FAIR OAKS PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH
Hebrews: Lesson 5

Hebrews 4:1-16

In the previous lesson the author made a strong exhortation to his target audience, warning them of the dangers of a hardened heart (note the repetition of the words “harden” and “heart” in chapter 3!)  He used Psalm 95 as an Old Testament proof-text of this principle, outlining the disobedience of the people of Israel as they left the bondage of Egypt and approached the promise of Canaan.  Despite all that they had been through (both the bad:  the slavery of Egypt, and the good: God’s miraculous rescue), most did not cross into the Promised Land.  In fact, many people “reframed” their slavery days! (Slavery was a bummer but the food was great!)  Does that sound like something we might hear today???  Many commentators (starting in the early church) saw the parallel between the Exodus from Egypt and the salvation of the human race accomplished by Jesus, and that underscores point of chapter 4.
Before diving into the text it is necessary to think about what is meant by the term “rest”.  There are several possibilities:

· God’s rest after 6 days of creation
· The Sabbath rest created for Israel to observe
· The rest for Israel after desert wandering (obtained under Joshua)
· The rest we find in Jesus after coming to Him for salvation

· The rest we will know when His righteous kingdom comes to earth (or in the new heavens and earth.)
The author sees the interconnectedness of ALL these definitions and moves back and forth between them.  This challenges us as we move through the verses.
Chapter 4 begins with a “therefore” and the old adage holds true about Scripture:  when you see a “therefore” stop and see what it is “there for”!  What was the author warning about in the final verses of chapter 3?  What applications can we make from that warning today?

Verse 1 states that they need to “be careful” that none of his audience be found to have fallen short of God’s rest.  The NASB translation states it this way: “Therefore let us fear lest, while a promise remains of entering His rest, any one of you should seem to have come short of it”.  What do you think the author made by that statement?  How can we know if someone is truly “saved” or not?  How can we know if we are “saved”?  See Paul’s exhortation in 2 Cor 13:5.

The key concept is not hearing the gospel but receiving it in faith.  This is the key “work” that we must do before entering His rest.  (See Jesus’s comment on this in John 6:27-29.)  The author now compares this rest with God resting on the seventh day of creation.  What parallels can you see between these 2 rests?

Genesis tells us that on the 7th day God rested.  Some commentaries point out that unlike the previous 6 days (which had an evening and a morning) the 7th day was open-ended, implying that God’s work was finished.  But does that mean that God did not have more work to do?  See John 5:16-17.

The idea of this rest is a present or current on and the writer makes this point by again returning to Psalm 95.  He references the fact that if entering into this rest were a past event, David (who lived centuries later than the people of the Exodus) would not have used the term “Today”.  His point is found in verse 9: there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God.  What comes to mind about the purpose of the Sabbath?  How can we incorporate Sabbath-keeping into our lives today?  Consider also the words of Jesus in Matthew 11:28-30.
To return to the analogy of the people of God entering the promised land under Joshua:  was their work done at that point?  In the same way, once we enter the “rest” of our salvation in Jesus, is our work done?  
What does it mean that we are exhorted to “rest from our own work as God did from His”?

(Think again about the target audience: people tempted to leave the Christian faith and return to the sacrifices and law-keeping of Judaism.)  How does this apply to the author’s argument?

The strong exhortation is to “make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one will fall away by following their [Israel in the desert] example of disobedience.” (verse 11).  See also 1 Corinthians 10:1-13.    Does this then become a gospel of works rather than grace?  (See Ephesians 2:8-9)  
Finally we are not left without resources in trying to be sure we have entered that rest, laid hold of salvation and avoided the disobedience brought about by a sin-hardened heart.  The author’s solution is the Word of God.  What are the qualities of this Word?  
What promise is there for us in verses 12-13?  What warning?  What can we do to apply this in our lives today?  See also Isaiah 55:10-11
