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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 George Patton was as aggressive a battlefield commander as could be 

found in all of World War II.  He cultivated aggression in his troops.  They 

were always to be moving forward, always on the attack.  He had that 

philosophy of battle because he knew it was much safer to press the attack 

than it was to adopt a defensive posture.  He was a man who loved and cared 

for his troops: He didn’t want his men to die for their country; he wanted 

them to make the enemy die for theirs.   

 George McClelland was the general in charge of the union forces at 

the start of the American Civil War.  He was by nature a cautious man—the 

antithesis of Patton.  He dithered and dithered and dithered some more, 

almost driving Abraham Lincoln to despair.  Shortly into the war, in 1862, he 

had the Confederate Army of Virginia outnumbered and outmaneuvered; the 

rebels were backed up against the Antietam River in Maryland, their escape 

route cut off like the Israelites at the Red Sea.  With one decisive blow 

McClelland could have destroyed the bulk of the rebel army and brought the 

Civil War to a quick close.  Rather than attacking forcefully, however, he 

held back because he was afraid of a counter attack.  He fed his troops into 

battle bit by bit throughout the whole of the day rather than all at once.  As a 
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result, the confederates were able to hold off the northern army, thousands of 

northern soldiers died and the rebel army was allowed to escape.  The war 

continued for another three long years and at the cost of additional tens of 

thousands of lives, of soldiers and civilians alike.   

   

 The biblical scholar Andrew Murray said this: 

 In commerce, in study, in war, it is often said: There is no safety 
but in advance.  To stand still is to go back.  To slacken the pace 
before the goal is reached is to lose the race. 

To slacken the pace before the goal is reached is to lose the race. 

Now, what does all that have to do with our lesson?  Our author has been 

chiding his readers for their lack of progress in the Christian life.  They have 

not been diligent to grow in the faith but have become “slow to learn,”—

spiritually lazy and “sluggish in the ears.”  They haven’t been aggressive in 

their pursuit of a richer life with Christ and, as a result, they haven’t been as 

useful in God’s kingdom work as they otherwise would have been.  They 

ought to have been teachers.  They ought to have been able to articulate the 

faith and to defend it against attack.  They were unable to do so.  In their 

immaturity they had become shallow, useless and undiscerning.   

 That was not the worst of it however.  In our lesson today our author 

goes on to give the most urgent reason for growing in faith by citing the 
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most deadly danger if they should not: Apostasy.  Apostasy is a falling away 

and a  defection from the faith.  Let’s look at our lesson. 

 It is impossible for those who have once been enlightened, who 
have tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, who 
have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the 
coming age, if they fall away, to be brought back to repentance, 
because to their loss they are crucifying the Son of God all over again 
and subjecting him to public disgrace.     

“It is impossible for those.”  “For those.”  Who is the author speaking about?  

He is not speaking about the Hebrew congregation.  They have not reached 

the point of apostasy.  If you pay close attention you will see that throughout 

the letter our author has been speaking about “we” and “you.”  But now he 

changes.  He shifts and begins to speak in the third person about “those.”  

Not only that, right after our lesson ends he says, “Dear friends, we are 

confident of better things in your case—things that accompany salvation.”  It 

is clear, then, that he is warning the congregation of a terrible sin, not 

accusing them of having committed it.  He is writing them words of 

encouragement so that they will not fall away into apostasy. 

 So who is he speaking of, then?  Who are “those who have once been 

enlightened” and have “fallen away?”  There are two possibilities.  Some say 

this passage speaks of Christians who had been converted, who had real, 

saving faith, and yet who had lost their salvation.  John Wesley, for one, held 
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this view.  He says that the experiences talked about in these verses—once 

enlightened, tasting the heavenly gift, sharing in the Holy Spirit—seem to 

indicate clearly someone who has been truly saved but subsequently lost.   

 There is a serious, in fact a fatal flaw with this view, however.  First of 

all, we know that God is a God of truth.  He cannot lie.  Second, we know 

that God’s Word, being what God himself speaks, cannot lie.  It is true in 

everything it asserts.  And third, we know that in many places the Bible 

asserts that man cannot lose his salvation.  When he is given eternal life it is 

just that—eternal.  Roger Nicole put it this way: 

 Scripture asserts that “He who has begun a good work…will 
perfect it until the day of Christ” (Phil. 1:6; cf. Luke 14:28-32). 
 Scripture asserts that “life” shall not separate believers from the 
love of God in Christ (Rom. 8:38, 39). 
 Scripture asserts that the golden chain of God’s purpose is not 
thinning out toward the end, but that the very people who are known, 
foreordained, called and justified are also glorified (Rom. 8:29, 30). 
 Scripture asserts that believers are “kept by the power of God 
through faith unto the final salvation and for an incorruptible 
inheritance” (I Peter 1:4, 5; cf. Jude 24, 25, II Tim. 1:12). 
 Scripture asserts that true believers are “sealed by the Spirit 
unto the day of redemption” (Eph. 4:30). 
 Scripture asserts that apostates were never true members of 
Christ because otherwise they would not have fallen away (I John 
2:19). 
 Scripture asserts again and again that the new life in Christ is 
“eternal” (aionios).  What kind of eternity would that be which could 
be brought to an end in our own life-span? 
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 Jesus asserts that “everyone who beholdeth the Son and 
believeth on him shall have eternal life, and he will raise him up at the 
last day” (John 6:40; cf. 54). 
 Jesus asserts, “I know my sheep, and they follow me; and I give 
them eternal life, and they shall never perish, and no one shall snatch 
them out of my hand” (John 10:27, 28). 

Because that is so, it is simply not possible that the Spirit inspired author of 

Hebrews is speaking of true believers losing their God-given salvation.  He 

must have someone else in mind. 

 But who?  Who are these people who, though never true believers, 

have fallen from the faith?  To answer that question I need to make a point 

about principles of biblical interpretation.  We have already seen one 

principle at work: The Bible, being God’s Word, cannot contradict itself 

because God, who cannot lie, cannot contradict himself.  Another principle 

is this: To properly interpret a passage of Scripture you must put it in its 

proper context.  When you do, light is shed upon its meaning.  So let’s do 

that now.   

 What we have here in our lesson today is the third of a series of five 

exhortations in the Letter to the Hebrews.  If you look at exhortations one, 

two, four and five, you will find that in each instance explicit references are 

made to Old Testament situations.  The first exhortation, beginning at 2:1, 
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refers to the Law being mediated or given through angels at Mount Sinai.  

The second exhortation, beginning at 3:6 refers to the exodus from Egypt 

and describes the desert wanderings of the Israelites as a type or symbol of 

the Christian life.  We, as Christians, are pilgrims walking through the desert 

of this life and headed toward the Promised Land; we are not to harden our 

hearts like the Israelites did in the desert and so miss out on heaven.  The 

fourth exhortation, running from 10:19-39, refers to the Most Holy Place, 

sprinkled hearts and washed bodies—references to the Ark of the Covenant, 

the alter for burnt offerings and the Tabernacle laver for washing.  The 

concluding exhortation speaks of Mount Sinai and of Esau selling his 

birthright.   

 Now think what this means.  This is a letter to the Hebrews.  It has an 

Old Testament background.  Its purpose is to exhort and encourage this little 

congregation of Jewish believers to hold firm to the faith.  If four of the five 

exhortations we have looked at have Old Testament references, it makes 

sense to check to see if this might be true of this third exhortation as well.  

When we do that, what do we see?  “Once enlightened” refers to the pillar of 

light that guided the Twelve Tribes through the desert at night.  The heavenly 

gift they tasted was manna—bread given from heaven day by day to sustain 

them in their journey.  They shared in the Holy Spirit.  Think, for example, 
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of how the Holy Spirit was poured upon the seventy elders who had been 

selected to help Moses with his work (Numbers 11:25).  They tasted the 

goodness of the Word of God that was given through the prophet Moses.  

And if anyone had seen the “powers of the coming age,” it was the Israelites 

who had seen the plagues of God fall upon Egypt, the Red Sea part at his 

command, the bitter waters of Mara become sweet, water flow from the 

Rock, and the Lord descend in lightning and thunder upon Sinai.  The 

Israelites had all these wonderful experiences of God, and yet, the great 

majority of those who left Egypt with Moses rebelled against the Lord and 

did not enter the Promised Land.  They died in the desert and in doing so 

provided as great and terrible a portrait of apostasy as can be found in the 

Bible.   

 The author of Hebrews is saying this to his congregation: Look at the 

blessings that were given to the Israelites.  Look at their privileges and 

advantages.  And then look at what you have been given.  You have been 

enlightened—not by a pillar of fire but through baptism.  You have tasted the 

heavenly gift at the Lord’s Table.  You have shared in the ministry of the 

Holy Spirit and have been consecrated to his service through the laying on of 

hands.  You have tasted the goodness of the Word through preaching Sunday 

after Sunday.  You have seen the signs and wonders of the apostolic age: the 
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blind see, the deaf hear, the lame walk, the dead are raised and the troubled 

receive peace that passes understanding.  If those who spurned the faith in 

the Old Testament days of the Exodus were lost, how do you think you will 

fare if you spurn and despise the greater blessings you have been given?  

You have already neglected these blessings.  You have already shown 

yourselves to be immature.  You’re going in the wrong direction and you 

have to stop and change direction before an unalterable disaster falls. 

  

 Let me make an application.  There are those who can experience the 

blessings and privileges listed in our lesson and yet not actually enter into 

salvation.  They can be enlightened with knowledge.  They can benefit from 

real spiritual power.  They can be influenced and blessed in many ways and 

yet be lost.  This passage describes professors of faith who are not really 

possessors of faith.  They have played around the edges of the faith but have 

never committed themselves fully to the Lord.  They are those who are 

addressed by the Lord in the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 7:22: 

 Many will say to me on that day, “Lord, Lord, did we not 
prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and 
perform many miracles?”  Then I will tell them plainly, “I never knew 
you.  Away from me, you evildoers!” 
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They may serve, they may preach, they may handle the powers of the age to 

come, but they are not Christ’s own.  Just because you look like a Christian 

on the outside doesn’t mean you are a Christian on the inside. 

 Now it gets really scary.  The Bible says of that people who have been 

enlightened and blessed and who nevertheless fall away, that it is impossible 

for them to be brought back to repentance.  Does that mean if you have been 

a church member and through a crisis of faith you leave, there is no hope for 

you?  Absolutely not.  Look at what the people in our lesson do.  They are 

“crucifying the Son of God all over again and subjecting him to public 

disgrace.”  Note what has happened and what we are talking about here.  

These people have fallen away.  That action has taken place.  But it is a 

particular sort of falling away.  This sort of falling away has a continuing 

action, for these people “crucify the Son of God all over again.”  Their 

action of falling away has led to a present and continuing attitude of heart 

that is like that of those who crucified Jesus in the first place.  They mock 

him.  They sneer at him.  They attribute the work done by him through the 

Spirit—to Satan.  They have committed the unpardonable sin and as they 

drive the nails home all over again, their apostasy has the effect of hardening 

them against repentance. 
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 Let me be clear.  Some of you might be thinking, “But Ken, I don’t 

live up to the faith.  I fall away daily.  I am not the Christian I want to be.  I 

disappoint myself and the Lord time and time again.  I have a struggle with 

temptation daily and daily I seem to lose.  Does that mean I am one of those 

who has fallen away?  Am I beyond repentance?”  To answer that let’s look 

at Peter and Judas.  Both betrayed the Lord in a terrible way.  One was 

saved, the other was lost.  What was the difference?  Peter failed in his 

fidelity to Jesus as Christians often do, but Judas decisively repudiated Jesus.  

Peter was sorry he had hurt the Lord; Judas was sorry his scheme didn’t 

work out as he had planned.  Peter did not live up to the cross; Judas 

despised it.  “If I struggle with sin am I an apostate?”  No.  If you don’t 

struggle with sin—if you willingly surrender to it and come to cherish it in 

your heart above the commands of God, you are in spiritual danger of 

becoming too hardened to repent and you had better stop your backsliding 

this moment. 

 In the last half of our lesson we find out how to tell whether or not we 

belong to Christ.  Look at verses seven and eight. 

 Land that drinks in the rain often falling on it and that produces 
a crop useful to those for whom it is farmed receives the blessing of 
God.  But land that produces thorns and thistles is worthless and is in 
danger of being cursed.  In the end it will be burned. 
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It doesn’t matter if the rain falls on the ground or not, for God sends the rain 

on the good and the evil both.  That is to say, the measure of your 

relationship with God is not found in the fact that God has blessed you in 

any number of ways.  God’s blessings fall on the good and the evil alike.  

You cannot say, for example “I have been saved because at one point or 

other I had an intense spiritual experience.”  Here is the test: A good tree, 

that is to say one that is truly connected to Christ, will necessarily go on to 

produce good fruit.  A bad tree, that is to say one that is not truly connected 

to Christ, lacks power to bear good fruit however well watered it may be.  It 

produces only thorns and thistles and will be burned in the end.   

 Let me draw out some implications for you.  First of all, we need 

saving faith.  Mere knowledge of the gospel is not enough to save.  It is not 

enough to be able to say, “I know that Jesus died for sins and that he rose 

again from the dead.”  That knowledge will not save you.  There are many 

who know as much and yet they will perish.  Saving faith says, “I know that 

Jesus died and that he died for my sins.  I know that Jesus rose and that he 

rose for my justification.  Because he died and rose for me, I will commit 

myself to live for him.  I will own him as my Saviour and Lord and strive by 

his Spirit’s power to walk in obedience and love for him all of my days.”  

 12



That is what true, saving faith is.  A heart commitment to grow and advance 

in the faith is where our safety lies. 

 You can think of it this way.  Church is a serious business.  It is no 

place for playing games.  When you hear the gospel and understand it, you 

incur an obligation to press on to saving faith.  It is a dangerous thing to toy 

with such knowledge, for by delaying you run the risk of a terrible fate.  If 

you are not willing to turn and submit to Christ today, what makes you think 

that you will turn to him tomorrow, after you heart has had extra time to 

grow calloused and hardened?  The longer you delay the harder it gets, for 

“now is the time of God’s favour, now is the day of salvation” (II Cor. 6:2).   

 The second implication is this: the test of faith is found in the fruit that 

we bear, and that means a failure to press on to maturity calls into question 

the genuiness of our conversion.  If you are content with drinking in the rain 

of God’s blessings, but not concerned with honouring God in your life by 

using those blessings to his glory, you need to reflect on the state of your 

soul.  I like the way Andrew Murray put it: 

 My assurance of salvation is not something I carry with me as a 
railway ticket or a bank note, to be used, as occasion calls…. My 
assurance of salvation is alone to be found in the living fellowship 
with the living Jesus in love and obedience. 
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That is how to be sure of your salvation.  It is found in a daily walk with the 

Lord.  It is found by searching his Word and hearing his voice and obeying 

his commands.  It is found in pressing on into the faith and calling upon the 

Lord when you stumble, for the Lord is rich in mercy and he will lift you up.  

Like Patton’s soldiers, don’t stand still but take the offensive.  Press onward 

in faith.  Take hold of the Lord who has taken hold of you.  In Christ’s name.  

AMEN.
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