
A Rabbi and the Writer of Hebrews
RABBI JONATHAN SACKS 

Book: Covenant & Conversation: Leviticus 
• Ten Commandments 

↳ the people fear God  
↳ they ask Moses to mediate 
↳ Moses is absent for 40 days on Sinai  
↳ the people mob and pressure Aaron to make god/idol 

• Golden Calf 
↳ Moses alerted to the golden calf 
↳ Moses destroys calf and makes them drink it  
↳ God is angry and becomes distant  
↳ God sends angel(s) to mediate  
↳ Levites enact God’s wrath and become priests  

• Levitical System Enacted 
↳ because of the sin of the golden calf 
↳ revealed through angel(s)  
↳ the place of divine presence 
↳ sacrifices for atonement  
↳ distinctions from the nations  

• Priests are mediators  
↳ are to be additionally holy  
↳ atone for their own sins  
↳ atone for sins of ignorance  
↳ perpetually sacrifice  

• Second Temple in First Century 
↳ a signal of divine presence  
↳ the service of priesthood 
↳ the sacrifices for purity  
↳ a surety of atonement  
↳ a center of national identity 

JESUS AND THE TEMPLE IN THE GOSPELS 

• “not one stone will be left” (Matt 24; Mark 13; Luke 19, 21) 
↳ he called Israel to repent since the covenant was broken 
↳ he and John warned the nation of impending judgment  
↳ he said that the temple would end in that generation 
↳ he spoke of a new covenant in his blood  
↳ he was seen as opposing temple 
↳ he was viewed a an enemy of Moses and the Torah (law) 
↳ he was accused of blaspheming against God 
↳ the high priests orchestrate his death  
↳ see also Stephen’s speech in Acts 7   

In the gospels, Jesus fulfills law, all moral laws upheld, there is talk 
about various Levitical laws such as what makes one unclean. 
Jesus challenges and corrects Jewish traditions, though he does 
not contradict Moses. But there is a time of transition, a time of 
moving toward the promised new covenant, one inaugurated in 
Jesus’s shed blood, signified at the Last Supper in the broken 
bread and cup of wine. 

HEBREWS 
(and New Testament in General)  

• Divine Revelation 
↳ in past and now in Jesus  
↳ an emphasis on God’s words throughout Hebrews  

• Angels  
↳ they are ministering spirits with a binding message 
↳ Jesus is superior to angels: creator, sustainer, atoner, 
enthroned above angels  

• Tabernacle  
↳ it was a shadow, a copy, temporary   
↳ it now is obsolete, aging, will disappear  
↳ Jesus is greater than Moses 
↳ the heavenly tabernacle is real and eternal 
↳ also a heavenly country, heavenly city of Jerusalem, 
heavenly Mount Zion  

• Priesthood 
↳ Levitical priests sinned and died  
↳ Jesus is sinless and resurrected 
↳ Jesus is everlasting high priest  
↳ Jesus is the mega-messiah: son of God (king), 
resurrected, eternal, exalted, enthroned  

• Sacrifices 
↳ provided external purity, tokens of the reality 
↳ did not cleanse the conscience 
↳ Jesus is the ransom and substitutionary sacrifice 
↳ our sins now atoned, conscience cleansed, we approach 
God without fear, sacrifice of praise, liturgical life of grace 
and generosity, habits of hospitality  

THEREFORE 
• remember what you have learned and witnessed 
• encourage one another daily  
• don’t forsake gathering together  
• press on in faith despite temptations and challenges  
• don’t fear suffering, look to Christ, recall those of faith  
• some may persecute you but God punishes the disobedient  
• consider persecution discipline and not punishment 
• don’t turn back to the old covenant, for that is the way of wrath 

↳ like turning back to Egypt  
↳ like crucifying Jesus again  
↳ like trampling Son of God  
↳ like Esau selling his birthright  
↳ these are episodes of ‘divine finality’ and ultimate loss 
↳ the Levitical system (tabernacle/temple, priesthood, and 
sacrifices) is fulfilled and coming to an end  

In Galatians 3 Paul says that the law was added because of 
transgressions (golden calf?) and that it came through angels. On 
this, the Apostle Paul and Rabbi Sacks agree. They both agree 
that the Levitical system ended with the fall of the temple. Paul and 
the writer of Hebrews believe that was intentional; Rabbi Sacks 
holds that it was accidental. 

RABBI SACKS . . . AGAIN 
70 A.D. — TEMPLE DESTROYED  

• No Divine Revelation 
↳ no prophets after Malachi  
↳ therefore no words from God 
↳ therefore no one like Moses 
↳ therefore no guidance from God 

• Now That the Second Temple is Gone…   
↳ How do we keep and cultivate Jewish identity?   

↳ without land, temple, priesthood, atonement  

• Rabbinic Sages Developed Post-Second Temple Traditions 
↳ they found substitutes for sacrifices  
↳ the sacrifices were symbolic anyhow 
↳ God seeks a broken and contrite heart  
↳ substitutes include prayer, charity, hospitality, Torah study 
↳ keep distinct from gentiles   

These rabbinical responses were ad hoc, made up after the loss of 
the Second Temple. Yet, there remains hope that the temple might 
some day be rebuilt.  

Rabbinic Judaism developed from the traditions of the Pharisees. 
The various Judaisms we see today are not old covenant religion; 
they are modified traditions.  

THE NEW COVENANT 
The book of Hebrews and other writings of the New Testament 
presented the early Jewish Christians with an anticipation of and 
preparation for the loss of the temple.  

The tension addressed in Hebrews regards those living in the 
midst of the transition from the old covenant to new covenant and 
all that this would entail.  

The short of it is that if one’s view of the world was defined by the 
earthly tabernacle and priesthood and sacrifices, this transition 
would come off as changing the whole world. This would be hard 
to believe and difficult to appreciate.  

➔ temple destroyed because of a broken covenant  
➔ Jesus prophesied this would happen in that generation  
➔ God already had promised a new covenant (Heb 8; Jer 31) 
➔ this new covenant commenced in and through Messiah Jesus 
➔ with a new covenant and a new priesthood comes a new law 
➔ contra Rabbi Sacks, God revealed this before and after 

Malachi, before the tragic events that destroyed the temple 

God’s prohibitions of idolatry, immorality, and injustice apply 
throughout Scripture, though the rituals change when covenants 
transition (by being broken or fulfilled). As such, there is a profound 
continuity between Old Testament law and New Testament ethics, 
though there also is significant discontinuity and change: from 
national to international; from temporary to eternal; from earthly 
kingdom to kingdom of God. 
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