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4 For it is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted 
the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit,  5 and have tasted the goodness of the word of God and 
the powers of the age to come,  6 if they then fall away, since they are crucifying once again the Son of God to 
their own harm and holding him up to contempt.  7 For land that has drunk the rain that often falls on it, and 
produces a crop useful to those for whose sake it is cultivated, receives a blessing from God.  8 But if it bears 
thorns and thistles, it is worthless and near to being cursed, and its end is to be burned.  9 Though we speak in 
this way, yet in your case, beloved, we feel sure of better things- things that belong to salvation.  10 For God is 
not so unjust as to overlook your work and the love that you showed for his sake in serving the saints, as you 
still do (Heb. 6.4-10). 

Introduction  
 We come now to a very difficult text in the book of Hebrews: 6.4-10. Christians have had 
and continue to have difficulty understanding the passage. There is a variety of interpretations 
available to help get to the bottom of things, but some of them are quite contrary to one another. 
In summary, probably the most contradictory positions are those that take the text to be teaching 
that genuine Christians can lose their salvation and those that do not take the text in this way 
(that true Christians cannot forfeit the grace of God; that this is not something they can do).  
 In the midst of the discussion between these two views is the question of the relevance of 
the book of Hebrews. On one hand, the claim is that the words about apostasy (if they then fall away, 
v. 6) cannot be merely hypothetical for if they are merely hypothetical, then the text says nothing 
of substance, and its warning floats in mid-air without touching down on this earth. On the other 
hand, the claim is that if God’s children can forfeit His grace to them, then their salvation 
depends on them and not on God, and grace is not truly grace but some mixture of grace and 
works, some synergism of God and man.  
 The question before us today is this: how can we do justice to the details of the text, 
maintain its relevance substantively, and at the same time preserve the promise and grace of God 
meaningfully and purely? To tackle this question, we will gather our thoughts around this theme: 
“Apostasy and Perseverance in Contrast.” There are three main points to the outline: formulating 
a model for this text, testing the details of this text, and focusing the thrust of this text. Now, let’s 
buckle up; it may be a bumpy ride.  
 
1A. Formulating a model for this text  
 Discussion of apostasy often turns on an attempt to soften the meaning of the judgment 
associated with it. However, softening the nature of the judgment is not the way to solve the 
difficulties of the text; that kind of model for interpretation will not do. Surely, the judgment in 
view is nothing less than eternal judgment. There is more to develop, but for the moment, all we 
need to do is connect the dots between the burning of thorns and thistles in this passage (Heb. 
6.8), the foundational truth of eternal judgment in the preceding paragraph (Heb. 6.3), the fact 
that God is a consuming fire in the larger context (Heb. 12.25-29), and the teaching of our Lord 
regarding the fiery nature of eternal punishment (Mat. 13.47-50; 25.46). When we connect these 
dots, we have to conclude that apostasy involves a falling away that ultimately results in eternal 
punishment.  
 How then should we understand apostasy? Because of the challenges here, we need a 
better interpretative model as a framework for our thoughts on the text. Then, we can test it 
regarding the details of the text and focus the thrust of the passage. Our model will be the 
analogy that exists between the conduct of apostates and false prophets.  
 As we try to get our arms around this passage, allow me to work into it by reference to 
some comments of Donald Hagner (NIBC: Hebrews, 1990). He notes that actual Christians are in 
view (“persons who are indeed Christians”). Thus, he asks, “Can Christians…fall away and lose 
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their salvation?” The answer is “a yes and a no…Christians can indeed apostatize” but, he says, 
“paradoxically, if they become true apostates, they show that they were not authentic Christians.” 
The case, he says, is similar to the one John cites (1 Jn. 2.19) regarding people who went out 
from us showing that they were not of us (p. 92).  
 There is much to like about Hagner’s work as a commentator in general, but this “yes and 
no” is troublesome. He does not have his finger on a paradox here, which is an apparent 
contradiction. What He expresses is an actual contradiction. He has it that true Christians can 
apostatize, but if they do, they show that they are not true Christians. His claims then are that 
true Christians can apostatize and true Christians cannot apostatize. This is subtle and slippery. 
 Instead of appealing to this kind of yes and no (to some kind of irrational dialectic), we 
are better off approaching the text with a different model. We will do better to use a model of 
analogy rather than paradox. By that, I simply mean that we can draw an analogy between 
apostates (here in Heb. 6) and false prophets (in 2 Pet. 2). Note the tenor of things in these two 
passages: 

4 For it is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted 
the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit,  5 and have tasted the goodness of the word of God and 
the powers of the age to come,  6 if they then fall away (Heb. 6.4-5). 
 
But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you, who will 
secretly bring in destructive heresies, even denying the Master who bought them, bringing upon themselves 
swift destruction…17 These are waterless springs and mists driven by a storm. For them the gloom of utter 
darkness has been reserved.  18 For, speaking loud boasts of folly, they entice by sensual passions of the 
flesh those who are barely escaping from those who live in error.  19 They promise them freedom, but they 
themselves are slaves of corruption. For whatever overcomes a person, to that he is enslaved.  20 For if, after 
they have escaped the defilements of the world through the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, 
they are again entangled in them and overcome, the last state has become worse for them than the first.  21 For 
it would have been better for them never to have known the way of righteousness than after knowing it to turn 
back from the holy commandment delivered to them.  22 What the true proverb says has happened to them: 
"The dog returns to its own vomit, and the sow, after washing herself, returns to wallow in the mire." (2 Pet. 
2.1, 17-22). 

We can now test the details of our passage in Hebrews by reference to this flow of thought in 2 
Peter noting that in both cases there is enlightenment in the knowledge of Christ (Heb. 6.4-5, 
enlightened… and have tasted the goodness of the word and 2 Pet. 2.20, they have escaped the defilements of the 
world through the knowledge of our Lord). 
 
2A. Testing the details of this text  
 Without question, the experience of Christianity that apostates may have is as powerful as 
it is striking. They do not just sip from the cup at the table. The word “taste” indicates that they 
partake of the gospel in some full way: for they have once been enlightened…have tasted the heavenly gift, 
and have shared in the Holy Spirit, 5 and have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the age to 
come (6.4-5). Thus, people ask, can this describe anything other than genuine Christian 
experience? Well, it can describe something other, as we can see from the analogy with the 
experience of false prophets.  
 Pointedly, like the false prophets of 2 Peter 2, the apostates of Hebrews 6 have a real 
experience of gospel benefits. The false prophets were set free from sin (Jesus bought them, 
which means He delivered them, 2.1) and accordingly they cleaned up their lives by escaping “the 
defilements of the world” through knowledge of Jesus Christ (2.20). Nonetheless, and comparably, just as 
the apostates fall away, the false prophets become “again entangled.” Moreover, parallel with the 
impossibility of restoration to repentance in Hebrews is the fact, in 2 Peter, that the “last state has 
become worse for them [the false prophets] than the first.” Therefore, this is a helpful model (A & FP). 
 
3A. Focusing the thrust (or overall point) of this text (Heb. 6) 
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 Notably, the false prophets were redeemed Christians in an outward sense but all along 
they were dogs and pigs. Still, the redemption, or setting free from defilements, was real because 
of their attachment to the people of God. These facts yield a definition of apostasy.  
 Apostasy then is the falling away from professed attachment to Christ. The apostate’s 
attachment involves outward repentance and a cleaned up life based on a real experience of the 
things of God. Apostates taste the good word, even though this experience is not a saving 
experience. Apostates, like false prophets, tasted of the knowledge of God and cleaned up their 
lives, only to return to their vomit and mud puddles (only to “fall away”). 
 Consequently, it is valid to view the Christian community as consisting of mere 
professors of faith in contrast to true possessors of faith. About true possessors, we can be sure of 
better things- things that belong to salvation (6.9). Hughes gives a good summary in this vein: “it is plain 
that our author does not contemplate the possibility that the work of God in the lives of those to 
whom he is writing may fail or be frustrated, for he expresses confidence concerning 
them…what he has reason to fear is that some among them who have professed Christian faith, 
enjoyed Christian fellowship, and engaged in Christian witness may prove to be hypocrites and 
enemies of Christ and, by turning away from the light they have known, show that they do not 
belong to God’s people at all” (Hebrews, 222). 
 Let me return to the question before us today: how can we do justice to the details of the 
text, maintain its relevance substantively, and at the same time preserve the promise and grace of 
God meaningfully and purely?  
 1) On the details 
 The details of the text tell us that unbelievers can experience much of the things of God 
by attachment to the community of believers. We do justice to these details by noting the reality 
of this experience.  
 2) On relevance 
 The relevance is fourfold: a) it is true that any reader of Hebrews (then or now) that falls 
away from attachment to the community of faith and that holds Christ up to contempt will perish 
in his or her sins. The conditional claim is true even if the antecedent or if-part could never occur 
(for example, it is true that if the Detroit Lions win the conference title, they go to the Super 
Bowl, even if they never win their conference). b) However, some members of the church (those 
who profess faith and repentance) may fall away from their profession and from the blessings 
they experience in association with the people of God. They will thus be like watered earth that 
brings forth thorns and thistles (v. 8), and their final end is the fiery punishment of eternal judgment 
(v. 8). c) Therefore, the warning comes with serious force to genuine believers. The text 
confronts them (and us) with the punishment they would in fact have if they were to fall away; 
accent is on facing the reality of that punishment (looking it head on unflinchingly). d) In turn, 
the force and truth of the threat (it is true that if…then), is a means that God uses to prompt and 
stir His elect to bear the fruits of repentance that are required for entrance into the heavenly 
Canaan. The warning is a gracious means that motivates genuine believers.  
 3) On good works (v. 10, God is not so unjust as to overlook your work and…love) 
 The mention of working love for the family of God does not indicate some cooperation 
between God and man that makes salvation a joint venture. Instead, it points to the continuance 
or perseverance of the readers on the path of fruitful Christian living. They prove the genuine 
quality of their profession by the fruits of repentance. Their perseverance is necessary for their 
salvation and it is a reality by the promise of God who says to them in Christ: “I will; be clean; I 
will that you go on to maturity in stages all the way to the glory of the new Canaan.”  
 4) On the basis for confidence 
 The confidence of the writer regarding the readers is a confidence in the sovereign power 
of Christ in His saving work (cf. Hughes, 221-222). All the children that God gave to Him will 
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conquer the ultimate enemy of death because of His death (Heb. 2.14). They will find 
deliverance from slavery to sin because of His death (2.15), and they will manage their way 
through the ups and downs of temptation because of His death (2.17-18). This is the point of 
Hebrews 6.3, as we explained in a previous message (if he wills and He says, “I will”). 
 5) On the balance of duty and promise 
 There is a balance here between duty and promise. God’s people dig into the task as a 
“must” that is necessary for attainment to glory and they do so in full awareness of the 
punishment that they would endure if they were to fall back in apostasy. However, the promise 
prompts them more than does the threat. Knowing that they will endure by the effectual working 
of the cross of Christ, they take up their duties of perseverance with a spring in their steps 
because the war is truly the Lord’s to win. Thus, at the same time that this text gives a sober 
warning, it also gives an encouraging (uplifting) promise: in your case, beloved, we feel sure of better 
things- things that belong to salvation (Heb. 6.9). In parallel, Peter states: the Lord knows how to rescue the 
godly from trials, and to keep the unrighteous under punishment until the day of judgment (2 Pet. 2.9). The Lord 
knows, that is, loves them that are His and He will see them home to glory.  
 
Concluding application 
 The word “for” (6.4a) connects this section (6.4-10) to what precedes. In effect, we have 
this: you are to go beyond the basics highlighted in six themes (6.1-3) because (6.4a, “for”) of 
the contrast that exists between apostasy and perseverance. We can outline how this works in 
three final points.  
 1) The danger is real 
 That those who have many blessings and experience may go backwards. “Christians” in 
name and outward experience only may reveal the truth by apostasy. Sometimes the truth comes 
to open expression in the light. 
 2) The motivation is earnest 
 Warning regarding apostasy gives further motivation to go on to maturity. 
 Subtle point: if you do not go forward, you run the very real risk of going backward; that 
backwardness could even be into the darkness of total and irremediable apostasy. The reason it is 
irremediable is that it so dishonors Christ to the extreme. 
 The writer is anxious for the spiritual well-being of his readers (then and now, them and 
us). Therefore, he says, press on toward maturity (regarding the elemental things as in the list of 
six).   
 3) The way forward is love 
 The motivation to go on to maturity has a focus: go forward especially in your work of 
love for the saints. Attitude toward the professing church is extremely important. Your 
relationships to one another are to be seasoned, not uncritical, but tolerant, patient, forgiving, 
kind, and charitable. You are to embrace each other as brothers and sisters. Those who hate 
God’s people are liars who do not have the truth (1 Jn. 2.9-11). 
 Clearly, pointedly, and emphatically, doctrine must translate into love. 
 Therefore, we have this bottom line: take up your duty to go on to maturity with a deep 
and fearful sense of duty, and take it up inhaling the fresh scent of the promises of God that line 
the road of your salvation by faith in Jesus Christ the risen Lord of glory.  
 

Let us fall down before the majesty of our risen Lord confessing our need for help in the battle with 
sin; may the Holy Spirit teach us how to keep the balance between duty and promise and thus enable 
us to be earnest in our duties at the same time that we are confident in His promises. To the triune 
God be all glory, now and forever, amen.  

  


