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“freespokenness, openness, frankness” (LS).34 deSilva remarks that this “is a term familiar from 
discussions in Greek political works of the democratic ideal of free speech ideally enjoyed by 
citizens of Greek cities. It is the mark of the ‘free’ person rather than the slave.”35 Moses, of 
course, would have this status because he was God’s close attendant. The author of Hebrews 
wanted his audience to understand that they have a status as free men and women if they 
held fast to their faith in Messiah Yeshua, which should empower them to be able to speak 
freely of their hope in Him to the world at large. This hope is one of spiritual transformation 
and the promise of knowing that redeemed men and women will rule and reign with Him in 
the future Kingdom Age. 
 

 
7 Therefore, just as the Holy Spirit says, “TODAY IF YOU HEAR HIS VOICE, 8 DO NOT 
HARDEN YOUR HEARTS AS WHEN THEY PROVOKED ME, AS IN THE DAY OF TRIAL IN THE 
WILDERNESS [Exodus 17:7; Numbers 20:2-5], 9 WHERE YOUR FATHERS TRIED Me BY TESTING 
Me, AND SAW MY WORKS FOR FORTY YEARS. 10 THEREFORE I WAS ANGRY WITH THIS 
GENERATION, AND SAID, ‘THEY ALWAYS GO ASTRAY IN THEIR HEART, AND THEY DID NOT KNOW 
MY WAYS’; 11 AS I SWORE IN MY WRATH, ‘THEY SHALL NOT ENTER MY REST’” [Numbers 14:21-
23 (v. 11); Psalm 95:7-11 (vs. 7-11)]. 
 
3:7 In encouraging his audience to remain true to Yeshua and to hold firm to their faith 

in Him, the author of Hebrews makes a strong emphasis to the infidelity of the Ancient 
Israelites at Kadesh-Barnea, which led to their forty-year detour in the wilderness. He opens 
with the statement, “For this reason—as the Holy Spirit warns us” (Weymouth New 
Testament). This is actually a very Jewish way of introducing a Scriptural point that we see 
reflected in the Mishnah: “But the Holy Spirit informs them…” (m.Sota 9:6).36 The author of 
Hebrews compares his audience to the rebellious Exodus/wilderness generation in a 
distinct midrashic exposition, employing several Tanach texts. The principal text he uses is 
Psalm 95:7-11, which itself pieces together statements from Exodus 17:7; Numbers 20:2-5; 
and Numbers 14:21-23. The following is a chart of the paralleling passages that our author 
employs to make his important case to his readers: 

 

 
34 LS, 611. 
35 deSilva, 139. 
36 Neusner, 463. 
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EXODUS 17:7 PSALM 95:7-11 

 
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?” 
 

 
For He is our God, and we are the 
people of His pasture and the sheep of 
His hand. Today, if you would hear His 
voice, do not harden your hearts, as at 
Meribah, as in the day of Massah in 
the wilderness, when your fathers 
tested Me, they tried Me, though they 
had seen My work. For forty years I 
loathed that generation, and said they 
are a people who err in their heart, 
and they do not know My ways. 
Therefore I swore in My anger, truly 
they shall not enter into My rest. 
 

NUMBERS 20:2-5 
 
There was no water for the congregation, 
and they assembled themselves against 
Moses and Aaron. The people thus 
contended with Moses and spoke, saying, 
“If only we had perished when our 
brothers perished before the LORD! Why 
then have you brought the LORD’s assembly 
into this wilderness, for us and our beasts 
to die here? Why have you made us come 
up from Egypt, to bring us in to this 
wretched place? It is not a place of grain or 
figs or vines or pomegranates, nor is there 
water to drink.” 
 

NUMBERS 14:21-23 
 
but indeed, as I live, all the earth will be 
filled with the glory of the LORD. Surely all 
the men who have seen My glory and My 
signs which I performed in Egypt and in 
the wilderness, yet have put Me to the test 
these ten times and have not listened to 
My voice, shall by no means see the land 
which I swore to their fathers, nor shall 
any of those who spurned Me see it. 
 

 
3:8 Employing all of these passages, the author of Hebrews emphasizes the 

rebelliousness of Ancient Israel at Meribah and Massah. He warns his audience not to fall 
into the same mistakes, writing them, “do not harden your hearts as you did in the 
rebellion, during the time of testing in the desert” (RSV; cf. Numbers 20:1-13; Exodus 17:1-7). 
Notice that he employs the terms “rebellion” and “testing,” whereas the Hebrew texts of 
Exodus and Psalms use Masah and Merivah. These respective place names mean “proving 
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and strife” (ISBE).37 The Septuagint renders these proper names as the improper 
paratikrasmos and peirasmos, reflecting the interpretation of them meaning “rebellion” and 
“trial” (Psalm 95:8, Apostle’s Bible). The author of Hebrews, primarily working from the 
LXX, follows suit. 

Psalm 95 is a very important reference that our author makes, as it has extreme 
significance in Rabbinic literature to refer to the Messiah. We see debates in the Talmud 
about the coming of the Messiah, and an emphasis from Psalm 95:7 about hearing His voice: 

“Thereupon he [Elijah] observed, ‘He thereby assured thee and thy father of [a portion 
in] the world to come.’ ‘He spoke falsely to me,’ he rejoined, ‘stating that he would come to-
day, but has not.’ He [Elijah] answered him, ‘This is what he said to thee, To-day, if ye will 
hear his voice’” (b.Sanhedrin 98a).38 

Coupled with Numbers 14:35, “I, the LORD, have spoken, surely this I will do to all this 
evil congregation who are gathered together against Me. In this wilderness they shall be 
destroyed, and there they will die,” Psalm 95 was used in early Jewish theology to often 
mean that the wilderness generation would have no part in the world to come: 

 
“‘The generation of the wilderness has no portion in the world to come and will not 
stand in judgment, for it is written, In this wilderness they shall be consumed and there 
they shall die (Nu. 14:35),’ the words of R. Aquiba” (m.Sanhedrin 10:3).39 
 
“THE GENERATION OF THE WILDERNESS HATH NO PORTION IN THE WORLD TO 
COME etc. Our Rabbis taught: The generation of the wilderness hath no portion in the 
world to come, as it is written, in this wilderness they shall be consumed, and there 
they shall die.’ ‘they shall be consumed’, refers to this world; ‘and there they shall 
die’—to the world to come. And it is also said, Forty years long was I grieved with his 
generation [sc. of the wilderness - . . .] Unto whom I sware in my wrath that they 
should not enter into my rest: this is R. Akiba's view. R. Eliezer maintained: They will 
enter into the future world, for it is written, Gather my saints together unto me; those 
that have made a covenant with me by sacrifice. How then do I interpret unto whom I 
sware in my wrath etc?—[Only] in my wrath I sware, but repented thereof” 
(b.Sanhedrin 98a).40 
 
While these traditions were largely formalized after the destruction of the Second 

Temple, the author of Hebrews is likely relying upon similar sentiments known by his 
audience. The judgment upon the wilderness generation—which had been delivered by God 
from Egypt and had seen His miracle working power, and then complained, rebelled, and 
lost faith in Him—was severe. It was so severe that many Rabbis believed that the rebellious 

 
37 M.A. MacLeod, “Massah and Meribah,” in ISBE, 3:277. 
38 The Soncino Talmud. Judaic Classics Library II. 
39 Neusner, 605. 
40 The Soncino Talmud. Judaic Classics Library II. 
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generation would quantitatively not partake of the world to come. Not surprisingly, Psalm 
95 likewise has some significant importance for more modern times in the liturgical 
traditions of both the Jewish Synagogue and Christian Church. It is employed in the liturgy 
for the inauguration of the Sabbath in the Authorised Daily Prayer Book for Jewish 
communities in the English-speaking world, as well as in the call to worship in the Book of 
Common Prayer for the Anglican Church.41 The emphasis, of course, is to praise the Lord for 
what He has done for His people, but likewise not to test the Lord and suffer His judgment. 

3:9-11 The author of Hebrews makes an important reference to judgment lasting for 
forty years. He says, “your fathers put me to the test and saw my works for forty years” 
(RSV). This is not simply an idle quote of an historical fact, but a number that had some 
important significance for some sectors of the First Century Jewish community. Ellingworth 
indicates that “In the Qumran writings…the wilderness is assessed positively, not only as a 
place of sabbath rest (1QM2:8f), but as a place in which the community can be free of 
contamination, study the Law in peace, and prepare for a holy war.”42 Of course, what our 
writer has composed speaks profoundly against this, because the wilderness is viewed as a 
scene of rebellion against God that must be avoided—especially by Believers in Yeshua. It is 
entirely possible that some of Hebrews’ audience was influenced by Essene theology, and 
our writer is countering it here. 

It might also be said that the placement of “forty years” by the author of Hebrews, 
which he will repeat in v. 17, is a possible timestamp that can be used to date this 
composition. Morris remarks, “It may well be that at the time he wrote this epistle, the 
author reflected on the fact that it was the fourth decade since Jesus’ crucifixion. The 
Israelites had rejected God for forty years, and it was now nearly forty years since their 
descendants had rejected Jesus—a reason for serious concern.”43 If we consider Yeshua’s 
crucifixion to have taken place in approximately 30 C.E., this could date Hebrews’ 
composition subsequent to 70 C.E., about forty years or so later. It is entirely possible, that 
the author is using this typology to warn his fellow Jewish brethren not to fall into the trap 
that their Ancient Israelite ancestors did in the wilderness—rejecting God. Here, the author 
is warning his fellow Jewish Believers—who have seen miracles performed in the 
Messiah’s name—who are teetering on rejecting Him. A worse fate rests for those who 
reject Yeshua, than for the rebellious wilderness generation which lost faith in God. 
 
 
 
 

 

 
41 Bruce, Hebrews, 97, fn# 46, 47. 
42 Ellingworth, 216. 
43 Morris, in EXP, 12:34. 
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12 Take care, brethren, that there not be in any one of you an evil, unbelieving 
heart that falls away from the living God. 
 
3:12 The solution for not falling into the trap of the wilderness generation is certain: 

“See to it, brothers, that no one among you has the wicked, faithless heart of a deserter from 
the living God” (NEB). We are not to let evil take any root within us. In the Hebrew Tanach, 
the word ra is generally used for “evil,” often rendered as ponēros in the LXX, which is in 
turn used in the Apostolic Scriptures. In its Rabbinical usage, evil is often approached two 
ways. “A bad eye, heart, or companion will lead on to the bad way. God fixes what is bad, 
and everything bad is contrary to him. Calumniation is a tongue of evil. The evil impulse is 
directed to earthly, ungodly, and corruptible matters and especially to what runs contrary 
to the law” (TDNT).44 A heart that opens itself to evil will also open itself to not believing 
God, and consequently leads to apostasy. We see some parallels to this description in 4 
Esdras 3:20-22 in the Apocrypha: 

“Yet thou didst not take away from them their evil heart, so that thy law might bring 
forth fruit in them. For the first Adam, burdened with an evil heart, transgressed and was 
overcome, as were also all who were descended from him. Thus the disease became 
permanent; the law was in the people's heart along with the evil root, but what was good 
departed, and the evil remained.” 

The Epistle to the Hebrews was known to Hermas of Rome, who compiled a work now 
called the Shepherd of Hermas in the early- to mid- Second Century. Our author’s warning 
about apostasy from the Living God is drawn upon by Hermas in his warnings to his own 
audience: 

 

 
44 G. Harder, “ponērós,” in TDNT, 912. 
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HEBREWS 3:12 SHEPHERD OF HERMAS 

 
Take care, brothers, lest there be in any 
of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading 
you to fall away from the living God 
(ESV). 

 
But you are saved, because you did not 
depart from the living God, and on 
account of your simplicity and great 
self-control. These have saved you, if 
you remain steadfast. And they will 
save all who act in the same manner, 
and walk in guilelessness and simplicity 
(Vision 2.3.2).45 
 
But those which fell into the fire and 
were burned? are those who have 
departed for ever from the living God; 
nor does the thought of repentance ever 
come into their hearts, on account of 
their devotion to their lusts and to the 
crimes which they committed (Vision 
3.7.2).46 
 

 
The warnings against evil are given so that no person may commit apostasy against 

God. Yet, apostasy need not always take place via a gradual distancing of oneself from God 
and His ways. The verb aphistēmi can mean, “to make to revolt, move to revolt” (LS).47 The 
rebellion of the Ancient Israelites at Meribah and Massah was not necessarily something 
drawn out—it was something that occurred out of an immediate rejection of God’s 
authority. Similarly, the author of Hebrews was likely experiencing a situation where 
individuals were allowing evil to enter into their hearts, and they were being drawn away 
quickly from the saving message of Yeshua. For some reason or another, some were 
forgetting the warnings of the Torah, and were deciding that they wanted nothing to do 
with Yeshua. 

Traditionally, this text is often interpreted as the author’s warning against abandoning 
“Christianity to Judaism.” Hagner summarizes this view, stating, “If the readers abandon 
Christianity and return to their former Judaism, they will be turning away from the living 
God.”48 Perhaps this kind of terminology used by some theologians is what has gotten people 
confused, because it is absolutely true that abandoning faith in Yeshua—and going back to 

 
45 The Ante-Nicene Fathers. Libronix Digital Library System 1.0d: Church History Collection. 
46 Ibid. 
47 LS, 139. 
48 Hagner, in New Interpreter’s Study Bible, 2157. 
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one’s previous place prior to salvation—is tantamount to turning one’s back on God. This is 
not only true of First Century Jews denying Yeshua and preferring to go back to a Messiah-
less Synagogue, but also true of any person who denies God today and turns toward atheism. 
People who let evil take over their hearts will inevitably deny God. 
 

 
13 But encourage one another day after day, as long as it is still called “Today,” so 
that none of you will be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. 14 For we have 
become partakers of Messiah, if we hold fast the beginning of our assurance firm 
until the end, 15 while it is said, “TODAY IF YOU HEAR HIS VOICE, DO NOT HARDEN YOUR 
HEARTS, AS WHEN THEY PROVOKED ME [Psalm 95:7-8].” 
 
3:13 To deter his audience from falling away from faith, he writes them, “You must 

encourage one another each day. And you must keep on while there is still a time that can be 
called ‘today.’ If you don't, then sin may fool some of you and make you stubborn” 
(Contemporary English Version). He says that these Believers must “exhort” (RSV) or 
“warn” (NLT) each other every day about sin that can enter into their lives. Surely, whether 
it is the audience of Hebrews or us today—members of the faith community are to be 
continually holding one another accountable, lest they fall into the traps of the enemy. 
Believers are to be doing this each day, so they do not become lax in their faith, and think 
that because they might have endured one trial or difficulty, that additional trials and 
difficulties will not come. The author of Hebrews is not saying anything unique, and in fact 
we see similar admonitions from the Rabbis of the Talmud: 

“R. Eleazar asked Rab: Which man has earned [enjoyment of] the future world? Said he 
to him, And thine ears shall hear a word behind thee, saying, This is the way, walk ye in it,' 
when, ye turn to the right hand, and when ye turn to the left. R. Hanina said: He with whom 
his teachers are pleased” (b.Shabbat 153a).49 

The admonition here, of course, is that one has to know the right way in order to attain 
eternal life. This is absolutely true because if one does not know the right way to go—and 
stays on that path—then sin can enter in and he or she may be found turning away from 
faith. Our author uses the form sklērunthē, appearing in the aorist passive subjunctive tense, 
describing the sinner’s “hardened” hearts. Because the individual did not remain 
accountable for his or her faith, the way of sin was passively accepted. If people who have 
professed the Lord Yeshua are not careful, then they may find that they have hardened 
hearts because they did not take the warnings of God’s Word seriously enough. 

3:14 People can only become partakers in Messiah Yeshua “if only we hold our first 
confidence firm to the end” (RSV). This is not a passive action, but an active action. 
Partakers in Yeshua receive the reward of being able to share in His authority and have 

 
49 The Soncino Talmud. Judaic Classics Library II. 
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dominion over the redeemed Creation. Yeshua significantly admonished the congregation 
of Thyatira in Revelation, an assembly plagued by paganism and on the verge of apostasy: 

“He who overcomes, and he who keeps My deeds until the end, TO HIM I WILL GIVE 
AUTHORITY OVER THE NATIONS; AND HE SHALL RULE THEM WITH A ROD OF IRON, AS THE VESSELS OF 
THE POTTER ARE BROKEN TO PIECES [Psalm 2:8-9], as I also have received authority from My 
Father” (Revelation 2:26-27). 

Whether it is the Thyatirans, or the audience of Hebrews—in spite of sin or negative 
attitudes and ideas that have been allowed to enter—there is still hope, and a chance of 
ruling with Yeshua the Messiah for eternity. 

3:15 Emphasizing the severity of denying Yeshua, our author once again connects his 
audience back to Psalm 95. He repeats what he has said earlier. Psalm 95:7-8 tell us, “For He 
is our God, and we are the people of His pasture and the sheep of His hand. Today, if you 
would hear His voice, do not harden your hearts, as at Meribah, as in the day of Massah in 
the wilderness.” This is the call to all generations who follow the God of Israel. The faithful 
are all called to heed the rebellion and the testing of Meribah and Massah so that it is never 
repeated. Some, unfortunately, still never heed the warning—in either the First Century or 
even today. 
 

 
16 For who provoked Him when they had heard? Indeed, did not all those who 
came out of Egypt led by Moses? 17 And with whom was He angry for forty years? 
Was it not with those who sinned, whose bodies fell in the wilderness?  18 And to 
whom did He swear that they would not enter His rest, but to those who were 
disobedient? 19 So we see that they were not able to enter because of unbelief. 
 
3:16 Hebrews ch. 3 ends with the author employing some important rhetorical 

questions. After having discussed the rebellious nature of the Ancient Israelites, alluding to 
Meribah and Massah, he makes some pertinent statements to get them to consider where 
they are in their relationship with God. 

He first asks his audience, “For who were those who heard and yet rebelled?” He 
answers this question by asking a question: “Was it not all those who left Egypt led by 
Moses?” (ESV). This is the generation that saw the plagues upon Egypt and commemorated 
the first Passover. They saw the parting of the Red Sea and the thunder and lightning of God 
upon Mount Sinai. Why were they rebellious when they saw all of these things? Why did 
they worship the golden calf? Why did they believe the bad report? These are questions that 
students of God’s Word often ask when reading the ancient accounts of the Exodus. 

3:17 Our author follows in v. 17 with further inquiries. He asks, “And with whom was 
he provoked for forty years?” (ESV). Some Bible versions render the statement that follows 
as a question, and others as an answer to the question. Regardless of if it is another question, 
or an answer, the data remains the same. God was angry “With those, surely, who had 
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sinned, whose bodies lay where they fell in the desert” (REB). He makes a direct allusion to 
Numbers 14:29: 

“In this desert your bodies will fall—every one of you twenty years old or more who 
was counted in the census and who has grumbled against me” (NIV). 

Notice that our author also repeats the number “forty years.” The number forty has 
major significance throughout the Scriptures, in many cases being used in periods of 
judgment, but also for periods of redemption.50 He does not want his audience to fall into 
evil and consequently disbelief in Yeshua. He extends the harsh judgment that was levied 
against the Ancient Israelites now to Believers in Yeshua. His ultimate, unasked question, is 
that if the Ancient Israelites can provoke God continually in the wilderness, and not get 
away with it, will those provoking God and denying His Messiah get away with it? The 
answer is a definite no. In fact, the penalties for rejecting Yeshua are much worse. The 
author of Hebrews urges his audience to consider the warnings of Biblical history. 

3:18 The wilderness generation that rebelled against God was not able to enter into His 
rest in the Promised Land. The writer asks his audience yet another rhetorical question: 
“And to whom was God speaking when he vowed that they would never enter his place of 
rest? He was speaking to those who disobeyed him” (NLT). The understood question that is 
not asked is that if the Ancient Israelites rebelled, and did not enter into the wonderful place 
that God had for them on Earth, then what will rebellion against the gospel message 
bring? Rebellion against the gospel message will surely bring even worse punishment, and 
the reward one gives up is not entering into God’s redeemed Creation in the world to 
come—being able to rule and reign with the Messiah. 

3:19 The warning that is given about the Ancient Israelites in v. 19, is that “They never 
got there because they never listened, never believed” (The Message). The term that is 
employed for “unbelief” is apistia, and it relates to unfaithfulness—as opposed to just 
intellectual doubt. BDAG defines it as “unwillingness to commit oneself to another or 
respond positively to the other’s words or actions, lack of belief, unbelief,” and “lack of 
commitment to a relationship or pledge, unfaithfulness.”51 If one is not fully committed 
to his or her relationship with the Father through His Son Yeshua, then one is likely to fall 
away. Each one who has made a profession of belief in Him has to be fully devoted in his or 
her walk with the Lord, able to submit to the accountability of others, and most importantly 
be able to heed the Biblical warnings of rebellion. 

The fact that unbelief leads to sinful actions is seen in every book of the Bible. 
Followers of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob must occupy themselves with activities 
that prohibit sin from creeping in. The Mishnah says that “If there is no learning of Torah, 
there is no proper conduct…If there is no sustenance, there is no Torah learning. If there is 

 
50 A collection of passages that employ the number forty, and that have either a theme of judgment or 

salvation, include: Genesis 7:4, 17; Deuteronomy 2:7; 8:2; Joshua 14:10; Nehemiah 9:21; Amos 2:10; Jonah 3:4; 
Matthew 4:2; Acts 1:3; 7:30, 36. 

51 BDAG, 103. 
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no Torah learning, there is no sustenance” (m.Avot 3:17).52 For many of the contemporaries 
of the author of Hebrews, the study of the Torah was viewed as the highest form of worship 
for God. Certainly, the study of and meditation on God’s Word, and applying it to our lives, 
is a form of worship. It helps transform our thoughts and our heart attitudes to those of our 
Heavenly Father. The challenge in the Messianic movement today is that frequently too 
much of our energies can be focused solely on the Torah or Pentateuch, at the expense of 
other Scriptures. Our understanding of who Yeshua is and His work for us, in too many 
instances, can be under-developed. And at times, our understanding of Joshua-2 
Chronicles/Malachi, the remainder of the Tanach, can even be under-developed! 

We have the challenge to study the entire Word of God with the empowerment of His 
Holy Spirit (Romans 8:9). We need to give all Scripture proper footing, beginning with the 
Torah, but also including the Prophets, Writings, and Apostolic Scriptures. If we do not, 
then we might run the risk of not heeding the warning that the author of Hebrews 
gives. He considers Yeshua to be superior to Moses, but by no means disparages Moses. 
Have any of us exalted Moses over Yeshua? Would Moses have exalted himself over the 
Messiah? These are questions and issues that our Messianic faith community will internally 
be dealing with until the Lord’s return. 
 
 

 
52 Neusner, 681. 
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