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Lesson 2 Hebrews 4-5-6 Commentary 

4:1. Entering his rest. In this context “rest” refers to all the 
supernatural graces we obtain through grace, particularly that of seeing 
and enjoying God in the future life. This rest, which will reach its 
perfection in heaven and which begins in this life with faith and grace, is 
our true end or destiny. “God works with creative power by sustaining in 
existence the world that he called into being from nothing, and he works 
with salvific power in the hearts of those whom from the beginning he 
has destined for ‘rest’ ” (John Paul II, Laborem exercens, 25).1 

4:2. The word that they heard did not profit them. The good news is 
good news only insofar as it is accepted in faith. The Israelites who 
refused to believe God’s word were not united in faith with those who 
listened—that is, with those who did believe, probably referring to 
Joshua and Caleb (Num 14:24, 30).2 

4:3–8. The believer can be said to “enter God’s rest” because in this 
life he already begins to be intimate with the three divine Persons. In 
biblical terms the “rest” is connected with the Covenant which God 
establishes with men. “Rest” is the reward for faithfulness to the 
Covenant; it begins in this life in the form of serenity and interior peace 
and the enjoyment of material things (such as the promised land), but 
will reach its perfection only in heaven. In this sense, as Psalm 95 
reminds us, God promised his people rest repeatedly: the psalm speaks 
of a “today” when they will enter his “rest”: everyone can begin to enjoy 
“today” the rest of divine friendship, provided he does not harden his 
heart, provided he repents and becomes faithful again. 

 
1 The Letter to the Hebrews (p. 55). (2005). Navarre Bible; Scepter Publishers. 

2 Healy, M. (2016). Hebrews (P. S. Williamson & M. Healy, Eds.; p. 87). Baker 
Academic: A Division of Baker Publishing Group. 
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4:9-11. Therefore, a sabbath rest still remains for the people of God. 
Like the land of Canaan, the Sabbath—the weekly day of repose when 
God’s people cease from work and gather to worship him—is an earthly 
reality that points forward to something far greater: the peace, happiness, 
and intimate communion that we will enjoy with God forever (see 
12:26–28). (Ibid. Healy p. 89) (See Handout – Four Different Rests) 

 4:12. The Word of God is living and active (effective). God’s “word” 
(logos) is his revelation of himself and his will that comes to us in all 
Scripture, now revealed in its deepest meaning by Christ and proclaimed 
in the apostolic preaching (see 13:7). But “word of God” may also refer 
to the person of the Son, as in John’s Gospel (John 1:1–18)—the eternal 
word through whom God created the world (Heb 1:2; 11:3). 

As Hebrews continually emphasizes, God’s word is no mere written 
record from the past. It is a living word, his “voice” (3:7, 15; 4:7), 
through which he continues to speak to his children today. Unlike a 
human word, it is unfailingly effective (Greek energēs, “energetic, 
active, powerful”). It never fails to accomplish that which it declares. 
When God speaks, things happen: “God said: Let there be light, and 
there was light” (Gen 1:3; see Ps 33:9). (Ibid. Healy p. 93) 

4:14-16. Since we have a great high priest. It is only when we become 
aware of our true spiritual condition that we recognize our radical need 
for a high priest to stand before God on our behalf. And the good news 
proclaimed by Hebrews is that we have such a high priest. We can 
approach the throne of the Father confidently, not out of presumption 
but because of the gracious mercy of Jesus our high priest. (Ibid. Healy 
p. 97) (See Handout – Christ’s Priesthood) 

5.1 For every high priest. Only in light of the Old Testament 
background is it possible to appreciate the transformation in the 
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priesthood that takes place in Christ (see 7:12). When an ordinary man 
was made a priest, he required separation from others in order to relate 
to God. But when the Son of God through whom the universe was 
created (1:2) becomes a priest, it is his solidarity with human beings that 
must be assured. Thus Hebrews says, “he had to be made like his 
brethren in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and 
faithful high priest”. (Ibid. Healy pp101-102) (See Handouts - Priestly 
Separation in the Old Testament and Two Types of Priesthood) 

5:7. In the days of his flesh, a reference to the Incarnation. “Flesh” is 
synonymous with mortal life; this is a reference to Christ’s human 
nature—as in the prologue to St John’s Gospel (cf. Jn 1:14) and many 
other places (Heb 2:14; Gal 2:20; Phil 1:22–24; 1 Pet 4:1–2) including 
where mention is made of Jesus being a servant and capable of suffering 
(cf. Phil 2:8; Mt 20:27–28). 

Prayers and supplications are very fitting in a priest. The two words 
mean much the same; together they are a form of words which used to 
be employed in petitions to the king or some important official. The 
plural tells us that there were lots of these petitions. The writer seems to 
have in mind the picture of the Redeemer who “going a little farther fell 
on his face and prayed, ‘My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass 
from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as thou wilt” (Mt 26:39). To 
emphasize the force of Christ’s prayer, the writer adds, “with loud cries 
and tears”. According to rabbinical teaching, there were three degrees 
of prayer, each stronger than the last—supplications, cries and tears. 
Christian tradition has always been touched by the humanity of the 
Redeemer as revealed in the way he prays. “Everything that is being said 
here may be summed up in one word—humility: that stops the mouths 
of those who blaspheme against Christ’s divinity saying that it is 
completely inappropriate for a God to act like this. For, on the contrary, 
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the Godhead laid it down that [Christ’s] human nature should suffer all 
this, in order to show us the extreme to which he truly became incarnate 
and assumed a human nature, and to show us that the mystery of 
salvation was accomplished in a real and not an apparent or fictitious 
manner” (Theodoret of Cyrrhus, Interpretatio Ep. ad Haebreos, ad loc.). 
(Ibid. Navarre pp. 65-66) 

5:8. Son though he was, he learned obedience from what he suffered. 
The statement is an elegant rhyme in Greek: he “learned” (emathen) 
from what he “suffered” (epathen). It expresses a principle that was well 
known in the ancient world, even among pagans: there is a wisdom that 
can be gained in no other way than in the crucible of suffering. But 
Hebrews means more than this. As the eternal Son of God, Jesus was 
sinless; he could never have been disobedient. Yet in his human nature, 
frail like ours, he experienced how difficult and costly it can be to obey 
God. Obedience, like all virtue, comes to perfection only by being tested 
in difficult circumstances. (Ibid. Healy pp. 109-110)  

5:10. A high priest after the order of Melchizedek. Two essential 
characteristics come together here: he is the eternal Son of God, as 
announced in the messianic Psalm 2:7: “You are my Son, today I have 
begotten you”. Also he is at the same time high priest not according to 
the order which God instituted with Aaron but according to the order of 
Melchizedek, also established by God. Further on the letter explains in 
what sense this “order of Melchizedek” is superior to that of Levi and 
Aaron. (Ibid. Navarre pp. 68-69) 

5:11. Which is hard to explain.  Just as the preacher was about to 
arrive at the high point of his whole homily, the explanation of Jesus’ 
high priesthood (see 5:10), he delivers a reprimand that must have felt 
like a splash of cold water. Although he still has much to say about 
Jesus’ priesthood (and he will say it in chapters 7–10), it is difficult to 
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explain, for they have become sluggish in hearing. The Greek word for 
“sluggish” (nōthros) could also be translated “lethargic, lazy, dull.” It 
suggests a certain passive resistance to God’s word, an unwillingness to 
listen to its challenging message. God’s people are susceptible to such 
self-imposed deafness, as Scripture often warns. (Ibid. Healy p. 112) 

5:13. For he is a child. The Greek word for “child” (nēpios) is in this 
context better translated “baby,” one not yet weaned. Such a person is 
inexperienced in “the word of righteousness,” which probably means the 
ability to discern and practice right conduct based on the truth of the 
gospel.  

Readers may wonder how this reprimand squares with the teaching of 
Jesus, who exhorted his followers to be like children (Matt 18:3). But there 
is a world of difference between being childlike (having an open, trusting, 
and receptive heart toward God) and being childish (behaving like a child 
who lacks understanding and self-control). (Ibid. Healy p. 113) 

6:1-2. Go on to maturity.  Hebrews summarizes this basic Christian 
catechesis in six headings, arranged in pairs: repentance and faith, 
baptisms/ablutions and laying on of hands, resurrection and judgment. 
All of these elements are featured in the earliest preaching of the 
apostles as recorded in Acts. Interestingly, all are beliefs that 
Christianity shares with Judaism, though understood in a very different 
way. It may be that what the Jewish Christian readers of Hebrews have 
forgotten, or never fully understood, is precisely the radical newness of 
the Christian understanding of these realities. 

The first two items have to do with initial conversion: repentance from 
dead works and faith in God. These are two sides of the same act of 
conversion: turning away from sin in repentance and toward God in 
faith. The Greek word for “repentance” (metanoia) literally means a 
“change of mind,” a sincere repudiation of sin and return to God and his 
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ways. Jesus himself called for repentance and faith as the basic human 
response to his preaching of the kingdom: “Repent, and believe in the 
gospel” (Mark 1:15). Now that he has come, “faith in God” specifically 
means faith in him, the Son, who makes the Father known (Heb 1:2). 

6:2 The second two items are sacramental signs through which grace is 
given: instruction about baptisms/ablutions and laying on of hands. The 
word translated “baptisms” (baptismos) is slightly different from the 
usual word for Christian baptism (baptisma); It may refer to Jewish 
ceremonial washings (as in Mark 7:4; Heb 9:10); thus the RSV 
translation “ablutions.” Or it may refer to Christian baptism7 or, for that 
matter, the baptism of John. What Hebrews may mean is precisely that 
the readers, like other early Christians (Acts 18:25; 19:3–5), were fuzzy 
on the distinction between these. Jewish ritual washings and John’s 
baptism only foreshadowed the infinitely greater reality of baptism into 
Christ, which brings forgiveness of sins, the gift of the Holy Spirit, and 
eternal life (Acts 2:38; Titus 3:5–7). 

Laying on of hands was also an important gesture in ancient Judaism, 
used to impart blessings (Gen 48:14; Mark 10:13) or to ordain or 
commission a person for a task (Num 8:10; Deut 34:9). The early 
Church took over this practice for healing, ordaining, or commissioning 
(Acts 6:6; 9:12; 13:3; 28:8), and also for completing Christian initiation 
by imparting the Holy Spirit and his gifts (Acts 8:16–17; 9:17; 19:6). 

The final two items have to do with eschatology (end times or the last 
things): the resurrection of the dead and eternal judgment. In the first 
century many Jews, though not all, believed in a resurrection of the dead 
and final judgment (Acts 23:8; see Dan 12:2). But now these must be 
understood in relation to Christ. His resurrection is the sign and pledge 
of ours (1 Cor 15:20–22), and he is the judge to whom everyone will 
render an account (2 Cor 5:10; 2 Tim 4:1). The curious phrase “eternal 
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judgment” may be intended to emphasize that the consequences of that 
judgment are eternal and irrevocable (Matt 25:41, 46; 2 Thess 1:9). 
(Ibid. Healy pp. 115-117) 

6:4-6. Impossible to restore again. In the context of an exhortation to 
fidelity and growth in maturity, the letter gives a severe warning about 
the danger of apostasy (turning away from faith in Christ). It is true that 
it is very difficult for an apostate to return to the true faith, very difficult 
for him to change his attitudes, difficult also for someone to find the 
right words to get him to change, for he previously had knowledge of the 
truth and then voluntarily rejected it. However, it is not impossible for 
him to return, for God is infinitely merciful, as is shown in the episode 
of Simon Peter’s denials and repentance. “In the case of physical 
illnesses”, St Thomas comments, “there is no more dangerous situation 
than that of those who suffer a relapse; so too in the spiritual sphere if 
someone falls into sin after receiving grace it is more difficult for him to 
recover and do good” (Commentary on Heb, ad loc.). (Ibid. Navarre p. 72) 

Going Deeper 

Impossible to Restore Again 

The Apostle virtually says: We can go on to higher teaching, 
but it would be wasted on apostates (or apostatizers), for it is 
impossible to convert an apostate. The adjective ‘impossible’ 
is made as emphatic as it can be, standing like a fearful red-
letter sign at the head of the sentence, but we must note that 
the impossibility is placed not in God who can work any 
miracle of grace, but primarily in the apostolic minister of 
reconciliation who has no fulcrum for the work of renewing a 
renegade. The latter in fact has incapacitated himself for the 
reception of ministrations by the paralyzing ingratitude of his 
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rejection of Christian riches and by his complete break away 
from all contact with the source of salvation.3 One might say 
if a person is a true apostate, they have completely turned 
away, denied Christ. That they will never humble themselves 
to repent and ask forgiveness. The final, unpardonable sin 
because they don’t ask. 

6:8. If it bears thorns. The image of thorns and thistles recalls God’s 
declaration about the consequences of Adam’s sin: “Cursed is the 
ground because of you!  In toil you shall eat its yield  all the days of 
your life. Thorns and thistles it shall bear for you” (Gen 3:17–18). Later 
God declared that his beloved vineyard, Israel, which had failed to bring 
forth good fruit, would be “overgrown with thorns and briers” (Isa 5:6). 
Jesus gave similar sharp warnings about those who receive his saving 
grace yet fail to let it produce good fruit in their lives: “Every tree that 
does not bear good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire” (Matt 
7:19; see John 15:6). But the future tense indicates that there is still time 
for repentance, while life remains. (Ibid. Healy pp. 120-121) 

6:9–12. We feel sure of better things. The letter now changes to a tone 
of encouragement. As is typical in Hebrews, words of stern admonition 
are followed by words of loving encouragement, similar to the letters to 
the seven churches in Revelation (Rev 2–3) “After speaking harshly 
about the position of the faithful, to prevent their falling into despair he 
now reveals why he has written what he has: he wants to lead them well 
away from danger. And so, in the first place, he tells them what 
confidence he has in them, and then gives the reason why they should 

 
3 Leonard, W. (1953). The Epistle to the Hebrews. In B. Orchard & E. F. Sutcliffe 
(Eds.), A Catholic Commentary on Holy Scripture (p. 1164). Thomas Nelson. 
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feel confident themselves—because God is not unjust” (St Thomas 
Aquinas, Commentary on Heb, 4, 3). Ibid. Navarre p. 75) 

6:16. Men indeed swear. The Jews regarded an oath as something so 
awesome, so solemn, that they never dared swear an oath by God 
directly; instead they would swear by angels or by the life of men, such 
as the Messiah, Moses, Solomon, or by the gates of the temple, etc. (cf. 
Mt 5:34–36; 23:16–22). Philo of Alexandria, an heir to Jewish tradition 
and Greco-Roman thought, says that “by means of oaths, matters subject 
to doubt before the courts are resolved; what was not clear is made clear; 
and what was regarded as unreliable is rendered reliable” (De sacrificio 
Abel, 91). 

6:17–18. Through two unchangeable things: in promises made by 
God, his truthfulness is doubly committed—as the taker of the oath and 
as its guarantor. God’s covenant with Abraham and his oath to give him 
descendants took place at separate times (cf. Gen 15:7–18 and Gen 
22:16–18). Among the Hebrews, when people made a pact, they 
sacrificed animals; the victims were then quartered and the contracting 
parties walked between the carcasses to symbolize that they would die 
the same death if they failed to keep the pact. God passed between the 
pieces of the animals Abraham sacrificed, in the form of a flaming torch, 
thereby giving him to understand that he (God) was under a most solemn 
obligation to do what he promised. In the second episode this rite was 
not repeated, but he “interposed with an oath”, renewing as it were the 
“passing between” rite that accompanied the covenant. God chose to 
express his promise by following this human form of contract in order to 
make his words more intelligible and to give us greater confidence. 

6:19. We have….a hope. “Hope” in the New Testament is something 
very different from earthly hope, which is a vague optimism that things 
will turn out okay: “I hope the weather will be nice tomorrow.” Biblical 
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hope is confident assurance and expectancy based on the absolute 
trustworthiness of God. Hebrews describes this hope with three relating 
to a ship, the temple, and a race. First, our hope is an anchor of the soul, 
sure and firm.  As an anchor keeps a ship stable in storms or rising tides 
and prevents it from either running aground or drifting away, so our 
hope keeps us from drifting away from Christ, as the original readers 
were in danger of doing (see 2:1), or from being spiritually unstable, 
“tossed by waves and swept along by every wind of teaching arising 
from human trickery” (Eph 4:14). 

Second, instead of being fixed on the shore or lowered to the bottom of 
the sea; our anchor, our hope, is fixed above in God’s heavenly temple. 
It reaches into the interior behind the veil, the inmost chamber of the 
sanctuary, the Holy of Holies. In the old covenant, the Holy of Holies 
was the most sacred place on earth, which only the high priest could 
enter and only once a year (see 9:7). But as Hebrews will later tell us, 
the earthly temple was only a symbol or shadow of God’s true temple in 
heaven (8:5; 9:11), and now in Christ we have been given access to that 
inmost throne room of God (4:16; 10:19–20). As we struggle with the 
ups and downs of this life, we are to hold tightly to that anchor that 
reaches all the way into the presence of God. 

6:20. On our behalf as a forerunner. Third, the Christian life is also a 
race—one that is measured not by speed but by endurance (12:1). The 
race is a favorite metaphor of St. Paul, who urges Christians, “Run so as 
to win” (1 Cor 9:24; see Gal 5:7; Phil 2:16; 2 Tim 4:7). We can have 
hope because Jesus ran the race on our behalf as a forerunner (the Greek 
word, prodromos, literally means “one who runs before”) and has 
entered that heavenly sanctuary toward which we are running on our 
journey. (Ibid. Healy pp. 127-128)  

 


