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Passionate Perseverance October 30, 2016 
Part Nine of Greater Than: Lessons from the Book of Hebrews by Dr. Scott F. Heine 

 The Set Up 

In the first five chapters of the New Testament letter to 

the Hebrews, we’re told over and over again that Jesus is 

greater than anything and anyone in whom we might place 

our faith.  

 He’s greater than the prophets who delivered a 

message from God, because Jesus is God. 

 He’s greater than the angels because they are merely 

servants of God & man, but Jesus is the King above all 

kings. 

 He’s greater than Moses who led the people out of 

bondage to the threshold of the Promised Land, but 

there they died because of their faithlessness. Jesus 

leads mankind out of bondage to sin and death, and 

ushers us into eternal life. 

 He’s greater than any fancy priest, with their vestments 

and their ceremonies and their attempts at spiritual 

authority. We don’t need a priest to represent us before 

God or to dish out absolution because we have Jesus 

himself as our perfect high priest. We’re invited to come 

directly to God without the need for some intermediary. 
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Over and over, the letter reminds the reluctant Jewish 

Christians of the 1st century that they must move forward 

and not backward, because Jesus is greater than all they’ve 

left behind and all the religious systems and rituals of 

mankind. 

Then the author of the letter says: 

There is much more we would like to say about this, 

but it is difficult to explain, especially since you are 

spiritually dull and don’t seem to listen. (Hebrews 

5:11 NLT)  

He is frustrated that the Jewish Christians would have 

second thoughts about their faith, or that they would even 

need to be reminded about how Jesus is greater than 

anything and anyone. 

So let us stop going over the basic teachings about 

Christ again and again. Let us go on instead and 

become mature in our understanding. (Hebrews 6:1 NLT)  

And so, God willing, we will move forward to 

further understanding. (Hebrews 6:3 NLT)  

And with these words, the letter to the Hebrews 

transitions into deeper, more challenging themes.  
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Moreover, with these words, the author introduces 

what has become one of the most controversial passages of 

the entire Bible — words that have caused entire 

communities of Christendom to fracture and become bitterly 

divided. 

Raising the Controversial Question 

So what’s the big deal? What words provoke such 

controversy? Here’s what the letter of Hebrews goes on to 

say as, “God willing, we move forward to further 

understanding.” 

For it is impossible to bring back to repentance 

those who were once enlightened—those who have 

experienced the good things of heaven and shared 

in the Holy Spirit… (Hebrews 6:4 NLT)  

…who have tasted the goodness of the word of God 

and the power of the age to come— and who then 

turn away from God.  (Hebrews 6:5-6 NLT)  

It is impossible to bring such people back to 

repentance; by rejecting the Son of God, they 

themselves are nailing him to the cross once again 

and holding him up to public shame. (Hebrews 6:6 NLT)  
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This is the third of five increasingly severe warnings in 

the letter to the Hebrews. Remember that this letter was 

written to Jews who realized that Jesus is their promised 

Messiah and who have placed their faith in him instead of 

their old religious system of Law and ceremony. But they 

were having second thoughts and backing away from the 

truth they had discovered. Thus, the whole point of the letter 

is to remind them that Jesus is greater than what they’d left 

behind, and it offers a passionate appeal to move forward in 

their faith and life instead of backward to their failure and 

bondage. 

This warning in the 6th chapter of Hebrews essentially 

says that moving backwards is a path leading to death and 

destruction. Forward is hope; backward is dread. 

And this raises the controversial question:  

Can a Christian lose his/her salvation? 

Suddenly, thanks to the words of Hebrews 6, we find 

ourselves navigating the theological minefield known as 

“Perseverance of the Saints” or “Eternal Security” or “Once 

Saved, Always Saved” or “The Danger of Apostasy” or 

“Backsliding Your Way Right Outta Heaven.”  

It’s a minefield made even more complicated by the 

fourth warning in the letter to the Hebrews which shows up 
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in the 10th chapter. And since we’re already into it, here’s 

what that chapter adds for our consideration: 

Dear friends, if we deliberately continue sinning 

after we have received knowledge of the truth, 

there is no longer any sacrifice that will cover these 

sins. (Hebrews 10:26 NLT)  

There is only the terrible expectation of God’s 

judgment and the raging fire that will consume his 

enemies. (Hebrews 10:27 NLT)  

For anyone who refused to obey the law of Moses 

was put to death without mercy on the testimony 

of two or three witnesses. (Hebrews 10:28 NLT)  

Just think how much worse the punishment will be 

for those who have trampled on the Son of God, 

and have treated the blood of the covenant, which 

made us holy, as if it were common and unholy, and 

have insulted and disdained the Holy Spirit who 

brings God’s mercy to us. (Hebrews 10:29 NLT)  

For we know the one who said, “I will take revenge. 

I will pay them back.” He also said, “The LORD will 

judge his own people.” (Hebrews 10:30 NLT)  
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It is a terrible thing to fall into the hands of the 

living God. (Hebrews 10:31 NLT)  

Bringing these two warning passages of the letter 

together, we end up with severe phrases like: 

 “It is impossible to restore those who have fallen away.” 

 “It is worthless and cursed. 

 “Its end is to be burned.” 

 “There only remains fearful expectation of judgment and 

a fury of fire that consumes.” 

 “Vengeance is God’s.” 

 “It’s a fearful thing…” 

Yowza! These are two very severe, very intimidating 

warnings… and that’s exactly what the author wants to 

convey. He is eager to motivate the new Jewish Christians to 

move forward, not backward.  

Forward is hope & life. 

Backward is despair & death. 
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But… Security? 

On the one hand, it seems simple enough. In fact, 

modern cultural expectations of Christianity just kind of roll 

with this — the idea that good people check into heaven and 

pick up their white robes, harps, and halos, while bad people 

plummet into a hellish fiery cave where guys in red tights 

torment them with pitchforks forever. As warped and 

medieval as that perspective might be, it makes it easy to 

embrace the warnings of Hebrews. Even the staunchest 

atheist who thinks the entire Bible is a myth will find some 

kind of consistency with the idea that good things happen to 

good people, and bad things happen to bad people, so don’t 

be a good person who turns bad. Don’t be a Christian who 

turns his back on his faith and then expects God to still put 

out the welcome mat in heaven. Naïve? Sure. But it’s a 

dominant cultural idea that still resonates among even those 

who’ve actually studied the Bible, who know better, who 

respect the intricacies of what God says about the atonement 

of Christ. 

So what’s the big deal? Why do these warnings cause 

such controversy among sincere followers of Christ? 

Well, you see, the Bible seems to say that once we’ve 

entered into a relationship with God, we are totally secure in 

that relationship. “Once saved, always saved.”  
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Jude 24 talks about… 

Now all glory to God, who is able to keep you from 

falling away and will bring you with great joy into 

his glorious presence without a single fault. (Jude 

24 NLT)  

We rely upon God to preserve us in our relationship with 

him, and he will bring us home with him as holy. 

And Jesus promised… 

I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. 

No one can snatch them away from me, for my 

Father has given them to me, and he is more 

powerful than anyone else. No one can snatch them 

from the Father’s hand. (John 10:28–29 NLT)  

We are secure in our relationship with God now and forever. 

Ephesians 4:30 says that followers of Christ are… 

He has identified you as his own, guaranteeing 

that you will be saved on the day of redemption. 
(Ephesians 4:30 NLT)  

Why would we call it “eternal life” if it’s not eternal? If it’s 

conditional? If it’s not a “guarantee?” 
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After all, most of us draw tremendous comfort from the 

passionate words of Paul in his letter to the Romans: 

I am convinced that nothing can ever separate us 

from God’s love. Neither death nor life, neither 

angels nor demons, neither our fears for today nor 

our worries about tomorrow—not even the powers 

of hell can separate us from God’s love. (Romans 

8:38 NLT)  

No power in the sky above or in the earth below—

indeed, nothing in all creation will ever be able to 

separate us from the love of God that is revealed in 

Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 8:39 NLT)  

Which makes total sense, right? When we begin our 

relationship with God based on our faith in Christ’s death 

and resurrection — when we confess our sins, proclaim 

what happened on the cross as the complete satisfaction of 

the judgment we deserve, and bind ourselves to the new life 

accomplished by Christ — we are “born again.” We become 

new people. 

Anyone who belongs to Christ has become a new 

person. The old life is gone; a new life has begun! 
(2 Corinthians 5:17 NLT)  
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So how can someone who has been reborn — whose old 

life is done and gone — somehow become “un-reborn,” and 

resurrect the old, dead self?  

Our relationship with God isn’t some kind of weird 

horror story in which we keep flipping back and forth 

between new life in Christ and our old existence that’s 

doomed to hell. “The old life is dead and gone. Nope, it’s back 

again and Christ is back on the cross. Nope, we’re resurrected 

with Christ again and our old self is buried. Nope, we 

intentionally sinned and are doomed again. Back and forth, 

back and forth… all dependent upon either our pursuit of 

righteousness or our stubborn determination to keep on 

sinning.” 

Wouldn’t that mean that our salvation is based on the 

work of Christ, but our security is based on our own efforts? 

“Jesus gets us into heaven, but it’s entirely up to us to stay 

there.” Doesn’t that conflict with the whole idea of grace that 

we keep talking about? 

So Christians around the world cling tightly to this idea 

of Eternal Security. The security of our relationship with 

God actually gets tied in with other theology by way of 

reason and logic. 

 For example, in the 4th century, Augustine of Hippo 

focused on the sovereignty of God and how nothing in 
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all the universe can thwart God’s plans. And God is not 

only sovereign but all-knowing. So if God knows that 

you are destined for heaven, he sovereignly beckons you 

into a relationship with him. It may seem like your 

choice, but your faith is a divinely-decided destiny. As a 

result, Hippo suggested, God blesses you with donum 

perseverantiae (the “gift of perseverance”), which means 

your continuing in the faith is a foregone conclusion. 

 But the really big developer of this idea of God’s 

sovereignty leading to your eternal security is John 

Calvin and his influence upon Reformed Theology as 

defined at a gathering called the Synod of Dordt in 

1618. Calvin proposed 5 logical points of theology: 

 Total Depravity — which says that every 

person is born with a natural inclination to sin, 

and that our sinful nature runs from God. 

There’s no way on our own we could ever seek 

his grace. 

 Unconditional Election — which asserts that 

God exercises his sovereignty and chooses 

those whom he will deliver from their 

impossibly sinful inclination and mercifully 

lead to repentance and redemption, and this 

choice is not based on any merit or virtue of 
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ours but is dispensed arbitrarily according to 

divine wisdom. 

 Limited Atonement — which says that Jesus 

died and rose to new life on behalf of those 

chosen by God. Though the atonement holds 

the potential of saving all of mankind, it is only 

effective according to God’s plan so that not a 

single drop of Jesus’ blood was spilled in vain. 

 Irresistible Grace — which says if God has 

chosen you to be redeemed, then you will be 

redeemed… because no mere mortal will 

thwart the plans of God. 

 Perseverance of the Saints — which says “once 

saved, always saved.” It was God’s sovereignty 

that led you into a relationship with him, so it 

is God’s sovereignty that preserves that 

relationship forever. 

(By the way, Reformed Theologians remember these 5 

logical points by the acronym TULIP.) 
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But… Apostasy? 

Of course, if this focus on the irresistible sovereign 

grace of God holds true, what in the world does Hebrews 

mean when it talks about… 

…Those who have once been enlightened, 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, 

and then have fallen away… (Hebrews 6:4–6 ESV)  

How can they “fall away,” much less… 

…Go on sinning deliberately after receiving the 

knowledge of the truth… [and] trample underfoot 

the Son of God, profane the blood of the covenant 

by which he was sanctified, and outrage the Spirit 

of grace? (Hebrews 10:26, 29)  

How can someone who has been sovereignly chosen for 

eternal life defy God’s power and turn their back on them? 

Why would the letter to the Hebrews — which clearly 

addresses its audience as “brothers (and sisters) in Christ” — 

go on to warn these Christians about a choice that could lead 

to “the terrible expectation of God’s judgment and the raging 
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fire that will consume his enemies” if that fate was not even 

possible? Would an entire book of the Bible be based on an 

irrelevant hypothetical-but-impossible idea? 

Besides, as Christians, we celebrate that God loves us so 

much that he has created a world that allows us to genuinely 

love him in return. Love is a choice, right? If we were merely 

actors in a pre-determined plot leading to our redemption, if 

we don’t really choose to love God ourselves but merely love 

him because we have no other choice, can that actually be 

love? Doesn’t that reduce us to mere puppets with God 

pulling our strings? 

Even worse, doesn’t Calvin’s understanding of God’s 

selection of some for redemption ultimately mean that God 

has also selected some for damnation? If there is no free will, 

then how can mankind be responsible for sin? If everything 

happens according to God’s pre-determined plan, then God 

becomes accountable for evil itself, and his love is extremely 

limited because he has chosen the majority of people in 

history to not only carry out the evil for which they were 

created but also experience eternal damnation as a result.  

Instead of being a loving Father, God becomes cruel and 

discriminatory. Who could ever love a God like that… except 

that, apparently, some have no choice?  

Yet Paul writes to us in the New Testament and says: 
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If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe 

in your heart that God raised him from the dead, 

you will be saved. (Romans 10:9 NLT)  

“We declare. We believe. We choose.” 

And Peter stood before the crowds in Jerusalem at the 

very dawn of Christianity, telling the story of Jesus’ life, 

death, and resurrection, then proclaiming: 

Each of you must repent of your sins and turn to 

God, and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for 

the forgiveness of your sins. Then you will receive 

the gift of the Holy Spirit. (Acts 2:38 NLT)  

He makes an appeal for us to repent and believe, not merely 

to be swept up in a sovereign plan in which God has chosen 

for us. 

And Jesus warned the crowds: 

You will perish, unless you repent of your sins and 

turn to God. (Luke 13:3 NLT)  

We’re told that we have a genuine choice to make, and 

that we will be accountable for our choice. If we place our 

faith in Christ and turn to God, we will live forever. If we 
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reject Christ’s invitation of grace and live apart from God, we 

will remain apart from God forever. 

So it stands to reason that if our choice and our 

accountability before God are genuinely ours and not simply 

acting out some cosmic drama, then we are responsible for 

continuing in our relationship with God. That would explain 

why the Bible constantly tells Christians to give up sin and 

live in righteousness. And it would explain why the letter to 

the Hebrews offers such severe warnings… because “if we 

deliberately continue sinning after we have received 

knowledge of the truth, there is no longer any sacrifice that 

will cover these sins.” 

At least, this is the thought of John Calvin’s greatest 

historical counterpart, Jacobus Arminius, who was a 

student of Calvin’s successor (Theodore Beza) at the 

Theological University of Geneva. “Arminianism” (or, 

more precisely, the further development of this way of 

thinking by the 18th century Anglican cleric John Wesley) 

suggests: 

 Depravity may be total, and we cannot turn to God apart 

from his divine invitation and grace. 

 But the Atonement is intended for everyone, not merely 

those God has selected. 
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He died for everyone so that those who receive his 

new life will no longer live for themselves. Instead, 

they will live for Christ… (2 Corinthians 5:15 NLT)  

 However, because God loves us and wants us to come to 

him by our own choice, grace is prevenient (which 

means it enables us to come to God — and certainly 

gives us every reason to come to God — but does not 

compel us to come to God). 

 Therefore, we retain free will. God’s election is 

conditional and extended to those who pursue God by 

faith, so our predestination is not about who will believe 

but rather about what happens to those who believe. 

 And because God’s election is conditional, our eternal 

security is conditional as well. We can rest with full 

confidence and assurance that we remain in Christ… 

unless we knowingly and willfully choose to sever our 

relationship with Jesus and renounce our faith. Such 

apostasy, according to this view of the warnings of 

Hebrews, becomes irremediable. 

(By the way, Calvinists may have their “TULIP” 

acronym, but Arminianists summarize their beliefs with 

“CHRYSANTHOMOM.” No, I’m kidding… I don’t even know 

what all those letters would stand for… ) 
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Navigating the Conflict 

 So on the one hand we have those who focus on the 

sovereignty of God (traditionally the Presbyterians, 

the Lutherans, the Reformed churches, the Credobaptist 

Charismatics like the Sovereign Grace movement, and 

such)… 

 …and on the other hand we have those who focus on the 

free will of people (traditionally the Methodists, the 

early Baptists, the Seventh-Day Adventists, the 

Nazarenes, the Mennonites & Amish, and even the 

Salvation Army). 

All these groups stumble into the warnings of Hebrews 

6 and Hebrews 10 and they find themselves sharply divided 

about how someone comes to faith in Christ and whether or 

not someone can genuinely walk away from their faith and 

face damnation. 

The accusations flung between the two groups over the 

past 400+ years have been vicious. Those who focus on 

sovereignty accuse others of relying on their own efforts for 

salvation while diminishing the power and efficacy of God. 

Those who focus on free will accuse others of using their 

sense of eternal security as a license to sin without fear of 

consequence. 
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And you’re wondering what I’m going to suggest is the 

real truth, right? What do I think about the question we 

started with: 

Can a Christian lose his/her salvation? 

I think it’s the wrong question to ask. (Oh, sure, I’ve got 

an opinion on the whole debate. In fact, just the past week — 

in a totally unexpected and seemingly random moment — I 

had to grab some information from an old file that I haven’t 

accessed in years. And, for some strange reason, accidentally 

stuck in that unrelated file folder was a term paper I wrote 

nearly two decades ago detailing my position on the 

warnings of Hebrews 6 & 10 to Dr. Scot McKnight when I 

was in seminary. I got a real kick out of God reminding me of 

my thought process about all this and the position that I 

defended.) 

It might be fascinating to argue one side or the other, 

but I believe that would be a dangerous distraction. Because, 

let’s face it, the real reason most people ask that question is 

because — even though they may not say it — they want to 

know how far can they wander away from an intimate 

relationship with God before their eternal fate might be 

in jeopardy. 
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And that’s the wrong question to ask. The better 

question to ask relates to the whole point being made in 

these severe warnings from Hebrews 6 & 10: Why would 

anyone want to move backward toward despair & death 

when they could move forward toward hope & life? 

Forward is hope & life. 

Backward is despair & death. 

After all, because Jesus is the final sacrifice on behalf of 

all the sins of mankind, 

If we deliberately continue sinning after we have 

received knowledge of the truth, there is no longer 

any sacrifice that will cover these sins. (Hebrews 

10:26 NLT)  

Jesus is greater than all that has come before, and he is 

the only hope that remains for the rest of history. There is 

nothing greater than Jesus coming down the pike.  

That’s why Hebrews 10 doesn’t invite us to ponder just 

how far away we can move in our faith before risking 

judgment, but instead says: 
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Do not throw away this confident trust in the Lord. 

Remember the great reward it brings you! (Hebrews 

10:35 NLT)  

And it’s why Hebrews 6 doesn’t entangle us in some 

sort of divisive debate about the efficacy of the atonement of 

Christ or any possible limitations to his election and grace, 

but instead offers encouragement to us. Yes, the author 

throws out these shocking warnings, but he then says: 

Dear friends, even though we are talking this way, 

we really don’t believe it applies to you. We are 

confident that you are meant for better things, 

things that come with salvation. (Hebrews 6:9 NLT)  

The focus is never on how far backward we might go in 

our faith, but always on how far forward we should continue 

to run so that we will always draw closer to God, become 

more intimate with God, grow in our knowledge and 

experience of him, and grow in our effectiveness for his 

kingdom. 

Besides, frankly, there are a whole lot of us theologians 

out there who  celebrate the sovereignty of God who exists 

outside of time and space and omnisciently knows all things 

including our unique journeys through life and the faith we 

we will have in him that leads us into salvation and eternal 
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glory, while we also  celebrate the free will that God has 

lovingly extended to us so that we might truly choose a 

relationship with him and live out his increasing, sanctifying 

righteousness within the context of time and space from a 

mortal perspective. We find peace that it’s not an “either – 

or” but rather a wondrous mystery to be sovereignly chosen 

by God’s undeniable grace while also embracing his loving 

invitation and choosing to surrender ourselves to him by 

faith and obedience.  

We simply want to focus on drawing closer to the God 

who never lets us go. 

And if someone comes along and challenges that resolve 

and tries to draw us into a conflicted theological debate, 

suggesting that they can’t wrap their minds around our 

sense of peace with the mystery of God’s sovereignty and 

our free will, we simply suggest that “mystery” is a beautiful 

thing. Just think of the hypostatic union of Christ (who is 

fully God and fully man at the same time without any conflict 

of nature). Or, even better, let’s ponder the triune nature of 

God who has one unfractured divine nature and identity 

while also eternally existing in a loving unity of three equally 

divine Persons: Father, Son and Spirit. We’ll just smile 

knowingly and peacefully, resonating with the thoughts of 

Paul who delighted in… 
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…the mystery of Christ (Ephesians 3:4) 

…the mystery of the gospel (Ephesians 6:19)  

…the mystery hidden for ages and generations but 

now revealed to his saints (Colossians 1:26)  

…the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is 

Christ in you, the hope of glory. (Colossians 1:27)  

And notice that the “mystery” is not a theological puzzle 

to solve which could potentially fracture God’s people, but 

rather a “mystery” to be celebrated, to be pursued, to be 

loved: Christ! Christ in us! 

Conclusion 

So let us draw ever closer to God, because… 

We are confident that you are meant for better 

things, things that come with salvation. (Hebrews 6:9 NLT)  

Let us draw ever closer to God, because… 

If we are faithful to the end, trusting God just as 

firmly as when we first believed, we will share in all 

that belongs to Christ. (Hebrews 3:14 NLT)  



Page 24 of 24 

Let us draw ever closer to God, because… 

God has said, “I will never fail you. I will never 

abandon you.” (Hebrews 13:5 NLT)  

 

PRAYER  •  SONG: Draw Me Close 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


