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They are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye mistakes can be found.  So he 
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“We have become Partakers of Christ” 
Hebrews 3:1-4:13 (3:7-19) 

Prepared by Patrick J. Griffiths 
 
The author of Hebrews calls us to be careful to believe God’s Word concerning who Jesus is 
and what He does.  To reject this is never to enter His rest.  We read this as a warning passage 
and rightly so, yet if we were to begin at the bottom (4:14-16) and read up to the warnings we 
would see this text as a strong note of encouragement.  We do have a great high priest who 
stands before and sits on a throne of grace where we can obtain mercy and find help in our 
time of need. 
 
When I was in Bible College I took a short term missions trip to Bolivia, South America.  I 
didn’t know Spanish and I travelled alone.  There were two elements that made this trip 
memorable.  First, it was the first time I flew in a plane, visited a foreign country, and knew 
nothing of reading an itinerary.  Second, here is what happened: I was first to fly to one city 
before I arrived at my destination.  Through changes in the schedule, I arrived at my final 
destination without the layover stop, but I thought I was supposed to be on the flight to the 
layover city and I missed that flight.  I was supposed to go from A to B to C but instead I went 
from A to C.  So even though I was where I was supposed to be, I arrived several hours before 
anyone was to meet me.  When I heard someone speaking English in the terminal I grabbed 
them and they tried to get me on the flight to B when I was already where I was supposed to 
be with C.  I missed the flight going to B and was then put in a taxi and to a motel where I 
spent a sleepless night.  In the morning the motel had instructions to get me a taxi and back to 
the airport to catch another flight to B even though I was already where I was suppose to be 
with C.  You might be wondering why I did not attempt to figure out my itinerary, but this is 
the mystery of being “Pat.”  When I arrived at the airport in the morning, the missionary who 
was suppose to meet me the previous day was there and I literally jumped for joy at my safe 
arrival.   He arrived the previous day and obviously could not find what was not there to be 
found.  He, likewise, had a sleepless night.  He was also relieved to find me. 
 
Now, there are several elements that could clear up this mishap.  First, if I was a national or 
spoke Spanish, the problem could have been lessened.  Second, if I was one given to detail and 
understood how to read the itinerary, the problem could have been lessened.   
 
In this study of a “warning passage” one of our problems is that we are not nationals nor do 
we speak the language.  Their experience in the Exodus and wilderness is not ours.  Because 
the author quotes extensively from the OT text and uses the nation of Israel as an example 
there is a part of our study that leaves us confused.  For the first century Jewish audience this 
illustration and application makes perfect sense.  If we take the time to carefully read the 
itinerary, the problems that confront us will be lessened and we will arrive at our necessary 
destination.  So with this in mind, let us begin to unpack the passage. 
 
The parallel to the nation of Israel for us as the church is not exact, but their experience can 
encourage us in our own experience.  It is important to remember what is happening.  The 
nation of Israel has just been delivered from Egyptian bondage.  Upon leaving they were 



 

 

2 

expecting the land flowing with milk and honey.  Their experience was very different than 
what they were expecting.  They assumed when the deliverer came everything would be 
perfect.  In fact, they were so disappointed that they longed to return to Egypt and eat the 
“onions and leeks” previously enjoyed.  As a consequence of their unbelief in God’s promises 
and provisions, He had them wander in the wilderness for 40 years before killing off an entire 
generation.  The call was to move forward, not to look back. 
 
Think with me to the first century Jew who was alive when Jesus came.  The Old Testament 
text told them that when the Messiah came everything would be perfect.  Read Amos 9:11-15. 
 

11 "In that day I will raise up the fallen booth of David, And wall up its breaches; I will also raise up its ruins 
And rebuild it as in the days of old; 12 That they may possess the remnant of Edom And all the nations who 
are called by My name," Declares the LORD who does this. 13 "Behold, days are coming," declares the LORD, 
"When the plowman will overtake the reaper And the treader of grapes him who sows seed; When the 
mountains will drip sweet wine And all the hills will be dissolved. 14 "Also I will restore the captivity of My 
people Israel, And they will rebuild the ruined cities and live in them; They will also plant vineyards and 
drink their wine, And make gardens and eat their fruit. 15 "I will also plant them on their land, And they will 
not again be rooted out from their land Which I have given them," Says the LORD your God. 

 
Yet this was a far cry from their experience.  Because of their experience, the pull was to turn 
back to the old system.  This experience is also ours.  When you are redeemed from sin’s debt 
and adopted into God’s family, there is unparallel joy and relief, yet in the days, weeks, and 
months ahead you find yourself in the wilderness.  The inclination is to go back to what you 
were instead of pressing ahead.  This text gives us the warning against turning back, but it also 
gives us the word of encouragement we need to press ahead.  Hebrews 3:13 notes and chapter 
4 tells us what word we need to speak to encourage one another day by day.   
 
In light of this, let us begin by noting where we have been.  Initially we have seen how Jesus 
Christ is Superior to/better than the Prophets (1:1-4).  Secondly, we have seen how Jesus 
Christ is Superior to/better than the Angels (1:5–2:18).  There is a “warning passage” in 2:1-4.  
We also see how in His humanity Jesus becomes the perfect high priest.  Chapter 3:1 begins 
with Moses and his role in bringing us to the Son (3:1-6). 
 
Let us remember to keep what we are about to read in the larger context of this Book.  Jesus 
Christ is the fullest and final revelation of God to man.  He is the perfect Word that must be 
heeded.  If we drift from Him and neglect Him, then what hope do we have (2:1-4)?  Angels 
are His messengers and His servants.  He is the fulfillment of all preceding shadow.  Just as 
Aaron and Moses served as High Priest and Apostle in shadow, so now Jesus is the substance 
to which they pointed.   
 
Our text (3:7-4:16) says if you do not believe this Word, Jesus Christ, then you will not enter 
into His rest.  Although the illustration our author employs is not perfect (because it is a 
shadow), there is still a vital application we can make to us.  If you do not believe God’s final 
and fullest Word, then you will not enter His rest.  Friends, it is that simple. 
 
Now let us consider the text. 
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First, he begins with an initial exhortation (3:6b).  The author uses an “if” clause, which 
assumes a consequence or result.1  The construction of this clause simply assumes a reality or 
truth.  It might not be true, but if it is then this is the result. 
 

Second, he then offers the reader an illustration (3:7-11) from their past collective experience.  
He ties what is about to be said with what preceded.2 
 

The “therefore” in verse 7 of chapter 3 indicates that our author connects verses 7-19 (and beyond) with 
what has already been said. The Son humbled Himself by taking on humanity (at His incarnation), and 
by virtue of His identification with man, He provided a way of salvation and a source of help. 
“Therefore” we should focus our attention on Jesus, the Apostle and High Priest, whom we confess. He is 
greater than Moses (3:1-6). If the Son is greater than Moses, then we really do need to “hear His voice” 
(3:7).3 

 
Our author quotes Psalm 95:7-11.  Psalm 95 is citing Exodus 17 where the nation of Israel 
quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water that we may drink.” 
 

2 Therefore the people quarreled with Moses and said, "Give us water that we may drink." And Moses 
said to them, "Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the LORD?" 3 But the people thirsted there 
for water; and they grumbled against Moses and said, "Why, now, have you brought us up from Egypt, 
to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst?" 4 So Moses cried out to the LORD, saying, "What 
shall I do to this people? A little more and they will stone me." 5 Then the LORD said to Moses, "Pass 
before the people and take with you some of the elders of Israel; and take in your hand your staff with 
which you struck the Nile, and go. 6 "Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb; and you 
shall strike the rock, and water will come out of it, that the people may drink." And Moses did so in the 
sight of the elders of Israel. 7 He named the place Massah and Meribah because of the quarrel of the 

sons of Israel, and because they tested the LORD, saying, "Is the LORD among us, or not?" (Exod. 17:2-
7) 

 
Exodus 17 is between the Exodus from Egypt in chapter 13 and before Mount Sinai in chapters 
19, 20.  Their grumbling continued at Kadesh Barnea.  Here, there is a culmination of their 
unbelief.  At Kadesh Barnea (Num. 13, 14) the twelve spies went forth to survey the land, the 
people rejected God and did not believe His promises.  The author of Hebrews is drawing a 
parallel between what happened at Kadesh Barnea and the wanderings of Israel with his 
immediate audience.4 
 
Notice how explicit the language is to describe those who rejected God’s direction. 
 

10 However, the whole community threatened to stone them. But the glory of the Lord appeared to all the 
Israelites at the tent of meeting. 11 The Lord said to Moses, “How long will this people despise me, and 

how long will they not believe in me, in spite of the signs that I have done among them?” (Num. 14:10, 
11) 

 
There are two elements noted by the quotation from Psalm 95.  There is a description of the 
condition/causation (vv. 7-10).  The language is graphic; “DO NOT HARDEN YOUR 
HEARTS, THEY PROVOKED ME.” 
 
Notice the language of provoking God.  In order for finite man to understand an infinite God 
He is often described with human attributes/qualities.  Such descriptions are called 
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anthropomorphic expressions.  God has “emotion” but His emotion is so vastly superior to 
ours that there is no fluctuation expressed.  By making such a claim we cannot conclude He is 
an automaton.  It is, however, necessary to differentiate His emotion from ours.5 
 
He continues, “YOUR FATHERS TRIED ME BY TESTING ME (v. 9).”  It is difficult to 
understand how God could act so directly among His people and they still have hearts of 
unbelief.  Although I wish to be better than this, I am no different.  Furthermore, “THEY 
ALWAYS GO ASTRAY IN THEIR HEART, (v. 10).”  Like a planet that left its orbit so my 
people have hearts that go astray. 6  Such deviation is devastating and death delivering.  
Finally, “AND THEY DID NOT KNOW MY WAYS.”  Because of this causation there is a 
predicable consequence or outcome (v. 11), “I SWORE IN MY WRATH, 'THEY SHALL NOT 
ENTER MY REST'" (v. 11). 
 
The rest spoken of here is the Promised Land.  The word for “rest” is katapausis.  It is used 
eight times in the NT and all but one are in the Book of Hebrews (Acts 7:49; Heb. 3:11, 18; 4:1, 
3, 5, 10, 11).  The verb form (katapauo) is used four times in the NT.  All but one are in the 
Book of Hebrews (Acts 14:18; Heb. 4:4, 8, 10).  We will continue to explore what this means for 
our author and audience in our present passage. 
 
From his exhortation and illustration, he provides an explanation (3:12-19) as to what this 
means for his audience.  He begins with an initial command/imperative - Be on guard against 
an evil heart (“Take care” v. 12).7  Remember Hebrews 2:1-4?  If we drift from Him and if we 
neglect Him, then what hope do we have?  The idea in Hebrews 2:1-4 and what we read in 3:12 
is the same.  To say you believe in God, but refuse to believe in Jesus is not to believe in God. 
 
I find it gripping the manner in which God is described as living.  This is in contrast to dead 
and empty.  The living God speaks (Deut. 5:26).  David understood His God as living when 
confronted by the challenge of Goliath (1 Sam. 17:26, 36).  The Israelites understood their God 
to be alive (2 Kings 19:16).  The language of the Psalmist expresses his passion for the living 
God (Pss. 42:2; 84:2).  Jeremiah declares an anthem celebrating his God with the following 
words (Jer. 10:10). 
 

But the LORD is the true God; He is the living God and the everlasting King. At His wrath the earth 
quakes, And the nations cannot endure His indignation. (Jer. 10:10) 

 
Daniel is described as a “servant of the living God” (Dan. 6:20, 26).  The king was so arrested 
by God delivering Daniel that he ordered the following decree (Dan. 6:26). 
 

I make a decree that in all the dominion of my kingdom men are to fear and tremble before the God of 
Daniel; For He is the living God and enduring forever, And His kingdom is one which will not be 

destroyed, And His dominion will be forever. (Dan. 6:26) 

 
Peter likewise confesses how Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16).  Paul 
describes the Church as being of/from the living God (1 Tim. 3:15).  I always find it so 
repugnant when people feel at liberty to denigrate any local church or the church at large.  Do 
we understand what we are doing when we speak so poorly of a local church or churches in 
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general?  The hope we have is in the living God (1 Tim. 4:10).  It is this God who reaches back 
into time eternal and forward into time immortal that is spoken of in our text and throughout 
the Book of Hebrews. 
 

Take care, brethren, that there not be in any one of you an evil, unbelieving heart that falls away from the 

living God. (Heb. 3:12) 
 
how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without blemish 
to God, cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God? (Heb. 9:14) 
 
It is a terrifying thing to fall into the hands of the living God. (Heb. 10:31) 
 
But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to 
myriads of angels, (Heb. 12:22) 

 
This point cannot be overemphasized.  I could walk through a crowded room and pinch a 
child’s chubby cheeks or punch an individual in the arm and they would yelp because they are 
alive.  The life you have is in contrast to what is dead.  God is no less alive than you and me.  
He is here in our midst.  When someone says no to God they are saying no to a real living 
person.  When you believe in God, it isn’t some theory or formula.  This God is living; He is 
alive. 
 
What is of interest to me is how we so individualize the text when community and group are 
primary.  The individual Christian is always at risk of defection.  There is strength in numbers 
and that is what this text tells us. 
 
From the initial command, he provides a contrasting or correcting action - Be a part of the 
believing community (“alla encourage one another day after day” v. 13).  Four elements help 
us understand this verse.  It is prescriptive (“Encourage one another”).  Encouraging one 
another is something we are to do day by day.  It is our word parakaleo and means “to walk 
or call alongside of.”  The idea is one of encouraging, of supporting.  Next, our verse shows it 
to be predictable (“day by day/today”).  Encouraging one another should not be something 
rarely done, but daily extended.  How unfortunate it is that we are so greedy with our words 
and acts of encouragement.  In addition, it is purposeful (“so that”).  There is a reason as to 
why we are to be a part of an encouraging community on a daily basis.  Finally, it is protective 
(“none of you will be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin”).  “Apostasy (Heb 12:4) is their 
peril and it is a trick of sin.”8  What are we warned against?  We are warned against “falling 
away.”  The Bible calls this apostasy.  “Apostasy is the renunciation of one’s faith in the person 
and work of Jesus Christ for salvation. Apostasy may be accompanied by moral failure, even 
preceded by it, but apostasy isn’t merely committing sin; apostasy is one’s departure from 
faith in Jesus.”9  There is a deceitfulness to sin that we are not immune to.  We are far more 
susceptible to its subtle enticements when we are alone and isolated. Sin will trick us into 
partaking of its delicacies.   
 
Verse 13 begins with a contrasting conjunction.  Instead of rejecting God, say yes to God and a 
way to say yes to God is to put your self in the community of those who are saying yes to God. 
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The spiritual health and well being of every member of the church is the responsibility of every member 
of the church, and not just one of its staff who is paid to do so. We are a body, and we are to care for one 
another. That is not only the emphasis here, but elsewhere in the book as well. We are to see to it that no 
one in the body becomes “hardened by sin’s deception.”10 
 

I find this idea of community so simple.  The Bible does not define this idea exhaustively.  First 
and foremost you and I should be in a church where God is openly and unashamedly 
confessed and the Bible is taught expositional.    
 
Beyond the regular assembly you need to do whatever you need to do to stay in contact with 
other believers.  If it is meeting regularly over a cup of coffee, then do it.  If it is life groups, 
then do it.  If it is serving others through various ministries, then do it.  If it is starting or 
attending a men’s or women’s Bible study, then do it.  Such expressions of body life are 
flexible and cultural and generational, but whatever and however it shows itself, just do it.  It 
is not a one size fits all.   
 
Friend, the purpose of our community is to keep us in Story and to keep us from falling in 
love with the shadow (i.e. “the world” [1 John 2:15-17; James 4:4; Mark 4:19]). 
 

15 Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is 
not in him. 16 For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride 
of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world. 17 The world is passing away, and also its lusts; but 
the one who does the will of God lives forever. (1 John 2:15-17) 
 
4 You adulteresses, do you not know that friendship with the world is hostility toward God? Therefore 
whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God. 5 Or do you think that the 
Scripture speaks to no purpose: "He jealously desires the Spirit which He has made to dwell in us"? 6 But 
He gives a greater grace. Therefore it says, "GOD IS OPPOSED TO THE PROUD, BUT GIVES GRACE TO 
THE HUMBLE." 7 Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you. (James 4:4-7) 
 
but the worries of the world, and the deceitfulness of riches, and the desires for other things enter in and 
choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful. (Mark 4:19) 

 
We are combatants and there are several notable opponents who work for our demise: the 
world, the flesh, and the devil.  We must labor to stay in the truth, inside of His Story.   
 
A reason as to why we should take care to stay a part of the encouraging community is 
because we have become partakers of Christ (v. 14).  There was a point in time when we 
became partakers of Christ.  The perfect tense says we became in the past and continue in the 
present in that state.  The perfect tense does not speak of a present that is different than the 
past.11 
 
If you became, then you are.  You cannot not become once you became.  It is like you were 
born human and you continue as human today.  You cannot undo your humanity.  You cannot 
become something other than what you are.  And if you are human, then you cannot become 
something other than human.  Once we are in Christ we cannot reverse that position. 
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Again, the “if” speaks to holding fast to the initial becoming.  If you have no beginning, you 
will not hold fast.  If you have a beginning, then you hold fast.  Another reason as to why we 
are to remain in an encouraging community is because the threat of apostasy, of defection, is 
real (v. 16). 
 
When looking at verses 15 and following, it is important we remember the historical event 
being cited.  When God through Moses led the nation of Israel out of Egypt it was a seething 
mass of humanity. The nation of Israel when they left Egypt was a spiritually mixed group.   
 

A mixed multitude also went up with them, along with flocks and herds, a very large number of 
livestock. (Exod. 12:38) 
 
The rabble who were among them had greedy desires; and also the sons of Israel wept again and said, 
"Who will give us meat to eat? (Num. 11:4) 

 
Many estimate the number of Israelites at two to three million people.  All of them made up 
the nation, but not all of them were believers.  There were those who truly believed and were 
“religious” and there were those who were strictly “political” in their allegiance.  They were in 
it because it was good for them.  They did not love God and His Word.   
 
What is of continued interest is how those older than 20 would die in the wilderness.  There 
were probably 600,000 who died.  We should not conclude all those under 20 were saved. 
 
The Exodus saved everyone from Egyptian bondage, but it did not save them from their 
sins.  Just because you came out of Egypt did not mean Egypt came out of you.  Unless and 
until there was a circumcision of the heart you would remain in your sin.  The Exodus 
becomes the pivotal event in the life of the nation.  Yet it is only a shadow of something 
greater that is to come. 
 
It is imperative we always see the nation of Israel as a gathering of believers and unbelievers.  
For believers, they were encouraged to continuing believing God.  For the unbeliever, they 
were invited to believe God.  The consequence of not believing was death and the inability to 
enter into the Promised Land.  This is the point made in verse 19.   
 
Verse 19 drives home the singular idea of this illustration – “They could not enter in because of 
unbelief.” 
 

Now we’ve come to the root of it all – unbelief. That generation of Israelites did not believe God, even 
though they saw example after example of how God kept His word through Moses. Again and again, 
God announced a coming plague, and each came as and when God said. Again and again, God 
announced that He would remove a plague. And each time it came about just as (and when) God said. 
The Israelites complained and rebelled when they were hungry or thirsty, even though God had 
promised to meet all their needs. And, in the end, the Israelites failed to believe that God would give 
them victory over the giants in the land. The root evil behind Israel’s failure to enter into God’s “rest” 
was unbelief.12 

 
I am not sure with what degree of certainty we can say everyone who survived the wilderness 
wandering and who entered into the Promised Land were saved individuals.  I do not believe 
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in any gathering everyone present is saved.  The only time this will happen is after the rapture 
of the church and the gathering by God of His people. 
 
But the warning stands.  If you do not believe, you will not enter. 
 
Part of our dilemma is whether or not we are talking about justification/rest or 
sanctification/rest.  Is the issue whether or not one is a Christian or whether or not rest marks 
the Christian life?  My tendency is to see this as whether or not one is a Christian.  In addition, 
the larger argument is put in play to encourage those who find themselves in a place of 
struggle/wilderness and who are looking back and longing for the “leeks of Egypt.” 
 
To his immediate audience the author says, “If you believe anything other than Jesus only and 
alone, you will not enter into His rest.”  If you add to or take from Jesus Christ in His person 
and work, then you cannot be saved.  We believe this.  To be sure, however, it is complicated.   
 
Evangelicals state that neither Jehovah Witnesses nor Mormons believe in the Jesus of the Bible 
because of their tampering with the Trinity and Jesus as the second member.  Evangelicals as a 
whole also argue that anyone who seeks works-righteousness cannot be saved and this 
encompasses a whole host of professing Christian denominations.  Yet Evangelicals are largely 
made up of those who add to and take from Jesus as to their sanctification and future 
glorification/reward.   
 
The issue at stake is for us to heed God’s Word and not to turn a deaf ear and unbelieving 
heart toward God.  Chapter four is crucial in our understanding of this chapter.  We will, 
however, consider chapter four in our next study.  As noted earlier, chapter four provides a 
word of encouragement to those of us who find ourselves in the dark place of wandering.  
God invites us to believe His promise.  He will always keep His word.  Let us not be deceived 
by sin, but let us continue listening to God and pressing forward as partakers in Christ. 
 
 
                                                 

1 “If we hold fast (ean kataschômen). Condition of third class with ean and second aorist (effective) active 
subjunctive of katechô. This note of contingency and doubt runs all through the Epistle. We are God's house if we 
do not play the traitor and desert.” A.T. Robertson’s Word Pictures on Hebrews 3:6. 

2 “This is the strongest inferential conjunction [dio].” H.E. Dana and Julius R. Mantey, A Manual Grammar 
of the Greek New Testament (Macmillan, 1927), 245. 

3 http://bible.org/seriespage/resisting-rest-hebrews-37-19  
4 “The author of our text is going to use the second half of Psalm 95 as the basis for his exhortation in 

chapters 3 and 4, but there are several Old Testament texts which serve as the backdrop for the psalmist’s 
argument in Psalm 95. We will begin with these texts which describe several incidents having to do with Israel’s 
exodus from Egypt and their journey toward the Promised Land. Specifically, the psalmist bases his exhortation 
on Israel’s failures at Meribah and Massah (Exodus 17:1-7; Numbers 13-14; 20:1-13).” 
http://bible.org/seriespage/resisting-rest-hebrews-37-19 

5 “Late compound from parapikrainô, late verb to embitter (para, pikros), found only in LXX and here 
and verse Heb 3:15. It means embitterment, exasperation. For the simple verb pikrainô, to make bitter, see Col 
3:19.” A.T. Robertson’s Word Pictures on Hebrews 3:8. 

6 “Present middle indicative of planaô, to wander astray, common verb.” A.T. Robertson’s Word Pictures on 
Hebrews 3:10. 
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7 “The application is personal and pointed.  Apistias is more than mere unbelief, here rather disbelief, 

refusal to believe, genitive case describing the evil heart marked by disbelief which is no mark of intelligence then 
or now.” A.T. Robertson’s Word Pictures on Hebrews 3:12. 

8 A.T. Robertson’s Word Pictures on Hebrews 3:13. 
9
 http://bible.org/seriespage/resisting-rest-hebrews-37-19 

10
 http://bible.org/seriespage/resisting-rest-hebrews-37-19 

11 “Second perfect active of ginomai, "we have become," not the equivalent of esmen (are). For metochoi 
see Heb 1:9; 3:1; 6:4. We have become partners with Christ and hence (gar, for) should not be tricked into 
apostasy. If we hold fast (ean per kataschômen). The same condition as in verse Heb 3:6 with per (indeed, 
forsooth) added to ean. Jonathan Edwards once said that the sure proof of election is that one holds out to the 
end.” A.T. Robertson’s Word Pictures on Hebrews 3:14. 

12
 http://bible.org/seriespage/resisting-rest-hebrews-37-19 


