
Hebrews 3-7-19 

How to avoid apostasy  

 

Announce membership class (next weekend)…  you need to sign up online!!!    

 

Introduction:  

 

 Bob Dylan was one of the most prolific and influential musicians of the 20th century.   

 

 He exploded onto the music scene in the 1960s. 

 

 By 2017 he had sold over 100 million records.   

 

 Robert Zimmerman (his real name) grew up Jewish.     

 

 He converted to Christianity in 1978.    

 

He writes, “in 1978 I sensed “a presence in the room that couldn’t have been anybody but Jesus”,... 

“Jesus put his hand on me,” he went on, “It was a physical thing. I felt it. I felt it all over me. I felt my whole 

body tremble. The glory of the Lord knocked me down and picked me up.”” (the independent) 

 

Three of his most controversial records came from his three year “Christian period” from 1978-1982.    

 

His best record during this period was “Slow Train Coming.”  It included some very profound songs…. 

Like, “you gotta serve somebody,” “God gave names to all the animals,” and “I believe in you.”    

 

The critics blasted his Christian music, many of his fans were angry that he converted, and his ticket and 

record sales plummeted.   

 

After a three-year trial with Christianity, he quit and went back to Judaism.  

 

 Many years later, in an interview with Rolling Stone magazine, he denied every being born again.  

 

 What happened to Bob Dylan?   

 

 At one point he claimed to be a Christian, he even wrote some profound Christian music, but then he fell 

away!!!   

 

 Many of us know people who have “fallen away” from the faith.   

 

 This brings us to Hebrews 3:7-19…   

 

 The author of Hebrews writes to his Jewish audience about the dangers of falling away.  Literally, the 

danger of apostasy.    

 

What is apostasy???   

 

Hebrews 3:12 (ESV) — 12 Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, 

leading you to fall away from the living God.  

The phrase “fall away” comes from the Greek word apostenai.   From this word we get the word 

apostasy.   



What is apostasy?   

 

Apostasy happens when someone who professes to be a Christian falls way from the faith.  Notice, that I 

said, “someone who professes to be a Christian.”  Professing to be a Christian and being a Christian are 

different things. There are people who profess to be Christians who are not.  These people can fall away from 

the faith, because they were never in the faith.  

 

Maybe you are thinking…   

 

“Few!!!  This passage does not apply to me since I’m a Christian!!!”   Not so fast!!!   I hope you are a 

Christian.  But only time will tell if you are a genuine Christian.   This passage was written to help professing 

Christians avoid apostasy.   

 

How do we avoid apostasy?    

 

By understanding three things-  

 The history of apostasy  

 The results of apostasy  

 The avoidance of apostasy   

 

First, the history of apostasy. 

 

 Winston Churchill said, “Those who fail to learn from history are doomed to repeat it.”  

 

 The author of Hebrews wants us to learn from Israel’s history of apostasy.   To help us he quotes from 

Psalm 95.   

 Hebrews 3:7–9 (ESV) — 7 Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says, “Today, if you hear his voice, 8 do not 

harden your hearts as in the rebellion, on the day of testing in the wilderness, 9 where your fathers put me to the 

test and saw my works for forty years….   

 

Psalm 95:7-11 alludes to two episodes in Israel’s history.     

 

Episode one- apostasy in Meribah.    

 

The words “rebellion” and “testing” in Hebrews 3:8 point us to Israel’s rebellion at Meribah and Massah 

as recorded in Ex. 17.  

 

One scholar writes,   

 

“…the original Hebrew behind the word "rebellion" is meribah, and behind "testing" is massah. Check 

Psalm 95:7, 8, as it is rendered in your Old Testament, and you will read: "Today, if you hear his voice, do not 

harden your hearts as you did at Meribah, as you did that day at Massah in the desert."” (Hughes)  

 

What happens at Meribah in Ex. 17?  It is right after the Exodus. The Israelites are camped near Mount 

Sinai and they run out of water.  What do they do?  They grumble and complain.  They shout, “We are going to 

die of dehydration!!!”  Despite their unbelief, God provides them with water when Moses strikes the rock.   

 

Episode two- apostasy on the edge of the promised land.  

 



Psalm 95 also alludes to Numbers 13-14.  Israel is on the border of the promised land (Kadesh Barnea).  

The twelve spies are sent out to explore the new land.  They return from their 40-day mission and give a report 

(Numbers 13:23,24,27).  

 

Even though God promises to give them the land 10 of the 12 spies are terrified to take it (Numbers 

13:32, 33).   They complain, “They are too many Canaanites and they are too big and powerful.  God can’t 

deliver us.”  

 Unbelief ruled that day in Israel.  There was even a motion to kill their God appointed leaders.   

 Numbers 14:10–11 (ESV) — 10 Then all the congregation said to stone them (Joshua and Caleb) with 

stones. But the glory of the LORD appeared at the tent of meeting to all the people of Israel. 11 And the LORD 

said to Moses, “How long will this people despise me? And how long will they not believe in me, in spite of all 

the signs that I have done among them?  

 As a result of Israel’s apostasy, they had to wonder in the desert for 40 years (Hebrews 3:9).   

This apostasy is astonishing!!!  Why?  Think of what this generation saw?     

 Illustration:   

  

 Moses marched into Pharaoh’s palace and said, “Pharaoh, God commands you to let his people go.”  

 Pharaoh said, “No”  

 

 Then God sent ten spectacular plagues to punish Egypt.  

 

 After the final plague (the angel of Death), Pharaoh relented, and gave the Israelites permission to leave.  

At this point 600,000 men plus women and children (roughly 1.5 million people) marched out of Egypt 

together.  

 

 They were guided by a massive pillar of cloud by day and a massive pillar of fire by night.  Imagine 

what this must have looked like?   

 

 Then Pharaoh changed his mind.  He pursued Israel across the desert.  Israel was trapped between the 

red sea and Pharaoh’s army.  God placed a wall of fire between them and Pharaoh’s army.  Then Moses raised 

his staff and God parted the red Sea.   

 

 The Israelites passed through safely…  When Pharaoh’s army try to follow God destroyed them.  

 

 This was just the beginning.   

 

 God miraculously provided them with manna and quail to eat.  

 God provided water from the Rock 

 God provided the law from the mountain.   

 

 Things started out so well for Israel, they saw God’s power, but most of them fell away.   

 

 Application:    

 

 This history was meant to sober the Christians in Rome.   

 

 It is meant to sober us.  We must keep believing if we want to be saved.    



Sadly, it is not that unusual for people to have a remarkable spiritual “exodus,” only to fall away months 

or years later.    

We must keep believing to be saved!   

But little jimmy went forward at that crusade, or walked the aisle, or signed a pledge card when he was 

in college.  That is great, but ultimately walking down an aisle or making a decision at camp is not what saves 

you, what saves you is believing on Christ until you die.   

Our culture of easy believism makes this teaching in Hebrews hard to swallow.   

Carl Trueman is a professor of theology at Grove City college, a pastor, and a writer.  He grew up in 

Scotland.  While teaching there he used to travel around the country and give a talk on Biblical assurance…  it 

usually went over very well.   It really helped people.  But when he gave the same talk in the States no one 

seemed to be moved or care.  Why?  Everyone in our culture has assurance!!!    Everyone thinks they are saved.  

 Many people, even the most nominal church goers, think they are saved because they prayed the sinners 

prayer a long time ago even though they live just like the world.   

 

 This does not cut it…    and the results can be catastrophic.  What are they???  

 

 This brings us to the second point…   

 

 First, the history of apostasy!   

 

Second, the results of apostasy.  

 

 Our text lists a few results…   

 

Apostasy arouses God’s wrath!  

Hebrews 3:10–11 (ESV) — 10 Therefore I was provoked with that generation, and said, ‘They always 

go astray in their heart; they have not known my ways.’ 11 As I swore in my wrath, ‘They shall not enter my 

rest.’ ”  

These verses allude to Numbers 14:20-23.   The people of Israel did not trust God.  They were on the 

edge of the promised land but they refused to go in and take it because they did not trust God.  

As a result, verse 11 says, “As I swore in my wrath, “they shall not enter my rest.” 

Israel’s unbelief aroused God’s wrath.  In other words, it aroused God anger.  Yes, god gets angry.  

Though his anger is never sinful.   

His anger makes sense though, doesn’t it?   

Illustration:  

Since I love my children, I feed them three times a day.  It is a minor thing… but I pride myself on 

keeping them fed.   

They get three meals a day in the winter time. 



They get three meals a day in the summer time.  

They get three meals a day when we are on vacation.  

They get three meals a day on school days.  

They get three meals day during football season.  

They get three meals a day during March Madness.   

You get the point… We always feed them three meals a day.  Why?  We love them!!!    

We usually eat dinner at 6pm.   

Imagine how I will feel if one of my kids comes to me tonight at 5:38 and says, “Dad, I’m starving…  

No… I’m really starving… aren’t you going to feed me? Don’t you love me?  Why aren’t you taking care of me 

right now?”  

Would I have a right to be a little angry?  Yes!!! Why?  I have proven over the years that I always feed 

them, that I will take care of them, and that I love them.  

God has a right to be angry with Israel, because he has proven that he has the power to take care of 

them.  Instead of trusting him they walked away from him! In other words, they doubted that God was up to the 

challenge.  This aroused His wrath!  

You don’t want to arouse God’s wrath!!!    

Apostasy arouses God’s wrath! In addition…   

Apostasy bars us from heaven!   

Hebrews 3:11 (ESV) — 11 As I swore in my wrath, ‘They shall not enter my rest.’”  

 

For ancient Israel, the rest was the rest of the promised land.  The promised land was the land of plenty, 

the land of blessing, the place where they would find rest from enemies.   

 

Because of Israel’s apostasy, a whole generation was kept out of the promised land (Deut. 2:14).  Of the 

hundreds of thousands of men who came out of Egypt, only Caleb and Joshua were allowed to enter the 

promised land.   

 

Hebrews 3:16-18 says the same thing.   

 Hebrews 3:16 (ESV) — 16 For who were those who heard and yet rebelled? Was it not all those who 

left Egypt led by Moses?   

  

 The point- At first Israel believed. How do we know? They followed Moses in the wilderness.  

Hebrews 3:17 (ESV) — 17 And with whom was he provoked for forty years? Was it not with those 

who sinned, whose bodies fell in the wilderness?  

 The point- Then Israel stopped believing, which led to sin!   



Hebrews 3:18 (ESV) — 18 And to whom did he swear that they would not enter his rest, but to those 

who were disobedient?  

 The point- Israel’s apostasy ended in judgment.  They did not enter their promised rest!  

Application:  

 

 This is very serious business.  Apostasy bars one from the promised land.    

The OT promised land was a type of heaven.  Those who walk away from the faith will be barred from 

the eternal promised land.   

Our eternal welfare is at stake.   

How do we avoid apostasy?  This brings us to the last point.   

 

First, the history of apostasy.  

Second, the result of apostasy.    

 

Third, the avoidance of apostasy.   

 

 How do we avoid apostasy?   

 

 We avoid apostasy by guarding our hearts.    

 Hebrews 3:12 (ESV) — 12 Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, 

leading you to fall away from the living God.    

 Take care, brothers…  in other words, be very careful brothers.  In other words, this could happen to you 

brothers!   

These are not hypothetical warnings for someone else.  They are real warnings for those who profess to 

be Christians (brothers).    

 

 He warns Christians about the dangers of an ‘evil, unbelieving heart…” leading to apostasy.      

 

Apostasy always starts in the heart…  

 

“The heart of every problem is a problem in the heart.” (Wiersbe, 288) 

 

3:15 says the same thing…  

Hebrews 3:15 (ESV) — 15 As it is said, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as in 

the rebellion.”  

 People don’t fall away from God, because they lack evidence.  The Israelites had tons of evidence.  

They saw the plagues, the parting of the red sea, the pillar of cloud and fire, water from the rock.  

 

 We have tons of evidence…    

 

People fall away from the living God because their hearts grow increasingly attached to idols. 

 



What do I mean???   

 

 The idol of work!  We spend more and more time at work and less and less time with God.  slowly, 

very slowly over time we drift away from Christ, than we stop believing.   

 

 The idol of hobby!  Spending more and more time away…  sports!  

 

 The idol of sex.  

 

Tim Keller story…  When a single man or women in the church says to him…  “I don’t know if I 

believe in Jesus anymore?”  the first question he sometimes asks them is, “who are you sleeping with?”  which 

usually catches them off guard.   

 

I know a few people who you used to call themselves Christians.  They fought same sex attraction for 

years.  They finally gave up fighting and turned away from the living God.  This is a heart issue!   

 

 The idol of relationships…  

 

 Some people are tired of their friends, parents, and coworkers disapproving of their Christianity…  They 

love their relationships more than Jesus.  They fall away…  

 

 The idol of pleasure…  

 

 Some people drift away because their hearts become increasingly convinced that they will be happy 

when they can do whatever they want with their time, money, and weekends.    

 

 The idol of self…  

 

 I’m sick of God telling me what to do and think…   I want to be in charge.  I want to divorce my 

spouse…  I don’t want to go to church…  I want to decide what is right or wrong…    

  

 Apostasy is always starts with little compromises in the heart.  What little compromises are you making 

today?  

 

 We must guard our hearts!    

 

 We guard our hearts by remaining in the word and by spending time with God’s people.  Which brings 

us to the next suggestion….   

  

 We avoid apostasy by guarding our hearts.  

 We avoid apostasy by exhorting one another.    

Hebrews 3:13 (ESV) — 13 But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called “today,” that none 

of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.  

 

 How often are we to exhort each other?  Every day!!!    

 

Every day…  wow…  coming to church once a month or home group once a month is not enough!  

 

There is an intense urgency in his tone.  We are to do exhort one another every day, “as long as it is 

called today.”  Don’t do it tomorrow or next week.  Do it now before it is too late. 



This is so important the author of Hebrews brings it up again in Hebrews 10.   

 

Hebrews 10:24–25 (ESV) — 24 And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, 

25 not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you 

see the Day drawing near.  

 

We all need to be exhorted on a regular basis to keep on believing in Jesus.   

 

Illustration:  

 

Tiger trainers at LC…  wanted to quit, but if I quit I would bring the whole group down.  

 

We are so much better together!!!   

 

I think this is one of the reasons why CrossFit is so successful.  People work out together, to spur one 

another on.  They help each other go farther.  If we work out by ourselves, we often quit.   

 Application:   

 

If you want to avoid apostasy it is not enough to come to church on Sunday.  You need to be in close 

relationship with other believers so that they can exhort you to keep believing.   

 

You need to become a member of a local church, if not here, somewhere else, where you are 

accountable to the other members and the elders.   

 

Since you are not meant to survive on your own, you will not survive on your own.       

 

Lone rangers are dead rangers…     

We avoid apostasy by guarding our hearts.  

 We avoid apostasy by exhorting one another.    

 

 We avoid apostasy by persevering in faith!    

 Hebrews 3:14 (ESV) — 14 For we have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original 

confidence firm to the end.  

  

 This is similar to what I read last week.   

 

 Hebrews 3:6 (ESV) — 6b… And we are his house, if indeed we hold fast our confidence and our 

boasting in our hope.  

 Both texts make it very clear that we must persevere in faith until the end to be saved.   To say it another 

way, only those who persevere until the end will be saved.   

 

 Kent Hughes writes,   

 

“I am a convinced Calvinist. I believe true Christians persevere - "the perseverance of the Saints." And I 

believe what the Scriptures say here: "We have come to share in Christ… if we hold firmly till the end the 

confidence we had at first." If we do not persevere, we are lost.” (Hughes)  

 



 This explains 1 John 2:19.  

1 John 2:19 (ESV) — 19 They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, 

they would have continued with us. But they went out, that it might become plain that they all are not of us.  

 The person who fails to believe until the end does not belong to Christ.   

 

 Application:     

 

 Fortunately, we are not saved by our ability to persevere, if we were, it would be a form of salvation by 

works.  

  

 Ultimately our confidence does not rest in ourselves, or even in our faith, it rests in Christ’s finished 

work.   

 

 Our text tells us that we will be saved, if we keep holding onto our confidence.  What confidence?   

 

Our confidence is that anyone who casts themselves on the mercy and grace of Jesus will be forgiven of 

all their sins, adopted by God, and they are headed for the eternal promised land.   

 

This is our confidence.  Is this your confidence?  If you are not sure if you are a Christian or not, there is 

only one thing to do.  Cast yourself today on the mercy of Christ and keep on believing.  

 

Like ancient Israel, we are on Jordan’s stormy banks.  In other words, we are on the edge of the promise 

land.  We will get there not by working really hard, not by our efforts, nor by the labors of our hands.  We will 

get there if we keep on believing.    

 

None of our stories has to be like Bob Dylan’s story.   

 

Let’s keep on believing together.    

 

Please pray with me.     

 

   

 

 


