
1

December 28, 2014
Sunday Evening Service
Series: Hebrews
Community Baptist Church
643 S. Suber Road
Greer, SC 29650
© 2014 David J. Whitcomb

To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as you prepare to hear from Hebrews 4.1-10. 

1. What is the promised rest that the writer described in these verses?

2. How is it that some people received the good news, but it was of
no benefit to them?

3. Do you know anyone who would fit in the category of hearing but
receiving no benefit?

4. What kind of disobedience keeps people from entering the
promised rest?

STRIVE TO ENTER GOD’S REST
Hebrews 4:1-10

In Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities, near the end of the story,
Sydney Carton, one of the two main characters of the story, faces
execution by the Guillotine in Paris. His part in the French Revolution
did not work out well; but as he looks ahead with hopeful faith in God,
these words are attributed to him: “It is a far, far better thing that I do,
than I have ever done; it is a far, far better rest that I go to than I have
ever known.”

That is a good and right conclusion for every Christian. But
sometimes in the process of enduring normal life, or especially in the
valley of trouble and difficulty, it is easy for us to forget that God has
promised eternal rest for us. He has not forgotten His promise. That was
the situation in which some of the original readers of this letter found
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themselves. They faced the ongoing reality or potential for persecution
because of their faith. Did they remember that God promised everlasting
rest?

Along with the danger of being overwhelmed by the trial to the
point that they forgot God’s promise was the fact that there were in the
assembly of Christians some folks who were only pretending to be born
again. That problem became obvious in the context of chapter three
where the writer brought up the example of God’s people who left the
bondage of Egypt but never made it to the promised rest of Canaan.
They died in the wilderness because they didn’t trust God. The writer
used this illustration as a pointed reminder to some of the people in the
visible church who had broken from the bondage of Judaism, but who
at the same time did not really trust Christ alone to enter the promised
eternal rest. The author described those people in detail in chapter six.

The lesson is applicable to our setting as well. We live in a very
religious environment, a setting in which most of the people we know
talk about heaven frequently. But as the old spiritual put it, “Everyone
who’s talking about heaven ain’t going there.” This is a sad reality in
light of Jesus’ invitation, Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-
laden, and I will give you rest (Matthew 11:28). The invitation to enter
His rest stands. A lot of folks quickly admit, “I believe that.” Yes, but do
they trust Christ alone in order to enter that rest? Many ancient Jews and
first century Hebrews proved that there is an important difference
between believing a fact and trusting the person Jesus Christ.

 Faith Is the Key for Entering God’s Rest (vv.1-3).

God is kind enough to offer eternal rest; but because of the offer,
we need to be serious about His promise to enter His rest (v.1). There is
good news about this matter. The promise still stands. Therefore, while
the promise of entering his rest still stands (v.1a). First, we must
understand that the idea of promised rest looks back at the promise God
gave to the Israelites. He drew them out of the bondage they experienced
in Egypt through grace and mighty works. He delivered them across the
Red Sea through a miracle that still amazes the human senses. He
sustained them in the wilderness.

Now, in light of all that miraculous care and provision, don’t we
think those people should have trusted God in this matter about the
promised rest? That promised rest was deliverance from slavery in Egypt
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to their own land, the inheritance in Canaan. It was the very land God
promised to give to Abraham and his descendants.

We need to establish an important truth at this point. The promised
rest God offered to the ancient Israelites, the Promised Land, was a great
picture of the ultimate promised rest God still offers. That rest is
available in one sense in this life. Like He delivered Israel from Egypt,
God still delivers sinners from bondage to and penalty of sin. He still
delivers us sinners who trust Jesus Christ for salvation. He delivers us to
peace that passes human understanding (Phil. 4:7). He delivers us to
freedom from the power of sin and condemnation of the law (Gal. 5:1).
He delivers us from a guilty conscience (1 Cor. 1:8). As a result of that
deliverance “from,” God also delivers us “to” the joy of resting in
fellowship with Him.
The true believer in Christ is enjoying resting in God right now.

However, most of us focus more intently on the future aspect of
this promised rest. The promise from God that still stands points beyond
the rest we experience in this life to the eternal rest. We will rest in God
while we serve Him in His Millennial kingdom. We will rest in God
while we glorify Him for eternity in heaven. What wonderful news it is
that this promise still stands.

Okay, that is good. But be careful not to treat the promise lightly.
Because the promise stands, let us fear lest any of you should seem to
have failed to reach it (v.1b). Because God’s promise still stands, we
ought to be trembling in fear that some people might fail to experience
it or enter it. The fact is, most people will fail to enter God’s promised
rest. In life they will never know the rest and peace that comes from faith
in Christ. Therefore, in eternity they miss the promised rest. Jesus clearly
taught that the majority of people will never know rest with God. He
warned, Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is
easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For
the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who
find it are few (Matthew 7:13-14).

The problem among the Hebrew church (the people who originally
received this letter) was that there were people who were part of the
assembly who were not going to enter God’s rest. That fact is a clarion
call to us telling us that we are most foolish to assume that everyone who
has even the slightest connection with a local church is in the process of
entering God’s rest. Probably the majority of “church going” people in
America are not entering God’s rest.
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Does that reality cause us to fear? The word as it is used in our text
means to take anxious care. While sometimes the word requires
awesome respect toward God, here it really is the idea of being afraid or
becoming frightened. It is a fearful thing to know truths about the Bible,
be familiar with God’s invitation to enter His rest, and then fail to enter.

If pastors really came to grips with this truth, would it not temper
the way we preach and the way we do ministry? A pastor is foolish
indeed to preach weekly in Greenville with the assumption that everyone
who attends and listens to the sermon is born again. It is common, in
light of Greenville’s reputation of being the buckle on the Bible Belt, for
people to ask me what ministry is like in such a sanctified place. My
reply has been consistent for years. I say, “My primary ministry is
getting people lost.” No one was ever saved until he understood he was
lost. No one will desire to enter God’s promised rest until he first
understands that he is failing to enter it. Woe to the church that is content
to entertain sinners as they walk past the gate that says, “Enter Here for
Eternal Rest.” 

People in the past didn’t get the memo (v.2). God affirmed in this
letter that everyone hears the good news. For good news came to us just
as to them (v.2a). The ancient Israelites had to conclude that the
Promised Land was good news. Because of the news, they were ready
to leave Egypt to enter the promised place. After a few days of traveling
in the wilderness, having miraculously crossed the Red Sea, they were
already at the border of the Promised Rest. The people sent twelve spies
(according to God’s instruction) to check out the land and all of them
came back with the report that the land was beautiful and fruitful just as
God had promised. That was good news!

Even better news was the promise that the land was theirs for the
taking. Two of the spies, Joshua and Caleb, reminded the people that the
promise was already theirs – just as God had promised. The opportunity
to enter the promised rest is indeed Good News.

That past event foreshadowed the wonderful promise of God’s
peace through faith in Jesus Christ’s finished work. That too is very
good news. Who wouldn’t want to have sins forgiven, be made right
with God, and enter heaven? The majority of people claim they want
that. But the majority of people never get it.

There was a principle at work among the ancient Israelites and the
same principle is still an issue. Not everyone is united on the good news.
People receive the message, but the message they heard did not benefit
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them, because they were not united by faith with those who listened
(v.2b).  People hear the good news that the invitation to enter God’s rest
still stands. But the message does not benefit them. The benefit of
everlasting rest is real and is offered. So how can it not be beneficial to
the ones who hear it?

Every year, at about this time of the year, we will hear on the news
reports or read on the internet that the government is holding thousands
of dollars in unclaimed refunds or benefits of some kind. I often wonder
who those people are that don’t step forward and claim their benefit. But
then, I have to admit that I have never even looked into it. The reason I
don’t go to the website to see if someone somewhere owes me some
money is because I am quite confident that I have taken care to pay my
taxes and to cash the rare refund check I had coming to me in past years.
Because I am sure I’m okay, I don’t pursue the good news.

I don’t look into the announcement about potential benefit because
I don’t have faith that there is any for me. I live by realism! So, too, faith
is the key for entering God’s promise. Here the text tells us that there are
people who hear, people who listen to the message of Good News, but
never benefit from it. Why not?

Many are the people who are not inducted into the group of
beneficiaries because they do not have faith. “Oh,” they claim, “but I do
believe in God, and Jesus, and the Bible and all that stuff.” Belief is not
the same as faith. Satan and his angels believe in God, but they don’t
have faith in God. James asked, You believe that God is one. You do
well; the demons also believe, and shudder (James 2:19). Think back to
those ancient Israelites who heard the good news that the land was as
rich and plentiful as God had promised. How many of them trusted God
to do what He said He would do for them? Two – Joshua and Caleb (of
course we assume that Moses and Aaron were among the trusting
people, and no doubt some others also). Two of the twelve spies leaned
wholly upon God’s promise. Did they realize that giants lived in the
land? Yep. Did they see the high, walled cities? Yep. Why weren’t they
discouraged?  Because they truly trusted that God could and would do
a miracle to give them that promised land.

It is still true that we must exercise a genuine faith that leans so
completely on the promise from God’s Word that we refuse to grasp
anything else. We must not cleave to faith in our work or even our
ability to believe harder, more, or stronger. We must reject faith in a
mere creed or what we profess. We must not count on faith in our church
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our leaders or even our parents to get us into the everlasting rest. Only
Jesus’ blood and righteousness will open the door to God’s rest. Do we
trust that wholly and only?

We flip the light switch without stopping to think that the light
might not come on. Of course it will. We live like it will and are very
surprised when it does not. We turn the faucet handle with full
expectation that water will come out the spigot. We turn the key in the
car’s ignition and fully believe the engine will roar to life (assuming you
are driving a Mustang). We talk about believing God, but then live as if
success against sin and for righteousness is entirely up to us. Millions of
people claim to believe God but they do not trust Him enough to obey
Him. If such people are sincere, they are very busy doing stuff to impress
God, hoping He will let them into the everlasting rest. That is not faith!
Faith in God is absolutely certain that He has removed the guilt of our
sin based on the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.

Against that backdrop, we must acknowledge that God’s truth in
the matter is established and unchanging (v.3). The fact is that some
enter God’s rest and some don’t. For we who have believed enter that
rest, as he has said, “As I swore in my wrath, ‘They shall not enter my
rest’” (v.3a). There are only two choices. We who have believed God’s
promise have already entered His rest. The verb is present tense, which
pictures us being in the process of entering. The contract is finished, the
entrance is guaranteed, we are just walking the road to the celestial city.
Or, the other choice is that we don’t really lean on God’s promise to the
end that we will not enter His rest. 

The issue is God’s (My) rest. His rest is divine, supernatural rest.
It is God-like rest. It is a kind of rest we cannot even imagine. What is
it like to rest completely, with no distractions, no competing thoughts,
no evil, no guilt?

Proof that this is God’s rest is found in the picture of God
providing the unchanging rest in the beginning. The author continued by
writing, although his works were finished from the foundation of the
world (v.3b). When God finished creating all things, He rested. At the
very beginning, He gave us a picture of what the very end looks like.

God Challenges Us to Enter His Rest (vv.4-10).
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Though God provided rest, not everyone enters it (vv.4-5). God set
the example of rest. Continuing from the previous picture of God resting
at the end of creation, the writer stated, For he has somewhere spoken of
the seventh day in this way: “And God rested on the seventh day from all
his works” (v.4).  God’s example is to rest after work. He gave us the
Sabbath rest for an example, an illustration of rest after completing the
task. It is a picture of what lies ahead. It all stands on what God Himself
has done for us. It is the picture of satisfaction “and everything was
good.”

But even this rest is not cessation from work. Yes, it is true that
God finished the work of creation and then rested. But Jesus pointed out,
“My Father is working until now, and I am working” (John 5:17). We
can be sure that God the Creator is very busy sustaining His creation.
And in a similar way, we will be busy for eternity worshiping, praising,
and serving Him. 

But though God has illustrated perfect rest at the completion of
work, and though God has offered it to all, still God does not allow
everyone to enter His rest. And again in this passage he said, “They
shall not enter my rest” (v.5). This is a repeated reminder that not
everyone enters God’s promised rest. It is His rest and He is justified to
determine who gets in and who does not. So what is it that keeps people
out of God’s rest?

Disobedience keeps people out of God’s rest (vv.6-7). The problem
for these people is that they receive good news but fail to enter. Since
therefore it remains for some to enter it, and those who formerly
received the good news failed to enter because of disobedience (v.6).
There are those who have in the past received the good news. Some of
them will enter God’s rest according to His just decree. Some of them
will not. All of them received the same good news. This truth was well
illustrated by all the Israelites who Moses led. It is also well illustrated
by the people who met with the Christians assembled and who heard the
same gospel preached. In fact, the Greek word for “received” gives us
the English word evangelize.

The people were evangelized, heard the gospel, but they fail to
enter the promise because of their disobedience. The gospel (the
evangel) that sinners receive is the news that Jesus Christ has paid the
penalty to buy them out of sin and, therefore, from the curse of the law.
The gospel also requires that sinners confess their sins – say the same
thing about themselves that God says. The good news is that when we
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trust the work of Jesus Christ alone, having confessed our sins, He
forgives us and declares us justified. And that is where the whole process
falls apart. Pride keeps sinners from agreeing with God about their need.
Or pride prevents them from leaning wholly on Jesus’ completed work.
Pride causes disobedience and disobedience keeps sinners from God’s
rest. 

As a result of allowing pride to be their master, people missed
(and continue to miss) God’s deadline. The author points out that again
he appoints a certain day, “Today,” saying through David so long
afterward, in the words already quoted, “Today, if you hear his voice,
do not harden your hearts” (v.7). There is urgency in accepting God’s
invitation for eternal rest.

At the very most, each individual has a lifetime in which to repent,
confess, and trust. Generally that amounts to about eighty years. In many
cases it is less. And beyond that truth is the reality that we do not
understand at what point God turns people over to their sin.
That God appoints a “day” demands our serious consideration. Anyone
of us could exit this life tomorrow. Therefore, do not harden your hearts.
To harden is to resist the convicting power of God the Holy Spirit. A
heart hardened is not receptive to God’s message. Therefore, the person
with a hardened heart does hear the Good News, and it is of no benefit
to him or her.

Finally we see from the text that God’s rest is broader than
Joshua’s work with Israel (vv.8-10). That is because this is a spiritual
rest that God offers in the letter to the Hebrews (v.8). For if Joshua had
given them rest, God would not have spoken of another day later on
(v.8). Joshua did lead God’s people into the Promised Land. But that was
only a picture of the greater rest. God still offers eternal rest.

It is for God’s people (v.9). So then, there remains a Sabbath rest
for the people of God (v.9). God sets before us the promise that finally
our work will be completed. When we have finally completed the time
God has allotted us to serve Him (whether well or poorly), the rest
comes. We look forward with joyful anticipation to the Sabbath. It is the
precious promise reserved for God’s people alone. And who are they?
God’s people are those He chooses to justify, to make trophies of His
grace. We delight to be among that chosen band.

We delight because we know that to us whom God has chosen to
bless with forgiveness of sins, He has given the promise of His rest. It is
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eternal rest (v.10). For whoever has entered God's rest has also rested
from his works as God did from his (v.10). Do you look forward to that
promised rest? There we will discover that there is no more fighting
against sin and the flesh. There will be no more battles and no more
scars. Finally, in that day, we will be able to take off the armor, lay down
the shield, and praise our Captain for delivering us safely home. We
should be so thankful to God for “still” offering us the promise of
entering His rest. Would that everyone take this promise and warning
seriously so that we would sincerely contemplate whether we truly are
entering that rest.
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