian communities.423  I do not agree with this conclusion, 
since these teachings were equally important for Jewish Christians and there 

                                            
419 See, e.g., Graesser 1990, 24; Weiss 1991, 71; Trotter 1997, 28-31; Eisenbaum 1997, 7-
10; de Silva 2000, 2-7; Koester 2001, 46-48; Karrer 2002, 100-101.  
420 See Lincoln 2006, 37; also Salevao 2002, 115-118, who calls this ‘An Untenable 
Alternative’, mainly because ‘there is no agreement among the proponents as to the exact 
nature of the readers’ problems’ (115).  
421 See the discussion in Ellingworth 1993, 21-27, who concludes ‘that the first readers were 
a predominantly but not exclusively Jewish-Christian group’ (27).  
422 Ellingworth 1993, 24. The phrase ‘the living God’ is also found in Heb. 9.14, 10.31, and 
12.22; but also in, e.g., Deut. 5.26; Josh. 3.10; Ps. 42.3; 84.3; Mt. 16.16; 26.63; 2 Cor. 3.3; 
6.16; Rev. 7.2. 
423 See, e.g., Weiss 1991, 71: who writes about these verses: ‘Die in Hebr 6,1ff zitierten 
Topoi der christlichen Elementarbelehrung spiegeln ganz in der Art eines jüdischen 
“Proselytenkatechismus” bestimmte Topoi der traditionellen jüdischen Heidenmissions-
predigt wider und sind somit nur in einem an Heidenchristen gerichteten Schreiben 
sinnvoll.’  
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are simply no other indications that the letter was exclusively meant for non-
Jewish Christians or even a mixed community. In this respect it is useful to 
look back to the information found in 1 Peter, addressed to non-Jewish 
Christians, and some of the letters in Revelation, addressed to predominantly 
non-Jewish Christian communities.424 In these letters there are strong 
exhortations to guard the boundaries with the pagan, polytheistic 
environment, something which is totally lacking in Hebrews. In 1 Peter and 
some of the letters in Revelation 2-3 we are clearly dealing with Christians 
for whom polytheism offers ‘the natural alternative identity-base’, and who 
are vulnerable to social pressures to turn back, or turn aside, to that 
alternative.425 In Hebrews this alternative identity base is Judaism. 
 Thus, the existing arguments for an exclusively Jewish Christian 
readership for Hebrews seem much stronger and even conclusive. It is, e.g., 
important to read the observation of Karrer: ‘Der Hebr entwirft mithin das 
Bild seiner Leserinnen/Leser fast, als gäbe es die Völker nicht’.426 This 
observation seems to be right and should be a first important indication that 
this document is dealing with issues that were initially important for Jewish 
Christians only. A very good defence for this position has recently been 
given by Salevao and Kim.427 Both are proponents of the so-called ‘relapse 
theory’ and (in the words of Kim) claim that ‘the author was seeking to 
persuade those who were tempted to revert back to Judaism to remain 
faithful to his community, while strengthening and confirming the 

                                            
424 See pp. 102-108 for 1 Peter and pp. 140-142 for the letters in Revelation 2-3, particularly 
the letters to Pergamum, Thyatira and Sardis. 
425 This sentence is a rephrasing of the conclusion by Dunnill about the addressees of 
Hebrews: see note 427 below. 
426 Karrer 2002, 54; yet Karrer supports the position taken by almost all German speaking 
scholars that the addressees were exclusively non-Jewish Christians or a mixed community 
(Karrer 2002, 100-101). 
427 Salevao 2002, esp. 109-114, followed by Lincoln 2006, 53; Kim 2006, esp. 197-201. 
Although to me this would mean that the document was exclusively meant for Jewish 
Christians, both Salevao and Lincoln leave open the possibility that the readers of Hebrews 
were ‘predominantly’ Jewish Christians. Also read the careful definition by Dunnill 1992, 
24: ‘There is no reason to dissent from the assertion that the Christians of Hebrews are Jews. 
More precisely, they are Christians for whom Judaism offers the natural alternative identity-
base, and who are vulnerable to theoretical and social pressures to turn back, or turn aside, 
to that alternative’. Schmithals 2004, 228-237, also defends the ‘relapse theory’, but at the 
same time thinks that Gentile Christians were the addressees, proposing ‘einen christlichen 
Adressatenkreis (…), dessen Angehörige im wesentlichen aus dem Heidentum kommen und 
zugleich akut vom Abfall oder Rückfall in die Synagoge bedroht sind (237)’.    
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commitment of those who did remain’.428 These people ‘who were tempted 
to revert back to Judaism’ were Jewish Christians and this is why a strong 
polemic against the Levitical priesthood and law, Mosaic covenant, and 
Levitical sacrifices is found in this letter.429 These were all issues that were 
not relevant for non-Jewish Christians who were never part of the Mosaic 
covenant in any way from a Jewish or even Jewish-Christian perspective. 
 In this context it is important to point at the ‘reigning leitmotif’ as 
observed by Eisenbaum and propose a slight change: ‘How are Christians 
rooted in Judaism and ancient Israel and yet distinct from it?’.430 She rightly 
states that ‘this issue must have been fundamental to every ancient Christian 
community’, but her conclusion that this supports the notion that the letter 
was sent to mixed communities may not be right.431 The leitmotif may also 
be defined as ‘How are Jewish Christians rooted in Judaism and ancient 
Israel and yet distinct from it, now that “in these last days he [God] has 
spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom 
he also created the worlds” (Heb. 1.2)’. This became an urgent issue for 
Jewish Christians at that moment in time, as will be discussed further in the 
paragraph about the purpose of Hebrews.  
 Furthermore, the arguments for a Jewish Christian audience are 
corroborated by the fact that this document was not sent to one or more 
Christian communities indiscriminately, but to a specific group within this 
community (or within these communities, as I think).432  This is indicated by 
Heb. 13.24: ‘greet all your leaders and all the saints’, which implies that not 
all leaders and members of the communities can be considered to have been 
the addressees of this letter. Also Heb. 5.12 (‘by this time you ought to be 

                                            
428 Kim 2006, 198. 
429 Salevao 2002, 113: ‘the danger of relapse of some members made it imperative for the 
author to define the relationship between Christianity and Judaism in terms of the 
superiority-inferiority dialectic’. 
430 Eisenbaum 1997, 10. 
431 Eisenbaum 1997, 9-10. 
432 Weiss 1991, 74 (‘ein bestimmter Adressatenkreis innerhalb einer Gemeinde’); 
Ellingworth 1993, 26 (‘the author is addressing, not “Christians in general”, but a group 
with whose needs and problems the author was well acquainted, and for which he was 
urgently concerned’); Trotter 1997, 31-33 (‘we should see this epistle as addressed to a 
particular group within the community rather than to the community as a whole’). I think 
these conclusions agree with Jewish Christians being the addressees, although the writers 
mentioned here do not draw this conclusion, with the exception of Ellingworth who thinks 
the addressees were a predominantly Jewish-Christian group. 
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teachers’) and 5.10 (‘for God is not unjust; he will not overlook your work 
and the love that you showed for his sake in serving the saints, as you still 
do’) seem to be directed to a specific group within one or more Christian 
communities and not to these communities as a whole.433 Especially in the 
latter case Jewish Christians may very well be the group in question: they of 
all people should be taking the lead in their communities and be teachers of 
the rest in the view of the Jewish Christian author of Hebrews. 
 Since this letter was probably not sent to a particular Christian 
community (be it in Rome or any other city), but was intended as a ‘generic 
speech’434 to the ‘Hebrews’435 (Jewish Christians) within Christian 
communities throughout the Roman Empire, conclusions about the place of 
origin can also be drawn. This must have been Rome or Italy, because this 
remains the only explanation for: ‘those from Italy send you greetings’ (Heb. 
13.24).436 
 Summarizing I would assume that the letter was sent from Rome/Italy to 
Jewish Christians as members of mixed Christian communities elsewhere in 
the empire. The main destination would have been communities in the 
eastern part of the empire: Greece, Asia Minor, Antioch and perhaps also 
Judaea and Galilee.437 We could think of a number of reasons why Italy is 
mentioned and not Rome. The first reason could be that among Christians 
the city of Rome had gotten a very bad name and using this name was 
avoided if possible (think of the ‘Babylon’ metaphor for Rome in both 1 

                                            
433 Trotter 1997, 31; but also see the criticism of deSilva 2000, 22.  
434 Eisenbaum 1997, 12. Also Eisenbaum 1997, 10: ‘I strongly suspect that the author 
envisioned several communities benefiting from his speech’; Dunnill 1992, 22-23, who 
concludes that Hebrews is ‘an encyclical letter’. 
435 Lincoln 2006, 38: ‘Whoever formulated the title for this letter is likely to have drawn the 
right inference: the Christians addressed were primarily Jewish in their background’. 
436 Despite the fact that, e.g., Ellingworth 1993, 29, strongly believes that oi( a)po\ th=j 
I)tali/aj is best explained if it ‘refers to people from rather than in Italy’. Yet he also 
concedes that the latter reading is ‘not linguistically impossible’. Also see Karrer 2002, 93-
96 for his arguments and conclusion: ‘Der Umkreis Roms ist der wahrscheinlichste 
Enstehungsort des Hebr’ (96). Also see deSilva 2000, 21, including note 62: ‘it would be 
more likely that a Christian teacher is writing to a church somewhere in a province for 
which he feels a special pastoral responsibility’.  
437 Dunnill 1992, 22-23, who assumes that Hebrews was an encyclical letter with Asia 
Minor as the most likely destination. This may also explain why (1) Hebrews was accepted 
relatively early in the eastern part of the empire (although as a Pauline document) and (2) 
the acceptance in the Roman church was much later (they had first-hand knowledge that it 
was not written by Paul?): see Eisenbaum 1997, 5.  
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Peter and Revelation); a second reason could be that members of the 
Christian community had moved from the city of Rome to safer places near 
Rome. If we look once more to the information provided by Pliny in his 
letter to Trajan some 15 years later (ca. 112 CE), attention should be paid to 
what Pliny observed in Bithynia-Pontus: 
    

In fact, this contagious superstition is not confined to the cities only, 
but has spread its infection among the neighbouring villages and 
country.438 

 
This spreading to ‘neighbouring villages and country’ could be interpreted as 
the result of the increasing success of Christianity, but also as the result of 
higher pressures in the cities on these communities, and this could be 
expected to have happened in Rome/Italy as well. 
 
6.5.  Purpose of the Letter to the Hebrews 
I will now focus on the purpose of the Letter to the Hebrews, which is, of 
course, closely linked to its date (late 96 or early 97) and addressees (Jewish 
Christians as members of mixed Christian communities). 

In the previous paragraph I already stated that I concur with those 
scholars who advocate the ‘relapse theory’ with regard to Hebrews, more 
specifically the relapse into Judaism. The main purpose of the writer was to 
prevent Jewish Christians from leaving the Christian communities by 
returning to the synagogue.439  

The second, equally important question is why the author needed to write 
this sermon/letter. What were the specific circumstances that made some 
Jewish Christians leave the Christian communities? This is where it is 
necessary to look back to the administration of the fiscus Judaicus under 
Domitian and its reform under Nerva. My earlier conclusions about the legal 

                                            
438 Pliny, Ep. 10.96. 
439 As to the main reason why the tendency to relapse had arisen, I would prefer one of the 
possible causes given by Salevao 2002, 109: ‘The threat of impending persecution might be 
forcing the readers to find refuge in the shelter of Judaism as an officially recognized 
religion of the empire. In this respect, the danger of relapse was precipitated by socio-
political pressures’. I would add that it was the possibility of being charged with atheism 
and being executed as a consequence of that, which was the form of persecution that Jewish 
Christians could also face after 96. Also Schmithals 2004, 247, notes that the author of 
Hebrews connects the crisis in the community to external pressure: ‘Er verweist nämlich auf 
den äusseren Druck durch die akute Verfolgungssituation.’ 
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position of Jewish Christians in these years are very relevant in this context. 
Under Domitian they ran the risk of being accused of evading the Jewish tax. 
After they had been subjected to a circumcision test to see whether they 
could be regarded as Jews, their possessions were confiscated if it appeared 
they had not paid the tax. It must be stressed again that they were considered 
to be members of the Jewish gens at that moment in time (Suetonius, Dom. 
12.2: dissimulata origine imposita genti tributa non pependissent). This was 
the very basis for their conviction: they were tax evading Jews in the eyes of 
the Roman authorities. 

The reform of the fiscus Judaicus by the emperor Nerva that I discussed 
in Chapter 3 led to the redefinition of the Jewish taxpayers: from ‘all 
members of the Jewish gens’ (as the Jewish tax had been introduced by 
Vespasian) to those Jews ‘who remained faithful to the customs of their 
forefathers’, changing the definition of ‘Jew’ from an ethnic one into a 
religious one instead.440 This means that those Jews who could not be 
captured under this definition (apostate Jews, Jewish Christians as members 
of mixed Christian communities) were explicitly exempted from the tax and 
were no longer regarded as Jews. This was probably good news for apostate 
Jews, but not for Jewish Christians, who remained strictly monotheistic and 
could face charges of atheism in the future. In Roman eyes they probably no 
longer followed their ancestral customs, but were actually followers of a 
recently established religion of Jewish origin with a mission to spread their 
‘atheism’ among non-Jews. This was a violation of the edict ‘to the rest of 
the world’ issued by Claudius, because the Jewish Christian mission to the 
nations automatically involved contempt of the religious observances of 
these nations, which was something Jews should refrain from. This 
‘contempt’ is found in many New Testament writings as was seen before.441   

Besides the Roman measures that were described above, Jewish 
Christians had probably already been hit by the birkat ha-minim as well, 
which, according to Jewish tradition, was introduced by Gamaliel II, 
probably during the reign of Domitian.442 This may very well have been 

                                            
440 This is based on the difference in defining Jewish taxpayers that is found between 
Flavius Josephus (Bell. Jud. 7.218) and Suetonius (Dom. 12.2) on the one hand and Cassius 
Dio (Hist. Rom 65.7.2) on the other; see pp. 86-87. 
441 See also pp. 45-58.  
442 The birkat ha-minim is not often found in scholarly literature on Hebrews. Important 
exception: Salevao 2002, 183-184. Schmithals 2004, 243-246, refers to the 
a)posuna/gwgoj- passages in the Gospel of John and concludes that the expulsion from the 
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intended by Jewish authorities to formally distance themselves from apostate 
and Christian Jews, who were still considered to be Jews by the Roman 
authorities under Domitian, but no longer by mainstream Judaism.  This 
much debated issue will be discussed in detail in the next chapter, in which 
also a number of the remarkable characteristics of the Gospel of John will be 
considered.  

Some insights from other studies on Hebrews are important when placed 
in this context. These are studies by Eisenbaum and Gelardini, which 
introduce the issues of covenant renewal (Gelardini) and the 
‘denationalization’ of Jewish scripture (Eisenbaum on Hebrews 11). 443 Both 
issues seem to shed crucial light on the steps that Jewish Christians felt they 
needed to take to define themselves in relation to mainstream Judaism. This 
had major consequences for later Christianity as a whole, but initially these 
issues were of vital importance to Jewish Christians only. Not much later 
Christianity would start using these Jewish Christian viewpoints for its self-
definition.   

In Gelardini’s opinion it is possible to analyse Hebrews as a synagogue 
homily and thus it should also be possible to reconstruct the readings from 
the Torah and the Prophets that form the basis of this homily. These key 
passages are Exod 31.18-32.35 (breaking of the covenant) and Jer 31.31-34 
(covenant renewal: the longest quotation from the Septuagint in the New 
Testament, which is found in Heb. 8.8-12).444 This approach puts the first 
and second covenants and the issue of breaking the covenant also at the heart 
of Hebrews (next to Ps 110.1, 4). Furthermore, Gelardini’s observations 
about the nature of Hebrews show how closely Jewish Christians were still 
in contact with their Jewish synagogue roots, but at the same time were 
developing a completely different perspective in terms of interpretation of 
the relevant passages from the Torah and the Prophets.445   

                                                                                                                
synagogue was the direct cause for the risk of apostasy as found in Hebrews. See also my 
next chapter about the connections between fiscus Judaicus, birkat ha-minim and the Gospel 
of John. 
443 Gelardini 2005; Eisenbaum 1997. 
444 Gelardini 2005, 124 
445 Gelardini seems to stress the ‘connection’ to the synagogue very strongly and not so 
much the hugely different ‘Christological’ interpretation of these passages, when compared 
to an interpretation under the ‘first covenant’. She concludes that these readings ‘are part of 
the PTC [Palestinian Triennial Cycle] in early form, and they hint at the most important day 
of fast in Jewish tradition, Tisha be-Av.’ When considering the different positions taken by 
the Letter to the Hebrews and the later rabbinic writings concerning the temple and the 
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The Jewish Christian interpretation of these readings from the Torah and 
the Prophets follows an almost predictable path as seen previously. Jesus is 
considered to be superior to Moses (3.3) and the verdict of the writer about 
the first covenant is made clear in the verses framing the quotation from 
Jeremiah about the new covenant:   
 

But Jesus has now obtained a more excellent ministry, and to that 
degree he is the mediator of a better covenant, which has been 
enacted through better promises. For if that first covenant had been 
faultless, there would have been no need to look for a second one. 
(8.6-7) 
(…) 
In speaking of ‘a new covenant’, he has made the first one 
obsolete. And what is obsolete and growing old will soon 
disappear. (8.13) 

 
This hard verdict on the first covenant can probably be put into perspective 
by outlining the difficult situation the author and his audience found 
themselves in. The persecutions under Domitian had probably resulted in 
decreasing numbers of Gentile Christians, based on the information from 
Pliny who writes to Trajan that he has come across people who ceased to be 
Christians: ‘some three years before, others many years, some as much as 
twenty-five years’. The ones who gave up their Christian beliefs ‘many 
years, some as much as twenty-five years’ ago, did this during the reign of 
Domitian, most probably under the threat of losing their possessions and 
even their lives due to the persecutions.446 And in Hebrews one encounters 
the same development with regard to Jewish Christians (10.25): some of 
them are leaving. In this context it cannot be stressed enough that the 
covenant renewal which is at the centre of Hebrews and is based on Jer. 
31.31-34, is only meant for the people of Israel and not for others: in this 
case non-Jewish Christians are not included. This passage about the 
prominence of the second covenant and the future disappearance of the first 
covenant is first and foremost meant to define the position of Jewish 

                                                                                                                
temple service a fundamental difference can be noticed: the Letter of the Hebrews considers 
this service to be irrelevant after the coming of the Messiah (and after the destruction of the 
temple), whereas rabbinic Judaism has preserved a great deal of halakhic material in the 
talmudic writings with regard to the temple service. 
446 See Chapter 5 about the Book of Revelation.  
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Christians over against mainstream Judaism.447 Not much later Christianity 
as a whole (as stated before) would start regarding itself as the true Israel 
and the partner of the second covenant, but this was very likely still outside 
the scope and intention of the author of Hebrews.    
 Eisenbaum focuses on what she calls ‘the Jewish Heroes of Christian 
History’ in Hebrews 11. She concludes that in this chapter of Hebrews there 
is a move from a ‘national history to a supranational one’, by which ‘an 
opening was created for Gentile Christians to fully identify with scriptural 
history’.448 But also in this case (as in the case of ‘covenant renewal’) it 
might well be that this is first and foremost a step that was taken by Jewish 
Christians to define their own position in relation to mainstream Judaism and 
the history they both shared. Jewish Christians were no longer regarded as 
real Jews by mainstream Judaism (as illustrated by the birkat ha-minim, 
which was probably introduced under Domitian) and were no longer 
regarded as Jews by Roman authorities either after Nerva’s reform of the 
fiscus Judaicus in 96, which led to a religious definition of ‘Iudaeus’. This 
means that Jewish Christians needed some kind of redefinition of their 
position if they did not want to lose every legitimation.  
 
6.6.  Conclusion 
In this section I will give a summary of the answers to the questions I posed 
at the beginning of this chapter. When was this document written and to 
whom was it addressed (who were the ‘Hebrews’?)?; what persecution in the 
past is referred to in 10.32-34?; and why had some people recently given up 
the habit of attending the meetings (10.25)? 

I think it was addressed to Jewish Christians (indeed ‘Hebrews’) who had 
been persecuted under Domitian as tax evaders of the Jewish tax. For this 
purpose accused persons had been exposed in public for the inspection of 

                                            
447 Also note the remark by Hirschberg (2007, 237) about ‘Jewish Believers in Asia Minor 
according to Revelation and the Gospel of John’: ‘(…) the quarrel between the Christian 
communities and the synagogues might have had the result that the Jewish believers in Jesus 
tried to overcome their identity-crisis by considering themselves to be the representatives of 
the true Israel’. It can be added that this line of thought is also found in Hebrews. 
448 Eisenbaum 1997, 225. This was indeed ‘a stage which surely aided in the formation of 
Christianity as a separate religion from Judaism’ (225); and it also ‘aided in the 
development of a Gentile Christianity which came to see the OT as its own heritage’ (226), 
although in this case the use of ‘Gentile Christianity’ may be a bit unfortunate because also 
Jewish Christians like the author and the addressees of Hebrews were part of this 
Christianity, which remained firmly rooted in Judaism. 
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their genitals to find out whether they were circumcised. Conviction would 
lead to the confiscation of their property. Both elements, the confiscations 
and the public examination of genitals (qeatrizo/menoi), can be found in 
Hebrews 10.32-34.  

The letter was almost certainly written after Nerva’s reform of the fiscus 
Judaicus. With regard to Jewish Christians it was important that Nerva 
probably introduced the notion that the Jewish tax only needed to be paid by 
Jews who followed their ancestral customs. Jewish Christians (who under 
Domitian had been prosecuted as Jews for dissimulata origine imposita genti 
tributa non pependissent) were, thus, formally exempted from the tax and 
this exemption had one huge consequence: it formally led to the loss of legal 
status as Jews under Roman law for these Jewish Christians, who were 
persecuted as Jews under Domitian, but might face charges of atheism and 
the subsequent death penalty as ‘non-Jews’ after the reform of the fiscus 
Judaicus by Nerva.  

The Letter to the Hebrews may initially have been intended as a sermon 
for Jewish Christians in or around Rome, but the circumstances they found 
themselves in were actually shared by many or even all Jewish Christians as 
members of mixed communities throughout the Roman Empire at that 
moment in time. The idea of losing their status as Jews in the Roman Empire 
must have frightened a great number of them. They had not endured 
suffering until death yet (Heb. 12.4), like some of their non-Jewish fellow 
Christians, but that could be expected in the near future now that the legal 
protection of Jews (as exclusivist monotheists) by the Romans was no longer 
in place for them. To regain the status of the only people who were allowed 
to have an exclusivist monotheistic faith within the Roman Empire, they 
would have to turn back to the synagogue as a safe haven, be registered as 
taxpayers to the fiscus Judaicus and first of all give up attending the 
Christian meetings, which is exactly what seems to be happening at the time 
the document was written (Heb. 10.25). 

To prevent Jewish Christians from leaving their communities and provide 
them with a strong theological foundation, this document was subsequently 
sent to many Christian communities. The stress in this document is on the 
new covenant (Jer. 31.31-34) superseding the first (Mosaic) one. Breaking 
this new covenant was presented as dangerous by the writer of this letter and 
in his view relying on the first covenant was no longer possible for Jews, 
once they had become members of Christian communities. 
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This combination of date, addressees and purpose seems to provide a very 
consistent picture. In Chapter 8 I will discuss the issue of the ‘Parting of the 
Ways’: the separation of Judaism and Christianity, for which I will focus on 
the formal separation between Jewish Christians and mainstream Judaism, as 
also reflected in Hebrews. Before this I will first come back to the fiscus 
Judaicus once more, but now in connection to the birkat ha-minim and the 
Gospel of John. 
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