
 

“If You Hear His Voice, Do Not Harden Your Hearts” 
(Hebrews 3:7-19) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Last week, the author to the Hebrews introduced us to the work of Christ as 
our Great High Priest.  Remember, Christ took upon Himself our nature, that He might 
die in our place on the cross and forever remove God’s judgment against us for our sins.   
He also became one with us, that He might be fitted for His work as our Advocate before 
the Father, for now He knows our weaknesses, for He has experienced them Himself.  
But last week the author also began a new line of argument to show us what it is that 
Christ has actually accomplished for us.  He removed our sins in His atoning death, but 
He did so that He might bring us into the promised rest of God, into heaven itself, that we 
might dwell there with God forever.  This is something, the author will argue, that the 
earthly priests could not do.  This is something, which he will argue shortly, that Joshua 
could not do.  This is something, he has argued, that Moses could not do.  And for this 
reason, and for the others he has shown us, Christ is much greater than this pillar of the 
Old Covenant economy.  Christ is the builder of the household of God.  He is a Son over 
it, the One who inherits that house forever.  And He is, in fact, the high and exalted God 
Himself, who not only made the house, but all things.  Moses, on the other hand, is 
merely a servant in the house and a part of it, a faithful servant to be sure and a greatly 
honored part, but still just a servant and just one of the living stones.   
  But then the author again turned in his argument to apply this passage to his 
audience by way of a warning, which reaches from chapter 3, verse 6, all the way to 
chapter 4, verse 16.  Remember in the second chapter, after having shown us in the first 
that Christ is greater than the Old Covenant prophets and the angels, he then gave them 
the sobering warning that they must therefore pay much closer attention to what they had 
heard, lest they fall away from it.  Here the author, after having spoken to them about the 
household of God and Christ’s honored position in it, turns to warn his audience what 
must be true of them if they are to considered as a part of it.  He says, “Christ was faithful 
as a Son over His house, whose house we are, if we hold fast our confidence and the 
boast of our hope firm until the end” (v. 6).  It is this idea which he now develops in the 
following verses, and what he gives us is a very serious warning.  What the Spirit of God 
intends for us to learn from this section is that,  
 
  You must persevere in an obedient faith in Christ, if you are ever to enter into 
God’s rest.   
 
I.  First, the author draws upon the very familiar account of the redemption which 

God accomplished for His people under Moses, as it is recounted for us and 
applied by David in the Psalms, in order to warn them not to apostatize.  He 
writes, “Therefore, just as the Holy Spirit says, ‘Today if you hear His voice, do 
not harden your hearts as when they provoked Me, as in the day of trial in the 
wilderness, where your fathers tried Me by testing Me, and saw My works for 
forty years.  Therefore I was angry with this generation, and said, “They always 
go astray in their heart; and they did not know My ways”; as I swore in My 
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wrath, they shall not enter My rest’” (vv. 7-11).   
A.  Let us consider briefly this event in Israel’s history.   

1.  You will recall that the Lord had called Moses from his work as a shepherd to 
go to Pharaoh on behalf of God to tell him to let His people go.   
a.  Moses had been raised in Egypt, in Pharaoh’s own house as the son of 

Pharaoh’s daughter.   
b.  But when he grew up, he went out to look at the afflictions of his brethren, 

and when he saw the Egyptian beating one of his countryman, he killed him.   
c.  When this became known to Pharaoh, Pharaoh sought to kill Moses.  But 

Moses ran away to the land of Midian, where he married and became a 
shepherd of sheep for forty years.   

d.  But when the time of God’s deliverance drew near, God called to Moses out 
of the burning bush and gave him the charge to bring His people out of 
Egypt.   

 
2.  And so Moses went, and spoke with Pharaoh, and performed all of the signs and 

wonders which the Lord had given him to do in his sight.   
3.  And after the last wonder was performed, the killing of the first born of the 

Egyptians, Pharaoh let the people go.   
4.  But God hardened his heart and caused him to chase His people into the Red 

Sea.  And there the Lord drowned the Egyptian army in the waters, and 
delivered His own from Pharaoh’s hand.   

5.  But in spite of all that they had seen, a vast majority of them still did not believe 
in the Lord.   
a.  He brought them to the edge of the Promised Land and had the spies go out 

and bring back a report concerning it.  The spies returned saying that the land 
was indeed good, but that they would not be able to take it, for the inhabitants 
were too powerful.   

b.  But there were two spies who did believe God, and who encouraged the 
people to go up and take the land, for they were convinced that the  Lord 
would surely deliver the inhabitants of the land into their hands.   

c.  But the people did not listen to them.  Rather, they listened to the bad report 
brought back by the evil spies.  And they rebelled against the Lord and were 
sentenced by Him to wander in the wilderness for forty years until that whole 
generation should die off.   

d.  And even during those forty years, the people kept putting God to the test by 
not believing His Word, even though they beheld His wonders.  And they 
brought many more judgments upon themselves and closed up the door of 
His rest against them.   

 
B.  It is this event which David used in the 95th psalm to exhort the people of God in 

his time to believe in the Lord and not to harden their hearts.  And they were 
exhorted every time they sang this psalm.  It is this same psalm which the author to 
the Hebrews now applies to his audience who are in danger of apostatizing back 
into Judaism and away from the Lord.   
1.  He says, “Therefore, just as the Holy Spirit says, ‘Today if you hear His voice, 
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do not harden your hearts as when they provoked Me, as in the day of trial in the 
wilderness, where your fathers tried Me by testing Me, and saw My works for 
forty years.’”   
a.  Notice first that he attributes this psalm of David to the Holy Spirit, again 

showing us the divine nature of inspiration.  This psalm comes with the 
authority of God, as does the rest of Holy Scripture.   

b.  It was the Holy Spirit who was warning the people of David’s day, and it is 
that same Spirit who was warning the Hebrews, and even us today.   

c.  Today, He says, if you hear His voice, do not harden your hearts as they did.   
(i)  They saw the works of the Lord.  They saw His mighty acts of judgments 

against the Egyptians.  They saw the army of Pharaoh drowned in the 
same sea that they had just walked through on dry land.  They saw His 
gracious provisions for them for forty years, as well as His judgments 
against them.   

(ii)  And yet in the midst of these wonders at the hand of the Lord, they still 
did not believe.  They hardened their hearts against Him.  They provoked 
Him to His face.  They did not believe Him, but put Him on trial to test 
Him to see whether or not He was faithful.   

(iii)  They did not believe God when He said that He would bring them into 
the land.  They believed that God would allow them to die and not provide 
for them in the wilderness.  They rebelled against the Lord and against the 
leader He had given to them.   

(iv)  They hardened their hearts in unbelief against Him.   
 

2.  And what was the result?  God said, “Therefore I was angry with this 
generation, and said, ‘They always go astray in their heart; and they did not 
know My ways’; as I swore in My wrath, they shall not enter My rest.”   
a.  The Bible tells us that of all that generation upon whom this curse was 

pronounced, the only persons that were able to enter into the land of promise 
were Joshua and Caleb, and that because they believed.   

b.  The rest of that unbelieving generation died off under the judgment of the 
Lord.  And, yes, it appears as though that whole generation, minus a mere 
handful, were unregenerate!  Consider whether or not the description of them 
given here could possibly describe a Christian:   
(i)  They heard the voice of the Lord, but they refused to listen and hardened 

their hearts against Him.   
(ii)  The provoked the Lord by refusing to believe His Words.   
(iii)  They tried Him by putting Him to the test, even though they had seen 

His works for forty years!   
(iv)  They were constantly going astray from the Lord in their hearts.  This, 

of course, is that place from which all of the thoughts and actions of men 
arise.   

(v)  They did not know the righteous paths of the Lord.  They were either 
ignorant of His ways, or had no intimate acquaintance with them.  But this 
again because of their lack of love for Him.   

(vi)  God was angry with them.  In the psalm from which this is quoted, God 
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says, “For forty years I loathed [or, detested] that generation” (95:10).   
(vii)  And God swore in His anger that they would not enter into His rest.  

The Lord swore an oath against them that they should forever be denied 
access into His heavenly rest.  These were unconverted men!   

 
c.  Now this reveals to us at least four very significant facts:   

(i)  First, not every one in the covenant community is necessarily saved.  
Romans 11 tells us of an Olive Tree with branches which are broken off 
because of unbelief (Cf. Heb. 8:11).  These branches cannot be people 
outside of the covenant community, for they are not added to the tree until 
they believe, or make a profession of faith.  And even these branches 
which are added are in danger of removal if they don’t continue in faith.  
Apostasy from the covenant community is possible, even if real apostasy 
from Christ’s body is not.   

(ii)  Secondly, it tells us that there are consequences for our actions.  The 
decree of election does not mean that once we make a profession of faith, 
that we are forever secure.  It tells us that if we persevere in the faith, then 
we will find that we were the elect of God.   

(iii)  Thirdly, it tells us that the Lord holds us accountable for the condition of 
our hearts.  More than once in the Old Testament, the Lord exhorted His 
own people to circumcise their hearts, even though it was not within their 
power to do so.  Their hearts were hard, and it was their own fault.  It was 
due to their own sin.  But yet they were commanded to change their hearts 
towards God, even when it was outside of their power.  The inability to do 
something is not an excuse for not doing it, if we are responsible for that 
inability.  Even so, the Israelites, those to whom David wrote, the audience 
of the author to the Hebrews, and we ourselves are held responsible by 
God not to harden our hearts while there is an opportunity left to us of 
entering God’s rest.   

(iv)  And lastly it tells us that miracles, though they are powerful proofs of 
the truth of God’s Word, do not have the power to convert anyone.  
Evidence is important.  The Lord works through evidence.  But the best 
evidence in the world will not change the heart of an unconverted man.  
There were many Jews who saw the miracles of Jesus for three years, and 
yet cried out for His crucifixion.  It is possible, the author to the Hebrews 
tells us, for a person to be made a partaker of the Holy Spirit and to taste 
of the heavenly gift, and yet still fall away.  That which one needs to be 
converted is not more evidence, unless he has none, or not enough, what 
he needs is the converting work of the Spirit of God.   

(v)  The Israelites who came out of Egypt had no excuse for their unbelief.  
And so God sentenced them to destruction for their hardness of heart.   

 
II.  And now the author to the Hebrews applies this passage to his audience, again 

seeking to warn them not to fall away from Christ, back into Judaism.   
A.  And he does so by way of two exhortations.   

1.  He says first, “Take care, brethren, lest there should be in any one of you an 
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evil, unbelieving heart, in falling away from the living God.”   
a.  Rendered literally, it seems to have more force, “Beware, brothers, lest there 

be in any of you an evil heart of unbelief in apostatizing from the living 
God.”   

b.  This is a very serious warning, which he means for them to take seriously.  
Consider those who were a part of the covenant community.  Consider that 
they hardened their hearts and would not listen to God.  They fell away from 
the Lord, and that is exactly what you will do if you turn from Christ!   

c.  Take care that your heart is not hard, or becoming hardened.   
 

2.  And secondly, he exhorts, “But encourage one another day after day, as long as 
it is still called “Today,” lest any one of you be hardened by the deceitfulness of 
sin.”   
a.  How do we reinforce ourselves against apostasy?  Here is one way.  While it 

is still called today, while there is still life and the possibility of entrance into 
God’s eternal kingdom, we can encourage one another towards it.   

b.  As long as we are still alive, there is the possibility of two things:  our 
perseverance, and our apostasy.   

c.  Our perseverance will come about through the encouragements we receive to 
continue in the ways of the Lord, whether it be through the ministry of the 
Word, such as what is happening right at this moment, or through the 
admonitions of our brethren, such as you can do for one another after the 
service and throughout the week, or such as we might receive through good 
books that were written for this very purpose, and especially the best book of 
all, the Bible, or through God’s ordinances of worship, prayer and the 
sacraments.  And of course, these will do us no good unless we apply them, 
unless we actually render obedience to His Word.   

d.  We must remember that when God causes His saints to persevere, He does so 
through means.  When we persevere in the means of grace out of love for 
God, we know that He is upholding us.   

e.  We should apply this as well to those who regularly attend church, but are as 
yet unconverted.  They need encouragement as well in their pursuit of the 
Lord that they might by His grace obtain everlasting life.   

f.  But when one apostatizes, it happens through means as well.  Step by step, 
from one degree to another, sin hardens our hearts against the truth.  It is 
deceitful.  It may make us think that we are doing the right thing, when in 
fact we are destroying ourselves.  The only way to keep from falling is to 
encourage ourselves, and to allow ourselves to be encouraged by others, to 
persevere, that in the end, Christ might receive us.   

g.  You may bank on this, every person who falls away from the Lord generally 
does so by almost imperceptible degrees.  Yes, there are those who fall away 
in one fell swoop.  But the majority of those who apostatize do so in stages.  
Little by little they make bad decisions and they compromise the truth, until 
they have lost it.   

 
B.  Lastly, the author gives us one last reason to enforce his exhortation.   
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1.  “For we have become partakers of Christ, if we hold fast the beginning of our 
assurance firm until the end; while it is said, ‘Today if you hear His voice, do 
not harden your hearts, as when they provoked Me.”   
a.  This is basically the same exhortation we saw last week in verse 6, and the 

one which the author will use to close this section in chapter 4, verse 14.   
b.  It tells us that we many know that we have truly come to know Christ, if we 

persevere in holding onto Him, no matter what we have to face, and no 
matter what He calls us to do.  He must be our confidence!  He must be the 
boast of our hope!  He must be the firm beginning of our assurance!  It is He 
whom we must hold fast to if we are ever to enter the rest of God.   

c.  We are not to rest in our supposed election.  We are not to rest in our 
profession of faith.  We are not to rest in our baptism or our church 
attendance.  We are to rest in Christ Jesus alone for our salvation.   

d.  But the only way that we might know that we are in Him is by the fact that 
we have a good, believing heart that clings to His Word.  We cannot claim to 
know Him if we have a hard heart of unbelief.   

e.  And so we must ask ourselves, are we persevering in the faith?  Are we 
persevering in obedience to His holy Word?  Are we doing so even through 
the midst of the worst of trials?   

f.  Jonathan Edwards once wrote, “True grace is like true gold:  it will bear the 
trial of the furnace without diminishing.  And it is like the true diamond:  it 
will bear a smart stroke of the hammer and will not break” (Yale 11:107).   

g.  Take care that the grace which is in you is true grace, and that what you have 
is more than what the Israelites of old had!   

 
2.  Remember what happened to them.  The author writes, “For who provoked Him 

when they had heard?  Indeed, did not all those who came out of Egypt led by 
Moses?  And with whom was He angry for forty years?  Was it not with those 
who sinned, whose bodies fell in the wilderness?  And to whom did He swear 
that they should not enter His rest, but to those who were disobedient?   

3.  The root of the problem with them was that they simply did not savingly 
believe.  “And so we see that they were not able to enter because of unbelief.”   
a.  It was a lack of faith.  They not only lacked saving faith, but they even lacked 

an assent to the truth of God’s Word.  Surely there have been those who have 
seen the works of God, and even though they did not love God or desire Him 
at all, at least knew that God could do certain things.  The devils certainly fall 
into this category.   

b.  But this points out to us that if we ever expect to enter into the rest which 
God has provided for us through His Son, our Great High Priest, we must 
believe.  We must not only believe that He is able to do so, but we must also 
believe that He will do so for us.   

c.  Brethren, the Spirit of God calls us to an examination of our hearts this 
morning.  Is your heart soft and receptive to the Word of God?  Do you love 
it, cherish it, and seek to fulfill it as best as you can, by His grace?  Does it 
easily make its impression on you when you read it and hear it preached?  If 
so, then you have a firm foundation upon which to base your hope that you 
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are a true partaker of Christ.  Never let your hearts become hard.  But 
persevere in these things to the end, and you will receive the crown of life!   

d.  But, on the other hand, is your heart hard and unresponsive to the Word?  
You really don’t like to read it or hear it preached because it convicts you of 
sin?  It leaves little or no impression in your heart because your heart is so 
resistant to it?  If this is the case with you, then beware!  This may be more 
than a spiritual lethargy.  It may be evidence of a dead heart to the things of 
God.  Take care lest you should fall away from the Lord and end up under 
His wrath.   

e.  The Spirit of God says to you that you must lay hold of Christ now.  You 
must believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and turn from your sins, while it is still 
called today, while the door of opportunity is still open to you.  You must 
persevere in your pursuit of Christ, until He, by His Spirit, puts His love in 
your heart.  And even then you must not stop pressing forward the rest of 
your life until you have reached God’s eternal kingdom.   

f.  People of God, Christ has placed this warning in His Word for us this 
morning.  Let your heart be tender towards it.  Never harden your heart, even 
to these warnings, but receive all that He says to you.  It is the only safe way 
to live.  Amen.   


