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Take a Bible and meet me in Hebrews, chapter 6… 
 
Today, like last Sunday, we will be considering what many scholars have called the most difficult passage in 
the Bible to understand and to accept. Because it’s such a challenging passage, we are spending three weeks 
on it and this is week 2. We are essentially working through and evaluating some of the major interpretations 
of this warning passage. We can’t, even in three sermons, look at every interpretation that has been proposed 
and we really can’t even do justice to the major ones we will consider. Even these have multiple variations 
within their general approach. So I’m under no illusions, knowing that these kinds of sermons always leave 
some people frustrated because I didn’t say enough about their position. But, hey, if you want everyone to 
like you all the time, don’t go into pastoral ministry…  
 
But in all seriousness, these verses have been debated for good reason. There are several viable 
interpretations (and some that, frankly, should be dismissed out of hand). My own conclusions I hold loosely, 
but they have been formed after much consideration, far more than these three sermons could represent. In 
any case, today will be far more thoughtful than applicational. We have to determine what the author is truly 
saying before we can understand how to apply his words. So we’re working toward the application, but we 
have a sermon and a half to go before we can get there. With that in mind, let’s jump in. I’ll begin reading in 
Hebrews 6:4. Follow along as I read. This is God’s Word… 
 

“For it is impossible, in the case of 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 and then have fallen away, to restore them again to repentance, 
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.” (Hebrews 6:4-8) 

 
So last week we determined that one of the major questions we have to sort out is whether or not the author 
is describing true Christians or fake Christians in verses 4 and 5. Who exactly is falling away? The answer to 
that question is very debated and drastically changes how we handle this warning. We admitted that verses 4 
and 5 definitely sound like language that could be used of Christians, but that itself doesn’t solve the matter. 
So we began asking, last week,  
 

WHAT IF THESE ARE BELIEVERS? 
 
If the author is describing believers, then there are two major options for how we interpret this warning. 
 

Option 1: The Loss of Salvation View 
 
This is the view that we spent our time on last week. We asked is it possible that the author is describing true 
believers who somehow lost their salvation? My conclusion was no and I based that on the consistent 



teaching of the New Testament in favor of the eternal security of the believer. If you missed it, then you can 
find that sermon on our website and see what you think of the argument I made.  
 
Today I would like for us to consider a second option among those who conclude that verses 4 and 5 are a 
description of real Christians. This one is definitely viable and, as we will see, does not deny the eternal 
security of the believer. 
 
 

Option 2: The Hypothetical View 
 
This view(s) does not involve believers losing their salvation. There is general agreement among these 
interpreters that those who have been born again will in fact be saved forever. They acknowledge the strength 
of the case made last week for the eternal security of the believer and cannot escape the conclusion that those 
with saving faith will never lose their salvation. That said, they still believe that the language in verses 4 and 
5 is being used for true believers. Therefore, they conclude that this warning passage amounts to a 
hypothetical scenario that either cannot actually happen for the believer or will not happen for the believer. 
They escape the difficultly of this passage by arguing that the apostasy described is merely hypothetical 
situation, not a true reality for any child of God. It’s just an imaginary situation.  
 
There are certain English translations that seem to lend themselves to a hypothetical view. The King James 
Version, for instance, begins verse 6 with the word “if”—“if they shall fall away…” Similarly, the New 
International Version that I was brought up on (not the one that is currently in use, which came out in 2011) 
reads “if they fall away…” Such a reading would seem to open the door to a hypothetical reading. If a person 
did fall away, it’s argued, then it would be the case that they could not be brought to repentance, but since it 
cannot happen (because such a falling away is not in reality possible) or will not happen (because God won’t 
let it happen), then the author is just engaging in hypotheticals.  
 
This is at least possible. I could probably make a case that Paul engages in hypotheticals a time or two in 
some of his New Testament writings. But it should be noted that there is actually no “if” in the original 
language. That’s a word that was added by translators who are making an interpretation of the grammar. It’s 
a possible interpretation, but it’s not the most natural reading, which explains why most English translations 
don’t include an “if” in verse 6. It’s not “if they fall away,” but “those who have fallen away.” The English 
Standard Version that’s in the pew reflects a solid translation of the original—“It is impossible, in the case of 
those who have [experienced the things in verses 4 and 5] and then have fallen away [not if], to restore them 
again to repentance…” So while the grammar doesn’t rule out the hypothetical view, it can hardly be said to 
support it. 
 
Still it is at least possible. A variation of the hypothetical view has been called the “means of salvation” 
view.1 Those who hold it argue that, yes, the author has described true believers and, yes, it’s theoretically 
possible for them to fall away from their salvation, but, no, that will never happen because God uses warning 
passages like this (and His promises elsewhere) to keep all true believers from falling away. So the writer is 
employing a sanctifying “what if,” where the power of the threat is what God uses to persevere His people in 
the faith.2 There are some fine scholars who have held this view. This was Charles Spurgeon’s view and his 
been followed more recently by people like Tom Schreiner, both of whom I admire greatly.3 
 
However, we might wonder how likely it really is that the author would warn believers against a sin that is, 
for whatever reason, impossible to commit? Once you conclude it’s only hypothetical, does the warning not, 
at least to some degree, get emptied of its power? D. A. Carson once likened this interpretation to a parent 
who issues threat after threat after threat to a child who knows perfectly well that his parent will never make 
good on the threats. If the child knows the parent is just a pushover with no follow through, then how 
seriously will the child take the threats? Not very. There’s no reason to change course because the warnings 



have nothing behind them. Thus, while this interpretation is at least possible, it does have the ring of, in 
Carson’s words, “a very clever pastoral copout.”4 A better interpretation would conclude that: 
 

“This situation of apostasy is very real, a very terrible possibility that must be earnestly avoided. It is 
something that does happen and will happen to real people. Indeed, it may be that there are particular 
people in view here who have fallen away and can no longer be restored.”5 

 
But wouldn’t that mean that we are back to the view we considered and dismissed last week—that a true 
believer can lose their salvation? Only if we grant the premise that verses 4 and 5 are describing true 
believers. As it turns out, I don’t think that premise is required. I think it is possible that verses 4 and 5 are 
not describing true believers but rather those who are false converts, almost believers, fake Christians. But is 
there reason to conclude this from the larger context or from the language used in verses 4 and 5 themselves? 
I think so. With the remainder of our time I want to make the case from the larger context of Hebrews and 
then next time I’ll make the case from the description of these individuals in verses 4 and 5.  
 
You’ll notice that we are working from outside in. Last week we consider the teaching of the larger New 
Testament, which I argued supports the eternal security of the believers and thus rules out the possibility that 
Hebrews 6 is speaking of losing a person’s salvation. Today we will consider the larger context of Hebrews. 
Next week we will look at the center of the passage itself. So we are dealing with concentric circles, inching 
closer and closer to the center.  
 
 

CONTEXT, CONTEXT, CONTEXT 
 
I’ve heard people say that while the rest of the New Testament may speak of the eternal security of true 
believers, if all we had was the book of Hebrews then an honest reading of Hebrews 6 would leave us with 
the impression that believers could lose their salvation. That strikes me as a strange thing to say. For starters, 
we do have the rest of Scripture and we should take it into account. And, second, I’m not so sure that even 
the book of Hebrews in isolation supports that position. This passage is too often studied in isolation, without 
adequate attention to what the context before and after contributes to its meaning. Let me briefly outline a 
handful of ways I think the context should influence our understanding of this warning passage and who it is 
addressed to.6 First of all, we must notice… 
 
 

The Shift in Person 
 
One of the things people have observed is that the writer of Hebrews has a tendency to speak in the first and 
second person before and after the passage in question.7 He uses a lot of “us” and “we” and “I” and “me” and 
“you” and “y’all” and “your” and “our” pronouns in the verses that come before and after our passage. 
There’s a very personal sound to it all. In fact, these people whom he consistently address in the second 
person he also addresses as “brothers” (e.g., 3:1, 12; 10:19; 13:22). That’s a distinctly Christian way of 
referring to them. In fact, in Hebrews 3:1, he calls them “holy brothers…who share in a heavenly calling”. 
That must mean he views those he addresses his letter to as Christians (at least as far as he can tell).  
 
But notice the shift in language in chapter 6. For some reason, when he starts speaking of apostasy in verses 
4 and following, he drops all the “we” and “us” and “you” language. He shifts to the third person. All of the 
sudden, it’s “those who have been enlightened, [those] who have tasted the heavenly gift” and so on. Do you 
see the shift to the third person? It takes a discerning eye, but this may suggest that while he’s still speaking 
to his readers, he is not speaking about them (or at least he’s giving them the benefit of the doubt that they 
are not included in the group he describes). This is confirmed in verse 9, where he pivots out of the third 
person and goes back into his usual way of speaking of his audience, saying, “Though we speak in this way, 



yet in your case, beloved, we feel sure of better things…” So it would seem, from the variance in the 
language in verses 4 through 8, that the author is describing a group that is not necessarily the same as his 
readers. They aren’t necessarily believers. Does that make sense? 
 
Now, while we are at verse 9, let’s make a second observation… 
 
 

Hebrews 6:9 
 
Not only does his language get personal again in verse 9 by shifting away from the third person, but look at 
the rest of that verse.  
 

“Though we speak in this way, yet in your case, beloved, we feel sure of better things—things that 
belong to salvation.” (Hebrews 6:9) 

 
Notice the phrase, “things that belong salvation.” The “better things” that the writer is confident are true of 
his readers is not what he has just described in the previous verses, but things that accompany salvation. He 
believes his readers are really saved and will therefore not commit the apostasy he has described. He believes 
they possess true saving faith and will not prove to be the barren field of verse 8. He fully expects “better 
things—things that belong to salvation.” He is confident that the things connected to salvation—things like 
perseverance in faith and production of fruit—will be evident among them. “He does not believe that 
fruitlessness and apostasy accompany salvation.”8 Better things accompany salvation. So it’s hard for me to 
believe that the people described in verses 4 and 5 were truly saved since they don’t prove to possess these 
better things.  
 

Hebrews 10:14 
 
In a few chapters the writer will say the following about the sacrifice that Christ offered up on the cross:  
 

“ For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who are being sanctified.” (Hebrews 
10:14) 

 
If we take the warning passage in chapter 6 to mean that believers could at one point be justified through 
faith in Jesus Christ and then at a future point lose their right standing with God, then Hebrews 10:14 would 
be meaningless. “It says that, for those who are now being sanctified (that is, who are now indwelt by the 
Spirit and born of God and are growing in holiness by faith), the offering of Christ on the cross has perfected 
that person for all time.”9 Did you hear that? For all time! Not until the day they walk away from Christ and 
become apostates. For all time! “In other words,” as one preacher put it, 
 

“to become a beneficiary of the perfecting, justifying work of Christ on the cross is to be perfected in 
the sight of God forever. This reality suggests that Hebrews 6:6 does not mean that those who re-
crucify Christ [as the apostates are described in chapter 6] were once really justified by the blood of 
Jesus and were really being sanctified in an inward spiritual sense.”10 

 
I think this is correct. If the Spirit of God has begun to sanctify you (and He has, if you are a Christian), then 
we are being assured that Christ’s death has perfected us “for all time…” 
 
 
 
 
 



Hebrews 13:20-21 
 
The benediction at the end of Hebrews reads,  
 

“Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of 
the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, 21 equip you with everything good that you may do his 
will, working in us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory forever 
and ever. Amen.” (Hebrews 13:20-21) 

 
What is “the eternal covenant,” mentioned in these verses, that is connected with Christ’s blood? It is the 
New Covenant. Do you remember when Jesus shared His last supper with the disciples? At some point in the 
meal he took up the cup of wine and said, “This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my 
blood” (Luke 22:20). If you know your Old Testament, there is no question about what He was referring to. 
By the time we get to the end of the book of Hebrews, there will be no question what he is referring to 
because this is a major topic in the pages ahead.  
 
Prophets in the Old Testament explained that a day would come when God would establish a “New 
Covenant” with His people. The coming of that New Covenant would make the Old Covenant (the Law of 
Moses) obsolete (Hebrews 8:13). And Jesus said that when He shed His blood the day of that New Covenant 
had dawned. It was inaugurated by the blood He shed on the cross.  
 
The second verse of that benediction reminds us that the New Covenant included, according to these Old 
Testament prophets, the promise of a new heart that would be given to God’s people so that they would be 
able, finally, to walk in God’s ways (e.g., Ezekiel 36:27; Jeremiah 24:7). A couple examples will suffice. In 
Ezekiel 11, the Lord says, 
 

“And I will give them one heart, and a new spirit I will put within them. I will remove the heart of 
stone from their flesh and give them a heart of flesh, 20 that they may walk in my statutes and keep my 
rules and obey them. And they shall be my people, and I will be their God.” (Ezekiel 11:19-20) 

 
The Lord said, in the book of Jeremiah:  
 

“I will give them one heart and one way, that they may fear me forever, for their own good and the 
good of their children after them. 40 I will make with them an everlasting covenant, that I will not turn 
away from doing good to them. And I will put the fear of me in their hearts, that they may not turn 
from me.” (Jeremiah 32:39-40) 

 
Now notice the way the language of Jeremiah is being echoed in Hebrews 13. The writer of Hebrews 
mentions the same “eternal covenant” and Jeremiah says that those with whom He makes this covenant will 
have the fear of the Lord put in their hearts, [why?] “that they may not turn from me.” So when the writer of 
Hebrews speaks of the blood of this covenant equipping Christians (i.e., the New Covenant people) with 
“everything good” to “do his will” and “that which is pleasing in his sight,” at the very least this must 
include what Jeremiah refers to—working in their new hearts the fear of the Lord so that they would not turn 
away from the Lord. Those who enter this New Covenant will not turn from the Lord and have been assured 
that God “will not turn away from doing good to them” (Jeremiah 32:40). In other words, part of the promise 
of the New Covenant is that New Covenant people will not commit apostasy. The logic has been expressed 
like this: 
 

“Hebrews 6:6 would contradict the new covenant if it meant that people could be truly justified 
members of the new covenant and then commit apostasy and be rejected. That would mean that God 



did not fulfill his promise to ‘work in them what is pleasing in his sight.’ He would have broken his 
new covenant promise.”11 

 
A couple of weeks ago, I was reading an excellent book called, The Forgotten Fear: Where Have All the 
God-Fearers Gone?, by Albert Martin. At one point, in the opening chapter, he reflects on the New 
Covenant promises in Jeremiah 32, writing, 
 

“God says, in effect, ‘The whole end for which I will work in such power in this new covenant is to 
put My fear within the hearts of My people so that they will not turn away from Me.’ According to 
this passage, it is the fear of God placed in the hearts of the beneficiaries of the new covenant that 
becomes the principal reason for their perseverance in the faith, and in a loving and obedient 
attachment to the God of their salvation.”12 

 
Therefore, I would argue, that Hebrews 6:6 cannot be referring to real Christians. What are real Christians, if 
not beneficiaries of the New Covenant? And beneficiaries of the New Covenant are those whom God 
Himself ensures will not fall away from Him. They persevere in faith. And this leads me to the final 
contextual evidence I have time to offer today… 
 
 

Hebrews 3:6 and 3:14 
 
Do you remember when we considered these two conditional statements in chapter 3? I believe these are the 
key verses to understanding all the warning passages that follow them.13 We don’t have time to rehash the 
significance of these conditional statements today, but if you missed it you can find our detailed discussion 
on our church website. I just have time for some general observations this morning.  
 
In Hebrews 3:6 we read, 
 

“Christ is faithful over God’s house as a son. And we are his house, if indeed we hold fast our 
confidence and our boasting in our hope.” (Hebrews 3:6) 

 
So how do we know that we are a part of God’s house (i.e., His people)? We know we are, “if indeed we 
hold fast…” Perseverance in Christian confidence and hope is what proves that we are a part of God’s 
people. Our perseverance doesn’t cause us to be a part of God’s people. We have become a part of God’s 
people in the past, if we persevere. God’s household perseveres.  
 
Similarly, listen to Hebrews 3:14, 
 

“For we have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original confidence firm to the end.” 
(Hebrews 3:14) 

 
How do we know we have in the past come to share in Christ? We know we have, “if indeed [in the future] 
we hold our confidence firm to the end.” Again, perseverance in faith (in the future) does not cause our 
coming to share in Christ (in the past). It proves that we had come to share in Christ. No perseverance, no 
having come to share in Christ. The former is proved by the latter. So if there is no perseverance, it shows 
that a person, despite all previous appearances to the contrary, never truly came to share in Christ. Falling 
way doesn’t show that someone no longer is a partaker in Christ. It shows that they never were. True 
believers persevere to the end. That’s the doctrine of perseverance of the saints. And it’s not just taught here 
(as we saw when we considered these verses earlier in the sermon series). As D. A. Carson has said, “one of 
the essential definitions of a genuine believer is perseverance…genuine saving grace, by definition, 



perseveres.”14 Perseverance is the hallmark of genuine conversion.15 And I appreciate that the hypothetical 
view at least takes that seriously. 
 
So what does that have to do with Hebrews 6:6? The author expects us in chapter 6 to remember what he has 
already said in chapter 3. So if he has already taught, in chapter 3, that true believers persevere, then he 
cannot mean, in chapter 6, that those he describes as “fallen away” were true Christians. Whatever he means, 
he cannot mean that. His writing and argument is far too cogent and his logic far too tight to allow for such a 
glaring contradiction from one page to the next. That’s a inconceivable. And that’s a conclusion that no one 
who believes in the inerrancy of the Bible (i.e., that the Bible is free from any error) could accept. 
 
Based on the context of Hebrews 6:6, the rest of the book itself, I don’t think we have to conclude that the 
people the author describes as falling away are necessarily Christians. So the question now becomes is it 
possible to take the description itself, found in verses 4 and 5, as referring to anyone other than Christians? I 
believe the answer is yes. I believe you can make a case that he is in fact describing people who look like 
Christians on the outside and hang out with Christians in church and have a close proximity to the things of 
God and even self-identify as Christian for a time, yet are not truly saved. Do you have a category for that 
kind of person in your mind? You need one. Next time we will allow God’s Word to create one for us, as we 
wrap up our consideration of this very difficult warning passage.  
 
Let me close by circling back to that New Covenant hope we saw in Jeremiah 32. The Lord has promised: 
 

“I will give them one heart and one way, that they may fear me forever, for their own good and the 
good of their children after them. 40 I will make with them an everlasting covenant, that I will not turn 
away from doing good to them. And I will put the fear of me in their hearts, that they may not turn 
from me.” (Jeremiah 32:39-40) 

 
Brothers and sisters, if our faith rests in Christ alone for deliverance from sin and right standing with God, 
then God has committed Himself to our perseverance. He has put the fear of the Lord in your heart to keep 
you from turning away from Him fully and finally one day. He has purchased your perseverance by the blood 
of Jesus Christ. So worship. In a book called, Doctrine Matters, which will soon be re-released under the 
title, Astonished by God, John Piper offers us a helpful reminder that I’ll leave you with today… 
 

“If you are persevering in faith today, you owe it to the blood of Jesus. The Holy Spirit, who is 
working in you to preserve your faith, honors the purchase of Jesus. God the Spirit works in us what 
God the Son obtained for us. The Father planned it. Jesus bought it. The Spirit applies it— all of 
them—infallibly. God is totally committed to the eternal security of his blood-bought children…  

But it would be a terrible misunderstanding if we thought that these Scriptures were written to 
threaten our security in God. Exactly the opposite is the case. They are written to threaten our 
security in everything but God. If you find your security in health, the Bible is a threat to you. If you 
find your security in your family or job or money or education, the Bible is a threat to you. And in 
threatening all these utterly inadequate foundations of security, the Bible drives us relentlessly and 
lovingly back to the one and only eternal and unshakable foundation for security—God. All the 
threats and warnings of the Bible declare with one voice: sin is an effort to feel secure in anything 
other than God.  

Therefore, when God demands on the one hand, ‘Turn from sinning or you will die,’ and on 
the other hand, ‘Feel eternally secure in my love and you will live,’ he is not demanding two different 
things. Sin is what you do when you replace security in God with other things. So when God 
threatens our feelings of security in the world, it’s because he wants us to feel secure in his love and 
power. The threats and promises of Scripture have one message: seek your security in God alone.”16  

 
Let’s pray… 
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