Nothing But The Best #12

“Don’t Be Like That”

Hebrews 3:7-19

Perhaps you have seen recent commercials featuring Rob Lowe and, well, Rob Lowe. The first is the handsome actor who has it all together (and has satellite television), while the second is a less-than-desirable version of the same man (who has cable), either socially-awkward Rob Lowe or extremely hairy Rob Lowe or wimpy-armed Rob Lowe. At the end of each advertisement the first Rob Lowe says, “Don’t be like this me.”

In much the same way the author of Hebrews paints a picture of two nations of Israel: the nation of liberated slaves who were redeemed from Egypt by God’s powerful hand, and the nation of whining, complaining ingrates wandering in the wilderness for forty years. He concludes by saying, “Don’t be like this generation.” Of course, the consequences are far greater than the quality of picture or quantity of channels for your television!
Woven throughout the fabric of the book of Hebrews are warnings that are both true and timely.
 In our study we have arrived at the second such warning passage. The first appears in Hebrews 2:1-4, where the author pointed out the danger of drifting from the Word because of neglect. In this section, from Hebrews 3:7-4:13, he explains the danger of doubting and disbelieving the Word because of hardness of heart.

Remember how the last section ended in verse six: “And we are his house, if we hold on to our courage and the hope of which we boast.” The author picks up on the condition—represented by the word “if”—to warn his readers against allowing their heart to become hard.
 He does so by using the ancient Israelites as an example of what not to be. 
A Historic Caution

The author begins with a historic caution in verses 7-11,

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.’”
Our author quotes from Psalm 95, a popularly used psalm in ancient Jewish worship and in more recent Christian worship down through the years.

Before we look at the quotation from Psalm 95, notice how it is introduced: “the Holy Spirit says…”  This accomplishes two things: first, it impresses the reader with the seriousness of the matter, since this is nothing less than the words of God Himself; and second, it displays the author’s belief that Scripture is God’s Word, divinely inspired by the Holy Spirit as He “carried along” the human authors, according to 2 Peter 1:21. (He echoes this sentiment later in Hebrews 9:8 and 10:15.)
 R. C. Sproul comments,

The fact remains that God is the Author of the whole Bible, and the Holy Spirit moved the human authors to write. There is real value in stressing, as Billy Graham always does, that “﻿the Bible says.…﻿” Most profoundly the Bible is one unified book with one Author, and that Author is God. When the Bible says something, God says it.

So what does the Holy Spirit say in this passage? Using a history lesson from Israel’s past, the Spirit is saying, “Don’t be like those people!” More specifically He says, “Don’t let your heart be hardened.” Some scholars see the quotation as a parenthesis, “so” being followed by verse 12, “So…see to it.…” But it seems better to take “so” with the quotation “So, do not harden your hearts.” Do not repeat their mistake.
 

Think about their situation: After over four centuries (twice as long as our nation has existed!) of bondage in Egypt, God raised up a deliverer (Moses) and through him God performed miracle after miracle until Pharaoh released the Israelites from slavery. As the freed nation left Egypt, Pharaoh changed his mind, and sent his army after them to bring them back. Once again, God intervened, opening the Red Sea to allow the Israelites to cross on dry ground, then closing up the sea on the Egyptian army. God led the people by a cloud during the day and a pillar of fire at night. Six days a week He provided food on the ground so that the Israelites merely had to walk out of their tents and pick up enough for their family. The goodness of God never failed them, yet over and over again they rebelled against Him and behaved as though He were their enemy instead of their deliverer. No wonder Philip Hughes concludes, “The perverseness of ingratitude and faithlessness is nowhere more strikingly illustrated than in the history of the Israelites in the wilderness.”
 Kenneth Wuest adds, “What crass unbelief is shown in such a procedure. What an insult it flings into the face of an all-loving, all-powerful God.”

The result was a hardened heart. What does that mean? A hard heart is insensitive to the Word and work of God.
 For forty years they saw God’s works and yet they did not know His ways. They saw without perceiving what was obvious before their eyes. This was not a matter of incapacity but of unwillingness. They did not want to know.

As a result God was “angry” or “grieved” (kjv) with the Israelites. I’m not sure either of those English terms grasp the true meaning behind the original word. The Greek word prosochthizo means, “to be wroth or displeased with,” and is the translation in the Septuagint of Hebrew verbs meaning “to loathe, be disgusted, to spew out, to exclude, reject, abhor, repudiate.” This is a strong word, expressive of a strong displeasure. God was disgusted at the actions of Israel.

A Horrific Calamity


This led to a horrific calamity, introduced in verse eleven, “So I declared on oath in my anger, ‘They shall never enter my rest.’” The author picks up the thought in 15-19,

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? And with whom was he angry for forty years? Was it not with those who sinned, whose bodies fell in the desert? And 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.
Like a judge pronouncing a sentence on a convicted criminal, God declared to the Israelites, “You will never enter my rest.” That meant was a prohibition from entering the land of Canaan. Instead of going straight into the Promised Land, which should have taken eleven days from Egypt, the Israelites spent the next forty years in the wilderness until the entire generation died off (except for Joshua and Caleb). Even Moses was denied entry into Canaan.

You may be very familiar with that story. As tragic as it was, it makes sense to us. The Israelites were guilty of disbelieving and disobeying God, so He punished them by not allowing them access into the Promised Land. The problem facing us as we study the application in Hebrews is, “What does this mean to us?” How are we like the Israelites, what is meant by Canaan (or the Promised Land), and what is meant by the word “rest”? These are the keys to understanding and applying the text before us.

Let’s begin by seeing how the early Christians—many of whom came from a Jewish background—viewed this event through the perspective of Jesus. F. F. Bruce explains,

The New Testament bears witness, in a number of places, to a primitive and widespread Christian interpretation of the redemptive work of Christ in terms of a new Exodus.﻿ The death of Christ is itself called an “exodus”;﻿﻿ he is the true passover, sacrificed for his people,﻿﻿ “a lamb without blemish and without spot.”﻿﻿ They, like Israel in early days, are “the church in the wilderness”;﻿﻿ their baptism into Christ is the antitype of Israel’s passage through the Red Sea;﻿﻿ their sacramental feeding on him by faith is the antitype of Israel’s nourishment with manna and the water from the rock.﻿﻿ Christ, the living Rock, is their guide through the wilderness;﻿﻿ the heavenly rest which lies before them is the counterpart to the earthly Canaan which was the goal of the Israelites.﻿﻿ 

The moral implications of this typology are pressed upon Christian readers by more than one New Testament writer: Paul tells the Corinthians that the record of Israel’s rebellion and punishment in the wilderness has been preserved “for our instruction,” lest we should imitate their disobedience and be overtaken by comparable judgment;﻿﻿ Jude similarly draws practical lessons for his fellow-believers from the fact that “Jesus, having saved a people out of the land of Egypt, afterward destroyed those who did not believe.”﻿﻿ This typology was familiar to our author, and quite probably to his readers as well; he uses it, therefore, to warn them against giving up their faith and hope.

With this in mind, we equate the Exodus with salvation, being redeemed from slavery by the blood of the Lamb. The Israelites in the wilderness represent saved people. Where we get confused is the application of the Promised Land. Many think of Canaan as representing Heaven and “crossing the Jordan” as a picture of death, usually based on the words of a hymn or spiritual. Canaan, however, was a place of battles, even of defeats, so it is not a good illustration of Heaven!
 The problem with such an identification, though, is the logical conclusion that if the Israelites were prohibited to enter Canaan then we are in danger of being prohibited to enter Heaven; in essence, of losing our salvation. Yet, as M. R. DeHaan puts it,

God did not send them back into Egypt when they sinned to “unredeem” them. They were still redeemed from Egypt, but fell short of Canaan and died in the wilderness. Dying in the wilderness! What a tragic fate for a redeemed people!


John Phillips adds,

They believed in God to bring them out of Egypt, but they did not believe in God to bring them into Canaan. As a result they lost the blessing of the Promised Land. The Israelites were content with half a salvation, so to speak, and that is all they received. Those who disbelieved had to be content with a second-class life in the wilderness, and there they died, never having enjoyed the rest of Canaan. Similarly, today there are many Christians who are saved but who live earth-bound lives with no joy, no peace, no rest, and no victory.

With this is mind, how do we understand the word “rest” in this passage? The Greek term katapausin literally means, “to cease or desist,” a cessation of activity.
 It has the same connotation as the Hebrew in Psalm 46:10, “Be still and know that I am God.” Leon Morris defines this as “a place of blessing where there is no more striving but only relaxation in the presence of God and in the certainty that there is no cause for fear.”

The author of Hebrews uses “rest” in three ways—past, present, and future. In Hebrews 4:4 he refers to it in the past tense, when God rested from His work of creation on the seventh day, referring back to Genesis 2:2. The present sense is seen here in chapter 3, relating to Israel’s rest in Canaan. This was predicted in Deuteronomy 12:10, “But you will cross the Jordan and settle in the land the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance, and he will give you rest from all your enemies around you so that you will live in safety,” and fulfilled in Joshua 21:44, “The Lord gave them rest on every side, just as he had sworn to their forefathers.” The final, future rest is that which all believers will enjoy with God, as seen in Hebrews 4:9, “There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of God.” This word for rest is in Greek sabbatismos—“a keeping of a Sabbath”—and this is the only place in the New Testament where this word is used. When the saints enter heaven, it will be like sharing God’s great Sabbath rest, with all labors and battles ended.
 This is seen in Revelation 14:13, “Then I heard a voice from heaven say, ‘Write: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on.’ ‘Yes,’ says the Spirit, ‘they will rest from their labor, for their deeds will follow them.’”
In our present passage, the word for “rest” is in the present tense, enjoying the joy and peace of God in this life, living in victory over sin, over fear, over worry, over stress. This is God’s will for every believer, and this rest is available as we trust in the Lord day by day. Perhaps we need to challenge ourselves as DeHaan does:

How far, Christian friend, have you walked since the day of your conversion? Some of you have been saved for twenty, thirty, forty years and are no nearer to Canaan and victory than you were then. Ask yourself, “Have I the joy I first knew at the beginning? Do I love the study of God’s Word more today than a year ago? Do I pray as much as I used to, and have I had any recent answers to prayer? Do I witness as I did when I was in my first love?” If your honest answer must be “No, I can see little progress in my Christian life,” then you cannot come to the place of victory and the possession of the abundant life. Have you become cold, critical, cynical and sour, instead of mellowing and sweetening with the passage of the years of your Christian experience? Then you are wandering in the wilderness and will come to the end without ever knowing the full peace of God, and will stand ashamed and empty-handed before Him in that day.

One last thought before we move on. In verse 19 the author writes, “So we see that they were not able to enter, because of their unbelief.” Notice that the author does not say that they did not enter but that they “were not able to enter.” Not that they were not willing, but they were not able. Their hearts became so hard they could not respond. They passed the point of no return.
 This is seen following the revolt against God when the twelve spies reported on Canaan, ten of whom persuaded the people they could not win. After the Lord sentenced them to die in the wilderness, the people tried to invade on their own, according to Numbers 14:39-45, but they were defeated. Unbelief in and of itself prevents us from entering God’s rest.

A Helpful Counsel (3:12-14)

Thankfully, we are not left on that negative note. The author provides a helpful counsel in verses 12-14,

See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God. 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 have come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first.
Here we see the author’s heart. As Raymond Brown points out, he is not only a gifted preacher; he is a devoted pastor. It is not enough for him to remind his readers of the Old Testament story; he presses his message home with compelling earnestness.
 And he provides positive steps to avoid repeating the horrific calamity of the Israelites.

He warns against a heart that turns away from God. “Turn away” is perhaps not strong enough; the meaning is rather “rebel against.”
 This is a deliberate reversal of course. If you have ever canoed upstream and stopped paddling for a few moments, you will drift back, meaning that you have lost ground, but still pointed in the right direction. That is the eqivalent of spiritual backsliding. But to turn the canoe around and start paddling in the opposite direction is the equivalent of spiritual apostasy, the sin warned against here. About such Peter writes in 2 Peter 2:20, “they are worse off at the end than they were at the beginning.” 
Does “apostasy” mean abandoning one’s faith and therefore being condemned forever? That does not fit into this context. Israel departed from the living God by refusing God’s will for their lives and stubbornly wanting to go their own way back to Egypt. God did not permit them to return to Egypt. Rather, He disciplined them in the wilderness. God did not allow His people to return to bondage. The emphasis in Hebrews is that true believers have an eternal salvation because they trust a living Saviour who constantly intercedes for them. But the writer is careful to point out that this confidence is no excuse for sin. God disciplines His children. Remember that Canaan is not a picture of heaven, but of the believer’s present spiritual inheritance in Christ. Believers who doubt God’s Word and rebel against Him do not miss heaven, but they do miss out on the blessings of their inheritance today, and they must suffer the discipline of God.

How do we prevent this from happening to us? Verse thirteen says to “encourage one another daily.” We need to build each other up, not tear each other down! Christians have a corporate as well as an individual responsibility. Personal concern that is merely introspective and introverted is both selfish and unhealthy. In practice as well as in theory, the truth should not be overlooked that “in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others” (Romans 12:5).
 This is not only the responsibility of ministers; every member should be involved in encouraging each other! And notice the word “daily”—not just for an hour or so on Sundays!

Verse fourteen concludes, “We have come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first.” How do we know that we are saved? By keeping our faith to the end. Let me be clear: We are not saved by keeping the faith; rather we know that we are saved by the fact that we hold on to our faith through whatever life throws at us.
 As Swindoll puts it, “The reality of our faith is proven by the continuance of it… If you drift, you prove that you didn’t have the genuine article to begin with.”

When called by the Lord to go to Egypt and lead the Israelites out of slavery, Moses played “Twenty Questions” with God. Finally the Lord said in Exodus 3:12, “I will be with you. And this will be the sign to you that it is I who have sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain.” Think about that: The only way Moses would know for sure that the Lord had truly sent him would come at the end of the mission, not at the beginning. He had to obey completely before he knew for sure! 

The point of this message is not to make you question your salvation. The Bible tells us in 1 John 5:13 that we can know—with confidence—that we have eternal life. Salvation is not a guessing game. Don’t worry whether or not you are saved; keep trusting in the Lord and obeying His Word!

Unfortunately, though, many Christians never grow beyond their second birth. They are born again, adopted into the family of God, but they remain spiritual infants, unable to care for themselves or to contribute within the church family. They live a miserable existence, knowing there is more to life yet not enjoying it. They live in constant defeat, constant failure, constant conflict, constant worry and fear. Their life on earth is empty, and when they stand before the Judgment Seat of Christ they will have nothing to show for their lives. They will be saved, according to 1 Corinthians 3:15, “but like someone barely escaping through a wall of flames” (nlt). We might say, “by the skin of your teeth.”

Let’s not be like those Christians. Let’s not be like the ancient Israelites. We may be the minority—just as only Joshua and Caleb of that entire generation lived to enjoy the Promised Land—but as they proved, any one person with God constitutes a majority! 

Let’s enjoy all that God has for us in this life and in the next.
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