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“What day is it?” How many times have you found yourself asking that
question? “What day is it?” When you’re on a two-week vacation, it’s easy to
lose track of the days, because you usually don’t have to pay close attention to
the clock or to the calendar.

How about those days in-between Christmas and New Year’s? Every year,
during that stretch it happens to me: Time seems so different, my days are all
thrown off and [ wonder, “What day is it, anyway?” That’s especially true when
Christmas falls in the middle of the week like it will this year. But, those are
two good ways of losing track of what day it is, vacations and Christmas time.
“What day is it?” It's just another day to relax and enjoy life and not worry
about what day it is!

But sometimes the question “What day is it?” is asked with a feeling of
panic. “Wait! What day is it?” “I just remembered I had an important
appointment scheduled and I just missed it!” “Wait! What day is it? Oh, no! I've
got a ten-page paper due tomorrow!” Or “The deadline for my work project is
today?! What day is it? I'm late with my article for the church newsletter!”

(Pause for calmness) “So, what day is it?” It's today. As we see in our
Bible reading from the book of Hebrews; today, this day is what matters. And
that need not be a cause for panic or anxiety, but rather as an opportunity for
us to grow together in faith as God’s people! Let’s take a listen to our text again
from Hebrews chapter 3.

“12Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving
heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. 13But exhort one another
every day, as long as it is called “today,” that none of you may be hardened by
the deceitfulness of sin. 1*For we share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original
confidence firm to the end. 1>As it is said, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not
harden your hearts as in the rebellion.” 1¢For who were those who heard and
yet rebelled? Was it not all those who left Egypt led by Moses? 17And with
whom was he provoked for forty years? Was it not with those who sinned,
whose bodies fell in the wilderness? 18And to whom did he swear that they
would not enter his rest, but to those who were disobedient? 1°So we see that
they were unable to enter because of unbelief.” Thus far the text.

Have you ever wondered: Why did we spend all that time in Sunday
School learning about the Israelites? Why did we learn about them being
brought out of Egypt by God’s mighty hand, the plagues, the Passover, the
parting of the Red Sea, the spies’ being afraid to enter the land God had
promised, their wandering around for forty years being sustained by manna,



quail, and water from a rock? Why did we hear about the fiery serpents and the
bronze serpent lifted up on a pole? Why did we learn about Moses’ death and
Joshua conquering the Promised Land? Was it simply to hear about the great
miracles of old so that we could be excited about God’s power? Was it to learn
of Israel’s great faith as God’s people? No, with all of their grumbling,
complaining, and rebelling, that could hardly be the case! Right now, as a
matter of fact, 'm smack in the middle of teaching an 11-lesson unit on these
very topics in the 8th grade religion class at First Lutheran School. Maybe, just
maybe, some of my students have been wondering this very thing: “Why do we
have to learn about the Israelites?”

Why study the Israelites? Because, through all of their ups and downs,
we're actually being pointed to Christ and our relationship with Him as His
people today. That's the whole purpose of God’s Word, and in particular the
purpose of learning about God’s people in the Old Testament, to learn how
Christ—even after saving His people—sustains His people and keeps His
promises to His people.

Now, as Lutherans we rightly focus on the central teaching of God’s Word:
that we are saved by God’s grace through faith in Christ alone, as revealed in
Scripture alone. Sometimes though, we wrongly forget that God’s Word speaks
not only of God redeeming His people but also sustaining His people, that is
keeping us in the one true, saving faith of our Savior, Jesus. Sadly, it is indeed
possible to fall away from that faith. And that’s one of the lessons we can learn
from the children of Israel.

In our text today the writer to the Hebrews is giving us an important
warning: “Watch your heart, today.” Yes, you have been saved by grace
through faith in Christ alone. Yes, through His Word, God gives you saving faith
to trust that Jesus died and rose to take away the guilt and power of your sin
and to give you eternal life with Him. Thanks be to God! But you and I do have
some responsibility in making sure we don’t fall away from that precious,
saving faith, as did many of the Israelites of old.

“Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart,
leading you to fall away from the living God” (v. 12). Without taking away
from God’s sovereign, saving work in our lives, it’s clear from this verse that
each one of us, each Christian, is fully responsible for resisting sin and curbing
unbelief, or more literally, unfaith.

What's the cure or preventative measure for making sure that never
happens? The writer to the Hebrews lays that out in our text too,
thankfully: “But exhort (or encourage) one another every day, as long as it is



called “today,” that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of

sin. For we share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original confidence firm to the
end” (vv. 13-14). So, it is the giving and receiving of mutual encouragement,
that helps us Christians to resist sin and not to fall away from saving faith in
Christ.

Christians are to encourage or exhort one another daily. And in order to
encourage one another, it stands to reason that it is essential that we are in an
active community of faith. After all, you can only encourage others and be
encouraged by others if there are others! We need to be actively involved in a
community of faith to sustain our belief in Christ. We need the forgiveness of
our sins and strength for our faith that comes to us through God’s Means of
Grace, His Word and Sacraments. We find that only in the church, that is, the
community of faith. But it is also essential that we give and receive the
encouragement and the edification that builds and maintains strong faith in
Christ. This is something we are to receive from and give to our fellow
believers in Jesus.

Just think of how comforting those words of consolation are which we
receive from a fellow Christian when we are mourning the loss of a loved one,
or dealing with a health crisis? How helpful a listening ear and encouraging
words can be when we are lonely, worried, or overwhelmed.

Through His loving forgiveness and acceptance, Jesus draws us closer to
Himself. And as He does so, He draws us closer to one other. As we gather
around the Lord’s Table as brothers and sisters in Christ, we become united in
community by partaking together of this sacred meal for the forgiveness of our
sins. As we come together, we find love and support as we mutually bear each
other’s burdens, woes, and cares.

Our reading today from the book of Hebrews directs us to encourage one
another. By doing so we are strengthened in our faith in Christ as God also uses
us to strengthen the faith of our fellow believers in Him.

Today’s text goes on to talk about the deceitfulness of sin. One of the
underhanded and deadly ways sin can take hold of us, and thereby seriously
endanger our faith in Christ, is when sin becomes altogether too common and
familiar. And because it’'s so common and familiar it just feels “safe.” The writer
to the Hebrews screams the contrary warning to us: Sin kills. Sin is not safe.
Sin kills.

Then the writer gives us this vivid and powerful illustration from Old
Testament history. It’s truly terrifying to recall that a whole generation of
Israelites all heard and saw the miraculous works of God on their behalf, but



still succumbed to the lure of sin, evil, and unfaith. Their bodies lying dead in
the wilderness show the sad result.

What we can learn from the Israelites is that sin is never what it seems. It
never seems bad, or at least not that bad. I can get away with a little of that.
['ve got it under control. But no sinner ever has his sin under control.
Gradually, little by little, arteries harden over time until the fact is suddenly all
to clear: a dead body via a heart attack or a stroke. Sin works the same
hardening effect on faith. It is all too possible for believers to also grow old and
hard, like unhealthy arteries, and succumb suddenly to unfaith. What a
Christian “used to do” is irrelevant. “I used to go to church every Sunday. I used
to do daily devotions. I used to take my faith seriously.” No, what matters is
what is done today. No one is immune from the deceit and danger of sin.

And that is another reason why we need a strong community of faith, so
that Christians can come along side of one another and exhort and encourage
each another. We can let someone know how much we care about them, how it
is important for them, and for all of us to stay faithful to Christ, and by so doing
be an encourager to other believers.

The time to act is today. The writer to the Hebrews reminds us of that, not
once, but twice: In verse 15, he says, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not
harden your hearts as in the rebellion.” And again, from verse 12, “exhort one
another every day, as long as it is called “today.” Yes, the time to act is today.
That’s why there is a lot of truth to the old adage: “Yesterday is history,
tomorrow is a mystery, and today is a gift--that is why it is called the present.”

Yes, the day to encourage is today and that’s an ongoing, ever-present
task. In the end, of course, it is the long succession of todays lived faithfully that
leads us to one day enter into God’s rest in the eternal joy of heaven.

Remember and rejoice that you are saved by God’s grace, through faith in
Christ alone. God in Christ has redeemed you and me, and He sustains us in our
faith through His Word and through the encouragement we give one another
to stay in this saving faith. “So, what day is it? It's today, so go and do the work
of today.”



