
• Although this is difficult for many moderns to conceive, Christianity was a 
countercultural movement in its earliest stages  

o Widely regarded as a superstition  
 Tacitus: “enemies of the human race”  
 Veneration of a convicted criminal  
 Accused of atheism for refusal to participate in the civic religion of 

the Greco-Roman world  
 Suspected of cannibalism, free love, and incest  

• State-sponsored persecution of Christians did not appear until the late third and early 
fourth centuries, but local measures were occasionally taken  

o Illegality of Christianity as a whole  
• The Letter to the Hebrews is an anonymous document; from the second century the 

eastern churches accepted it as a letter of Paul, but the western churches were 
skeptical of this attribution and did not finally accept it until the fourth and fifth 
centuries  

o Not actually a letter, but an exhortation with some elements attached to it  
o Hebrews speaks of a renewed hostility against the community, and suggests 

that some members are on the verge of withdrawing and returning to 
Judaism  

 Judaism enjoyed a status as a sanctioned cult within the empire  
 The author combats this potential move by connecting the Israel of 

old and the contemporary church 
• Reference to the period of the wanderings in the desert  

o Presents a conception of the Christian community as 
a pilgrim group moving through an inhospitable 
environment  

o The letter also argues for the superiority of Christianity over Judaism, but 
does so in cultic terms  

 Jesus as high priest  
• Death as priestly sacrifice, one which is far superior to those 

offered by previous priests  
o Unlike other priests, Jesus did not have to sacrifice on 

behalf of himself  
• Of the order of Melchizedek 

o Ps. 110: anointed one identified as a priest of the 
order of Melchizedek 

o Gen 14: king of Salem who receives sacrifices from 
Abraham; no genealogy is provided, which leads to 
the interpretation that he is a priest without beginning 
or end    

 God’s previous actions as a foreshadowing of the present 
developments in Christ  

• Obedience is more important now than ever, as the perfect 
sacrifice has been made 

o The letter also places a significant emphasis upon faith 
 Heb. 11: catalog of the faithful of the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament  



• Remained faithful despite an ignorance of coming events—an 
obvious parallel with the later church  

• The fact that Jesus himself is given as a potential example for 
the community indicates the letter’s understanding of faith as 
trust  

 Once one leaves the community, there is no turning back  
• The New Testament may be roughly divided into three smaller sections  

o Gospels (and Acts) 
o Pauline epistles 
o Catholic epistles 

 “catholic”: universal; no specific addressees 
 James, Jude, 1-2 Peter, 1-3 John  
 Among these, 1 Peter must be considered pseudonymous 

• Its Greek is among the most polished in the New Testament 
• Portions of the letter are reminiscent of Paul—a figure with 

whom Peter did not always see eye to eye   
• Portions of the letter reference widespread persecution 
• No personal reminiscences of Jesus 

• 1 Peter presents Christians as “displaced persons”—aliens and exiles; it seeks to 
respond to suffering by addressing its pervasiveness in the world  

o Suffering of Jesus as a paradigm for his later followers 
o Suffering as a test  

• Interestingly, 1 Peter is the source of the tradition of Christ’s “harrowing of Hell”  
o 1 Pet. 3:18 ff: Christ “made alive in the spirit, in which he also went and 

made proclamation to the spirits in prison…”        


