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 We come now to a portion of this epistle, which has perplexed and even distressed many. 
Concerning it several things may be stated. 
 1. There is not in the Bible any equal portion of scripture more awe-inspiring than verses 4, 5 
and 6 of this chapter. They have made many a man’s ears to tingle and his heart to tremble. Even the 
lukewarm have been mightily stirred by them. What must have been the apostle’s apprehensions of 
the state of some, to whom he was writing, when he felt called upon to employ language of so great 
terror! Calvin styles it a “dreadful denunciation.” 
 2. No theory of interpretation yet avowed has been able to avoid all difficulties in these verses. 
Candor requires the admission that there are here things calling for great patience and docility that 
they may be understood. Nor is one preserved from difficulties by adopting Arminian views of 
doctrine. 
 3. This is the most prominent text involved in the old controversy with the Montanists and 
Novatians, who maintained that open deliberate sin after baptism excluded for all coming time the 
fallen member from the communion of the visible church on earth; and some even went so far as 
from these verses to maintain that such sin for ever closed the gates of heaven against the transgressor. 
Those, who are familiar with that controversy, will see how easily and with what terrible power over 
the hearts of the uninstructed, men might use and in fact did use these awful words in maintenance 
of their peculiar views. 
 4. Sometimes the question has been asked, Are there any passages of scripture parallel to verse 
4-6 of this chapter? If so, which are they? In answer it may be said that not a few expositors regard 
Heb. 10:26-29 as parallel. This reference is probably as fair as any that has been made. Another passage 
of scripture often referred to as nearly parallel to this is found in 2 Peter 2:20-22. In some things it 
very closely resembles this. Some regard in the same way those passages, which speak of the 
unpardonable sin, and of the sin unto death – Matt. 12: 23-32; I John 5:16. Whether these latter verses 
are further parallel to our vs. 4-6 than in the awfulness of the doom awaiting those, who sin knowingly 
and malignantly as compared with other sinners, is not generally agreed. Some also cite as nearly 
parallel Gen. 6:3; Pr. 29:1.  
 5. It is fair to deal with this passage as with others of difficult interpretation, viz. to explain 
that which is dark and doubtful by that which is clear and certain. No rule of exposition is more safe, 
or less liable to mislead. If we find any thing beyond doubt settled in God’s word, then any thing 
which we may afterwards meet in seeming conflict with that, which is so clearly revealed, must not be 
explained in such a manner as to contradict it. 
 6. When to this we add the light gained by the grammatical construction of the words, and by 
a view of the scope and design of the passage as learned from the context, we have no other means 
of gaining a clear insight into the true intent of the author of this solemn portion of God’s word. 
What, then, is the aim of the apostle in these verses and in the context? In the last three verses of the 
preceding chapter Paul had complained that these Hebrews had very imperfect views in religion, were 
but babes in knowledge when they ought to be teachers, and were sadly unskillful in the word of 
righteousness. In the first three verses of this chapter he urges them to rest no longer on a few 
elementary truths, of which he names six, but calls them to make advances in the gospel, in its true 
spirit, its gracious principles and its precious privileges. There were among them some, who could 
bear strong meat and were not confined to mere rudiments. And the apostle expresses his 
determination to lead such and all the teachable among them to better discoveries of the truth, and to 
greater enlargement, saying, Let us go on to perfection. His aim then is to urge upon them the necessity 
of growing in grace and in the knowledge of Jesus Christ. He seems to say to them that standing still 
is courting apostasy, that they must go forward, else they will decline from Christ. They must cleave 



to the whole system of truth and advance in it, or they will relapse into fatal errors. He, who learns a 
little of the gospel, and is pleased with it, but not well enough pleased to press on to higher attainments 
in knowledge, experience and holiness, has such superficial views and exercises that beyond a doubt 
he is in great and imminent peril. That these verses relate to the danger of total apostasy is, perhaps, 
doubted by no one. Even Clarke says: “These verses belong to apostates from Christianity: to such as 
reject the whole Christian system, and its Author the Lord Jesus.” 
 7. Some prefer to explain these verses as if they were wholly suppositions, and merely stated 
an imaginary case. Such hold that the persons described are genuine Christians, true believers. They 
regard Paul as merely supposing that if such should apostatize from Christ they would perish. And it 
is truth that if men finally renounce Christ, he will finally reject them. It is only they that hold fast their 
confidence, that shall be saved. If men are not faithful unto death, they shall not receive a crown of 
life. Without denying that inspired men do at times suppose certain cases (Lev. 18:5; Matt. 11:20, 21; 
Luke 10:13; Acts 27:31; Gal. 3:12), it may be sufficient to observe that there is no necessity for adopting 
such a course of explanation here. 
 8. Another class of persons, holding that those here spoken of are the true children of God, 
do you contend that some such have been lost. The terms, in which this view is expressed, sound both 
rash and harsh. Thus Clarke says that one design of these verses is “to show the Hebrews that apostasy 
from the highest degree of grace was possible; and that those, who were highest in the favor of God, 
might sin against him, lose it, and perish everlastingly.” But such a statement is unsupported by 
scripture. Although this learned writer asserts elsewhere that such cases have actually occurred, yet 
neither he nor any one else has ever been able to name the eminent child of God, who ever did so 
apostatize and perish. Then many scriptures utterly oppose such teaching, and in a great variety of 
ways. The same grace, that was sufficient for Paul, is sufficient for any one, 2 Cor. 12:9. Our apostle 
elsewhere says, “the weak brother shall be holden up, for God has received him, and is able to make 
him stand,” Rom. 14:3. Indeed he says he is “confident of this very thing, that he, which hath begun 
a good work in you, will perform it unto the day of Jesus Christ,” Phil. 1:6. If justification is irrevocable, 
the believer cannot perish. That God will never condemn the soul, that he has redeemed, pardoned, 
accepted and renewed is the great truth so irrefragably insisted on by Paul in Rom. 8:31-39. Our Lord 
also spake very decidedly on this subject, John 10:27-30. If believers decline from the right ways of 
God, there are precious promises of recovery from backsliding, Ps. 37:23, 24; 89:30-33; Hos. 11:7-10; 
14:4. Then there are promises made to believers respecting an increase of grace, Ps. 84:7; Isa. 40:31; 2 
Cor. 8:9. In addition to all this we have the promise of Christ’s intercession in behalf of all his people, 
and that is always heard, Luke 22:31, 32; Heb. 4:14-16. Tait also adduces a large class of texts, proving 
in another way the certainty of final salvation to all who believe – such as say that God’s people now 
have eternal life, John 6:47-51, 56; 17:3; I Jon 5:20. See also those passages which declare that believers 
are in Christ and Christ in them. 
 If the foregoing remarks are just, there is a way open for a fair exposition of these verses 
without in the least impugning any of the great truths of scripture. The apostle is urging the Hebrews 
to make progress, and warning them against a course, which naturally leads to apostasy. He proceeds 
to show that one may go far in a way that looks promising, and yet not be a genuine Christian, and 
finally become so vile and so hardened as to be a hopeless castaway. 


