
HEBREWS 3:7-19

God has called us to faith in Christ, forming out of a disobedient people a community which shows 

forth the glory of his grace. But we shall be a part of that community only as we continue in faith,  

persevering to the end and enduring all manner of trials, holding on in everything to our trust and 

confidence in God as the foundation and root of our existence.

The warning that the writer to the Hebrews brings to us is that if we have heard God call us through the 

Spirit which has been sent into the world to witness to Christ, we must pay careful heed to what has 

been said. For if there is no escape for those who paid no heed to what angels have said, there is 

certainly no escape for those who show contempt for the Holy Spirit.

While the writer to the Hebrews has compared Christ with Moses, and shown how Christ is superior to 

Moses, he did not want to denigrate Moses but to show that Moses was not typical of the Israelites. 

While Moses was faithful, he was an exception, since the rest of Israel proved itself prone to rebellion 

and idolatry. So in order to convince the Hebrew Christians of the need to hold fast to the faith, he 

shows them the exceptional character of Moses. His behaviour was not typical of the Israelites. His 

point then is to show the superiority of Christ to Moses in order to show that while the Israelites were 

unlike the one they were to follow, in that they rebelled against God, Christians by contrast are to be 

like Christ, exhibiting his faith as Christ lives out his life in them by the Spirit. But the warning of this 

passage of the letter to the Hebrews is that continuing in this path is by no means certain: it is only by 

persevering in faith that we will endure to the end and thus be saved.

This warning to the faithful, which as the writer to the Hebrews says, comes from the Holy Spirit, is 

found in the words of Psalm 95. So, as the Holy Spirit says: Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden  

your hearts as you did in the rebellion, during the time of testing in the desert, where your fathers  

tested and tried me and for forty years saw what I did. That is why I was angry with that generation,  

and I said, `Their hearts are always going astray, and they have not known my ways.' So I declared on  

oath in my anger, `They shall never enter my rest.'" The Israelites rebelled against God and resisted the 

commands that were given to them through Moses. These commands were not arduous, since they 

came even  prior  to  the  giving  of  the  Ten  Commandments.  The  commandments  were  simple,  the 

command to rest on the sabbath day, and the command to trust the Lord to supply them with food and 

drink. But instead of trusting the Lord, they grumbled about the lack of food, and instead of gratitude to 
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the Lord for delivering them from the Egyptians, they complained that in Egypt they had plenty of food 

to eat, but the Lord was letting them starve in the desert.

In response to their complaints, the Lord sent them manna every morning, so they could gather all they 

needed from the ground. So every day the miracle was repeated; they were fed from the hand of the 

Lord, and as it says in the Psalms, Men ate the bread of angels. [Psalm 78:17-31]

But this food was not enough to satisfy their greedy hearts, although it was more than enough for their 

stomachs. The NIV puts it so precisely when it says in Numbers 11, “The rabble with them began to 

crave other food, and again the Israelites started wailing and said, If only we had meat to eat! We 

remember the fish we ate in Egypt at no cost” in spite of the fact that they toiled their lives away in 

misery under  the hand of the Egyptians.  The rabble who did not  believe in their  hearts  were like 

petulant and spoiled children, who when they do not get their own way start wailing and complaining. 

No wonder Moses was exasperated with them and on more than one occasion God wanted to wipe 

them out and start again!

These Israelites, who were contaminated with unbelief and rebellion, had received a daily miracle from 

the hand of the Lord. They did not have to labour for their food and their water, they simply had to 

walk outside their tents in the morning and pick it up off the ground. But now they forgot the hard 

labour they had to endure in Egypt, and in the light of their desert wanderings the past acquired a rosy 

hue. It appeared to them now as a land of luxury and abundance, where the variety of food was in stark 

contrast to the diet of manna, day in day out. Manna for breakfast, manna for lunch, manna for dinner, 

manna between meals, manna as a bedtime snack. Boiled manna, baked manna, stewed manna, fried 

manna, manna cakes, manna muffins, manna bread, only manna, manna, manna, every day for forty 

years. Is it any wonder they got tired of it?

But we must never look at things in this way. What we have received from the Lord is a gracious gift 

from his hand. A sinful, rebellious and idolatrous people do not deserve constant care and love, but 

judgement and swift death. But the Lord is gracious and looks on us all with forgiveness and love, so 

that we do not receive what we deserve but what we do not deserve. The constant love of the Lord 

continues whether we sin or not, whether we obey the Lord or not, whether we worship him or not. The 

sun shines on the just and the unjust, the rain comes for the wicked and the righteous. The grace of the  

Lord is shown to us all. But in the light of this constant grace of God towards us, the warning of the 
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letter to the Hebrews becomes even more important: do not despise the grace of the Lord, for there 

comes a day when God's grace no longer extends to us in patience and forebearance, for there will be a  

day of judgement, when those who have shown contempt for the Lord will receive their just deserts. So 

in the light of the example of the Israelites, who complained and whined, wailed and griped, we need to 

give attention to our own hearts and see whether we are showing ungratefulness to the Lord for his  

constant grace towards us in spite of our sin and rebellion.

The Israelites complained against God and tried his patience for forty years.  They did not have to 

wander in the wilderness all that time, since they could have made the journey from Egypt to Canaan in 

about six weeks. But because of their unbelief they would not enter the land, and so were condemned to 

wander in the wilderness until that unbelieving generation had all died. They constantly griped and 

complained even while undergoing this punishment. So they constantly had to eat manna to remind 

them that their unbelief had prevented them from enjoying the land of milk and honey which had been 

promised to them. But instead of considering what they had missed out on because of their unbelief, 

they pined for Egypt, the land where they had been slaves. 

They failed to learn anything of the Lord's ways in all that time in the desert, and they were constantly 

sinning against God. So God swore an oath because of his anger towards them, and said that none of  

that generation would enter into his rest. This rest was not a permanent holiday, for that was what the 

Israelites had: sun all year round, acres of sand to lie on and get a tan, food dropping from the sky, no 

need  to  work.  Isn't  that  what  we  sometimes  crave  after?  But  that  was  not  the  rest  of  God:  this 

permanent holiday in the sun and the sand was the judgement of God. We are not created to lie around 

and relax, but to work for the Lord in caring for his creation and making it into something wonderful  

through the gifts God has given us. The "holiday in the sun" the Israelites were having was preventing 

them from fulfilling their  creaturely task.  No wonder they were frustrated:  they were permanently 

sidelined from the creation-task, waiting around to die. For the reason they were wandering in the 

desert was that God was waiting for the last of those who were adults when they had refused to enter  

Canaan had died off. Imagine the tension as the time grew near, and the younger generation started 

looking meaningfully at the few older folk who were left. Some old folk now think that their children 

want them to hurry up and die and stop being a nuisance to them. Imagine what it would be like with an 

entire nation watching, waiting for you to die so they could enter their promised land. Such is the 

judgement of God on our unbelief. But the disappointment and rejection the last few survivors felt as 

the time grew near for them to die was nothing compared to the disappointment and rejection of God, 
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who had been rejected by the nation whom he had chosen, and cared for all those years, delivering 

them from Egypt with mighty miracles.

This  tragic  situation,  the death of an entire  generation that  would not  serve God, came about  not 

because of doubt and uncertainty about God and his love, not because of a struggle to recognise the 

love of God in a situation which seems unbearable, but because in the face of God's daily, visible care 

for them in pouring out food from heaven, in the face of the many miracles of deliverance from their 

enemies, in spite of the evidence of God's love from which they could not escape no matter how hard 

they tried, the people of Israel still rebelled and rejected God and refused to believe that he loved them.  

How could such things be? Surely it is almost too incredible to be true. Surely we would never be so  

crass and indifferent, so stubborn and stupid. But that is not what the writer to the Hebrews thinks. For 

he says, think about these people and what they did. The same thing can happen to you, the people for 

whom Christ died, or as he describes them in Hebrews 6, the people who have been enlightened, have 

tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, who have tasted the goodness of the word 

of God and the powers of the coming age. These are the people to whom he says, See to it, brothers,  

that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God. The danger is as 

the writer to the Hebrews warns us, that we too may harbour a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away 

from God. We need to be careful that we too do not despise the gifts which God gives, the gifts which  

come not only to all human beings because of the creation-wide grace of God to everything he has 

made, but especially to those who have recognised and acknowledged God's forgiving grace in Christ. 

Those who have been blessed by the gift of the Holy Spirit and have known Christ, are just as likely as 

the Israelites to show contempt for the gift which God gives us and to turn away in unbelief. The writer 

to the Hebrews addresses himself to his Christian brothers and sisters, and says “See that none of YOU 

has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God.” He does not address this to the 

neighbours down the street who do not believe. It is not something he is saying to the humanists, the 

atheists, the pagans, the idol-worshippers; it is something he says to the Christians in the church: See to  

it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God. So 

how are we to ensure that we remain faithful to God? On our own we can't,  but in the life of the 

community of God's people where he has placed us, we can find assistance in our need. The answer lies 

in the next verse.

But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by  

sin's deceitfulness. We are to encourage one another, challenging each other to faith and pointing to the 
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constant love of God as the source of our strength. If we encourage one another, then we can remain 

strong. If we do not encourage one another, we will be left to struggle on our own, and when we are 

burdened by the pervasiveness of sin in this world, we may find ourselves hardened in heart. Sin is a  

deceit, a fraud, something dressed up in someone else's clothes. Sin is the biggest pretence in the whole 

of creation. It masquerades as something else; it never lets on what it really is, because if sin did that it 

would lose its power over us. Sin is empty, sin is a sham, sin is nothingness. It is not a creature of God;  

it is our own rebellious delusion which has no reality whatsoever. Only what God has brought into 

being is real; sin is not real at all. It is literally make-believe: something we have convince ourselves is 

true in spite of all the evidence against it. The Israelites fell prey to this make-believe: they convinced 

themselves that the care God was showing them was not fit to be compared with the free fish, the leeks 

and onions and garlic which they ate in Egypt. The food they ate was the food of slaves, and they 

deluded themselves that it was what they really wanted. The past took on a rosy hue which it never had  

at the time, since they were delivered from Egypt in response to the groans of their bondage. Such is 

the deceitfulness of sin: it turns our perspective up-side down and deludes us that things were better 

when we were its slaves. This in spite of the fact that the whole of God's creation cries out against the 

stupidity of believing in our sin, but our hardened hearts resist the truth and continue to play games of  

unreality.

So then, in the light of the deceitfulness of sin, we are to encourage one another, pointing out the  

faithfulness of God, the only defence against our sham. For the faithfulness of God is real, while our 

sin is empty pretence. We need to remind each other of this constantly, guarding against the illusion 

that sin would create before our eyes by exposing it to the reality of God and reminding ourselves that  

the enticing vision before our eyes is a fraud. Only God can be trusted; our sinful hearts are all too 

prone to believe the lies of sin, and so we need to encourage one another and keep the grace of God 

before our eyes to expose the emptiness of sin. This is what the Israelites never learned. They did not 

encourage one another to trust in God, but they became a nation of complainers, twelve tribes of people 

who griped and moaned. When one was feeling dissatisfied with the gifts of God, instead of rebukes 

and a reminder of the faithfulness of God towards them, everyone else started joining in and soon the 

whole nation was moaning away, wailing about anything they could think of. They did not encourage 

one another, but they discouraged one another, and as a result a whole generation had to perish in the 

desert. The desert they were so keen to get out of they never left; their bones were mingled with the 

sand forever.  The fate of a nation hung not on military strength or economic might.  They died of 
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complaining,  moaning,  whining,  whinging  and  griping;  not  a  very  pleasant  way  to  go.  They 

complained themselves to death. Such is the power of rebellion and hardness of heart.

We have come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first. The writer 

to the Hebrews tells us that if we hold firmly to the end we will be saved. Our first faith in God needs  

to be constantly buoyed up and strengthened. Our first confidence, the time when we saw the reality of 

God's work in Christ and for the first time bowed to his Lordship, is what we need to maintain. That 

does not mean we do not need to grow in faith. That much is obvious from other parts of the letter,  

some of which we have already touched on, and in other later parts of the letter. But what it does mean 

is that our faith must never be any less than what we began with. We must continue to trust in Christ 

just as we did at the beginning. If we maintain our confidence and continue steadfast to the end, we will 

be saved. The Christian life is not automatic: once started on this path we must be diligent in our faith,  

not relaxing for one moment lest we let our confidence slip from our grip and we fall from the grace of  

God in Christ. We must encourage one another, to hold on in spite of the illusions and delusions of the 

world, maintaining our trust in God no matter what, believing that one day his grace will conquer and 

we will at last be able to rest, after the power of sin is broken and we are safe after the resurrection in 

the eternal kingdom of the Father. Until that day, we must hold fast and never lose our grip if we wish 

to be part of that kingdom, for it is only those who endure to the end who will be saved.

As has just  been said:  Today,  if  you hear his  voice,  do not harden your hearts as you did in the  

rebellion. Who were they who heard and rebelled? Were they not all those Moses led out of Egypt? 

With whom was he angry for forty years? Was it not with those who sinned, whose bodies fell in the 

desert? To whom did God swear that they would never enter his rest if not to those who disobeyed? So 

we see that they were not able to enter because of their unbelief. Therefore we need to hold on to one 

another, and encourage one another in the faith at all times. We must not become like the Israelites who 

lost their confidence in God in spite of the miracles which surrounded them daily. We must not harden 

our  hearts  if  we  hear  the  Lord  calling  to  us,  because  such  a  response  leads  not  to  faith  but  to 

condemnation.  We are prone to rebellion in spite of all  God's  grace,  as the writer  to the Hebrews 

reminds us, since we have before us the example of the Israelites.

Who were they who heard and rebelled? Were they not all those Moses led out of Egypt? These people 

were the ones who saw the plagues of Egypt, the ones who saw the sea open before them so they could  

cross, the ones who saw Pharaoh's army perish in the waves, the ones who saw water come out of the  
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sand, and out of the rock, the ones who saw manna from heaven every day for forty years, the ones 

who saw the pillar of fire and of cloud above the tabernacle; the ones who saw all these things were the  

ones who rebelled against God, so we must never be complacent and think that we would never do 

such a thing as turn away from God. What more could God do for these people to show them his  

constant love? Yet they rebelled and rejected God, and wanted to go back to the fish and the garlic and 

onions of Egypt.

With whom was he angry for forty years? Was it not with those who sinned, whose bodies fell in the 

desert? To whom did God swear that they would never enter his rest if not to those who disobeyed? So 

we see that they were not able to enter, because of their unbelief.

These people who sinned against God because of their  unbelief  and their  complaining died in  the 

desert. God swore in his wrath that they would never enter his rest, and because of their unbelief they 

were never able to enter the promised land. Given the fate of this nation, we need to give careful heed 

to our own attitude and heart conviction. We must attend to the warning given in this letter, and by 

encouraging one another to hold fast to the faith we have in Christ, to trust and to obey him. We must  

build one another up in order that the community of God's people will not be destroyed, so that we will 

enter into the eternal kingdom were we will find our true rest and relief from the delusion and falsity of 

sin.

© Chris Gousmett 2016 7


