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The following sermon was preached at Redemption Baptist Church on Sunday, 27 June 2021.  We 

encourage you to look up the Scriptures that are referenced, and see the context for yourself.  May the 

Lord speak to your heart as you study His Word.  

 

A Rest for God’s People 

Hebrews 4:1-13 

 

Back in the year 1935, when countless people were struggling to survive through the Great Depression, 

there was an elderly lady in New York who, in order to feed her starving grandchildren, took to stealing 

bread.  However, there came a day when she was caught stealing; and she was brought to court. 

Now, it so happened that the man who presided over this court case was Fiorello La Guardia, the mayor 

of New York City.  LaGuardia felt compassion for the old lady, and wanted to show her mercy; but the 

shopkeeper demanded that justice be served.  So, La Guardia found a way to show both justice and mercy 

at the same time.  He passed the sentence of “guilty” upon her; but then, he reached into his own wallet, 

and paid the ten-dollar fine for her crime.  (Of course, for a penniless woman in the year 1935, ten dollars 

was an impossible amount of money to pay!) 

Now, I would imagine that on the evening before her trial, that woman didn’t get a lot of rest.  However, 

imagine what it was like the next evening, after the judge had paid her fine!  Do you think she got some 

rest when she pillowed her head that night?  I would think so.   

This story is very much like the wonderful story of salvation—with a few modifications.  Imagine if the 

shopkeeper who was wronged also happened to be the judge who mercifully paid the woman’s fine.  

Imagine if the judge, in addition to paying her fine, actually passed the sentence of “guilty” upon himself!  

Also, imagine if the sentence of “guilty” were wiped from the woman’s record, and she were actually 

declared “not guilty.”  That would be an even better picture of what Christ did for us.  Christ is the God 

whom we have wronged by our sin; yet, He, as our Judge, has also taken our sentence of “guilty” upon 

Himself, and has paid our fine.  Those who will simply receive that gift of mercy will be declared “not 

guilty”; and they can rest their head on their pillows at night with the assurance that they are saved! 

As we read our passage of Scripture this morning, we will find that there is a wonderful “rest” for those 

who have truly placed their faith in Jesus.  Jesus said, “Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy 

laden, and I will give you rest.”  It is my prayer that if you have never entered into the “rest” that Jesus is 

talking about, you will enter into it today.  It is also my prayer that if you have already entered into that 

rest, you will appreciate, more than ever before, the depths of your Saviour’s mercy.  The title of this 

morning’s message is A Rest for God’s People. 

Read Hebrews 4:1-13. 

I. God’s “rest” can be missed (vv. 1-8). 

 

If you were here last week, you’ll remember that in chapter 3, Paul took an historical account 

from the Old Testament, and made an analogy out of it, in order to show many of his readers 

the danger that they were in.  He reminded them of how the children of Israel, under the 

leadership of Moses, had forfeited their chance of entering into God’s “rest” (the Promised 
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Land of Canaan).  Because they hardened their hearts against God one too many times, and 

declared that they were ready to go back into Egypt, God sent them back out into the 

wilderness to wander for a total of 40 years.  Though they were right on the border of Canaan, 

God solemnly swore that those over the age of 20 would not enter into His “rest.” 

 

Paul compared this tragedy to a much worse tragedy, which many in his audience were in 

danger of experiencing.  Some of Paul’s readers were in grave danger of falling short of 

salvation through Jesus Christ.  Here, in the opening of chapter 4, Paul is continuing to give 

this warning.  He assures us that the promise of this “salvation rest” has been made, and that it 

still stands: yet, some of them had come short of entering into that salvation.  Just as the 

children of Israel were right on the border of Canaan, with the land in sight, yet decided to turn 

back, so many in Paul’s audience were right on the “threshold” of salvation, but were now 

about to make the horrible mistake of turning away from it.  Though they had made a 

profession of salvation, it was a hollow one: and now, their hearts had hardened to such a 

point that they were ready to cast it aside altogether. 

 

By the way, Paul didn’t say that some of them might be “thrust out” of God’s “rest”: he said 

that some of them might “come short of” God’s “rest.”  These people hadn’t entered God’s 

rest, and were now in danger of being kicked out again; they had never entered it in the first 

place.  Paul isn’t talking to genuine Christians, and telling them that they might lose the 

salvation that they already had: rather, he is warning people who were never truly saved to get 

saved while they still had the chance!   

 

With this in mind, let’s move on.  (Read verse 2 again.)  In this verse, Paul is comparing two 

groups of people.  He is comparing the Jews of Paul’s day to the Jews of Moses’ day.  He calls 

the Jews of his own day “us”; and he calls the Jews of Moses’ day “them.”   

 

Now, interestingly enough, Paul says that both these groups of Jews had had the “gospel” 

preached to them.  On the surface, this may sound odd to us.  According to 1 Corinthians 

15:1-4, the Gospel is the “good news” that “Christ died for our sins according to the 

scriptures; and that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the 

scriptures.”  Had the people of Moses’ day really heard the message of salvation through 

Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection?  After all, Christ wasn’t even born yet! 

 

Well, the answer to that question is, “yes”!  They had heard the message of Christ’s death, 

burial, and resurrection!  In Galatians 3, Paul says that the Gospel was preached to Abraham 

when he was on Mount Moriah!  The whole scenario of Abraham offering up his son Isaac on 

the altar is a picture of how the Father would one day offer up His only begotten Son to pay 

the price for our sins.  The people of Israel had heard that story.  Thus, whether they fully 

understood it or not, they had heard “the Gospel.”  Also, the animal sacrifices that they offered 

up every day were pictures of Christ’s sacrifice, which He would one day make for our sins.  

The people had heard enough of the Gospel message to believe it, and to be saved.   

 

Sadly, though, most of the people of Israel rejected the Gospel message.  Though they had 

been taught that a Messiah was coming to take their sins away, and though they understood 

that the Messiah would, in some way, suffer for our sins, they liked the pagan theology of 

Egypt better.  As soon as they had the opportunity to build a golden calf and worship it, they 

did it!  In their hearts, they didn’t truly believe the Gospel. 
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It was the same way with the “good news” that they were to inherit the land of Canaan.  They 

rejected that “good news,” as well.  As they stood on the border of Canaan, God said, “Go in 

and inherit the land that I have given to you.”  That was good news!  Yet, they refused to 

believe that good news.  Instead, they rebelled, and tried to go back to Egypt. 

Are you seeing the comparison that Paul is making?  The “good news” that Paul was 

preaching to his audience is the “good news” of salvation through Christ’s death, burial, and 

resurrection.  Yet, just as their forefathers had done, many of them were rejecting that 

message.  They had heard the message.  It had been preached to them by the Apostles.  Yet, it 

didn’t profit them, because it wasn’t received into their hearts “by faith.”  The Jews of Moses’ 

day didn’t have faith to receive the “good news” that they could enter Canaan; and likewise, 

many of the people in Paul’s day didn’t have faith to receive the “good news” of salvation. 

 

My friends, the “good news” of salvation still stands to this day; and it is still being preached!  

However, in order for it to profit you, you must receive it by faith.  It’s not enough to hear the 

Word of God.  It’s not enough merely to agree with it intellectually.  It must be believed and 

received.  Paul said in Romans 10, “How beautiful are the feet of them that preach the 

gospel of peace, and bring glad tidings of good things!  But they have not all obeyed the 

gospel.  For Esaias saith, Lord, who hath believed our report?  So then faith cometh by 

hearing, and hearing by the word of God.” 

 

Paul says, “You’ve heard the Word of God.  You’ve made a profession.  But have you really 

believed it?”  That is the crucial question.  The children of Israel missed their “Canaan rest” 

because their hearing wasn’t mixed with faith.  How much more tragic is it to miss salvation!  

(Most of them missed out on that, too!)  How many billions of people have split hell wide 

open because their hearing of the Gospel was not mixed with true, saving faith! 

 

Now, let’s look carefully at the first half of verse 3.  (Read verse 3a.)  It is helpful to know 

that the verb “do enter” is in the present progressive tense.  In other words, it is an action that 

has already begun, and is continuing to happen.  What Paul is saying is that this “salvation 

rest” is a present (and ongoing) experience! 

 

Read Matthew 11:28-30. 

 

The “rest” that Jesus is promising in these verses is the spiritual “rest” of salvation: and it is 

an ongoing thing!  Once you enter into salvation, the “rest” never ends!  The Jews who entered 

Canaan didn’t stop on the immediate opposite side of the Jordan River, and proceed no further 

into Canaan!  No, they fanned out throughout the land of Canaan and conquered it.   

 

Likewise, we do not pass from death to life at the moment of salvation, but then stay exactly 

where we are, and proceed no further.  God wants us to fathom the depths of His grace!  He 

wants us to venture forward.  He wants us to test, try, and prove Him.  We entered into God’s 

“rest” at the moment of salvation; but we continue to “enter into” that rest as we proceed 

“from faith to faith.”  God wants us to become more and more settled in the certainty of our 

salvation, as we learn more about the promises of salvation in His Word.  God wants us to 

experience spiritual victory.  He wants us to conquer the “walled cities” of selfishness and lust, 

and the “strongholds” of doubt and fear.  He wants us to enjoy the milk, honey, grapes, oil, 
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and corn of love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, and 

temperance.  He wants us to experience the “rest” of trusting in His faithfulness.  

 

However, it doesn’t stop with this life.  At the moment of death, we experience the final part 

of God’s salvation “rest”--Heaven!  On the Resurrection Day, we will experience the 

completion of our salvation when we receive our glorified bodies.  Then will come the 

Millennial Kingdom; and our salvation “rest” will continue here on earth, as we rule and reign 

with Christ in His Kingdom for 1,000 years.  Then will come the end, when there will be a 

new heaven and a new earth; and our “salvation rest” will continue for eternity.   

 

As you can see, the word “rest” does not mean “loafing around,” or “not working.”  The 

Christian life is one of service to God.  In the Millennial Kingdom, we will serve God in 

various capacities; and in Heaven, we will serve Him for eternity!  However, our service (both 

now, and in eternity) is not a burdensome service.  Why?  Because we are resting in the 

promise of a complete salvation, and in the assurance that Christ is always with us!  

 

Read Revelation 14:13 and 22:3. 

 

Now, let’s get back to Hebrews 4.  As we saw in Hebrews 4:3, we who are saved have 

entered (and are continuing to enter) into the “rest” of salvation, because of our belief in the 

promise of salvation.  In contrast, the Israelites of Moses’ day did not enter into the “rest” of 

Canaan because of their unbelief.  Of them Paul says, “If they shall enter into my rest.”  Now, 

that phrase “If they shall enter” may sound a little odd to our English ears; but it is a Hebrew 

expression.  It is simply another way of saying “They shall not enter.”  The idea behind this 

expression is: “If they shall enter into my rest, then I, your God, am not telling you the truth.”  

Obviously, we know that God never lies; thus, this is a dramatic way of saying, “It’s not going 

to happen!”  It’s like in the Old Testament, when God said, “If I fail to make the sun and moon 

run in their courses, then I will cast off Israel forever.”  Obviously, that isn’t going to happen, 

because God has promised not to cast off Israel forever.  It’s the same idea here in Hebrews 

4:4.  God was swearing by His own righteousness, and is saying, “They shall not enter!”   

 

Now, Paul is not done.  Paul is now about to use another event in the Old Testament in order 

to illustrate the “salvation rest.”  (Read verses 3b-5.)  Paul is now using the idea of God’s 

“rest” on the seventh day of Creation in order to illustrate our “salvation rest.”  Let’s look at 

the Scripture that Paul is quoting. 

 

Read Genesis 2:1-2. 

 

At the end of day 6 of Creation week, God finished His work of Creation.  Now, think about 

that.  Does this mean that God stopped doing work?  Of course not!  God is constantly 

working!  He is constantly upholding the universe, and intervening in the affairs of men.  (If 

He didn’t uphold the universe, everything would fall apart!)  However, God’s creation work is 

finished.  The creation work was accomplished at the end of day 6 of Creation week; and that 

“rest,” which began at the “foundation of the world,” on day 7, still continues to this day. 

 

Likewise, the offer of “salvation rest” continues to this day.  It is still available for us to 

partake of, as it has been from the beginning of the world; and God’s offer of entering into 

that rest still stands.  However, Paul warns us again in verses 5 and 6 that, just as the Israelites 
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forfeited their chance of entering into the “Canaan rest,” so those who had never truly been 

saved might forfeit their chance of entering into the “salvation rest,” if they continued to 

harden their hearts to God’s call.  (Read Hebrews 4:5-6 again.) 

 

Now, let’s read verses 7 and 8 once more.  (Read verses 7-8 again.)  What is Paul saying 

here?  Well, first of all, we need to realise that the name “Jesus,” in this particular verse, does 

not refer to Christ.  Paul is referring to Joshua—the one who brought the second generation of 

Israelites into the “Canaan rest.”  (In Greek, “Joshua” and “Jesus” are spelled identically, as 

Jesous.)  With that in mind, let’s look, once again, at Psalm 95. 

 

Read Psalm 95:7-8. 

 

Remember, Psalm 95 was written by King David.  That means that it was written four 

hundred years after Joshua’s day.  Yet, David is warning the Jews of his own day not to 

harden their hearts.  To show the urgency of this warning, David says, “Today if you will hear 

his voice, harden not your hearts, as your fathers did, and missed entering into God’s rest.”   

 

Now, why would David warn the Israelites of his day not to miss out on God’s “rest”?  

Obviously, he wasn’t warning them that they might miss out on the land of Canaan, because 

Israel had been settled in the land of Canaan for hundreds of years.  David wasn’t talking 

about the “Canaan rest”: he was talking about a different kind of rest.  He was talking about a 

spiritual rest--the “salvation rest.”  That’s why Paul says, “For if Jesus (or, Joshua) had given 

them rest, then would he (that is, David) not afterward have spoken of another day.”  In 

other words, “If Joshua had given the people true rest (spiritual rest), then David wouldn’t 

have had to warn the people of his day not to miss out on that rest.” David was saying to the 

people of his generation, “Now, is the accepted time: behold, now is the day of salvation.” 

 

My friends, this warning must not be ignored.  If, deep in your heart, something is telling you 

that you do not have true faith in Christ, don’t ignore that silent voice!  Don’t ignore the voice 

of the Holy Spirit.  He is tugging at your heart; and you need to respond. 

 

God’s rest can be missed.  However, this isn’t Paul’s only warning.  Paul also warns us that… 

 

II. God’s “rest” can’t be earned (vv. 9-10). 

 

(Read verses 9-10.)  What is this “rest” that remains for the people of God?  As we have 

already seen, that “rest” is salvation.  Salvation starts at the moment you place your trust in 

Christ; and it continues through your Christian life, and after death (or the Rapture).  It goes 

on into the Kingdom Age, and then on into Eternity, in the new heaven and the new earth. 

 

Now, once again, Paul is about to give us an illustration to help us understand this “rest.”  Just 

as God ceased from His works before He began His “Sabbath rest,” so we must cease from our 

attempts at “good works” before we can enter into His “salvation rest.”   

 

Why must we set aside our attempts at doing good works?  Don’t our good works get us into 

heaven?  No, they do not.  Even our best attempts at good works are tainted by sin.  To God, 

they are despicable.  Isaiah 64:6 says, “For we are all as an unclean thing, and all our 

righteousnesses are as filthy rags.”   
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My friends, God’s “salvation rest” is based upon a complete and perfect work.  It is based 

upon the work of Christ on the cross.  Anything less is like “filthy rags.”  When God ceased 

from His work on Day 6 of Creation, His work was perfect and entire.  Likewise, when Christ 

cried “It is finished,” His work was finished, perfect, and entire.  Salvation is paid for.  This 

means that if we will simply abandon our worthless “good works,” and instead rest in Christ’s 

finished work for us, then God will permit us to enter into the “rest” of salvation.  Those who 

try to appease God by their own works will never have rest!  They will be like troubled sea 

waves, always tossing back and forth, and tossing up dirt.   

 

Read Isaiah 57:19-21. 

 

It is absolutely necessary that you enter into the “rest” of God’s perfect and finished work.  

Just as the “rest” that God entered into on Day 7 will never end (since His work of Creation is 

completed), so the “rest” that we enter into by faith in God’s Son will never end.  Why?  

Because we are resting in a work that is complete!  God’s creation work was completed on 

day 6; and likewise, His salvation work was finished on the cross.  If you will simply rest in 

that work, you will have true rest.  Salvation is eternal, because it is finished! 

 

Read Romans 4:5-8. 

 

There is a “rest” for God’s people.  Those of us who are saved have already entered into that 

“rest”: and there is more to come.  Heaven is yet to come.  The resurrection is yet to come.  

The Millennial Kingdom is yet to come.  Eternity in the New Heaven and New Earth is yet to 

come.  However, that “rest” must be entered into first.  It cannot be earned: it must be 

received.  If you have never entered into that rest by simple faith, I urge you to do so today! 

 

God’s rest cannot be earned.  However, there is something else that it cannot do. 

 

III. God’s rest can’t be faked (vv. 11-13). 

 

(Read verses 11-13.)  In verse 11, Paul is bringing those in his audience who might not truly 

be saved to a point of decision.  He is urging them to examine themselves earnestly.  By the 

way, when Paul says, “Let us labour therefore to enter into that rest,” he is not saying that 

we must “labour” to earn our salvation.  If that were what he is saying, he would be 

contradicting everything that he just said in verse 10!  The word “labour” here in verse 11 

means, “Treat this matter with utmost diligence and earnestness.  Study this thing out 

carefully.  Make sure that you have come to God on His terms.”  This word “labour” is the 

exact same Greek word that is translated as “study” in 2 Timothy 2:15, where Paul wrote, 

“Study to shew thyself approved unto God.”  Paul isn’t urging them to labour to earn their 

salvation; he is urging them to “Drop everything, diligently study this thing out, and be sure 

that you are really resting in Christ’s finished work on the cross!” 

 

Read 2 Corinthians 13:5. 

 

I have seen Christians, go through a period of solemn examination of their own salvation.  

Oftentimes, such self-examinations are prompted by trials or temptations that Christians are 

going through.  Times of crisis can make Christians feel as though God were far away from 
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them, and, thus, that they might not really be saved.  Likewise, when Christians are losing 

their daily battles against sin, they feel dirty and separated from God; and they begin to 

wonder if they are really saved.  I have known many Christians (myself included), who, after 

going through such times, have come out of it with the firm confidence that they are, indeed, 

truly saved.  As they sounded the Word of God, and found His promises to be sure, they 

concluded that they were truly trusting in Christ, and that they now simply needed to serve the 

Lord again.  However, I have also known people who for years thought they were saved 

because they had said a “sinner’s prayer” (which they didn’t really understand or mean); but 

later, they came to the horrifying realisation that they had never truly been saved.  All that 

time, they had been smugly trusting in their own goodness: but now, they finally realised that 

they were not good, and that they needed Jesus; and they cast their full trust upon Him!   

 

Many times, I have seen people suddenly find that they wanted to be a “Christian”; yet, they 

were driven by something other than true repentance and faith in Jesus Christ.  For instance, 

I’ve seen people declare that they wanted to be a Christian; but their newfound desire to be a 

Christian just “happened” to coincide with an interest that they had taken in a Christian lady, 

or in a Christian man, whom they wanted to marry.  They went through the motions of 

becoming a Christian, and they got their husband (or wife) that they wanted, and they 

continued to claim to be a Christian.  Perhaps they even sincerely thought themselves to be 

Christian.  Yet, their lives were never changed, because they were never truly saved.   

 

For many people who claim to be born-again Christians, their salvation experience was like 

taking a driving test.  They did what was required of them during their test, to convince their 

examiner; but they had no intention of driving the way that they are supposed to drive after the 

test was over.  (In fact, many people die in fatal accidents because they refuse to obey the road 

laws.)  Likewise, many people, in order to impress someone, say, “Yeah, I’ll try Jesus.  Yeah, 

I’ll say these words.  Sure, I guess I believe that.  And it will keep me out of hell, too, right?  

O.K.”  But in their hearts, they have never bowed the knee to Jesus Christ, or truly stopped 

trusting in themselves.  If persecution were to come for their professed faith in Christ, they’d 

go back to the old, false religion in a heartbeat.  If the Rapture were to come, and they were 

left behind, and they were faced with the prospect of taking the mark of the Antichrist, they’d 

take it in a heartbeat.  Why?  Because the faith that they claimed to have was never real. 

 

However, God can’t be fooled.  That is why God compares His Word to a sharp, two-edged 

sword here in verse 12.  (Read verses 12 and 13 again.)  God’s Word pierces our heart.  It 

divides truth from lies.  It reveals a false profession for what it is.  Perhaps that is why many 

people who profess to be saved don’t like to be in God’s house.  Though they claim to be 

Christians, they don’t like to sit under convicting preaching, or to be around God’s people 

more than marginally.  Why?  Because God’s Word exposes their sin, and makes them feel 

uncomfortable.  It bothers their consciences; and, in moments of honesty, it just might make 

them wonder if they are really saved!  Yet, rather than experience that discomfort, they ignore 

the conviction of the Holy Spirit, and turn away from God’s merciful call.   

 

My friend, you can’t fool God.  As Paul says in verse 13, everything is naked and open to 

God’s eyes.  Your real motives are completely open to Him.  He understands them far better 

than you do.  You may fool yourself into thinking you are saved; but you can’t fool God. 
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Conclusion: If you have never truly been born again, may the words that we have read in Hebrews 4 

pierce into your heart, and compel you to examine your salvation.  It is possible, even in a crowd this 

small, that not everyone who professes to be saved is really saved.  Please don’t come short of salvation!  

“Today, if you will hear His voice, harden not your heart.”  Now is the day of salvation!  Should you be 

saved already, please remember that there is a “rest” to God’s people.  You are “resting” in Christ to save 

you, and to keep you saved; but your service can (and should) be restful, as well!  Serve Christ out of 

pure love, and not simply out of duty, and you will live a happy, joyful, restful, abundant Christian life.  

 


