
Help for the Heart 

[Announce Text] Please keep your Bibles open to Hebrews 3:7-19. 

[Scripture Introduction] My name is Brett Sweet and I’m one of the pastors here. 
We’re in a series on the book of Hebrews- which was written to Christians who 
weren’t quite sure they wanted to continue to be Christians.  

[Prayer for Illumination] Please pray with me… 

[Illustration] A windblown tumbleweed bouncing through the sand. The hot sun. 
A small town in distress. The shiny silver badge. Saloons. Horses. And shooting, so 
much shooting. Is it any wonder that the distinctively American genre of “The 
Western” was the most popular genre of film for over half a century? You have 
the bad guy wearing black, the good guy in white. Good vs Bad. The color of their 
hats seemed to represent the purity of their hearts. I enjoy a good western. Three 
of the most legendary westerns are known as The Dollars Trilogy and starred Clint 
Eastwood as “the man with no name.” Fistful of Dollars, For a few Dollars More, 
and then of course, the Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. Quick draw duels. Shootouts. 
Critics say that For a Few Dollars More may tell the better story, but it’s the score 
for the Good, the Bad, and the Ugly that tends to draw in viewer’s hearts – I’m 
sure you know it, even if you haven’t seen the movie…you can feel your heart 
being drawn into the film from the beginning. Danger. Shooting. Here it comes. 

 Hebrews 3:7-19 was given to us by God to draw our hearts in as well. The 
Hebrews are like us- we can tend to focus on the externals. So long as we have 
some comfort, some wealth, some recognition from the people around us, it 
doesn’t matter much what’s happening inside us. We can move away from Jesus 
with no major problems. But Hebrews tells us that if that’s how we feel, we 
couldn’t be more wrong. It’s the heart that matters. So the author steadies his 
gun and points it right at the Hebrews and us. And he tells us to do the same. He 
tells us to 

[Proposition] Shoot for the heart. 

Do you think a little change to your external circumstances will solve your 
problems? A little bit nicer house or car? A little bit nicer boss or teacher? Less of 
those sins that make you look bad like bad language, drug addiction, screaming at 
your kids in public. But if you clean up the bad outside, but don’t shoot for a 



new, changed, and good heart- you are just giving flesh wounds to your real 
problem. The deeper issues could come back and kill you later on. You need to 
shoot for the heart. To help us shoot for the heart, let’s keep our western theme 
and look at the Bad, the Good, and the Ugly. The Bad example. The Good 
Argument. And the Ugly Heart. The Bad example. The Good Argument. And the 
Ugly Heart. 

[Main Point 1] The Bad Example 

The Bad Example of the failure of Israel in the wilderness is used to show us that 
it’s the heart that matters. You can be respectable on the outside. You can look 
like you are part of God’s chosen people but your heart can be hard. And that can 
be fatal. Israel’s sin and wandering in the desert is given to us as a bad example 
flowing from sinful hearts. But how do we even know what’s good or bad? 

[Subpoint 1] God determines what is bad.  

Look with me at the beginning of v. 7 

Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says, 

Then the author quotes Psalm 95:7-11. Those verses summarize Israel’s resistance 
and scorn for the God who rescued them from slavery in Egypt. In the desert they 
are an example of complaining, ungratefulness, disdain for God-appointed 
authorities. Twice, they complained about a lack of water and put God to the test 
to provide for them. But how do we know this is bad? Because God tells us in His 
Word that this provoked His righteous anger. God determines what is good and 
what is bad. The Holy Spirit speaks to us in the Bible clarifying what is good and 
what is bad. Not only in our behavior but for our hearts. Only God has the 
authority to divide good from bad. 

So God has determined that the Israelites are a bad example. What is the purpose 
of the bad example? 

[Subpoint 2] Bad examples warn us. 

Follow along as I read the end of vv. 7-11- 

“Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion, on the 
day of testing in the wilderness, where your fathers put me to the test and saw my 



works for forty years. Therefore I was provoked with that generation, and said, 
‘They always go astray in their heart; they have not known my ways.’ As I swore in 
my wrath, ‘They shall not enter my rest.’” 

God brought the Israelites out of Egypt. They refused to trust Him. When He 
brought them to the promised land, spies spent 40 days checking out the land. 
But faith was lost because they feared large cities and strong inhabitants. They 
didn’t trust that God would bring them successfully to where He had promised. So 
He disciplined them, a year for every day the spies were in Canaan, so that with 
only a few exceptions, nobody who was over the age of 20 at the time of the 
Exodus would enter the rest found in the Promised Land. They died in the 
wilderness. Buried in sandy graves.  

Things started well for the Israelites, but ended horribly. They are a warning to us. 
Here is how the warning passages work in Hebrews. They do not teach that 
people can lose their true salvation. They are actually not written as a reason to 
look backwards and recognize that people weren’t converted to begin with- 
though they do that. The primary purpose is for true Christians to see these 
warnings. And true Christians will take them seriously. And the warnings will 
encourage us to persevere in faith- not rebel in unbelief down the road- that’s 
why v. 14 is there 

For we have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original confidence firm 
to the end.  

These warnings are for Christians. So let the punches land. Let the bullet break 
through skin and bone and get to your heart. 

[Illustration and Application] The Israelites complained that things were better in 
the past. Do you do that- looking back to when you were healthier, wealthier, had 
less responsibility? The Israelites were told to go, enter the Promised Land, but 
didn’t because of fear. Jesus has commanded you to go and make disciples of all 
nations, meaning your neighbors, friends, classmates, and co-workers- are you 
disobeying because of fear? The Israelites rebelled time and again against the 
authority of Moses and Aaron that had been put over them. Do you complain and 
dishonor and disobey our elected officials? Copyright laws for music or video? Do 
you disobey speed limits? Classroom rules? Do you rebel against your parents’ 
loving guidance? The bad example of the Israelites in the wilderness shoots for 



our hearts. It requires us to look to see if we’re going astray in our hearts. It 
makes us ask if we know God’s ways. It’s a warning to encourage us to keep 
persevering in obedience and faith- to not only begin well but end well.  

Further, this passage reveals our heart beliefs. Deep down, we know that 
some things are good and some things are evil. Some are good and some are bad. 
If God is not the ultimate standard of this then there is no standard. It’s all 
relative to whoever has power. Might makes right. Good and bad, “ethics,” to use 
the philosophical word- are subjective to the individual or the culture. This means 
there is no reason for trying to change unjust laws or prosecute evil people. It’s 
ultimately just your opinion or maybe cultural opinion. You can’t define love or 
hate or harm. If you deny God’s existence and authority in your heart be aware 
that you will logically throw out ethics. But deep down you know that you can’t 
do that. You need them. So you need God. He can tell you what’s good and what’s 
bad. 

God, trying to reach our hearts, has given us a look at the Israelites as an example. 
An example of what not to do. A bad example. God determines what’s good and 
bad. Who wears the black cowboy hat and who wears white. The Bible tells us 
that apart from God’s grace we’re the ones in black- the Bible shoots at our heart. 
So we’ve looked at the bad, now let’s look at the good. 

[Main Point 2] The Good Argument 

We’re going to skip vv. 12-14 for a few minutes and look at vv. 15-19, where 
Hebrews makes an argument based on the quoted Psalms text that we just read 
in vv. 7-11. And the argument is undeniable. This good argument is 

[Subpoint 1] An Argument with bullet-proof logic 

Look with me at vv. 15-19- 

As it is said, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as in the 
rebellion.” 

For who were those who heard and yet rebelled? Was it not all those who left 
Egypt with Moses? And with whom was he provoked for forty years? Was it not 
those who sinned, whose bodies fell in the wilderness? And to whom did he swear 



that they would not enter his rest, but to those who were disobedient? So we see 
that they were unable to enter because of unbelief.  

God is trying to reach our heart by going through our heads. So let’s follow this 
good, bullet-proof argument. It starts in the heart- v. 15. It was hard hearts that 
led to rebellion against God because they didn’t believe Him. Rebellion by people 
who followed Moses (the person the Hebrews were tempted to go back to 
following). This rebellion was sin and this sin continually provoked God for forty 
years. So a hard heart led to the sin of rebellion which provoked God to act. 
Let’s keep with the argument- the sin led to death- v. 17- “bodies fell in the 
wilderness.” This death kept them from entering the rest they would receive 
when they entered the Promised Land v. 18. So a hard heart led to the sin of 
disobedient rebellion, which led to death. Obviously death prevented them 
from crossing the Jordan River where rest could be found. So v. 19 is the 
conclusion- it was unbelief that kept them from the Promised Land. And 
unbelief is found in the heart. Bullet-proof logic tells us that it was not sins of the 
mouth- complaining- that kept the Israelites from finishing well. It wasn’t sins of 
the feet- not going to war as commanded- that kept the Israelites from finishing 
well. It was sins of the heart- unbelief- that kept them from finishing well.  

A good argument that uses our minds to get to our hearts. A good argument with 
bullet-proof logic. But notice something else about this good argument that 
would make a Western writer take notice- 

[Subpoint 2] An Argument with a body count. 

Look with me at v. 17 

And with whom was he provoked for forty years? Was it not with those who 
sinned, whose bodies fell in the wilderness? 

For the author of Hebrews, he’s shooting for the heart. This isn’t just storytelling 
time from the Old Testament. This isn’t just rhetoric practice where he tries to 
come up with a good argument. Lives are on the line. Hundreds of thousands of 
people left Egypt. They saw God’s power in the plagues on Egypt. They saw the 
Red Sea part and walked across the ocean floor themselves. But most of them 
died in the sandy wastes of the Middle East. Real people. The old. The respected. 



The wife, the husband. The father, mother, brother, cousin, best friend. Dead. 
Countless. The wise, the strong, the loving, the kind- all dead! 

[Illustration] When I was growing up I lived next door to a retired couple named 
Ken and Dottie. Ken had been in both the Army and the Marines and I got to 
know him by occasionally playing golf with him. In order to dodge the winters 
they had a second home in Arizona and eventually moved down there full time. 
Well, one day when I was a school teacher I was working my summer job at the 
golf course and my parents showed up with Ken and bought him lunch. He came 
into the pro shop after finishing lunch and we got to talking. Though he was 
happy to see me, a shadow hung over him. His dear Dottie had died a year earlier. 
After looking around the pro shop and looking out the window at the green grass 
and trees he looked over at me and he said, “None of the guys I used to play golf 
with up here are left. Harvey, Gene, Jim, they’re all dead.” Death isn’t just 
numbers or statistics. It’s faces. It’s names. 

[Application] Hebrews tells us that the Israelites were an example of all of 
humanity since the fall of Adam. Our heart sin of unbelief, the one that is the root 
of all others, is literally killing us. Our sin has earned us death. It’s killing the ones 
we know and love. In the last year it’s been Icela, Don, Cheryl, Jackie, Alice, Penny, 
Mike, Kelley, and Carrie. I’m sure many of you have names you could add to that 
list. 

   Do you really believe this Good Argument? Do you really see that it’s the 
sin in your heart that is fatal to you? Do you see your need? Do you recognize that 
you have failed to believe everything that God has told you to think and do and 
say? I know I have failed to believe. Have the words to the song sunk into you? 
“And then one day you find ten years have gone behind you. No one told you 
when to run, you missed the starting gun. So you run and you run to catch up 
with the sun but it’s sinking and racing around to come up behind you again. The 
sun is the same in a relative way but you’re older. Shorter of breath and one day 
closer to death.” We’re all one day closer to death. When the starting gun fired, 
we started poorly- how will we finish?  

 Jesus Christ came to take unbelievers and make them believers who finish 
well. He had a truly pure heart. He always shot for the heart when He interacted 
with the people around Him. He didn’t love them for their appearances, He loved 



them at the heart level- He cares for your heart. Some of you are here and you 
are like me. You love the intellectual side of Christianity. It gives an intellectually 
satisfying explanation of the world. You love the arguments of Christianity. You 
imagine yourself winning debates with non-Christians around you in your 
retirement home, in your class or at work, as you speak with the other moms at 
ballet practice. You imagine your opponents quickly repenting of their sins and 
praising your great intellect- you aren’t sure which one is more important for 
them to do first. Engage in the good argument, use bullet-proof logic, but do it for 
the right reasons. Do it because you want to shoot for the heart. Argue graciously 
because you love people and you want to lessen the body count. That’s the way 
Jesus argued with people. That’s the way the apostles, Church Fathers, 
Reformers, and Puritans argued- they lovingly shot for the heart. 

We are all called to shoot for the heart. Like in a western. We’ve seen Bad 
Example and the Good Argument. We’ve seen the Good and the Bad, now it’s 
time for the Ugly. Let’s look finally at 

[Main Point 3] The Ugly Heart 

Hebrews has fired into the heart of the Israelites and the events of their desert 
wanderings. When we back up to vv. 12-14, he points the barrel away from the 
Israelites and he sets his sights on the Hebrews and us. He aims at our heart. 
When He sets His sights on us He tells us things so that we clearly see 

[Subpoint 1] The heart’s ugly reality 

Look with me at vv. 12-13 

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

The human heart, left to its own, is evil and unbelieving. It’s the source of mass 
shootings, bribery in college admissions, adultery, bullying, racism, and abuse. 
The heart can be deceived by sin. When it mentions “falling away” it is actually 
more active- our ugly hearts can actively lead us away from Christ. Take care, 
watch out, don’t follow your hard, unbelieving heart. The ugly reality is that our 
hearts have been deceived and that hardens them. Others succumbed to the 



temptations of fame and wealth, but that wouldn’t happen to us. We think we’re 
not so bad. We think we can get by without Jesus. This is an ugly heart. 

Is that it? Do our ugly hearts guarantee that we will fall before we reach the end 
of the race- the way the Israelites did? Praise God the answer to that is no. Ugly 
hearts, yes. But there is help let’s see how this passage gives us 

[Subpoint 2] Beautiful help for ugly hearts.  

Look with me at v. 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. 

And v. 15 

“Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion.” 

It is always today. It is never tomorrow. It is never yesterday. It is today. Hebrews 
says, that like a duel on the set of a western, today, right now, is high noon for 
your heart! There is a beautiful help for the individual ugly heart- don’t harden 
your heart. Soften your heart today. Listen to me like you are hearing this for the 
first time in your life. Listen to me like you’ve just been diagnosed with a fatal 
heart defect. Let the Holy Spirit operate as your surgeon. Soften your heart today. 
Don’t ignore it. There is also a beautiful help for us as a community of Christians, 
as a church- we must exhort one another every day to examine our hearts. Your 
heart might be blinded and deceived by some sin, but I bet the people around you 
can spot it. You have help here. You have people who want to shoot for your 
heart out of love. This is beautiful help. 

When Jesus died on the cross, He accomplished something. He actually purchased 
something. He bought your forgiveness. He paid the price for your adoption- to be 
brought into God’s family. He also paid the price to buy you a new heart. When 
you put your faith in Christ, you are given a new heart. One that isn’t ugly. One 
that can resist the deceitfulness of sin. One that becomes soft to God’s Word and 
Spirit. You can’t get this heart any other way.  

[Illustration] In the Spaghetti western A Fistful of Dollars, the bad guy Ramon 
always uses a Winchester rifle and he’s deadly with it. He tells how he always 
aims for the heart. In the climactic scene Clint Eastwood’s character arrives 



challenging Ramon to shoot him in the heart- so Ramon obliges, and Eastwood 
falls to the ground. But then he gets back up. He’s shot again, but this time only 
stumbles. Five more times he shot, but Eastwood continues marching down dusty 
main street toward him until Ramon is out of bullets. Then Eastwood detaches a 
metal plate he wore underneath his iconic poncho with 7 shiny marks where his 
heart was. Then he pulls another piece of metal from his poncho- his pistol. 

 During the whole movie, up to that point, Ramon could have shot and killed 
Eastwood’s character. He passed up some opportunities. But now, the heart was 
encased in iron, it couldn’t be penetrated, and the delay was a fatal mistake for 
Ramon. 

[Application] It’s high noon for your heart. Don’t just assume that you will be fine 
trusting in your own ugly heart. Don’t assume you can deal with it later. You don’t 
know that! Soften your heart today. The bullet of God’s Word is the only thing 
that can kill your ugly heart and yet when it penetrates it brings the antidote- 
Jesus. And by the Spirit Jesus then heals your heart. Turn away from your sins 
today. Trust Christ today. 

 If you are a Christian, this applies to you too. Go after your heart. Don’t be 
content with appearances. Check your heart. Be watchful of it. You always lock 
your doors. You always protect your money. Are you watching your heart? Do you 
see a little bit of the ugliness that comes from your self? Do you see your need for 
others to exhort and encourage you. You need the local church. You need people 
around you to help! You cannot obey this passage without being a member of a 
local church. Others need you to help them. It’s not a small thing to skip church or 
home group. You are a means of grace to help those around you hold to their 
confidence in Christ to the end. So long as it’s today you are needy and needed. 
This is a beautiful thing. It’s beautiful help that God has for you and the ones you 
love. 

[Conclusion] Westerns are exciting. They are heart pounding. And really it’s the 
heart that we are all shooting for. Pray for a soft heart. Let Jesus fire for yours 
again and again. Help your children and your brothers and sisters in Christ by 
aiming for the heart with love.       

  


