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Hebrews 10:26-39 is the fourth warning passage in this epistle.
The severity and intensity in this caveal are greater than in the
previous three. It focuses on the topics of willful sin, consuming fire,
and shrinking back-to destruction. The passage contains important
present and eschatological instructions for the addressees.

‘The Relationship of Hebrews 10:26-39 to 10:19-25

Hebrews 7:1-10:18 forms the key doctrinal section of the epis-
tle.! Chapter 7 affirins the superiority of the priesthood of Christ to
that of Aaron. Hebrews 8:1-9:15 delineates the superior priestly
service of Jesus, and 9:16-28 explains the necessity of the Son's sacri-
fice. The final division of this main doctrinal exposition is 10:1-18,
which presents the results of the superior sacrifice for the New
Covenant worshipers. The section then merges into the fourth warn-
ing, "Now where there is forgiveness of these things there is no
longer any offering for sin’ (1038}. v

The immediate context of the admonition is 10:19-25. A transi-
tion from the previous doctrinal section is seen in verse 19 in the con-
junction odv ("therefore").? The readers are again referred 10 as.
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dseAgol (“brethren), pointing to the fact that they are related to
the New Covenant blood, that is, they are believers. They were to
have confidence to enter the very presence of God, the dydwy ("holy
place™, through the blood of Christ. Through the blood of Christ
the Christian obtains confidence?

In the Old Testament tabernacle the veil separated the holy of
holies from the holy place. The veil barred all the priests {except
the high priest) and all the people from access to God's presence in
the holy of holies. The veil was a symbol of Christ's flesh.® When
He died on the cross, the veil of the temple was torn from fop to bot-
tom (Matt. 27:51; Mark 15:38; Luke 23:45), symbolizing that through
His death the New Covenant readers had direct access to God.

Hebrews 10:21 speaks of Jesus as the believer's "great priest”
who is presently presiding éwil rév olxor (over the house of God").
The “house of God" is the priestly arrangement previously described
in 3:1-6.5 The Son functions in His priestly role over the house where
individual believer-priest worship occurs.

Because of their New Covenant blood reiaimmiup and woxsth
the readers were encouraged to do four things: (1) draw near (10:22);
(2) hold fast their confession (10:23); (3) consider how to stimulate
‘one another (10:24); and {4) not forsake their assembling together
{10:25). The phrase xafids éfos Teofv (“as is the habit of some," v
25) indicates there had been a defection on the part of certa,in mem-
bers.®

The readers were exhorted to° cnwumge one another” as "the
day” draws near. The same principle had been stated in 3:13 as a
means of hei;}mg prevent the development of a hard beart. The
term rir fuéear (“the day") gives a definite e&chamiubzcai ‘per-
spective to the warning. Buchanan writes, "The longing for 'the day'
when the enemy would be driven from the land, taxation removed, .
and Israel given a position of status among the nations under the
leadership of her own 3\1;1@, was a common Cluistian and Jewish es-
chatological expectation.'”?

The fmuninency of “the day” is stressed throughout the New
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Testament. A dibpemahomi pretribulational, ;)remiilemuai the-
ology of "the day" includes the rapture of the church (1 Thess. 4:13-
18); the seven-year tribulation period (Dan. 9:24-27; Matt. 24:1-31);
the Second Advent of Christ along with the inauguration of His
millennial kingdom (Matt. 24:32-25:46; Rev. 20:1-6); and the great
white throne judgment (Rev. 20:11-15), which culminates with the
ushering in of eternity, Since that "day” might have begun at any
moinent, the readers needed to encourage each other daily.

The Warning of Hebrews 10:26-39
HEBREWS 10:26-31

Most commentators recognize the similarities between the
warnings in Hebrews 6 and 108 Both passages deal with apostasy,
but the tone of the caveat in chapter 10 is more severe than in chap-
ter 6.

The warning opens with the connective ydp ("for"), indicating
that the same readers were in view ag in 10:19-25-the New
Covenant people. ’

The author continued with a gcmtwg absolute construction, "If
we go on sinning willfully.”® Those choosing to sin do so voiuniarily
The writer included himself in the warning by using the pronoun fudv
("we"). He understood himself as one of the "brethren” mentioned in
verse 19

This warning is addressed to "brethren'; to those whnqo welcome
entry to the Holiest has been discovered to us. They are in danger of
letting go the faith and hope, on which present aacepicmce and future
glory depend. ., . Yet listen to some commentators . .. "It is directed to
professors oniy Hence, if you know yourself sincere, it is not meant for
you. Passon!”

Was it for "professors’? Methinks, had there been originally any

such in the Churches of Jerusalem or Judea they had taken Hight 103%
before. Wild ducks wing as soon as they hear the fowlers' first shot. !

Willful sin is illustrated in Numbers 15:30-31, For intentional
sin there was ne sacrifice available. Instead intentional sinners
faced the temporal judgment of being cut off from the covenant peo-
ple and of the possibility of death at the hand of Yahweh (Lev.
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17:4, 9; Num, 9:13; 15:30-36).1t Under the Mosaic Covenant the pen-
alty for deliberate sin was loss of physical life. Soteriology is not
the issue in Numbers 15; the issue is temporal discipline for vio-
lating the Mosaic Covenant,

Willful sin committed uerd 4 Aafety rijv énl YVWoL THs dAn-
Oelas ("after receiving the full-knowledge of the truth”) results in
no sacrifice for sins, The author paralleled his New Testament
warning with the Old Testament principle: no sacrifice is available
for willful disobedience to the will of God revealed in His Word.

What does "willful sin" refer to? Contextually it seems to refer
to "holding fast the confession” and "not forsaking the assembling"
(10:23, 25). These themes occur throughout the epistle (Heb, 3:6, 12,
14; 4:14; 6:11; 10:23). The writer was concerned that some of the
readers might abandon their confidence and assembling together.
Historically this would mean an aligrment with a sectarian form of
Judaism.’? Withdrawing from the assembling together meant re-
moving oneself from the only true means for daily forgiveness of sin,
the blood of Christ. The loss is not salvation but the loss of the
means by which we can have daily cleansing of sin (1 John 1:9), For
believers to align themselves with sectarian Judaism is the equiva-
lent of aligning with a dead, obsolete sacrificial system, which is
powerless to cleanse one’s sin (Heb. 8:13; 10:1-18).

Not assembling with the community of New Covenant believers
would result in an expectation of judgment (10:27). A believer who
identifies himself with the enemies of God has only a fear of judg-
ment to anticipate. :

- The judgment has an internal subjective element, since it results
in goflepd 6¢ 115 éxdoyrp ("a certain terrifying expectation). It also
has an’external objective sense in which God's jealousy will consume
His adversaries.

The metaphor of fire, employed in 10:27 (cf. 6:8), is identified by
some scholars as a reference to the fire of hell!? Since the ad-
dressees are "brethren” (i.e., believers), this cannot be loss in hell,
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for the believer's eternal destiny is certain from the moment of sal-
vation (John 5:24; 10:27-30; Eph. 1; 1 John 5:13). There is nothing in
the context to indicate the writer has shifted to the soteriological
topic of eternal damnation,

It is preferable to-view the mt«.tdphor of fire against the back-
ground of the Old Testament, where Yahwel's anger toward His
failing covenant people is described by the metaphor of fire (Isa.
9:18-19; 10:17). Those who forsake the assembling must now await
the discipline of the Lord (Heb. 12:5-11). They have willfully cho-
sen to 5o live that they will be disciplined from the Lord.

Hebrews 10:28 employs an argument from the lesser to the
greater. Those who violated the Old Covenant experienced disci-
pline; therefore how much greater should discipline be for those
who willfully sin against the New Covenant.” The writer gave three
reasons why this willful defection deserves greater judgment. The
defecting individuals had (a) trampled under foot the Son of God,
(b) regarded unclean the blood of the covenant by which they were
sanctified, and (¢) insulted the Spirit of grace (10:29).

The word karararioas ("trampled under foot”) means to treat
with contempt of the most flagrant kind.’* By aligning themselves
with sectarian Judaism they treated with contempt the Son of God.

Also they had regarded as xowvdr ("common”) the blood of the

~ covenant by which they were sanctified. They considered the blood
profane because they viewed it as no different from the blood of any
other person.® They considered commonplace the blood of Christ,
which forms the basis of the New Covenant. And yet the blood of
Christ is the means by which the defecting individual was sancti-
fied (év o Nytdodny). F Tebrews 10:10 and 14 refer to the sacrifice of
Christ by which the readers had been sanctified. The writer’s point
is that willful sin by "blood-bought” believers is an extremely seri-
ous matter. The defectors were regenerated individuals.

The defectors were also disciplined because they had évufpioas
("insulted”) the Spirit of grace. This verb suggests treating with
"utter contempt.”1¢ This insulting the Spirit was an insult against
the work of the Holy Spirit, whose gifts had been manifested among
the readers, according to 2:4. Dunham writes of this threefold rejec-
tion by the believer: "Is the sin of a blood-bought believer less in-

14 yames Moffatt, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistie lo the He-
brews, The International Critical Commentary (Bdinburgh: T. & T, Clark, 1924), p. 151

15 Otto Michel, Der Brief an die Hebraer (Gottingen:  Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht,
1966), p. 236.
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{Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1976}, p. 704,
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sulimg or outrageous to God than the grossest unbeliever? Itis not. It
is far more serious. A child insulting his father is more wounding
than a neighbor child insulting the same man."Y’

Hebrews 10:30 establishes the principle of God's justice in rela-
tion to unfaithfulness. Quoting from the Song of Moses in Deuteron-
omy 32, the writer to the Hebrews pointed out that the enemies of
Yahweh were repaid by His vengeance (Deut. 32:35). Thompson
writes concerning the use of Deuteronomy 32:35 in Hebrews 10:30:

In the original context vengeance (udgment) of God was directed
against Israel's enemies, who reaped what they had sown. But God's
own people were not exempt from this law and should expect to reap
judgment where they had "profaned” the blood of the covenant by
whxch}(they were) sanctified, and outraged the Sapmt of grace (Heb.
10:29).'8

Disobedience on the part of God's people may result in temporal
“ physical discipline (cf. Heb. 12:4-11).

The second half of Hebrews 10:30 cites Deuteronomy 32:36. The
verb «pira (“to judge”) in the Septuagint translates the Hebrew term
1 ("to vindicate).”? The same Hebrew word is used in Psalm 110:6,
where the messianic King is said to execute judgment on the enemies
of Israel. The writer's point is lucid—defection by a believer puts
him in a position similar to that of an enemy. Temporal discipling in
the present is'a real possibility.

Hebrews 10:31 develops the concept of temporal discipline de-
scribed in verse 30. The phrase deod (dvroy (living God") had been
used in 3:12 to urge the readers to hold fast their confidence. The
willful sin mentioned in 10:26 may result in temporal discipline from
the one and only living God. :

HEBREWS 10:32-34

In this call to encouragement, the readers were admonished to
recall past actions as a motive for future endurance. The writer men-
tioned their earlier persecutions and their ability to rejoice in the
midst of trials. Verse 32 uses dwoudvw ("to endure”) of present en-
- durance, and verse 36 uses it with an eschatological perspective.

Verses 33-34 mention a variety of difficult situations the readers
had endured, including public shame, imprisonment, and loss of prop-

17 Duane A. Dunham, "An Exegetical Examination of the Warnings in the Epistle to
the Hebrews" (ThD diss., Grace Theological Seminary, July 1974), p. 210,
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erty. They had undergone these experiences “with joy," knowing
they had “a better possession and an abiding one.” The loss of tem-
poral possessions was insignificant in light of the assurance of pos-
sessing heavenly treasures. From the beginning of their faith in
Christ, the readers understood the need to endure to receive eschato-
logical possessions.

HEBREWS 10:35-39

The author moved from the readers’ past endurance of persecu-
tions to their present persecutions with the term oy ("therefore”).
They were encouraged not to throw away their confidence, which
will vesult in peydAny probamabosiar (“a great reward”). The "great

reward” is the eschatological possession mentioned in verse 34,

Verse 36, which could be a sumumary statement for the epistle,
exhorts the readers to endure their rials patiently and not abandon
their assembling together (cf, v. 25). If the readers endured, they
would accomplish God's will and receive His promise of blessing.
The author's use of fva 76 84Anua Tob ol worjoarres indicates that
receiving the promise depends on endurance. Because of the condi-
tional nature of perseverance, it is apparent that eternal ealvation is
not the topic, for eternal salvation does not depend on persevering in
work (Eph. 2:8-9; Titus 3:5-7). In Hebrews the "promise” refers to a
variety of subjects: entrance into rest (Heb. 4:1); inheritance of the
promises related to Abraham (6:12-13); eternal inheritance (9:15); a
land (11:9, 11); and future reward (10:34-36; 11:13, 39). Each of these
has an eschatological sense and Is conditioned on persevering in obe-
dience tothe will of Ged.

The writer drove his point home by a free citation of Isaiah
26:20 and Habakkuk 2:3-4 from the Septuagint. He wanted to be sure
the readers understood the eschatological ramifications of their
present endurance in obedience to the will of God.

The first phrase in Hebrews 10:37—uxpdy Soov Soov ("in a very .
little while")—is from Isaiah 26:20 (Septuagint), an eschatological
text, which is a part of "Isaiah's little apocalypse.® Isaiah 26:20
relates to the day of the Lord, the tribulation period, during which
Israel will find safety “for a little while” until the Lord's wrath is
accomplished (Dan. $:24-27; Jer. 30:7). The writer to the Hebrews
then quoted from Habakkuk 2:3-4 to link the Isaiah 26:20 phrase "in

" a very little while” with the Second Advent of Christ. The Second
Advent of the Messiah will occur after the seven-year period of Ja- .
cob’s trouble. The point in quoting Isaiah 26:20 was to encourage the

20 Alfred Martin and John A, Martin, Iaih: The (31{3}3; of Messiah (Chicago: Moody
Fress, 1983}, p. 81 i
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audience not to allow the difficulty of their persecutions, the “very
little while,” to cause them to forfeit their heavenly rewards or es-
chatological possessions.?!

The author's citation of Habakkuk 2:3-4 from the Septuagint
has a number of significant changes. These revisions were applied to
his readers' present situation. The first change is the addition of a
definite article: "the coming one” not "a coming one.” The reference
to Messiah's return is crystal clear. The second change the writer
made was to reverse the order of the clauses to place at the close of
the citation the words that refer to shrinking back. The inversion is
illustrated as follows:

Habakkuk 2:3-4 Hebrews 10:38

‘Fav moorelAnral, olic e 0doncel 6 8¢ Slxaids pov éx miorews
0 oyt pov v adrd {Hoerat,

6 8¢ Slxaros éx mioreds pov xal éav UmoarelAnrat, ol
{oeral. : evborel 1 puyrf pov v airg,

In Hebrews 10:38 the subject of shrinking back is clearly "My righ-
teous one,” that is, a believer, “Shrinking back” in this situation
meant failure to hold fast, abandorunent of the assembly, loss of con~
fidence, and failure to endure.

Habakkuk 2:3-4 describes the people of Yahweh as antxcxpatmg
the deliverance of the Lord and destruction of their enemies, the
Babylonians. In the midst of this difficult situation, the righteous
are called to live by faith while awaiting deliverance from the
Lord.

The author of Hebrews applied the passage to his readers by
referring to the imminent return of Messiah, His defeat of and their
deliverance from their enemies, and their participation in ruling as
uéroxor ("partners”) with the King. The readers were assured of the
return of the Messiah, who would deliver them from their enemies-—-
6 épxduevos el kal ov yporiver (“He who is coming will come, and
will not delay”; of. 1:13-14; 10:37; Ps. 110:1-2, 5-7). In their present
persecutions (Heb. 10:32-36) the readers of Hebrews, like Habak-
kuk's audience, were enjoined to “live by faith” in light of Messiah's
coming deliverance. ' The eschatological deliverance for the readers
~of Hebrews will begin with the rapture of the church and be consum-
mated at the Second Advent of Messiah and the inauguration of His
millennial kingdom.

The writer moved from the eschatological pmapectwe of verses
37-38 to his present situation in verse 39. His use of sjuels ("we") in

2l Morris, "Hebrews," p. 111. ‘ et .
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verse 39 is emphatic as seen in the change from the second person

plural "you” in verse 36. The author was expressing his confidence -
that neither the readers nor he would abandon their present confi-

dence. '

The term draiteca (*destruction™) used in verse 39 has been un-
derstood by some as eternal destruction,? However, this is only one
of many uses of that word. Hatch and Redpath cite 111 uses of the
term in the Septuagint, as a translation of 21 Hebrew words 23 One
meaning is desolation (Ezek. 32:15) and another is physical death
(Esth. 7:4). Based on the previous warnings and the immediate con-
text of Hebrews 10:26-38 it seems best to understand dmddera ("de-
struction”) in verse 39 as referring to temporal physical discipline
(cf. 3:1-4:13; 5:11~6:12; 10:27-31; 12:4-11).24

The writer reassured his readers that they were of those who
have faith to the “preserving of the soul” The word guyrf (“soul”)
may have at least six different meanings,? one of which is earthly
or physical life. The phrase was used in classical Greek as the
equivalent of "saving the life."?® This meaning agrees well with the

_exposition of 10:32-39. The readers were to live by faith in the midst
of difficult times. The result of obedience to the Word of God would
be a life-preserving walk instead of temporal discipline, the loss of
physical life,

The caveat seems to refer to the possibility of temporal disci-
pline for those who willfully sin. Febrews 11 serves as an encour-
agement to those who patiently endured in spite of a variety of dif-
ficult life situations. In Hebrews 12 the topic of discipline resur-
faces. Failure to endure may result in temporal discipline and loss of
blessing eschatologically in the millennium.

Conglusion

The warning in Hebrews 10:26-39 has a severe and ominous tone.
The readers ave called to live in obedience to the will of God in a

2 Kent, The Epistle to the Hebrews, p. 215,
23 Hatch and Redpath, A Concordunce 1o the Septungint, p. 151,

2 zane €. Hodges, "Hebrews," in The Bible Kuowledge Commeniary, ed. John P,
Walvoord and Rey B. Zuck, 2 vols. {(Wheaton, 1L: Victor Books, 5P Publications, 1983,
1985), 2:807. :

23 Walter Baver, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early
Christian Literature, trans. William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich {Chicago: Uni-
vetsity of Chicago Press, 19573, p. 901, '

% Moffatt, A Critical and Exegetical Commentury on the Epistle to the Hebrews, P
158, ’
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number of areas—drawing near to their High Priest, holding fast
their confession, considering how to stimulate each other to love and
good deeds, and not forsaking assembling together (10:22-25). These
exhortations are given in light of the imminency of the eschatologi-
cal "day” (i.e., the return of the Messiah). _

From this background the warning is given to avoid "willful sin”
(i.e., abandoning their assembling and Christian confidence). Sin-
ning willfully results in being in a position in which experiential
forgiveness of sin is no longer possible. The result of this position is
an expectation of temporal discipline on the defecting believer.

The antidote against willful sin is to recall former days of en-
durance and future eschatological rewards for obedience. Their past
confidence in future possessions was the key for enduring their
present difficult situation. Present perseverance will result in' re-
ceiving God's future rewards. ,

The author closed this warning passage with a free citation of
Isaiah 26:20 and Habakkuk 2:3-4 to emphasize the need to persevere
in view of the coming of the millennium. The writer warned his
readers not to "shrink back to destruction” (.e., temporal physical
discipline) as some seem to have done. He closed with a note of en-
couragement that his readers were those who walk by faith with a
life-preserving quality.
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