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“A Theological Root Canal”

Hebrews 6:1-12

Some things are necessary, though we don’t look forward to them. A trip to the dentist. That yearly physical exam…after your fiftieth birthday. The long distance drive with that business colleague you can barely stand. 

For preachers, especially those who faithfully preach through the Scriptures in a systematic way, texts like the one we will consider tonight fall into that category. Chuck Swindoll commented, “I’ve looked forward to Hebrews six about as much as I look forward to a migraine.”
 Why? Without question it is one of the most controversial passages in the entire ﻿New Testament.
 Because the debate concerning its interpretation speaks to one’s eternal destiny, the arguments often become intense, generating more heat than light on the subject. This passage is the reason many a man will not undertake a study of the book of Hebrews.
 

So as we come to the beginning of Hebrews 6, I want to adopt the approach of one commentary (though not all of their conclusions):

Since so many godly Christians are disagreed on its interpretation, we must not speak with dogmatism. We present the explanation which seems most consistent with the context and with the rest of the ﻿New Testament﻿.

We will not shy away from the challenge, but will face what I am calling tonight a “theological root canal” through this difficult yet important passage.

An Admonition to Advance

Hebrews six begins with an admonition to advance in the first three verses. Now verse one begins with the important word “therefore,” linking what is being said with what had just been said.
 The chapter division here is terribly misplaced. (Remember, in the original letter, there were no chapter and verse divisions at all!) The flow of thought begins in Hebrews 5:11-14 (which we considered last week), so let’s read the entire text from 5:11 through 6:3,

We have much to say about this, but it is hard to explain because you are slow to learn. In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God’s word all over again. You need milk, not solid food! Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness. But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil. Therefore let us leave the elementary teachings about Christ and go on to maturity, not laying again the foundation of repentance from acts that lead to death,﻿ and of faith in God, instruction about baptisms, the laying on of hands, the resurrection of the dead, and eternal judgment. And God permitting we will do so.
Do you see the connection? The author challenges his audience to grow up, to move beyond biblical baby food to the solid food of the Word. Then he identifies what is meant by spiritual “milk” with a challenge to move on to the “meat.”

Before we get to the specifics, though, it should be pointed out that the phrase, “Let us go on to maturity,” should be translated, “Let us be carried forward to maturity.” It is God who enables us to progress as we yield to Him, receive His Word, and act on it.
 Spiritual growth, just like salvation, is the work of God in our lives, though we bear a responsibility to respond in such a way that God’s work is done within us.

What is meant by “the elementary teachings about Christ”? Certainly this refers back to “the elementary truths of God’s Word” in Hebrews 5:12—the ABC’s of the faith, so to speak. Hebrews 6:2 mentions six subjects that many scholars group into three pairs: repentance and faith, baptisms and the laying on of hands, resurrection and judgment. Some see these as Jewish concepts—given this letter is addressed to the Hebrews—yet the author calls them “elementary teachings about Christ,” so we cannot conclude these are merely Jewish ideas that Christians can ignore. Indeed, we must be reminded that our Christian faith is the outgrowth of the true Judaism as revealed in the Old Testament (as opposed to the rabbinic Judaism from between the testaments that moved away from God’s Word). Nearly all of the early Christians were Jews, and existing Jewish beliefs and practices were used as a foundation on which to build Christian truth.

We could spend an entire study on these six topics, but to do so would be to lose the context of the author’s intent. He did not want to spend a lot of time on these basics, so we won’t either. I will make a few passing comments and then move on.

I agree with Ray Stedman and Warren Wiersbe that these three pairs of subjects should be understood as relating to 

· Our relationship with God in salvation (repentance and faith)

· Our relationship with the local church (baptism and laying on of hands)

· Teachings about prophecy and end times (resurrection and judgment).
 

Repentance and faith are two sides of the same coin: repentance is a negative term, speaking of turning from sin, while faith is a positive word, of turning to God. They are like two sides of a coin—opposite yet complementary.

“Baptisms” here is plural, causing many commentators to interpret this as Jewish purification ceremonies.
 While there were many such rites in Judaism, they all pointed to the spiritual reality of the cleansing of sin that would only take place through the blood of Christ. Perhaps we can understand “baptisms” as Spirit baptism and water baptism, both are taught and practiced in the New Testament. The baptism of the Spirit initiates a person into the family of God; water baptism initiates that person into the local family of believers. In the first century church, this was often accompanied by “the laying on of hands” by fellow believers, done at times of blessing, prayer for the sick, commissioning for service, to show unity of spirit and purpose.
 The action of laying on of hands thus symbolized recognition, identification, and approval.
 Thus these two subjects deal with our relationship with the local church family.

“Resurrection from the dead” and “eternal judgment” are both future events. They belong to the theological category of eschatology, meaning the study of last things or end times. Many preachers, teachers, and Christians are all caught up in the study of end times, yet, as Swindoll points out from this verse, prophecy is not part of the “meat” of the Word; it is still milk!
 I have personally observed that many preachers, churches, and Christians who spend most of their time studying prophecy do not exhibit the marks of spiritual maturity. If you don’t believe that, just listen to them argue with those who don’t agree with their interpretation!

The author of Hebrews challenges us to “leave” these elementary teachings and move on to higher ground. This does not mean that we are to despise or abandon them any more than a student who has learned the ABCs can then dispense with the alphabet. The letters of the alphabet are indispensable in the formulation and communication of the most advanced learning; doctoral dissertations are written using letters of the alphabet! Progress to maturity is always cumulative. So, also, the first principles of Christian truth are basic to every stage of development and are no less essential at the end than they are at the beginning. The point is that the beginning is not a stopping-place; it is the door to progress and the springboard to achievement.

Unfortunately, many Christians and churches never move beyond these basics. Perhaps that is because many preachers never move beyond them, either. They preach them over and over, and call them “the simple gospel.” Because this simple gospel is preached unendingly in our churches, we have Christians who are weak, childish and immature. Major Ian Thomas observed, “You know, I have discovered an interesting thing about American Christians. They do not usually come to church to learn anything. Whatever they do not yet know themselves they think is heresy. What they want to hear is the same old stuff so they can say, ‘Amen, brother, Amen!’”

Let’s not be content with the baby food of the Bible, the familiar, comfortable teachings we know and love, and let’s grow up on the solid food of the Word! 
An Alarm against Apostasy

The author moves on from an admonition to advance to an alarm against apostasy. The alarm is actually sounded in verses 4-8, but the ominous tone is set in verse three, which simply states, “And God permitting we will do so.”
This may sound like a trivial statement; after all, doesn’t God want everyone to grow in the faith? Yes, that is true, but it is also true that God wants everyone to come to repentance (according to 2 Peter 3:9), yet not everyone will be saved. We may be sure that the qualification, “God permiting,” is something far more than a pious cliché.
 I think the best way to understand verse three is as an introduction to verses 4-6. Verse 3 says, “If God permits”; verses 4-6 tell us when God does not permit it.

It is impossible for those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, who have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming age, if they fall away, to be brought back to repentance, because﻿﻿ to their loss they are crucifying the Son of God all over again and subjecting him to public disgrace. Land that drinks in the rain often falling on it and that produces a crop useful to those for whom it is farmed receives the blessing of God. But land that produces thorns and thistles is worthless and is in danger of being cursed. In the end it will be burned.
In the original Greek, verse four begins with the word “for,” connecting it to the preceding statement.
 We should read it this way: “And God permitting we will do so, for it is impossible…” Too often verses 4-6 are taken out of context and examined alone. That breaks the fundamental rule of understanding Scripture: it must be understood in its original context—the overall context of Scripture, the context of the book in which it is written, and the immediate context of the verses coming before and after it.

Verse four states that something is “impossible.” What? That certain people who “fall away” to “be brought back to repentance.” That immediately raises other questions: What does it mean to “fall away”? Who are these certain people? What does it mean to “be brought back to repentance”? Where does that leave the people involved?

What does it mean to “fall away?” One word often associated with this text is “apostasy,” reflected in the phrase, “if they fall away.” (Hughes translates this phrase,”if they then commit apostasy.”
) What does that mean? Apostasy comes from the Greek word apostasia, meaning “rebellion” or “defection.” (Interestingly, a form of this is apostasion, meaning a bill of divorce.) These are based on the Greek root aphistēmi, meaning “cause to revolt, mislead, go away, withdraw, depart, or fall away.” In the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament) these words described literally moving away from something, the withdrawal from a relationship, or even a political revolt.
 

Compare the way a few translations render this phrase in English;

· “turns away from the living God” (niv)

· “departing from the living God” (kjv)

· “deserts the cause of the living God” (Phillips) 

Now, to be fair, some scholars point out that the Greek word apostasia is not used in this passage, but rather parapipto, which literally means, “to fall alongside.”
 (It should be pointed out, though, that apostasia does appear in Hebrews 3:12, “turns away from the living God.”) Others contend that the word implies “people who have been numbered among the followers of Christ but now leave that company.”
 This emphasizes the part played by the human will in the loss of faith.
 This is no accidental misplacing of something, or even an inadvertent fall due to our human nature, but rather a deliberate decision to change course. This is much like the idea of repentance, except in this case, rather than turning from sin to God, this is a turning from God back to sin. 


This brings us to the next question: Who is it that “falls away”? Some claim that these folks are unsaved—they profess Christianity but do not possess it.
 They’ve dipped into the faith, but haven’t dived in! The Believer’s Bible Commentary states,

Apostates are people who hear the gospel, make a profession of being Christians, become identified with a Christian church, and then abandon their profession of faith, decisively repudiate Christ, desert the Christian fellowship, and take their place with enemies of the Lord Jesus Christ. Apostasy is a sin which can be committed only by unbelievers, not by those who are deceived but by those who knowingly, willfully, and maliciously turn against the Lord.

This interpretation usually springs from a belief in eternal security, that a believer in Christ can never lose their salvation. Many verses throughout Scripture support this view—too many to enumerate in this setting. Advocates of this view claim that the description of such people in verses 4-5 as “who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, who have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming age,” indicates that they may appear to be saved, or close to salvation, but in fact are not. By turning away from Christ, they prove that they were never a part of Christ to begin with!

There is much to commend this view, yet others point out that such descriptive phrases could hardly be used to depict unbelievers!
 M. R. DeHaan observes, “If that is not a description of true, born-again believers, then language means nothing, and we cannot understand anything in the Word of God any more.”
 

These people, contend DeHaan and others, are true Christians, but what is in question is not their eternal destiny but their eternal reward. They may have their lives on earth shortened, removing the possibility of earning rewards in heaven, or their efforts on earth will be “burned up” (verses 7-8) as the “wood, hay, and straw” Paul describes in 1 Corinthians 3:12, referring to the Judgment Seat of Christ. Again, this view has a ring of truth to it, though I find it hard to equate the loss of reward with what the author depicts as “they are crucifying the Son of God all over again and subjecting him to public disgrace.” 
Others will affirm that the author of Hebrews is indeed referring to those who are truly saved and turn away from God, and that it would be impossible for such a one to be brought back to repentance, but this should only be understood as a hypothetical situation used by the author of Hebrews as a warning to his readers.
 Yet this would strip the passage of any real meaning, contends F. F. Bruce, who concludes, “The warning of this passage was a real warning against a real danger, a danger which is still present so long as ‘an evil heart of unbelief’ can result in ‘deserting the living God’ (Hebrews 3:12).”

So, how are we to understand this passage? I found tremendous help in the pages of a book written by my former Old Testament professor in Bible college, Dave O’Brien. He writes, “We cannot, by our own actions, be expelled from the Body of Christ. Only if we can be saved by works can our place in the body be lost through works.” 
 He goes on to add, 

God’s grace (i.e., His favor, love, and compassion) is so strong that nothing can wrench us away from Him…. Can we lose our salvation then? I think not. Losing implies a kind of witless misplacing. We can lose our car keys. We can lose a purse. We can lose our way and even carelessly lose our lives. But when we accept salvation we place ourselves in the hand of God, and He has promised to hold us secure.

At this point I can hear the eternal security crowd say, “Amen!” But he goes on,

But I think we can choose to give it back. To choose consciously and willfully to reject what we’ve received from God is not simply a sinful action. It is the premeditated assassination of faith….

I find it difficult to read this text and not see people who have fallen, or are in danger of falling, into apostasy with dire possible consequences. They are, in other words, people who have known Christ and consciously rejected him. It seems that they are now beyond hope. It is impossible for such people to be brought back to repentance (vv. 4–6).
The person who rejects Jesus, having known Him as Savior, re-enacts the treachery of the self-serving among the leaders of Judaism who thought it was better for Jesus to die than for them to lose their place of rule. This is the ultimate act of unfaith. For the one who knowingly rejects the love of God in the Son of Man, there can be no repentance.
 


In other words, it is not possible for one to lose his salvation, but he may leave his salvation by a deliberate act of this will, repenting from God and returning to a life of sin and unbelief. This is the meaning of apostasy. If the Christian life is like a marriage (and the Bible often uses this illustration), then apostasy is like divorce—just as we saw earlier the Greek word apostasion, meaning a bill of divorce.
Why would it be “impossible” for such a one to return again to repentance? This is where the “hardening of heart” mentioned in Scripture comes in. The author previously warned his readers against hardening their hearts to the Holy Spirit in chapter three. Who hardens the heart, God or the sinner? The answer is “Yes!” As the sinner continues to resist, God allows the heart to harden to the point that the person cannot repent. Was this person truly saved in the first place? Only God knows. Let’s not quibble over something that only God knows. The clear teaching of this passage is that if a person who, to all outward appearances, experiences the Christian life and then willingly rejects it, turning away and even divorcing God, so to speak, his condition is hopeless.
 We have known couples that marry, divorce, remarry, divorce again, as though marriage was a revolving door. God will not allow His salvation to be toyed with in such a way. 

There is much more than could be said on this passage—I compiled 150 pages of notes from over two-dozen resources on this text—but in the spirit of the author of Hebrews, “let us move on…”

An Affirmation of Assurance

Thankfully we are not left with this dark distress signal of doom! The author says in verses 9-12,

Even though we speak like this, dear friends, we are confident of better things in your case—things that accompany salvation. God is not unjust; he will not forget your work and the love you have shown him as you have helped his people and continue to help them. We want each of you to show this same diligence to the very end, in order to make your hope sure. We do not want you to become lazy, but to imitate those who through faith and patience inherit what has been promised. 

Despite what the author said at the end of chapter five, he does not believe his readers have fallen into the category of apostasy in verses 4-8. Why is he so confident? Because they had exhibited fruit—“things that accompany salvation.” What was that fruit? The love shown to God and to others. It really is that simple, folks, love God and love one another.

Like a coach near the end of the game, the author pleads with his readers to keep on going, don’t give up, see it through to the end. While it is true that it is God who “carries us along” to maturity, it is also true that we must do our part. We must not be lazy (the same word as “dull” in Hebrews 5:11) but apply ourselves to the spiritual resources God has given us.
 Again, the problem is not aptitude but attitude.

Note the product of diligence: assurance. How are these connected? R. C. Sproul explains,
When we stop growing, we lose touch with God. Our assurance is only as strong as our faith. When bad things happen we lose assurance if we have not been spending time with him. To make our hope more certain, we must grow.


Instead of wondering how far away from God and still be saved, let’s see how close to God we can get and still be human. When that is our goal, we’ll never deal with doubt, worry, or fear about our salvation.


And passages like Hebrews 6 won’t seem like a theological root canal.
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