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

 The Letter to the Hebrews takes us back to the desert wanderings of 

the people of Israel, to their time of testing in the desert, but it doesn’t do so 

as an historical exercise.  It takes us back to that time because as Christians 

we are on exactly the same sort of journey as the Hebrews of old.  We are 

making our way through the desert of this world to a Promised Land, albeit a 

better land, a greater land, than the Israelites were to know.  The generation 

of Israelites who left Egypt failed the tests given them in the desert.  They 

grumbled and complained not only against Moses but against God himself 

and they turned away from the Lord in disobedience.  As a result, they did 

not enter God’s rest.  They missed out on a wonderful blessing that was so 

very close to them.  The author of Hebrews is saying to us today, “Your trials 

are like their trials and how you respond will determine whether or not you 

will enter into God’s rest—into his salvation.  The blessing is so close to 

you; make sure you don’t miss it.  Let’s look at our lesson. 

 It begins, “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.”  

There are a number of things for us to note here.  First of all, the promise of 

entering God’s rest still stands.  It is not too late.  The promise is not null and 
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void as it will be one day.  One day, and who knows what day it will be, you 

will draw your last breath.  If you have not entered his rest by that time you 

never will.  One day, a day all unknown to us, the Lord will return in glory.  

If you have not received his promise by that day it will be too late for you to 

seek it.  Instead of finding him you will call upon the mountains to fall upon 

you and hide you from the wrath of the Lamb.   

 But why would you wait?  His promise yet stands.  He has sent me as 

an ambassador to invite you to be reconciled to him.  You need only come to 

him, and to come to him with empty hands.  You do not have to pad your 

résumé with good deeds.  You do not have to wash up before you come.  You 

do not have to pretend you are something you are not.  Simply come as you 

are, with empty hands and only your sins to commend you, and ask for 

forgiveness and new life.  Those who come to him in that way he will not 

cast out but receive in mercy.        

 Second of all, note the expression, “let us be careful.”  In the Greek it 

is literally, “Let us be afraid.”  Let us be afraid of what?  Let us be anxious at 

the prospect that, in this age of grace and opportunity someone from the 

flock might not press on to salvation.  Let us be alarmed at the prospect that 

someone might drift away and not make it to his heavenly home.  You can 
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think of it this way.  First of all we are challenged to make our calling and 

election sure, to make certain that we have experienced personally the 

reconciling grace of God.  Second, we are reminded of our responsibility to 

the flock.  We are our brother’s keepers.  We have a stake in the spiritual 

affairs of others and a responsibility not only for our own salvation but for 

others as well.  Now let me be clear: This is not an invitation for destructive 

meddling, for becoming a sort of spiritual busybody prying into the lives of 

others.  That should go without saying.  It is, however, to insist upon a 

mutual edification and a building up on one another in the faith.  To put it 

another way, we must show real love and concern for others when we see 

them in spiritual trouble.  If we ignore those who are drifting away—if we 

don’t seek to warn them and draw them back to the fold—their blood will be 

upon our heads. 

 As I mentioned last week, the Letter to the Hebrews teaches us that 

what is important is not how you start your journey, but how you finish.  Our 

author is concerned that someone from this small flock that is enduring a 

time of trial and persecution might “fall short.”  The expression “falling 

short” comes from the field of athletics.  The idea has to do with someone 

running a marathon, only to stop short of the finish line.  If you don’t finish 

the last mile, the first twenty-five don’t count.  I read an interesting 
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illustration of this point last week.  In the military they send companies of 

men out on long hikes.  They have to cover many miles, carrying all their 

equipment with them.  Sometimes instead of equipment the drill instructors 

make they carry backpacks full of rocks.  In any event, they have a long way 

to go while carrying heavy burdens.  Some companies are good at this sort 

of exercise.  Some are not.  What makes the difference is what the soldiers 

call “unit cohesion.”  In the good units those who are weakening get helped, 

encouraged and pulled along by those who are strong.  The good units make 

sure nobody gets left behind.  In the bad units, those who are straggling get 

left to their own devices.  The attitude is “every man for himself and the 

devil take the hindmost.”   

 Here’s the point: The church is not supposed to let stragglers perish.  

It is supposed to encourage, minister and urge them to get back on the right 

path and to finish the race.  A good church is not defined by the size of its 

building or the number of attendees at worship or the amount of money it 

manages to raise, but by its commitment to seek after those who lag behind 

and falter in their faith.  The author of Hebrews wants this congregation to 

be one where discouraged people are encouraged, where those weak in faith 

are strengthened and where those who are being deceived by sin are recalled 
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to the truth in a spirit of love.  That is what our congregation is supposed to 

be like, too. 

 How was it that the Israelites failed the test and missed the rest of 

God?  We find the answer in verse two.  “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.”  The 

Israelites had the gospel preached to them.  In this case it was the good news 

given through Joshua and Caleb that the Land of Promise was a good land, a 

land flowing with milk and honey, and a land that was theirs for the taking.  

But the Israelites did not combine that message with faith.  That is to say, 

although they heard and understood the good news on an intellectual level, 

for it was plain enough to them, they did not trust it.  They knew it was a 

good land, but they did not think God could give it to them. 

 Beloved, right there you see the difference between knowledge and 

trust.  Knowledge has to do with knowing something and knowing that it is 

true.  For example, many people know that Jesus is the Son of God, that he 

was crucified and that he rose from the dead on the third day.  That mere 

knowledge, however, cannot bring a person rest.  It cannot give a person 

peace.  It is not in that mere knowledge that your comfort can be found.  For 
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peace and comfort to be experienced, that knowledge must be coupled with 

trust.  When knowledge and trust combine, you have faith.  That is to say, 

you must not only know that Jesus died and rose from the dead; you must 

also trust that he died and rose for you, for you personally, to take away your 

sins.  You must rest in Jesus, knowing and trusting that Jesus is your Lord 

and your God, your Saviour, your Substitute, your Prophet, your Priest, your 

King.   

 Look at verse three.  It says, “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.”  This verse is somewhat convoluted, so let me explain it.  

First, our author is saying that it is only on the basis of our faith in the 

promises of God that we enter into God’s rest.  “We who have believed enter 

that rest.”  Second, he is saying that the Israelites who didn’t believe didn’t 

enter into God’s.  The one door into God’s rest is through faith; it is a door 

the Israelites refused to enter.  “So I declared on oath in my anger, ‘They 

shall never enter my rest.’”  And third, he is saying that God’s rest was ready 

and waiting for the Israelites; it had been ready since God rested from his 

work of creation.  It is ready for you and me.  If this rest is missed the 
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problem is with our lack of faith, not with God’s preparation.  “And yet his 

work has been finished since the creation of the world.”   

 Two things are emphasized here.  First of all, it is those who believe—

those who have a wholehearted trust in the Lord—who enter into rest.  

Second, this rest is God’s rest.  God calls it “my rest.”  This is important for 

us to understand.  The rest that God gives is not merely a relaxation of 

tension and an easing of the stress we live under.  It is not our rest we are 

given, like the rest we experience when we go away for a weekend at a spa.  

No.  It is God’s rest we are given.  That is to say, we are given a rest that is 

of the same quality as the rest God enjoys.  What is that rest like?  To 

describe that quality of rest the author takes us back to Genesis 1 and the 

creation of the world.   

 For six days God laboured and on the seventh day he rested.  If you 

look at the opening pages of the Bible you will see that after God created the 

light and separated it from the darkness it says, “And there was evening, and 

there was morning—the first day.”  That pattern repeats itself.  We hear, 

“And there was evening and there was morning—the second day,” and “the 

third day,” and “the fourth day,” and the fifth and sixth day too.  But this 

pattern doesn’t continue to the seventh day of creation.  Why?  Because 
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unlike the other days, the Sabbath day of rest does not end; it is not brought 

to completion, but it goes on forever. 

 That God is resting from his work of creation does not mean that he 

has gone on vacation or has removed his care from the world.  Think of it 

this way.  After having make and ordered the whole of creation according to 

his eternal decree, his control is so absolute, his sovereignty so 

unquestioned, that God rules on high without any effective opposition.  His 

reign—his ruling of the universe right now—is one of such almighty power 

that his will is forever being accomplished.  He doesn’t have to battle 

anyone.  He doesn’t have to scrap and scrape and sweat in order to see his 

will accomplished.  He has spoken and so it will be.  This is how he puts it 

in Isaiah 46:9-10: 

 I am God; there is no other. I am God and there is none like me, 
declaring the end from the beginning and from ancient times things 
not yet done, saying, “My counsel shall stand.”   

 Now what does it mean for the believer to share in this sovereign rest?  

It doesn’t mean, of course, that we are sovereign or almighty; it means that 

our God and Father is, and that he bends his power to the blessing of his 

children.  Our Catechism explains it well.  Here are questions and answers 

twenty-six, twenty-seven and twenty-eight: 

26. Q.  26.  What do you believe when you say: “I believe in 
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God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth”? 
A.  That the eternal Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who out of 
nothing made heaven and earth, with all that is in them, who also 
upholds and governs them by his eternal counsel and providence, is 
for the sake of Christ his Son my God and Father.  I trust him so 
completely that I have no doubt that he will provide me with all things 
necessary for body and soul.  Moreover, whatever evil he sends upon 
me in this troubled life he will turn to my good, for he is able to do it, 
being Almighty God, and is determined to do it, being a faithful 
Father.   

27. Q.  What do you understand by the providence of God? 
A.  The Almighty and ever-present power of God whereby he still 
upholds, as it were by his own hand, heaven and earth together with 
all creatures, and rules in such a way that leaves and grass, rain and 
drought, fruitful and unfruitful years, food and drink, health and 
sickness, riches and poverty, and everything else, comes to us not by 
chance but by his fatherly hand. 

28. Q.  What advantage comes from acknowledging God’s 
creation and providence? 
We learn that we are to be patient in adversity, grateful in the midst of 
blessing, and to trust our faithful God and Father for the future, 
assured that no creature shall separate us from his love, since all 
creatures are so completely in his hand that without his will they 
cannot even move.   

To share in the rest of God is to trust him completely.  In times of trouble it 

means to remember that our God is almighty and so his plan is unfolding as 

he has decreed.  It means to remember that our God is a loving heavenly 

Father and so his plan is unfolding in such a way as to bring us blessing—

even if we cannot see it at the time.  It means to stand upon the promise that 
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nothing can separate us from the love of God and to rest upon Jesus as our 

Saviour and Lord.  I like the way Richard Phillips puts it: 

 …if you have trusted in [the] gospel [of] Jesus Christ, you now 
can rest.  You can stop worrying about whether or not you will have a 
place in heaven.  You can stop fretting about whether you will endure 
as a Christian.  You can stop being afraid of what the world will do to 
you.  You can face the prospect of loss in this life, of suffering, and 
even of death, for ours is the God of the Sabbath, who established his 
purposes forever from the beginning.  Through faith in him you enter 
into his rest.  He is the God who says to us, “for I know the plans I 
have for you, declares the Lord, plans for wholeness and not for evil, 
to give you a future and a hope” (Jeremiah 29:11).  So you can rest in 
his saving purpose for you. 

 “Rest in his saving purposes for you.”  James Boice told a story about 

that.  John G. Paton was a pioneering missionary to the New Hebrides 

islands.  Part of his work was to translate the Bible into the native language.  

It was a difficult task, and not just because the natives had no written 

language to begin with.  Part of the problem had to do with the fact that they 

had no word for faith.  Paton thought long and hard about how he might 

express that idea but nothing would come to him.  One day, while he was in 

a native village a hunting party returned.  As they came into camp exhausted 

from a long expedition the hunters threw themselves into hammocks and 

said. “It’s good to stretch out and rest.”  Paton jumped to his feet and ran to 

his notebook and wrote the words down, for they were the key to his 

translation of the word faith.  By faith the weary sinner stretches out to rest 
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on Jesus Christ, upheld by his gospel.  He translated John 3:16 in this way: 

“For God so loved the world that he have his one and only Son, that 

whoever stretches out on him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  He 

translated Acts 16:31 in this way: “Stretch yourself out on the Lord Jesus, 

and you will be saved.” 

 Have you stretched out on Jesus Christ?  Are you stretching out on 

him now?  Have you committed yourself to stretch out upon him always?  

Will you encourage, minister to and pray for others that they would stretch 

out upon Jesus too?  It is in such stretching out on Jesus—it is through faith 

in him—that we enter into God’s rest both here, in the time of testing and in 

the eternity to come. 

 I want to pray now for those who have stretched out upon Jesus and 

those who need to do so.  I want to pray that those who know and trust 

Christ will persevere to the end, that those who have wandered away will 

return and that those who have yet to truly commit their lives to Christ will 

respond in faith while there is still time.  So let’s do that now.  Let’s bow our 

heads. 

Heavenly Father, 
 There are people here who love you with their whole heart.  You have 
brought them from death to life through faith in your Son.  They stand in 
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need of your blessing and encouragement.  Let them pray this prayer in their 
hearts: Dear God, Your word tells me that I must fight the good fight, finish 
the race and keep the faith so that a crown of righteousness can be awarded 
to me by the Lord Jesus on the great day.  And yet, dear God, I too often 
falter and fail and lose the hope that is so close to me.  By your grace 
persevere with me and in me.  Make me more and more to know Christ and 
the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings 
that I may attain to the resurrection of the dead and live with you in glory.  I 
ask it in Jesus’ name.     
 And dear Lord, there are some here who have turned back from the 
path of godliness and have wandered from the way of salvation.  They too 
stand in need of your help and blessing.  Let them pray this prayer sincerely 
from the heart: Dear God, precious Jesus: I have wandered from the truth.  I 
have turned away from the Lord.  I am walking down a road that will lead to 
my destruction.  I have lost my first love and the world has overcome me.  I 
need your help, for I don’t have the power to come back on my own.  Don’t 
let me be finally lost, but return me to the sheep fold.  Give me ears to hear 
your word.  Grant me a true conviction of my sins.  Renew my hunger and 
thirst for the things of Christ.  I have been too long in the dark.  Bring me 
home by your grace.   
 And dear Lord, there are some here who have never turned to you in 
the first place.  They need to have a personal relationship with the Lord 
Jesus if they are to be saved.  Let them pray this prayer from the heart, and 
in your love and mercy answer their great need.  Dear Lord, I stand before 
you a convicted sinner.  I have heard that to have rest and peace I must have 
Jesus in my heart and I know I have never accepted his invitation nor invited 
him to come in.  I look at my life and I see that I have done wrong in 
thought, word and deed.  I see that if you do not forgive me I will go to hell.  
I have nothing to commend me to you.  I have no good deeds I can point to.  
I can make no promises that are worthy of your salvation and even if I were 
to give you all that I have it would never be enough.  Please save me 
anyway.  Let Jesus pay for my sins.  Freely give me everything of his that is 
right and good and true.  And then fill me with your Holy Spirit so I can 
walk in a new way and experience your rest personally.  If you judge me you 
will be praised for your justice.  If you save me you will be praised for your 
grace.  Be praised for your grace and for your word that says a broken and a 
contrite heart you will not despise.  We ask it all in Christ’s name.  AMEN. 
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If you prayed for restoration or for new life and you want to talk about it, we 

have elders here who will listen and pray with you or you can talk to me 

after the service.  
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