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Introduction : A businesswoman prays to receive Christ aftelfiiemd shares the Gospel with her,
but soon she becomes disillusioned with church waienhears sermons on topics like Satan,
judgment, and same-sex marriage.

A prominent black pastor leaves his Baptist chuochecome a Muslim, stating that Islam has become
the real impetus for social change in the Amerigiaick community.

A young woman in the Third World faces terrible geution from her family and government as a
result of her conversion to Christianity. Undergsuere she finally recants, returning to her former
religion.

A child goes through AWANA, is baptized, and seaosimitted to Christ in his teen years, but falls
away in college, becoming an agnostic and rejecalhige was taught in church and at home.

Such scenarios are all too common in the churchytodrobably every one of us can identify
individuals who once professed faith in Christ, vad@monstrated enthusiasm and spiritual giftedness,
who perhaps even led others to Christ, but evelgttiaihed away and abandoned their faith. Some of
us have had family members who, to our horror, hameunced the Gospel and today their lives bear
no resemblance to how they were reared. How dovwakiate such cases? How should we respond to
such people? If it's any consolation we are noffitts¢ to wrestle with these questions. Even the
generation right after Christ had examples of sagipidynamic Christians who tubed the faith; in
fact, the Twelve Apostles had a failure rate otdryethan 8% (1 out of 12)!

We are starting off the New Year this morning withat is surely one of the most difficult and
troubling passages in all the Bible-Hebrews 6:4-6:

It is impossible for those who have once been ketditged, who have tasted the heavenly
gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, who htagted the goodness of the word of God and
the powers of the coming age, if they fall awayyedorought back to repentance, because to
their loss they are crucifying the Son of God &koagain and subjecting him to public
disgrace.

This passage is highly debated, often distorted,awways sobering. It has caused many to fear
the loss of their salvation. If there is bad nemwthie Bible (and there certainly is), this is about
the worst. But Hebrews 6:4-6 is too often studiedolation from what comes before and after.
Today | want to do my best to explain what the pgessays, but more importantly, | want us to
see it in context. Context is always important, lierte it is absolutely critical. When we study
the context, we discover that the bad news of Gstféllowed immediately by some good news.
Verse 9 says: “Even though we speak like this, dleards, we are confident of better things in
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your case—things that accompany salvation.” | ddoetieve this is accidental. When God warns
of awful judgment He almost always lets us knowi thegtter things are possible.

In the passage Josh preached so well last Surtdagiuthor expressed his desire to teach some
deep truths about the high priesthood of Christhieucouldn’t do it (not yet at least), until he
had addressed the immaturity and downright spirlazness of some in his audience. Josh
confronted us with the desperate need for belieiegsow up in their faith. As he said, bald and
chubby are cute in babies, but not so cute in datt. Spiritually speaking, adults should be
eating meat, not sucking on baby bottles.

| want us to read last week’s passage again, ragarti5:11, then continue through 6:12 so we
can get the full picture:

We have much to say about tfiis. the high priesthood of Christjut it is hard
to explain because you are slow to learn. In fawugh by this time you ought to be
teachers, you need someone to teach you the ekempéniths of God's word all over
again. You need milk, not solid food! Anyone whedion milk, being still an infant, is
not acquainted with the teaching about righteousnBsit solid food is for the mature,
who by constant use have trained themselves togiissh good from evil.

Therefore let us leave the elementary teachingsitaBbrist and go on to
maturity, not laying again the foundation of repamte from acts that lead to death, and
of faith in God, instruction about baptisms, thgitey on of hands, the resurrection of the
dead, and eternal judgment. And God permittingywedo so.

(Now here is our text for todayl}.is impossible for those who have once been
enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, vetve shared in the Holy Spirit, who
have tasted the goodness of the word of God angddwers of the coming age, if they
fall away, to be brought back to repentance, beedagheir loss they are crucifying the
Son of God all over again and subjecting him toljputiisgrace.

Land that drinks in the rain often falling on itéihat produces a crop useful to
those for whom it is farmed receives the blessingan. But land that produces thorns
and thistles is worthless and is in danger of baiagsed. In the end it will be burned

Even though we speak like this, dear friends, veecanfident of better things in
your case—things that accompany salvation. Goaisinjust; he will not forget your
work and the love you have shown him as you hapedthdis people and continue to
help them. We want each of you to show this saligenite to the very end, in order to
make your hope sure. We do not want you to becargelbut to imitate those who
through faith and patience inherit what has beeonpised.

The bad news: It is impossible for some to experiee saving repentance. (6:4-9)

Before examining the meaning of 6:4-6, | want tsmarent briefly on some of the many
difficulties in this paragraph. The grammar is idifft, the vocabulary is difficult, and the
theology is difficult. First a word about the grammThere is no main verb in this paragraph;
instead it contains seven participles, which regeakn characteristics of the persons being
described:



they have been enlightened
they have tasted
they have shared
they have tasted (again)
they have fallen away
they are crucifying
they are subjecting.
And the text tells us that such individuals carfme®tenewed to repentance.

Some interpreters have made much of the “if” clanseerse 6 (if they fall away”), suggesting
that it makes the whole warning hypothetical. lhestwordsjf individuals such as are described
here were to fall away from the faith, then it wibble impossible for them to be renewed to
repentance (but, of course, we know that isn’tlygabdssible, since other passages tell us that a
person can’t lose his salvation). But the gramnaatains no “if” clause in the original, just a
participle. The author is describing a real podigjhinot a mere hypothetical case. The NASB
and the ESV translate it correctly:

For in the case of those who have once been eahgltand have tasted of the
heavenly gift and have been made partakers of tig Sbpirit, and have tasted the good
word of God and the powers of the age to come tlaenl have fallen away, it is
impossible to renew them again to repentance, simeg again crucify to themselves the
Son of God and put Him to open sha(iNASB).

There are also difficulties of vocabulary. Manytlé key words in this paragraph are
ambiguous. The terms “enlightened, tasted, ancedliaare interpreted by some as clear
indications that the individuals are full-fledgetiriStians. Others, however, see in these same
words evidence that perhaps these are not readgsms of faith but merely professors. They
say, for example, that to be enlightened is noessgarily to accept the light, and to taste is not
necessarily to swallow. Yet it is interesting ttia# same word translated “taste” here in verses 4
and 5 was used back in Hebrews 2:9 where we wktéhat Jesus “tasted” death for everyone.
Did Jesus just not really die?

In addition to difficulties of grammar and vocahylathere are also major difficulties of

theology. This may be the toughest passage inrttieeéible for those who hold to the doctrine
of eternal security. But it is even difficult fdrdse who believe a Christian dasehis

salvation, for one thing is clear above all elgmfithese verses, namely that if it teaches that you
can lose your salvation, it also teaches that younot get it back. Even most Arminian or
Wesleyan believers have trouble with that.

Well, all that is by way of introduction. | am ngwepared to offer you the true interpretation of
Hebrews 6:4-6. No, seriously, | am humbled by nspomsibility to preach this text. But frankly
| believe this passage has probably been made diffieilt than it really is. Some of the
theological problems have been imported to theligxieople whose principal concern is to
salvage their pet theological systems—whether Gigtvor Arminian.



| am far less concerned about theological systeasytthan | was when | came out of
Seminary. As a young man | prided myself on beie¢pRned, and every passage had to fit
neatly into that system. | despised inconsistemclylaose ends. But after 40 years of teaching
God’s Word | am more concerned with simply beingédst with the text. | think it's important
to let each passage of Scripture speak for itseéin if | can’t reconcile it with every detail of
every other passage. I'm not suggesting thererareeal inconsistencies in the Scripture, but
there certainly are some apparent ones to ouefminds.

When | look at this passage | see a warning adeldessa church made up primarily of Jewish
Christians. In this church there are some matuliev&s, but there are also a fair number of
immature, lazy believers who are toying with thepeation to go back to their old lives in
Judaism so they can escape persecution from famdyfriends. Furthermore, as in every
church, there are also some hypocrites, and prplesgin a few wolves in sheep's clothing.
Every church, you know, is a mixed bag.

Since the author can’'t know the heart of each iddial, he addresses the whole church and
warns the whole church about the direction sontaerh are going. If he were omniscient he
could have invited all the immature, lazy, phonliebeers into the fellowship hall and spoken
only to them. But he’s not, so he speaks to alhem and says in effect, “If the shoe fits, wear
it.” That's how I think we should read this passade warning is not a threat to everyone, but it
is to some.

The elaboration of an awful possibility—apostasy (). We have talked about apostasy
a number of times recently, particularly in preaghihrough the book of Jude last May, as well
as previous sermons on Hebrews. Apostasy is defimesd simply as “the abandonment and
rejection of the faith by someone once knowledgeablout it.” Not every unbeliever is an
apostate. Some are ignorant of what Christianigtliabout; others are indifferent. But the
apostate is knowledgeable and hostile.

Our passage indicates that it is possible for inldizls who give every outward evidence of
having been born again by faith in Jesus Chrietmome apostate, i.e. to fall away and abandon
the faith. | choose my words very carefully—"thayegevery outward evidencd am not saying
they are actually born again because there is ryoolvenowing another person’s heart for
certain. But looking at their lives they seem bynarmal measuring standards to be God’s
people. Four such measurements are mentioned texhe

1. They have once been enlightenede. the light of the gospel has broken in ugmndarkness
of their lives. This probably refers to their iaitexposure to the Gospel or early instruction in
Christian doctrine.

2. They have tasted the heavenly gift.e. they have enjoyed the privileges that corite w
salvation, privileges like prayer, fellowship, andrship.

3. They have shared in the Holy Spiritl would assume this means they have experienced H
conviction, His power, His teaching.

4. They have tasted the goodness of the word of Gadd the powers of the coming age



They know that the Bible is a unique book that $etssfying answers for the hunger of the
human heart, and they have seen things happeoahainly be explained supernaturally.

Clearly the individuals being described here haag ¢onsiderable involvement and experience
with Christianity. Yet despite all of these evidea®f true faith, these same people have fallen
away. They have quit following Christ; they havepgied assembling together with other
believers; they no longer pray; they have retutioettieir former lifestyle; they have become
apostate. The Apostle John describes a similaatgtu that Jesus faced during His earthly
ministry in John 6:66: “From this time many of kiisciples turned back and no longer followed
him.” They had been disciples; now they are no éwng

| think of some NT examples, like Demas, a valusdigdle of Paul, who, because he loved this
present world, eventually deserted Paul and appwteft the faith. | think of Judas, a man who
walked with Christ for 3% years— preaching, healoagsting out demons, and raising not the
slightest doubt in the minds of any of the othepgfpes that he was a genuine follower of
Christ. But he fell away and Jesus Himself called the Son of Perdition. | think of Simon the
Sorcerer in Acts 8. We are told he “believed and iaptized,” but when he offered the apostles
money in order to be able to impart the Holy Spaibthers, Peter denounced him and told him
he was “captive to sin.” These examples shoulduffficeent to confirm what Hebrews 6:4-6

tells us—that apostasy is an awful possibility.

The tragedy that results (from apostasy): there isi0 possibility of repenting again
(4). The Greek original reads literally that it is impiide “to renew toward repentanagain,”
implying that they had repented previously, ati@easwardly. We'll see in a moment why
repentance is not repeatable, but for now pleasethat the author does not tell us idifficult
for apostates to repent; he says impossible The term translated “impossible” appears three
other times in Hebrews.

6:18: “it is impossible for God to lie.”

10:4: “it is impossible for the blood of bulls agdats to take away sins.”

11:6: “without faith it is impossible to please Gbd
In all of these cases the term clearly means teatiing being discussed cannot happen. So the
only conclusion we can draw is that there are gentalividuals who are beyond repentance.

Now this creates a problem, because evangelicathezs, myself included, have often said that
no one is too sinful to be redeemed, and we hairggubto Moses and David and Paul as proof—
each was a murderer, and David was an adultet®ydth Such teaching is correct if what is
meant is that there is no immoral deed, no addictio act so heinous that God is not willing to
forgive if a person truly repents. Yet this passagerjects a truth we must come to grips with,
namely that there are some who will not, indeedchoairepent. They have gone too far. In other
words, there is an unpardonable sin. It's not myritle not adultery, it's not child molestation;
it's not any particular action; rather it's a heemhdition called apostasy.

Why is apostasy unpardonable?



The reason for this tragic consequence: it would éail re-crucifying Christ. (6).
Verse 6: “It is impossibleecausehey are crucifying the Son of God all over agaid ¢hey are
subjecting Him to public disgrace.” There is a seimswhich every Christian, when he or she
professes true faith in Christ, admits persongaasibility for nailing Jesus to the Cross. That's
part of saving repentance. We say, in effect, “mypsit him there, just as much as if | were one
of those Roman soldiers pounding the nails intohdisds or one of the Jewish crowd yelling,
‘Crucify Him!"

So if anyone turns away from his profession offamt Christ, denying Him and rejecting His
grace, and then later comes back and makes thasspron again, that would be tantamount to
crucifying Jesus all over again and disgracing ldgain, and God will not allow that! Another
way to look at it is that there is nowhere elsgador repentance once one has rejected Christ.
The apostate in effect has turned his or her badgk® only means available for forgiveness
before God.

But let me be clear. The “falling away” of whichethuthor speaks is not just a momentary moral
lapse, not a sin of passion, not some addictiohawe failed to conquer, nor even a period of
apathy or coldness in our relationship with God sMaf us have gone through periods like that.
In fact, | have known some people who were bac#slidfor years (to use a term that isn’t very
popular today but is still valid). Such failuresxdaad to apostasy, but they do not in and of
themselves constitute it. The “falling away” spoladrhere is the wilful sin of deliberate
apostasy. The backslidden person can come homeptstate cannot.

| would suggest to you that this impossibility ehewing the deliberate apostate has been
verified repeatedly in history. Esau was probalpiyapostate. Later in the book of Hebrews we
read,

“See to it that no one misses the grace of Godor is godless like Esau, who
for a single meal sold his inheritance rights as tidest son. Afterward, as you know,
when he wanted to inherit this blessings, he wpscted. He could bring about no
change of mind (he found no place of repentanc¥) Kbough he sought the blessing
with tears” (Hebrews 12:15-17).

Judas was an apostate. He too was seized with semtde even threw the 30 pieces of silver for
which he had sold Jesus onto the temple floor, eithgpihe had betrayed innocent blood. But
suicide was the only way out of his misery, anahity relieved his misery in this life.

| had a professor in my graduate work in philosoph$outhern Methodist University who |
suspect was an apostate. He was a graduate ofddel Wniversity, perhaps the most
conservative fundamentalist university in existerdger graduation he earned a doctorate in
philosophy at a major university, and while theeetirned his back on all that he had once
professed. He became an atheist, but unlike mdrer agnostics and atheists on the faculty at
SMU, he was militant in his antagonism toward amgHChristian. | suspect that man sealed his
own doom.



An illustration from the world of nature (7,8). He talks about two fields, making a
point very similar to the parable of the soils,;saad Sower that Jesus told. The fields look the
same, and they receive the same rain and the samhbige. But one field is cultivated properly
while the other is apparently neglected. One predwicuseful crop while the other produces
only worthless thorns and thistles. The formerés$ed, the latter is burned. The difference is in
what is produced.

The point seems to be that the real issue is netw® start out in the Christian life, not what
kind of teaching we receive, nor what kind of outivarofession we make; it's what we produce
and how we finish the race. Millions make professiof faith in Christ, but how many of those
are still identifying with Him when the journeyaser?

| suspect some of you are probably whispering ugdar breath, “Just give me the bottom line:
Can a person lose his salvation or not?” Hebredsedn't answer that question. However,
there’s an interesting parallel in 1 John 2 thay giae us a hint. Speaking of some who had
abandoned the faith, the Apostle says, “They wahfrom us, but they did not really belong to
us. For if they had belonged to us, they would haweained with us; but their going showed
that none of them belonged to us” (1 John 2:19).

But | would beg of you to forget the question, “Gaperson lose his salvation?” because it is not
a particularly useful question. You cannot knowtheo person’s heart. Nor do you need to. If
God thought it was important for you to be ablanswer that question, He would have made
Heb. 6 a lot clearer than it is.

| would suggest instead that we should be askingesentirely different questions focusing on
our own spiritual condition:

“Am | maturing in my faith, or am | still talkingdby-talk and drinking milk?

Am | growing up or just growing old?

Am | moving forward or am | falling back?

Am | neglecting fellowship and accountability witkher believers?

Do | still enjoy reading the Word and praying ahdréng my faith?

Have | begun to drift away from the Lord?

Am | dangerously near the point of no return?”

Now those are relevant questions. If you can sgypur heart of hearts that you are maturing,
growing, moving forward, and producing the fruitrepentance, then | don’t believe you have to
worry about becoming an apostate. | have oftengelaple who came to me with fear in their
hearts, “If you are worried about having committied unpardonable sin, you probably haven't.
Those who have don’t worry about it.”

But what about friends or family members who seeinave abandoned their faith? Pray for
them, friends. Warn them. As long as they havethrgau should plead for God’s mercy. While
our passage tells us there are those who haveatigestand cannot be renewed to repentance,
we never know for sure who they are until they teiagr last breath.



Now I'm very grateful for the next part of our tetttough | haven't left myself very much time
to talk about it. After this dark and discouragimgrning, Hebrews 6:9ff provides us with some
much-needed good news.

The good news: “We are confident of better thingsn your case—things that accompany
salvation.” (6:9-12)

For the first and only time in the book the auttefers to his congregation as “dear friends,” or
“beloved ones.” Why here? Because he has just spsdme of the toughest words they will

ever hear. Now he steps away from the pulpit, holdshis arms to them and says, “Even though
| had to say these things, dear friends, | am denti of better things in your case—things that
accompany salvation.”

Some have suggested that verse 9 proves the audisatealing with a merely hypothetical case
in the previous paragraph, for here he denieshisadudience is falling away. But that is a
misreading of his intention. He is not saying thabe of them are in danger; if that were the
case, why would he even include the warning? Rdtisegoal is to motivate all of them to move
in the right direction. He is smart enough to salihat while people need to be warned, they are
best motivated by encouragement.

The author is like a football coach at halftime whkes his team over the coals for the blunders
in the first half that have put them behind. Bugtjbefore they go out for the second half he
gives them a pep talk and tells them he believéisam and they can win if they will give it
100%! Players who receive encouragement generaifppn at a much higher level than those
who are only criticized.

And the same is true in the spiritual realm. | hemewn churches where the entire tone from the
pulpit is negative and critical, where the congtigais constantly rebuked and told that they
don't measure up. If people were effectively magdahat way, such a church ought to be full of
super-saints, but the opposite is usually the ¢heg-are often depressed and defeated.

On the other hand, some pastors are well-knownduorg only the power of positive thinking.
Everything is peaches and cream and love and laopkepeople are never warned about the
awful consequences of sin. That is equally dangefd(hat we need is to be warned of the
dangers but motivated by encouragement. So hethelfs that despite the severe warning he has
delivered, he is confident that their lives wilbpuce spiritual fruit. And what is the basis fos hi
confidence in these people? It is not that he besien them, but rather that he believes in the
character of their God. He reminds them that . . .

God is not unjust; He will not forget the believers work or love for Him. (10) Look
at verse 10: “God is not unjust; he will not forgeur work and the love you have shown him as
you have helped his people and continue to helm the&/hile there may be some who remove
themselves from God’s grace by turning their bawk€hrist and His free gift of salvation (the
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apostates), God is not to blame. He never forgeds the smallest thing we do for Him or the
smallest act of kindness we show His people.

Friends, what | think the author is saying herth& God is not looking for excuses to send
people to hell. He’s not looking to write you offrfa momentary moral failure, or a besetting sin
you have struggled with for years, or even a tempgolapse in your loyalty and commitment.
Just the opposite—He is looking for the slightestdence of faith and spiritual life so He can
pour out His blessings on you.

Did you notice that the evidence of true faith thegt author points to is not how many prayer
meetings you have attended or Sunday School clgssesave taught, or how much money you
have given, but rather “the love you have shown Hgyou have helped His people and

continue to help them”? And did you also notice theeds of kindness done to the people of

God are reckoned as done to God Himself (verse IL8)the same message Jesus gave when He
said that “inasmuch as you have done it to the lefabese, you have done it to me.”

Of course, we need to realize that good works casene us, as Josh made so clear last Sunday.

Hope is made sure by perseverance (in the faith and good works) to the very end.
(11-12)Verse 11: “We want each of you to show this sartigatice to the very end, in order to
make your hope sure. We do not want you to became but to imitate those who through faith
and patience inherit what has been promised.”

You've seen tickets to sports events that are paéd, and on the stub it says, “Not good if
detached.” The stub by itself won’t get you inte titame, but its absence will keep you out.
That's kind of how it is with good works. They wotvy themselves get you into heaven—you
must be born again by faith in Jesus Christ. Betabsence of those works will keep you out,
because their absence is evidence that your fathnet genuine.

Conclusion | want to close with four key lessons we can glgam this very difficult passage—
truths that | would suggest are indisputable:

1. Those who profess faith in Christ and then bégifall away are in deep trouble. They have
grave reason to fear for their eternal destiny,thegt must be confronted with the spiritual peril
they are facing.

2. Participation in the Christian community does mecessarily equal spiritual transformation.
This fact puts a great deal of responsibility orasparents and as Christian leaders to provide
continual spiritual nourishment, to make disciples, just converts.

3. True spirituality cannot be evaluated apart ffamtful faithfulness. Just because a person
starts well, we cannot afford to assume that thifyfimish well. If one has truly been
transformed, it will be manifest over a long spatime. We must take the “long look” at a
person’s life and reserve final judgments for thd ef the race'.
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4. The Bible offers no assurance for the phonyPtharisee, or the apostate, but every assurance
is available to the true believer. And how do wewrwhich we are? We cannot know each
other's hearts, but we can know our own. The HglyitSvitnesses with our spirit that we are

the children of God. There is a settled peace anfildence that only the true believer can
experience. If you do not enjoy that peace andidente, | urge you not to rest for a moment
until you have settled the issue with the Lord.

i. These examples are similar to ones suggest&ikloyge H. Guthrie in hidebrews: The NIV
Application Commentar232.

ii. These first three points are borrowed subsadigtirom Guthrie.



