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� If you have ever engaged in a theological debate with another person, odds are 

you and the other individual traded Scripture verses in support of your respective 

positions in an attempt to win over the other. 

 

� This is not necessarily a bad thing; however, we often times use individual verses 

of Scripture to support our particular theological views, with little appreciation for 

the context of each particular passage. 

 

� This practice is referred to as proof-texting.  A good definition of proof-texting is 

as follows: 
 

A prooftext is a verse or short passage from the Bible used by someone as part of his 

proof for a doctrinal belief he wishes to substantiate to others. However, since verses and 

passages may rely extensively on the context in which they appear for correct 

interpretation, pulling these out of their context and having them stand alone in a "proof" 

can, at times, be very misleading. In addition, a set of such prooftexts can completely 

ignore other passages which, if added to the mix, might well lead to an entirely different 

conclusion. Someone who relies strongly only on a list of prooftexts in order to make a 

doctrinal argument may have a very weak case for his argument. Noting that a religious 

teacher relies heavily just on prooftexting is viewed in theological circles as a very 

negative evaluation.      www.biblestudy.org 

 

� We come today to possibly the most popular proof-text for the belief that one can 

lose his salvation: Hebrews 6:4-8. 

 

� However, when we closely examine the passage in light of (a) other passages 

of Scripture; and (b) the context of the particular Book in which it is written, 

it becomes clear that the passage does not support a doctrine of the 

possibility of one losing his salvation  
 

. 
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I. The Warning Against Apostasy 

 

• There are several great questions surrounding this passage that have drawn the 

attention of countless scholars and commentarians over the centuries. 

 

• The first of these great questions is the “WHO?”  Who is it that the author of 

Hebrews is speaking of? 

 

• There are approximately FIVE possibilities that scholars have proposed regarding 

the identity of the group the author of Hebrews is speaking of: 

 

1. The Readers of the Epistle to the Hebrews 

2. Genuine Believers/Converts who have Fallen Away 

3. A Hypothetical Group of Individuals 

4. Professing [yet, not genuine] Christians Within the Church Community 

5. The Israelites in the Wilderness 

 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *  

 

1. The Readers of the Epistle to the Hebrews 

 

• It is highly unlikely that the author of Hebrews is here, in 6:4-8, addressing the 

readers of this epistle. 

 

o The reason for this is two-fold.  First of all, in the passages prior to this 

section, and immediately afterwards, the author uses first and second person 

pronouns (such as “we”, “us” and “you”). 

 

� For example, in 6:1, the author writes, “Therefore let us leave the 

elementary doctrine of Christ…” 

� Then, in 6:3, he writes, “And this we will do if God permits.” 

� And after Verse 8, in 6:10, he writes, “For God is not unjust so as 

to overlook your work and the love that you have shown for his 

name in serving the saints, as you still do.” 

 

� However, in 6:4, the author uses the third person pronoun: “For it 

is impossible, in the case of those who have once been 

enlightened…” 

 

o Secondly, however, immediately following Verse 8, in Verse 9, the author 

writes, “Though we speak in this way, yet in your case, beloved, we feel sure 

of better things –” 

 

o It appears, then, to be clear that the author is drawing a distinction between the 

plight of his immediate readers and those he is referring to in Verses 4-8. 
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2. Genuine Believers / Converts Who have Fallen Away 

 

• The second possibility with respect to the identity of the group addressed here is 

that they are genuine believers / converts who have fallen away from the faith. 

 

• The reason for this belief is that some scholars and readers of this text believe that 

the verbiage of this passage, the plainest meaning, or the prima facie reading of 

the text demand that we understand these individuals as true converts – that is, 

converts to Christ who have been genuinely born-again. 

 

o For example, when the author uses phrase like, “…those who have once been 

enlightened...tasted the heavenly gift…shared in the Holy Spirit…tasted 

the goodness of the word of God…the powers of the age to come” he could 

mean nothing else than genuine Christians [proponents of this view would 

say]. 

 

o One such individual was John Wesley, the founder of Methodism.  Wesley 

stated, with respect to this Verse, “Must not every unprejudiced person see, 

the expressions here used are so strong and clear, that they cannot, without 

gross and palpable wrestling, be understood of any but true believers?”  

Wesley continued, “On this authority, I believe a saint may fall away; that one 

who is holy or righteous in judgment of God himself may nevertheless so fall 

from God as to perish everlastingly.” 

 

o In fact, for centuries, individuals like John Wesley have used Hebrews 6:4-8 

as a proof-text for attacking the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints. 

 

o However, for several reasons, this cannot be the proper interpretation of this 

passage. 

 

� First of all (and most convincingly), this particular interpretation 

stands against the overwhelmingly powerful – and clear – 

testimony of countless Old and New Testament passages of 

Scripture – passages that are much clearer than this one.  Each of 

these other Scriptures clearly and unequivocally affirm the 

preservation and perseverance of the saints (i.e., individuals who 

have been genuinely born-again and possess a genuine, saving 

faith in the Lord Jesus Christ) – that is the once saved…always 

saved position. 

 

� Consequently, when we interpret this passage, in light of other 

Scripture (for Scripture interprets Scripture), we find that it 

cannot be referring to genuine believers who fall away from 

the faith. 
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� Such passages include John 10:28-29: “
28
 I give them eternal life, 

and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my 

hand. 
29
My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all, 

and no one is able to snatch them out of the Father’s hand.” 

 

� John 6:36-40: “
36
But I said to you that you have seen me and yet 

do not believe. 
37
 All that the Father gives me will come to me, and 

whoever comes to me I will never cast out. 
38
For I have come 

down from heaven, not to do my own will but the will of him who 

sent me. 
39
And this is the will of him who sent me, that I should 

lose nothing of all that he has given me, but raise it up on the last 

day. 
40
For this is the will of my Father, that everyone who looks on 

the Son and believes in him should have eternal life, and I will 

raise him up on the last day.” 

 

� Romans 8:38-39: “
38
For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor 

angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor 

powers, 
39
nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, 

will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our 

Lord.” 

 

� Philippians 1:6: “
6
And I am sure of this, that he who began a good 

work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.” 

 

� There are many other passages that affirm this same truth – that no 

true believer can lose his salvation.  For, how could salvation 

properly be called eternal life if it could be lost (it would no longer 

be eternal). 

 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *  

 

� Secondly, contextually, this passage simply cannot mean that 

genuine believers can lose their salvation. 

 

• The reason for this is that this passage ends with a strong 

assurance of salvation for true believers. 

 

• In Verses 17-19a, the author writes, “So when God desired 

to show more convincingly to the heirs of the promise the 

unchangeable character of his purpose, he guaranteed it 

with an oath, so that by two unchangeable things, in which 

it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled for refuge 

might have strong encouragement to hold fast to the hope 

set before us.  We have this as a sure and steadfast anchor 

of the soul…” 
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• Far from teaching that believers can lose their salvation, 

these Verses declare the providence and unchangeableness 

of God – the One to whom our hope is anchored. 

 

• It is certainly possible that the reason for these assuring 

words is that the author of Hebrews anticipated some 

would misunderstand his words in 6:4-8. 

 

3. A Hypothetical Group of Individuals 

 

• The next possible interpretation of this passage, with respect to the identity of the 

group in  6:4-8 is that the author is referring to a hypothetical body of people. 

 

• The basis for this interpretation is that the author, here, is presenting a 

hypothetical impossibility.  (This is an interpretation I personally held for a length 

of time.) 

 

• This interpretation relies heavily on a rather misleading translation of this text 

from the original Greek.  Such a “misleading” translation of this passage is found 

in the New International Version (NIV).  It says in Verse 6, “If they fall away…” 

 

• However, the most proper translation from the original Greek should read, “those 

who have fallen away.” 

 

• Further, this “hypothetical” interpretation holds to the following understanding of 

this passage: 

 

“…in the case of those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly 

gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the goodness of the word of God 

and the powers of the age to come [in this interpretation, the author is speaking of 

GENUINE BELIEVERS], if they fall away (which they CANNOT), (it would be 

impossible) 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.” 

 

In others, “If a genuine believer could lose his salvation [which in reality he 

CANNOT], it would be impossible to restore him again to repentance once his 

salvation has been lost.” 

 

4. Professing [yet, not genuine] Christians Within the Church 

Community 

 

• The next interpretation of this passage holds that the individuals the author speaks 

of in Verses 4-5 are not genuine believers.  Rather, these individuals are those 

who may appear to be Christians, and are likely active within the Church 
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community.  They even participate in the ordinance of the Church; however, they 

have yet to be regenerated by the sovereign power of the Holy Spirit. 

 

• Accordingly, this interpretation sees the phrase “once been enlightened” as 

referring to baptism.  Historical evidence actually exists that suggests that this 

verbiage (“enlightened”) was actually used of the rite of baptism in the second 

century, A.D.  In fact, Justin Martyr uses the word for enlightened in reference to 

baptism in his First Apology recorded in the second century. 

 

• Furthermore, one would interpret the unique phrases in this passage as follows: 

 

o The phrase “tasted the heavenly gift” likely refers to the Lord’s Supper;  

 

o “Sharing of the Holy Spirit” may speak of the New Testament practice of 

the laying on of hands.  It could also speak, in general, of those who have 

experienced the gifts of the Holy Spirit.  [It is interesting to note that the 

definite article – the – is missing from the original Greek text.  It is 

possible that this would indicate the author’s emphasis on the individual 

sharing in the gifts of the Holy Spirit rather than the Person of the Holy 

Spirit, Himself.]  Either way, this individual has experientially shared in 

the spiritual workings of the Holy Spirit – but certainly not through 

regeneration. 

 

o “Tasting the goodness of the word of God” would certainly refer to the 

hearing of the Word of God preached;  

 

o And “the powers of the age to come” would most likely correspond to the 

signs and wonders which accompanied the preaching of the Gospel in the 

Apostolic period. 

 

• In other words, if this interpretation is correct (which is certainly a possibility), 

there are those who go to church, participate in all of the ordinances, “taste” the 

blessings and gifts associated with the local church, and even possibly make 

personal professions of faith.  From most outward metrics and appearances, they 

seem to be genuine believers.  However, they have not been genuinely born-again 

and professed true, saving faith in the Person and Work of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

5. The Israelites in the Wilderness 

 

• The final possibility is one that is so similar to the previous one, that essentially 

both can be true [and I believe they are]. 

 

• However, this interpretation asserts that, given the purpose and context of the 

Book of Hebrews, as well as the previous warnings/exhortations in the Book, that 

the author is referencing the life of the Israelites who experienced the 
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blessings of the Exodus, yet rejected Yahweh in the wilderness, thus failing to 

enter into the Promised Land. 
 

• The basis of this argument/interpretation is rooted in the fact that the author of 

Hebrews draws a clear parallel, in Chapters 3 and 4, between the Israelites who 

wandered in the wilderness and rebelled and hardened their hearts toward God, 

and the contemporary, first century readers of the Book of Hebrews. 

 

• This parallel, of course, was based upon the author’s use of Psalm 95:7-11. 

 

• This interpretation is also fully consistent with the hermeneutic that states that the 

New Covenant fully fulfills the Old and that the Old points to the New.  This is 

true not only with the Person of Jesus Christ fulfilling the promises of the Old 

Testament; but, also with the truth that the Church of the New Testament fulfills 

the purposes of the Nation of Israel in the Old.  That is, there is only One God and 

one people of God. 

 

• Therefore, given the author’s extensive knowledge and use of the Old Testament 

thus far in the Book, it should surprise no one that he would continue in that same 

method and pattern. 

 

• In this interpretation, then, some of the unique phrases in 6:4-8 would primarily 

mean the following: 

 

o The phrase, “once enlightened” would most probably refer to the pillar of 

light that guided the Israelites in the wilderness at night; 

 

o The phrase “tasted the heavenly gift” likely refers to the manna that 

came from heaven;  

 

o  “Tasting the goodness of the word of God” would certainly refer to the 

hearing of the Word of God through Moses;  

 

o And “the powers of the age to come” could definitely refer to all of the 

signs, wonders, and powers that God exercised in delivering His 

people from Egypt, such as the ten plagues, the parting of the Red 

Sea, the pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night. 
 

• If this interpretation is correct (and I believe it is), than the application is quite 

clear.  Going back to Chapters 3 and 4, and the quotation from Psalm 95:7-11, the 

Israelites in the desert experienced possibly the greatest physical deliverances in 

all of Scripture, and they were witnesses to some of the most awesome 

demonstrations of God’s power in all of history. 
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“The warning, therefore, is that. Like those who left Egypt as part of Israel, we may have 

a very real experience of the phenomena of God’s saving power through our participation 

in the church.  By virtue of our affiliation with the people of God, by being in their midst, 

we can have the very great privileges described in our text and yet not actually enter into 

salvation.  We will be enlightened with knowledge, we will encounter and perhaps 

benefit from real spiritual power, and we may be influenced and blessed in many ways.  

That was the very situation with those who left Egypt in the exodus, but who fell away 

under hardship into rebellion and were judged by God so that they died in the desert.”                         

                                                                                                                 Richard Phillips 

 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

 

• Therefore, what the author of Hebrews is saying is that, like the Israelites who 

experienced the Exodus and all of the blessing of God associated with it, and 

then still turned away from Yahweh, so there will be those today who experience 

the blessings of God, typically within the context of the Christian Church 

community, and will still turn away as well.  [In other words, both 

Interpretations – 4. [Professing (but not Genuine) Christians within the 

Christian Community] and 5. [the Israelites in the Wilderness] are correct, in 

my opinion.] 

 

• Not only this, he says, but “It is impossible…[when they] have fallen away, to 

restore them again to repentance…” 
 

o The warning is genuine and it is clear.  Those who profess Christ and 

experience the blessings of God [but are not true believers], once they turn 

away and apostatize, cannot be restored to repentance. 

 

o This is, indeed, a terrifying reality, but one that cannot and should not be 

softened. 

 

F.F. Bruce again states, “Scripture and experience alike suggest that it is possible for 

human beings to arrive at a state of heart and life where they can no longer repent.” 

 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

• It is helpful to quickly examine two apostates recorded in Scripture to gain a 

clearer understanding of what the author of Hebrews is speaking of. 

 

• The first is one of the most infamous of all apostates – Judas Iscariot. 

 

o There could hardly be anyone in all of Scripture who had seen, witnessed, 

and experienced the power of the Holy Spirit, and the powers of the age to 

come, more than he [recall Luke 10].  Yet he still turned away. 

 

o No doubt, Judas is like those Christ speaks of in Matthew 7:21-23 when 

He states, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the 
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kingdom of heaven…On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did 

we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do 

many mighty works in your name?’  And then will I declare to them, ‘I 

never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.” 

 

o In other words, Jesus Himself is saying that there will be those who will 

not only experience the powers of the age to come, but may even use 

them, yet still be condemned for not bowing to the Lordship of Jesus 

Christ.  In other words, these people used Christ and the powers of the 

Holy Spirit only for personal gain, not for His glory. 

 

• The second apostate is Simon Magus. 

 

o In Acts 8, Luke writes that Simon was a magician who amazed the people 

of Samaria, and “that he was somebody great” (Verse 9). 

 

o Then, in Acts 8:13, Luke writes, “Even Simon himself believed [through 

the preaching of Philip in Samaria], and after being baptized he continued 

with Philip.  And seeing signs and great miracles performed, he was 

amazed.” 

 

o Now, like Judas, there is no doubt that Simon Magus experientially knew 

the power of God through the preaching of the Gospel and the working of 

the Holy Spirit; yet, he had not genuinely placed his faith in Christ. 

 

o Not only this, but in Verse 18, after Peter and John came down from 

Jerusalem and laid hands on the believers in Samaria, Luke writes, “Now 

when Simon saw that the Spirit was given through the laying on of the 

apostles’ hands, he offered them money, saying, ‘Give me this power also, 

so that anyone on whom I lay my hands may received the Holy Spirit.” 

 

o Yet, listen to how Peter responds to Simon, “…For I see that you are in 

the gall of bitterness and the bond of iniquity.”   

 

II. The Reason for Apostasy 

 

• The question, then, remains, “Why is it that there are those who witness the power 

of God and His tremendous blessings, within the local church, and still 

permanently turn away?” 

 

• It is certainly helpful to go back to the example of the Israelites wandering in the 

wilderness, and specifically, Psalm 95:7-11.   

 

o The answer is that they harden their hearts, refused to “bow” before the 

LORD and worship Him, rebelling against His authority, putting God to 
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the test, and fundamentally rejecting the salvation that is to be found in 

Christ alone. 

 

o Consider, as well, the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart (Romans 9:17).  I 

think there can be little doubt that Pharaoh reached a point in his 

hardening in which his state was irreversible.  In fact, in Romans 9:18, 

Paul writes that God “hardens [active voice] whomever he wills.” 

 

o This is the why professing Christians “fall away.” 

 

� Interestingly, the verb for “fallen away” is in the aorist tense in the 

original Greek. 

 

� Typically, the aorist tense refers to past, completed action. 

 

� There is a decisiveness and a finality to actions that are in the 

aorist tense, and therefore, the implications are eternal. 

 

• Certainly in the case of the first century readers of the Book of Hebrews, “falling 

away” would likely refer to the return to sacrificial Judaism, and the “smells and 

bells” of cultic worship in the Temple. 

 

o With this, it would involve a return to the “dead works” of the Mosaic 

sacrificial system and the rituals of the feasts and festivals. 

 

o Ultimately, it would be a return to a works-based salvation and a 

fundamental rejection of the work of Christ in His life, death, resurrection, 

and ascension. 

 

• Consider, once again the story of the Israelites in the desert.  The Israelites had 

experienced the incredible power of God, His miracles, and His grace, yet, shortly 

thereafter, they wanted to go back to Egypt!  Their rebellion is recorded in 

Numbers 14: 

 

“1Then all the congregation raised a loud cry, and the people wept that night. 2And all the 

people of Israel grumbled against Moses and Aaron. The whole congregation said to 

them, ‘Would that we had died in the land of Egypt! Or would that we had died in this 

wilderness! 3Why is the LORD bringing us into this land, to fall by the sword? Our wives 

and our little ones will become a prey. Would it not be better for us to go back to Egypt?’ 
4And they said to one another, ‘Let us choose a leader and go back to Egypt.’” 

 

• This is most certainly apostasy to the highest degree. 

 

• The Hebrews author then explains why it is impossible to restore such a person: 

“since they are crucifying once again the Son of God to their own harm and 

holding him up to contempt.” 
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o The word “crucifying” is in the present tense here in this passage. 

 

o Consequently, it is as though those who apostatize because of a hardened 

heart are as though they are the Pharisees who were responsible for the 

crucifixion of Jesus Christ. 

 

o In fact, they are in a state of being whereby they are “crucifying” Christ, 

always in the present. 

 

Donald Guthrie writes, “Anyone [in the first century] who turned back from Christianity 

to Judaism would be indentifying himself not only with Jewish unbelief, but with that 

malice that led to the Crucifixion of Jesus.” 

 

o Not only this, but the author of Hebrews writes, in Verse 6, that these 

apostates, when they fall away, are “crucifying once again the Son of God 

to their own harm and holding him up to contempt.” 

 

o In other words, it is as though they are holding Christ up to public shame 

and humiliation on the Cross once more.  There could not be a more 

graphic picture of the nature of apostasy. 

 

o Because these individuals are in the state of “crucifying” Christ, they are 

wholly unable to return to repentance. 

 

F.F. Bruce clearly articulates this truth.  He writes, “People are frequently immunized 

against a disease by being inoculated with a mild form of it, or with a related but milder 

disease.  And in the spiritual realm experience suggests that it is possible to be 

‘immunized’ against Christianity by being inoculated with something which, for the time 

being, looks so like the real thing that it is generally mistaken for it.” 

 

• I must say that there may not be a place in this country, I dare say, the entire 

world, where the possibility of this type of “inoculation” is more possible than 

here in Houston – the heart of the “Bible belt.” 

 

• Yet, the only “cure” for such “inoculation” is the bold preaching of the true 

Gospel message. 

 

III. The Results of Apostasy 

 

• The ultimate result of such apostasy is clear: eternal perdition. 

 

• However, the results in the life of the apostate are also articulated in Verses 7-8: 

“
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.” 
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• In other words, the same water falls on all lands; however, certain lands produce 

good and useful crops; whereas, others produce only thorns and thistles. 

 

• In the same way, in a given congregation, there may be hundreds of people, many 

of whom do not have a saving relationship with Jesus Christ, who hear the same 

sermons week after week.  They may all participate in the same ordinances and 

church activities. 

 

• However, there may be that few that one day, in a decisive moment, turn from 

what they are hearing and never enter a church building again.  It is these 

individuals, who like the “worthless” land, will only bear thorns and thistles. 

 

• In other words, a genuine believer will bear good fruit; whereas an apostate will 

not. 

 

IV. The Implications of this Passage 

 

• First of all, from this passage it is clear that intellectual assent to Christ and His 

Gospel is in no way sufficient for salvation. 

 

• Secondly, we must realize that the biblical evidence of genuine salvation is the 

presence of spiritual fruit.   

 

o Consider this: the way we know an orange tree is an orange tree is because 

it bears oranges! 

 

o Consequently, simply because someone makes a “profession of faith” does 

not necessarily mean they are a born-again Christian. 

 

o In fact, children who grow up in the church are often the most easily able 

to appear to know Christ, when in actually, they may not have a saving 

relationship with him. 

 

o In fact, most children who grow up in the church, know all of the catch-

phrases, slogans, and verses to say so as to appear “Christian.”  So often, 

children do this to make their parents or family proud of them.  Yet, the 

only way to verify this [to the best of our ability], is to examine them over 

time.  Do they bear fruit?  Do they advance in the faith?  Or do they show 

no real interest in spiritual truths [only clichés]. 

 

o This is why, now, I will not baptize children, typically under the age of 12.  

The reason is that we as a church should never give a child a false sense of 

what it means to be a Christian.  Simply saying, “I believe” makes no one 

a Christian.  However, we demonstrate our commitment to Christ by 

committing our lives and works to him. 
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• Finally, this passage should transform the way we evangelize. 

 

o Biblical evangelism is NOT about tallying up for ourselves “professions of 

faith.” 

 

o Anyone who is gifted in salesmanship can do this.  Further, most parents 

can convince a five-year old that they should “accept Jesus and be 

baptized.” 

 

o Rather, biblical evangelism can never be separated from discipleship.  

When we evangelize, we do so knowing that we must encourage the 

individual we are sharing with to “work out his salvation.” 

 

o We must be VERY careful not to simply tally up conversions for the sake 

of “bragging rights” for ourselves, our ministry, or our church.  Such a 

practice is greatly harmful to genuine Christianity. 

 

• Ultimately, though, we must, individually press on.  We can most certainly be 

assured of our salvation by examining ourselves and asking the questions, “Do I 

love the Person of Jesus Christ?  I am genuinely sorry when I sin – not because I 

may get caught – but because it is an offense to a holy God?  Do I love the Word 

of God?  Is there a desire to know God deeper and more intimately? 

 

• Another great question is, “Would you be satisfied in a utopic, Christless heaven, 

or is the presence of Christ alone something that fills your heart with great joy? 

 

o These are the great questions we must ask ourselves. 

 

o And we must press on towards our upward call in Christ Jesus, knowing 

that we will be with Him in eternity. 

 

Andrew Murray writes, “The argument is one of unspeakable solemnity…In commerce, 

in study, in war, it is so often said: there is no safety but in advance.  To stand still is to 

go back.  To cease effort is to lose ground.  To slacken the pace, before the goal is 

reached, is to lose the race…The whole point of the argument from the case of those who 

fall away is – Let us press on to perfection.” 

 


