
Sermon on Hebrews 4:1-13! ! Grace PC, Laconia (10/26/14)!
An Exposition of Hebrews, #8! Rev. Andy Wilson

!
“ENTERING GOD’S REST”!!

I. Introduction!!
A. As we noted last week, Hebrews 3:7-4:13 is really one unit of 

thought. !
1. This is evident by the writer’s repeated use of citations from 

Psalm 95 as a refrain throughout this section.!!
2. This passage is essentially a sermon on the second half of 

Psalm 95.  !
3. And the key idea in this sermon is the concept of entering 

God’s rest.  !
4. The writer uses the example of Israel’s wilderness 

generation as a warning against unbelief and disobedience.  !
5. Their rebellion prevented them from entering God’s rest.!!
6. We need to take care lest there be in any of us an evil, 

unbelieving heart that would lead us to fall away from the 
living God and keep us from entering his rest.  !

B. As we look at the second half of this lengthy passage tonight, I 
want us to focus upon three things that it has to say about entering 
God’s rest.  !
1. First, we will consider the nature of God’s rest.  !
2. Second, we will look at the fullness of God’s rest.  !
3. And third, we will talk about the importance of striving to 

enter God’s rest.!!
II. The Nature of God’s Rest (1-5)!!
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A. In the first five verses of chapter 4, the writer tells us some 
important things about the nature of God’s rest.  !
1. The first thing that he says is that the promise of entering 

God’s rest has not been revoked because of Israel’s rebellion 
in the wilderness.  !

2. The promise still stands.  !
3. It is still open to us.  !
4. Israel’s experience of traveling through the wilderness is not 

just a matter of ancient history.  !
5. It is something that confronts us today.!!
6. We too are waiting to enter God’s rest.  !
7. This is why the writer says, “let us fear lest any of you 

should seem to have failed to reach it.”  !
B. It is important to understand what kind of fear this is.  !

1. Elsewhere in Scripture we are told that when our faith 
appropriates God’s love for us in Christ, fear is cast out 
because fear has to do with punishment. (see 1 Jn. 4:16-18)  !

2. The writer of Hebrews is not talking about a fear of 
punishment here.!!

3. Instead, as one commentator explains, “This is not a fear 
which is characterized by either doubt or terror.  It is a 
reverential, sobering realization that others have fallen, that 
we are weak, and that we have a foe and must persevere in 
obeying God.” [Hywel Jones, Let’s Study Hebrews, 39]  !

4. The fear to which the writer is calling us is not a fear that 
shakes our assurance, but a fear that makes us cautious.  !
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5. It is not a slavish fear, the fear of being punished by a strict 
taskmaster. !

6. Instead, it is the fear that a son has toward his father.  !
7. We need to have that kind of fear, because it motivates us to 

make sure that our faith does not grow cold.  !
8. There is a sense in which our faith needs to be fed in order to 

survive.  !
9. Those who walk in the fear of the Lord will make sure that 

their faith is properly nourished.  !
C. The next thing that the writer says is that the good news that comes 

to us in the preaching of the gospel is the same good news that was 
announced to the Israelites in the wilderness.  !
1. This shows us that there is a fundamental continuity 

between the Old and New Testaments.  !
2. The same gospel is preached in both.  !
3. Old Testament saints heard the gospel too.  !
4. The gospel came to them the same way that it comes to us:  

through the hearing of a message.  !
5. This might seem obvious, but it is something that is needs to 

be emphasized because it is so misunderstood in our day.  !
6. We often hear Christians talking about living the gospel or 

being the gospel.  !
7. I recently saw an advertisement for a popular book entitled 

The Fifth Gospel: Matthew, Mark, Luke, John… You. !
8. That is simply not true.!!
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9. You and I are not the gospel.  !
10. It is a good thing that we are not the gospel.  !
11. The gospel is a message that comes from outside of us.  !
12. It is the announcement of God’s gracious provision for our 

salvation in Jesus Christ.  !
13. This is why Reformed Christians see the preaching of God’s 

Word as the principle means by which Christ builds his 
church.  !

D. While this is true, it is not enough to hear this message of good 
news.  !
1. The Israelites in the wilderness heard it, but they did not 

benefit from it because they were not united by faith with 
those who listened.  !

2. Notice that the clear implication here is that there were some 
Israelites who believed.!!

3. There was a remnant, even though the majority rebelled 
against God’s Word.  !

4. The only way we can benefit from the gospel is if we 
appropriate it by faith. !

5. When we do that, we enter into God’s rest.  !
E. The writer says, “we who have believed enter that rest.”  !

1. Notice the tense of the verb in that statement.  !
2. It does not say, “we will enter.”!!
3. It says, “we enter.” !
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4. It is in the present tense, not the future tense.  !
5. This tells us that the promise of rest that is held forth to us in 

the gospel is something that we take possession of the 
moment we believe the gospel.  !

6. If you are a Christian, then there is a sense in which you 
have already entered God’s rest.  !

F. The writer has had a lot to say about this rest, but what exactly is it?  !
1. We find an answer in verse 4, where he tells us that it has to 

do with the rest into which God entered on the seventh day.  !
2. After completing the work that he did on days one through 

six, God entered into the enjoyment of his finished work.  !
3. He did not enter into this rest because he was tired but 

because he was finished.  !
4. He was celebrating the completion of his work of creating 

the world.  !
5. God’s rest is the rest that comes when all is as it should be.!!
6. It is the rest that follows the completion of God’s purposes.  !
7. This is the rest that God promises to share with those who 

believe his gospel.  !
8. This is what heaven, or the kingdom of God, is all about.  !
9. It is about entering into God’s rest.!!
10. As one commentator puts it, “The rest intended for the 

people of God was prefigured in the Sabbath rest of 
God.” [Lane, 104]  !

III. The Fullness of God’s Rest (6-10)!!
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A. We turn now to verses six through ten, where the focus is upon the 
fullness of God’s rest.!!
1. The previous verses showed that there is a sense in which 

we enter into God’s rest the moment we respond to the 
gospel in faith.  !

2. In these verses we see that there is also a future aspect of this 
rest.  !

3. We have begun to experience God’s rest in an inaugurated 
form, but we have not yet entered into its consummated 
form.   !

B. The writer of Hebrews explains this by calling our attention to the 
use of the word “Today” in Psalm 95.!!
1. David wrote, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden 

your hearts as in the rebellion.”  !
2. The word “Today” shows that God’s rest was not simply a 

matter of entering into the land of Canaan.  !
3. Canaan was only a type. !
4. It was a picture of God’s rest.  !
5. If Canaan itself had been the rest, then David would not 

have written a psalm that warned his fellow Israelites of the 
possibility of failing to enter that rest.  !

6. They were already in the land of Canaan.  !
7. Joshua had led Israel into Canaan hundreds of years before 

David’s time.  !
8. As the writer says, “if Joshua had given them rest, God 

would not have spoken of another day later on.”  !
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9. The fact that God spoke of such a day in Psalm 95 means 
that “there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God.”  !

C. This is why we still celebrate a weekly Sabbath.  !
1. It is true that we do not celebrate the Sabbath in the same 

way that the Jews did in the Old Testament.  !
2. The day has shifted from the seventh day of the week to the 

first day of the week because Christ’s resurrection on a 
Sunday marks the inauguration of the new creation Sabbath 
rest.  !

3. But because there is still a future aspect to our entering into 
God’s rest, it is fitting for us to continue to have a Sabbath 
sign to point us to that day.  !

4. Theologian Richard Gaffin explains the significance of our 
Sabbath-keeping in this way:  “The weekly rest day, 
faithfully kept by the church, is a concrete witness to a 
watching world that Christians are not enmeshed in the 
turmoil of an impersonal historical process but look with 
confidence to sharing in the consummation of God’s 
purposes for the creation, a witness that there does indeed 
remain an eschatological Sabbath-rest for the people of God 
(Heb. 4:9)… So far as the church is concerned, [the Sabbath] 
is there each week as a constant reminder that no matter 
what heights of redemptive blessing are experienced in this 
life, the new heavens and earth to come will arrive with a 
splendor and glory beyond the imagination of the most 
sanctified believer.” [Richard Gaffin, Calvin and the Sabbath, 
160-1, 163]  !

5. The Sabbath reminds us that, even though we have been 
given a foretaste of God’s rest, we have not yet sat down at 
the climactic feast.  !

6. Every Lord’s Day we are given a tangible assurance of the 
hope that lies in store for us.  !
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7. The Sabbath assures us that God’s plan will reach its goal.  !
8. One day, we will enter into the full enjoyment of God’s rest.  !

D. When that day arrives, we will rest from our works, just as God 
rested from his works on the seventh day.  !
1. This is what the writer means in verse 10 when he says 

“whoever has entered God’s rest has also rested from his 
works as God did from his.”  !

2. Some interpreters, including John Calvin, have thought that 
the writer is talking about ceasing from the dead works of 
the flesh so that God can do his work in us.  !

3. The writer does speak of our repentance from dead works in 
chapter 6, but that idea does not really fit with the context 
here in chapter 4.  !

4. Here, the emphasis is upon the “not yet” aspect of our 
entrance into God’s Sabbath rest.  !

5. We are not yet in the state where no more work is necessary.  !
6. We are still being perfected, and this involves doing the 

works that are the fruit of faith.  !
7. Only in glory will we be able to rest from those works.  !
8. As it says in Revelation 14:13, “‘Blessed are the dead who die 

in the Lord from now on.’  ‘Blessed indeed,’ says the Spirit, 
‘that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds follow 
them!’”!!

IV. Striving to Enter God’s Rest (11-13)!!
A. This brings us to the last three verses of our text, where the focus is 

upon striving to enter God’s rest.  !
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1. Our goal still lies ahead of us.  !
2. This is why John Bunyan depicted the Christian life as a 

long, dangerous journey towards the Celestial City.  !
3. The Christian life is a pilgrimage.!!
4. We are “on the way” to some other place.!!
5. Until we get there, we still have work to do in this world.  !
6. As Paul explains in his letter to the Philippians, the Christian 

life is a life of striving forward to take hold of that for which 
Christ has taken hold of us.  !

B. As we have been saying, there is both an “already” and a “not yet” 
when it comes to entering God’s rest.!!
1. If you have believed in Christ, then you have already 

entered God’s rest.!!
2. At the same time, you have not yet entered into the fullness 

of God’s rest.!!
3. You have not yet rested from your works as God did from 

his.!!
4. A day is coming when you will enjoy that rest.!!
5. This is a glorious promise, but it is a promise that is still 

waiting for its fulfillment.!!
6. As long as it stands, you need to keep on striving to enter it.   !
7. Don’t put your hope in this life.  !
8. Don’t look for the fullness of rest here.  !
9. Keep looking ahead for the rest that is still to come.!!
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C. Our passage concludes with the writer telling us something about 
the crucial role that God’s Word plays in our lives as we strive to 
enter God’s rest.  !
1. Listen to verses 11 and 12 again:  “For the word of God is 

living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, 
piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of 
marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the 
heart. And no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are 
naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must 
give account.” (Heb. 4:12–13)  !

2. God’s Word is alive.!!
3. It plays an active role in your life as a Christian.  !
4. The Word diagnoses the condition of our hearts and directs 

us to the only thing that can cure them.  !
5. As long as the promise of entering God’s rest still stands, we 

need the Word to do this work in us.  !
6. We need the sword of the Word to keep on slaying our old 

man for as long as we live in this world.  !
7. This is how we are guarded against the deceitfulness of sin.  !
8. As John Calvin puts it, Christians “cannot otherwise be 

brought to obey God than by having, as it were, their own 
will slain; nor can they otherwise receive the light of God’s 
wisdom, than by having the wisdom of the flesh destroyed.”!!

V. Conclusion!!
A. The gospel holds forth the glorious promise of entering into God’s 

rest.  !
B. If you have trusted in Jesus Christ, you have already gained 

entrance into this rest.  !
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C. But you have not yet entered into the fullness of God’s rest.  !
D. Until you do, you need to keep on striving toward the goal that is 

set before you.  !
E. Isaac Watts expresses it well in these stanzas from his hymn “Am I 

a Soldier of the Cross”:!!
! ! Must I be carried to the skies!
! ! On flow’ry beds of ease,!
! ! While others fought to win the prize,!
! ! And sailed through bloody seas?!!
! ! Sure I must fight if I would reign:!
! ! Increase my courage, Lord;!
! ! I’ll bear the toil, endure the pain,!
! ! Supported by thy Word.!!
! ! Thy saints, in all this glorious war,!
! ! Shall conquer, though they die;!
! ! They view the triumph from afar,!
! ! And seize it with their eye.!
! ! ! [Isaac Watts, “Am I a Soldier of the Cross”]!


