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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 The author of the Letter to the Hebrews takes Scripture seriously.  He 

knows that it is not man’s word about God, but God’s Word to man.  And so, 

for example, when he quotes from the Bible in chapter one, he prefaces the 

quotations by telling us that these are words that God is speaking.  When he 

quotes the Bible in chapter two, he prefaces the quotations by telling us that 

in them Jesus himself is speaks.  And so today, in the third chapter, he quotes 

Scripture by beginning with the words, “So as the Holy Spirit says…”  In 

this he is perfectly in line with the prophets of old, who began their 

prophecies with the words, “Thus saith the Lord…”  He is in complete 

agreement with the apostle Peter, who wrote in his Second Letter, “No 

prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as 

they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (II Peter 1:21).  He confirms the 

teachings of the apostle Paul who, just before his martyrdom wrote these 

words to his young protégé Timothy: 

 All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, 
rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of 
God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. 

 Now because our author knows that Scripture is God’s Word and so 

carries God’s authority, he expects his readers to obey this Word even if it 
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should cause them to suffer persecution for the Lord’s sake.  And he knows 

that such suffering is not simply a theoretical possibility, for this small 

congregation is already suffering because of their adherence to the Word.  

They are experiencing a great deal of pressure.  Members of their families 

are calling them to turn away from the faith and return to Judaism—and are 

shunning them if they will not.  They have lost jobs and life-long friendships 

because of their stand for the Lord.  The government has confiscated their 

property and soon will move to take their very lives.  Yet in spite of it all, 

God’s Word commands them to stand fast in the midst of suffering and to 

cling to the Lord Jesus with thanksgiving and praise.  In our lesson last week 

they were told that as they hold fast to their courage and hope they will find 

that indeed they are God’s house—a people with whom God dwells.  In our 

lesson today they are warned of the danger of letting trials and sorrows 

harden their hearts and turn them from God.  Last week they were told what 

to do; this week they are told what not to do. 

 Let’s turn to our lesson.  It begins with these words: 

 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.” 
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“The Holy Spirit says…”  Our writer tells us that the Holy Spirit is speaking.  

He does not tell us that the Holy Spirit spoke some time in the past, though 

the Spirit did.  He emphasizes the fact that the Spirit is speaking to them 

today.  There is a Word the Spirit is bringing to them in their particular 

situation.  It has relevance for their lives.  In a few weeks, when we come to 

Hebrews 4:12, we will ponder these words: “For the Word of God is living 

and active.  Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to 

dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and 

attitudes of the heart.”  The Holy Spirit’s words, recorded in the Bible, had 

something to say to that small band of Jewish believers.  We will see in our 

study today that the Holy Spirit has something to say to us as well.  The 

Holy Spirit speaks. 

  

 To understand this Word we first have to go back to the desert, back 

some 3,500 years to the time of the Exodus.  This is the situation.  The 

people of Israel had been delivered from their bondage in Egypt with a 

mighty display of God’s power.  He had sent plagues after plague upon 

Egypt and upon the Egyptians.  He had caused Israel to leave that land en 

masse, carrying with them the wealth of the nation.  He had parted the Red 

Sea to allow his people to cross over as if on dry land and he had caused the 
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Red Sea to return, swallowing up the army of Pharaoh.  The people 

celebrated, singing before the Lord, 

I will sing to the Lord, 
For he is highly exalted. 
The horse and its rider 

He has hurled into the sea. 
The Lord is my strength and my song; 

He has become my salvation. 

 This sense of euphoria was not to last, however, and our author uses 

two incidents in the desert to illustrate the waywardness of God’s people.  

The first one happened only a month after the Red Sea crossing.  The people 

came to the Desert of Sin and because they were hungry and thirsty they 

began to complain against Moses and Aaron.   

 “If only we had died by the Lord’s hand in Egypt!  There we sat 
around pots of meat and ate all the food we wanted, but you have 
brought us out into this desert to starve this entire assembly to 
death” (16:3).   

Instead of trusting in the Lord to supply their needs—as he had shown 

himself both willing and able to do—the Israelites complained against him.  

Suddenly they likened their hard slavery in Egypt—which had caused them 

to cry out to the Lord in the first place—to sitting around pots of meat, 

stuffing themselves to the full.  And even when God sent them manna from 

heaven, they still continued to complain and foment rebellion against Moses.  

How bad did things get?  Listen to this: 
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 The whole Israelite community set out from the Desert of Sin, 
traveling from place to place as the Lord commanded.  They camped 
at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drink.  So they 
quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water to drink.” 
 Moses replied, “Why do you quarrel with me?  Why do you put 
the Lord to the test?” 
 But the people were thirsty for water there, and they grumbled 
against Moses.  They said, “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to 
make us and our children and livestock die of thirst?” 
 Then Moses cried out to the Lord, “What am I to do with these 
people?  They are almost ready to stone me.” 

 God was gracious.  He sent Moses to strike a rock with his staff, and 

when Moses did water came forth from the rock.  And Moses called the 

place “Massah and Meribah” which means, “testing” and “rebellion.”  In 

response to trouble and hardship, the Israelites hardened their hearts by 

putting God to the test and rebelling against Moses instead of waiting quietly 

and in trust for the Lord to supply their needs.  “Don’t do that!” says our 

author to these Jewish Christians.   

 Let’s turn back to our lesson, and pick it up at verse 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.  So 
I declared on oath in my anger, ‘They shall never enter my rest.’” 

This quotation from Psalm 95 takes us back to one of Israel’s greatest revolts 

against the Lord.  The scene is set for us in Numbers 13.  The Israelites have 
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moved north through the desert and have come to the border of the Promised 

Land.  They chose one man from each tribe, twelve in all, to go and scout 

out the land.  They did so for forty days and when they came back they 

brought a good news/bad news report.  The good news was that the land was 

a rich land, flowing with milk and honey.  The bad news was there were big, 

strong and powerful people in the land in strongly held fortified cities—and 

ten of the twelve spies insisted that Israel was no match for such a foe.  Only 

Caleb and Joshua urged the people to move into the land, trusting in God to 

supply the victory.  They said, “Do not rebel against the Lord.  Do not fear 

the people of the land…. The Lord is with us; do not fear them” (Num. 

14:8-9).   

 The people didn’t listen.  They revolted against the Lord again.  

Numbers 14 begins with these words, 

 That night all the people of the community raised their voices 
and wept aloud.  All the Israelites grumbled against Moses and Aaron, 
and the whole assembly said to them, “If only we had died in Egypt!  
Or in this desert!  Why is the Lord bringing us to this land only to let 
us fall by the sword?  Our wives and children will be taken as plunder.  
Wouldn’t it be better to go back?  We should choose a leader and go 
back to Egypt.” 

Wouldn’t it be better to go back?  Wouldn’t it be better for the Jewish 

Christians to return to Judaism rather than endure hardship for the sake of 

Christ?  Never.  To turn back is to display a terrible ingratitude and rebellion; 
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to turn back is to anger the Lord.  The Lord said to Moses, “How long will 

these people treat me with contempt?”  They were blessed by the Lord—but 

when any hardship came they were quick to despise him, to refuse to believe 

in him.  And so his judgement upon that generation—all of the people 

twenty years of age or older with the exception of Joshua and Caleb—were 

to die in the desert, not reaching the Promised Land. 

 The question for us now is this: What does all of this desert 

wandering, grumbling and rebellion have to do with us?  Here is the answer.  

The New Testament considers the Christian life of faith to be like the life of 

Israel in the time of their desert wandering.  Like the Israelites, Christians 

have been delivered from the house of bondage, only in our case it is not a 

bondage in Egypt but a bondage to sin.  Like Israel of old we are headed 

toward the land of promise, toward a land and a city whose foundations are 

not made with human hands, but are eternal in the heavens.  We will cross 

the Jordan River, which is rightly compared to our death—and enter into our 

heavenly inheritance.  Beloved in the Lord, just as Israel endured a time of 

testing in the desert, so too is this present life a time of testing for us.  Our 

life on earth is a wilderness time.  It is a time of difficulties, of frequent 

sorrow and of pain.  We are not yet in the Promised Land where all tears are 

wiped away.   
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 And so, if you were to ask, “Why does God allow things to go wrong 

in my life—why are things so hard?” the answer we receive today is this: 

Our time in the wilderness is a time of testing.  We are in the wilderness of 

this world.  The day of rest is not yet come.”  Here is a principle for you to 

remember.  Our profession of faith will either be proved or disproved by our 

response to trials.  Let me say that again.  Our profession of faith will either 

be proved or disproved by our response to trials.  Think of it this way.  You 

were trapped in sin.  You were harassed by a guilty conscience.  Your heart 

was troubled, for you feared if you died you would stand before God and be 

condemned.  But God touched you and drew you to himself.  You trusted 

Jesus as your Lord and Saviour and professed your faith in him.  It was the 

start of a new life for you, but although you professed your faith in Christ, 

things did not go well.  Times of trouble came.  Perhaps you had a setback 

because of your health.  You lost a job or a home.  A marriage fell apart or a 

loved one disappointed you deeply.  Perhaps you disappointed yourself.  In 

any event, anguish became a close companion.  And when things started to 

fall apart and great temptation came.   

 The temptation was to “harden your heart.”  The temptation was to 

blame God.  To complain about the Lord.  To doubt his power or his love or 
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his goodness.  A voice like Job’s wife came to you saying, “Curse God.”  

Well, what was your response?  Did you harden your heart or did you decide 

to wait patiently for the Lord to make this clear?  To put it another way, was 

that profession of faith you made true or not?  Jonathan Edwards wrote, 

“Trials have a tendency to distinguish between true religion and false and to 

cause the difference between them evidently to appear.”  Beloved, here is 

another principle for you to remember: A complaining spirit is always an 

indication of unbelief.  When we grumble about the way God handles our 

affairs it is because we doubt his wisdom or goodness or power or love or 

worthiness to be trusted.  Douglas Wilson wrote, “Complaint is the flag of 

ingratitude and it waves above the centre of unbelieving hearts.” 

 That’s the temptation the Israelites faced in the desert and they 

succumbed to it.  They hardened their hearts against the Lord.  That’s the 

temptation faced by the small congregation of Jewish believers as our author 

encourages them to stand fast.  That is the temptation we face daily in our 

walk through the wilderness of this life as we make our way to the Promised 

Land.  Our faith is tested through trial and hardships. 

 What is the key to our victory?  How can we overcome?  Look at 

verse 10.  It says of the Israelites, “They have not known my ways.”  Now 
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you may say, “But Ken, the Israelites had seen God at work in Egypt.  How 

could they not know his ways?  They had seen his mighty had turn the Nile 

to blood and bring a darkness so profound you could not see your hand in 

front of your face at midday.  He had sent the angel of death to take the 

firstborn of all Egypt.  He had given the Israelites the wealth of Egypt.  He 

had parted the Red Sea.  He had sent manna from heaven and given water 

from a rock.  He had guided them by day and night and even seen to it that 

their clothes and shoes would not wear out during their time in the desert.  

How could they not know his ways?”   

 Think of it this way.  They had experienced God’s works, but they had 

not reflected upon God himself.  They were interested in what God did for 

them but they weren’t interested in him.  They longed for the blessings but 

they did not long for the blesser.  In John 17 Jesus lifts up a prayer to his 

Father and he says, “This is eternal life, that they know you, the only true 

God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.”  Salvation is not simply about 

knowing God’s blessings—it is about knowing God himself.  It is about 

understanding his character and his attributes and his works and his ways—

and through this more and more learning to trust him in all things.  As 

Christians we are to be students of God’s character.  To keep a soft heart, 

when you read the Bible focus upon God.  Ask yourself, “What does this 
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passage teach me about the character of God?  What does it say about his 

power?  His knowledge?  His goodness?  His wisdom?  His holiness?  His 

justice?  His mercy, grace and love?  The more you grow to know God, the 

more you will grow to love God and the more you will long to worship him 

with thanksgiving and praise.  You will even learn how to rejoice in trials, 

for you will come to understand that trials are given to draw us closer to God 

by causing us to despair of ourselves and to trust in him alone.   

 Heed the warning given in God’s Word today: “See to it, brothers, that 

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

God.”  If the bulk of the Israelites died in the desert because they would not 

trust God’s work of deliverance that was revealed to them thorough Moses, 

their apostle and priest, how much greater will be the charge against those 

who will not trust Jesus Christ, God’s own Son and a far greater Mediator 

than Moses?  “How shall we escape if we ignore such a great salvation?”   

 Learn God’s ways to put grumbling and rebellion behind you and to 

put on thanksgiving and obedience.  As it said in our lesson last week, “Fix 

your thoughts on Jesus” (2:1).  Let me close by doing just that.  Let me close 

by turning your thoughts to Jesus.  As you know, immediately after his 

baptism Jesus went out into the wilderness.  He was there for forty days—a 
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reflection of the forty years that the Israelites were in the desert.  And when 

there he was tempted in the very same way they were.  In the desert the 

Israelites complained about hunger.  Jesus was hungry too, and the devil 

came to him, tempted him by calling on him to turn stones into bread.  Jesus 

did not complain but replied, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread 

alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”  He was 

satisfied with what the Father had supplied.  When Israel was in the desert 

they put the Lord to the test instead of “simply trusting every day.”  When 

Jesus was counseled to throw himself off a pinnacle of the temple so as to 

gain celebrity and status among the people, he said to the devil, “It is… 

written: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’”  When Israel was in the 

desert they rebelled, disobeying God and going their own way.  When Jesus 

was tempted to gain the kingdoms of the world through worshiping Satan, he 

proved himself faithful and true, saying to the adversary, “Away from me 

Satan!  For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.’”   

 Now here’s the thing.  Israel failed the test.  If we examine ourselves 

soberly we will see that we have failed the test too.  We have complained.  

We have disobeyed.  We have not trusted God with our whole hearts.  But 

Jesus met the tests.  In every way he proved to be faithful and true to the 

heavenly Father.  And this is the exciting part.  When we trust in Christ, our 
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failures are hidden in his victory.  Our faithlessness is covered by his 

faithfulness.  Our sin is covered by his righteousness.  Our ungodliness is 

covered by his holy perfection.  We are so completely covered that Paul 

teaches us to say, “So it is not longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me.”  

It is through faith and faith alone, as we fix our thoughts upon Christ—as we 

seek more and more to know God’s ways—that we will make it though the 

desert of this world, with all its tribulations, to our eternal home.  In Christ’s 

name.  AMEN.
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