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Introduction
Hebrews 10:26-31 apparently warns against the consequences of Christians falling back into sin. Many have admitted that the Epistle to the Hebrews is a controversial book; in fact according to MacLead (1989, 1), the pass 30 years have witnessed considerable discussion over various aspect of the Epistle to the Hebrews. On the other hand, Hebrews 10:26-31 is certainly one of the very difficult passages of the Bible to comprehend. Paul Tanner (2006, 57) concurs with this opinion when he states inter alia that this passage is the most difficult passage of the New Testament. Bruce (1992, 258) admits that this passage was destined to have repercussions in Christian history beyond what our author foresaw. Generally two broad positions have been posited concerning the interpretation of this passage, namely, the Calvinistic and the Arminian schools of thought. The Calvinistic view, also known as the Reformed Theology, insists that those who are warned in this passage are those who are claiming to be Christians but are not. Those people will be punished. By inference, regenerated Christians can never fall out of grace. Their eternal security is certain. The Arminian view opines that those addressed were real Christians who fall into apostasy for which they must be punished in hell. Hence they are saying that it is possible for a regenerated person to backslide and consequently be punished nwith eternal damnation.
	Many writers, like Barrett (1953, 370), Carlson (1959, 298) and Gleason (2002, 97-120) have contributed to the eschatological import of this passage but have rarely assessed its importance to the controversial warning. The aim of this paper is to critically examine the passage against the backdrop of the practice of covenant making in African Traditional Religion, particularly among the Yoruba of southwest Nigeria. In other words, the paper attempts an exegetical excursion  of the passage situating it against an African background.
Exegetical Study of Hebrews 10:26-31
Hebrews 10:26-31 contains one of the several warning passages of the book. In this passage reference is made to habitual sinners and consequences of such hubris. The exposition below will examine this difficult passage and its implications for the early Church and what significance it portends for African Christians today.
Text and translation
	26For if we sin deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the truth there no longer 
remaining a sacrifice for sin, but a fearful prospect of judgment, and a fury of fire which will consume the adversaries. A man who has violated the law of Moses dies without 
	mercy at the testimony of two or three witnesses. How much worse punishment do you 
think will be deserved by man who has spurned the son of God, and profaned the blood of the covenant by which he has sanctified and outraged the Spirit of grace? 30For we know him who said “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, and again “The Lord will judge his people”. 31It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the Living God.

	In verse 26 the Greek words for “if we sin deliberately” (hekousios harmatanonton heman) hint at been conditional. This is of course (lambano meta epignosim) meaning “after the knowledge of truth”. There no longer remains (Ouketi apoleipetai; present passive indicative) a sacrifice for sin. The judgment (v. 27) is fierceness of fire (puros zecos; cf. Isa. 26:11; Zeph. 1:9; Ps. 79:5; 2 Thess. 1:8-10). This is, however, futuristic in the sense that the judgment will not be immediately visited upon the profaner but reserved till the last day. Verse 29 is the center of the passage. The author of Hebrews speaks of three weighty things. First, he says “who has spurned the son of God” (ho ton huion tou theou catapatesas). This implies a scornful neglect and rejection of Jesus Christ. The second is “profaning the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified” which has to do with disrespect for God and holy things. In addition to this, the blood of Christ which is worth much more than gold and silver (cf. 1 Pet 1: 18-21) is counted worthless. Finally, the offender has outraged the spirit of grace, that is, the unmerited favour of God; hence he/she has repudiated God’s initiative to save his people. This passage is one of the several passages emphasizing the person of the Holy Spirit, apparently establishing the fact of the Trinity. Verse 30 and 31 speak of the power and might of God who is able to revenge all evil deeds that are done against him. Secondly, here we are not left in darkness as to who will be the judge and that it is uncomfortable to fall into the hands of the Judge.

Form and Structure
Hebrews chapter 10 may be outlined as follow based on content:
(a) A better sacrifice					(10:1-10)
(b) A better service 					(10:11-18)   
(c) Exhortation to draw near 				(10:19-25) 
(d) Warning never to backslide			(10:26-31)
(e) Exhortation to tarry 					(10:32-39)
	Verse 26 stands at the head of a new section. That this is the case is indicated by the new word introduced. The author has been speaking on the topic of sacrifice, priests and service, concluding on the note that Jesus offers a better sacrifice. Jesus is a better priest who is also serving in the original altar. But suddenly he exhorts people never to revert to apostasy; apostasy in the sense of reverting to Judaism as we shall see presently.
	Within the section under discussion (10:26-31) the following structural arrangement is observable:
(a) A clarion call to stand							(vv. 26-28)
(b) Consequences for those who cannot					(vv. 29-31)
From the foregoing, it is apparent that believers are encouraged never to look back as a result of unpalatable consequences of their inability to keep to their covenantal relationship with God. However , the author speaks here of future judgment, a fury of fire that will consume erring believers.


Literary, Historical, and Biblical – Theological Context
The book of Hebrews is one whose authorship, first readers and even date of authorship are contested. It is, however, never contested that the book is directed primarily to Jewish Christians who were on the verge of relapsing into Judaism. These Jews might be considering the beautiful and alluring temple activities. They had been actively involved in temple service foundation but now they were no longer given recognition, yet believers of the new faith were undergoing virulent persecution. It was against this background that the author of the book marshaled arguments to say that Christianity and Christ offer a better salvation. In his polemic he concludes that Jesus Christ is better than the angels, better than Moses and his priesthood but after the order of Melchizedec. He then proves the superiority of Jesus’ ministry over and above those of the early ministers of the temple. After this he turns his focus on the blood with the conclusion that the blood of animals are inferior to his blood for they cleanse earthly and mundane things while his was taken to the heavenly altar and it cleanses the spiritual matters.
	In relation to Hebrews 10:26-31 one concept that requires deeper elucidation is that of covenant and its components like sacrifice, blood and the person of Jesus Christ. The Hebrew word berith and the Greek equivalent daitheke are usually translated ‘covenant’. The word ‘covenant’ is a legal terminology binding one party to other. This legal matter often confers benefits usually with or without conditions. According to West’s Encyclopedia of American Law, a covenant is a formal alliance or agreement made by God with a religious community or with humanity in general. Christianity also holds that God made an additional covenant through Jesus Christ called the new covenant (Matt. 26:28). There are eight major covenants in the Bible. They are the Edenic Covenant, Adamic Covenant, Noahic Covenant and the Abrahamic Covenant. The others are the Mosaic Covenant, the Davidic Covenant, the Palestinian Covenant and the New Covenant (Gen. 1:26-30; 2:15-17; 3:14-19; 8:20-29:19; 12:1-3; Exodus – Deuteronomy; 2sam. 7:8-19; Deut. 29:1-30 1-10; Jer. 31:31; Heb. 8:8). From the Bible it is apparent that covenant is either conditional or unconditional. When it is conditional it is premised on man’s obedience while the unconditional covenant is the agreement that God will bless regardless of keeping the terms of the agreement. The new covenant is one that was enacted by God after the previous ones had failed in consequence of man’s weakness. It is unconditional and based on the shedding of the blood of his son with the promised blessings that believers will be able to access.
	One thing worthy of note is the fact that in all the covenants certain elements are intrinsically involved. These include the agreement, the oath, the ultimate sacrifice, the witness or witnesses and the feast which is the communion, all of which anticipate the discussion on covenant making in the Yoruba traditional setting. When we look at the New Covenant the terms are that there will be forgiveness, a new relationship with God (cf. Jer. 31:31-34). There is also the oath of making Jesus a priest forever (Heb. 7:18-2; 8:6; 12:24). Jesus becomes the sacrifice with his death on the cross of Calvary. The witness and the feast are encompassed in the communion. 1Corithians 11:23-27 clearly explains this. The witnesses are the partaker at the feast is the sacrificial victim. The New Covenant is for mankind. He stands to benefit by adhering to the terms of the covenant. We come into a new relationship when we choose to become unfaithful to the covenant will be an application for candidacy in hell fire. 
	Before we relate the passage to the African context it is necessary to have a look at a few
Conclusions derivable from the exegesis of Hebrews 10:26-31. One of this is the fact of the covenantal relationship was the product of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. Thirdly, this sacrifice has given the believers unconditional benefits of forgiveness, better relationships and eternal life. The fourth conclusion anchors on the warning not to abandon the covenant. Finally, the passage speaks of a God that visits vengeance upon the breakers of this covenant.

Covenant Making in Africa
According to Awolalu and Dopamu (1979, 210), covenant making in Yoruba Religion enables man to be in communion with God. Like in other religions covenant can be of two kinds. The first is that which is made between man and God, or between man and divinities. The terms of this kind of covenant are dictated by the divine while man on his part has to accept the terms and take on himself the yoke of obedience to divine will. This is also called the suzerainty covenant because its term is unilateral. The other type of covenant identified by the authors is that between two parties, though it may not be effective unless it has divinity to seal it; or better still, they invoke a divinity to seal it. Sometimes a divinity is called upon to bear witness to this type of covenant.
	The Yoruba word for covenant is imule, literally meaning ‘drinking the earth’. The term may have arisen in view of the nature of the activities involved in making a covenant. Whenever a covenant is being enacted, apart from the two parties involved there is usually a priest to minister. The two stand opposite each another with a trench that is dug for that purpose between them, with kolanuts provided inside it. A piece of kolanut is taken from the trench (i.e the earth) from which both parties must eat. Sometimes it may be their blood that is used. This idea is succinctly discussed by Awolalu (1979, 165-177). The divinity invoked to sanction the covenant may be Esu, Ogun, Ayelala or Sango. Interestingly, whatever is agreed upon is believed to be known to the divinity and that if there is any contravention of the covenant the divinity will destroy the erring partner.
	Covenant making in Yoruba Religion follows a similar pattern with that of the Bible. There is an agreement and, then, an oath which is followed by a sacrifice. After the immolation before the witness there is the feasting. Ojo (1999, 52-54) in his book Understanding West African Traditional Religion explains how covenants are enacted among Ogun worshippers. They go before Ogun divinity using his symbols. A piece of kolanut is placed on a piece of iron from which both parties partake after which they drink from water in which a hot iron has been dipped.
	Sometimes certain individuals are born into covenantal relationships that have enacted between their forefathers. In some parts of Yoruba land there are totemic animal that certain people have revered and still continue to revere as a result of their encounter with such animals that saved them sometime in the past. This is a form of covenant which forbids such persons to kill such animals. It is believed that anybody who contravenes this covenant will die immediately and mysteriously, too. Such erring persons may die of gunshot, ghastly motor accident or destroyed with a machete. This is why the Yoruba take covenants very seriously. They know that any unfaithfulness to the oath taken will be visited by the wrath of the divinity invoked during the covenant ritual. Adewale (1994, 54) informs that the Yoruba do not handle covenant breaking lightly.
	The value of covenant among the Yoruba is that it helps people to learn to be honest, faithful and loyal to the obligations. It also helps to resolve quarrels and conflicts and heal animosities this is because the people know that there will be dire consequences upon the errant party of the covenantal relationship.  Hence Balogun (2009, 44) is correct when he says, “… the Yoruba legal culture performs the dual function of peace – making and peace keeping”. According to him, there are two types of crimes, namely, social and spiritual crimes. Social crimes cover those which upset the societal harmony. Notable among such crimes are adultery, fighting, lying, stealing, egocentrism and similar ones. Spiritual crimes are viewed with more seriousness. They include incest, murder, suicide, killing sacred animals, unmasking masquerades and speaking evil of elders. These crimes have serious consequences upon the entire community. Usually many of these crimes are committed against covenants made between the family and the ancestors, community and the land or the community and the divinities.

The Relevance of Hebrews 10:26-31 for African Christendom

from the foregoing it is apparent that there are a few similarities between covenant making in Christianity and African Religion. Like the ones recorded in the Bible, covenant in Africa is enacted between either equal parties or between a higher party and a lower one. Usually it is carried out before a divinity in the shrine or a divinity is invoked to be a witness. There is also the immolation of a victim and shedding of its blood.
	However, it is in light of the possible wrath of the invoked divinity upon a covenant beaker that the passage is most relevant in African context. From our understanding of the process covenant, it is apparent that traditional Yoruba holds covenant in utmost importance, being aware of the fact that any contravention will lead to disastrous consequences. It is believed that once a divinity has been invoked to be witness to the covenant the power of that divinity to visit his wrath on the offender has been activated. The Yoruba believe that odale (i.e. anybody who contravenes the terms of the covenant) will die. Hence they have a saying that, “Eni ba dale a bale lo” (Whoever breaks the covenant will die). Such a person will die a death that is very violent. Hence, even today some Yoruba government officials who take oath of office are afraid to break the oath because they know that doing so might usher in immediate repercussions that are catastrophic upon them and even their families. Thus, if the African Christian has this attitude to his/her covenant relationship with God through Jesus Christ he/she will be more committed to God’s service and to his/her faith. Such a Christian is aware that God is not only merciful, ever ready to forgive sins but also visit sin with the penalty of death. This type of approach to faith will reduce lackadaisical attitude to the worship of God and backsliding among Christians. African Christians are therefore enjoined to carry this traditional attitude to covenants into their reading Hebrews 10:26-31 as this will enable them to improve upon their covenantal relationship with God through Christ.


[bookmark: _GoBack]Conclusion
Hebrews 10:26-31 warns of the consequences which await Christians who fall away from the faith. This passage is most relevant in Africa in the context of covenant making, particularly in the Yoruba traditional setting. The African perception of covenant, when adapted into Christianity will produce a more serious crop of believers than many of the ones we have now. Many of those who call themselves Christians sin with ease because they believe God has saved them. In addition to this, they know that he is an ever forgiving God whose judgement is in the future. Therefore they think if oath is entered into and flagrantly disobeyed, God will forgive the person after asking for forgiveness; the more reason why the moral level of Christians in Africa is dwindling. This attitude will change if African Christians would learn to approach their faith with the attitude of a traditional Yoruba worshipper who enters into a covenant. He/she knows that God might visit him with death if he/she breaks his/her covenant relationship with God.
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