
Lesson1 Hebrews 1-2-3 Handout – Jewish Scripture Interpretation 

How First-Century Jews Interpreted Scripture 

   The author of Hebrews was, like St. Paul, deeply familiar with the 
Scriptures and was a master of ancient Jewish methods of interpretation. 
Much of Hebrews is in the form of midrash, a kind of interpretation that 
quotes a portion of Scripture and then draws out its meaning for the 
present generation. Hebrews 3–4 is a classic example of a midrash on 
Psalm 95 (for other examples, see Heb 2:5–9; 10:5–14; 12:5–11). After 
quoting a long portion of the psalm in 3:7–11, our author repeatedly 
picks up key phrases such as “today,” “provoked for forty years,” and 
“they shall not enter into my rest,” showing how this psalm is God’s 
“living and effective” word to present-day readers (see 4:12). 

   Hebrews also uses the form of argument known in Hebrew, qal 
wahomer (light and heavy) or in Latin, as a fortiori from the stronger, 
or the term is used when drawing a conclusion that's even more obvious 
or convincing than the one just drawn. Hebrews 9:13–14, for instance, 
argues that if the blood of sacrificed animals could cleanse people 
ritually, how much more does the blood of Christ cleanse us truly and 
interiorly. Paul uses this device in his letters (Rom 5:15; 1 Cor 12:22; 2 
Cor 3:11), as does Jesus in his preaching (Matt 6:30; 7:11). 

   Another technique, known as gezerah shawa, draws a connection 
between two seemingly unrelated Scripture passages by means of a key 
word that appears in both. Hebrews 4:3–4, for instance, connects Psalm 
95:7–11 with Genesis 2:2 (in their Septuagint versions) based on the 
words “rest,” “work,” and “day.” 

   The early Christians were formed by and wrote from within the Jewish 
tradition of biblical interpretation. But there was also an essential 
difference. The Christian conviction, rooted in the teaching of Jesus 



himself, is that Jesus Christ is the key that opens up the meaning of all 
Scripture and all history. God ordered all salvation history according to a 
plan that mysteriously pointed forward to Christ and reached its 
culmination in him. The entire thrust of the Letter to the Hebrews is to 
demonstrate how Christ is the fulfillment in an original and compelling 
way. 

   Remez (“hint”)—wherein a word, phrase or other element in the text 
hints at a truth not conveyed by the literal translation of the phrase. The 
implied presupposition is that God can hint at things of which the Bible 
writers themselves were unaware. Example Mt 12:3 ref to 1 Sam 21:2-8; 
22:9-19 

   Sod (“secret”)—a mystical or hidden meaning arrived at by operating 
on the numerical values of the Hebrew letters, noting unusual spellings, 
transposing letters, and the like. For example, two words, the numerical 
equivalents of whose letters add up to the same amount, are good 
candidates for revealing a secret through what Arthur Koestler in his 
book on the inventive mind called “bisociation of ideas.” The implied 
presupposition is that God invests meaning in the minutest details of 
Scripture, even the individual letters. 
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