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Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 4:1-11
Sermon: Rest for the Restless Heart

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN.

Some 1,600 years ago in his Confessions Augustine wrote this prayer:
“Lord, Thou hast made us for Thyself, and our hearts are restless until they
find their rest in Thee.” A heart is restless when it is not reconciled to God.
We are restless when we are out of sync with God and his purposes for our
lives. It brings an empty feeling—a sense of dread or futility. We know
somewhere deep inside that something is wrong—that something vital is
missing. The Bible says that God has “set eternity in the hearts of men.” It
means that deep down inside we know that we were made for something
more than this world has to offer. We were made for eternity. And yet, as
we look around, as the old hymn says, “Change and decay in all around I
see.” Something is wrong. Life is not what it should be. It is not good
enough to be true, and so we are restless.

It’s not a new problem. Some three thousand years ago Solomon’s
heart was restless and so he wrote, “I, the Teacher, was king over Israel in
Jerusalem. I devoted myself to study and to explore by wisdom all that is
done under heaven. What a heavy burden God has laid upon men! I have
seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a
chasing after the wind” (Ecclesiastes 1:12-14). No, it’s not a new problem,
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but it is an enduring one. Modern philosophy is preoccupied with this
situation. They don’t call it restlessness; they call it anxiety. Anxiety is a
sense of nameless dread that hovers over everything and causes all the joy to
be sucked out of life; it makes life dull and gray and meaningless. And yet
for all their preoccupation with this fundamental human problem, modern
philosophy has no answers, and it has no answers because it is looking in all
the wrong places.

Franz Kafka, the strange Czech writer wrote a short story about the
futility of modern philosophy called, “The Hunger Artist.” The hunger artist
worked in a circus sideshow—the sort of show where you had the bearded
lady, the Siamese twins and so on. The hunger artist was the thin man. He
would go for days without eating, losing more and more weight by the hour.
People would come from miles around to see him slowly melting away and
they would marvel at his iron discipline. Eventually he starved himself to
death, but before he died he confessed that he did not have an iron will or a
great sense of discipline. He didn’t even have a wonderful sense of artistry.
He didn’t eat simply because he couldn’t find anything to his liking. “The
Hunger Artist” is a parable about modern man. He has thrown away God,
who is the bread of life. He no longer believes in God or heaven or hell or
sin or redemption. His life is confined to this world and to seventy years or
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eighty if he is strong. But he has found that in such a life there is nothing
satisfying. There is nothing worth the eating. Modern man is hungry
because he is starving himself to death spiritually.

It is not for lack of trying. Some philosophies teach that the way to
get rid of this anxiety—this restlessness—is to get rid of all desire. They
hope that the disconnect between what life is and what we imagine life can
be will end that way. The problem is that getting rid of all desires is so
difficult that you can only do it if you really want to—if you really desire to.
Some say that rather than being got rid of desires must be indulged in—that
restlessness will end with a sated appetite. Experience tells us that this is
false. The more we indulge the less our indulgences satisfy. We end up in
the morning with a headache and a bloated feeling. Some people handle
restlessness by way of anesthesia. They drink or drug themselves into
stupefaction or lose themselves in addictions to work or pornography or any
number of different things. The pain of life, however, has a way of cutting
through even the heaviest dose of anesthetic and in any event sooner or later
any painkiller will wear off.
Now it wasn’t always like this. Restlessness wasn’t found at the start
of the creation. In the beginning life was full of joy, peace and contentment.
Adam and Eve didn’t need to find a purpose for their lives. They didn’t
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need to go into therapy or counseling. They didn’t have to worry about selffulfillment. At least they didn’t have to worry about it until, at the
instigation of the devil, they fell into sin and ruin. With their sin everything
changed. They were no longer free and open with each another. Adam felt
ashamed standing naked before Eve; Eve felt ashamed standing naked
before Adam; they both felt ashamed standing naked before God. They
knew something was wrong. Their peace and joy fled. Now the prospect of
meeting God terrified them so they tried to hide. They tried to hide from
one another by putting on clothes of leaves; they tried to hide from God in
the trees of the Garden.

Sin broke fellowship between God and man. And the effects of
Adam’s sin carried down to all of his descendants. Whether you are
religious or not, whatever religion you profess, you were born in guilt and
sin. Your conscience accuses you. It tells you that something is not right.
The weight of guilt and sin burdens us and we find that the experience of
Christian at the start of the book The Pilgrim’s Progress is our experience:
I dreamed, and behold I saw a man clothed with rags, standing
in a certain place, with h is face from his own house, a Book in his
hand, and a great burden upon his back. I looked, and saw him open
the Book and read therein; and as he read, he wept and trembled; and
not being able longer to contain, he broke out with a lamentable cry,
“What shall I do?”
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The story of the Bible is the story of people searching everywhere but the
right place for peace. They look for peace in the worship of idols. They
look for peace in the worship of self. They look for peace by becoming
legalistic. They look for peace by indulging in excess. They look for peace
by seeking after power. But it is not there.

We can give thanks, however, that the Bible is also and more
importantly the story of God seeking out man—of God searching out his
wandering people so he can give them rest—so he can bring them back into
his fellowship, restore their relationship with him, cleanse them of their sin,
free them of their guilt, lift from them the burden of an accusing conscience
and set them on a living way that will bring comfort in this life and eternal
rest in the life to come. God searches out his people to give them the grace
and power they need to live as he has designed them to live. Our hearts are
restless unless and until they find their rest in God.

The Israelites were a restless people, in the most literal sense. They
were slaves in Egypt. They worked in mud pits, making bricks day after day
in the blazing sun. They were tired. Exhausted. They were not allowed to
rest. They grew desperate for relief. So they cried out to the Lord their God
for rest and he heard their pleas. He sent Moses to deliver them and Moses
6

went to Pharaoh with God’s message: “Let my people go.” When Pharaoh
refused, God revealed for all to see that his ear was not too deaf to hear nor
his arm too short to save. In a series of miracles he displayed his sovereign
might. He turned the Nile to blood. He plagued the land with frogs and
gnats and flies. He sent hailstorms to destroy crops. He made it dark at
noonday—so dark that you could not see your hand in front of your face.
He slew the firstborn of everyone in Egypt not sheltering in a house marked
by the blood of a lamb. And finally he opened up the Red Sea so his people
could escape into the desert and closed it back up to drown the divisions of
Pharaoh’s armies. God said to his people, “Follow me. I am taking you to a
land flowing with milk and honey. I am taking you to a place where you can
enter in and enjoy my rest. I have a wonderful blessing for you.”

Of all the hundreds of thousands of Israelites who left Egypt, carrying
the wealth of that nation with them, only two, Joshua and Caleb, entered the
Promised Land. Why didn’t the others? They heard God’s word, but they
didn’t believe it. They didn’t believe that God could secure that land for
them. They refused to trust God, thinking that if they entered Canaan the
natives would kill them. And so not believing God, they disobeyed.
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Does that make you shake your head in wonderment? Do you ask,
“How could they have been so foolish?” It shouldn’t surprise us. Think of
the Corinthian church. It was a church very much like the church today. It
was in a place hostile to the gospel. It was in a place pornographic in nature.
Corinth was a centre for the worship of Aphrodite and so it was a place filled
with prostitutes both male and female. The church was struggling. There
were factions. Immorality was tolerated. And this is what the apostle Paul
wrote to them:
Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom
of God? [That is a rhetorical question. He is saying, “Of course you
know the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God.”] Do not be
deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers
nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor thieves nor the
greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the
kingdom of God.
I don’t know how you can get any clearer than that, and yet there were
people in that church—as there are people in the church today—and people
in leadership positions in the church—who don’t believe it and so they
disobey and teach others to disobey. They say in their hearts, “I know it is
wrong, but if it is wrong it is wrong for other people, not for me. God is not
speaking to me when he says this. I can walk in this way and still be blessed
of God. God will never exclude me from his kingdom. I’m a nice person.
God doesn’t mean it.”
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That is not the way God looked at the disobedience of the Israelites.
After all he had promised and after all he had done their contempt for his
name and his commands infuriated God. He not only decided that they
would not enter into his rest, he swore on oath that they would never enter
his rest. Beloved, the author of the Letter to the Hebrews has been focusing
on this theme and he has been saying to his congregation, “Have you learned
anything from your ancestors? We have the same God, but we have a
greater covenant and an even more blessed rest. Don’t you dare miss it!
Don’t you dare harden your heart and disbelieve the Lord and walk in
disobedience before him as your ancestors did. Don’t you dare think that he
cannot take care of you and see you through your trials and carry you in
difficult times! Don’t you dare give up on him who is faithful and true and
turn back to a way of life that is futile. Hear him and trust him and obey
him, for he is the way and the truth and the life and the only one who can
give your heart true rest.”

Look at verse six. It says, “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.” Rest was denied the desert generation of
Israel because of their disobedience—but that does not mean God’s rest has
been denied to you. That rest still remains. It is not too late for you. God
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has set a certain date for you to come in. What is that date? It is called
“Today.” It’s not tomorrow. It is not the next day. The day for you to walk
in faith and obedience and newness of life is Today. You do not know what
tomorrow will bring; you only know that it will bring you one day closer to
that day when it will be too late. So act today. Today is the day of
reconciliation. Today is the day of faith and trust and obedience. Today.

And this rest is a more glorious rest than the Israelites in the slave
pens ever imagined. Look at verse seven.
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.”
For if Joshua had given them rest, God would not have spoken later
bout another day. There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people
of God…
Now what does this mean? Let me go through it. David speaks of entering
God’s rest in Psalm 95, the psalm that is quoted here. But think of it. When
David speaks of entering God’s rest he does so while he is already in the
Promised Land. His people are in the land flowing with milk and honey.
Their enemies have been vanquished. The borders of Israel have extended
to their farthest reaches. All is well. And yet, in spite of this rest, David
speaks of an entering of God’s rest that is to come.
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You see, there is a greater rest than the rest of Canaan, the Promised
Land. The rest of Canaan is only a foretaste and a shadow of that greater
rest which God has for his own. The Promised Land was given by God to
Israel to teach his people about the even greater rest he gives. Under Joshua
the people of Israel found an earthly city; we look for a city whose
foundations are not made with human hands but are eternal in the heavens.
The Israelites found a city where the sun shone; we look for a city where
there is not sun, for the glory of the Lord will illumine it that city. The
Israelites walked up the hill to Jerusalem; at the time of God’s ordaining the
new Jerusalem will descend from heaven and there will be a new heaven and
a new earth and a heavenly rest.

That rest begins now, in time, as we bow down in humility before the
Lord, “resting from our work” by trusting in the work he has done for us at
Calvary. We don’t come before God saying, “Look at what I have done. I
have washed myself. I have made myself clean. I have fulfilled all
righteousness. I’m not like those dirty sinners over there; I’m better.” No.
None of that. We come before God saying simply, “God have mercy on me
a sinner. Although I have no right to ask it, let Jesus pay for all of my sins.
Let me have his righteousness, as if I had obeyed like him. If you don’t save
me, I will go to hell—and deservedly so. Lord be merciful, for Jesus’ sake.”
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God will answer such a prayer, and such a sinner God will receive and
in no way cast out. You will find rest for your soul today, and rest for your
soul in eternity. And what a rest it will be when it comes in all its fullness.
First of all, you will find rest from toil. This does not mean that you will
have no work to do; it means that the pain of work will be gone. When
Adam fell into sin, God pronounced this sentence upon him:
Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you
will eat of it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and
thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field.
By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you
return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are
and to dust you will return.
That curse will come to an end. Work will once more be the joy it was
meant to be and when we enter God’s rest we will serve him with glad and
cheerful hearts.

We will find rest from our trials. The trials of this life are sent by God
to strengthen our faith. They exercise our spiritual muscles. You know that;
you can testify to trials that have done just that. That’s why you can endure
with a faithful heart much greater trials now than you could years ago.
Through trials you have come to know the Lord better and appreciate his
work more deeply. You have learned how to rest upon him more securely
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and you have rejoiced as he has answered prayer after prayer. But when we
enter the rest of God at the last all of these trials will be over because our
faith will be at an end. Think about it this way. At ten o’clock this Sunday
morning you had faith that I would be behind the pulpit to lead the service at
ten-thirty. You trusted that I would be there to do my job. At ten-thirty you
no longer needed faith because you saw me here. When we get to heaven
faith will give way to sight. Paul put it this way in I Corinthians 13:
Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall
see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as
I am fully known.

And finally, God’s rest means rest from tribulation. Suffering will be
at an end. There is a glorious picture of this rest in Revelation 7.
Then one of the elders asked me, “These in white robes—who
are they and where did they come from?”
I answered, “Sir, you know.”
And he said, “These are they who have come out of the great
tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the
blood of the Lamb. Therefore, “they are before the throne of God and
serve him day and night in his temple; and he who sits on the throne
will spread his tent over them.
They shall hunger no more, neither thirst any more; the sun
shall not strike them, nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb in the
midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to
springs of living water; and God will wipe away every tear from their
eyes.
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Beloved, when God wipes away tears, they stay wiped away. Don’t you
dare miss it! In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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