
How To Backslide 

 1 

 Therefore let us leave the elementary doctrine of Christ and go on to maturity, not laying 
again a foundation of repentance from dead works and of faith toward God, 2 and 
of instruction about washings,[a] the laying on of hands, the resurrection of the dead, 
and eternal judgment. 3 And this we will do if God permits.  (Hebrews 6:1-3) 

I. It	Is	Time	To	Sit	At	The	Adult	Table	
In view of the previous verses in chapter five, the preacher takes a sudden, 
unexpected turn in these verses. He has just described some of his readers of 
being shamefully infantile –still on the bottle- and even accusing them of needing 
to go back and take Basic Christianity 101 all over again because it seems they 
don’t even get the fundamentals. Yet in this passage we just read, he tells them it 
is time to leave the elementary doctrine of Christ and go on to maturity. The 
preacher was evidently using a bit of sarcasm, (something Paul was fond of 
doing in his writings) when he told them they needed to take the basics again. 
But now he seems to admit they really don’t need to take the course again, they 
just need to advance beyond the basics.  
Here are a few examples of the “basics” the preacher is alluding to. These are 
the simplest, most fundamental doctrines of Christianity that we must not ignore 
and we must not tinker with.  
*Repentance from dead works 
*Faith toward God   
*Instruction about “washings”  
*The laying on of hands 
*The resurrection of the dead 
*Eternal judgment 
If you look closely, you can see that these six items are grouped into three pairs 
– the fundamentals of salvation, the fundamentals of our institutional practices, 
and the fundamentals of eschatology (the study of future events).  
As for the first pair, I can see where people today still struggle with these 
fundamentals. “Repentance” is a very direct word. There is no mistaking how the 
convert should move away from the dead works that occupied their life before 
coming to Christ. We need honest evaluation and spiritual discernment to weed 
out the dead works from our life before Christ. When we try to carry those dead 
works forward and incorporate them into our life after our new birth, we 
complicate matters.  
As for the second pair, many scholars believe “washings” may refer to water 
baptism, but the plural would be confusing. Another option is that it refers to the 
ceremonial washings that were so deeply imbedded in the Jewish culture and 
likely carried forward into Christianity. But that leads us to ask, “Isn’t that part of 
the “dead works” we are supposed to move away from. A third option is it refers 
to the metaphorical washing away of our sins. None of these are overwhelmingly 
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convincing, but we do know whatever it was, it was supposed to be fundamental 
knowledge and practice in that culture.  
Likewise, the laying on of hands had much stronger cultural significance than it 
does to us today. It is not that we don’t understand the significance, but we don’t 
elevate the practice to the place of highest priority.  
The third pair is self-explanatory. Yet Paul had to deal with people in the 
Corinthian church who had messed up the simple doctrine of the resurrection of 
the dead and he had to give them a refresher course to get them back on track.  
This list was to give examples, and not intended to be comprehensive. We might 
have our own list of fundamental truths with include the basics of salvation and 
the Second Coming of Christ. Then we might throw in a couple of cultural 
expectations, like going to church on Sunday. It has become customary for us, 
but nowhere is scripture are commanded to make Sunday the main day of 
worship. What if a community met on a different day of the week because of the 
work schedule of the local industry? That would be ok too. But we typically count 
that as part of our fundamental Christianity. We work through the week; we go to 
church on Sunday.  

II. Practice	Makes	Perfect	
The preacher has already stated one important reason these people need to start 
eating at the adult table.  
14 But solid food is for the mature, for those who have their powers of discernment trained 
by constant practice to distinguish good from evil. (Hebrews 5:14)     
One of my biggest concerns about spiritually immature people is their 
vulnerability. Without having their spiritual faculties fully developed, they are 
sitting ducks for the hunter from Hell. And notice how this power of discernment 
comes. It is the result of mature people who live on a diet of solid food (grounded 
teaching) and are constantly practicing and exercising their powers of 
discernment to refine them.  

III. Danger	Zone!	
4 For it is impossible, in the case of those who have once been enlightened, who have 
tasted the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit, 5 and have tasted the 
goodness of the word of God and the powers of the age to come, 6 and then have fallen 
away, to restore them again to repentance, since they are crucifying once again the Son of 
God to their own harm and holding him up to contempt. 7 For land that has drunk the rain 
that often falls on it, and produces a crop useful to those for whose sake it is cultivated, 
receives a blessing from God. 8 But if it bears thorns and thistles, it is worthless and near 
to being cursed, and its end is to be burned. 

A. What’s	the	point?	
This passage is difficult to process. We are all tempted to bring our 
presuppositions to the table to help unpack the verse in a way that preserves or 
reinforces our theological. The Arminianist will argue this is a clear warning that 
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you can indeed backslide, and the Calvinist will argue that the spiritual markers 
don’t really mean the person was truly saved to begin with. It is unfortunate that 
the preacher uses these somewhat coded descriptors to leave us guessing what 
they mean. What does “tasting the heavenly gift” mean? What does “sharing in 
the Holy Spirit” mean? What does it mean that they “tasted the goodness of the 
word of God and the powers of the age to come”? These phrases all strike me as 
describing someone who had a genuine salvation experience with God. To me, 
this seem to be further reinforced by the fact that these people, whoever they 
might be, walked away from something very valuable and placed themselves in a 
position of being unable to renew themselves to repentance (the word “renew” 
implying having repented once before). 
One commentator described a time he and another Calvinist happened to run 
into two other colleagues of the Arminian persuasion while travelling. All four 
highly respected New Testament theologians sat in a crowded trolley and got into 
discussing this passage. The two Arminianists defended their position as 
expected. One Calvinist argued that the hypothetical character never lost his 
salvation, but was certainly under God’s judgment as a Christian. The other 
Calvinist suggested these people were never truly born again believers to begin 
with. All held firmly to their ideological biases.  
Regardless of how one might interpret this passage to suit their theological 
biases, the fact remains the preacher intended to deliver a very sobering warning 
to his readers not to go there!  
The entire context seems to speak clearly about forfeiting one’s status in Christ 
and turning against Him. I don’t know how anyone can honestly mitigate or 
ameliorate this passage into something less harsh. It is a bone chilling warning. 
Period!  
The point of the passage is to shock the readers into reality. Those who are 
thinking about deserting Jesus are putting their souls at risk. One cannot be 
restored to repentance as long as they are rejecting the only one who can forgive 
their sins. That was the danger the original readers were in. They were thinking 
of walking away from Jesus and returning to their old religion of Judaism. You 
can’t reject the Redeemer and find redemption in any other source. Such a 
person has cut off their lifeline.  

B. The	agricultural	illustration	
We are intrigued that the preacher suddenly jumps to this illustration about crop 
production. We are tasked with figuring out how he intended to make the 
application.  
First, we have to understand the ground is somewhat personified. We are not 
looking at a farmer in this story. The preacher implies the ground bears the 
responsibility of producing or failing. Therefore, we are the ground in this 
illustration.  
Hot on the heals of issuing this sobering warning about the consequences of 
forsaking Jesus, the preacher then likens all of us to one of two types of soil –
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productive or barren. Both receive the same necessary conditions of rain and 
sunshine to be fruitful, yet one fails to bring forth. The land that produces in 
behalf of those for whom it was cultivated “receives a blessing from God.”   
The land that fails to produce, but merely produces thorns and thistles, is “near to 
being cursed” and is “burned over” to get rid of the weeds.  
We can’t get bogged down in trying to make an application out of every detail of 
this illustration. We simply have to grasp the overarching message. God expects 
us to be fruitful. He blesses those who are fruitful and judges those who fail.  

IV. Ending	On	A	Positive	Note	
9 Though we speak in this way, yet in your case, beloved, we feel sure of better things—
things that belong to salvation. 10 For God is not unjust so as to overlook your work and 
the love that you have shown for his name in serving the saints, as you still do. 11 And 
we desire each one of you to show the same earnestness to have the full assurance of 
hope until the end, 12 so that you may not be sluggish, but imitators of those who through 
faith and patience inherit the promises. 

As harsh as this passage is, the preacher turns to a softer message in his 
summary. He didn’t want to leave them scorched. He expresses some 
confidence in his readers that not all of them are being indicted. He may even be 
saying, in an encouraging way, “None of you have to be guilty of this. You are all 
better than this. This is the way of losers, and I don’t believe any of you are 
losers.”  
The people the preacher is writing too have not all backslidden. Some have left. 
Some are teetering. But the preacher takes a more positive approach to 
encourage those who are teetering that they don’t want go down that road. There 
is too much to lose.  
“Don’t follow those who have left. Follow those who through faith and patience 
inherit the promise!”  
That is where we also want to end this sermon today. You don’t want to be the 
one who has invested so much in your spiritual journey then just walked away. It 
is a horrible thing to reject Jesus.  
You don’t want to be the soil that has all the benefits of being productive – the 
rain, the cultivation, the sunshine, then fail to produce what pleases God. You 
want to be the productive ground that God blesses for doing what was expected.  
You don’t want to follow those who are walking away. You want to look to those 
who are rock solid faithful and be followers of them. Look for those who are dead 
set on the course to inherit the promises and hitch you wagon to them.  
There is a sliding away from the genuine faith going on today. Don’t follow that 
foolish crowd. Don’t buy their theological revisionism. You are better than that!  
 
 


