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Student ID 10332        Hebrews 
 

An exegesis of the warning passages in Hebrews 
 
 
Introduction and historical considerations 
 
There can be few passages in the New Testament that have been more hotly debated 

than the warning passages in the book of Hebrews. Their stark and repeated warnings 

are both sobering and theologically controversial.. We must be diligent and make sure 

that issues that have arisen later in western dogmatics do not overrule our exegesis of 

the texts as we attempt to understand the text in its first century setting. 

 

Questions about the date, audience, and authorship of the book of Hebrews would 

themselves require several essays to answer, and so we will permit only a brief 

discussion here. The congregation addressed have not encountered Jesus directly, and 

neither has the author of the letter.1 This in itself should be sufficient to discount the 

early view that Paul was the author of Hebrews2 and one of the few areas of 

agreement about the authorship of Hebrews is that it was not Paul who wrote it. 

 

Luther was the first to suggest that Apollos was the author,3 a view which is still 

popular amongst modern scholars.4 Apollos’ firm command of scripture and 

eloquence (Acts 18:24), and the importance of Jesus’ Messiahship in his preaching 

(Acts 18:28) help to make the case for him. The similarities between Philo of 

Alexandria (where Apollos was from) and parts of Hebrews also help strengthen the 

argument for Apollos. There are almost as many suggestions as to the identity of the 

author as there are commentators, and among all these possibilities, it is perhaps 

Apollos whose name “is perhaps the least unlikely of any of the conjectures which 

have been put forward.”5 

 
                                                 
1 Cf. Heb 2:3ff. 
2 Although the West did not adopt the tradition of Pauline authorship until late in the Fourth Century. 
Tertullian (who argued for Barnabas), Irenaeus, the Muratorian Canon, Hippolytus and Gaius of Rome 
all argue that Paul did not write the Epistle. It was not until Jerome and Augustine that the West began 
to move towards the view that Paul wrote the Epistle. 
3 Luther, Preface to Hebrews, 1522 (WA, Die deutsche Bibel, VII, p.344) 
4 E.g. Montefiore, H. W. BNTC: The Epistle to the Hebrews (London: A&C Black, 1964), Spicq, The 

Epistle to the Hebrews. Ultimate Reality and Meaning 1 (1978) 181-192 and also (though less 
emphatically) Ellingworth 1991. 
5 Ibid. 21 
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Of greater importance for an exegesis of the warning passages are the issues of the 

date and destination of the letter It is undoubtedly a first century letter, and written 

within a generation of those who had seen Jesus,6 and while Timothy was still alive 

(Heb 13:23). There is not sufficient space to discuss all the issues and arguments 

pertaining to the date of Hebrews, but as it will affect our reading of some of the 

warning passages, we will consider how the evidence of Hebrews relates to the Fall of 

Jerusalem in AD 70. 

 

The sacrifices and rituals of the Old Covenant are still spoken of in the present tense 

(e.g. 5:1; 7:5; 8:3; 9:22, etc) and the repeated warnings against returning to it (6:6; 

10:26,29) only really make sense if the Temple was still intact and the sacrificial 

system was still operational. Against this suggestion is the claim that Hebrews 

describes not the Temple worship per se, but the ritual described in the Old Testament 

texts7. Arguments that the description of the Old Covenant rituals in the present tense 

are also insufficient to establish a pre-70 date. Josephus described the Temple ritual in 

the present tense long after it was destroyed,8 as did the Mishnah (c. 200 AD). 

 

There is arguably strong evidence in the warning passages themselves that allude to 

the imminent destruction to be visited upon Jerusalem, but the continuous argument 

against the old sacrificial system would have be all the stronger if the author referred 

to the actual destruction of the Jerusalem temple. What better argument could there be 

that the old Temple system was invalid and that those who returned to it were under 

the judgement of God? The lack of mention of the Temple’s destruction suggests a 

pre-AD70 date. 

 

Gleason has recently suggested9 that the warning passages in Hebrews are not 

warning about eternal judgement or about a looming post-mortem fate that potentially 

awaits members of the Hebrew congregation, but that the judgement in view in is the 

destruction of the Temple in AD70. His argument requires that Jerusalem be the 

destination of the letter, and the indication that the Hebrews have not yet faced 

                                                 
6 Heb 2:3ff 
7 E.g. Hagner, D NIBC: Hebrews (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1990) 8 
8 Ant. 4:6-9 
9 Gleason, R. The Eschatology of the Warning Passages in Hebrews 10:26-31 (TynBul 53:1; 2002) 97-
119. 
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martyrdom (12:4) does not correspond to the picture of the Jerusalem church that had 

experienced both the martyrdom of Stephen (Acts 7:57-60) and James (Acts 12:1-2). 

Gleason instead posits a situation where the recipients of the letter live not in 

Jerusalem itself but in wider Palestine, but continuing to have an affiliation with the 

Temple.10 Acts records a sizeable number of Jews living in Palestine (Acts 6:1-6) and 

Hengel has also shown that there was considerable Hellenist influence in Palestinian 

Judaism,11 even among the Hebrew speaking separatists at Qumran.12 Gleason also 

cites evidence from Walker that the exhortation to “go outside the camp” (13:13) 

where Jesus suffered (13:11) would have extra poignancy for a Palestinian 

congregation with direct links to Jerusalem.13 

 

Gleason also supports his case by showing that the traditional language of damnation 

found in the NT is absent from Hebrews. Hebrews 6:4-8 and 10:26-31 refer to a 

judgment by fire, and it is therefore assumed that this refers to an eternal post mortem 

fate to be entered into either at death or at the Parousia,14 and other NT writers 

frequently allude to the idea of eternal punishment, both in the Gospels,15 in the 

Pauline tradition,16 and elsewhere.17 Yet although the author of Hebrews uses the term 

αι�ωνίο� regularly (E.g. 5:9, 6:2, 9:12-15, 13:20) it occurs only once in relation to 

judgement (6:2) and in this case the Hebrews are not being warned about it but are 

simply being reminded that it is part of the teaching which has been passed on to 

them. 

 

 

Hebrews 9:27 reminds the readers of a final judgement after death, about which they 

have already been instructed (6:2). Yet this judgement is not the same threat that the 

Hebrews now see “drawing near” (10:25). Walker and Hagner have both suggested 

                                                 
10 Ibid. 102 
11 Hengel, M. Judaism and Hellenism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974) 311-2. 
12 Skehan, P. W., Ulrich E & Sanderson J E Qumran Cave 4:Paleo-Hebrew and Greek Biblical 

Manuscripts (DJD IV; Oxford: Clarendon, 1990) 
13 Walker, P. W. L. Jerusalem in Hebrews 13:9-14 and the Dating of the Epistle (Tyndale Bulletin 45, 
1994) 68, n52. 
14 McKnight, S The Warning Passages in Hebrews: A Formal Analysis and Theological Conclusions 
(TJ 13, 1992) 34-54 and also Ellingworth (1993) 541-43 take this view, along with many others. 
15 E.g. Mt 5:22, 18:8-9, 25:41 Mk 9:43-48 
16 E.g. 2 Thess 1:9 
17 E.g. Jude 7. 
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that the passing away of the Old Covenant alluded to in 8:13 refers directly to the 

Roman invasion of Palestine that would finally see an end to the Temple sacrifices,18 

and so this is perhaps a better way of understanding the judgment. 

 

The author of Hebrews announces that the old covenantal system is ε�γγὺς�α�φανισµου�.  

Ά�φανισµο��occurs only once in the NT, but in the LXX it refers to the literal physical 

destruction of Israel,19 Jerusalem,20 and the Temple itself,21 and so the impending 

threat can be identified with the destruction of the Temple. Ellingworth disagrees and 

has suggested that the proximity of Ά�φανισµο�� to γηράσκον allows for the gentler 

reading of “passing away”22 to describe the Old Covenant. Against Ellingworth we 

would argue that given the strong links between Hebrews and the LXX it would be 

better to retain the normal LXX meaning of physical destruction, and that the 

historical circumstances in which the old system came to an end in AD 70 are better 

expressed in terms of a drastic and sudden end rather than a gradual fading away. 

 

Facing persecution (10:33, 13:13), although not yet martyrdom (12:4) it seems that 

the confidence of the Hebrews was waning23 and they may have been tempted to turn 

from Christ and seek comfort in the Judaism with which they were familiar, but, a 

fiery and inescapable judgement is about to fall upon the old institution, and those 

who cling to it in the form of the climactic and terrible events of AD 70. We will 

contend throughout this essay that the warning passages fit most comfortably in the 

historical situation that we have outlined, and the idea will be explored further in our 

exegesis of the passages themselves. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18 Walker, P.W.L. Jesus and the Holy City: New Testament Perspectives on Jerusalem (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1996) 230-34 and Hagner (1990) 124. Hagner suggests a direct link in the author’s mind 
between Mk 13:2 and Heb 8:13. Stephen had likewise predicted the fall of the Temple (cf. Acts 6:14). 
19E.g.  Jer 12:11, Eze 6:14, Mi 7:13, Joel 2:13 
20 Jer 19:8 
21 Dan 9:26, Jdt 4:12 
22 Ellingworth (1993) 419. The NRSV, NIV, NEB and ESV all opt for the gentler reading. 
23 Pfitzer, V C Abingdon New Testament Commentary: Hebrews (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1997)  28 
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First warning: Hebrews 2:1-4 

 

The first warning follows the opening chapter which establishes the superiority of 

Jesus Christ over the angels and indeed the whole creation, and the opening of chapter 

two points back to the opening of chapter one24. In the past God spoke through the 

prophets, and has now spoken through his Son (1:1-2) This makes the need to avoid 

drifting away all the more clear. A largely Jewish congregation would be all too well 

aware of the penalties that came with the violation of the law, and the argument here 

is appropriately set out with legal language25. The logic is clear: greater revelation 

requires greater hearing,26 and disobedience to the superior revelation will in turn 

receive a greater punishment. 

 

The ‘falling away’ spoken of in Hebrews has been interpreted in a number of different 

ways. Are they in danger of committing outright open apostasy (as 6:6 may suggest)? 

Or are they gradually drifting into a spiritual slumber from which they might not wake 

up? We shall see evidence for both cases (and indeed they need not be mutually 

exclusive) but here in 2:1-4 the language and metaphors employed suggest a casual 

drifting from the faith. In 2:1 the author urges his readers to “hold fast” and not to 

“drift away” from what they have heard. Προσέχειν frequently has nautical 

connotations and could quite easily refer to a ship holding its course as it headed 

towards port27 and its usage together with παραρυω�µεν creates a vivid nautical 

metaphor to describe the Hebrew church: they have heard the message of Christ, but 

like a ship floundering in strong currents, they are in danger of slowly drifting away 

from the salvation which has been announced to them.  

 

This metaphor denotes not the danger of persecution but “the danger of drifting 

through the culpable negligence of the sailors.”28 Even though God’s own Son has 

spoken to them (1:2), they are in danger of drifting away from their salvation through 

ignorance and neglect (2:3). 

                                                 
24 Ellingworth, P. The Epistle to the Hebrews (London: Epworth Press, 1991) 13 
25 �νδικον 2:2, ε�βεβαιώθη (2:3), συνεπιµαρτυρου�ντος� (2:4) 
26 Pfitzer, 58 
27 Koester, 205 
28 Marshall, I. H. Kept By the Power of God (London: Epworth Press, 1969) 134 
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The author does not elaborate at this point upon the precise nature of the judgement 

that is “drawing near” (10:25. Hebrews 2 alone does not contain sufficient evidence to 

speculate about the kind of judgement in view here, so we shall continue to the next 

warning passage. 

 

Second Warning: 3:7-4-11 

 

The focus of the letter then switches back to Christology once more, and this is no 

mere coincidence. The warning passages do not stand by themselves, but they derive 

their strength and energy as exhortations and encouragements on the basis of the 

person and work of Jesus Christ (e.g. 4:14-16).   

 

The promises of 2:11-18 and 3:1-6 give way to another stark warning. The allusion to 

the faithfulness of Moses 3:2 also brings to mind those with him who were unfaithful 

and who perished in the wilderness,29 and the same danger that faced the Israelites of 

old now faces the Hebrews. The example of the disobedient Israelites still applies 

“Today”, and the immediacy of the Word of God is emphasised by the citation from 

Ps 95.30 The judgement that decreed “they shall never enter my rest” in the days of 

Moses is just as great a threat in the church of the Hebrews as it was then. 

 

The parallels between Israel’s history and the situation of the Hebrews are numerous, 

and afford us several key theological insights. Some scholars31 have suggested that 

those who are falling away in Hebrews are not genuine believers; since their doctrine 

of election holds that the genuinely saved cannot fall away, but to approach the text 

from this angle is simply to beg the question.32 Contrary to this position, the historical 

                                                 
29 Montefiore, 75 
30 Koester, 255 
31 Many scholars in the Reformed tradition have argued for this position. Two modern examples 
include Nicole, R “Some Comments on Hebrews 6:4-6 and the Doctrine of the Perseverance of God 

with the Saints” in Current Issues in Biblical and Patristic Interpretation: Studies in honour of Merril 

C. Tenney  ed. Gerald F Hawthorne (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975) and also Grudem, W 
“Perseverance of the Saints: A Case Study of Hebrews 6:4-6 and the Other Warning Passages in 

Hebrews” in Still Sovereign: Contemporary Perspectives on Election, Foreknowledge, and Grace ed. 
T. Schreiner and B. Ware (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000) 
32 Schreiner makes this criticism of Grudem’s approach, insisting that he approaches the text simply to 
reach theological conclusions he holds on other grounds. See Schreiner, T and Caneday, A The Race 

Set Before Us: A Biblical Theology of Perseverance and Assurance (Leicester: IVP, 2001) 193-5. 
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events evoked by the citation of Psalm 95 recall the Exodus from Egypt and the 

journey through the wilderness to the Promised Land. The Israelites who fell in the 

desert were no less delivered from Egypt than those who did not. To employ the 

metaphor found later in Hebrews (12:1), the Israelites started their race, but they did 

not finish it and enter the rest of God. 

 

There are two important theological conclusions to draw from this part of 3:7-4:11. 

Firstly, salvation is primarily an eschatological event. That is to say, the Hebrews 

have already been initiated into the process of salvation, but they have not yet 

completely received it. Salvation is not simply a present possession, but it is also a 

future inheritance. The Hebrews are in danger of ignoring the salvation they have 

already received (2:3) and experienced in their community (6:4-5) but at the same 

time they are awaiting an eschatological salvation that will only be bestowed at the 

Parousia to those who are waiting for Christ’s appearing (9:28). In the meantime they 

are to continue to run their race with perseverance and to be sure that they finish it 

(12:2). The warning passages make infinitely more sense when we understand that in 

Hebrews salvation is largely is future event,33 not simply a present state. 

 

Secondly, the example from Israel’s history also helps us understand the condition of 

the Hebrews more precisely. Just as in the first warning they were in danger of 

negligence and “drifting away”, so too they are now “going astray in their hearts” and 

becoming increasingly “hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.” As we saw in our 

discussion of the first warning passage, this suggests not a conscious single act of 

apostasy, but a spiritual sluggishness that has left them “deceived” by sin and in an 

identical situation to Israel in the wilderness. The word of God is supposed to harden 

them against sin, but their sin is now hardening them against the word of God.34 

 

The nature of the imminent judgement facing the Hebrews also comes into focus 

more clearly. God eventually swore an oath that the Israelites would never enter his 

rest, and the repeated rhetorical questions in 3:16-18 force the Hebrews to (rather 

uncomfortably) supply their own conclusions as to the identity and fate of those who 

fell under the judgement and who were denied entry into God’s rest. Yet despite all 

                                                 
33 McKnight, 58 
34 Koester, 259 
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this the Hebrews have not yet reached the point of no return, because the promise of 

entering God’s rest is still left open (4:1). They are reassured that they are not 

aimlessly wandering as the Israelites were, and the present continuous tense of the 

Greek in 4:3 suggest to the Hebrews that they are entering the promised rest.35 

 

Third warning: Hebrews 6:4-8 

 

Of all the warning passages, 6:4-6 is both textually and theologically the most 

controversial36. It is a notable escalation in the tone and severity of the warnings of 

2:1-4 and 3:7-4:11 and depicts the impending judgement facing the Hebrews in more 

explicit and extensive terms. One of the uses of apocalyptic language such as that 

found in 6:4-8 is to evoke fear in the readers,37 though he uses proper rhetorical form 

by following severe warnings with strong encouragements throughout Hebrews.38 

 

Much of the debate over this passage is over the correct translation of 6:4. The author 

has expressed his reluctance to lay the foundations of faith again (6:1) for a reason 

that has now become clear: apostasy is irremediable39 and restoring apostates is 

impossible. It is not clear from the Greek as to who or what is the subject of 

αδύνατον,�and so the question arises: for whom it is impossible to restore apostates to 

repentance? Scholars are divided on the matter. Bruce argues that since nothing is 

impossible for God, 6:4 is not a statement about divine power or will but about the 

practical difficulties of restoring an apostate by other Christians.40 Bruce in turn cites 

Spicq who also holds that the impossibility is not of that the apostate cannot be 

pardoned, but that he cannot be turned.41 In Bruce’s reading the impossibility is 

subjective and lies with the apostate, not with the will of God, and so this does not 

rule out the possibility of an apostate ever returning to faith. Christ is the object of 

salvation, so as long as one departs from him, salvation is impossible. 

                                                 
35 So Montefiore 83, although this verse is textually difficult to translate. See Ellingworth (1993) 244-
45. 
36 Eaton outlines a total of sixteen (!) possible readings of Heb 6:4-6 from various western traditions. 
See Eaton, M A Theology of Encouragement (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1995) 208-12 
37 Nongrbi, B. A Touch of Condemnation in the Word of Exhortation: Apocalyptic Language and 

Graeco-Roman Rhetoric in Hebrews 6:4-12," (NovT 45.3, 2003) 273 
38 Ibid. 275 
39 Bruce, F. F NICNT: The Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990) 144 
40 Ibid. 
41 Spicq, C The Epistle to the Hebrews (Paris, 1952), I, 57 ff. Cited in Bruce, 144 n35. 
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This position is a logical way of understanding αδύνατον, yet it is not consistent with 

other uses of αδύνατον throughout the letter. It is impossible to restore an apostate to 

repentance just as it is also impossible for God to lie (6:18), for animal blood to take 

away sins (10:4) or to please God without faith (11:6).42 In any case, the text does not 

say “it is impossible for an apostate to repent” but “it is impossible to restore to 

repentance” someone who has fallen away. 

 

Other scholars43 have suggested that the impossibility is that the church leaders will 

be unable bring an apostate to repentance, but the author is not concerned about the 

inability of the community to generate repentance,44 but about an impending divine 

judgment. In 3:7-4:11 we saw that it was a divine oath that prevent the Israelites from 

reaching their inheritance, not their inability to repent or the failure of their leaders to 

bring them to renewal. Likewise in 10:26-31 and 12:16-17 it is a divine judgment that 

is in view, not the failure of either the apostate or the community to bring about 

repentance. 

 

This leads us to a third view which holds that the impossibility lies with God,45 not 

because he lacks the power to bring about a second repentance, but that he may refuse 

to do so, in the same way he refused to allow Israel to inherit the Promised Land. 

Regardless of with whom it is that the impossibility lies, the author’s point is still 

clear: it is impossible to restore an apostate to repentance.  

 

Unsurprisingly this is both pastorally and theologically uncomfortable, which has lead 

some to suggest that the apostates in view are not genuine believers.46 This viewpoint 

has a long history in the Reformed tradition going back as far as Calvin47 but 

developed more fully in later writings48. Those following this reading have suggested 

                                                 
42 Koester, 312 
43 Oberholtzer, T. K “The Warning Passages in Hebrews” BSac 145 (1988) 323 
44 Koester, 312 
45 So Koester, 312-313, Ellingworth (1993) 318-319 and Pfitzer, 97-98  
46 Grudem, 133 
47 Calvin, J Commentary on the Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Hebrews, trans. J. Owen (reprint, 
Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979) p 135-140 
48 Owen, J An Exposition of the Epistle to the Hebrews, ed. W. H Gould (reprint, Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1980), 5:69-91 
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that those 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” are 

not authentic believers, and they have only “tasted” the Spirit as a kind of sample 

without becoming genuine Christians. This viewpoint is dubious to say the least. Heb 

2:9 speaks of Christ “tasting” death with exactly the same verb as in 6:5. It is hardly 

conceivable that Christ merely ‘sampled’ death without actually experiencing it in all 

its fullness, and neither should 6:4-6 be thought of as describing unregenerate 

members of the community who have merely “tasted” salvation without actually 

having experienced it. 

 

The nature of the judgement awaiting the apostates is elaborated upon more fully here 

than in the previous warning passages. 6:7-8 teaches that: 

 

“Ground that drinks up the rain falling on it repeatedly, and that produces a crop 

useful to those for whom it is cultivated, receives a blessing from God. But if it 

produces thorns and thistles, it is worthless and on the verge of being cursed; its end is 

to be burned over.” 

 

The allusions to Isaiah 5:1-7 are unmistakable,49 and the message is clear: the 

Hebrews have received the word of God and have received the Holy Spirit and need 

to persevere and produce fruit, lest they become α�δόκιµος.�This is not an abrupt and 

sudden response to an abrupt and sudden apostasy. Just as the descent of the Hebrews 

into near-irreversible apostasy has been gradual, so is the unfolding judgment. First 

the land is rejected, then it comes under threat, and finally it will be burned.50 

 

I believe this illustration supports the possible historical situation we outlined in the 

introduction of this essay. If the Hebrews are in danger of returning to the old 

covenant which will finally be destroyed in AD 70. Gleason has argued for this on 

several fronts. Firstly the use of γη�� for ‘land’ is used throughout the LXX and 

Hebrews (cf. 11:9) to denote the land of promise that was to be the inheritance of the 

Exodus generation. The allusion to this land in Heb 3-4 and again in 6:4-8 may well 

                                                 
49 See also Hermas, Shepherd (Mandate 10.1.5) 
50 Montefiore, 110 
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suggest that this is the land in view here.51 Furthermore, the curse laid out upon the 

land would render it a “burning waste, unsown and unproductive.”52 There are good 

exegetical grounds to assume then, that the judgment of 6:4-8 refers not to a post-

mortem punishment in the fires of hell53, but to the literal fiery destruction of the 

Jewish homeland that is now κατάρας�ε�γγύς.54 

 

The warning is stark, severe, and urgent. Yet in characteristic rhetorical55 style the 

author moves quickly from warning to encouragement again. For the first and only 

time in Hebrews he soothingly addresses the congregation as α�γαπητοί, and reminds 

the congregation of their love and service that bears witness that they are not apostates 

and that God has not forgot them.56 

 

Fourth warning: Heb 10:26-31 

 

The author of Hebrews again prefaces a warning with another Christological passage. 

The old sacrificial system is invalid and obsolete (10:1-4), Christ has offered perfect 

obedience to God (10:5-10) as part of a final once-and-for-all act of sacrifice (10:10-

18). So now after Christ, “there is no longer any offering for sin.” Once again the 

readers are warned that willful persistence in sin will lead only to judgment, though 

scholars are divided as to what exactly constitutes a deliberate continuation of sin. 

 

Marshall suggests “that it is likely that the act being described is recantation of the 

faith under the pressure of persecution,”57 and the references to persecution later in 

the chapter (10:32-34) help to support this reading, yet it does not do justice to the 

whole passage. The verse immediately preceding 10:26 warns against the 

                                                 
51 Gleason, 107 
52 Deut 29:23 
53 E.g. Toussaint “The Eschatology of the Warning Passages in the Book of Hebrews” GTJ 3 (1982) 
175 
54 Gleason’s argument is compelling and fascinating, but is not without its problems. He cites 
numerous Jewish sources that favour a this-worldly judgment by fire (105-6, n36 and n37) but there 
are examples in Second-Temple Judaism that also refer to a punitive judgement after death. For 
instance in 4 Ezra 9:9-12. 
55 Nongbri, 266f. 
56 Bruce, 150. Though we disagree with Bruce’s suggestion that the author “did not believe there were 
potential apostates among them.” If he did not, then the warnings become either purely hypothetical or 
superfluous. 
57 Marshall, 142 
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abandonment of the communal fellowship, and so it cannot be public recantation that 

is in view here. Apostasy and abandonment of fellowship belong together, though 

there is not necessarily a causal link between the two.58                                

 

Secondly, the use of  Εκουσίως (“deliberately” – NIV, “willfully” - NRSV) to describe 

the pattern of sinful behaviour suggests not a one off act of apostasy, or even sin 

committed in ignorance, but sin committed with a “high-hand.” The OT background 

for this59 denotes a sin committed with the full knowledge of the offender, for which 

there was no sacrifice or means of redemption. The author does not identify a specific 

sin that may be committed, and he does not need to. The supreme revelation of God in 

Christ has brought with it a greater responsibility and at the same time a greater 

punishment for disobedience (cf. 2:1-4), which precludes the idea that falling away is 

a sin of ignorance.60  

 

That the impending Day of judgment (10:25) comes at the end of a section that has 

discussed the superiority of the new system to the old levitical institution is not 

coincidental. Many interpretations of this impending judgment assume that the author 

is referring to spiritual death61 or another kind of eternal punishment, though we 

contend that this is not the case. In reference to the old Temple system 10:9 has 

already stated  

τοτ́ε�ε"ρηκεν·�ι�δοὺ�$κω�του��ποιη�σαι,�ο%�Θεός,�τὸ�θέληµά�σου.�α�ναιρει��τὸ�πρω�τον�(να�τὸ�

δευτ́ερον�στήση)  
 

but many translations of α�ναιρει�� (“take away” – NASB, “set aside” – NIV) understate 

the strength and severity of α�ναιρεω. In both classical and NT Greek it means “to kill, 

do away with, murder, or execute”62 and so in this context it makes sense to see 10:9 

and the judgment of 10:27ff in connection with the literal physical destruction by fire 

of the Temple and its covenantal symbols. 

                                                 
58 Ellingworth (1993) 527-8 
59 Num 15:24-29, Lev 4:2,13,22,27; 5:15; Deut 19:4 
60 Koester, 451 
61 Bruce, 260 
62 Frankemolle, H ‘α�ναιρεω’ in Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, Eds. H Balz & G. 
Schneider (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 1:81-82. For usage in the NT see Mt 2:16, Lk 22:2. Acts 
5:33, 9:23 etc. It refers to violent death or execution in all these cases. 
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The image of fire here has its roots in Isa 26:11, which is also in reference to the 

physical destruction of Israel. Once again, this “consuming fire” does not refer to an 

eternal punishment but to an imminent physical destruction upon Israel and its 

inhabitants. Grammatical changes to ‘consume’ in the LXX citation from Isa 26:11 

from future indicative (�δεται)� to present infinitive (ε�σθίειν)� stress the immediacy of 

the judgment facing the readers of Hebrews.63  

 

For the Hebrews who have received the knowledge of Christ, to turn away from him 

either through a sluggishness or through open and willful apostasy in the face of 

persecution is no better than the high-handed sin in the Old Covenant. They may have 

been tempted to seek shelter by returning to the old Jewish system, but they will share 

its fate. The image of fiery destruction is a significant choice of metaphor. Josephus 

says of the destruction of the Temple that: “You would have thought that the temple-

hill was boiling over from its base, being everywhere one mass of flame,”64 and 

indeed the whole country itself was “on every side in flames.”65 The anticipation of 

this judgment in 10:27 gives all the more poignancy to the earlier warning in 6:8 

about the land that is  “in danger of being burned.” 

 

Once again the author uses his preferred rhetorical method of following a severe 

warning with a strong encouragement. They have faced persecution before, and have 

helped those who were imprisoned (10:32-34). This encourages them not to throw 

away their confidence (10:35-36) because together with the author (‘we’), they are not 

those who shrink back and who are destroyed, but of those who believe and are saved. 

The Day of the Lord may be near at hand (cf. 10:25), but if they persevere they will 

not come under his judgment. 

 

Fifth Warning: Heb 12:14-28 

 

                                                 
63 Gleason, 115. For other instances of this in the OT see Num 11:1-2, Nu 16:34, Lv 10:1-2, Dt 32:21-
24 etc. 
64 Jewish War 6.275 
65 Ibid. 7.145 
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The final and climactic warning is again made only on the basis of a prior 

Christological truth, although this time the encouragement to focus on Christ as an 

incentive to persevere (12:1-2) is accompanied by other examples from Israel’s 

history (cf. 11:1-40). Doctrine is again mixed with exhortation, and the greatest 

exhortation is to pursue holiness, without which they will not see the Lord. 

 

This passage brings one of the key theological issues of Hebrews to the fore. The 

listeners are declared to be holy and sanctified already (2:11, 3:1, 6:10, 10:10-

19,13:24) yet they are still to persevere because while their salvation is a present 

experience, it is also a future eschatological hope to be inherited. “Seeing the Lord” is 

also an eschatological hope bound up with the idea of the heavenly sanctuary that 

permeates this part of Hebrews66 and it can be thought of as another way of 

expressing the entry into the heavenly city (Heb 12:22-24).67 

 

Yet this tremendous eschatological goal needs to be actively pursued by the Hebrews, 

and so once again promise is accompanied by warning and exhortation. It is out of the 

question that the community remains static in their race (12:1), and if they do so they 

are likely only to drift away (2:1-4). Hebrews assumes that individuals are responsible 

for themselves, yet they are also to oversee and admonish one another.68 The pursuit 

of holiness and the inheritance of salvation are corporate responsibilities.  

 

Old Testament examples (of both faith and apostasy) have supplemented the other 

warnings elsewhere in Hebrews, and this final passage is no exception. The Hebrews 

are strongly urged not to follow the godless example of Esau who after selling his 

birthright (Gen 25:29-34), found that he had lost his inheritance and could not get it 

back (Gen 27:1-40). There remains some uncertainty as to whether Esau was rejected 

by Jacob or by God, though the context suggests that Esau’s rejection originated with 

God rather than Jacob. Rejection by God is the destiny of the faithless69 and this is the 

aim of the warning to the Hebrews: if they depart from faith in Christ for the sake of 

temporary comfort then no second repentance is possible.70 

                                                 
66 E.g. Pss 11:7, 17:15, 42:2, 63:2) 
67 Koester, 531 
68 Ibid. 531 
69 E.g. Jer 6:30; 7:29 
70 Bruce, 352 



 15

 

In the concluding warning of 12:18-29 the author again uses the old system to bring 

out the significance of the new one. If the Law brought punishment for disobedience, 

how much more for rejecting Christ (2:1-4; 4:11f; 10:28f)? In the same way the 

heavenly Jerusalem is much superior to Mount Sinai. The greater the light, the more 

serious its rejection, and so the readers are to see to it that they do not reject the truth 

they have received.71 

 

As before, the need to hold to the truth is made all the greater by the coming judgment 

that will “shake both heaven and earth.” Haggai 2:6 forms the OT background for this 

imagery but is modified slightly here so that it becomes clear to the readers that it is 

only the heavenly that will remain.72 It is again possible to understand this as an 

anticipation of the catastrophe of AD 70 rather than a reference to the end of the time-

space universe73, if indeed this belief was even held in first century Judaism.74 

 

The possible Temple setting for the impending judgment of 12:26-27 is substantiated 

elsewhere in the New Testament75 and also elsewhere in Second Temple Judaism. 

The Jews considered the Temple to be the focal point of creation and referred to it as 

“the Gate of Heaven” and “the Navel of the Earth.”76 The glory of the Jewish Temple 

reflected the cosmology of the Jewish worldview, and to speak of a “shaking of the 

heavens and the earth” that will leave only the heavenly temple remaining sits 

comfortably as a description of the destruction of the Temple in AD 70, especially as 

this idea in Hebrews comes at the end of a long section which has argued that the old 

temple system is inferior and will soon violently disappear from view.77  

 

The chance to escape persecution by returning to Judaism may seem like a short-term 

fix, but like Esau and his inheritance, it will only come with an irreversible long-term 

                                                 
71 Hagner, 231 
72 Ellingworth (1993) 686. The author of Hebrews does not fully cite the Haggai text and omits 
references to the shaking of the land and sea. 
73 E.g. Bruce, 383 
74 Wright, N. T. The New Testament and the People of God (London: SPCK, 1993) 280-286 
75 E.g. Mk 13:31. See Fletcher-Louis, C. H. T. The Destruction of the Temple in Eschatology in Bible 

and Theology ed. K. E. Brower and M. W. Elliott (Leicester: Apollos, 1997), especially 162 n58. 
76 Gleason also cites examples of this understanding of the Temple in Josephus (Ant. 5.146, 138-144) 
and Philo (Life of Moses 2:88, 103) as well as elsewhere. See Gleason page 111 for additional 
references. 
77 See discussion on 8:13 above. 
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cost. Once again this dire and stark warning is followed immediately by an 

exhortation to focus on the kingdom that cannot be shaken – in sharp contrast with the 

Temple that is about to disappear. 

 

Conclusions 

 

There is infinitely more to say about the theology of the warning passages than we 

have space to discuss here, but there are still several key ideas to contemplate. While 

we have argued that the imminent judgment in view throughout Hebrews is not a post 

mortem punishment in hell but instead refers to the cataclysmic events at the climax 

of the Jewish War, the warnings to pay attention are no less relevant for later 

generations of believers than when Hebrews was first written.  

 

Just as the Spirit and the Son spoke from Israel’s past into the present of the Hebrews, 

so the message of Christ speaks a message of warning and encouragement to 

successive generations of believers. The warnings in Hebrews are prospective in that 

they describe a fate that has not yet come upon the church but one that definitely will 

if they persist in their patterns of spiritual idleness and lethargy. The author does not 

say at what stage they will reach the point of no return, but it is sufficient for them to 

know that there is a limit that they may cross. The only way to avoid it is to persevere 

and press on rather than falling back.78 

 

The need to persevere is perhaps the overriding theme of Hebrews. It is grounded in a 

Christology which offers a firm basis from which to encourage and affirm the 

Hebrews, and it is important to remember that the warning passages do not stand on 

their own but are intricately woven together with Christological and historical 

arguments whose overall purpose is not to terrify and discourage, but to generate the 

strength and will to persevere. 

 

Much has been made of the warning passages in theological discourse between 

Calvinist and Arminian theologians, though it should be made abundantly clear these 

matters were not the concern of the author of the Hebrews and are of little use for 

                                                 
78 Marshall, 145 
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historical-critical investigation. Although they will reach this conclusion for different 

reasons, both Calvinists and Arminians should be in agreement that Hebrews urges 

Christians to abstain from sin and evil and to persevere in faith. 

 

 

Neither does Hebrews elaborate on the fate and possibility of restoration of believers 

who are apostate. Firstly it does not suit the author’s purpose to explain how to restore 

an apostate believer because his intent is to prevent such an apostasy occurring in the 

first place, and secondly the Epistle is warning of a fate that might befall the Hebrews, 

but one which is not yet unavoidable. The warning passages are looking forward to a 

possible scenario, not retrospectively to a disaster that has already occurred. 

 

Since it is Christology that forms the ground for all the argument of Hebrews, so 

Christ is to remain the example, hope, encouragement, and focus of the Hebrews. 

They are to fix their eyes on Christ, as he is their example and companion as they run 

their race, and his salvation is the prize that they will lose if they do not throw away 

their confidence. 

 

3,799 words 
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