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Hebrews 6:4-8 on Apostasy
by Bob DeWaay

“For in the case of those who have once been
enlightened and have tasted of the heavenly
gift and have been made partakers of the Holy
Spirit, and have tasted the good word of God
and the powers of the age to come, and then
have fallen away, it is impossible to renew
them again to repentance, since they again
crucify to themselves the Son of God, and put
Him to open shame. For ground that drinks
the rain which often falls upon it and brings
forth vegetation useful to those for whose sake
it is also tilled, receives a blessing from God;
but if it yields thorns and thistles, it is worth-
less and close to being cursed, and it ends up
being burned.” (Hebrews 6:4-8)

This passage raises several important
questions. Is it possible for true Christians
to fall away from the faith and not only
become apostate, but irredeemably so? If
so, is the Biblical doctrine of the persever-
ance of the saints proven false? If not, is
this warning meaningless? What sin does
the author have in mind that is so heinous
that it precludes future repentance and
forgiveness! To find answers to these
important questions we must carefully
exegete this passage in a manner that does
justice to the whole of God’s revelation in
Scripture.

My thesis is that this warning against
apostasy is always effective in the case of
truly regenerate people. Obviously the
writer of Hebrews did not believe that his
readers had committed this sin (Hebrews
6:9 shows that he did not) or else the
warning would only serve to underscore a
hopeless situation. Its purpose is to keep
people from apostasy, not to preach to the
already damned. I will show that a warning
does not have to go unheeded to be valid.
I will also show that a real category of
people fits the description, “apostate.”

The Previous State of Apostates

A series of four participles describes
the previous condition of the ones who
after apostatizing cannot be renewed to
repentance: “enlightened, tasted, made
partakers,” and “tasted.” The recipients of
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this epistle would have considered those in
this category to have experienced salva-
tion, and themselves to be in this category.
The four participles speak of personal
experience of the light of Christ and the
power of the Holy Spirit. William Lane
comments, “The recital of what occurred
with the reception of the gospel does not
describe a succession of salvific events, but
the one event of salvation that is viewed
from different aspects and manifesta-
tions.”"

Some have suggested that those de-
scribed by these participles were not truly
regenerate because the term “tasted”is
used twice. They suppose that to “taste”
means something less than a true experi-
ence of salvation. For example, Arthur
Pink strongly emphasizes the difference
between tasting and eating, and concludes
that those who had only “tasted” were as
yet unconverted.” The problem with this
conclusion is that it fails to take into ac-
count the Hebraic usage of this term as
shown elsewhere in Hebrews. For example,
Hebrews 2:9 says that Jesus came to “taste
death.” Clearly this means to “experience
death.” Other examples of this usage are:
1Peter 2:3; John 8:52; and Psalm 34:8.

Some have assumed that “Enlight-
ened” refers to “baptism.” It more likely
refers to the light of Christ that drove out
the darkness at their reception of the
gospel.’ William Lane comments, “What s
signified is not simply instruction for salva-
tion but the renewal of the mind and of
life.”* Tasting the heavenly gift, as we have
seen, means that they experienced it. The
“gift from heaven” is redemption in
Christ, through the gospel. Being “made
partakers of the Holy Spirit” involves
sharing with the redeemed community the
indwelling Holy Spirit.° Albert Barnes
comments, “This is not language which
can properly be applied to any one but a
true Christian; and though it is true that
an unpardoned sinner may be enlightened
and awakened by the Holy Spirit, yet the
language here used is not such as would be
likely to be employed to describe his
state.”” The last of the four participles
denotes the experience of the Messianic
age. The powers of the “age to come” are
already present in the redeemed commu-

nity who look forward to the final eschato-
logical fulfillment.®

It is clear that the author of Hebrews
intended his readers understand these
terms as describing their experience of the
gospel. The warning comes in the context
of the author’s concern about their com-
placency and unwillingness to learn (5:11-
6:3). A failure to press on in one’s Chris-
tian life is seen as a temptation to go back.
Also, warning about falling away would
make little sense if addressed to those who
actually had nothing but an empty profes-
sion to begin with. It would make more
sense to urge such people to be converted.

Fallen Away

The sorrowful and tragic act of apos-
tasy (verse 6) is expressed by just one word
in the Greek, mapameoovrag (“fall
away”). To “fall away” seems dramatically
incongruous in the context of the blessed
privileges described in verses 4 & 5. Every-
thing about the gracious work of God
through the gospel leads one to expect an
outcome of salvation. That redeemed
people fall away is not God’s purpose in
regenerating people. This makes the warn-
ing shocking and is part of the reason for
the controversy that has attended this
passage.

Nothing in the grammar lessens the
impact. Lane comments, “The aorist tense
indicates a decisive moment of commit-
ment to apostasy. In the LXX, the term
TapariTTELV has reference to the ex-
pression of a total attitude reflecting delib-
erate and calculated renunciation of God
(Ezek. 20:27; 22:4).”° He rightly points out
that this is the equivalent of the idea of
Hebrews 3:12 where the term
drwootnvat is used in the phrase “falling
away from the living God.” Therefore
Hebrews 6:6 is clearly a warning against
apostasy. Lenski aptly describes it: “There
is no need to say more, this one word tells
the whole story. It is tragic to the highest
degree.”™°

The impact of the warning is height-
ened by the horrific consequences. Apos-
tates are beyond hope, it is “impossible to
renew them again to repentance” (Hebrews
6:6). The reason for this impossibility is
the shame and reproach they have brought
to Christ: they “crucify to themselves the Son
of God and put Him to open shame.” The
reference is to the mockery to which Jesus
was subject at His trial and crucifixion.
The passage uses two present participles
(literally translated “crucifying again” and
“exposing to public humiliation”") to



describe the state of apostates and why it is
impossible for them to be renewed. Apos-
tates are disillusioned followers. These
make the best propaganda artists against a
movement. Apostates bring continued
shame and reproach to the Lord and thus
dishonor Him in the most wicked manner.

For this reason, some have concluded
that this sin is blasphemy against the Holy
Spirit and is unforgivable as Jesus taught in
the gospels (see Matthew 12:31). For
example, John Calvin wrote:

For he falls away who forsakes the

word of God, who extinguishes its

light, who deprives himself of the
taste of the heavens or gift, who
relinquishes the participation of
the Spirit. Now this is wholly to
renounce God. We now see whom

he excluded from the hope of par-

don, even the apostates who alien-

ated themselves from the Gospel

of Christ, which they had previ-

ously embraced, and from the

grace of God; and this happens to

no one but to him who sins against

the Holy Spirit.'

Lenski concurs: “The word blasphemy is
not used here as it is in the passages in the
Gospels that speak about the sin against
the Holy Ghost; but “exposing to public
ignominy” is a full equivalent.”" Likewise,
Simon Kistemaker writes, “Deliberately
sinning against God in full awareness and
knowledge of God’s divine revelation
constitutes sin against the Holy Spirit
(Matt. 12:32; Mark 3:29; Luke 12:10).
This sin God does not forgive.”"*

Further support for the identification
of apostasy as blasphemy against the Holy
Spirit can be found in the parallel warning
in Hebrews 10:26-29. There willful sin-
ners are warned of receiving a more severe
punishment than those who thus sinned
under Moses because they have “insulted
the Spirit of grace” (verse 29). The book of
Hebrews is filled with quotations and
allusions to the Old Testament. Therefore,
the warning against apostasy may have
roots in Numbers 15:22-31. Here there is
adistinction between the one who “unwit-
tingly” sins and the one who sins “defi-
antly.” The first is offered atonement upon
making the appropriate sacrifices, the later
is cut off. The terminology is very similar
to the teaching in Hebrews: “But the person
who does anything defiantly, whether he is
native or an alien, that one is blaspheming the
Lord; and that person shall be cut off from
among his people. Because he has despised the
word of the Lord and has broken His com-
mandment, that person shall be completely cut

off; his guilt shall be on him” (Numbers
15:30,31). Defiance is blasphemy and it
shall not be forgiven.

We need to understand that this is not
about backsliding. If it were, many, if not
most of the readers of Hebrews, would lose
hope. What is being described is a willful
renunciation of the faith, not a Christian
having through weakness, carelessness, or
temporary indifference fallen into serious
sin. Even Peter who denied His Lord three
times was forgiven and renewed to fellow-
ship. Barnes comments on the meaning of
“fallen away” which he considers the equi-
valent of “apostatize from,” — “[It] implies
an entire renunciation of Christianity, or a
going back to a state of Judaism, heathen-
ism, or sin.”"® Calvin offers this explana-
tion: “But the Apostle speaks not here of
theft, or perjury, or murder, or drunken-
ness, or adultery; but he refers to a total
defection or falling away from the Gospel,
when a sinner offends not God in some
one thing, but entirely renounces his

grace.”'¢

An Illustration — Tilled Land

The author of Hebrews offers an illus-
tration to accentuate the warning: “For
ground that drinks the rain which often falls
upon it and brings forth vegetation useful to
those for whose sake it is also tilled, receives a
blessing from God; but if it yields thorns and
thistles, it is worthless and close to being
cursed, and it ends up being burned” (He-
brews 6:7-8). The work of the Holy Spirit
through the gospel of Christ is a work on
the human heart intended to cause its
recipients to bring forth fruit. Thorns and
thistles are reminiscent of God’s curse on
the ground in Genesis 3:18. Blessing and
cursing are Old Testament themes central
to the book of Hebrews. Those who re-
ceived promises from God and believed
God are considered great people of faith
(Hebrews 11). Others received the prom-
ises but died in disobedience and unbelief
(Hebrews 3:16-19). In Deuteronomy 28
- 30 God gave great promises of blessing
and dire warnings of curses. Christians,
according to the book of Hebrews, have
even greater promises and more severe
warnings.

Lane sees the warning as addressed to
the Christian community: “But if the
Christian community should become
apostate, it would be like a field which was
well watered and cultivated, but which
then produced only thorns and thistles.”"
Surely we should bear in mind the height-
ened importance of the community of faith
in Hebrew thought compared to our ten-

dency to think individualistically. The
illustrations in the book of Hebrews are
drawn from the Old Testament — God’s
dealings with the Jewish community.
There are individual ramifications and it is
individuals like the great people of faith in
chapter 11 who are commended. Yet the
author of Hebrews is writing to a group of
Christians who are balking at going on to
maturity and whom he fears will conse-
quently go back to their old beliefs, in their
case Judaism. The rain of the Holy Spirit is
intended to bring forth fruit. A lack of
hunger for the teachings of the Holy Spirit
in Scripture is an early warning sign of
possible apostasy.

Issues and Applications

Most of the controversy about He-
brews 6:4-8 concerns its relationship to
the doctrine of the perseverance of the
saints. Exegetically, it is clear enough what
the passage says. The problem is in recon-
ciling it with other passages in the Bible.
For example, consider John 6:37-39: “All
that the Father gives Me shall come to Me,
and the one who comes to Me I will certainly
not cast out. For I have come down from
heaven, not to do My own will, but the will of
Him who sent Me. And this is the will of Him
who sent Me, that of all that He has given Me
I lose nothing, but raise it up on the last day.”
Similarly, Paul taught in Romans that all
whom the Father foreknew will ultimately
be glorified: “And we know that God causes
all things to work together for good to those
who love God, to those who are called accord-
ing to His purpose. For whom He foreknew,
He also predestined to become conformed to
the image of His Son, that He might be the
first-born among many brethren; and whom
He predestined, these He also called; and
whom He called, these He also justified; and
whom He justified, these He also glorified”
(Romans 8:28-30). The rest of this chap-
ter also offers strong support for the perse-
verance of the saints.

Some Evangelicals do not believe in
perseverance and readily accept the idea of
true Christians falling from the faith. How-
ever, such persons should realize that
perseverance is a clear and important
Biblical teaching. The thing that makes
Hebrews 6:4-8 and other passages such as
Hebrews 10:26 startling and disconcert-
ing is the very fact that true Christians
have such a strong hope of eternal life, one
based on the promises of God and the
finished work of Christ. To put Christ to
open shame and trample under foot the
blood of the covenant is rightly anathema
to us. We believe that He who began His



work in us will finish it (Philippians 1:6).
Falling away is not an acceptable outcome
of our faith (1Peter 1:9; see also 1Peter
1:2-5 which offers strong assurance of the
perseverance of the saints).

Those who believe in losing one’s
salvation should also realize that this sec-
tion of Hebrews is not talking about losing
and regaining faith, but renouncing it so as
to never be able to regain it. It is not being
saved then lost then saved again, rather
saved then lost period. There would be no
need to call in a traveling evangelist to
seek to remedy this situation. This sober
and fearful possibility is difficult for even
those who have no belief in perseverance
to accept. Thus it is a problem passage for
all.

The teaching on perseverance is that
Christians will persevere, not that they will
be saved even if they do not! — “We know
that no one who is born of God sins [as a
continuous state of affairs]; but He who
was born of God keeps him and the evil one
does not touch him” (1John 5:18). Perse-
verance is a promise that was given in the
Old Testament: “And I will make an ever-
lasting covenant with them that I will not turn
away from them, to do them good; and I will
put the fear of Me in their hearts so that they
will not tum away from Me” (Jeremiah
32:40). Thus belief in perseverance can
properly be distinguished from the much
abused and crass “once saved always
saved” credo that some substitute for it.'®
Perseverance does not suggest that those
who fail to persevere are saved. The prom-
ise of God is that we will persevere.

Resolving the Problems

Therefore, the problem remains of
reconciling the warning against apostasy
with the promises of perseverance. I see
three possibilities: 1) That the promises of
perseverance are not really what they
appear and many true Christians will lose
their faith and their salvation. 2) That
apostates are people who were never truly
regenerate but had participated in the
experiences and privileges of the redeemed
community. 3) That the warnings against
apostasy are effective: they accomplish
their purpose and the truly regenerate
always heed the warnings and do not
apostatize.

Position One — True
Christians Do Apostatize
The first of these possibilities is the
least attractive. Though the language in
Hebrew 6:4-8 is very vivid and concrete,
especially in the NASB translation, it is

not clear that the author had in mind any
of his readers. The author of Hebrews
repeatedly gave stern warnings coupled
with assurance that his readers had not
already fallen. For example, after the ex-
tended warning of falling into unbelief and
failing to enter God’s rest in chapters 3 &
4, the author concludes: “Let us therefore
be diligent to enter that vest, lest anyone fall
through following the same example of disobe-
dience” (Hebrews 4:11). The warning was
to motivate, not condemn. Likewise our
warning passage in Hebrews 6 is followed
by this assessment of the readers’ own
condition: “But, beloved, we are convinced
of better things concerning you, and things
that accompany salvation, though we are
speaking in this way” (Hebrews 6:9). The
warning in Hebrews 10:26f is just as
severe but is followed by these comforting
words: “But we are not of those who shrink
back to destruction, but of those who have
faith to the preserving of the soul” (Hebrews
10:39). “We” here is the Christian com-
munity, the author included. It is clear
that the writer of Hebrews did believe in
persevering faith. He evidently believed
the Holy Spirit’s warnings would be effec-
tual.

Position Two — Apostates
Were Never Truly Regenerate

The second possibility has more to
commend it and a number of Biblical
commentators have adopted it."” The
strength of the view (that these were peo-
ple who were part of the community of
faith but not truly elect) is that the Biblical
examples of apostates fall into this cate-
gory. The clearest New Testament exam-
ple is Judas. Judas had all of the privileges
of the other disciples, had gone out with
them and healed the sick and cast out
demons, and had shared their many expe-
riences in learning at the feet of the Mas-
ter. Yet Judas had a demon and died in his
own miserable sin. He fits into the cate-
gory of people of which our Lord warns:
“Many will say to Me on that day, ‘Lord,
Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and
in Your name cast out demons, and in Your
name perform many miracles? And then I
will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; de-
part from Me, you who practice lawlessness”
(Matthew 7:22,23). These had indica-
tions of involvement with the powerful
work of the Holy Spirit, yet Christ said He
never knew them.

Another New Testament example is
Simon Magi of Acts 8. John wrote about
false teachers: “They went out from us, but
they were not really of us; for if they had been

of us, they would have remained with us; but
they went out, in order that it might be shown
that they all are not of us” (1John 2:19).
This is further evidence of a class of
“Christians” who had shared experiences
with the larger community but were not
truly regenerate. Their leaving was what
ultimately showed their true condition.
Furthermore, the parable of the sower and
seeds (Luke 8:11-18) predicts a variety of
responses to the word of God including
joyful reception that eventually gives way
to falling away (verse 13).

More evidence for this view is found in
the Old Testament citations and allusions
throughout Hebrews. The whole of Israel
was the community of faith that departed
from Egypt, wandered through the wilder-
ness, and given hope of the promised land.
The community as a whole consisted both
of people with faith (Hebrews 11) and
those who died in unbelief (Hebrews
3:19). In Romans 9, Paul distinguishes
between those of Israel who were merely
“children of the flesh” and those who were
children of promise. Esau is an example of
a fleshly child and the author of Hebrews
uses him as an example of one who was
unable to gain repentance (Hebrews
12:17). Similarly, 1Corinthians 10 uses
the community of Israel who were all
“baptized” in the cloud and the sea (verses
1-4; symbolizing baptism in the Spirit and
water), yet some fell into idolatry and
perished as an example and warning to the
church. Sharing the experiences of the
larger community and then turning from
Christ to idols would result in the same
tragic consequences as it did for those
following Moses.

Since the visible church consists of all
those who profess faith in Christ, but the
invisible church consists of only those who
are truly God’s elect, the church always
has in her midst individuals who are like
Judas among the twelve. Those who hold
the second view about apostasy believe
that apostates always come from this cate-
gory of people. In as much as they are fully
participating in the community of faith, it
can be said that they were enlightened,
tasted the heavenly gift, been made par-
takers of the Holy Spirit, and tasted of the
powers of the world to come. Their falling
away seals their damnation and serves as a
warning to the rest of the flock. However,
they were never truly regenerate and a part
of God’s elect.

Position Three — The Warning
Is Always Effectual
The third option is intriguing. The



warning against apostasy is the means God
uses to keep His people from apostasy.
What is appealing about this is that it
takes the language of the text with utmost
seriousness and applies it to all Christians
as the author of Hebrews intended. The
four participles that describe the experi-
ence of those who are warned clearly
describes Christian experience. There isno
reason that anyone should read these
verses and think, “I am one of the elect,
this does not apply to me.” The more one
has experienced the work of the Holy
Spirit in his or her life the more sober the
warning. Those who have been given
much are more accountable for what they
have (Luke 12:48). Therefore, the sober
warning applies to true Christians.

A strong proponent of this view was
Albert Barnes. He wrote, “The knowledge
that apostasy would be fatal, and there
could be no hope of being saved should it
once occur would be a more effectual
preventive of the danger than all the other
means that could be used. . . . It may be
added, that the means used by God to
preserve his people from apostasy, have
been entirely effective.””® Barnes did not
believe that any true Christian ever has
committed or will commit apostasy.”!
God’s means of keeping His elect from
apostasy are many, not the least of which
is the warning itself.

Some will find this position unappeal-
ing because they assume that if none of the
truly regenerate will fall away, then the
warning is of no real consequence. If apos-
tasy is an impossibility, then it is meaning-
less and mute. However, one can make a
legitimate distinction between an impossi-
bility and what I call an unactualized theo-
retical possibility. Hebrews does not call
apostasy impossible. What is impossible is
to renew to repentance one who has com-
mitted apostasy. The idea of renouncing
one’s faith, denying Christ, and living a life
of unmitigated sin is surely within the
realm of things humanly possible. That
some outward professors like Judas have
already done this lends even more credibil-
ity to potential, eternal danger.

Yet if we have assurance of salvation
and evidence in our lives of truly being
children of God, surely it is true that we
will not apostatize. But if we were to do so
we can be sure that we would be facing
eternal damnation with no hope of repen-
tance. It is legitimate to introduce the
possibility of something that will not hap-
pen to motivate one to avoid it. We regu-
larly warn children about things they
hopefully never do. For example we tell

them that if they play on a busy freeway
they will be killed. If this never happens,
the warning is still valid. As long as the
danger is something within the realm of
things possible for humans in the world as
we know it, the warning has motivational
currency.

For example, consider the possibility of
all life on earth being annihilated by a
nuclear holocaust. Humankind has the
means, we are told, to do this. Though it
has never happened and many never hap-
pen, it is real enough to motivate us to
avoid it. The Bible teaches that God Him-
self will judge the earth, so we can be
assured He is not going to allow us to
destroy ourselves entirely before He causes
all the prophecies in the Bible to be ful-
filled. Yet we would be fools not to take
the nuclear threat seriously. An impossibil-
ity is different. It is something that cannot
be because of the nature of things. We
cannot sprout wings and fly to the moon
and we cannot turn lead into gold. Known
impossibilities create neither fear nor hope,
they are the stuff of fantasy or irrationality.
Apostasy fits into the former category. It is
something that could be, but for the elect
will not be. Thus it is an unactualized
theoretical possibility, not an impossibility.
[ts possibility is as real as a nuclear holo-
caust.

Conclusion

Positions two and three outlined above
are not mutually exclusive. It is true that
people who have been a part of the visible
church commit apostasy. In their case,
they left us because they were not really of
us, John 2:19. That God has allowed this
is part of His means of warning His people.
Jesus knew who Judas was and what he
would do, but brought him into the
twelve. The story of his wickedness has
served as a warning to all who have read
the gospel account. This goes for Balaam,
Saul, Esau, Korah, Hymenaeus, Alexander
(1Timothy 1:19,20) and all others who
have likewise made shipwreck of the faith.
These appeared to fit the category de-
scribed by the four participles of Hebrews
6:4,5 but it turned out that they did not
fully experience electing grace.

[t is also true that the warning against
apostasy is given to the whole visible
church. It is real and has motivational
currency for the truly regenerate. The
warning is so powerful that it is effectual
and none of those the Father has given the
Son will perish. They heed the warning
and flee to the grace of God which enables
His people to live an overcoming life. They

know that if they did blaspheme the Holy
Spirit by insulting Him and recrucifying
Christ, putting Him to open shame, they
would be irredeemably damned. This
fearful, sobering reality drives God’s people
back into His loving arms. This, I believe,
was why the writer of Hebrews was con-
vinced that his readers had “faith to the
preserving of the soul” (Hebrews 10:39).

Scripture taken from the New American Stan-
dard Bible, © Copyright 1960, 1962, 1963,
1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1988,
1995 The Lockman Foundation. Used by per-
mission.
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