
HEBREWS 4:1-13

The Christian is called not to idleness but to work. We must not only have faith but make every effort  

in  our  faith.  It  is  only  those  who endure  to  the  end who will  be  saved.  It  is  those  who work at  

developing their faith and who strive against the power of sin who will enter God’s eternal kingdom.

These themes constantly recur in the letter to the Hebrews. But the writer to the Hebrews also tells us  

that such activity is meaningless if it is not rooted in rest: God’s rest. The promise that God has made to 

us is that those who are faithful will enter his rest, and will cease from their labours. This does not 

mean that Christian life here and now, or in the new earth, will be a life of ease and idleness; rather, it  

will be a life of work which has been set free from the pain and sorrow of sin. The passages in Isaiah 

and Micah which speak of the coming time of peace, when swords will be beaten into ploughshares and 

spears into pruning hooks, indicates not an end of work but a transformation of work. While swords 

and spears, the instruments of war, will no longer be used, we often forget in our eagerness for the time 

of peace that the weapons are not destroyed but transformed into useful implements of work. Human 

labour will no longer be destructive or selfish, but will be directed towards the fruitful nurture and care 

of the earth as God originally intended.

The rest into which we will enter is not cessation from labour, but cessation from labour to allow God 

to work in and through us. It is a rest which comes not from ourselves but from God. It is a rest of faith, 

an acknowledgement that it is God who through his grace gives us his salvation. Entering into our rest 

enables us to see that it is God who is at work in and through us, and thus we can realise that it is not  

necessary for God to accomplish his intentions only through us. Resting in faith from our labours is a 

recognition that God can accomplish his design through other channels should he so desire. It is a 

recognition that the work is God’s and not our own. The rest of which the scripture speaks is not simply 

dwelling in the land of Canaan, for even those who entered in did not enter God’s rest. As it says in this 

passage of Hebrews, if Joshua had given them rest God would not have later spoken of another rest 

which was still to come.

Resting in faith does not mean we can sit back and say that God does not need us, he can use someone 

else to evangelise the world, to work to renew our society and our culture. It means that we are called 

to rest each week, changing our lifestyle and our activities, to give recognition to the fact that God calls 
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us to work for him, but also calls us to sit back each week and realise that it is God working through us 

that achieves his ends, and not our labour in and of itself. 

It  is  a  confession  of  faith  to  relax  and  admit  that  we  are  after  all  only  God’s  servants:  he  will 

accomplish his goal without us if necessary. We have been given the privilege of working with God, 

but we are forced to sit back each week and realise that even when we stop working, God’s work 

continues without us. It is an admission of God’s grace that it is he who created us in order to carry out 

the task of caring for the earth, and our rest, which is tied to God’s sabbath rest into which he entered 

after bringing all things into being, is a recognition that we did not create this world, God did. We do 

not sustain this world, God does. We do not set the agenda and goal for the creation, God does. It is a 

recognition of the grace of God that he has created us for the purpose of accompanying him in this task 

of caring for the creation; but he also compels us to sit back each week and see that it  carries on 

without us.

Thus it is only by faith in God, the creator and sustainer of all, that we can rest. If we are truly trusting 

in God, and recognise him as our creator and the creator of all things, then we will take to heart the 

instruction he has given us, to enter into his rest by faith, and recognise who it is who has created all  

these things. The Ten Commandments tie keeping the sabbath with God’s work in creation, to force us 

to recognise that even when we are unable to work,  the creation continues. The creation does not 

depend on us, it depends on God. So too the sabbath rest reminds us that we depend on God and not on 

the creation: God will sustain us even when we are unable to work to sustain ourselves. Thus the 

sabbath rest is a call to renounce idolatry: either to consider that the creation sustains us and thus to 

worship it,  or to consider that we sustain the creation,  and thus worship ourselves.  It is  a time to 

recognise that God brought all things into being and sustains them: it is a time to rejoice in the Creator 

and in the things which he has made and upholds.

It is important to bear this in mind when discussing the issue of Sunday trading and other areas of 

concern like sports activities. The Ten Commandments are a covenant document, the call to obedience 

addressed to the people of God. There is no way we can use them to enforce trading laws or other  

restrictions on Sunday activities on society in  general.  The commandments of God are covenantal 

commandments: and if we try to persuade people to obey them while they are outside the covenant, we 

are not teaching the law of God but our law. If sabbath rest comes through faith to those who are 

obedient to God, then there is no way we can apply this to our society to limit commercial and sporting 
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activities on Sunday, and every attempt through history to do so has miserably failed. In Dunedin in the 

19th century, Christians tried to force the council to stop running trams on Sunday, as this “violated the 

sabbath” through requiring tramdrivers to work. The arguments of the council that the principal use of 

trams on Sunday was by people going to worship did not persuade those zealots. They would rather 

that participation in worship was significantly reduced than have their legalistic application of the Ten 

Commandments thwarted. The consequence of forcing through that change was that trams were not run 

on Sunday mornings so the tram drivers could attend church,  but began running again on Sunday 

afternoon.  As a  result,  attendance  at  church  plummeted due to  the  lack of  public  transport,  while 

relaxation at the beaches on Sunday afternoons surged in popularity, as the public could easily get there 

by tram. Such are the contradictions which result when we try to apply the covenantal provisions to 

those who are not believers.

The sabbath rest is a covenantal provision for God’s people, teaching them of God’s love and care for 

his creation, reminding them of God’s grace. It is a call to faithful obedience to God by acknowledging 

his gracious promises, and it is only in this way we can correctly observe the sabbath. The writer to the  

Hebrews brings this reminder to us by calling attention to the attitude of the Israelites in the wilderness, 

who did not have faith that God could sustain them without their work, who hardened their hearts 

against God and committed idolatry. The gospel was preached to the Israelites, but it did them no good,  

since it was not received with faith. The promise of entering into rest is still applicable today: God calls 

us to faith that through this we can rest in him and thus acknowledge our dependence on his grace and 

love towards us.

The Israelites never entered God’s rest because of their unbelief, but it is also possible for us to fail to 

enter God’s rest if we too are unbelieving. The writer to the Hebrews does not describe for us the fate 

of the Israelites to produce a sense of superiority or pride,  nor simply as ancient history,  but as a 

warning to us. What happened to the Israelites can happen also to us. We are their heirs in God’s plan 

of redemption which stretches right through human history. We too are confronted with God’s grace, 

and can receive or reject it. We too are presented with the promises of God, although we have now seen 

them fulfilled in Christ, whereas they had only the promise of what was to come.

But that fulfillment of the promise makes it even more dangerous for us to reject God’s grace. If those 

who had only the promise in the future to hold on to, and were judged because they failed to receive 

God’s grace, it will go even harder for us to reject that same grace held out to us in fulfillment and not 
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simply in promise. The warning is given then, that we need to be careful that we are not found to have 

fallen short of the promise.

We have had the gospel preached to us, just as they did. They heard no more and no less than us: the 

gospel is not restricted to the historical event of the coming of Christ: the gospel is the message that 

God has extended his grace towards us and is willing to receive us if we will but in faith open ourselves 

to him. The salvation available to the Israelites in the wilderness was real salvation, just as real as the 

salvation made available to us in Christ, since it is Christ who saves us by his death and resurrection, 

whether that be in anticipation and promise, or in fulfillment. God saves us only through his grace in 

Christ; he never has saved, and never will save anyone in any other way.

Those  who  formerly  had  the  gospel  preached  to  them  did  not  enter  God’s  rest  because  of  their 

disobedience. So God declared in his anger that they would never enter in. The warning is extended to 

us, that we too might never enter that rest if we do not continue in faith in God. The writer to the 

Hebrews argues that the Israelites did not enter into God’s rest, because the promise of rest is still made 

in Psalm 95, centuries after the time of Joshua. There was a generation that entered into the promised 

land, but they did not enter into God’s rest, and as we see from Joshua 24, Joshua challenged the people 

then to choose between serving God and serving idols. But as we know from the later history of Israel,  

the people of God wandered off after idols and failed to enter God’s rest: trust in his care and faith in 

his promise.

Because the Israelites failed to enter in because of their disobedience, God again set a day when he 

would make that rest available, and through David said in the psalm, “Today, if you hear his voice, do 

not harden your hearts.” If Joshua had given them rest, God would not have spoken about another day. 

As it was, Joshua could not lead the people into rest, and so there remains a rest for the people of God, 

one which has come in Christ  and is  the beginning of the rest  which we will  enter in  the eternal 

kingdom.

Anyone who enters into God’s sabbath rest has ceased from labouring, just as God rests from his work. 

It is a resting in God, a recognition that the creation is God’s responsibility, trusting that he will care for 

it and provide for it, a resting in faith that through his grace he will reach out to us and give us all that 

we need. It is a rest which should be a reality in our lives every day of the week, and not just on  

Sunday. It is a rest from our own striving so as to demonstrate confidence and trust in God. So even if 
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we must work on Sunday because of our particular occupations, we can still enter God’s sabbath rest, 

just as those who have no work at all to do on Sunday can still fail to enter God’s rest, since that rest  

can be entered only by faith and not by simply outward observance of a law. 

We must, as the writer to the Hebrews exhorts us, make every effort to enter into that rest, so that we  

will not fall by the wayside through disobedience. It is an exhortation to the people of God. Note that  

he says “Let us make every effort to enter that rest so that no-one will fall.” The responsibility for the 

community lies with each one of us. We must all make every effort to enter that rest, not simply as  

individuals but as a community, for should any one of us fall through disobedience, the community of 

God’s people has failed. Only through upholding and encouraging each other can we sustain the life of 

the church. By ourselves we will fall, since the rest God has promised is a rest for the people of God, it  

is not a rest for individuals isolated from their fellow believers. So then, we are accountable for each 

other  and to  each other.  The community  of  God’s  people  can  survive  and thrive  only  if  we take 

seriously the nature of our relationship together as a community. Only then can we all enter into God’s 

rest, and recognise that our time of worship together should not be a time of striving and effort to obey 

God, but a time of rest and confidence, a time of faith and trust in his promises. As we meet here 

together, we should not be striving to be what we are not, to appear more “spiritual” than we are to 

maintain face with other people, but to relax and let the masks fall away. We need to recognise that we 

are all prone to sin and doubt, but also that we are all also called to encourage and strengthen one 

another, building one another up in the faith. 

In that way we can learn as a community of God’s people to trust that God will save and restore his 

church, that God will provide for our needs and minister to us, that his grace is more than sufficient for  

all that we require, and all that he requires of us as a church is to open ourselves to him and to hear his 

voice in obedience.

The word that God sends to us is a word of faith and encouragement, a word of strength and rest. But it  

is also a word of judgement, as the Israelites found to their cost when they turned aside from following 

after  God. The word of God is  living and active,  it  is  not  static  and dead.  It  is  something which 

confronts us in our walk through life and says, which way will you turn, whom will you worship, 

whom will you obey?
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The word of God is a two-edged sword; it cuts both ways, both in grace and in judgement. It is the 

same word; there is not one word to believers and one to unbelievers: the sword is the grace which God 

extends to us in mercy and love. Receiving that grace brings life, rejecting that grace brings death. As 

Jesus said, “The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life.” But he also said, “The very  

word which I spoke will condemn him at the last day.” The two edged sword penetrates to the very  

thoughts and intentions of the heart, deeper even than we can know, since the deepest workings of our 

own hearts are hidden from us, but they are not hidden to God. We cannot know our own hearts, since 

the effects of sin include self-deception and delusion. Thus the writer to the Hebrews warns us to be 

sure that we do not fall; he was writing not to those who were uncertain of their faith, but to those who  

were certain. Failure to watch over our own faithfulness leads to the deeper recesses of the imagination 

taking over; allowing the corruption which still lurks in our hearts to lead us away from God. Once 

again the task of the Christian community is clear: to encourage and warn those whose faith is slipping, 

even those who otherwise seem to be stable and mature Christians: any one can fall if they fail to take 

into account their own sinful tendencies.

Nothing in all creation is hidden from God. As the one who brought all things into being, he knows 

intimately the very innermost nature of all his creatures. The sabbath rest reminds us again that God is 

the creator, and our coming together for worship reminds us that we are his creatures and dependent on 

him.  Because  we are  his  creatures,  there  is  no way we can  hide  anything from him;  the  deepest 

thoughts and attitudes of the heart are known to him. 

So coming together to worship shows us another way we can enter into God’s rest: we can give up 

running from God and seeking to hide from him, and simply let him see us as we really are. By that I 

mean not that we must show God what he cannot already see, but to admit to ourselves and to our 

fellow believers, that we are not perfect, that we have not arrived, and that we need help. Coming 

together for worship is a time when we throw ourselves on the grace of God, confessing our sin, 

seeking his forgiveness and his renewal, since in entering into his sabbath rest we cease all our own 

striving and simply trust God to do his will in us.

Everything in all creation is laid bare before the eyes of the one to whom we must give account. There 

is no way we can hide from God, and ultimately we must answer to him, and so his call of grace goes 

out to us, “Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter into that rest” for in that rest we find the end of  

all our striving, the end of our pretence and self-deceit, and in recognising the hand of God, our creator 
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and redeemer, we find true reality and true rest, for the reality we create for ourselves is false, and the  

rest we make for ourselves is labour. If we only bow before God’s judgement and accept his grace 

extended so richly towards us in Christ,  then all our striving and deception can cease, and we can 

respond  with  joyful  hearts  to  the  call  of  the  saviour,  “Come  to  me,  all  you  who  are  weary  and 

burdened, and I will give you rest.”
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