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Text 
So, as the Holy Spirit says: "Today, if you hear his voice, 8 do not harden your hearts as you did in the 

rebellion, during the time of testing in the desert, 9 where your fathers tested and tried me and for forty 

years saw what I did. 10 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.' 11 So I declared on oath in my anger, 'They shall never 

enter my rest.'" 12 See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from 

the living God. 13 But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may 

be hardened by sin's deceitfulness. 14 We have come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the 

confidence we had at first. 15 As has just been said: "Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your 

hearts as you did in the rebellion." 16 Who were they who heard and rebelled? Were they not all those 

Moses led out of Egypt? 17 And with whom was he angry for forty years? Was it not with those who sinned, 

whose bodies fell in the desert? 18 And to whom did God swear that they would never enter his rest if not 

to those who disobeyed? 19 So we see that they were not able to enter, because of their unbelief. 

 

Introduction 
 It’s good to see you again this Sunday.  But can I ask, “Why did you come back?”  

Why do you keep coming back week after week to sing roughly the same songs, hear 

basically the same message, and eat the same morsel of bread and wine?  I mean haven’t 

you decided already what you believe about Jesus? 

 And the answer is, of course, you come back because you need to keep believing 

in Jesus.  Now there are other reasons why you come to church every Sunday, but it’s 

true that we keep coming back because we keep needing to hear the gospel and say, “Yes, 

I believe that!”  You don’t just come to church once and get it all settled, like you might 

go to the DMV and get your driver’s license or the immigration office and take your oath 

of citizenship, never to go back again.  That’s not how being a Christian works. 

 We’re looking at an intense section of the book of Hebrews today.  In short, what 

it urges us to do today is just this: keep on believing.  Belief is essential to being a 

Christian, that’s why a Christian is sometimes called a ‘believer’.  And today we see very 

clearly that belief cannot just be a one-time event, but must be an ongoing thing.  Keep 

on believing. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The What and Who of Believing 
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Now when we talk about being a believer, what do we mean?  We’re talking 

about someone who believes something – he or she believes in certain content, certain 

doctrines.  But it also means not just believing something, but believing someone.  There 

has to be someone standing behind the content which you are believing.  We went to a 

hotel this summer that had an indoor pool with water slide.  I wanted my girls to go down 

it with me.  They were hesitant.  I told them that I would hold them up above the water 

when we came out and they wouldn’t go under.  Now for them to get on the slide they 

didn’t just have to believe an abstract truth – I won’t go under the water; they had to 

believe me and trust me when I promised them that. 

So last week’s text ended with the words, “And we are his house, if we hold on to 

our courage and the hope of which we boast” (v. 6b).  This week’s text, the next verse, 

says, “So, as the Holy Spirit says: ‘Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your 

hearts’” (v. 7-8a).  We must hold on to certain truths, therefore, we must listen carefully 

to the voice of the Holy Spirit.  The content of our belief comes to us directly from the 

mouth of our God.  If you’re going to be a believer you have to hear the Holy Spirit speak 

to you, giving you solid promises to latch on to, promises like – Jesus’ faithfulness can 

count for you (what we saw last week).  You need to hear God himself say that to you, 

and take him at his word. 

Now, how does God speak personally to someone?  How… where do you hear 

God’s voice?  Does he communicate to us through strongly felt subjective impressions on 

the mind?  Do we assume a certain position and clear our heads and expect to get 

something?  No.  We hear the personal, intimate, voice of the Holy Spirit relating to us in 

the words of Scripture.
1
 

This is so cool.  In v. 7 we read, “As the Holy Spirit says…” and then next there is 

a quote from the OT book of Psalms – Psalm 95:7-11.  Now this Psalm was written by a 

long-dead person named King David.  In fact, in 4:7 we are told that David was the 

author.  So David said it and the Holy Spirit said it.  This is what Christians mean when 

they say that the Bible is inspired by Holy Spirit.  God spoke through the human authors 

writing these words.  Now I don’t want to get into all the ins and outs of how that works.  

I just simply want to point out here that the words of Scripture are equated with the words 

of the Holy Spirit, who is God. 

And, what’s more, notice the verb tense in v. 7.  “The Holy Spirit says…” Not 

“said.”  The words of Scripture are alive.  Nancy Guthrie elaborates: 

 

When we read the Scriptures we are not just reading a record of what God 

has said in the past.  God actively speaks to us in the here and now 

through the words of this amazing book.  The writer of Hebrews makes 

this point clear when he quotes Old Testament passages and presents them 

not as something God said to his people sometime in the past, but as 

something God is currently saying to his people (Hebrews 1:6, 7, 8, 2:12, 

3:7, 4:7).
2
 

 

He does this several times, actually, in this book.  Do you want a personal, direct, word 

from God?  Look no further than the Bible!  God is still speaking today, not with new 

revelation or insider information about who you are supposed to marry or whatever, but 

through the Spirit illumined words of the Bible.  This is SO important.  There is no 
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Christian spirituality, no personal, vital, growing relationship with the Lord, apart from 

this book.  Especially for people who have the book on their shelves, in their houses. 

I saw a video once of a remote jungle tribe in Indonesia.  Missionaries had 

brought the cliff notes of the Bible to them – the gospel.  And they were converted, they 

“turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God” (1Thess. 1:9).  They got 

fragments of the Bible in their own language while a team of people worked diligently to 

translate the whole Bible into their language and they waited eagerly and finally the day 

came and the video showed the missionary aviators landing on a small strip in between 

mountains.  The tribe was gathered around and as the fresh copies of the Bible were 

brought out and delivered the celebration was wild!
3
 

 

An Example of Not Believing 
 “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts…”  In other words, pay 

careful attention to the Word of God.  That’s the who and the what of believing.  We 

believe God, as he has spoken in his Word. 

Now the OT Scripture quoted here is from Psalm 95.  It’s referencing another part 

of Scripture – the story of the people of Israel who were delivered from Egypt.  After 

they came out of Egypt (10 plagues, Red Sea, all that), they tested and tried God, 

grumbling and complaining.  Their hearts were always going astray.  And so in this we 

get an example of not believing. 

And after one particular incident recorded in Numbers 14 the people’s disbelief 

finally resulted in the Lord declaring on oath in his anger that the vast majority of them 

would never enter into the Promised Land.  Here’s what happened.  Moses sent spies into 

the land of Canaan, the land the Lord had promised them.  10 of the 12 spies came back 

and said, “We can’t do it!  The people are too strong.  There’s just no way.”  They didn’t 

believe God’s promise or trust God’s power.  And they spread a bad report among the 

people and the people disbelieved and wanted to go back to Egypt.  Therefore God made 

that generation wander in the desert for 40 years until all who had failed to believe God’s 

promises had died. 

“It would appear that the writer [of Hebrews] had the Book of Numbers opened 

before him when he composed this section of the sermon.”
4
  The stuff about Moses being 

faithful in all of God’s that we looked at last week was from Numbers 12:7.  And the 

rebellion resulting in not entering the Promised Land is recorded in Number 14.  

Numbers 14:9, in fact, uses the word rebel or apostasize that’s used in v. 12 of Hebrews 3 

– turn away. 

Turning away is a sad reality.  We’ve seen it in this church – people who seemed 

to be believers, turn away.  But it’s nothing new.  It happened in Moses’ day.  “Who were 

those who heard and rebelled?  Were they not all those Moses led out of Egypt” (v. 16)?  

These are the people that put the blood on their doorposts at the first Passover; these are 

the people that walked through the Red Sea on dry land; but they did not make it to the 

end goal.  That’s scary, because it means that people can be formally included in God’s 

people, they can look like believers – they make a public profession of faith at some 

point, but they don’t make it to the end.  They turn away.  This is a warning to us from 

Israel’s history.  “These things occurred as examples to keep us” from following the same 

path (cf. 1Cor. 10:6). 
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And what is the essence of the turning away described here?  It’s not just leaving 

your spouse and running off with your secretary or becoming a druggie or something like 

that – a behavior.  It is ultimately about belief.  Turning away is ceasing to believe.  

Verse 12 – “See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns 

away from the living God.”  Verse 19 – “So we see that they [the Israelites whose bodies 

fell in the desert] were not able to enter, because of their unbelief.”  Even that word 

“disobeyed” at the end of v. 18 could be translated “disbelieved.”  The sin, the 

disobedience is the failure to obey the gospel (cf. 2Thess. 1:8, 1Pe. 4:17) – to repent and 

believe God’s promise. 

Turning away happens when someone doesn’t believe anymore in what God says, 

chiefly the promises of the gospel.  The promise that Jesus’ faithfulness can count for us.  

The promise that Jesus’ death can completely take away all our sins.  The promise that 

God, therefore, loves us!  The promise that a reward awaits us – the future Promised 

Land of heaven.  Just like the Israelites in olden days, those who turn away today hear the 

promises of the gospel and rebel by not believing them. 

It’s interesting that in Numbers 14 after God tells the Israelites that they cannot 

enter because of they did not believe him, they try to go and do it on their own and they 

get sent back home with their tails between their legs.  We don’t trust God to do it for us, 

and then we try to do it on our own.  And it never works.  Think of all the lavish promises 

that God has made in Christ…  Now think of all the ways that you are tempted to 

disbelieve God to make those things a reality and go after them in your own way… 

 

The Need to Keep on Believing 

It is a huge temptation to stop believing, isn’t it?  This episode from Israel’s 

history gives us an example of not believing.  More specifically, of not continuing to 

believe.  We must keep on believing, not just at the beginning of the Christian life, but 

all the way to the end.  The need to keep on believing is put very clearly in v. 14 – “We 

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

We have come.  In other words, there must be a point in time when we become 

believers.  For many people that exact moment is crystal clear.  For many others it is a bit 

fuzzy; they have a general idea of the era in their life when they came to really believe – 

for me it was somewhere around age 7 when my sister died and I was faced with the 

reality of death and the message of the gospel was shared with me and at some point in 

that period I came to believe it, for myself.  I’ve always liked the illustration, I think it is 

from C.S. Lewis, of a man who boards a train at night in Berlin headed for Paris.  He falls 

asleep.  He wakes up the next morning in Paris and can’t remember the exact time that he 

crossed the border of Germany to France, but he just knows that he is now in France. 

To be a Christian, you must have come to share in Christ.  Nobody’s born into it; 

you have to be born again.  Listen to how Paul describes the Ephesian Christians; he says, 

“And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of 

your salvation.  Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy 

Spirit” (Eph. 1:13).  To be a Christian is to be in Christ/united to Christ/sharing in 

Christ/included in Christ… by faith, by believing. 

But that faith is not just a one-time thing.  If it’s real faith, if you’re really united 

to Christ and sealed by the Spirit, there must be persevering faith.  A regenerate/born 

again heart is one that perseveres in faith.  “We have come to share in Christ if we hold 
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firmly till the end the confidence we had at first” (v. 14).  Believers believe at the 

beginning, throughout the middle, and at the end – the end of their life or the end of the 

age, whichever comes first. 

Now this is not a work, a way to reintroduce something you do back into your 

salvation.  What is our confidence?  It is not in ourselves.  It is the belief that God has 

done it all.  That God sent his Son to live the perfect life I could never live, die the death I 

deserve to die, came back to life, ascended to heaven, will come again to take me to be 

where he is.  This is our confidence.  It’s all of Christ.  It’s not of me.  Faith is not work 

anymore than rolling a heavy weight off your shoulders is work.  You just relax, slump 

over and let it go.  Keeping it up is work.  Letting it go is not.  Faith is hearing Jesus say, 

“I’ll take that for you.”  And you let him have it. 

Notice that it says, “till the end the confidence we had at first.”  That means from 

beginning to end, the Christian life is about believing the gospel.  The gospel is what gets 

you in and it’s how you make all progress forward in the Christian life.  You never move 

on from it.  It’s not just the A, B, Cs; it’s the A to Z.  You just keep believing God’s 

promises in Christ, and not turning away to your self.  That is the Christian life. 

Now it has implications and ramifications.  Believing the gospel will affect your 

behavior, but the struggle at the root of every struggle is the struggle to believe.  Your life 

is not turning out how you thought it would.  Do you believe that your real hell was 

swallowed up on the cross and that you are in Christ at the Father’s right hand right now 

and that he knows exactly what he’s doing and he does only what’s good and right and 

that he’s coming back for you and eternity will make everything worth it?  Can you 

believe that?  If you can’t, you will look for salvation in other things, like running away 

with your secretary, or drugs, or any number of other things like that. 

You want something in life.  Do you believe that God is enough even if you never 

get that thing and he will take care of you; you don’t have to revert to looking out for 

yourself.  “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all – how will he 

not also, along with him, graciously give us all things” (Rom. 8:33)?  Do you believe 

that?  Keep on believing all that God is for you in Christ. 

 

How to Keep on Believing 

 Okay, so we’ve seen from this text the what and the who of believing (the Word 

of God).  We’ve seen an example of not believing (Israel).  And we’ve just seen the need 

to keep on believing (expressed so clearly in v. 14).  Now let’s talk about how to keep on 

believing. 

 The Second London Baptist Confession says that 

 

The grace of faith, whereby the elect are enabled to believe to the saving 

of their souls, is the work of the Spirit of Christ in their hearts, and is 

ordinarily wrought by the ministry of the Word… and by the 

administration of baptism and the Lord’s supper, prayer, and other means 

appointed of God, it is increased and strengthened. 

 

In other words God gives and sustains faith in us through means, the means of grace.  

The chief means of grace being the ministry of the Word.  “Today, if you hear his voice, 

do not harden your hearts as [happened] in the rebellion” (v. 15).  We need to hear his 
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voice, regularly.  If you want to keep on believing keep on hearing God’s Word.  Find 

ways to consistently expose yourself to the Bible. 

 That’s the first step.  And then you have to keep your heart soft towards God’s 

Word.  In the words of Johnny Cash, I keep a close watch on this heart mine.  “See to it, 

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

God” (v. 12).  The prophet Jeremiah says, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and 

desperately sick; who can understand it” (Jer. 17:9)?  Another person says, “Our hearts 

are like a bucket of water on a cold day – they will freeze over unless we regularly smash 

the ice that is forming.”
5
  We got chickens this spring.  As winter approaches I’ll have to 

be busting up the ice regularly on their water.  This is how our hearts are.  Left to their 

own they revert back to unbelief. 

 Look at the last half of v. 13 – “so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s 

deceitfulness.”  Oh, sin is so deceitful.  It plays upon our hearts more than anything else.  

It appeals to our desires.  Sin causes us to doubt God’s heart for us and our hearts so 

easily get hardened towards him with bitterness and fear and suspicion and anger and 

pride.  Sin deceives us in to disbelieving that God is good.  Isn’t that at the heart of the 

original sin in the Garden.  Eve was deceived.  We are deceived by believing false 

promises that some sin will really give us joy and pleasure and purpose and all the other 

stuff that God has promised us in Christ. 

 We live in this cloud of confusion and deceit.  To make things more complicated, 

“the phrase ‘the deceitfulness of sin’ ought to be understood in a much wider sense, so 

that the term includes even one’s own righteousness and wisdom.  For more than 

anything else one’s own righteousness and wisdom deceive one and work against faith in 

Christ,” says Martin Luther.
6
  Oh, it’s so insidious.  You can be deceived and hardened 

by being really good!  Luther was so insightful.  He said: 

 

[I]t will be exceedingly difficult to get into another habit of thinking in 

which we clearly separate faith and [works of] love…. [E]ven though we 

are now in faith… the heart is always ready to boast of itself before God 

and say: After all, I have preached so long and lived so well and done so 

much, surely he will take this into account…. But it cannot be done.  With 

men you may boast…. But when you come before God, leave all that 

boasting at home and remember to appeal from justice to grace. [But] let 

anybody try this and he will see and experience how exceedingly hard and 

bitter it is for a man, who all his life has been mired in his work 

righteousness, to pull himself out of it and with all his heart rise up 

through faith in this one Mediator.  I myself have been preaching and 

cultivating [the message of grace]… for almost twenty years and still I feel 

the old clinging dirt of wanting to deal so with God that I may contribute 

something, so that he will have to give me his grace in exchange for my 

holiness.  And still I cannot get it into my head that I should surrender 

myself completely to sheer grace; yet [I know that] this is what I should 

and must do.
7
 

 

 So how do we do this?  How do we keep on believing in the face of the twisted 

ways our hearts are prone to turn away?  We must keep on preaching the gospel to 
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ourselves.  But not just that, we must keep preaching the gospel to each other.  “See to it, 

brothers…”  This is about mutual heart-keeping.  We are all responsible for each other in 

the church and we are to see to it that not one of us turns away.  As one person has said, 

“Christians have a corporate as well as an individual responsibility.  Personal concern 

that is merely introspective and introverted is both selfish and unhealthy.”
8
  Look at the 

first half of v. 13 – “Encourage one another…” 

 Let’s get really practical here now.  Tod Bolsinger has a book titled It Takes a 

Church to Raise a Christian.
9
  If you want to keep on believing you have to keep 

yourself in a community that is centered around the gospel.  You need other people.  You 

can’t do it alone.  One sheep out by itself will get eaten.  We all need leaders who “keep 

watch over your souls” (13:17; NASB).  But more than that v. 13 “reminds us that 

exhortation and moral encouragement are not a function reserved to the leaders of the 

church, but a duty of each Christian.”
10

  We need to call each other out when we see bad 

behavior stemming from bad belief.  And we need to encourage each other with the 

gospel promises of God.  Paul says in Colossians 3:16 to the believers in the church there 

– “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with 

all wisdom.”  And, let’s make sure we’re straight on this – we all not only need to do this, 

but we all need to receive it.  Even the Apostle Peter needed someone to come to him and 

show him how he was not “acting in line with the truth of the gospel” (Gal. 2:14).  If you 

think you don’t need it, the plaque of pride has already severely hardened the spiritual 

arteries of your heart. 

 This can be abused out of self-righteousness, in which case someone needs to 

point that out.  But it can be motivated by love.  “Let not my heart be drawn to what is 

evil, to take part in wicked deeds with men who are evildoers; let me not eat of their 

delicacies.  Let a righteous man strike me – it is a kindness; let him rebuke me – it is oil 

on my head.  My head will not refuse it” (Ps. 141:4-5).  This is the prayer of the 

regenerate. 

 Now, for this kind of stuff to happen, we need to be in each other’s lives.  This 

means at the very least that we can count on seeing everyone in the church every Sunday.  

At the very least.  I wonder how So-and-So is doing?  I’ll see her on Sunday.  We gather 

and hear the Word preached and sing it into each other’s ears.  And pray together.  And 

fellowship before and after. 

But it doesn’t just say weekly; it says, “Encourage one another daily;” doesn’t it 

(cf. Acts 2:46)?  There really shouldn’t be a day that goes by that you do not have some 

kind of contact with someone else in the church (not including your spouse).  At the 

retreat this summer we were talking about this topic of community and Hobin said if this 

is going to happen, don’t we need to see each other more than once a week?  Yes, we do.  

This is one of the reasons why we place a high emphasis here on living together in the 

UIC Area.  That way I can bump into Lizzy walking Lucy to school.  I sneak up behind 

Woo waiting for the 18
th

 Street bus as I’m walking to the gym.  I can drop off my car at 

the mechanic and walk over to Phil’s office and see him and Anne-Marie.  Andi can drop 

in unexpectedly for lunch while biking with Kye.  If we need baking soda we walk down 

to the Poes’.  Mike and Daniel run into us walking back from our date at Dusek’s while 

they’re heading to La Catrina.  We run into each other at Costco.  And because we live 

close by to get together is not an ordeal.  We can’t hide.  And of course, in these 

interactions we can encourage one another with the gospel. 
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 One thing that came to me at the retreat this summer when we were talking about 

this is that even if you may not see everyone in the church every week, we can all be 

praying for each other.  For that to happen, there has to be a system.  For me, it’s a stack 

of 3 x 5 cards, one for each of you, that I can take with me to the gym or other places and 

just be cycling through.  That way people from church are in my heart daily as I’m 

praying for the Lord’s work in their hearts.  And what I find with prayer is that often, as I 

pray I will get the idea to contact someone.  Here’s Brian’s card.  Text – “hey man, 

prayed 4 u today.  how u doin?  Let’s get together!”  And then we have lunch.  Do you at 

least pray for the members of your Small Group regularly?  And do you have some 

people you can text and ask to pray for you when you’re struggling deeply? 

 Now this next stuff is so less than ideal, but I know that most of you are on 

Facebook daily and in that way we can see the latest cute thing Stella said, or whatever.  

And that’s cool, but what if we found ways to use Facebook to encourage one another 

daily?  Somebody posts what they had for dinner and there are immediately 30 likes.  

Brandon posts, “Salvation = Faith + Works = Horrible News” and just his wife likes it.  

I’m not big on Facebook, but recently I went through and limited my feed to just close 

friends and that’s mostly just the members of IBC.  And you can post to just ‘Close 

Friends’ too. 

 There’s so much more that could be said.  Talk about it with each other!  You 

know what I’d love to see?  If God spoke to you through the sermon or even your own 

study of the Word, share it with someone else.  If you haven’t heard God speak to you 

personally through his Word, that’s not a good sign.  Pray, right now: Lord, speak to me, 

your servant is listening.  Bottom line: we must keep on believing.  And how we do that 

is through daily encouraging one another with the promises of God’s Word.  Our hearts 

can’t go on autopilot.  We need to constantly be exposed to God’s Word through the 

community and believe it. 

 One last point: “as long as it is called Today.”  That doesn’t just mean 

daily/regularly.  It also means before it’s too late.  As R.T. France notes, “‘today’ is not 

unending, and there will come a tomorrow when it is too late….  Where there is spiritual 

danger there is no room for procrastination.”
11

 

Brothers and sisters: let us not turn away from the Living God to go after dead 

idols!  Jesus is superior to anything.  Nothing is better.  Renew your faith in him today. 

 And if you have never believed in him, today is the day.  Today, if you hear his 

voice, do not harden your heart.  2 Corinthians 5:19 – 6:2 says, “God was reconciling the 

world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them.  And he has committed 

to us the message of reconciliation.  We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though 

God were making his appeal through us.  We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be 

reconciled to God.  God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we 

might become the righteousness of God.  As God’s fellow worker… [I] urge you not to 

receive God’s grace in vain.  For he says, ‘In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the 

day of salvation I helped you.’  I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day 

of salvation.”  Do not let it pass. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
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 Let’s take this time surrounding the Lord’s Table to engage with God, whether 

you’re a believer or not.  If you are, the Lord’s Table is a means of grace God uses to 

nourish your faith. 

Maybe you want to get together with others and confess your sins and your hard 

heart.  And as you eat, believe again – Jesus took all my sin; the Father is delighted to 

have me at his Table, I will be with him in glory forever and ever… 

 

Benediction 
“Everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through 

endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.  May the God 

who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as 

you follow Christ Jesus” (Rom. 15:4-5). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 6, 2013.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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