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A mother’s joy turns to bitterness and grief when her child is born with a crushing, 
debilitating disease. Medical bills drain away the family savings and the child’s needs 
result in the husband’s resentment and a disintegrating marriage. And she questions 
the love of God –or if He even exists.  
 
A young Christian woman with a solid family, a healthy lifestyle, and a well-paying job 
is embarrassed by her ongoing struggle with depression. Most days as she wakes up 
she can’t think of a reason to go on living and though she still tries to pray more and 
more she feels like there’s no one there listening. 
 
Philip Yancey tells the story of Richard who became a Christian at college via a friend 
in Intervarsity. He was devout. He prayed that God would save his parents marriage. 
They divorced anyway. An employer broke a promise so Richard didn’t get a job he’d 
expected making his financial situation difficult. His fiancée dumped him and he 
endured a series of illnesses adding to his frustration. Finally in a church service he 
heard the congregation praise God for the survival of one man from a plane crash 
while mourning 9 missionaries who died in a separate plane crash in Alaska. A tumor 
of doubt had grown to be a large lump of cynicism. Ultimately Richard became 
convinced God did not exist.  
 
Following Jesus is not easy- especially in the midst of the general suffering, chaos   
and tragedy of life. I promise you there are Hurricane battered people in Huston and 
Florida, who’ve lost everything to winds and flood who are questioning the idea that 
God cares for them.  
And I promise you there are people who’ve lost everything to wildfires in Oregon, 
California, Montana and here in Washington that have been Christians as long as 
they can remember, but are doubting God’s care for them as they sift through the 
ashes of their lives. Following Jesus through life –as it is- is not easy. 
[If there is then you’ve got a problem of a different kind. And we might talk about that next Sunday.] 

 
We’re talking about Hebrews 3:7-19. Three weeks ago when we began looking at this 
section I said: None of the twelve disciples believed they would, in His moment of need, abandon 

Jesus and run. None of the Israelites Moses led out of Egypt thought they would grumble 
themselves out of the Promised Land. And none of our Hebrews when they heard the Apostles 
preach the good news of the Gospel thought they’d ever feel the inclination to abandon Jesus.  

But that inclination is the whole reason for the message of Hebrews. If we’re not careful 
Suffering, loss and tragedy can fray the rope mooring us to Christ until it snaps. 
 
Philip Yancey talks about his car breaking down in a strange neighborhood on a 
stormy, cold, sleeting Chicago night. Hood up, hunching over the engine he prays: 
Please help me get this car started. Nothing.  
So he was stuck, soaking wet, in a diner, missing scheduled meetings worrying over 
the cost of a tow truck and a mechanic’s bill. He says he’s embarrassed to mention this 
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unanswered prayer. He feels petty and selfish just talking about it. But… “I have found 

that petty disappointments tend to accumulate over time, undermining my faith with a lava flow of 
doubt. I start to wonder whether God cares about everyday details- about me. I am tempted to pray 
less often, having concluded in advance that it won’t matter. Or will it? My emotions and my faith 

waver. Once those doubts seep in, I am even less prepared for times of major crisis.” Catch that?  
 
We are awfully delicate beings. A tragic loss, a broken trust, an obsession over a 
difficult scripture or a carping “Why me” about some painful part of our life can affect 
our spiritual trajectory and send us careening AWAY from God. Any of these 
PIVOTAL CIRCUMSTANCES can shake what we thought was our firm foundation 
of confidence and hope. This is why Heb2 says 1We must pay the most careful attention, 

therefore, to what we have heard so that we do not drift away. And ch3 opens calling us to “Fix our 

thoughts on Jesus” who- we are told- is “faithful as the Son over God’s house. And we are his house [his 

people, his family, the temple in which He dwells]…we are his house IF indeed we hold firmly to our 

confidence and the hope in which we glory.   
   
The recipients of this letter were Jewish Christians, probably living in Rome in the late 
60s of the first century. They’d heard the Good News of Jesus Christ from the apostles 
and they’d gladly accepted and embraced Jesus as Lord. Now they are being 
persecuted for it. This persecution has become a pivotal circumstance  in their lives causing 

them to re-think their choice for Jesus and consider retreating into Judaism. 
 

And the author of Hebrews hopes to make them see that that decision, leaving Jesus, 
is as disastrous a decision as their ancestors made when they [out of fear and lack of 

trust.] refused to enter the Promised Land and wished to return to slavery in Egypt.  

 
3:6 ends saying [slide]: And we are his house IF indeed we hold firmly to our confidence and the hope in 

which we glory.  Our own “holding firmly to our confidence and hope” is a critical piece of 
the process of our salvation. In this- our salvation- you and I are active participants.  
 
Now certainly there is nothing we can DO to save ourselves. Only God in Christ could 
arrange circumstances that could save us from Sin and The Fall: the incarnation, the 
crucifixion and Jesus’ resurrection. Our salvation- our reconciliation to God- is only 
possible because Jesus Christ died once for all.  So Yes as in Eph 2 [slide]:  
8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—   

9 not by works, so that no one can boast.   

 
BUT you still have to choose to pick yourself up and come to Jesus and hand him your 
life. And –let’s be clear- that’s NOT a one-time choice. That’s an every day choice.  
And according to this scripture you also participate in your own salvation by choosing 
to actively hold firmly to your confidence and hope in Christ. Which our Hebrews 
weren’t sure they wanted to do.  
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And so our author reminds them of a similar disastrous choice made by their 
ancestors. He does so by quoting Psalm 95 –a paslm of David regularly used in synagogue 

worship and later in early Christian Worship.We talked about the background of psalm 95 so I 
won’t go into that I’ll just read the quote [slide]: 
7 So, as the Holy Spirit says [note OT attributed to God, Jesus & HS]: “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 wilderness, 9 where your 

ancestors tested and tried me, though for forty years they saw what I did.  10 That is why I was angry with that 

generation;  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.’ ” 

  

They missed out on the Promised Land- The “Rest” God had prepared for them- because 
they kept following their straying hearts out of the ways of God. They saw the Red Sea 
part. They tasted Manna from Heaven. They smelled the smoke on the mountain. 
They heard His voice- God’s voice. And, on the edge of God’s Rest, the Promised Land in 

sight, facing a pivotal circumstance rather than holding firmly to their confidence and 
hope, they hardened their hearts, rebelling against God- saying “NO” to the source of 
their salvation.  
 
Our author sees his Jewish-Christian siblings in Rome at risk of doing the same thing 
their ancient forebears did: choosing to refuse the new work God was doing on their 
behalf and falling back into slavery and death. And so he calls his beloved 
congregation to take personal responsibility for their relationship with God; to 
take responsibility for their own salvation: [slide]:  12 See to it, brothers and sisters, that 

none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God.  
 
It’s a call to every one of us for “constant vigilance” over our personal relationship 
with God. [No brainer: We all know every important relationship in our lives requires active 

involvement, nurturing and protection- husband/wife/kids/friends. It should be pretty obvious that our 
relationship with God would need at least as much vigilance as our relationship with our wife or kids. 
(prayer & listening/scripture/corporate worship/]  
 
It’s a command to guard our hearts from going astray. It’s a command to guard our 
hearts from wandering out of His Ways. It’s a command to stay vigilant against an 
unbelieving heart in even the harshest circumstances, It’s a command to actively be 
aware of where we stand with the Living God. [No passive participants along for the ride.] 
V12 is about personal responsibility for the maintenance of your own faith in Christ.  
 
V13 is about our corporate responsibility for the maintenance of one another’s personal 
faith in Christ. [slide]: 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. 
 
Our culture is a consumer culture and it has been for longer than I’ve been alive. And 
certainly over the course of my lifetime church-going Christians have been infected by 
our consumer culture. And so we treat Church attendance like any other product: What 
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am I going to get out of it? What’s this product going to do for me? What benefits will 
be mine because I use this product? The focus is ME. 
 
There’s nothing wrong with that when you’re thinking about toothpaste deodorant or 
shampoo. But I suspect you can see how that sort of mindset [what do I get out of it?] 
might be the wrong perspective for an organization dedicated to a gospel where the 
Lord Jesus washes the disciples feet, a gospel that teaches [slide]: Mark 10:43…whoever 

wishes to become great among you shall be your servant; Or a gospel that personifies: Phil 2:3 Do 

nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  4 Each of 

you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. 5 Your attitude should be the 

same as that of Christ Jesus: 6  Who,being in very nature God,  did not consider equality with God something to 

be grasped, 7  but made himself nothing,  taking the very nature of a servant,    
 

The whole of the Gospel is Others-centered. For God so loved the world that he gave… What 
would make us think our meetings for worship should be about what WE get out of it?  
When we come to Worship together your first priority should be GOD and your 
second should be everyone else in the room.  Every one of you is a minister and there 
are people sitting in this building who need YOUR ministry. 
 
Remember: We are awfully delicate beings, and Pivotal Circumstances -that can 

shake our confidence and hope in God- can erupt into someone’s life overnight. Someone 
sitting next to you could be silently facing something that makes them wonder if God 
even exists, let alone loves them.  
People in Pivotal Circumstances need Providential Relationships- and that’s where 
you come in: you encourage and you help interpret those circumstances so faith is 
strengthened. “When our faith is down for the count we need people who will speak truth to us, 

friends who will remind us of God’s past faithfulness. We need people who will draw our attention 
outside of the realm of our immediate circumstances, people to put our circumstances in their proper 
context.”  [Andy Stanley from Deep & Wide] 

 
Consider John the Baptist. John has been absolutely faithful to God: preaching the 

baptism of repentance and being the voice crying in the wilderness announcing the Lord Jesus’ 

coming. But now he’s locked up in Antipas’ dungeons with no hope of release. His faith 
takes a nose dive. And so he sends some friends to question Jesus: “Are you the one or 

are we waiting for another?” I thought in baptizing you I’d done what God wanted but here I 
am in prison. Help me understand this!  
Jesus answers [slide]:  Matt 11:4 … “Go and report to John what you hear and see: 5  the BLIND 

RECEIVE SIGHT and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, and the  

POOR HAVE THE  GOSPEL PREACHED TO THEM.  

What’s Jesus doing here? He pointing John’s mind away from his miserable 
circumstances, and toward the big picture of what God is doing in the world –that God’s 

Kingdom is coming to pass because Jesus, whom John anointed and announced, IS the Messiah 

they’ve waited for. Despite John’s circumstances God’s work is going forward in the world 
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and that is a reason not to lose faith. Jesus’ message to John helps him interpret his 
circumstances in light of the big picture of God’s work in the world.  
Jesus’ goal is John’s faith is sustained in troubling circumstances.  
 
PIVOTAL CIRCUMSTANCES can shake our confidence and hope in Christ [Richard’s].  
Providential Relationships are critical to interpreting our hardships in light of Christ. 
Our author is calling his people to step up in the midst of hard circumstances and 
encourage one another to stay strong in their faith in Christ; to do so often, daily even. 
To do so as long as there is such a thing as “Today.” That is, until Jesus returns and 
the world is renewed and restored.  
 
Our author has emphasized to his congregation their personal responsibility to actively 
maintain their personal faith- to guard their hearts. AND he has commanded them to 
take responsibility for one another’s faith in the midst of their difficult circumstances 
[persecution] by calling on them to “Encourage one another daily” so their hearts will 
not be hardened by the Enemy’s lies. [Enemy wants you to believe God doesn’t care.] 

 
Later in Hebrews this ongoing need for encouragement will lead Him to write [slide]:   
Heb 10:23 Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for He who promised is faithful;  24 

and let us consider how  to stimulate one another to love and  good deeds,  25 not forsaking our own  

assembling together, as is the habit of some, but  encouraging one another; and all the more as you see the day 

drawing near. [Note that encouragement requires being together. Isolation cuts off encouragement.] 
 
Why is this important? Why this emphasis on personal and corporate maintenance of 
Faith? Because according to the author of Hebrews it is important that we remain 
faithful to Jesus to the very end. [slide]:   
3:6 …And we are his house, if we hold on to our courage and the hope of which we boast. 
4:1    Therefore, since the promise of entering his rest still stands, let us be careful that none of you be found to 

have fallen short of it. 

6: 11 We want each of you to show this same diligence to the very end, so that what you hope for may be fully 

realized. 12 We do not want you to become lazy, but to imitate those who through faith and patience inherit 

what has been promised. 

[slide]: 10:38 And, “But my righteous
 
one will live by faith. And I take no pleasure in the one who shrinks 

back.”
 
39 But we do not belong to  those who shrink back and are destroyed, but to those who have faith and are 

saved. 

3:14 We have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original conviction firmly to the very end.  

 

[slide]:  Some portion of this congregation of Jewish Christians is considering 
abandoning Jesus. They are being deceived into thinking that, like tossing Jonah 
overboard, giving Jesus the “Heave Ho” will fix their lives.  
That deception is hardening their hearts. They need encouragement to keep going with 
Jesus, to hang on to him, to guard their hearts so they remain soft and pliable to the 
Holy Spirit and so they can “hold their original conviction firmly to the very end!” 
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Holding our conviction- our faith in Christ- firmly to the very end despite “pivotal 
circumstances” is the goal. And you are critical piece of that equation.  
Guard your own heart from the tendency to be unbelieving. And look for creative ways 
to encourage those around you all the time so that their hearts will remain softened to 
the will of God despite the ugly stuff they have to walk through.   
 
That encouragement can come in a lot of forms: A hug and a whispered: I’m glad 
you’re here today. A memory shared: I remember when you brought me that meal, or 
that prayer you prayed for me. Looking one another in the eye and saying: “I love you” 
or “I thank God for you.” It can be in the songs Connie leads or the prayers we pray for 
one another. Or maybe it’s a friendly charge: Follow Jesus well!  
 
Maybe that “encouragement” is about helping people remember who they are.  
Remember back in early August we talked about the importance of understanding our 
identity. One of the ways we encourage one another daily is to, however we can, 
remind each other of who we are in Jesus Christ: Holy brothers and sisters who share the 

heavenly calling, We are his House… not those who shrink back and are lost but those who have 

faith and are saved, We are those whom God loves no matter what. And though “pivotal 
circumstances” come and go and come back again “Nothing can separate us from the 
love of God in Christ.”  And if that’s not encouraging, I don’t know what is. 
 
 


