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Text 
Therefore, since the promise of entering his rest still stands, let us be careful that none of you be found to 

have fallen short of it. 2 For we also have had the gospel preached to us, just as they did; but the message 

they heard was of no value to them, because those who heard did not combine it with faith. 3 Now we who 

have believed enter that rest, just as God has said, "So I declared on oath in my anger, 'They shall never 

enter my rest.'" And yet his work has been finished since the creation of the world. 4 For somewhere he has 

spoken about the seventh day in these words: "And on the seventh day God rested from all his work." 5 And 

again in the passage above he says, "They shall never enter my rest." 6 It still remains that some will enter 

that rest, and those who formerly had the gospel preached to them did not go in, because of their 

disobedience. 7 Therefore God again set a certain day, calling it Today, when a long time later he spoke 

through David, as was said before: "Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts." 8 For if 

Joshua had given them rest, God would not have spoken later about another day. 9 There remains, then, a 

Sabbath-rest for the people of God; 10 for anyone who enters God's rest also rests from his own work, just 

as God did from his. 11 Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one will fall by 

following their example of disobedience. 12 For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any 

double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the 

thoughts and attitudes of the heart. 13 Nothing in all creation is hidden from God's sight Everything is 

uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account. 

 

Introduction 
One prominent psychologist has reported that “the average high school kid today 

has the same level of anxiety as the average psychiatric patient in the early 1950s.”
1
  The 

New York Times has noted that “nearly 3 in 10 American women fess up to using some 

kind of sleep aid at least a few nights a week.”
2
  Pressure is high and rest is next to 

impossible to come by. 

But the issue really is nothing new.  The Red Queen said to Alice in Lewis 

Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass (published in 1871), “Now here, you see, it takes all 

the running you can do, to keep in the same place.  If you want to get somewhere else, 

you must run at least twice as fast as that!” 

But it’s not even something modern.  The writer of that ancient treatise on the 

meaninglessness of life – Ecclesiastes – asked, “What does a man get for all the toil and 

anxious striving with which he labors under the sun?” and concluded, “All his days his 

work is pain and grief; even at night his mind does not rest” (Eccl. 2:22-23). 

So human life is fraught with restlessness, dis-ease.  And yet we see in today’s 

text that God has given a promise of rest.  True, deep rest is available.  So let’s look at 

this passage together today and try to answer these three questions – (1) What is this rest?  
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(2) How do we get it?  (3) Do you have it?  In short, what God wants to say to us today 

through his Word is just this: repent of your futile working and rest in Christ’s 

finished work. 

 

Let’s pray… 

 

What Is This Rest? 

 The last time we were together we looked at the second half of chapter 3 in 

Hebrews and there we saw the encouragement to keep on believing.  The author of this 

sermon/letter, writing to struggling Christians, used the Israelites in the wilderness as an 

example of not believing.  God had promised them a land flowing with milk and honey 

and they didn’t trust that he could or would deliver, they disbelieved, and so they 

forfeited it.  They lost it.  When they tried to conquer on their own, they couldn’t.  And 

that whole generation died in the desert, never entering the land.  This is a picture of the 

Christian life.  It’s all about faith or belief.  Will you trust God’s promises?  That’s how 

you become a Christian, that’s how you progress as a Christian, and that’s how you end 

as a Christian.  The Christian life is “by faith from first to last” (Rom. 1:17). 

 And this faith trusts God for something, faith receives something.  In chapter 4 

that something is spelled out more clearly as rest.  The concept of rest is first introduced 

in 3:11 in the quotation there of Psalm 95.  By a lack of faith, the Israelites failed to enter 

rest, pictured there as the Promised Land.  You see: God had promised the Israelites a 

land of rest, “a land with large, flourishing cities [they] did not build, houses filled with 

all kinds of good things [they] did not provide, wells [they] did not dig, and vineyards 

and olive groves [they] did not plant” (Dt. 6:10-11).  All they had to do was walk in and 

take it.  But they did not believe God’s promise and therefore they were made to wander 

aimlessly in the desert the remainder of their lives, under God’s wrath, missing out on 

God’s rest. 

 Now 4:1 tells us, “the promise of entering his rest still stands.”  What does this 

mean?  What is this rest?  It means that the land of Canaan was never the ultimate goal.  

It was just a picture, an illustration of something much more profound.  This isn’t really 

about entering a piece of earthly property.  It’s about something much more than that.  

All the OT types and shadows are pointing to a greater spiritual reality. 

The promise still stands.  In v. 7 it is pointed out that God spoke again a long time 

later through David about this rest.  And as v. 8 points out the land had been given to the 

Israelites under Joshua in the generation following the desert wandering.  So “the rest to 

which Psalm 95 referred cannot have been the land of Canaan occupied by the Israelites 

of the second generation who entered it under the leadership of Joshua.  Those addressed 

in the psalm were already living in Canaan, as their ancestors had been for generations.”
3
  

There is a deeper rest in mind here.  “There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people 

of God” (v. 9).  Even for us today.  We have a promise from God of profound rest. 

What is this profound, deeper, spiritual rest?  Did you notice that over and over 

again the rest is referred to here as God’s rest?  Verse 1 – “Therefore, since the promise 

of entering his rest still stands…”  Verse 3, quoting God from Psalm 95 – “They shall 

never enter my rest.”  Again v. 5 – “my rest.”  And then v. 10 – “enters God’s rest.”  This 

rest is an entering into God’s rest.  It’s experiencing, it’s participating in the rest of God, 
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the rest that God enjoys.  It’s not your own rest earned by your own work.  It’s 

participating in God’s rest, earned by his own work. 

In v. 4 an important connection is made.  God’s rest is tied to his finished work of 

creation.  Genesis 2:2-3 is brought up.  There “he has spoken about the seventh day in 

these words: ‘And on the seventh day God rested from all his work.’”  The first book of 

the Bible, Genesis, describes God as working to form and fill the world in six days.  Each 

day he works and there is evening and morning.  But on the seventh day we read that he 

had finished all his work.  One modern Genesis commentator likens it to someone 

constructing a computer and then once he completed it “he turned it on and it worked 

perfectly.  So [he] sat down and enjoyed it on the seventh day.”
4
  God finished his work 

and sat down at rest from his labors.  The world was complete. 

And Rabbis through the ages have pointed out that in Genesis the seventh day has 

no “evening and morning” refrain.  In other words, it has no end, it’s ongoing, it’s 

present.  God’s “work has been finished since the creation of the world” (v. 3) and he is 

currently at rest. 

And we can enter that divine rest.  This was the promise originally given to the 

first man and woman.  God created Adam and Eve on the sixth day and gave them work 

to do.  In submission to God, as his image bearers, they were to “be fruitful and increase 

in number; fill the earth and subdue it” (Gen. 1:28).  They were to extend God’s order 

and reign over the whole earth – complete their work and then enter into eternal Sabbath-

rest.  But the first Adam failed miserably.  He disobeyed God and plunged the whole 

world into cosmic unrest – thorns and thistles, shut out from the Garden of God’s 

presence.  And all subsequent humanity is born into this state of futility and restlessness.  

We strive and work and try but can never usher in utopia, we can’t avoid disappointment, 

we can’t escape death, and no matter what we do we can’t get ourselves out from under 

God’s wrath.  No matter how hard we try, our work is never fulfilled.  God’s rest remains 

elusive to us.  It’s a pretty bleak situation. 

But get this.  There has come a Second Adam.  Jesus Christ, God in human flesh, 

came and did what the first Adam failed to do.  Jesus flawlessly did his work and 

completed it!  He lived a perfect life of obedience.  He died a substitutionary death of 

atonement.  And at the end he said, “It is finished” (Jn. 19:30)!  He completed the work 

the Father gave him to do (Jn. 17:4).  And as we’ve already read in the opening lines of 

Hebrews, after Jesus had provided full and final purification for sins he was raised from 

the dead he ascended into heaven to join the Father and he sat down (1:3).  Rest!  Done! 

Work then rest.  God worked in creation and then rested.  Christ worked in 

salvation and then rested, sitting down at the right had of the Majesty in heaven.  And 

Hebrews doesn’t tell us to work so then we can earn our right to rest.  It tells us there’s a 

promise that we humans can enter into his rest.  Divine rest.  Perfect, accomplished, total 

rest.  The rest that comes upon the completion of creation and redemption.  The rest that 

has met all the goals, all the requirements, all the benchmarks, and can now simply enjoy. 

We can claim that now.  Verse 3 – “Now we who have believed enter that rest 

[present tense].”  Verse 10 – “Anyone who enters God’s rest also rests from his own 

work, just as God did from his.”  This is what the whole NT is about – the fact that we 

don’t have to work for our own salvation, we don’t have to work to achieve rest.  We can 

cease from our vain works and enter God’s rest even now.  More specifically, we can be 

in Christ and therefore seated, in some mystical sense, at the right hand of God, right 
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now.  Ephesians 2:6 – in grace, mercy, and love “God raised us up with Christ and seated 

us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus.”  And it’s not by works (Rom. 9:12, 

Eph. 2:9). 

This is rest.  No more wondering, no more working, no more trying 

unsuccessfully to do enough, attain enough, achieve enough to be able to finally sit at 

ease.  That will never work.  You will never be able to do enough.  You will always be ill 

at ease.  But God has made a ludicrous promise that we can stop working and be okay.  

We can claim God’s promise, rest from our own work of trying to shore ourselves up, 

and enter God’s perfect rest. 

Now, there’s also a future aspect to this too.  We see places in this passage where 

the future tense is used.  We can enter the rest now, but there still remains a promised 

future rest that is not yet that we await.  This is a pattern that runs throughout the NT – 

now and not yet.  We are still looking forward to the final day when all sinning is gone, 

all trials are finished, all distractions are removed, faith becomes sight, and this fallen 

world is remade so that we will live in perfect, undisturbed, uninterrupted rest.  That’s the 

final rest that the author is so concerned that no one will miss.  That rest comes when 

Christ returns. 

One NT scholar puts it this way – “The ‘rest’ is something a believer enters (and 

thus experiences) now, but this rest in its fullness remains a promised destination for the 

future.”
5
  It’s a rest that is not attained by our own works, but by ceasing from our works 

and entering God’s rest.  We can’t have peace now and we won’t get to heaven later by 

our own striving, but by laying all our deadly doing down and trusting in the sufficiency 

of the work of another, namely Christ – the one superior to Joshua.  We must repent of 

our futile working and rest in Christ’s finished work. 

 

How Do We Get It? 

 So we’ve answered that question, “What is the rest?”  It’s God’s rest that he 

earned by his work which we enter, which implies the renouncing of our own works, our 

own works righteousness, seeking to merit or earn the favor and reward of God.  It’s 

getting off the exhausting treadmill of self-salvation. 

 And I’ve hinted at the answer to the next question, “How do we get it?”  The 

answer is all over this text.  It’s clear and simple.  We get that rest by faith.  We are 

joined to Christ by faith.  Faith is simply the empty hand that receives a golden gift.  

Faith is the key that opens up God’s rest to us and allows us to enter.  “An old preacher 

says, ‘A silly servant who is bidden to open a door, sets his shoulder to it and pushes with 

all his might; but the door stirs not, and he cannot enter, use what strength he may.  

Another comes with a key, and easily unlocks the door, and enters right readily.  Those 

who would be saved by works are pushing at heaven’s gate without result; but faith is the 

key which opens the gate at once.’”
6
  Rest is as simple as faith, trusting it to be true 

enough to let go of your ridiculous notion that you have to make it happen.  That’s how 

we get rest. 

Faith is so easy and yet so hard, so counterintuitive.  Hebrews is an extended 

encouragement/warning to not give up the faith.  “Since the promise of entering his rest 

still stands, let us be careful that none of you be found to have fallen short of it” (v. 1).  

“Our author is intent on demonstrating the possibility, with the hope that in doing so he 

will prevent its becoming a reality, that within the community of faith there may be 
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hypocrites or defectors whose position is one of unbelief rather than faith.”
7
  Don’t be 

like the Israelites of the wilderness generation that gave up believing that God was good 

on his promises.  Don’t throw it all away and revert back to trying to carve out your own 

happiness in this world, stake out your own claim.  How silly! 

 Verse 2 says, “For we also have had the gospel preached to us, just as they did; 

but the message they heard was of no value to them, because those who heard did not 

combine it with faith.”  That’s interesting that it says that the OT people had the gospel 

preached to them (cf. Gal. 3:8).  In so many ways the gospel was present even in the OT.  

But at just the most basic level they received a word from God promising a free gift and 

they disbelieved.  We right now are receiving from God a promise way more fleshed out 

with way more evidence to back it up but it could all be wasted on us if we don’t 

combine our hearing with faith.  We must believe; trust. “Whoever believes in the Son 

has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on 

him” (Jn. 3:36). 

 And the thing is: works righteousness is our default.  It’s like the screen saver on 

a computer – if you are not exercising faith, the screen will slip into a mode where the 

scrolling marquee is, “You are what you do!”.  This is why v. 11 says, “Let us, therefore, 

make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one will fall by following their example of 

disobedience.”  It sounds strange, doesn’t it – make every effort to enter rest?  Strive to 

rest?  Work to not work?  But that is the Christian life of faith.  We must do whatever we 

can to keep the gospel ever before us, to keep our hearts from becoming hardened, 

calloused through years of hard work. 

 We must make every effort to enter the rest.  This means putting ourselves in the 

places where we will be reminded of God’s promises and our faith will be strengthened.  

If we don’t we will revert into the restless pursuit of a rest we can never attain.  All 

around us we hear, “You have to do everything you can; you have to work your hardest, 

and if you do, if you stay positive, you have a shot at a silver lining.”
8
  No!  The gospel 

tells us the opposite, you have to give up your doing and renounce your works, and put 

your faith in Christ and you are guaranteed a rest, love, hope, a future beyond your 

wildest dreams.  That’s so counter to the world’s messages. 

 Sometimes this looks like trying to teach my daughter to not eat with her hands, 

but to use a fork.  One dinner we taped silverware to her hands.  You need to build in 

disciplines to your life that aren’t works of righteousness, but ways to put yourself in 

contact with the message of God’s grace so that you persevere in faith.  Church 

attendance, not to be self-righteous but to come and take your eyes off of yourself and 

worship God and be addressed by him and have your faith nourished.  Daily Bible 

reading, not to feel good about yourself and check a box, but to be confronted with God’s 

promises.  Prayer, not as a spiritual exercise of getting yourself up to God, but as a 

posture of neediness and coming by faith through the name of Jesus to rest in God’s 

presence; prayer is the opposite of doing, it’s trusting God to do.  Reading, not as a 

proud, intellectual exercise to show other people you’re smart, but as a way to have your 

heart stirred by truth.  Read a book that helps you see more of all Christ gives you 

currently.  Or read a book about heaven to be encouraged by God’s promises about the 

rest that awaits us [not a book about a boy who died and went to heaven, but a book about 

what the Bible says].  I have many recommendations.  You can borrow a copy. 
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 The point is: we must make every effort to enter that rest.  How do we resist the 

pull of unbelief and slipping back into works-righteousness?  We don’t fear failure and 

do everything we can to protect ourselves from being failures.  And we don’t hide and 

cover up our failures when they occur.  We don’t hide and mask our weaknesses, but be 

honest about them, even boasting in them.  We don’t rush ahead, but learn to wait and 

slow down.  We don’t despise suffering, but welcome it as a chance to be broken of our 

self-reliance.  And we get ourselves around other Christians that will call out our lack of 

faith and expose our failures and see our weaknesses and hold us back from moving at 

our own pace and maybe even be the instrument of suffering in our lives and hopefully 

also the voice of God calling us to trust him in our sufferings.  “See to it, brothers, that 

none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God.  But 

encourage one another daily…” (3:12-13a).  Faith is a group project. 

 

Do You Have It? 

 We get God’s rest by faith and we must do whatever it takes to have our faith 

sustained.  And a big part of that is having our faithless restlessness exposed so we can 

repent.  We need to get personal and ask, “Do I have this rest?”  And this is where vv. 12-

13 come in.  Verses 12-13 are about the Word of God.  And the Word of God not only 

puts God’s promises before us, it also graciously shows us our sin, our self-reliance.  If 

you want to repent of your futile working and rest in Christ’s finished work you need 

to have the Word of God show you the source of your inbred restlessness, the depths of 

your insistent pride, and the reality of your natural proclivity to work for your own 

salvation. 

 Let’s read the last two verses: “For the word of God is living and active.  Sharper 

than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and 

marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.  Nothing in all creation is 

hidden from God’s sight.  Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to 

whom we must give account” (vv. 12-13).  Here’s what God’s Word does to us, hearing 

his voice, being exposed to the living God… we get scrutinized.  His Word penetrates 

and cuts through the crap and sifts our motives.  “Like a sword that cuts and thrusts, the 

word penetrates and divides, being able to reach into the depths of a person’s inner life.”
9
  

Philip Hughes says, “Nothing could be more inaccessible and intangible, humanly 

speaking, than the notions and motives concealed in the furthest depths of man’s mind.  

No scalpel can dissect them, no electronic detector can discover them.  Only God’s word 

can pierce through to this intangible realm.”
10

 

 We are completely laid bare before God – naked, wretched, pitiful, full of sin, and 

vile resistance to him, desiring to be gods ourselves and therefore have a leg to stand on 

before him.  But God’s Word cuts us down.  Again, Hughes puts it – “This profound and 

solemn truth is one that man in his fallenness does not like to face: it is damaging to his 

self-esteem; it destroys his proud pretensions to wisdom and competence; and it discloses 

the futile superficiality of all the elaborate defenses which he seeks to erect against God 

(cf. 2 Cor. 10:4f.).  But God sees all things, as man never can, in the ultimate light of 

their undisquised reality; his gaze penetrates beneath the surface and beyond every 

specious façade to the radical heart of our being (cf. 1 Sam. 16:7).”
11

 

 God’s Word is alive and active.  It is working right now to cut through all the 

layers of self-protection you have up and expose you.  The sword of the word can cut into 



7 

even the most hardened heart.  What are you really doing?  Why?  What are you chasing?  

What’s driving you?  Fear?  Ambition?  He sees through it all.  What are you trying to 

prove?  You’re always on.  You’re trying to save yourself by keeping all the rules; you 

are trying to save yourself by breaking all the rules.  You’re working so hard to make 

sure people understand you.  You’re working so hard to make sure people never really 

know you.  You’re working so hard to hold on to something other than Christ for your 

identity.  Maybe a wound?  Let it go.  You’re frazzled because you have a phantom idea 

of what a wife or a husband or a student or a father or a mother is supposed to be.  You’re 

working so hard to build a portfolio to win someone’s approval.  Who is it?  God sees it 

all.  He sees right through all our facades.  He sees our motivations.  And he uses his 

Word to help us see ourselves as we really are – insecure sinners working, working, 

working. 

This is a grace, this penetrating Word of God.  As someone else has pointed out, 

“The more desperate we are before his all-seeing eye, the more wonderful is his provision 

for our needs.”
12

  The Word doesn’t expose us so that we will work harder.  In Acts 2 

Peter preaches the Word of God with Holy Spirit power and what happens?  “When the 

people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, 

‘Brothers, what shall we do?’  Peter replied, ‘Repent and be baptized, every one of you, 

in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of you sins” (Acts 2:37-38a).  Repentance 

is the goal and repentance is the prelude to faith.  The Word of God shows us the futility 

of our own working so we can rest in the finished work of Christ. 

So what is this rest?  It’s the rest of God, perfect rest that you so desperately 

desire and are doing everything you can to achieve.  How do you get it?  Only by faith in 

Jesus, letting go of trying to make it happen on your own, and falling back on Jesus.  

That’s the only way to get the rest you don’t deserve but you so desperately need.  Today, 

you are hearing his voice.  The last question is: Do you have it?  Do you have it? 

The Word of God is pressing this in on you.  God is exposing the deepest 

workings of your heart.  Don’t harden it; don’t resist the Spirit.  The fact is that we will 

all have to stand before God’s judgment on the final day and give an account.  The 

question is: are you practicing and rehearsing now what you will say then.  What will be 

your only plea then?  Not in your own works, but Christ’s work.  If you’re not rehearsing 

that now you won’t say that then… 

 

The Lord’s Table 
The Lord’s Table is a means of grace for reminding us of our salvation, secured 

by Christ’s death.  It is an invitation to come recline on his breast at his Table and eat 

with him.  Jesus says to you right now – “Come to me, all you who are weary and 

burdened, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am 

gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Mt. 11:28-29). 

 Similarly we read in the prophet Isaiah – “Come, all you who are thirsty, come to 

the waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat!  Come, buy wine and milk 

without money and without cost.  Why spend money on what is not bread, and your labor 

on what does not satisfy?  Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, and your soul will 

delight in the richest of fare.  Give ear and come to me; hear me, that your soul may live” 

(Is. 55:1-3). 
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“Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift 

of the water of life” (Rev. 22:17). 

 The bread represents to us Christ’s body, the flesh he took on to earn our 

righteousness and that was pierced for our transgressions.  The wine in the brass tray and 

the grape juice in the silver tray represent to us Christ’s blood that was spilled on the 

cross to atone for our sins and purchase us for God.  Our only hope for salvation, freely 

offered to us.  So use this time to repent of your futile working and rest in Christ’s 

finished work.  If you’re already a believer, which is ordinarily signified by being a 

baptized member of a local church, I welcome you to come eat.  If you’re not yet, I don’t 

call you to the Table, but I do welcome you to come to Christ, put your faith in him and 

enter into his rest today. 

 

Benediction 
I am a servant of God and a minister of Jesus Christ for the faith of God’s elect and the 

knowledge of the truth that leads to godliness – a faith and knowledge resting on the hope 

of eternal life, which God, who does not lie, promised before the beginning of time, and 

at his appointed season he brought his word to light through the preaching entrusted to 

the apostles and passed on to you today (Titus 1:1-3).  Today, if you heard his voice, do 

not harden your hearts, but put your faith in Christ. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 20, 2013.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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