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The third warning in the Book of Hebrews is in'5:11-6:12—a
passage infamous for its interpretive problems. The various theo-
logical perspectives on this portion of God's Word are as numerous as -
any in the New Testament. :

The eschatological section of the passage is found in 6:7-8 in the
illustration of the soil, rain, fruit, and thorns. Even a casual reading
of the passage reveals that a judgment is in view. It is the thesis of
this article that the judgment is of true believers, in which dis-
obedience may result in divine discipline in this life and in loss of
future rewards in the millennivm. The passage motivates Christians
to live according to Scripture and to experience life to the fullest in
the present and in the coming kingdom.

The Relationship of Hebrews 5:11-6:3 to 6:4-12

+ Hebrews 5:1-10 discusses Christ's qualifications to be a high
priest, since His priesthood comes not from the Aaronic line but from
the order of Melchizedek. Following a brief introduction concerning
Melchizedek, the author shifted his discussion to the warning of
5:11-6:12.1 The readers’ spiritual dullness and Immaturity might

! The inclusio form of the warning is clearly seen in the discussion of Melchizedek.
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cause them to nusapprehend the truth about Melchizedek.?

Hebrews 5:11-14 rebukes the spiritual immaturity of the readers:
and their failure to apply the principles of the Word of God to dis-
cern good and evil. The readers obviously had been exposed to the
teaching of doctrine for"an extended period of time (6td To2 xpduoy,
“because of the time,” v. 12), yet they had failed to mature in their
faith.? They should have matured to the point of being teachers but
instead they needed 7¢ ororyela s dpyis ("the elementary prin-
ciples”). These principles were the ABCs of the revelation that had
come through Christ (1:1),* which would include His teachings on
the coming kingdom (2:3). o

Febrews 6:1-3 exhorts the readers to move from spiritual ABCs
to maturity. The author did not review the basics, but he encouraged
his readers to "press on" to redecdmns (‘maturity,” v. 1). The readers
are admonished not to "lay again a foundation” or basis for their-
faith. The writer listed six objective genitives grouped in three
pairs:® repentance from dead works and faith toward God (6:1), in-
struction about washings and laying on of hands (6:2a), and resurrec-
tion of the dead and eternal judgment (6:2b).

Maturity and growth in faith involves human responsibility
and God's sovereignty. "This we shall do, if God permits” (6:3). In
other words spiritual maturity depends on the believers' obedience
and God's working in their lives. Pressing forward is a present pos-
sibility if God permits. However, if the readers "fall away” renew-
al to repentance is not possible (6:6).

The Warning of Hebrews 6:4-12:
The Thorn-Infested Ground

HEBREWS 6:4-6
- The causal conjunction ydp ("for™} in 6:4 connects the previous
section on moving toward maturity with the following warning about
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the altérnative to progress® Those who had "fallen away” are de-
scribed by five participles in 6:4-6a. Each of these five participles is
governed by the article rovs ("those whe"). The use of the single ar-
ticle indicates that only one group of individuals is in view.? The
individuals are described as follows:

L. draf gariotévras ("once been enlightened,” 6:4a)

2. yevoauévovs te Tijs Swpeds Ty émovpafov ("have tasted of
the heavenly gift," 6:4b) ' ,.

3. perdyous yevnbdvras mvevuaros dylfov (“have been made par-
takers of the Holy ‘7p1rlt " 6i4c)

4. kadoy yevoaudvovs Beob piua éwzauay 16 uéAhovros alwvos
("have tasted the good word of God and the power of the age to
come,” 6:5)

5. kal maparevdvras ("and have fallen away,” 6:6a).

These readers had "once been enlightened.” The term gurio-
O¢vras ("being enlightened”) is also used in 10:32, where regenera-
tion of the readers is clearly stipulated. The author was equating
enlightenment with the reception of the full knowledge of the
truth.® This argues strongly for the view that the enlightenment
refers to regeneration® "This is a natural way to refer to the conver-
sion experience {cf. 2 Cor. 4:3-6). The writer's only other use of the
verb 'enlightened’ (10:32)is used where the reference to true Chris-
tian experience can hardly be doubted."’®

“The second fact about these readers is that they had "tasted the
heavenly gift.” The verb yedouar ("to taste”) is to be understood in
verse 4 in the sense of "to come to know something."!! The same word
is used in 2:9 of Christ, who "tasted” death for everyone. It is Incon-
sistent to have 2:9 mean "drink it all” and 6:4 mean "sampled,” as
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some suggest.”? The term Swpeds ("gift") may be understood in a
technical sense as equal to grace.?

These individuals are also referred to as "partakers of the Holy
Spirit.” The concept of being a uéroyos ("companion”) resurfaces.™®
Méroyos is used in 3:1-of a "partaker” of the heavenly calling. Here
in 6:4 the individuals are seen as "partners” in the Spirit's activi-
ties. If they are no longer uéroyos, it is because they are no longer
dependent on the Holy Spirit's power. This s not the same as losing
salvation, it is simply a failure to depend on and minister with the
Hely Spirit.

Hebrews 6:5 says these individuals had "tasted the good word
of God and the powers of the age to come.” The term "good word of
God" deals with the present age and “powers of the coming age" di-
rects the audience to the future. The "good word of God” may refer to -
Jesus' teachings about the kingdom (Heb. 2:3).3 The signs, wonders,
and miracles of Hebrews 2:4 were a foreshadowing of the Swdpers T
peddovros aidvos ("powers of the coming age,” i.e., the millennial
kingdom). The readers had "tasted" (yevoauérouvs) or “experienced”
this power in their assembly. ’ '

The ominous expression «al wapaneodyras ("and have fallen
away") now appears. The participle naparecodras is governed
- grammatically by the single article rods ("those™), which also gov-

erns the previous four participles. Apparently certain individuals
“had actually fallen away (cf. 10:25); the warning is not "hypo-
thetical."!® The sober teaching is about a regenerated individual's
apostasy. ,

The word wapanirrw ("fall away™) occurs only here in the New
Testament. This verb is formed from mapd ("beside™) and ninre (to
fall’). What certain readers had fallen away from is not specifi-
cally described. Therefore the context becomes the determinative
factor as to the meaning of the participle. From Hebrews 3:6, 14;
10:23-25, 35-39, the “falling away” relates to the withdrawal from
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their Christian confidence and worshiping function in God's house."”

The internal dullness and immaturity of the readers may have
as its outward manifestation the "falling away.” A volitional choice
to abandon their Christian confidence and worship function may place
them in the position of judgment described in 6:7-8. The Apostle Paul-
knew of believers who had abandoned their faith and had become
subjects of discipline (1 Tim. 1:20; 5:15; 2 Tim. 2:17-18).

For those who “fall away" it is wddw dvakawviler eis perd-
voucear ("impossible to renew them again to repentance,” Heb. 6:6).
The subject of the infinitive draxarvideiv ("to renew”) is not stated.
Since God is sovereign and is able to do as He pleases in human af-
fairs, it is incorrect to assume that God is the subject of the infinitive.
It seems best to supply fuas ("us”) or miva ("anyone”) as the intended
subject. The verse would then read, "It is impossible for us, or anyone,
to renew them again to repentance.” This translation parallels the
writer's admonition in 3:13 in which the readers are wrged to encour-
age each other daily to avoid a hardened heart.. The warning in
chapter 6 concerns the d.,mge,:r of spiritual dullness and immaturity.
This immaturity may result in a falling away from their confidence
and worship participation in God's house detailed in 3:1-4:13. If
this were to occur, those individuals would be beyond encouragement
by others in the community to repent and press on to Christian matu-
rity. They would be "hard of hearing” and beyond huwman persua-
sion, ‘

The following parncxpksmavaamupowms {("crucifying) and
rapaecrparifovras ("openly d}sgmcmg ‘}—are the reasons repen-
tance is impossible.® The term draoravpoivras is best understood as
"recrucifying.”’? Morris notes, "The author is saying that those who
deny Christ in this way are really taking their stand among those
who crucified Jesus. In heart and mind they make themselves one
with those who put him to death on the cross at Calvary."

They subject the Son of God to "open disgrace.” Realigning
themselves. with those who hated the Messiah would result in a
public disgrace of the name of Christ, These actions are the result of

7 Fora dzscus»}mn of the believer's confidence and worship function in God's house-
hold, see "The Kingdom Rest in Hebrews 3:1-4:13," Bibiivtheca Sacra 145 (Aym«]rme
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a spiritually dull heart. These individuals become impervious to all
efforts by others in calling them to repentance. '

This alignment seems to have been with a sectarian form of Ju-
daism similar to that of Qumran?! This action is s0 heinous that a
reversal appears impossible from the human perspective. The only
option facing those who "fall away" is judgment. An analogy with
nature describes the inevitable judgment.

HEBREWS 6:7-8

The llustration from nature forms the only prophetic or escha-
tological statement in the warning.® The illustration clearly shows
that a judgment is in view. Is this judgment temporal discipline of
' believers® or a final judgment resulting in eternal damnation??

The conjunction ydp (“for") links the illustration of 6:7-8 with
the previous section, showing that the readers of 5:11-6:6 are still in
view. : ) )

The clause, “For ground that drinks the rain which often falls
upon it," is understood as the subject of verses 7-8.% The same
"ground” (¥ is in view in both verses. The difference is found in the
produce that results from the rain. The ground in verse 7 produces
vegetation, green plants, and herbs. This produce is useful and re-
ceives "a blessing from God.” The rain-soaked ground fulfilled its
God-designed function by providing the produce for the farmer,
which resulted in a bidssing being received from God. Contextually
this illustrates the individual believer who obediently chooses to
press on to spiritual maturity. The concept of usefulness is seen in

natural produce. This produce is described in verse 10 as the min-
" istries of work and love among the readers. These activities, like
proper produce, result in a believer receiving God's blessing.

Hebrews 6:8 shows the negative side of the illustration. The ¥/
("ground”) of verse 7 is the antecedent of the participle éxgépovea

21 The background and oceasion for the writing of Hebrews has parallels similar to
those of Qumran. Far a discussion of these parallels, see Hughes, 4 Connentary on
the Episile lo the Hebrews, pp. 10-13; Spicq, L'Bpitre qux Hebrenx, 1:242€, "L'epitre
aux Hebreux”; Jean-Baptiste Apollos, "Les Hellenistes et Qumvran,” Revue de Quatran 1
(1958-59); 365-90; Yigael Yadin, "The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Epistle to the He-
brews," in Scripte Hierosolymitana, vol. 4 of Aspects of the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed,
Chaim Rabin and Yigael Yadin {Jerusaleme Magnes Press; 1963), pp. 36-35.

22 granley D. Toussaint, “The Eschatology of the Warning Passages in the Book of
Hebrews,” Grace Theological fournal 3 (Spring 1982) 74. :

23 Hodges, "Hebrews," pp. 795-96.

24 Thomas Hewitt, The Epistle fe the Hebrews, The Tyndale New Testament Com-
mentaries {Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Berdmans Pablishing Co., 1960, p. 109,

25 Dods, “The Epistle to the Hebrews," 4:299.
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("yields". Thus the same land is in view but this time the rain
yields "thorns and thistles,” not useful produce. This condition is
analogous to the readers’ dullness and immaturity described in 5:11-
14. Spiritually immature and dull believers will produce thorns and
thistles.

Three phrases describe the uselessness of the land that grows
thorns and thistles: d6duiuos (“worthless™), xardpas £yyUs ("near to
being cursed”), and fis Té TéAos els kabow (Mits end is for burning”).

"Abdkuos occurs in classical Greek, the Septuagint, and eight
times in the New Testament, Tt generally refers to being disqualified
or unapproved. In 1 Corinthians 9:27 Paul referred to his efforts 1o be
faithful in the Christian life. He used the metaphor of competing in
games for which he disciplined himself so as not to be dSdkipog
("disqualified"). ~

Some scholars understand the "curse” of Hebrews 6:8 to recall
the incident of man's fall (Gen. 3). However, the'curse in Genesis 3
resulted in thorns and thistles, whereas in Hebrews 6:8 thorns and
thistles resulted in the curse. There is a cause-and-effect inversion
between the curse in Genesis and Hebrews.? The curse in Hebrews is
the consequence of the rain-soaked earth failing to fulfill its natural
function, the production of useful vegetation.

Maoses taught the principle that for Israel obedience results in
* blessing, and disobedience results in cursing (Deut. 28-30). The Old -
Testament cursings were temporal, not soteriological in nature and
did not result in eternal damnation. The teaching of blessing for obe-
dience and cursing for disobedience was an integral part of Jewish
law and thought, It is reasonable to understand that the Jewish
readers of Hebrews, after becoming Christians would view this
principle in an individual sense instead of in a national sense.

This principle parallels the teaching concerning the produce of
the soil, If the soil yields useful produce, it receives God's blessing
(Heb. 6:7). If the soil produces thorns and thistles, it becomeés dis-
qualified, worthless, and is near to being cursed. The analogy is lu~
cid—obedience in the life of a believer results in blessing; disobedi-
ence in the life of a believer results in a useless life for God and the
possibility of receiving temporal discipline from the Lord {12:5-11).

“The agricultural imagery continues: "it ends up being burned”
(6:8). The metaphor of burning has caused many to think this verse
refers to hell.?” To insist that burning denotes "the future of the

%6 Jean Héring, The Epistle to the Hebrews, trans. A. W. Heathcote and P. ]. Allcock
{London: Epworth Press, 1970), p. 48. .

27 For example Toussaint, “The Eschatology of the Warning, Passages.in the Book of
Hebrews," p. 75. ) ’
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damned” is to ignore the immediate context and to press the agricul-
tural illustration beyond its intent. Soteriology is not being discussed
in this passage. The context is a call for believers to press on to
maturity. The danger is a dullness of hearing which may result in a
disqualification and temporal discipline. Further, the analogy of
burning relates only to the worthless thorns and thistles, not to the
land itself. The fire would destroy only the worthless fruit, not the
soil. The Elder Pliny (ca. AD. 112) attests to the fact that land was
burned to remove weeds and stubble.® The purpose of the burning in
Hebrews 6 is to remove the thorns and thistles (Le,, the resulis of
dist)b@dmme) by means of temporal judgment (cf. 12:5-11),

The specifics of this temporal discipline are not stipulated.
Biblically God's discipline of His children is for the purpose of -
bringing them back to usefulness and productivity (1 Cor. 5:5; 1 Tim.
1:20; Heb. 12:5-11).

An eschatological perspective is implicit within the bummg
imagery. For believers in Christ there will be a "burning” of all
their useless motives, thoughts, and actions at the judgment seat of
Chwist (Rom. 14:10-12; 1 Cor. 3:10-15; 2 Cor. 5:10). Paul used identical
imagery in 1 Qo;mthmm 3:9-15: "you are God's field . . . each man's
work will become evident; for the day will show it, because it is to be
revealed with fire; and the fire itself will test the quality of each
man's work. . . . If any man's work is burned up, he shall suffer loss;
but he himself shall be saved, yet so as through fire.”

Although temporal judgment for disobedience is in view in'He-
brews 6:5-8, an eschatological perspective appears tmplicit also.
Terms such as d66xiuos ("worthless”) and xadory ("burning”) imply
eschatological loss.

Believers' 3(‘)tﬁtfi(31(3?i(:&i status is settled on the basis of grace
through faith alone (Eph. 2:8-10; Titus 3:3-7). They will never be
judged to determine their eternal destiny (John 5:19- 29; Rom, 3:21-30;
§:1; 2 Cor. 5:17; 1 John 5:13). However, the Scriptures teach that be-

lievers will be evaluated for reward or loss of reward for their mo-

tives, thoughts, and actions as disciples of Christ.

For the readers of Hebrews, failure to press on to maturity might
result in temporal discipline. It seems reasonable from Hebrews 3:1~
4:13 that this might sometimes include the loss of physical life (cf. 1
Cor. 11:30; 1 John 5:16-17). Theologically it is clear that present
unfaithfulness will result in loss of reward at the judgment seat of
Christ. The result for the believer is not loss of eternal salvation but
a forfeiting of inheritance-rest, reward, and position in the coming
millennial kingdom.

28 Elder Pliny Historia Nahoalis XVI 300, 72,
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HEBREWS 6:9-12

Following the ominous words of warning are words of comfort
and encouragement. Hebrews 6:9 refers to the readers as dyawnrol
{("beloved"), a term used in Scripture only of believers. The author
wrote with tender pastoral encouragement when he said, "We are
convinced of better things concerning you.” Hodges writes:

The author did not want his readers to believe that he Had despaired of

them. Instead, he was convinced of better things in your case. The

words are like those of a pastor wheo, after warning his congregation of a

dangerous course of action might say: "But { am sure you people would

“never do that!” The words are not a theological propgsition, as they are
sometimes wrongly taken, but an expression of hope.?”

The writer was confident of "better things that accompany sal-
vation.” The cwryppla ("salvation") is to be understood in the same
way as in 1:14; 2:3, 10; 5:9; 9:28—-as referring to eséhatoiogic;xi vic-
tory, glory, and ruling with the Messiah. The author was confident
that his readess would press on to maturity and receive these bless-
ings. :

The writer's confidence was founded on God's faithfulness and
the readers’ work and love toward other believers (6:10). This work
‘and love parallel the earlier exhortation in 3:13 to encourage one
another daily. The readers were not beyond renewal.

Hebrews 6:11 encourages the readers to “demonstrate” or "show”
(¢véelxvvabay) diligence. The purpose of this demonstration is the
full and final realization of hope. Michel explains that the readers
may not realize the "full hope,” "conviction," or “certainty” if they
failed to be diligent. The possibility of loss is real’® but persever-
ance would result in eschatological blessing (6:9).

~ In 6:12 the purpose of the exhortation is that the readers not be
vawbpol ("sluggish"). The same term is used in 5:11. Their "sluggish-
ness” or "dullness” as a manifestation of their immaturity was to be
replaced by diligence. In contrast they are to be imitators of those
who through faith and patience inherit the promises. Hebrews 6:13-
20 describes Abraham as one whose faith is to be imitated; "Having
patiently waited, he obtained the promise” {v. 15).

The concept of “promise” occurs throughout the epistle (4:1; 6:12-
13, 15, 17; 7:6; 8:6; 9:15; 10:23, 36; 11:9 [twice], 11, 13, 17, 33, 39; 12:26).
Sixteen of the 18 references refer to the millennium,

The author of Hebrews clearly states that perseverance is es-
sential for inheriting the promises. This inheritance of the promises

29 Hodges, “Hebrews," p. 796,

30 Otto Michel, Der Brief an die Hebrder {(Gottingen: ¥apdenhoeck und Ruprecht,
1966), pp. 154-35, ' : ' oo
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should not be equated with eternal salvation. The inheritance can-
not be soteriological, for eternal salvation is by grace through faith,
Throughout Hebrews perseverance is said to be essential for enjoy-
ment of the eschatological promises (3:6, 14; 411, 5:9; 6:11-12; 10:23,
36).

Since the readers had not yet entered into a permanent state of
dullness, it was possible through God’s working in them and their
perseverance for them to inherit the promises related to the coming
age {i.e., rewards and positions in the kingdom), C

Conclusion

The warning of Hebrews 5:11-6:12 is addressed to regenerated
individuals and is given to motivate them to spiritual maturity.
They were in danger of falling away from their Christian confidence
and worship function in the house of God. If they were to “fall
away,” it would be impossible for the community to call them to re-
pentance because of their spiritual dullness. The analogy of rain-
soaked ground and its produce suggested both temporal and eschato-
logical judgment.

With a pastor's heart the writer encouraged his readers to move
toward maturity through their ministry of love and good works.
Through present diligence they would realize their full eschato-
logical hope as those who would inherit the promises of rewards and .
position in the millennial kingdom.




