
HEEDING THE WARNINGS 
OF HEBREWS 

Third Warning: Don’t Become ‘Dull’ to The Word!

Dr. Deane J. Woods

the australian shofarthe australian shofar
A Quarterly Newsletter from The Friends of Israel Gospel Ministry (Australia) Inc | September 2011 | Volume 4 | Issue 4

We wish our Jewish friends a blessed Rosh Hashanah and a holy Yom Kippur

[Editor’s Note: Because of space limitations in this 
present article, it has been necessary to address 
The Third Warning of Hebrews in two separate 
editions. Part I covers chapters 5:11 - 6:3 and Part 
II will address chapter 6:12-20 in the next issue of 
The Australian Shofar.]

There is a discernable progression in the exhortatory 
warnings(1) of Hebrews. First, the author(2) warned 
this second generation of believers(3): “Don’t DRIFT 
from the Word!” (2:1-4). He then went on to warn 
them: “Don’t DOUBT the Word!” (3:6 – 4:11ff). 
Next he continued: “Don’t become DULL to the 
Word!” (5:11 – 6:21). The progression, however, 
is a downward spiralling one, spiritually speaking. 
Think about it: Spiritual drifting leads to spiritual 
doubts and doubting ends up in becoming 
spiritually dull towards God’s Word. Furthermore, 
as if these warnings were not enough, the author 
will go on to identify two additional ones in10:19-
39 and chapter 12, especially verses 14 through 
29. These will be addressed in subsequent studies
in this series.

Now we come to Part I of The Third Warning of 
Hebrews, chapter 5:11 through 6:3. Notice in the 
first place … 

I.  The REBUKE For
Spiritual Immaturity
(Heb. 5:[8-10], 11-14)

To appreciate the context, we note the extended 
text from Chapter 5:8 and following:

v8 … though (Jesus) was a son, yet He learned 
obedience by the things which He suffered. 9 And 
having been perfected, He became the author of 
eternal salvation to all who obey Him, 10 called 
by God as High Priest “according to the order of 
Melchizedek,” 11 of whom we have much to say, 
and hard to explain, since you have become dull 
of hearing. 12 For though by this time you ought 
to be teachers, you need someone to teach you 
again the first principles of the oracles of God; and 

you have come to need milk and not solid food. 13 
For everyone who partakes only of milk is unskilled 
in the word of righteousness, for he is a babe. 14 
But solid food belongs to those who are of full 
age, that is, those who by reason of use have their 
senses exercised to discern both good and evil. 
(Emphasis added)

These verses indicated that serious spiritual, 
theological and moral deficiencies existed 
amongst these Hebrews believers. The overall 
picture portrayed the evidence of their spiritual 
immaturity. Their spiritual immaturity was the 
inevitable outcome of their neglect in relation 
to God’s Word. Consequently, they were 
rebuked for this spiritual malaise relative to four 
specified areas:

First, he identified their being lazy (“dull”) with 
regard to God’s Word (verse 11). Second, 
they were therefore unable (and, by implication, 
unwilling) to “teach” (God’s Word and His ways) 
to others (verse 12a). Instead of sharing even what 
they did know with others, they refrained from doing 
so. The reason was because “sluggishness” 
had set in (Cf. 6:12). Their need was for others to 
teach them, not vice versa. Third, their spiritual 
immaturity was overt in that they were content 
with a “baby food” diet of milk rather than the solid 
“meat” of the Word (verse 12b). Finally, they were 
unskilled in the Word in the sense that they lacked 
the ability to discern between good and evil. By 
this, our author revealed that they were deficient in 

their ability to make correct moral, theological and 
by implication, spiritual choices.

By combining together all these specific aspects 
of his rebukes, the author’s implicit conclusion 
becomes quickly apparent: There are inevitable 
spiritual consequences once a believer loses 
sight of who Jesus is, what he has done, His 
present High Priestly ministry in heaven and His 
future role in the Messianic Kingdom and into the 
Eternal State. This Third Warning followed hard 
on the heels of the opening chapters of Hebrews. 
Moreover, the overall context of this passage must 
be remembered. The “superiority of Jesus” 
had been uppermost in our author’s mind and 
he underscored this fact to his readership in the 
strongest terms. Jesus is better than the Prophets 
(1:1-4), better than the Angels (1:5-13), better 
than Moses (3:1-6) and better than Aaron (4:14-
16; 5:1-10). Only this God’s King-Son (chapter 
1) – who is also His incomparable Priest-Son
(chapter 2) – can bring the Hebrews believers a
better hope (7:19) because (as will be shown) He
is the mediator of a better covenant (8:6) which
was established on better promises (8:6ff) and
incorporated their reigning with Him in His
Kingdom (12:25-29).

But there is a condition that qualifies this final 
outcome for our author’s readership. They must 
make spiritual progression! Theirs was the personal 
responsibility: “Hold (your) faith steadfast unto 
the end” (Cf. 3:6, 14; 6:12; 10:23, 35-39). They 
should not succumb to the subtle temptation of 
falling into spiritual defection. That involved going 
back to their old religious regime of Judaism. 
The pressure of reverting to Judaism’s legalistic 
religious system and practices was for them an 
ever present danger. But our author warned them 
that to do so would be a retrograde spiritual step 
with dire consequences.

What is the reason why this danger of spiritual 
defection threatened them? Our author does 
not mince his words. It was because they had 

Hebrews 5:11 – 6:20 (Part I)
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become “dull” of hearing God’s Word and spiritual 
immaturity was the inevitable consequence!

This same phenomenon is equally true for believers 
today who defect from Jesus, spiritually speaking!

A.  The Purpose of The
Rebuke

The author’s explicit rebukes were given to shame 
the readers into going on to maturity. His purpose 
was to elicit a positive, interactive response by 
referring to Melchizedek (vs.10) of whom he would 
have much more to say in Chapter 7. But before 
that discussion could take place, he needed to 
deal with three other areas relative to their sorry 
problem.

First, he went on to address the only antidote to 
their spiritual inertia – “go on to maturity” (6:1-12).

Second, he outlined and elaborated on three 
irrefutable, indispensable bases for the believer’s 
eternal security. These, he showed, ensured that 
faithful pilgrims would share their inheritance in a 
future, Messianic Kingdom. They were explicitly 
identified as: (i) God’s promise to Abraham (6:13-
15); (ii) God’s eternal oath to Abraham and the 
“heirs of the promise” (6:16-18); and, (iii) Jesus our 
High Priest who as “forerunner, has (entered) within 
the veil for us having become High Priest forever 
according to the order of Melchizedek” (6:19-20). 
We will return to these areas in a future article.

Third, it will be observed carefully that the author 
bracketed the section of 5:11 – 6:12 in what 
grammarians call an ‘inclusio’. He used the same 
word “dull” [nothroi, in Greek] of hearing in 5:11 
and 6:12. Speaking of Jesus, the author of eternal 
salvation – the One who is called by God as High 
Priest “according to the order of Melchizedek” – he 
stated in Hebrews 5:11:

‘… of whom we have much to say and hard to 
explain, since you have become dull of hearing 
(Literally: hearings.)”. Emphasis added.

The point was obvious, given the literal translation 
of the word for “hearing”. The plural form 
(“hearings”) is used in the original text. This 

indicated that whenever they heard the Word of 
God, they regularly failed to really listen to what He 
had said. They repeatedly “switched off” to divine 
truth. Familiarity had bred (and continued to breed) 
contempt. They had become disinterested. Drifting 
had degenerated into doubting and now they were 
“dull” as to whom He was, what He did and what 
His future role would entail. When this dullness had 
set in, the desire to “go on” (in faith) with Jesus, 
had entirely dissipated. They decided to give up 
on Him and go back to the Temple worship in 
Jerusalem instead!

B.  The Persecution behind
the Rebuke

Probably persecution and loss of material 
possessions had a part to play in this retrograde 
decision (10:32-39; 12:4). But even those 
hardships, he argued, should be seen in the 
context of eternal perspectives. They should “keep 
seeing the invisible”, as will be shown in chapter 
12. Yet for them, the Temple was visible, tangible
and approachable. It was so much easier to go
there to worship when they wanted to. The Siren
call of the religious rituals of Judaism had drowned
out the “still small voice” of God’s Word (Cf. 1
Kgs. 19:12). They doubted it and the result of
this disbelief further exacerbated their becoming
increasingly “dull” in the hearing of God’s Word.
Each time they were exposed to it, its divine
message became less and less effectual.

Persecution, personal privations and plundering 
of the goods had caused their spiritual ears to 
become “dull”. What about their spiritual eyes 
and minds? They, too, had been affected as well. 
Spiritual sight was now dim. Their minds had 
become dull. They were no longer being “renewed” 
so as to bring life-changing transformation to know 
“the good, acceptable and perfect will of God” (Cf. 
Rom. 12:1-3). God’s spiritual verities no longer 
captivated them. His eternal purposes no longer 
enthralled them. Religious humanism had taken 
over. Lost was the lofty vision as to their real High 
Priest (Jesus), or His being seated at the right hand 
of the Father in heaven (Heb.1:3; 12:2). Gone was 
the longed-for expectation of His Second Advent 
in power and great glory. They had forgotten that 
it would be from heaven that He would come back 
to Jerusalem and be seated on David’s throne 
so as to establish His Messianic Kingdom ((Cf. 
Lk.1:31-33); Heb.12:25-28f). Such prospects of 
grandeur and glory had become submerged in the 
fuzzy dullness of spiritual defection. Sadly, spiritual 
myopia had set in and they focused merely on 
the temporal and forgot the eternal realities of a 
coming, glorious Day! (See chapter 12).

C.  The Profitable Outcome
Desired in the Rebuke

The author expressed his desire that a change 
would occur as a result of his words of rebuke. 
There certainly was a remedy to their problem if 

they would positively respond and apply what he 
is about to say in chapter 6, culminating in verses 
11 and 12:

And we desire that each one of you show the same 
diligence to the full assurance of hope until the 
end, that you do not become sluggish, but imitate 
those who through faith and patience inherit the 
promises. (Hebrews 6:11-12, emphasis added)

What was the connection in his use of this one 
word ‘nothroi’, but translated in these two different 
ways – “dull” in Hebrews 5:11 and “sluggish” 
in 6:12? Is there a subtle connotation implied? 
Yes, there is and it is illustrated in this word-picture 
scenario: Consider an unsuspecting animal in the 
wild. It is speared, or shot with an arrow. The spear 
tip (or arrow 
head) has been 
previously soaked 
in a tranquilizing 
poison. At first 
there is little 
visible reaction. 
The animal 
raises its head, 
looks around 
and nonchalantly 
flicks its tail. But 
then, slowly, 
inexorably, the 
nerve-numbing 
drug takes 
effect. Dazed 
eyes. Dullness 
of the brain. 
Disor ientat ion. 
T h e n 
s l u g g i s h n e s s 
sets in. Progress 
is impeded. The animal begins to stagger. Finally it 
falls in its tracks – an immobile, helpless heap!

So it was with these Hebrew believers – albeit with 
their self-inflicted “dullness” and “sluggishness” 
to God’s Word – and Jesus the Word made flesh, 
Israel’s Messiah. They heard the Word of God 
probably frequently, though as will be revealed later 
in Hebrews, some were absenting themselves from 
the Christian assemblies (Cf. 10:22, 25 and 26). 
The results were devastating: They were becoming 
increasingly inoculated against the effectual power 
of its message in their daily lives!

This sounds all too familiar for believers today, does 
it not? It remains a challenge to all believers for 
as this present writer read recently: Lazy hearing 
of God’s Word, and deliberate disregard for the 
incarnate Word of whom that Word testifies, 
(Jesus, the Messiah), can result in an entire life of 
apathy and sluggishness!

So it was the author’s expressed desire for a 
positive outcome by applying the remedy he was 
about to set forth.
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biblical truth about Israel and the Messiah while fostering solidarity with Jewish people.

II.  The REMEDY For
Spiritual Immaturity
(Hebrews 6:1-3)

The issue that caused his rebuke demanded a 
remedy. What would be required to reverse the 
dilemma in which his readers found themselves? 
Our author was quick to identify the only antidote 
to this spiritual malaise. It would be no good going 
back to basics. The only answer is for them to … 
GO ONTO MATURITY! (See 6:1)

As to specifics with regard to this being realized, 
he outlined and elaborated on these matters in 
the remaining verses of chapter 6. The ‘Big Idea’ 
– to quote Haddon Robinson’s famous expression

– is simply this:
The danger of
‘defection’ must
be avoided by
a persevering
p r o g r e s s
toward spiritual
completeness.
Those few words
give a summary
statement of all
the author wrote
at this point.

Warren Wiersbe 
put it even more 
succinctly in his 
“Be Series” of 
books with a 
chapter heading 
on Hebrews 6 
titled: “Pilgrims 
Should Make 
Progress!”

A.  The Needed Remedy
(6:1-3)

Observe the text (with emphasis added) and note 
the following comments:

v1 Therefore, leaving the discussion of the 
elementary principles of Christ, let us go on to 
perfection, not laying again the foundation of 
repentance from dead works and of faith toward 
God, 2 the doctrine of baptisms, of laying on of 
hands, of resurrection of the dead, and of eternal 
judgment. 3 And this we will do if God permits.

Any discussion about the “elementary principles” 
of the Messiah (Christ) must be bypassed if 
these believers were to progress from spiritual 
immaturity. The term here carried with it the idea of 
“rudiments” or “ABCs”. Basic building blocks are 
necessary to learn to read, write and speak, but 
they must be built upon. Otherwise, there is only a 
foundation and no structure! Put another way, the 
readership were to get out of the Kindergarten and 
progress through Primary and Secondary schools 

to Tertiary level (spiritual) education about Him! (Cf. 
2 Pet. 3:18).

The phrase “let us go on to perfection” was 
the ‘needed key’ and answer to the Hebrews’ 
problem. In the original Greek text, the verb used 
is a simple one: phero. It meant to carry, to bear 
something, to uphold. But the Voice of the verb 
used here can be taken as either Middle Voice 
or Passive Voice. The former understanding 
would emphasize the responsibility of the subject 
doing the action personally and the reflective 
nature of that action. Hence, the KJV and NKJV 
translation: “let us go on …”. If the latter option 
is accepted, then the translation would be: let us 
be borne along …, the point being the subject 
is the recipient of the action and has the action 
done to it. Such an emphasis is consistent with 
the providential enablement stated in verse 3: this 
we will do if God permits. This present writer has, 
however, retained the first option in this study since 
the responsibility was on the Hebrew believers to 
address the writer’s rebukes and for them to apply 
his unique, corrective remedy.

When the author used the term “perfection” 
(6:1b), he stressed the point of “maturity”.(4) His 
inference was not that his readership could attain 
“perfection” this side of eternity, but that they were 
to progress to maturity in Jesus here on earth as 
they “(ran) the race set before them, looking away 
unto (Him), the author and perfecter of faith …” (Cf. 
Heb. 12:1-2a).

The list of specific matters which follows were 
not important foundations for the Christian life, as 
some have since maintained. They were in fact, 
six foundational teachings that “could have (their) 
place in a fairly orthodox Jewish community … 
(and were) existing beliefs and practices (that) were 
used as a foundation on which to build Christian 
truth”.(5) Three pairs are listed:

•  Repentance from dead works, and faith
toward God (vs. 1)

•  Instruction about washings, and laying on of
hands (vs. 2a)

•  Instruction about the resurrection of the
dead, and eternal judgment (vs. 2b)

The first pair is God-ward; the second man-ward, 
and the third forward into the future.

In verse 3, the author identified himself with his 
readership in the specific commitment that is 
needed. The determination is to progress on 
to maturity rather than staying with elemental 
truths. But notice well, “if God permits”. He did 
not mean that God might object. On the contrary, 
he expressed his and the believers’ complete 
dependence on God. If anyone does press on 
to maturity, it could only happen at God’s good 
pleasure(6).

Interim Conclusion: As we conclude this first 
section of the present study, and in preparation 
for Part II in which “The Necessary Remedy for 
Spiritual Immaturity” (6:4-8) and “The Noble 

Remedy” for it (6:9-12) will be addressed, it 
is necessary to reiterate the main point of our 
author’s exhortatory warning: The danger of 
‘defection’ must be avoided by a persevering 
progress toward spiritual completeness. The 
central phrase in the whole passage thus far is 
“Let us go on to perfection” – i.e. to say, “maturity”, 
as we have pointed out(7) (6:1). Then particular 
attention will be given to the adjoining verses that 
conclude the chapter (6:13-20). Again, Wiersbe’s 
telling description is extremely apropos in the total 
context of this Third Warning: Pilgrims should 
make progress! That progress is inseparably linked 
to what the author will elaborate on to the Hebrew 
pilgrims in 6:13-20 – the eternal security of the 
believer! Three bases for this contention will be 
presented and he will show why this doctrine is so 
vitally important to the overall purpose in this much 
debated section of Scripture.

Finally, permit this present writer to set forth three 
salient observations and associated practical 
applications from this study. Hopefully it will be 
helpful to all spiritual pilgrims reading this article:

First, none of us are exempt from facing the same 
danger that the Hebrew believers faced in the 
first century. Spiritual defection is an ever present 
reality and possibility. It behoves us therefore to 
listen to God’s Word with spiritual ears that really 
hear. Otherwise, “dullness” will set in, spiritual 
malnourishment will follow and spiritual immaturity 
will characterize our Christian testimony.

Second, it is incumbent on those in positions 
of Christian leadership and pastoral oversight 
to address perceived spiritual needs of those 
entrusted to their care. Through the application of 
the model so beautifully exemplified in this Third 
Warning, such characteristics as follows should be 
addressed:

• Be on the alert to identify the marks of spiritual
defection amongst your people. This presupposes
a love and care for the flock of God. Pastoral
responsibilities and church leadership means we
are in the “people business”. Howard Hendricks
was right: If you don’t like the smell of sheep, don’t
be a shepherd!

• There is something touching in the fact that
our author again identified with his readership when
he wrote: “… and this we will do if God permits”
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ENDNOTES
1.  The five “warning” passages are found in

Hebrews 2:1-4; 3:6 through 4:11; 5:11
through 6:20; 10:26-39 and chapter 12,
especially verses 14 through 29.

2.  Based on the Textus Receptus
manuscripts, traditionally the author
of Hebrews is said to be Paul. There is
internal evidence of many similarities to
Paul’s writings. “Our brother Timothy”
is mentioned in 13:23 and we know
he was a close companion of this
apostle to the Gentiles. However, down
through the centuries, the authorship of
the book has been debated on extant
textual manuscript grounds. Luther,
for example suggested Apollos as the
author. More recently, Zane Hodges
proposed Barnabas, Paul’s missionary
colleague. As one of the Early Church
Fathers expressed it: “God alone knows
who wrote Hebrews”. Whoever wrote the
book, however, is of lesser importance
when compared to the significance of the
eternal truths revealed in this sacred text
of Scripture!

3.  While this aspect is also debated, when
the following evidence is considered, it
becomes clear that the book of Hebrews
is addressed to Hebrew believers:
(1) The author included himself in the
warning passages as he identified
himself with those so addressed. For
example, “how shall we escape …”
(2:3, emphasis added, and “this we
will do if God permits – 6:3). Thus, he
identifies himself with his readership
primarily in a spiritual sense, even if there

was ethnological identity. (2) The overall 
tenor of all the warning passages best 
fits this understanding. As we shall go 
on to show in this present study, this is 
particularly applicable in chapter 6. (3) 
In 12:25-29, the writer speaks of his 
readership as those who are “receiving 
a kingdom” (verse 28) – a nonsense if 
thought to be referring to unbelievers. (4) 
The essence of the exhortation in chapter 
12 is “to keep seeing the invisible”. That 
is, as the readership has been urged 
to pursue a life of “faith”, this principle 
of “pleasing God” (11:6) is elaborated 
throughout the following chapter. That 
believers are in view is clearly apparent. 
(5) In 13:18, the writer says: “Pray for us”.
If this is addressed to unbelievers, it is
the only reference in the New Testament
where unbelievers are asked to pray for
believers!

4.  The Greek phrase used here is (epi
ten) teleioteta, from the root word (to)
telos, meaning end, consummation,
completeness. It carries the idea
of something that is brought to a
purposefully consummated end through
a dynamic process.(Cf. Phil. 1:6) In this
context it therefore connotes maturity, in
a spiritual sense.

5.  F.F. Bruce, New International Commentary
of the New Testament, ad loc.

6.  The Greek text emphasizes this point:
eanper epitrepe o Theos

7.  See note 4, supra.
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(6:3). Though he had to address a “solid doctrinal 
subject”, he did not defer, notwithstanding his 
readership’s inability to comprehend his subject 
(5:10-14). By identifying with his people, he would 
later be in a position to lead them through the 
intricacies of a theological truth they so desperately 
needed to personally understand and apply (7:1-
28). In this regard, two quotes come to mind as this 
writer typed these words. Regrettably, the sources 
are lost in obscurity, but the truths they convey are 
convicting. Quote #1: “There’s always a danger 
of pastors being invisible in the community all 
week and being incomprehensible in the pulpit on 
Sunday!” Quote #2: “Hey, Pastor, Jesus said, ‘Feed 
my sheep, not my giraffes. Keep the cookies on the 
bottom shelf!” The ministries God entrusts to us 
can go no deeper spiritually than we ourselves, but 
they must be careful to communicate deep truth 
simply (Cf. 2 Peter 3:16). It follows that pastors and 
Church leaders must therefore be diligent students 
of the Word and understand the whole counsel of 
God. Furthermore, our walk must match our talk. 
Jesus is our Great High Priest and His High Priestly 
role must be simply, but fully taught to our people. 
This should be done in the context of identifying 
with our people (Cf. Ezek. 3:15).

Third, the exhortation in Hebrews 6:3 is applicable 
to all believers – be they Jewish or Gentile, whether 
leaders, pastors or members or adherents of a 
local congregation. None of us is exempt. The 
words are all inclusive: LET US GO ON TO 
MATURITY! Well does this writer remember the 
impact of the autobiographical testimony of Isobel 
Kuhn, missionary to China early last century. In her 
book In The Arena, the converted socialite and 
erstwhile celebrity told of a memorable Bible and 
Missionary Convention that changed her life.

The Lord was pleased to bless those meetings 
with deep ministrations of the Holy Spirit. Hearts 
and lives were broken and spiritual life flowed. In 
response and obedience, revival came. Hunger 
for the Word of God was renewed. These ‘deeper 
life’ experiences were not attention-grabbing, 
nor attended by overtly spectacular outbursts of 
supernatural phenomena. Her testimony was of 
simple, deep, consistent response to the Lordship 
of Christ – particularly when the emphasis focused 
on Hebrew 6:1 … “Let us go on to (maturity)” or 
as the KJV has it, “perfection”. Some time later, 
as the newly commissioned missionary stood on 
deck and leaned over the rail of the Ocean Liner 
taking her to China, she was greeted with a mass 
of well-wishers, supporters, colleagues and prayer 
partners. All were looking up, many were holding 
banners with the text “Hebrews 6:1” painted on 
them. Everyone was shouting in unison as the ship 
drew anchor and sailed from the harbour. Their 
cry rang in her ears and in her heart, seemingly 
forever: “Let us go on!”.

  (To be continued)
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