
SELECTED COMMENTARY – HEBREWS 5 & 6 
 

Heb. 5:1–4 He can deal  gent ly (v. 2). High priests are human and understand human weakness 
(vv. 1–2); they present sacr i f ices for s ins for others and for themselves (vv. 1, 3); and they are 
appointed by God (v. 4) Jesus fulfills these high priestly criteria (5:5–10), except that he is the perfect 
high priest since he is without sin (4:15) and therefore does not need to present a sacrifice for himself 
(7:26–28). 

 
Heb. 5:5–6 God the Father appointed Jesus to be high pr iest  (vv. 1, 4), as is shown in the 
Psalms. Psalm 2:7 is quoted again (cf. Heb. 1:5), followed by Ps. 110:4. Jesus combines the role of 
high priest with his status as Son of God (see Heb. 4:14; 5:8–10). In Psalm 110 David speaks of his 
“Lord,” who sits at the right hand of God and is a priest a f ter the order of Melchizedek (see 
Heb. 7:1–28 and note on 1:13). 

 
NOTE: We will get into who this guy Melchizedek is next week! 

 
Heb. 5:7 In the days of h is  f lesh. That is, during his entire life on earth (cf. 2:14–15). of fered 
up prayers. The Gospels record many prayers of Jesus (esp. at Gethsemane; see Luke 22:39–46). 
suppl icat ions. A rare word in the NT, it indicates a submissive request (esp. in prayer). with loud 
cr ies and tears. Readers would first recall Jesus’ agonizing prayer in Gethsemane (Luke 22:44), but 
the broad time reference, “in the days of his flesh,” suggests that Jesus’ earthly prayers were 
constantly heartfelt, earnest, and accompanied by tears. able to save him from death. The 
author, clearly aware of the reality of Jesus’ death (cf. Heb. 9:11–14), speaks of Jesus’ resurrection as 
his being saved from or “out of” death (13:20). he was heard. Even as Son of God, it was 
appropriate that, having been made human, Jesus submitted to the Father and waited on the Father’s 
answer (Luke 22:42, etc.). Because of h is reverence describes a reverential regard or fear in the 
presence of God (see Prov. 28:14; Heb. 12:28). Jesus’ piety formed the basis for his prayers being 
answered; and now he stands to intercede for, and help, every Christian (4:16; cf. Rom. 8:34). 

 
Heb. 5:8 Although he was a son. See 1:1–14 and 5:5. Jesus, though fully divine, was also fully 
human. he learned obedience through what he suf fered. Though always without sin (4:15; 
7:26) and thus always obedient, Jesus nevertheless acquired knowledge and experience by living as a 
human being (cf. Luke 2:40, 52), and he especially came to know firsthand what it cost to maintain 
obedience in the midst of suffering. As Jesus “increased in wisdom and stature” (Luke 2:52), 
successive temptations were no doubt more difficult to deal with (cf. Luke 4:12), and as he obeyed 
his Father in the face of each temptation, he “learned obedience,” so that his human moral ability was 
strengthened. 

 
Heb. 5:9–10 being made perfect. During his childhood, Jesus was not lacking in any godly 
character quality, but he was lacking in the full experience of having lived a perfect human life, obeying 
the Father in everything, without sin. The lifelong perfect obedience of Jesus (v. 8; 7:26–28) provides 
the basis for eternal  sa lvat ion (2:10; 9:23–28) and for the ultimate “perfection” of those who 
respond in faith and obedience (10:14; 11:40; 12:23; cf. 7:19; 9:9; 10:1). order of Melchizedek. 
See 5:6 and ch. 7. 

 
Heb. 5:11–6:12 Pause in the Argument: Warning against Apostasy. The author interrupts his exposition 



of Jesus’ role as high priest (4:14–5:10; chs. 7–10) in order to challenge his readers to mature further in their 
faith. He rebukes them for their lack of maturity (5:11–14), lists the basics that they should already know 
(6:1–3), and warns them about the danger of falling away from the faith (6:4–8). Nevertheless, he states his 
confidence in them (6:9–10) while once again encouraging their perseverance (6:11–12). 
 

Heb. 5:11 Though he often encourages his readers (e.g., 6:9–10; 10:32–34), here the author 
scolds them. hard to expla in. Nevertheless, he will later (ch. 7) “explain” the reference to 
Melchizedek (5:10). Earlier, the author had urged his readers to “pay much closer attention to what 
we have heard” (2:1). Now, he calls them dul l  of  hear ing. “Sluggish” (6:12) is the same word as 
“dull.” 

 
Heb. 5:12–14 Hebrews rebukes the readers, since by now they should have matured enough in 
the faith to instruct others. bas ic pr incip les of the oracles of God. The most fundamental 
truths of God (see partial list in 6:1–2; on “oracles”, cf. Acts 7:38 and Rom. 3:2, with reference to the 
law). Mi lk versus sol id food shows the readers’ immaturity in the faith; they are like infants, 
whereas they should be mature adults, well-learned (Heb. 5:12, 14) and well-practiced (v. 14) in 
the faith. 

 
Heb. 6:1–2 elementary doctr ine of Christ . Cf. “basic principles” (5:12). Three paired 
examples of doctrine are given: (1) Christian conversion through repentance (i.e., turning away) 
from works that cannot save and through fa i th in God (on faith, see 6:12; 10:22, 38–39; 12:2; 13:7; 
and ch. 11; on dead works; (2) washings, where the plural may refer to teaching about the 
differences between Jewish purification rites and Christian baptism, and lay ing on of hands, which 
could refer to an initiatory rite at the time of baptism (cf. Acts 8:14–17; 9:12, 17–19; 19:5–6) or to 
other hand-laying practices during prayers for healing and during commissioning of individuals for 
ministry (see notes on Luke 4:40; Acts 6:6; 9:17; 13:3); and (3) the believers’ future hope of 
resurrect ion and the eternal  judgment upon all people (see Heb. 9:27; 10:27; 11:19, 35). 

 
Heb. 6:4–8 This passage has been subject to substantially different interpretations. The central debate 
concerns whether the descriptions of vv. 4–5 (e.g., “enlightened,” “tasted the heavenly gift,” “shared in the 
Holy Spirit,” “tasted of the goodness of the word of God”) depict people who were once true Christians. (1) 
Some argue these phrases do describe true Christians, implying that Christians can “fall away” and lose their 
salvation (cf. note on 3:14, however, indicating a fundamental difficulty with this view). Nonetheless, most 
who advocate this view hold that some who backslide can still return to Christian faith, thus limiting 6:4–6 to 
hardened cases of apostasy in which it is “impossible … to restore them again to repentance” (vv. 4, 6). (2) 
Most argue, however, that although these people may have participated fully in the Christian covenantal 
community (where they experienced enlightened instruction in the Word of God, where they saw public 
repentance occur, and where the Holy Spirit was at work in powerful ways), when such people do “fall 
away” it is clear that they are not true Christians because they have not made a true, saving response to the 
gospel, resulting in genuine faith, love, and perseverance (vv. 9–12). Significantly, they are like land that 
received much rain but bore no good fruit, only “thorns and thistles” (v. 8). They may have participated 
outwardly in the Christian community and they even may have shared in the blessings of Christian 
fellowship; but, like the seed that fell on rocky ground in the parable of the sower, “they have no root” (Mark 
4:17) and they “fall away” when faced with persecution. (3) Another view is that the warnings are addressed 
to true believers, and though they will never completely fall away, the warnings are still the means that God 
uses to challenge them to persevere in their faith and so to preserve those whom the Lord has chosen. 



 
Heb. 6:4 For explains “if God permits” (v. 3); in some cases it is fruitless to expound the deeper 
truths of the faith (or even lay again a foundation of elementary doctrines, v. 1), since it is 
imposs ib le to restore some people again to repentance (cf. 12:15–17). This likely refers to persons 
who in the past may have participated in acts of public repentance, which were common in early 
Christian worship. Here, however, they have apparently “fallen away” in such a decisive and 
irrevocable manner that “they are crucifying once again the Son of God … and holding him up to 
contempt” (6:6). Having committed such deliberate apostasy, it is impossible (at least from a human 
perspective) “to restore” such a person “again to repentance.” While Christians understand these 
verses differently, it is wise pastoral advice to encourage a person who worries that he may have 
committed such a deep sin, that the very desire to repent and to be restored in fellowship with the 
Christian community is evidence that he has not “fallen away” in the permanent, irrevocable way 
described in this verse. enl ightened. Being listed first, this likely describes the initial entrance into 
Christian community through explanation of the Christian faith (cf. Heb. 10:32). Some have 
suggested that this may also have included baptism. Tasted the heavenly g i f t  probably refers 
either (or both) to the Lord’s Supper or the general blessing that one encounters in the fellowship of 
the Christian community. have shared in (lit., “have become a partaker of”) the Holy Spir i t . 
Some understand this as a reference to a person who has experienced the laying on of hands in the 
Christian community; others link it to the communal experience of the Spirit active in their midst 
producing fellowship and powerful wonders. 

 
Heb. 6:5 tasted the goodness of the word of God. These people (see note on v. 4) have 
heard the truth explained and thus have also learned of God’s creative word (1:3; 11:3). This word 
will be fully exhibited in powers that bring about the world’s renewal in the age to come (2:5; 
13:14), yet, through the present ministry of the Spirit, these powers are partially experienced now in 
the Christian community (cf. 2:4). 
 
Heb. 6:6 Fal len away involves a sustained, committed rejection of Christ and a departure from 
the Christian community. To restore them again to repentance means to bring them once 
again to repent of their sins. This wording alone does not specify whether the earlier repentance was 
merely outward (cf. Luke 17:4), or whether it was a genuine, heartfelt repentance that accompanied 
true saving faith (see note on Heb. 6:4–8). The author is speaking in terms of what can be known 
from observing a person’s behavior. Cruci fy ing once again graphically portrays rejection of Jesus. 
Holding … up to contempt conveys the idea of a public, shameful display. The warning of vv. 
4–8 is substantial: such a falling away treats God’s own Son with such serious rejection that it is as if 
the person wanted again to put Christ on a cross; after such a departure there can be no return 
(though see note on v. 4). 

 
Heb. 6:7–8 land that has drunk the ra in. Drawing on a common agricultural metaphor used 
in the OT and NT alike (see esv cross-references on v. 7; also Matt. 13:24–30, 36–43; Luke 3:17), 
the author warns that those who fall away are like land that does not bear a crop that is useful , but 
only bears thorns and thist les. In a picture of impending final judgment and condemnation, the 
author says that such land is near to being cursed and i ts  end is  to be burned. 

 
Heb. 6:9 Following the dire warning of vv. 4–8, the author expresses confidence in the salvation of his 
beloved audience (cf. 10:32–34, 39). Though he warns that some may fall away (6:4–8), he thinks that, 



generally speaking, his readers will not do this, for they have better th ings than those described in vv. 4–6; 
in fact, their lives give evidence of genuine spiritual renewal, for they have things that belong to 
sa lvat ion. 
 
Heb. 6:10 Evidence is given for the author’s confidence in the salvation of his readers (v. 9; cf. 10:32–34), 
including the good fruit of their service (work) and the love of the sa ints (see 3:1; 13:24). 
 
Heb. 6:11–12 The purpose of the warning (vv. 4–8), indeed of the whole letter, is to encourage earnest 
perseverance unt i l  the end. This demands hope, which is closely allied with fa i th (see 11:1; cf. 10:22), 
and enduring pat ience (cf. 6:15). For s luggish, see note on 5:11 above. imitators of those who … 
inheri t  the promises. Abraham is the immediate example in 6:13–15; other examples are found in ch. 
11 (OT saints) and in 13:7 (church leaders). 
 
Heb. 6:13–20 The Certainty of God’s Promise. Abraham is shown to be an example of one who, 
through patience and faith, “inherited the promises” (vv. 13–15; cf. vv. 11–12). God’s promises are 
guaranteed by God’s own perfectly trustworthy character (vv. 16–18). Therefore the promise of salvation 
through Jesus’ high priesthood is a secure and trustworthy hope (vv. 19–20). 
 
Heb. 6:13–14 promise to Abraham. God’s promises to Abraham include those found in Gen. 12:1–
3; 17:1–22; 22:16–18. Here the author focuses on the blessing God promised to Abraham and his offspring 
in Gen. 22:16–17 (partially quoted in Heb. 6:14), concerning which God—since there is no one greater 
who could assure his promises—pledged by oath upon his own character (see Gen. 22:16; Heb. 6:16–18). 
 
Heb. 6:15 having pat ient ly waited. Abraham waited 25 years for the birth of Isaac (cf. Gen. 12:4 with 
Gen. 21:5), and he did not witness the fulfilled promise of innumerable offspring in his lifetime (see note on 
Heb. 11:13). His patience in faithful waiting is to be imitated (6:12; cf. 11:8–19). In his lifetime, Abraham 
obtained the promise through seeing Isaac born, and through the ram offered on Isaac’s behalf (Genesis 
22). But now there is even greater fulfillment for Abraham, through the fact that Abraham’s descendants are 
indeed too many to count. 
 
Heb. 6:16 Oaths were common legal devices in ancient times as in the modern world (disputes implies a 
legal context). Oaths usually required appeal to some greater authority (often a deity; see v. 13). 
 
Heb. 6:17–18 The two unchangeable things are God’s promise/purpose and his oath. The 
character of God is holy, and he does not l ie. Thus his announcement of his promise is sure, and doubly 
sure when combined with his oath. This encourages one to hold fast  (see 4:14) to the hope (3:6; 6:11; 
7:19; 10:23) of God’s promises. 
 
Heb. 6:19–20 The Christian hope is in the person and saving work of Christ (pictured here as the high 
priest). Anchor was a common ancient metaphor for stability; hope provides security and stability for the 
soul. Clearly, even though the author warns the readers concerning apostasy (vv. 4–8), he believes they can 
have assurance of their salvation. The curta in is the veil in the tabernacle or temple separating the inner 
place (i.e., “Most Holy Place,” 9:3) from the rest of the tabernacle/temple. On this veil, see Ex. 26:31; 
Num. 18:7; Matt. 27:51; Heb. 9:3; 10:20. forerunner. Jesus, who went beforehand and opened the veil, 
now permits others to draw near (9:3, 6–14; esp. cf. 9:8; 10:19–20). h igh pr iest . The author now returns 
to the subject of 5:5–10 (see 5:11). 


