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b. The writer’s three-fold exhortation gave voice to his burden that his Jewish 

readers would persevere, and even thrive, in their faith in Jesus and the new life 

that was theirs in Him. They enjoyed the true and perpetual intimacy with Israel’s 

God that their forefathers could never imagine, even as they had seen the hope of 

renewal – the hope that their ancestors eagerly longed for – now realized in Jesus, 

the Messiah. This renewal was to bring about the restoration of all things, 

including Abraham’s covenant family, and they were part of that new family. 

 

 They had inherited all that the prophets had promised to their forefathers, but with 

this great privilege came great responsibility. Whereas those who preceded them 

had the obligation of patient faith in trusting their God for what He had promised, 

these Hebrews were obligated to embrace those promises as fulfilled in Jesus, and 

live faithfully in light of them. They enjoyed a greater obligation of faith and 

faithfulness because of their greater privilege, but this obligation brought with it a 

heightened accountability. Of whom much is given much is required, so that 

failure of faith on their part would carry greater guilt and a more severe 

condemnation than that incurred by their Jewish ancestors. This truth is the 

marrow of the next part of the writer’s charge (10:26-31). 

 

 The three exhortations of vv. 19-25 form the backdrop for the warning that 

follows, which itself focuses on the implications and consequences of departing 

from the truth of God’s accomplishment in His Messiah. In a sense, then, the 

writer’s warning is the flip side of his positive exhortations: On the one hand, he 

exhorted his readers to fully live out what they had come to understand and 

believe regarding Jesus and His work; on the other, he warned them about what 

awaited them if they wandered away from Him. 

 

 The first thing to note, then, is that the writer was referring to “sin” in a specific 

sense. His warning concerned the sin of willfully turning away from the truth of 

their great High Priest after embracing Him according to that truth (v. 26, cf. 3:1-

19). The issue, then, was informed unbelief, not the unbelief associated with 

ignorance. This is the same sort of offense Peter warned against (2 Peter 2:20-22). 

But, in the case of these Hebrews, such unbelief would amount to apostasy. It 

wasn’t just that they’d be rejecting truth they fully understood; they’d be walking 

away from the One they had believed in and followed as Israel’s Messiah. 

 

 This helps to explain the severity of the consequences (vv. 26b-27). Departing 

from Jesus meant departing from Israel’s God, and this would leave them in a 

terrible predicament without remedy. For, having turned away from the One in 

whom alone there is forgiveness, reconciliation, and life, there is no further 

answer to the problem of alienation and death. It is like a person in the middle of a 

vast, waterless desert walking away from a glass of water; in doing so he walks 

inevitably toward his own death. Thus the writer insisted that, for those who 

depart from Jesus, “there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins.” This says 

nothing about the extent or intent of Jesus’ atoning death; rather, it underscores its 

singularity; there is no other remedy for the human plight (cf. 6:4-6). 
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 Those who don’t find forgiveness and life in Jesus remain in their condition of 

alienation and death; in the writer’s words, they continue to be adversaries of God 

whose destiny is the consuming fire of His final verdict (v. 27). And this verdict is 

most grave, for it stands on the reality of God’s glorious accomplishment in the 

“fullness of the times.” God has always condemned those who refuse Him as their 

Creator and Lord, but the greatest condemnation belongs to those who turn away 

after beholding His full self-disclosure and self-giving in the incarnate Son. 

Greater revelation and greater knowledge bring greater guilt in unbelief, and thus 

Jesus’ condemnation of His own generation (John 15:22-25; cf. Luke 12:47-48).   

 

 The writer understood this, and used the example of Israel’s unbelief to make this 

point (10:28-29). The Law of Moses was God’s Torah for Israel – His revealed 

truth that defined their relationship with Him and established their responsibility 

to Him. Violation of the Law was disregard for that truth, and so constituted 

unbelief as well as infidelity. Notably, the Hebrews writer mentioned violation 

that the Law treated as a capital offense – offense that incurred the death penalty.  

 

- There were many such offenses, including certain violations of the 

Decalogue, and the Law required that they be corroborated by the 

testimony of at least two witnesses. Indeed, this requirement extended to 

every accusation brought against a fellow Israelite (Deuteronomy 19:15).  

 

- But there’s only one capital offense that Israel’s scriptures explicitly 

connected with the requirement of witnesses, and that is idolatry 

(Deuteronomy 17:1-6). There’s no way to know if the writer had this 

particular offense in mind, but the context certainly suggests it and it suits 

the point he was making. For he was arguing from the lesser to the greater 

(“how much severer punishment do you think he will deserve…”), but 

specifically in terms of the sin of turning away from God and His truth:  

 

 If the Israelite children of the covenant died without mercy when they 

departed from Yahweh as He had revealed Himself through His shadowy 

and preparatory Torah, what outcome should be expected for those who 

depart from Him in the light of His consummate self-disclosure in the 

incarnate Torah – the Word become flesh? 

 

If the Christ-event has inaugurated a greater obligation of faith (cf. 11:39-12:6, 

18-25), it has equally established greater condemnation for unbelief. For now, 

idolatry itself has been transformed in Christ – it is now a matter of one’s failure 

to rightly regard and respond to Him as God’s express image (1:1-3). In the 

writer’s words, it’s a matter of trampling underfoot the Son of God, which 

involves regarding as common – as nothing more significant than any other 

human death – the blood of the renewed covenant with which He consecrated 

Himself to God. This profaning of Jesus’ death, in turn, insults the Spirit of grace 

by whose power, exercised according to the motive and intent of divine grace, He 

offered Himself up to redeem God’s good creation (v. 29; ref. also 9:13-15).  
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Idolatry has become an offense against the one true God who is now revealed in 

the Son by the Spirit. It is idolatry in its consummate form because it pertains to 

the God who has now consummately disclosed Himself. Is it any wonder, then, 

that it carries a consummate death sentence?  

 

- God didn’t overlook or minimize the unbelief and idolatry of the sons of 

Israel, even though He’d given them only a partial and shadowy vision of 

Himself, and they hadn’t yet obtained the renewed heart He’d promised 

(ref. Deuteronomy 29:1-4, 30:1-6; also Ezekiel 36:16-36). Israel’s 

obligation of faith was tempered by very real deficits, and yet God found 

no excuse in them. Individually and corporately, He condemned and 

punished the unfaithfulness and idolatry of His unbelieving children. 

 

- The reason Israel was without excuse was that Yahweh had revealed 

Himself to them in truth. Yes, His disclosure was partial and preparatory, 

but it was entirely truthful, and He affirmed His truthful words by His 

unwavering commitment to His covenant and His faithful, loving deeds on 

its behalf. Yahweh had shown Himself to be a faithful covenant husband 

in all things, so that Israel’s infidelity was entirely its own (cf. Psalm 78; 

Isaiah 5:1-7; Jeremiah 31:31-32; Ezekiel 16:1-59, 20:1-28).  

 

If the children in the time of shadow, preparation and incompleteness received the 

sentence of death without mercy for their idolatry, would those escape 

condemnation and penalty who depart from God in the “fullness of the times” 

when He has now fully disclosed and fully imparted Himself in the Son’s 

incarnation and self-giving? He who is the righteous judge of all men will surely 

repay them according to their due.  

 

This is the context for the writer’s climactic assertion: “It is a terrifying thing to 

fall into the hands of the living God” (10:31). This statement is deeply troubling, 

and people naturally try to shield themselves from it. Some do so by changing the 

subject, turning their attention to abstract theological discussions about such 

things as the attribute of divine wrath, the extent of the atonement, the nature of 

saving faith, eternal security, etc. Indeed, the Church has grappled with this 

passage across the centuries, resulting in diverse views regarding the relationship 

between sin, repentance, forgiveness and salvation. But, for all the challenges and 

opinions about this context, some conclusions are indisputable.  

 

1) First and foremost, the writer was again affirming the fact that people are 

capable of understanding the truth of Jesus as God’s Messiah, and even 

embracing Him as such, only to later fall away from Him (ref. again 6:1-

8). Sometimes that takes the form of outright renunciation, but more often 

people abandon Jesus through a slow and subtle process of reshaping or 

reinventing Him. While still claiming to be His disciples, they actually 

forsake Him for an image they’ve created in their own mind – an idol that 

is a reflection of themselves and serves their interests and desires.  
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2) It’s also clear that the writer wasn’t speaking about the universal Christian 

struggle with flawed understanding and misdirected thoughts, affections 

and practices. In this regard, even the most sincere and mature Christian 

must affirm with the possessed boy’s father, “I believe, help my unbelief” 

(Mark 9:17-24). Indeed, Paul himself insisted that every believer has 

partial insight and knowledge, and all must strive to finally attain to the 

destiny for which the Messiah took hold of them (ref. 1 Corinthians 8:2, 

13:9-10; Philippians 3:7-14; cf. also 1 John 3:1-3).  

 

 Thus the issue at hand isn’t frailty and infirmity in one’s faith, but the 

casting down of faith in departing from the One who is faith’s proper 

object. This departure involves a conscious decision to move away from 

the truth as it is in Jesus – truth that is both understood and acknowledged. 

In the case of his Hebrew readers, the writer was warning them against 

succumbing to the pressures to abandon Jesus and return, in some measure 

at least, to the Judaism they’d set aside when they came to recognize and 

embrace Him as Israel’s Messiah.  

 

3) Finally, the above considerations underscore the crucial truth that the 

certainty, severity and finality of the incurred condemnation speak to the 

nature of the offense, not God’s disposition toward certain people. The 

reason to emphasize this is that many associate this final condemnation of 

unbelieving sinners with a limited atonement and God’s supposed 

determination of reprobation. In other words, God will direct His wrath on 

the day of judgment against those who have no part in Jesus’ atoning 

work. But, in fact, the opposite is true: It is precisely people’s share in 

Jesus’ atonement that provokes God’s fury against them in their unbelief. 

 

 God is indeed a “consuming fire,” but in the sense that He is determined to 

purge His creation of all defilement and falseness. So those who refuse to 

be part of His creational renewal in the New Man will be consumed in that 

purging fire (Revelation 21:5-8). And this shows that the fire of God’s 

final wrath falls on people, not because they have no part in Jesus’ atoning 

work and its efficacy, but precisely because they do.  

 

“God has taken the great positive decision for man, the decision of love 

translated into fact… he has once and for all given himself, and therefore the 

giving of himself in the cross, when opposed by the will of man, inevitably 

opposes that will of man and is its judgment. It is the positive will of God in loving 

humanity that becomes humanity’s judgment when they refuse it. That then is the 

first thing we have to say, that Christ died for all humanity, and no human being 

can undo or escape the fact that every one has been died for, and no one can 

evade, elude or avoid the fact that they are loved by God. Therefore, when they do 

the inconceivable thing in the face of that divine love, namely, refuse it, defy it, 

turn away from it, that unavoidable self-giving of God is their very judgment.” 

(Thomas Torrance, Atonement) 


