
vv.4-6: Read this passage first. This passage is clearly the most controversial in the book of 
Hebrews; potentially the entire New Testament. Since so many godly Christians are Hebrews; potentially the entire New Testament. Since so many godly Christians are 
disagreed on its interpretation, we must proceed with a  humble attitude and resist 
dogmatic theological conclusions.

It has been said of this portion of scripture” “Its glimpse into the abyss of apostasy has kept 
the church off balance from the beginning until now.”

And yet the strong warnings of verses 4-6 are balanced with confident assurances of 
obedience and encouragement in the remainder of the chapter. 

Let’s start by defining apostasy.

1Chapter 6



First we define general apostasy: Those who fall away from God. Each Judeo-Christian 
tradition has defined apostasy with a different emphasis. Consider the implications of each:

• Fail to keep a religious covenant (Judaism).
• Fall away from the church (Roman Catholicism).
• Fall away from intellectual adherence (Augustinianism / Calvinism).
• Fall away from “good works / holiness” (Semi Pelagianism/Arminian).

Secondly, we state that Christian carnality, backsliding, and general sinful disobedience is 
not apostasy.

In the context of Hebrews, we can confidently state that apostasy is a rejection of Jesus 
Christ and a resultant return to Judaism.  
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This passage has been interpreted in at least four modern ways: I contend that they miss 
the context of the warning to the original audience immature Jewish Christians who were the context of the warning to the original audience immature Jewish Christians who were 
contemplating a return to Judaism:
(1) that the danger of a Christian losing his salvation is described, a view rejected because 
of biblical assurances that salvation is a work of God which cannot be reversed; 
(2) that the warning is against mere profession of faith short of salvation, or tasting but not 
really partaking of salvation (The New Scofield Reference Bible, p. 1315); 
(3) that hypothetically if a Christian could lose his salvation, there is no provision for 
repentance (The Ryrie Study Bible, p. 1843); 
(4) that a warning is given of the danger of a Christian moving from a position of true faith 
and life to the extent of becoming disqualified for further service (1Co_9:27) and for 
inheriting millennial glory; loss of commitment but not salvation. 

Take your pick! As for me, based on the genre and context, I cannot use this passage as a 
basis for establishing a doctrine of the security of the believer!

Walvoord & Zuck,  Bible Knowledge Commentary, e-Sword
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If they fall away: Remember there is a great difference between falling and falling away. 
Falling away isn’t just falling into some sin, it is actually departing from Jesus Himself. For 
a righteous man may fall seven times and rise again, but the wicked shall fall by calamity. 
(Pro_24:16) The difference is between a Peter and a Judas. If you depart from Jesus, there is 
no hope!

i. The message to these Christians who felt like giving up was clear: if you don’t 
continue on with Jesus, don’t suppose you will find salvation by just going on with 
the old basics that are common to Judaism; if you aren’t saved in Jesus, you aren’t 
saved!
iii. The idea is not that “if you fall away, you can’t come back to Jesus ever,” but that 
“if you turn your back on Jesus, don’t expect to find salvation anywhere else, 
especially in the foundations of Judaism apart from the fullness of Jesus.”

“What is certain is that if an individual is concerned about their own salvation, they have 
not committed apostasy.” 
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Systematic TheologySystematic Theology
Systems of theology are important, because the Bible does not contradict itself; but the 
way to right systems begins with a right understanding of the text, not one that bends the 
text to fit into a system.

“We come to this passage ourselves with the intention to read it with the simplicity 
of a child, and whatever we find therein to state it; and if it may not seem to agree 
with something we have hitherto held, we are prepared to cast away every doctrine 
of our own, rather than one passage of Scripture.” I have been called an Arminian 
Calvinist or a Calvinistic Arminian, and I am quite content so long as I can keep close 
to my Bible.” (Spurgeon)

“The warnings…presuppose a true Christian can fall into apostasy…(and that) the readers 
were genuinely Christian…Paradoxically, the New Testament contains passages that indicate 
the security of the believer.” Paul, who strongly believed in election and that salvation was 
God’s act, not ours, also warned Christians to “hold fast, test their faith, etc. (1 Cor. 15:2; 2 
Cor. 6:1; 13:5; Phil. 2:16; 3:11).
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Donald Hagner has stated in his book (Encountering the Book of Hebrews): “Systems of 
theology, whether Arminian of Calvinist, need to exercise restraint…and to preserve the theology, whether Arminian of Calvinist, need to exercise restraint…and to preserve the 
tensions (in those systems)…Scripture provides us assurance of our security, and at the 
same time warns us. Either side can be focused on. Thus, those who are worried about 
losing their salvation (which itself, by the way, guarantees that they have not committed 
apostasy) should dwell upon the passages teaching the security of the believer; those who 
have become complacent… in their faith need to consider the warning passages.”
Ibid., 91.
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Genre and Context of the Passage
I contend that the majority of disagreement over this passage is a result of not fully I contend that the majority of disagreement over this passage is a result of not fully 
understanding or applying the appropriate genre and context. As a result, theological 
“systems” provide the strong bias for opposing interpretations. 

The genre of this passage is exhortation with the goal of motivating the listener to action 
and awareness of the dangers of apostasy. At best, it is secondarily a treatise on salvific 
theology. It is, as Hagner says, “an impassioned plea” to the audience that they not reject 
Christ and return to Judaism; this would be catastrophic for them thus a severe warning is 
warranted (emphasis mine).  I have three theological dictionaries, none of which even 
addresses this passage as a theological issue; it is a pastoral issue.

So, I repeat: The use of 6:4-6 as a “tool” for salvific doctrine is…out of context and 
inappropriate.
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The context of vv. 4-6 (a strict warning) must be put into juxtaposition with:
verses 1-2 that are addressing a general audience of immature believers.verses 1-2 that are addressing a general audience of immature believers.
verses 9-12 (a confident encouragement that provides a balanced approach) See 
especially 9b.
the strong warnings at 2:3, 3:7-12,  and 4:7 (a “ramped-up” repetition).
the greater context of the wilderness wanderings as discussed in chapter 4 and later 
addressed at 1 Cor. 10:1-12 which warns Christians that we must not become 
complacent regarding temptation – “take heed lest we fall.”

Guthrie, NIV Commentary, 224.
Donald A Hagner, Encountering the Book of Hebrews, (Grand Rapids, Baker, 2006), 90.
Guthrie, NIV Commentary, 216.
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Being very familiar with the exodus, the following may be what the author wished to 
convey:convey:

The complaining Israelites wanted to and could have (physically) returned to Egypt. 
However, none of the miracles, which were pictures of salvation (Passover, Red Sea, rock of 
water, etc) would not be repeated. Once they had gone back, there was no return to  the 
covenant. As a result, God opened up the earth and the rebellious one’s were swallowed 
up, apart from God. The rest persevered.
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The message, already stated three times in Hebrews (3:8, 15; 4:7), is for the audience to 
not harden their hearts as the Israelites did in the wilderness. It is appropriate that the not harden their hearts as the Israelites did in the wilderness. It is appropriate that the 
author could have stated vv. 4- 6 as follows:

The idea is not that “if you fall away, you can’t come back to Jesus ever,” but that “if you 
turn your back on Jesus, don’t expect to find salvation anywhere else, especially in the 
foundations of Judaism apart from the fullness of Jesus… 

“Repentance is impossible because there is nowhere else to go for repentance once Christ 
has been rejected.

Their forsaking of Jesus is tantamount to crucifying Him all over again, especially if they 
were to express their repentance in traditional Jewish forms: especially animal sacrifice, 
which denies the total work of Jesus for them on the cross.”

George H.Guthrie, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, Zondervan, 1998), 220.
David Guzig, Enduring Word Commentary, (2014), e-sword.
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Conclusion
This passage is a very strong, attention-getting warning by the preacher regarding the This passage is a very strong, attention-getting warning by the preacher regarding the 

dangers of apostasy.
Reading vv. 4-6 with a modern perspective, the people were Christians. Reading it as to 

the original audience and genre, using the exodus as the example, those who apostatized 
were unbelievers. I choose the latter reading.

It uses the Hebrew’s knowledge of the Exodus to remind them that they cannot find 
repentance anywhere else other than in Jesus.

It is appropriate to “fear” apostasy and its consequences.
Although it does not address “perseverance of the saints,” the perseverance of the 

saints, seen symbolically in vv. 7-8, demonstrates Christian faith.
It is not a theological discussion regarding security (or not) of the believer. Those who 

want to use this passage to argue their salvific positions are in the wrong arena.
As we approach the end of this age, we can expect a rising tide of apostasy (2Th. 2:3; 

1Tim. 4:1). Therefore the warning against falling away becomes more relevant with every 
day that passes.

Provides a great foundation for the next passage (confident assurances).

11Chapter 6



Vv. 7-8: These verses repeat a theme common throughout scripture using agriculture as 
the setting for a parable: If the readers do not persevere, they will be like Israel which was the setting for a parable: If the readers do not persevere, they will be like Israel which was 
characterized as an unproductive vineyard. (Isa. 5:1-7) Conversely, land that is fruitful 
receives God’s blessings. 
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Vv. 9-12: Don’t be Discouraged!

v. 9: The writer admits he is being a little more harsh than he needs to be.

v. 10: Their past work seen at 10:32-24 may be in view here. God sees and acknowledges 
this work, even if man doesn’t.

vv. 11-12: These last two verses may be aimed at those who are in danger of losing their 
faith in Christ. They are encouraged to imitate what the true believers have demonstrated 
through perseverance.

BBC. e-Sword.
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Vv. 13-15: The author uses the hero of the faith, Abraham, as an example of God’s 
promises for the audience which is reminded when God made this promise at Gen. 22:15-promises for the audience which is reminded when God made this promise at Gen. 22:15-
18 he swore by himself as there was no one greater.

Vv. 16-18: Adhering to ANE legal codes, a discussion of oaths occurs. Oaths assure 
truthfulness and credibility. God gave the oath so that (1) it shows the unchanging nature 
of Himself, and (2) the reader’s, recipients of the oath through Abraham’s seed, could be 
encouraged. The two unchangeable things then for which it is impossible for God to lie are 
one of the following pair: (1) God’s inability to lie and His oath or (2) Jesus is of the order of 
Melchizedek (not Aaron-a human) and that he has been declared by God as an eternal high 
priest;  Ps. 110:4 and Heb. 6:20; 7:20-22 supports this latter view. 

However both have validity and are offered to “take hold” of the hope set before us by 
Christ. The conclusion in inevitable: the believer is eternally secure.

Vv. 19-20: We who appropriate Christ have a hope that is fixed like an anchor and not 
subject to the whims of this world. “We who have this hope enter the presence of God as 
symbolized by the Holy of Holies in the temple.” 10:19-23)
Guthrie,  NIV Commentary, 243.
Hagner, Encountering Hebrews, 93.

14Chapter 6


