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HEBREWS 6 
COMMENTARY 
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1 Therefore leaving the elementary teaching about the Messiah, let us press on to 
maturity, not laying again a foundation of repentance from dead works and of 
faith toward God, 2 of instruction about washings and laying on of hands, and the 
resurrection of the dead and eternal judgment. 3 And this we will do, if God 
permits. 
 
6:1-2 The author of Hebrews continues from his previous point at the end of ch. 5, 

describing the spiritual condition of his audience and how they need to be striving for 
spiritual maturity. Although there is a chapter break in our modern Bibles, William L. Lane 
points out that “The chapter break is unwarranted and unfortunate.”1 There is certainly no 
content break, as ch. 6 is used by the author to transition his audience from describing their 
state of relative spiritual immaturity to the point of at least potential apostasy, to picking up 
the previous comments he made about Yeshua and Melchizedek (5:10-11). 

What our author means by mentioning “the elementary teachings about Christ” (NIV) 
or “the initial lessons about the Messiah” (CJB)2 can be a considerable cause of confusion for 
those who separate it from its given context. Some, after considering the list of “principles” 
(KJV) that are given, argue that our author is describing the basic principles of Jewish 
theology, and is thus saying that they are inferior to the work of Yeshua. The NIV Study 
Bible, for example, offers the alternative rendering in its footnotes of “from useless rituals”3 
for “elementary teachings.” Commentators like Donald Hagner describe the aspects of faith 
listed by our author as “those elements of Christianity which overlap with Judaism.”4 

It is absolutely true that “washings, the laying on of hands, the resurrection of the 
dead, and eternal judgment” (ESV) are foundational principles of First Century Jewish 
theology that were surely shared with the First Century Messianic community. Paul 
Ellingworth is keen to note, “The list contains nothing distinctively Christian, and of course 
nothing exclusively Jewish; such a sharp dichotomy is alien to a Jewish Christian writing 

 
1 Lane,  47a:139. 
2 Actually rendered elsewhere as “the rudiments of Christianity” (NEB) or “the basics of Christianity” 

(NLT). 
3 NIV Study Bible, 1903. 
4 Hagner, in New Interpreter’s Study Bible, 2159. 
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mainly to readers in the same tradition.”5 It is inappropriate, then, to argue for the so-called 
“superiority” of Christianity over Judaism in this text. Our author’s main argument in vs. 1-
3 is not about the “superiority” of Christianity to Judaism, as many automatically assume. 
His argument is about his audience being “borne on to full growth” (LITV). 

How this is to be understood and realized can be as much a debate in the Twenty-First 
Century Messianic movement, every bit as much as it was for the Believers in the First 
Century. F.F. Bruce renders v. 1 as, “let us leave the preliminary stage of Christ’s message,”6 
meaning of course, the initial teachings in which people need to be trained when they enter 
into the faith. David A. deSilva notably observes that the rudimentary elements of faith in 
view were not only important for Hebrews’ First Century Jewish audience to master, but 
also the non-Jews who may have received this letter as well: 

“The specific content of each element could certainly be filled out in a Christocentric 
manner, however, and need not refer to any pre-Christian experience of being socialized 
into Jewish culture. Gentiles coming into the church would be unfamiliar with many of 
these elements, but even Jews converted to belief in Jesus would need a basic reorientation 
to these tenets in terms of Jesus’ role in, for example, the ‘resurrection of the dead and 
eternal judgment.’”7 

The author of Hebrews emphasizes that his audience is beyond the time for them to 
have progressed beyond the basic principles of Biblical instruction. He asks them why, after 
all the time that has been invested in them, do they have to be trained in the same basic 
Biblical teachings over and over again? These are things that they should already know well 
enough so that they can deal with more complex teachings and subjects. As Warren A. 
Quanbeck states, “It is clear that the ABC’s are to be left behind for growth toward 
maturity.”8 This does not mean that they are to be put aside as being unimportant, but that 
each Believer has got to reach the point where he or she is able to comprehend far more than 
just the Biblical essentials. 

Bruce remarks that “Their minds need to be stretched, and this will stretch them as 
nothing else can. They have remained immature too long; therefore he will give them 
something calculated to take them out of their immaturity.”9 Our author’s treatise is, after 
all, both intellectually as it is spiritually complicated. Of course, there are many possible 
applications regarding people who have become spiritually immature that readers can 
explore and probe, but the principal warning in Hebrews to consider, is that enough people 
in the audience receiving this message were at the possible point of denying the Messiah. 

What our author means by “not laying again a foundation of repentance from dead 
works and of faith toward God” can be confusing. Various interpreters have, at times, 

 
5 Ellingworth, 313. 
6 Bruce, Hebrews, 137. 
7 deSilva, 216. 
8 Quanbeck, in Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary, 905. 
9 Bruce, Hebrews, 138. 
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viewed nekrōn ergōn or “dead works” as pertaining to obedience to the Torah. This is a bad 
conclusion to draw, as “dead works” mostly pertain to the sinful works of unredeemed 
human beings. Our author notably does say, later in his treatise, that the blood of Messiah 
will “cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God” (9:14). Yet, “dead 
works” can also involve activities, mannerisms, and attitudes that are associated with 
presumably redeemed people, who are in desperate need of change via spiritual maturity. In 
the case of Hebrews’ audience, too many were likely going through the motions of being 
religious—and coupled with some inappropriate attitudes, causing many to doubt who 
Yeshua the Messiah was to be for them—and they needed a significant jolt of the Spirit. 

The Jewish character of our author is seen in v. 2 by his reference to some specific 
aspects of one’s basic theology. He first references baptismōn, appearing in the plural as 
“baptisms” (NIV), “abolutions” (RSV), or “cleansing rites” (NEB). There are a variety of 
opinions as to what he is referring to, including: the water immersion required by 
proselytes to Judaism, John the Baptist’s immersion, and the immersion commanded by 
Yeshua (Matthew 28:19). Normally, if this were referring to what we today often call a 
“Beliver’s baptism,” the water immersion that one undergoes as part of his or her confession 
of faith, then “baptism” in the singular would be used. This is likely referring to some of the 
additional components of water immersion as realized within Second Temple Judaism, 
commonly referred to as mikveh in the Rabbinical literature.10 But water immersion goes 
beyond a ceremonial act of purification, as it is also characteristic of a cleansing that is to 
take place in the Messianic Age. Ezekiel 36:25 tells us, “Then I will sprinkle clean water on 
you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your filthiness and from all your idols” 
(cf. Jeremiah 31; Zechariah 13:1). Presumably, these are elementary understandings that 
Hebrews’ audience needed to go beyond in their walk of faith. 

The laying on of hands likewise was important in the First Century Jewish community. 
In the Torah, it was employed by the sinner to transfer his sin guilt to an innocent animal to 
be sacrificed (Leviticus 1:4; 3:2; 4:4; 8:14; 16:21, etc.), or for the ordination of those in 
leadership (Numbers 27:18, 23; Deuteronomy 34:9). By the First Century, those not only 
commissioned for priestly service were prayed over by the laying on of hands, but likewise 
rabbis were ordained in a similar manner. The emerging Christian Church of the Second 
Century appropriated this for the ordination of elders and deacons, and it is still employed 
in most Protestant denominations today. In the ministry of Yeshua and the Apostles, the 
laying on of hands was practiced in conjunction with healing the sick (Mark 6:5; Luke 4:40; 
Acts 28:8). All of these ideas are likely present in our author’s mind. Yet, even though laying 
on of hands plays an important part in one’s spiritual experiences, it is nevertheless 
considered elementary. This means that miraculous healings occurring in the midst of a 
congregation, because of the laying on of hands, could be taken as things that Hebrews’ 
audience must progress beyond. 

 
10 A mikveh is a “gathering of water, esp. the ritual bath of purification” (Jastrow, 829). 
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The final area that our author lists as elementary is the resurrection of the dead and the 
eternal punishment to be meted out upon sinners. The resurrection of the righteous dead, as 
the Gospels indicate and as the Apostles teach, is to occur in the Last Days before the 
Messiah’s appearing (John 5:25-29; 11:25; 2 Corinthians 4:14). Of course, the resurrection is a 
concept rooted in both the Hebrew Tanach (Daniel 12:2) and in the Pharisaical theology of 
First Century Judaism. Even though the resurrection can be a difficult concept to 
understand, and as Paul’s encounter with the Epicureans and Stoics at the Areopagus (or 
Mars Hill) in Athens indicates, it was difficult for many Greeks and Romans to comprehend 
(Acts 17:19)—the resurrection and teachings of eternal punishment are nevertheless 
considered elementary. 

6:3 The author of Hebrews expresses a sincere desire, “God helping us, we'll stay true 
to all that. But there's so much more. Let's get on with it!” (The Message). Mature Believers 
who are diligently seeking the Lord and pursuing a right relationship with Him should ask 
for an extra portion of the Holy Spirit so they can move forward in their faith and handle 
complicated issues. Hebrews’ audience unfortunately had a difficult time with this, to the 
point where some were forgetting about Yeshua. Interestingly enough, we have some of the 
same problems today in the Messianic community. Many who enter into the Messianic 
movement, from either Jewish or Christian backgrounds, or are even being thrust into 
positions of leadership, have difficulty expounding upon the basic tenets of the faith. They 
do not understand immersion or the laying on of hands. Some do not understand the basics 
of the resurrection or eternal punishment, not knowing what to believe about “the 
afterlife.” Suffice it to say, we all have a long way to go as we strive for the maturation that 
the author of Hebrews encourages Messiah followers to have. 
 

 
4 For in the case of those who have once been enlightened and have tasted of the 
heavenly gift and have been made partakers of the Holy Spirit, 5 and have tasted 
the good word of God and the powers of the age to come, 6 and then have fallen 
away, it is impossible to renew them again to repentance, since they again 
crucify to themselves the Son of God and put Him to open shame. 
 
6:4 The statement, “For it is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have 

once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, and have become partakers of the 
Holy Spirit” (RSV), is one which has caused considerable debate over the centuries. This 
verse has been applied in many notable ways going all the way back to the early centuries of 
the emerging Church. The Roman presbyter Novation, for example, interpreted it very 
strictly. A Dictionary of Early Christian Beliefs details how “The Novationists believed that the 
church should not pronounce ecclesiastical forgiveness to repentant Christians who denied 
Christ during persecution; rather, such forgiveness should only be given by Christ 
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Himself.”11 During the reign of the Emperor Decius (249-250 C.E.), many denied the Lord for 
fear of their lives and were not permitted back into the Roman church. 

While this gives us some insight into the spiritual dynamics that were present in 
successive generations of Believers, what was present in the First Century for the author of 
Hebrews to write this? Obviously, by using terms such as “fallen away” he is very concerned 
about the potential actions of his audience. 

The author of Hebrews describes an enlightenment that is extremely important for any 
reader to notice. The Greek verb phōtizō simply means “to enlighten, illuminate: to instruct, 
teach” (LS).12 Those who think that the enlightenment refers to sacraments often focus on 
the definition of “to teach,” as phōtizō is used in the Septuagint in some places to render the 
Hebrew verb yarah meaning “instruct, teach” (CHALOT) in the Hifil stem (casual action, 
passive voice).13 The verb form that our author specifically employs in his treatise is 
phōtisthentas, occurring as an aorist passive accusative participle, meaning “those 
enlightened.” A.M. Stibbs indicates that it “suggests a certain absoluteness and finality, 
indicating something done once for all in such a way that it is of necessity incapable of 
repetition.”14 

Our author states what this enlightenment involves, as it regards those “who have had 
a taste of the heavenly gift and a share in the Holy Spirit” (NEB). In v. 5 he adds that the 
same people have “experienced the goodness of God’s word and the spiritual energies of the 
age to come” (NEB). Lane notes that “The use of the [participle] [geusamenous] here, and in v 
5, reflects the common metaphorical usage of a verb meaning ‘to taste’ throughout 
hellenistic Gk. in the sense of ‘to experience.’”15 An example we see in the LXX where this 
verb is used is Psalm 34:8: “Taste [geuō] and see that the Lord is good: blessed is the man 
who hopes in him” (LXE). We also see it referring to the physical death of Yeshua earlier in 
Hebrews 2:9, where our author writes that “by the grace of God he might taste [geu,omai, 
geuomai] death for everyone” (NIV). 

6:5 Yeshua the Messiah is attested earlier to having died in the flesh (5:7). When 
Yeshua experienced or “tasted” of death, He tasted of it fully; His execution was a most 
horrendous experience where His body ceased to function. In a similar way, those who are 
enlightened by the gospel and partake of the Holy Spirit taste of it fully; this is not just a 
partial experience of “trying out” the goodness of the Lord. Interestingly enough, Louis H. 
Evans, Jr., a Presbyterian Calvinist, comments on how “The term ‘enlightened’ is common in 
the New Testament and almost always means a radical tranferrence out of the condition of 

 
11 Cf. “Novation, Novationists,” in David W. Bercot, ed., A Dictionary of Early Christian Beliefs (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 1998), 476. 
12 LS, 878. 
13 CHALOT, 144. 
LXX renderings of phōtizō for yara include: 2 Kings 12:2; 17:27-28. 
14 Stibbs, in NBCR, 1201. 
15 Lane, 47a:132. 
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darkness into the light of the gospel, into fellowship or relationship with Jesus Christ (see 
Col. 1:13; 1 Thes. 5:4; 1 Pet. 2:9; 1 John 1:6).” He further states, “It is difficult to separate this 
term from the experience of salvation.”16 The enlightenment and tasting in view (v. 4), have 
to be the participation that men and women have in recognizing Yeshua as the One who 
suffered and endured for sinners, and in receiving His redemptive power into their lives. 

6:6 It is important to note that the people our author is referring to “shared in the Holy 
Spirit” (NRSV). With a soteriological construct in mind—it means that such people who 
have been regenerated by God’s Spirit cannot be regenerated again. The author of Hebrews 
writes that “it is impossible to renew them again to repentance.” It is useful for us to keep in 
mind how the salvation experience is often compared to the act of circumcision. The Apostle 
Paul wrote the Colossians that in Yeshua “you were also circumcised with a circumcision 
made without hands, in the removal of the body of the flesh by the circumcision of Messiah” 
(Colossians 2:11). Born again Believers are to each be circumcised in their hearts, so that 
they might be open to the will of God (Deuteronomy 10:16; 30:6). What is important to 
note about such heart circumcision is that it is a one-time process. 

Many Jewish males during the period of the Maccabees practiced a removal of the 
effects of circumcision. 1 Maccabees 1:15 attests that many “removed the marks of 
circumcision, and abandoned the holy covenant. They joined with the Gentiles and sold 
themselves to do evil.” IDB attests that “Some Jews sought to overcome the effect of 
circumcision by epispasm, making foreskins for themselves.”17 Paul refers to this practice in 
1 Corinthians 7:18, where he says that a man called to faith in circumcision “is not to become 
uncircumcised,” literally he is not to be “drawn over.”18 Jewish men who would practice 
epispasm would stretch the skin over the head of their penis so that their foreskin could be 
restored. There is no record of anyone who practiced epispasm being recircumcised, and in 
a similar way one who has been enlightened—circumcised of heart—cannot be reenlighted 
after having fallen away. 

The verb parapiptō, rendered as “fallen away” in v. 6, is defined by BDAG as “to fail to 
follow through on a commitment, fall away, commit apostasy.”19 A fiercely debated 
question, of course, is how someone, presumably in the faith, can at all fall away. Some who 
believe that a regenerated person can lose his or her salvation can think (at least 
unconsciously) that almost any sin can lead to this terrible condition. Obviously, the 
ultimate determination for who is “saved” or “unsaved” rests with God Himself. But Yeshua 
issues a strong warning in the Gospels of one sin that cannot be forgiven: blasphemy of the 
Holy Spirit. He says that “everyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man, it will be 
forgiven him; but he who blasphemes against the Holy Spirit, it will not be forgiven him” 
(Luke 12:10; cf. Matthew 12:32; Mark 3:29). It is important that the author of Hebrews 

 
16 Evans, 132. 
17 J.P. Hyatt, “Circumcision,” in IDB, 1:629. 
18 Grk. mē epispasthō. 
19 BDAG, 770. 
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connects being enlightened to a person who has somehow partaken of or experienced the 
Holy Spirit, because what it would mean is that the person who has fallen away has 
apparently blasphemed the Holy Spirit. 

Blasphemy is a concept that our author’s First Century audience would have been 
familiar with as it is seen in the Tanach. The Prophet Ezekiel is moved by God to say, “Thus 
says the Lord GOD, ‘Yet in this your fathers have blasphemed Me by acting treacherously 
against Me’” (Ezekiel 20:27). But how one reaches this point can remain unclear. Lane offers 
us with some distinct possibilities that the author of Hebrews may have been considering: 

“The aorist tense indicates a decisive moment of commitment to apostasy. In the LXX, 
the term [parapiptein] has reference to the expression of a total attitude reflecting deliberate 
and calculated rejection of God…Apostasy entailed a decisive rejection of God’s gifts, similar 
to the rejection of the divine promise by the Exodus generation at Kadesh.”20 

The sober word from the author of Hebrews is that those people, who do fall away, 
cannot be brought back to repentance. He specifically says, “they crucify the Son of God on 
their own account and hold him up to contempt” (RSV), or they are “subjecting him to 
public disgrace” (NIV). 

When we consider the varied religious dynamics of the large and diverse Jewish world 
of the First Century, why would our writer say that people who are trying to be restored to 
faith are “crucifying once again the Son of God” (ESV)? Does this mean that some had 
already fallen away? Foremost in our author’s mind had to have been addressing his 
audience’s concern that, with the cessation of the Levitical sacrifices in the Torah via the 
impending destruction of the Temple, sin is still forgiven. Having once recognized the 
Messiah’s sacrifice and salvation as legitimate, then committing apostasy against Him—
those who have rejected Yeshua and want Him again, can only bring utter shame and 
contempt upon Him by trying to receive Him a second time. 

Regardless of what was going on in the minds of the largely Jewish audience that 
received Hebrews, our writer wants them to get their attention decisively focused back on 
Yeshua. Those who have in some way decided to deny Yeshua—those who have truly 
partaken of the Holy Spirit and then declare it all meaningless—cannot come to Him again. 

 
Excursus on Calvinism, Arminianism, and the Messianic Movement 

 
Hebrews 6:4-6, perhaps more than any other set of verses in this epistle, may be 

said to have had the most overall impact on theological discussions and debates outside 
this text. What does it mean concerning “those who have once been enlightened” who 
“have tasted the good word of God”? As many of you are probably aware, this is a 
strongly debated Scripture passage among Calvinists and Arminians in Protestant 
Christian theology pertaining to concepts such as predestination, the free will of 
human beings, and God’s elect. I would like to briefly explore whether or not it is 

 
20 Lane, 47a:142. 
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possible for today’s Messianic movement, to at all have its “own” position on the 
Calvinist-Arminian controversy. 

The major issue of human beings’ responsibility and God’s redemptive power in 
the salvation experience, actually goes back to the Fifth Century with the Pelagian 
Controversy. The British monk Pelagius (354-415) advocated that human beings were 
embodied with a complete free will, and he completely denied the sovereignty of God 
in worldly affairs. Salvation in the Pelagian schema was soley a human work, and 
something that was not largely accomplished by God. Augustine (354-430), bishop of 
Hippo, refuted Pelagius’ heresies, but in so doing focused almost extensively on God’s 
sovereignty and His work in salvation. Augustine was right to emphasize that 
salvation was a work of God, largely focusing on John 15:5, “apart from Me you can do 
nothing.” As Alister E. McGrath summarizes, “Augustine understood grace as the real 
and redeeming presence of God in Christ within us, transforming us; something that 
was internal and active.”21 Augustine rightly rejected Pelagius’ view that grace was 
something outside of us that was passive.22 

Moving forward to the Protestant Reformation, the French Reformer John Calvin 
(1509-1564) was largely influenced by Augustine’s view of Divine grace, with his 
followers often emphasizing it as “irresistible grace,” something that one could not 
refuse. Calvin was certainly a brilliant scholar and able exegete of the early 
Reformation, and much is to be gained by examining his works. Calvin’s theology is 
noted by his emphasis on the sovereignty of God and His predestination of all human 
events. Followers of Calvinistic theology believe that salvation is entirely a work of 
God. However, the Calvinistic theology of election emphasizes that God has chosen 
only some to be redeemed, and others He has selected to be eternally condemned. In 
the schema of God having predestined all events in human history is the debate over 
whether God is the author of the Fall and thus the author of sin (supralapsarianism), or 
God’s predestined choices come after the Fall (infralapsarianism). Calvin’s system of 
theology is generally known as Reformed, and in America is largely adhered to in the 
Presbyterian Church and many sectors of the Baptist Church. 

A major issue arose in the Reformation when challenges to Calvin’s theology of 
specific foreknowledge arose in Holland. Dutch pastor Jacob Arminius (1560-1609), 
who had been trained as a strict Calvinist, was asked to refute Dirck Koorenhert, who 
did not believe in specific foreknowledge. Arminius examined his beliefs and became 
convinced that Yeshua the Messiah did not just die for the elect, but for all the world. 
Justo González summarizes Arminius’ principal view that “the final destiny of each 
individual was based, not on the sovereign will of God, but rather on divine 
foreknowledge, by which God knew what each person’s response would be to the offer 
of salvation.”23 Arminius argued for a general foreknowledge in that God has certainly 
predestined particular events to take place in human history, but has left individuals to 
decide for themselves whether or not they want to receive His salvation or reject it. 

 
21 Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2001), 447. 
22 Ibid., pp 443-448 for a summarization of the Pelagian controversy and Augustine’s basic theology. 
23 Justo L. González, The Story of Christianity, Vol. 2 (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1985), 180. 
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The Remonstrance movement in the Netherlands issued what would become known as 
“the open decree of predestination.” While often confused with Pelagianism, the 
Remonstrance movement emphasized “that humans can do nothing good on their own 
account, and that the grace of God is necessary in order to do good.”24 In America 
today, forms of Arminian theology are largely present in the Methodist Church, and in 
various Wesleyan offshoots.25 

The major difference between Calvinists and Arminians today pertains to the issue 
of salvation. Did Yeshua die only for the elect? Or, did He die for all the world? Both 
views rightly emphasize that salvation is to be a work of God via His Holy Spirit. But 
Calvinists largely emphasize that salvation is something that remains permanent and 
cannot be lost, often referred to in the vernacular as “once saved, always saved.” They 
frequently base this on John 10:27-29: “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and 
they follow Me; and I give eternal life to them, and they will never perish; and no one 
will snatch them out of My hand. My Father, who has given them to Me, is greater than 
all; and no one is able to snatch them out of the Father's hand.” Calvinists argue that 
God knows who His chosen ones are, and no one is capable of removing them from 
Him—even the people themselves. 

Arminians, in stark contrast to this, will argue on the basis of Hebrews 6:4-6 that 
an individual can be enlightened and spiritually regenerated, having received 
salvation, but can then reach a point where this salvation is lost. Arminians argue that 
salvation is a work of God, but that the free will of humans can interrupt that salvation. 
Case studies such as Ancient Israel in the wilderness, Judas Iscariot, Simon Magus, and 
perhaps even King Solomon can be offered as examples of those who experienced 
God’s salvation, but then at a later point rejected it because of sin. Arminians are 
generally in agreement with Calvinists over the fact that God has certainly decreed 
particular events to occur through the prophecies of His Word, but would not make the 
argument that God has decreed that every event of every single second has been 
decreed from eternity. 

I am infrequently asked if there is a distinct Messianic view of the Calvinist-
Arminian debate. Based on my experience in the Messianic movement since 1995, I 
would have to observe that there is no distinct view at this point in time. Almost 
anyone taking a position as either a Calvinist or Arminian is taking that position 
because he or she was raised or trained in a denominational setting that adhered to a 
Calvinist theology or Arminian theology. Sometimes Calvinistic or Arminian theology 
is moderated by Messianics as “the nature of God’s universe” is something that cannot 
be fully understood by us as limited mortals. However, as someone raised Methodist 
and being a student of the teachings of John Wesley (1703-1791), I am no exception to 
being affected by this debate as I was raised in an Arminian environment. I believe in 
the general foreknowledge of God, but also that people can lose their salvation. 
Wesleyan-Arminianism, however, does highly emphasize the personal holiness and 

 
24 Ibid., 181. 
25 Consult McGrath, pp 467-470 for a summarization of the basic tenets of Calvinism and Arminianism. 

Also González, pp 61-69, pp 179-183 for summaries of Calvin, and Arminius and the Remonstrance movement. 
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sanctification of the individual—concepts that should be emphasized in today’s 
Messianic movement through its Torah observance—as well as experiencing the 
power of the Holy Spirit. In stark contrast to many Calvinists, Wesleyan-Arminians 
believe in the continuance of the gifts of the Spirit, but may not emphasize it to the 
same degree of many within the Pentecostal or charismatic movement today. 

While I respect some of the theological tenets of Calvinism and the benefits that it 
has brought to Western society—in particular its emphasis on hard work—I have two 
principal problems with Calvinism. My first problem with Calvinism is its doctrine of 
limited atonement. This is the belief that Yeshua the Messiah only died for the elect, 
and thus He did not die for all sinful humanity. (Surprisingly, this view is often based 
on the Apostle Paul’s words in Romans chs. 9-11, where he writes that “those who were 
chosen obtained it, and the rest were hardened” [Romans 11:7].) Wesleyan-
Arminianism does differ from other forms of Arminianism in that it does advocate that 
certain individuals may be chosen by God for damnation, such as Pharaoh, Judas 
Iscariot, or the coming antimessiah/antichrist, but this is few and far between. A 
question each of us has to ask is whether or not Yeshua the Messiah died for the whole 
world, or only a small sector of chosen. Some in the Messianic movement believe that 
Yeshua died only to save Israel, and not the whole world, and in their own way may find 
themselves actually supporting some form of Calvinist dogma. 

My second major problem with Calvinism is its emphasis on eternal security, lived 
out in much of contemporary Christianity by people “making decisions for Christ” and 
then living ungodly lives inconsistent with that of our Lord. Many believe that 
salvation is not something that needs to be maintained by holy living and the 
sanctification process, much like a person would maintain a car, house, or yard. Where 
is the evidence of salvation? Faith is to be evidenced by works, and those works—most 
importantly love for God and one’s neighbor, emphasized by Yeshua (Matthew 22:36-
40; Mark 12:28-31; Luke 10:25-28)—are to give people the assurance they need that 
they are in the Lord. 

The argument over whether or not a person can lose his or her salvation, however, 
may ultimately be solved by personal experience. Many moderates on the issue believe 
that it is pointless trying to figure out whether or not someone falling away was once 
“saved,” or had a false conversion, because the point of Hebrews 6:4-6 is to never even 
be in the position of even thinking of leaving the faith. I generally agree with this, 
because most who deny Yeshua the Messiah (Jesus Christ) have never known Him as 
their personal Lord and Savior or have experienced the Holy Spirit. Still, does this 
mean that every single person who denies Him never knew Him? In the Messianic 
community today, we sadly encounter an increasing number of people who question 
and deny the Divinity of, and later the Messiahship of, the Lord Yeshua. Are they all 
“unsaved”? We must see to it that people in our Messianic faith community never 
question the work of the Holy Spirit in their lives. 

It is notable that the debate over God’s foreknowledge and human beings’ free will 
is not at all given as much attention in Jewish theology as it is in Protestant Christian 
theology. There are certain examples of these two facets of existence that are often 
given for discussion, such as Abraham’s binding of Isaac (Genesis 22) and the 
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hardening of Pharaoh’s heart (Exodus 9). The Jewish Philosophy Reader notes, “In the 
volume of the Mishnah known as the Pirke Avoth (‘Sayings of the Fathers’) Rabbi Akiba 
proclaimed: ‘Everything is seen, yet freedom is given’ (3.19). It is clear from this brief 
statement that already in the 2nd century Jewish theology had at least recognized, if 
not solved, the apparent incompatibility between divine omniscience and human 
freedom.”26 When it comes to the issues as presented by both Calvin and Arminius, the 
Jewish position is much more “let God be God.” 

Messianics who are either Calvinist or Arminian in their orientation are often so 
because of their upbringing or theological training. Certainly, we have the 
responsibility to foster a Messianic environment where people leaning toward 
Calvinism or Arminisiam are both welcome, so a more distinct Messianic viewpoint 
can be developed over time. The debate over Calvinism or Arminianism is an old one, 
and only time will determine if developing a distinct Messianic position is possible. In 
the meantime, we need to make sure that people truly do have salvation in Messiah 
Yeshua, have experienced the regenerative power of the Holy Spirit, and are strong in 
their faith so that they do not even consider abandoning the Lord.27 

 
 
7 For ground that drinks the rain which often falls on it and brings forth 
vegetation useful to those for whose sake it is also tilled, receives a blessing from 
God; 8 but if it yields thorns and thistles, it is worthless and close to being cursed, 
and it ends up being burned. 
 
6:7 Moving forward after commenting that those who reject the Messiah, and then 

think that they can repent again and be regenerated again cannot do so (v. 6), the author of 
Hebrews compares the faith of his audience to land that is supposed to bring forth 
vegetation. He writes that “When the soil drinks in the rain that falls often upon it, and 
yields a crop for the use of those who cultivate it, it receives a blessing from God” (REB). 
Those who remain true to their faith in Yeshua are compared to land that is rained upon and 
“produces a crop” (RSV, NIV). This emphasis could be taken from Deuteronomy 11:11-12, 
where Moses tells the Ancient Israelites, “the land into which you are about to cross to 
possess it, a land of hills and valleys, drinks water from the rain of heaven, a land for which 
the LORD your God cares; the eyes of the LORD your God are always on it, from the beginning 
even to the end of the year.” Just as the Promised Land was seen by the Lord and looked after 
by Him, so does He look after His people who are faithful to Him. 

 
26 Seymour Feldman, “The Binding of Isaac: A Test-Case for Divine Foreknowledge,” in Daniel H. Frank, 

Oliver Leaman, and Charles H. Manekin, eds., The Jewish Philosophy Reader (London and New York: Routledge, 
2000), 122. 

27 For a further discussion on these issues, consult Body and Eddy’s comments in their book Across the 
Spectrum: Chapter 8 “The Salvation Debate” (pp 132-145) and Chapter 11 “The Eternal Security Debate” (pp 165-
177). 
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