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Rutherford 2 

 

Many of us have faced times of disinterest, of stagnation in our faith, where all that 

remains is a faint vestige of its once vibrant genesis. When we, or those known, look away from 

the glory of God in the face of Jesus to the fake glory of worldly satisfaction, what are we to 

make of our state? Are we near unto damnation, drifting away into a state irreversible; are we 

about to discover the faith we once held was a sham? Such questions surface when considering 

the difficult warning of Hebrews 6:1-12, a text where the author seems to teach that it is 

impossible for a Christian who falls away, whose faith snaps and breaks, to return; no one can 

restore him or her to repentance.  

Many have sought to argue this impossibility is not universal—impossible for man but 

not for God—or to soften it to a “difficulty,” others that true Christians are not its intended 

audience. The burden of this paper is show from the argument of the author of Hebrews (now 

abbreviated aoH) that Hebrews 6:1-12 is indeed addressed to Christians and that it teaches the 

impossibility of restoration for one who apostatizes. I maintain, as the thesis of this paper, that 

the author exhorts his believing audience to press on to mature Christian faith through a warning 

grounded in the irreversible nature of apostasy and a statement of assurance grounded in the 

gracious provision of God. In this way, the author balances human responsibility with divine 

sovereignty in a warning that serves his audience’s needs and coheres with the rest of the NT 

canon; that is, his exhortation is firmly grounded in the compatibilist worldview assumed 

throughout Scripture.
1
  

To argue this, I will elucidate the context of Hebrews 6:1-12 and discuss the passage 

according to its three sections (vv. 1-3, 4-8, and 9-12) in dialogue with Wayne Grudem’s essay 

                                                 
1
 Compatibilism, in Philosophy, is the belief that human responsibility is not negated when a free decision 

is determined (when the outcome is certain). It stands opposed to Libertarianism, which maintains that a responsible 

human decision must not be necessitated—it must be contingent, indeterminate. I have argued elsewhere the Bible 

assumes compatibilism, as have numerous Calvinist authors; cf. Rutherford 2016, 111–37, 281–90, 309; Edwards 

2012; Frame 2002.  
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Perseverance of the Saints (2000). In conclusion, I will offer a brief reflection on the passage’s 

theological implications. 

 

Exegesis 

Some consider Hebrews to be one of the most difficult books in the NT, even comparing 

it to a puzzle: there is no certainty concerning the author,
2
 audience, date of writing, or 

necessitating circumstances (Hagner 2002, 20; Lane 1991, 1:xlvii). The book’s unique structure 

and pervasive use of the OT compounds its difficulty. Yet, despite such uncertainty, the letter’s 

themes and argument are largely clear. We can determine that the author is exhorting a Jewish 

audience to press on to mature Christian faith and that the Hebrews faced three dangers; the 

subtle drift characterizing a lack of forward progress (2:4), possible rebellion against Christ and 

the New covenant (3:12-13; 10:26-29), and external trials exacerbating these dangers (2:18, 

4:16) (Ellingworth 1993, 78–80). The author mounts an extensive argument from the OT for the 

superiority of Jesus and the New Covenant inaugurated in His blood, interspersed with warnings 

and exhortations to move on to maturity. The author argues both from the superior nature of 

Jesus, the covenant representative, (1:4-4:13, 11:1-13:19) and from the New Covenant and its 

cult (4:14-7:38; 8:1-14; 9:1-10:39) for the superiority of the New Covenant salvation over 

against the Old Covenant.
3
 The main idea of the book, then, is that the unmatchable Jesus, 

mediator of a superior covenant, ensures a superior salvation from which one dare not depart.  

                                                 
2
 The author is probably a man because he refers to himself with a masculine participle—contra Hagner 

2002, 23. Cf. Carson and Moo 2005, 603.  
3
 Several exegetes recognize the centrality of covenant, including Hughes 1977, 3; Guzman and Martin 

2015, 303. 
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Our passage occurs at the beginning of the author’s prolonged exposition of Psalm 110:4; 

aoH pauses his exposition to address the Hebrews’ present spiritual state. In 5:11-14, the author 

explains that they are far from where they should be, given the time passed since their 

conversion (5:12). Though they should already be mature enough for a diet of solid spiritual 

food, they are infants still needing milk. One commentator explains this as irony: it is not that 

they have not received mature teaching but that they are acting like they have not (Lane 1991, 

1:135). I am not convinced this explanation does justice to the connection between 5:11-14 and 

6:1-12. In 6:1, the author does not exhort them to return to a maturity they once had or live in a 

way fitting their true state (act mature, not infantile!). Instead, he exhorts them to press on to 

maturity: the warning, then, functions to move the audience from their infant stagnation into the 

maturity they must display. He has “much to say, and it is hard to explain” because of their 

present state (5:11),
4
 but saying it is exactly what they need. Presenting them with solid food 

accompanied by exhortation and warning, is exactly the means by which he intends for them—

with God’s permission—to move on to maturity. Thus, aoH begins Chapter 6 with the 

exhortation to move on with him to solid food.  

 

Hebrews 6:1-3 

With the exhortation in 6:1-3 to move on from milk to maturity, aoH indicates he does 

not intend to give them the milk they have heard so often but to press on to the hard-to-explain 

things. Before he does so, though, aoH begins a dire warning, extending from verse 1-12, 

intended to spur the Hebrews on to maturity. These beginning three verses introduce an 

exhortation to which the warning in verses 4-8 will add dreadful urgency. 

                                                 
4
 All quotations, unless otherwise stated, taken from the ESV.  
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V. 1-2 By introducing this section with διο (dio, therefore), our author indicates a close 

logical connection between this exhortation and his indictment of the Hebrews in 5:11-14. 

Having identified them as spiritual infants who live on milk, he now calls them to move past this 

to the solid food more fitting their objective age. Within verse 1, ἀρχης (archēs) and θεμελιον 

(themelion) are both semantically parallel, the former referring to a temporally early state 

(“beginning”) and the latter a physically base state (“foundation”). They correspond clearly to 

Chapter Five’s metaphorical “milk.” The six items in verses 1-2 following “foundation” have 

engendered no small amount of scholarly debate over their precise nuances, yet it should suffice 

for our purposes to identify their collective function. The string of genitives is clearly dependent 

upon θεμελιον, giving the author’s outline of the “milk” upon which they have been living; these 

are, for aoH’s purposes, the first things of Christianity. What deserves our further attention, 

though, are the author’s exhortations to “leave” and “go on.” 

 

Within the semantic range of ἀφιημι (aphiēmi), translated “leave,” are various senses 

communicating absolute departure (“leave behind”); yet this is, in context, not what the author 

has in mind. The author is not calling his audience to abandon the basics but to build upon the 

basis they have. To communicate this, that they are not to reject the basic teachings from which 

they are to move on, Lane translates ἀφιημι “leave standing” (Lane 1991, 1:131, 139). That this 

is correct is supported by the use of θεμελιον (themelion, “foundation”) alongside the verb 

καταβαλλομενοι (kataballomenoi, lay [a foundation]) to describe these initial “elementary” 

teachings: aoH describes a foundation that is already in place and so can now be built upon; it 

needs no further work. Therefore the sense here is, as a metaphorical extension of “leaving 
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behind,” “to stop concerning yourself with something”—to mentally leave it behind (cf. Danker 

2000, 156–57).  

 

Our last consideration in these first verses is the hortatory subjunctive φερωμεθα 

(pherōmetha, “let us… go on”), from which the participle αφιημι gets its hortatory force. Though 

many translations render φερω (pherō) “go on” or some variation thereof (e.g., NASB, NIV 

1984), many commentators follow the NIV 2011 in rendering φερω as a passive of its regular 

sense “to bear”: “let us… be taken forward” (e.g., France 2006a, 81; Westcott 1903, 145; Hughes 

1977, 194). The NIV’s translation would suggest they are to surrender to God’s work (France 

2006a, 81; cf. Wallace 1996, 440–41); this is, however, contextually unlikely and not the only 

possible understanding of φερω. Considering the context, the very charge leveled at the Hebrews 

is that they are being passive: they are in danger of “drifting away”; they are not pressing on to 

maturity. The exhortations are not framed as challenges to stop resisting God’s Spirit but to pay 

closer attention to the message (2:1), to strive (4:11), to endure (10:36-39), and to run (12:1). 

Bruce describes the sense here, possibly drawing on 2 Kingdoms 18:27 (L manuscript), as “swift 

and energetic movement” (Bruce 1964, 110; cf. Delitzsch 1874, 1:267). Muraoka’s LXX lexicon 

gives the same sense for this text and gives other examples of the passive functioning 

intransitively (e.g., Isa. 28:15, 18; Dan. 9:21; 2 Macc. 3:25, 14:45) (Muraoka 2009, 713). All 

these examples suggest vigorous movement, so the force of the φερω in this context is probably 

“let us press on [with vigour] to maturity!” 

 

V. 3 Having exhorted his audience to vigorous pursuit of maturity, aoH declares this is 

indeed what “we,” himself and the Hebrews, “will do,” given God’s permission. He may have in 
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mind the permission envisaged in James 4:15, but he predominately appears to be grounding 

their hope for a successful attainment of maturity in God’s gracious provision, their dependence 

on which receives great emphasis from the emphatic marker of a condition in 6:3b (εανπερ, 

eanper). This pressing on to maturity which God may permit includes, but should not be 

restricted to, the rest of the author’s argument unpacked in Chapters 6-7 (Bruce 1964, 118). 

God’s role is made clearer in verses 9-12 and is echoed in the benediction (13:20-21); the 

emphasis on God’s gracious provision also coheres well with the emphasis provided by Jesus 

and Peter on God’s role in perseverance (John 10:25-30; 1 Peter 1:3-7).
5
  

 

Hebrews 6:4-8 

Having concluded his initial exhortation with a sense of uncertainty, aoH now turns up 

the heat in these verses: he underscores the urgency of their situation by declaring the 

irreversible nature of falling away from the faith. 

 

 V. 4-8 He intensifies the warning by introducing the main verb in verse 4 and 

withholding its infinitive complement until verse 6: the result is a rhetorical flourish emphasizing 

the identity of the verbal object, described by five participles. The Christian readers wait a 

foreboding moment to discover what is “impossible”; in that moment they are confronted by a 

picture of themselves as those who could, possibly, face this dire impossibility. Many would 

disagree with this interpretation in at least two ways: some would contend “impossible” really 

means difficult, and others would not agree that the participles describe Christians. 

 

                                                 
5
 In the 13:20, aoH identifies Jesus as “the great shepherd of the sheep,” an image particularly associated 

with preservation (Psalm 23; John 10:2, 11-16; 1 Pet. 2:25). 
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 The first is the easiest disagreement to resolve. There is really no good reason to soften 

the usual force of ἀδυνατος (adunatos) to “difficult”; this would, in fact, defeat the author’s 

rhetorical purpose. Though Louw and Nida define αδυνατος as “impossible,” they explain the 

force in our text as “an instance of hyperbole” and so justify the translation “it is extremely 

difficult.” They give no reason, however, why it should be read in this way (Louw and Nida 

1996, 1:668). Hagner, similarly, holds open the possibility God might restore an apostate, 

identifying the force here as “no return can be guaranteed” (Hagner 2002, 90–91). Lexically, 

“impossible” is the obvious meaning; thus the burden of proof lays on those seeking to mitigate 

its force. Nothing in context does this; in fact, the urgency and severity of the warnings 

throughout the book (especially 10:26-39, 12:25-29) suggest his warning should be taken at face 

value. And, though it can hardly be debated that God could restore an apostate if He so desired, 

nothing in Scripture suggests He will; thus there is no reason to soften the author’s words on the 

basis of such a possibility.  

The force of αδυνατος (adunatos) emphasizes the finality of abandoning their salvation, 

and thus the incredible danger of their current state (Bruce 1964, 118; O’Brien 2010, 219; 

Schreiner 2015, 180). This is reinforced in verse 6 when this impossibility is said to be because 

“they are crucifying once again the Son of God… and holding him up to contempt.”
6
 Thus, the 

author teaches the impossibility of repentance for one who falls away.  

 

The second point of disagreement—the identity of those who face this impossibility—is 

more contentious. Are “those who have once been enlightened” Christians of genuine faith or do 

                                                 
6
 Delitzsch and others have suggested this be interpreted temporally, yet the placement of the participles at 

the end of the clause and the context suggest a causal sense—“since” or “because.” Bruce writes of Delitzsch’s 

interpretation, “To say that they cannot be brought to repentance so long as they persist in their renunciation of 

Christ would be a truism hardly worth putting into words.” Ellingworth seconds his judgment. Bruce 1964, 124; 

Ellingworth 1993, 323–25. 
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they merely look like Christians, having only apparent faith?
7
  The standard Arminian view, and 

of many others, is that the first four participles describe in detail the experience of regenerate 

Christians, with the last participle indicating the falling away of such people. Many Calvinists, 

on the other hand, understand this passage as describing those who by all appearances are 

Christians but are not truly regenerate (e.g., Calvin 1963; Frame 2013, 1000–1001). Wayne 

Grudem does an admirable job representing this view (Grudem 2000). The thrust of his argument 

is “the terms by themselves are inconclusive,” are ambiguous; thus context is determinative as to 

whether these are true Christians or only apparent Christians (emphasis in original, Grudem 

2000, 152–53). Most commentators follow Grudem in giving much space to the exposition of 

each term. However, such an extensive task is beyond the scope of this paper and, I believe, 

unnecessary for understanding the author’s point and seeing that these participles are meant, 

contra Grudem, to be a detailed description of a true Christian’s experience. The phrases taken 

collectively, not abstracted from each other, and read in the present context give no reason to 

suppose these are not believers. That is, the burden of proof lies on those arguing that a group of 

terms that could describe genuine Christians and are found in a letter that has all appearances of 

being written to genuine Christians do not describe genuine Christians. Grudem offers three 

arguments for his view. Addressing these in order, we shall see the context indicates no such 

thing. 

 He argues, firstly, that stating the impossibility of restoring one to repentance who has 

fallen away “does not necessarily imply that [aoH] thinks true Christians could fall away.” 

                                                 
7
 Among so-called “free grace” theologians this passage challenges Christians with a potential loss of 

rewards, not salvation. On this position, there is no distinction between “genuine faith,” faith that endures (Heb. 

3:14) and produces fruit (James 2:14-26), and “apparent faith,” bare assent that shows initial zeal but disappears 

quickly (Matt. 13:20-22). All that is required for salvation is intellectual assent, but rewards are contingent upon 

conduct and perseverance (e.g., 1 Cor. 3:14-15). Space does not permit a thorough interaction with this position, but 

many works adequately address this position. E.g., Blomberg and Kamell 2008, 125–41; Carson 2000, 2004; 

Schreiner and Caneday 2001. 
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Supporting this, he claims that the author is writing to those whose spiritual status is unclear 

(Grudem 2000, 154).Yet this is by no means evident; in fact, this assumes the very point Grudem 

is attempting to prove. He has moved from evidence for lexical ambiguity—the four participles 

may describe a Christian or an apparent Christian—to actual ambiguity—there is then a question 

whether some of the Hebrews are Christians or only apparent Christians. However, the fact that 

the terminology by itself is ambiguous does not prove that actual ambiguity is being considered. 

Grudem takes these verses to present a test and challenge to the Hebrews: if they persevere, they 

are truly believers; if not, they are only apparent believers; thus they must strive for maturity so 

they may know their state. Yet, no evidence is given that the author questions the current salvific 

state of the Hebrews. Therefore, Grudem assumes by saying “he is especially writing to warn 

those whose spiritual status is not yet clear” that this is the question at hand and thus assumes 

without proof the burden of his interpretation. His following arguments build upon but do not 

provide proof for this assumption (Grudem 2000, 154).  

Grudem argues, secondly, the illustration of the field in verses 7-8 demonstrates there 

was no initial saving faith. He contends that aoH uses this illustration to show that the response 

of the ground to the rain reveals what type of land it was: bad fruit reveals truly bad land. 

Against the supposition that the land once was good, he argues there is no indication the land 

once produced good fruit and the present participles suggest a continuous activity incompatible 

with land that once produced good and, now, produces bad fruit (Grudem 2000, 155–56). Again, 

Grudem’s argument begs the question: he supposes the illustration is meant as a test, to reveal 

what the land was initially via its end result. This presupposes his interpretation of the passage, 

that it reveals endurance as the measure of true faith. He fails to give evidence that this is the 

purpose of the illustration. On the contrary, the author appears to illustrate with agricultural 
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imagery two responses to God’s blessing, explaining (γαρ, gar, for) the warning: one response 

receives blessings (enlightenment, etc. from vv. 4-6) and produces the intended crop; the other 

receives the same blessings and produces thorns and thistles. The end of the latter is the point the 

author seeks to make: if they fall away, they will face eternal condemnation—being cursed and 

burned.
8
 This illustration, then, heightens the warning with a vivid portrayal of the end of one 

who falls away. Furthermore, Grudem fails to ask what the crop in context refers to, assuming it 

is—as in the Gospels—good works throughout a believer’s life, such that a transition from belief 

to unbelief would involve the transition from producing good fruit to thorns and thistles. Though 

the author of Hebrews employs imagery similar to other texts, he may have a more restricted 

intent for the “crop” in context. The end which the author seeks for the Hebrews throughout this 

section and the letter is endurance until the end: read in this context, the image of “crop” in 

contrast with “thorns and thistles” suggests a contrast between maturity resulting in perseverance 

and unbelief that fails to press on.  Therefore, this imagery may be consistent with Grudem’s 

view, but cannot prove it. The imagery does not rule out that those considered in the previous 

verses are genuine Christians; it only illustrates the end of an apostate—one who does not prove 

useful for those for whom he or she is cultivated.  

Grudem argues, thirdly, the better things in verse 9 of which the author has confidence 

for his readers are good fruits evidencing salvation, better evidences than the ambiguous 

experiences in verses 4-6. For this, he offers four supporting arguments. We will examine these 

arguments below when we consider verses 9-12, but for now we can point out that Grudem again 

begs the question: he supposes the author’s description is intentionally ambiguous in verses 4-6, 

in need of supplementation to prove these are true Christians. It is this contention he has not yet 

                                                 
8
 The warnings elsewhere, especially in Ch. 10, reinforce that eternal condemnation is indeed in sight. 

McKnight 1992. 
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proven: though the words themselves may be ambiguous, Grudem has not shown the author 

intends their collective force to be likewise ambiguous (Grudem has not met the burden of 

proof). Furthermore, as I will argue below, Grudem’s arguments and interpretation of verses 9-

12 do not withstand scrutiny. If my reasoning below is sound, Grudem fails to demonstrate that 

the author intends verses 4-6 to be ambiguous. We may, then, ask what the author does intend.  

 

 The first four participles describe a genuine conversion experience, for “The sign that one 

was a Christian in the NT was the Reception of the Holy Spirit…. the Spirit is ‘center-stage’ 

here” (Schreiner 2015, 185). Though the individual terminology may be ambiguous, their 

collective force is unavoidable: with no contextual clues contrariwise, the Hebrews would 

recognize themselves in this initial description. They would recognize themselves, that is, until 

the final participle, “and then have fallen away”; here is where the author’s rhetorical suspension 

is felt. His suspension of the infinitive complement allows him to describe those facing the 

impossibility in terms that described the Hebrews, until this final descriptor: the warning invites 

them to see themselves in this danger if they only have this final experience. “Fall away” itself is 

being used to describe a decisive movement away from New Covenant faith, as demonstrated by 

the parallel warning passages and immediate context (McKnight 1992; Lane 1991, 1:142). 

Though Hewitt suggests it is being used as a counter-factual condition—if they fall away, and 

they won’t—it is syntactically functioning as an adjective grouped with the others under τους 

(tous, the) in verse 4 (Hewitt 1960, 110–11; Oberholtzer 1988, 332).  

Thus the author, in verses 4-6, presents a terrifying proposition for the Hebrews to 

consider: to experience what they experienced and fall away, like they were in danger of doing 

(2:4, Chs. 3-4), is irreversible, with no possibility to be renewed to repentance. Thus they are 
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challenged to press on to maturity, to pay close attention to what they heard, lest this become 

their reality. In verses 7-8, the author then illustrates this danger with a picture from agriculture: 

having received the rain of God, two options remain, to press on to maturity and produce the 

crop they were intended to produce, or to produce thorns and thistles and be utterly destroyed. To 

produce a crop, in this context, would be to enter into maturity; to produce thorns and thistles 

would be to fall away. At the moment it was their choice—God permitting of course (v. 3).  

 

Hebrews  6:9-12 

Having set out such serious stakes, aoH now revisits his statement in verse 3: will God 

permit them to press on to maturity? AoH has great confidence that God will not neglect the 

good works they have done, that they will obtain better things than fiery destruction (v. 8). 

Before transitioning in 6:12-20 back to the argument introduced in 5:10, aoH concludes his 

warning with an exhortation to show the same eagerness in the pursuit of maturity they have 

shown for good works.    

 

V. 9 The concessive statement opening this verse in the ESV describes the entire warning 

in verses 4-8 (Ellingworth 1993, 329; Schreiner 2015, 193). The following clause is where 

Grudem’s final argument comes into play: he argues “better things” should be understood as the 

resolution of the ambiguity in verses 4-6. The better things are the indisputable fruits of Christian 

living described in the following verses contrasted with the ambiguous terms in verses 4-6. He 

presents four arguments to demonstrate this: “better” in Hebrews is usually used to contrast a 

good thing with something better; a singular “a better thing” would be more suiting a contrast 

with final judgment; the better things are present not future; and aoH had “no need to assure 
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them that they had not yet fallen away” (Grudem 2000, 158). Verse 9, for Grudem, “provides a 

crucial key for understanding this whole passage.” If “better things” are sure evidences of true 

faith contra the ambiguous experiences in verses 4-6, then those in verses 4-6 cannot be saved: 

there would be no need to be confident in sure signs of salvation for those who are saved 

(Grudem 2000, 159). Therefore verse 9 indicates those described in verses 4-6 are not believers, 

yet aoH is confident the Hebrews are true believers. None of these four arguments withstand 

close scrutiny, examining them shall serve to elucidate a more evident reading of verse 9. 

Concerning his first argument, “better” is a key word in the book of Hebrews, frequently 

used to contrast Jesus and the New Covenant with the Old and its cult, and in many of its 

occurrences something good is contrasted with something better. This is not so for every 

occurrence, though: in 7:7 κρειττων  (kreittōn) is neither positive nor negative; it is a substantive 

meaning “superior”. In 11:16, the land the patriarchs left is contrasted with God’s promise, with 

no evaluation given of the former land. In 12:24, “the better word” Jesus’ blood speaks is one of 

promise whereas the “blood of Abel” is a cry for justice: the contrast is not between something 

good and something better, but something negative and something better because it is positive 

(Bruce 1964, 379). This last example is also instructive because it lies outside of the letter’s main 

argument: contrasting Jesus’ and Abel’s blood does not further the New Covenant/Old Covenant 

contrast that is the main argument, showing that κρειττων does not necessarily compare 

something good with something better or an Old Covenant institution with a New Covenant one. 

6:9 lies outside the main argument like 12:24 and, therefore, does not necessarily contrast 

something good with something better.  

Grudem’s second argument likewise fails. He contends that a singular “better thing” 

would be more suitable for a contrast with final judgment, that a singular adjective is more fitting 
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if the author intends the better thing to be salvation. If the author were intending to contrast 

judgment with salvation, a singular adjective would indeed be more fitting, yet this is not the 

standard interpretation. The contrast is not between an abstract final judgment and final 

salvation, but between the ends of burning (v. 8) and of blessings (v. 7). The author is drawing 

explicitly on the previous illustration: he is convinced of better things than a curse and burning, 

using the article (τά) to refer to the end of the first field—which receives God’s blessings.
9
 The 

presence of the article rules out Grudem’s interpretation (Ellingworth 1993, 329; cf. Lane 1991, 

1:144; O’Brien 2010, 231). The appositional phrase “things that belong to salvation” confirms 

this reading: these better things are not those accompanying apostasy but the better blessings of 

salvation (the promises in v. 12).  

Grudem argues, thirdly, from the present tense of εχομενα (echomena, “that belong to”) 

that these “better things” are present and not future experiences. There are at least two reasons 

why this argument does not succeed. Despite disagreements over the details, NT scholars agree 

time in the Greek verb is at the very least secondary, especially in the case of non-indicatives. 

Thus the present tense here indicates only that the better things are contemporary with 

“salvation,” they are pertaining to and accompanying it. Second, salvation in Hebrews is mainly 

considered a future concept (e.g., 9:28); that the better things accompany salvation is consistent 

with the imagery of verses 7-8, where the field is blessed when it produces the intended crop.  

Grudem’s fourth argument misses the point of alternative interpretations: the author is not 

telling his audience they have not yet fallen away; he is confident they will not fall away. The 

exegeses that differ from Grudem’s rely upon the future orientation of salvation in Hebrews. We 

                                                 
9
 Ἐυλογιας (eulogias, blessings)  is probably an accusative plural. Mεταλαμβανω (metalambanō, receive) 

can take an accusative or a genitive; with genitive it has the sense “take part in,” “receive a share of”; with the 

accusative the sense is “to experience” or “receive” (L&N “experiences blessings from God”). In Heb. 12:10, when 

used with the genitive, the sense is quite different; this suggests the accusative should be read here. Cf. Buchanan 

1972, 85; Ellingworth 1993, 327; Louw and Nida 1996, 1:805. 
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see in this verse, then, aoH’s confidence that the Hebrews will persevere, despite his warnings. 

In the following verses he grounds this confidence in God’s justice. 

 

V. 10-12  In verse 3 the author suggested the Hebrews will only attain maturity if God 

permits it; here, with “for,” he grounds his confidence that the Hebrews will do so in God’s 

justice: He will give permission. Verse 10, then, forms an inclusio with verse 3, resolving the 

earlier verse’s uncertainty. Looking at their past good deeds, the author is confident that God is 

not unjust to neglect their faith evidenced by their works, implying that God will be just to do 

His part in ensuring they attain maturity. AoH concludes this section with a final exhortation to 

eagerly move on to maturity, being earnest “to have the full assurance of hope until the end.” 

With a reference to those who inherited the promises before, the author begins a transition back 

to his main argument and anticipates the so called “hall of faith” in Chapter 11. 

 

Conclusion  

We see, then, aoH is confident his readers will press on to maturity, to which he intends 

to lead them in the following chapters. Our passages contains a severe warning—falling away is 

irreversible—coupled with great confidence grounded in God’s just recognition of their faith-

filled response of good works. Bringing together the threads of our exegesis, the key idea of 

Hebrews 6:1-12 is “to fail to move forward is to move back towards the final and fatal state of 

apostasy”: phrased as an exhortation, “press on to maturity lest your sluggish immaturity lead 

you to fall away and be lost forever.” This is the author’s main idea, yet he doesn’t leave the 

Hebrews with an overwhelming sense of doom. Without diminishing the threat he has given, he 
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encourages them with Divine sovereignty: God will indeed permit them to press on. By 

juxtaposing Divine sovereignty and human responsibility, aoH places himself firmly within the 

compatibilist worldview shared by the rest of the NT, offering us a potential solution to the 

theological tension this passage, and those like it, introduce. 

While the rest of the NT will not allow us to follow Arminianism here, exegesis will not 

allow us to go the typical Calvinist direction. Our exegesis reveals, though, a third solution, one 

which allows us to affirm the rest of the NT evidence without softening the hard words of the 

text. The problem, I contend, with Calvinists and their exegesis is they are not consistent with 

their own worldview: by accepting the Arminian argument that such a warning is merely 

“hypothetical,” pointless, unless there is no guarantee of final perseverance, they fail to consider 

the solution compatibilism may provide to this exegetical-theological dilemma. The 

compatibilist view of free will allows us to hold together the genuine possibility of an action, 

such as believing or falling away, and the guarantee that an action will or will not be performed 

by a specific person in a specific situation: responsibility or freedom and determination 

(necessity) are compatible. Applied to our passage, then, compatibilism allows us to affirm both 

that true Christians are able to fall away and that God will never allow these—or any—

Christians to do so. This is the point our author makes: press on, for falling away is devastating 

and irreversible; yet God is not unjust to neglect you.  

  I confess this interpretation is a reversal of previous printed support I have given 

Grudem’s argument (Rutherford 2016, 250). After careful examination of the passage, it is my 

judgment that the interpretation presented here better explains the author of Hebrews’ argument. 

For the complacent Christian, the one who is content to confess the faith but is not willing to 

press on to a deeper delight in and knowledge of God and His ways revealed in Scripture, 



Rutherford 18 

 

Hebrews 6:1-12 offers a dire warning: press on or drift away; there is no alternative. To turn 

away from the faith is a decisive and permanent decision, which stagnation will bring to reality; 

the only option is to press ever onwards towards the great promises God has given in Christ 

Jesus our Lord.  
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