THE IMPLICATIONS OF HEBREWS 5:11-6:3 
FOR FELLOWSHIP AND ASSURANCE
     The Epistle to the Hebrews, originally a sermon most think, was evidently written to those who had embraced the Christian faith but who had remained immature in their understanding of that faith.  This is evident in the major digression of the sermon (5:11-6:20).  I give the heading of "Progress in Hope" to this section of the epistle. The major portion of the middle section of Hebrews is designed to explain the high priesthood of Christ in order to instill boldness (parresia, 4:16; 10:19).  Only those who are spiritually mature are able to grasp the deep and profound truths of the gospel (more specifically, the priesthood of Christ) which bring parresia.  Assurance derives from faith, but grows as faith develops in strength, understanding, and the embrace of its hope.  [Interestingly, the term often translated "assurance" (plerophoria) occurs with the genitive elpidos (hope) in Heb. 6:11, the genitive pisteos (faith) in Heb. 10:22, and the genitive suneseos (understanding) in Col. 2:2.]  It is not a matter of becoming more saved now than one was before, but it is a growth in one's faith, hope and understanding about the nature of the gospel which brings about greater boldness in approaching God.  One is no more saved today than she was yesterday.  Yet, there is a process of maturing which is able to grasp the assurance of faith better today than yesterday.   

      However, the Hebrews preacher recognizes that his readers are not ready to receive the depth of instruction which is necessary to obtain the fullness of this boldness.  They are as yet spiritually immature.  Their problem is two-fold.  (1) They have become (perfect tense of ginomai) dull of hearing (5:11).  They were not always dull, but had become such.  They had failed to progress and grow in their faith.  On the contrary, they had regressed.  Their "dullness" reflects an obtuseness which renders them slow or sluggish (cf. 6:12; cf. Prov. 22:29 in LXX).  (2) They ought to have become teachers.  The "oughtness" here implies normality, i.e. what should have been expected of everyone who grows in Christ.  Yet, because of their regression which necessitates their re-teaching, they had not developed to the point that was expected of them.  They should be the teachers rather than the ones who need teaching. 

     It is important to note the contrast between teachers and those who are being taught (or need teaching).  This may be called the preacher’s theory of education:  milk belongs to babes, but solid food belongs to the mature.  Nepios ("babes") corresponds to the Latin infans and is called in the Rabbinic material "sucklilngs."  Milk is the only food for an infant without teeth.  The point is clear:  those who still need milk have not grown into maturity.  In fact, they require milk since they are not able to eat solid food.  Consequently, they are unskilled (apeiros) in the word of righteousness.  Apeiros can have the sense of "inexperienced in" or "unacquainted with."  In the context of Hebrews, the content of this "word of righteousness" refers to Christ's priestly work.  It is the word which belongs to or pertains to righteousness, i.e., the means of our being accounted righteous in the sight of God (justification; cf. 10:38; 11:7). This is the basis of our boldness before God.  The apprehension of the meaning of this teaching is for the mature (teleion).  It is solid food.  The fullness of assurance is reserved for the mature since only they can grasp the depth of Christian truth in the maturity of hope and love.  (Note how teleios is closely related to parresia [cf. 10:1,14,19].)    

     I hope this overview does not seem unrelated to the title of this paper, but it is necessary to draw out the contrast which is apparent in 5:11-14 and is carried over in the rest of the book of Hebrews (particularly, 6:1-3).  I diagram it this way: 

	First Principles
	Contrast
	Word of  Righteousness

	Infants
	Contrast
	Mature

	Milk
	Contrast
	Solid Food

	To Be Taught
	Contrast
	Teachers


What makes this contrast so important for our purposes is the use made of it in 6:1-3.  There is a contrast in verse 1 between the "elementary teaching about the Christ" (ton tes arches tou Christou logon) and the "maturity" (teleioteta) for which we all should strive.  In light of the contrast in 5:11-14, the "beginning" word about Christ refers to the "beginning" principles of 5:12 and that the "maturity" for which we are to strive refers to the "word of righteousness" in 5:13.  This becomes even more important when it is recognized that the writer of Hebrews goes on to define what the "elementary teaching about the Christ" entail.  The phrase itself specifies the Christian character of the teaching, as does the previous contrast in 5:11-14.  The view which sees Hebrews 6:1-3 as referring to Jewish practices misses the point and cannot adequately deal with the leading phrase of 6:1:  "the beginning word of Christ".  The explication of the "word of righteousness," in fact, begins in 7:1 and extends through 10:18 as the preacher focuses on the priesthood of Jesus.  

     The "beginning principles" or "the elementary teaching about the Christ" consist in six particulars.  Before discussing each of these, it is important to understand the Hebrew writer considers these six as the foundation of Christian experience.  This can refer to nothing but the conversion of the readers.  The writer will not take the time to re-teach them about the first, beginning or basic principles of their conversion.  On the contrary, he wants to build on that foundation instead of re-laying it. These six items, then, formed part of their conversion experience (this conversion concept does not leave the context since the writer refers to it again in 6:4 [note the aorist participles there]).  As support for this view, it is striking that the list of six items lacks any reference to sanctification and growth.  Notably absent as part of the "foundation" is any reference, for example, to the Lord's Supper and other ecclesiological concerns (especially topics that are usually of paramount importance among Churches of Christ—“the nature or identity of the New Testament Church”).  

     The structure of the six particulars is shaped by the use of the conjunction kai (and):  repentance from dead works kai faith toward God, teachings about baptisms, laying on of hands, resurrection from the dead, kai eternal judgment.  Repentance and faith are the broad, comprehensive descriptions of conversion, but the Hebrew writer particularizes the specific teachings which are important for the experience of conversion:  baptism, laying on of hands, resurrection and judgment. More specifically, baptism and laying on of hands are joined together by the particle te (usually untranslated but functions as a conjunction) and resurrection and judgment are also joined together by an additional use of te.  We may picture it in this way: 

     A. Comprehensively:  (1) repentance and (2) faith
     B. Specifically,  comprehending teaching about:


(3) baptisms  
     te    (4) laying on of hands

(5) resurrection    te    (6) judgment                                  
     I will take only a brief moment to explain to what I think each of these six items has reference.  (1) "Repentance from dead works" is not a reference to the dead works of the Old Testament (i.e. sacrifices), but to human sin (cf. 9:14 where dead works stands in contrast to serving God). (2) "Faith towards God" refers to that saving, obedient faith illustrated in Hebrews 11 which, in particular, made Noah an "heir of righteousness" (11:7).  (3) "Baptisms" is a specific reference to the act of immersion itself and not the resultant meaning (cf. Trench's Synonyms;  BDF, par. 109).  The point is probably best explained by Oepke in TDNT, I, 545 as referring to the necessity of explaining to prospective disciples the difference between Jewish, Pagan and Christian immersions (cf. the use of baptisms in Hebrews 9:10).  (4) "Laying on of hands" most probably refers to the early Christian symbol for the reception of the Holy Spirit (or perhaps more generally, a blessing from God) at baptism.  The lack of reference to the Holy Spirit in this list which is so important to the Hebrew writer when describing conversion elsewhere (6:4; 10:29) strengthens the association of the laying of hands with the reception of the Holy Spirit. The close connection to baptism through the particle te further confirms this understanding.  (5) "Resurrection" does not refer to Christ's resurrection, but to our future eschatological resurrection.  However, any belief in our future resurrection implies a belief in Christ's resurrection as Paul demonstrated in I Corinthians 15.  (6) "Eternal judgment" is again an eschatological reference.  There can be no concept of "salvation" if there is no idea of judgment (cf. Paul in Rom. 5:9--"we shall be saved from wrath through him").  The preacher links resurrection and judgment together with the particle te as both belong to the eschatological reality of Christian hope.
     Interestingly, these six items are prominent features of the kergymatic preaching of the apostles in the book of Acts. The preaching of repentance and faith are abundant in Acts (cf. 2:38; 3:19; 16:31; 20:21) as also are the references to baptism and the reception of the Holy Spirit, including the laying on of hands (2:38; 5:32; 9:17; 19:1ff; 22:16).  Resurrection and judgment were also part of that early preaching (cf. 17:30,31; 24:25).   

     These six items, then, form the foundation of Christian conversion.  These are the elemental components of the conversion experience: repentance, faith, baptism, Spirit, resurrection and judgment. Nothing is said here about the necessity of believing any other "doctrines" before conversion is effectual (such as instrumental music, premillenialism, the nature of the church, divorce and remarriage, the war question, etc.).  Anyone who repents of his sins and believes in God, experiences baptism and the reception of the Spirit, and awaits the resurrection and judgment is a Christian. There is no long list of questions to be answered or beliefs to be held.  It is simple, elemental and directly related to turning from sin and trusting in God for the hope of salvation.
     Now, let us consider some implications of this exegesis regarding fellowship. Consider first of all the condition of these readers:  they were immature at a time when they should not have been, they were sluggish in learning and growing (6:12), and they were unacquainted with the deeper truths of Christianity.  No doubt they were mistaken in many beliefs, and in fact, needed to be re-taught even the first principles of the gospel.  Apparently, they had regressed or slipped beyond the stage of their initial conversion.  Sufficient time had elapsed since their conversion that the writer expects them to have become teachers.  They are neither recent converts nor novices in the faith.  They had been believers for a long period of time (cf. 10:32).  Despite their lack of progress, they are still regarded as sibilings, beloved and in fellowship with the writer (cf. 3:1, 12; 6:9; 10:19; 13:20-21).  They had not yet apostatized since they are warned against it.  Apostasy in the book of Hebrews is a future possibility for the readers, not a present reality (cf. 3:12; 4:1, 11; 10:26).  There is every indication that they remained in fellowship with God during this time.  The purpose of the letter is to halt this regression and start them back on the road towards sanctification and maturation (6:1,3,9-12).  If this regression had continued—if they lost faith, we would not expect that fellowship to continue, but at the time of the writing of this letter that time had not yet arrived.   

      This outline of the Hebrews 5:11-6:1-3 presses some interesting questions and some practical problems.  First, who is a Christian?  This has already been answered in the context of Heb. 6:1-3 which lists the beginning principles of the gospel.  One can become a Christian even while believing any number of false ideas about any number of things involved in Christian growth and sanctification.  But one cannot become a Christian and deny anything that is involved in the first principles of the gospel such as the resurrection, eternal judgment or refusing baptism.  Immature or even false ideas involving sanctification (i.e., the perplexing questions in ethics, church government and public worship) do not hinder initial conversion.  Thus, one can still believe instrumental music is not a sin, for example, and become a Christian since that does not deny any of the principles involved in conversion.  More generally, one can be a member of a sectarian group and become a Christian since that does not deny any of the principles involved in conversion. 

     A second question is perhaps more difficult to answer.  Who remains a faithful Christian?  The difficult part of this question is the meaning of "faithfulness."  Were the Christians addressed in Hebrews faithful?  On one level they were since the writer is in evident fellowship with them.  But on another level they were not since they had regressed and backslidden to a very large extent.  They had failed to grow as was expected of them.  This dichotomy is disturbing.  Evidently, the preacher would have severed fellowship with them if they were apostate, but yet he retains fellowship for the present because they continue to believe and hopes to reverse their slide.   

     It seems to me that the situation many Christians is parallel to that of the Hebrew Christians.  On one level they are unfaithful in the sense that many have not grown out of their sectarianism and other false concepts of the church, public worship, etc.  But on another level they have a relationship with the Lord (and with us as sibilings).  Should we not look upon them as the Hebrews writer looked upon his backsliding Hebrew sibilings?  We should give each other sufficient time and opportunity for growth in the Lord.  We expect each other to grow, according to the circumstances and abilities the Lord has given us.  But during this process it would be improper to say that until anyone grows to a certain point they are not in fellowship with God.  Rather, on the basis of their established relationship with God, we presume that they are in fellowship with God as along as they are continuing in the process of growth (and sometimes even despite their lapses which we all experience at times).  Yet, there does come a time when their backsliding becomes apostasy.  At that point, we can have no fellowship with apostates. 

     Now the pressing question, of course, is this:  when does backsliding become apostasy? or what is sufficient time for growth? or how long does this maturing process take?  It is certain that once they deny the beginning principles of their conversion, they are apostate.  But not all false understandings or even teachings condemn the soul.  While there always remains the responsibility of growth in faith and understanding, we are all engaged in that process.  This is exactly where the crux of the matter lies.  At what point can we say that our backsliding has rendered us apostate? There is only one principle that I can, at present, consider to being foundational to answering that practical problem.  I say "practical" because I have no right to judge his eternal relation with God, but I have a responsibility, practically speaking, to fellowship or not fellowship that person.  My principle which I have drawn from Hebrews is faith. 
One way to get at this point is to reflect on the warning passages in Hebrews (2:1-4; 3:7-4:13; 5:11-6:12; 10:19-39; 12:1-29). Who is addressed?  What is the sin warned against?  What are the results of committing that sin?  Instead of isolating the warning passages in Hebrews, it is best to see them as a whole. The preacher presses a severe warning about a particular sin which the community is in danger of committing. 

  
The preacher is warning believers.  He includes himself ("we"; 2:1-4; 3:14; 4:1,11,14-16; 6:1; 10:19; 12:1-3, 25-29) as well as describing them as "brothers" (3:1,12; 10:19; 13:22); "believers" (4:3); "sanctified" (10:29).  He rehearses their conversion (2:3-4; 6:4-5; 10:22, 32-34), gifts and manifestations of the Holy Spirit (10:29), spiritual growth and living (10:32-34). He treats them as "holy brothers" (3:1) and "believers" (4:3).  The clearest passage is Heb. 6:4-6:  they were once "enlightened, tasted the heavenly gift, partakers of the Holy Spirit, tasted the Word of God and the powers of the age to come.".


The writer warns against sin in general and calls them to perseverance:  "pay attention" (2:1); "let us strive" (4:11); "let us hold fast" (4:14); "do not cast away your confidence" (10:35); "you have need of perseverance" (10:36); "let us run with perseverance" (12:1);  "make every effort to live in peace...and to be holy" (12:14); "see to it that no one misses the grace of God, no bitter root grows up and no one is sexually immoral, or is godless" (12:16).  It encourages a faith that works, a faith that trusts and submits.  They are encouraged to persevere in faith. 


The preacher characterizes sin in various ways:  "slip away" (2:1); "disobedience" (2:2); "harden your hearts" (3:8,13,15; 4:7); "rebellion" (3:8,15); "wander" (3:10); "sinful, unbelieving heart" (3:12); apostacy (3:12); "disobey, disbelieve" (3:18; 4:6,11); "fall" (4:11); "fall away" (6:6); "recrucifying the Son of God" (6:6); "giving up meeting together" (10:25); "deliberately sinning" (10:26); "trample the Son of God" (10:29); "treated with contempt the Spirit of Grace" (10:29); "shrink back" (10:39); "sin that so easily entangles" (12:1); "losing heart" (12:3); "forgotten that word of encouragement"(12:5); "misses the grace of God" (12:15); "refuse the One who speaks" (12:25); "turn away from" (12:25). 
This sin has severe consequences: "there is no way of escape" (2:2);  falling away or not entering (3:11, 18-19; 4:1,6,11); impossible to renew unto repentance (6:4-6); "no sacrifice for sins remains" (10:26); judgment and fire (10:27); vengeance and retribution (10:30-31); "destruction" (10:39).  The consequence is exclusion from fellowship with God.  This is a damning sin.


Some of the preacher’s descriptions for sin do not offer much clarity or specificitity, such as "sin" or "slip away" or "lazy."  These words are too general or ambiguous.  They categorize rather than specify.  There are, however, a series of terms that are distinct and bear conceptual weight. These terms suggest that the concern is rebellious apostasy.  They have turned away, fallen away, willfully sinned, trampled the Son of God, treated with contempt the Spirit; and refused God.  The readers potentially will turn away form God, away from Jesus Christ's sacrifice that perfects sinners, away from the Spirit --and they will do this intentionally and consciously.  The sin is the willful rejection of God and his Son, and the open denunciation of God and his ethical standards.  
This should be distinguished from the spiritual lethargy into which some had digressed in 5:11-14; 6:4-12.  They are still partakers of the spiritual fellowship even though their knowledge is not what it should be. The concern is not a mere relapse into Judaism, but a rejection of God's way.  This indicates that the sin "impossible to renew" (or the unforgiveable sin) is apostasy.  Sincere believers who worry about whether they have committed this sin show by their worry that they have not committed it because it is deliberate rebellion against God and his Christ.
Apostasy in Hebrews is fundamentally the loss of faith; it is an evil heart of unbelief which is evidenced in disobedience. This is the primary burden of Hebrews 3-4.  It is this unbelief that prevents one from entering the promised land and results in a life of rebellion and disobedience. The problem is a hard heart that refuses to trust and consequently refuses to obey.

This leads us to the principle which yields assurance.  The original question I asked in this section was:  If grace saves through faith (if I am justified by faith through a gift of righteousness from God), how progressive must my sanctification be in order to retain my standing before God?  The question is actually misdirected.  It is not a matter of how progressive my sanctification, but whether my attempts at sanctification are rooted in the proper principle—the principle of submissive faith.  This is faithfulness.  It is a faith that trusts in God and seeks his will in every aspect of my life however imperfectly I may keep that will.  Faithfulness is not faith plus a particular set of prescribed works or a particular level of sanctification, but it is a believing heart that trusts God’s work, seeks God’s will, and endeavors to live obediently as that heart understands the will of God.

My sanctification is acceptable before God if it is rooted in a genuine and submissive disposition of faith.  My righteous standing before God does not depend upon how righteous I am or how progressive my sanctification is.  Rather, through submissive faith I at one and the same time stand 100% righteous before God's judgment seat on the basis of Christ's work and my level of sanctification is acceptable to him as it flows from the principle of submissive faith.  Good works and sanctification naturally flow from such a disposition of faith.  They are, then, evidence of the genuineness of my faith.

     As long as Christians are growing and evidencing submissive faith in some aspect of their lives, let us not hinder that growth by declaring their unfaithfulness (out of fellowship with God) because they misunderstand some aspects of God’s will, fail to perfectly keep God’s will, or they have not progressed as far as we might think they should have by this point in time.  We are all at different stage of Christian growth, not only in understanding, but ethically as well.  When we see the evidence in another of faith in Christ, a genuine desire to do the will of God as they see it, and earnest effort on their part to live obediently, it seems we should encourage rather than discourage their walk toward maturity.  
The people of God fellowship believers, and believers are not perfect—either doctrinally or morally.  However, through submissive faith—through a persistent faith that seeks God’s will—believers are assured of their salvation and other believers ought to receive them as fellow-travelers the Way.
