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4:1-13 The Warning of Missing God's Rest  
 

 From the previous discussion, the question naturally arises about the 

implications of God's oath against Israel, “They shall not enter into My rest.”  

 

Does this mean that there is no longer any possibility of entering God’s rest 

due to Israel’s failure or does the promise still remain for us today? 

 

In most of chapter 4, the author will prove that the promise to enter God's 

rest is still in effect. Israel did not thwart God’s plan. Nevertheless, we should fear 

(not “be careful” as in the NIV) because the danger still exists that we will not 

enter into it. Though we have heard the good news like Israel did, if hearing is not 

mixed with faith it profits nothing (Heb. 4:2). They knew the message in their 

heads, but instead of obeying what they had heard they acted in disobedience.  

 

4:1 Therefore, let us fear if, while a promise remains of entering His 
rest, any one of you may seem to have come short of it.   

4:2 For indeed we have had good news preached to us, just as they 
also; but the word they heard did not profit them, because it was not united 
by faith in those who heard. 

 
Chapter 4, verses 1 and 2 are the conclusion to chapter 3: “So we see that 

they were not able to enter because of unbelief (3:19). Therefore let us fear. . . ”  

 

We should fear because though the promise remains, unbelief keeps us from 

entering God’s rest (4:1) and prevents the word from profiting us (4:2). 

 

The good news that the Israelites heard wasn’t the gospel as we know it, 

rather it included such blessings as knowing God who is “compassionate and 

gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in lovingkindness and truth; who keeps 

lovingkindness for thousands, who forgives iniquity, transgression and sin;” (Exo 

34:6-7) or His promise that He would bring them into the land of milk and honey 

(Nu 14:8–9). 

 

Even though Israel had the promises of God, they doubted His goodness and 

longed to return to their old manner of life as slaves in Egypt.  

 

What happened to Israel can happen to professing Christians as well. To 

keep it from happening, the author warns us to be diligent to enter God's rest, to 

pay close attention to what you've heard (2:1); not to neglect our great salvation 

(2:3); to consider Jesus (3:1); not to harden our hearts (3:8); to take care against 

an unbelieving heart (3:12); to exhort one another every day against the 
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deceitfulness of sin (3:14); and to  FEAR the unbelief that will keep us from our 

promised rest (4:1).  
 

4:3 For we who have believed enter that rest, just as He has said, "AS 
I SWORE IN MY WRATH, THEY SHALL NOT ENTER MY REST," although His 
works were finished from the foundation of the world. 
 

In verse 3 the author begins to explain why the offer to enter God's rest is 

still available today. He does this in two ways: First, he reminds us that God’s rest 

from creation continues even today; this must mean that it is still accessible (4:3-

4). Secondly, if we can forfeit God’s rest through disobedience, it follows that 

through obedience, we must also still be able to enter it (4:5-7) 

 

Proof that God’s rest existed for the ancient Israelites and that it still 

exists for us is seen in the fact that God's “work has been finished since the 
creation of the world.”  

 

 If God is not working, it means He is resting, and if He has been resting 

since the time of creation, then His rest was available then and is still available for 

us to enjoy. As Kent says, “. . . God's rest has existed since the six days of creation 

when the world was founded. His creative works were finished, and there has been 

no resumption of such work that would terminate God's rest” (Kent, 81). Therefore, 

God did not refuse Israel rest because rest no longer existed. Unbelief alone shut 

them out. It was God’s anger with the unbelieving that kept them from enjoying the 

rest that could have been theirs.   

 

The author continues by expanding upon the idea of God resting from His 

works in verse 4 (“for” indicates this is an explanation). 

 

4:4 For somewhere he has spoken about the seventh day in these words: 
"And on the seventh day God rested from all his work.”  

 

In the book of Genesis, the first six days of creation are marked by the 

words, “and there was evening and there was morning,” indicating the completion of 

the events of the day. However, no such words are found on the seventh day, the 

day God rested (cf. Gen 2:1-4). The implication is that the events of the seventh 

day did not end. That is, God's rest is still occurring. 

 

 

 

 

 



Pastor Ted Kirnbauer 
Hebrews 4:1-16 

3 

 The word “rest” is used four different ways in Hebrews 3 and 4.  

 

It speaks of: 

 

1. God's rest            (His rest after creation) - 4:3, 4 

 

2. Canaan rest        (basically synonymous with entering the  

                                  promised land) - 3:7-19 

 

3. Salvation rest       (the state we enter the moment we are saved)  

                                  -  4:1, 3a, 8, 9 

 

4. Eternal rest          (heaven – after we die) - 4:10-11 

 

All four nuances are interrelated. The rest of God (#1 above) is surely not 

the cessation of activity (Jn. 5:17). It seems to refer to a sense of accomplishment 

and completion or the satisfaction of having ended a task (Morris, 41, Kent, 83). 

Having completed the work of creation, God experienced a full sense of satisfaction 

and enjoyment. This state of blessedness, satisfaction, and fulfillment which God 

Himself enjoys is the rest that He wants to share with His children (received the 

moment we believe [#3] and fully experienced after death [#4]). This state of 

eternal blessing is typified by the blessings that the Israelites received when 

entering the Promised Land (#2). 

 
4:5 and again in this passage, "THEY SHALL NOT ENTER MY REST." 

 

The quote, “They shall never enter my rest,” is now repeated (Heb 4:5) to 

remind us that though the rest of God continues, disobedience forfeits entrance 

into it – this provides the second evidence that the offer to enter God's rest is 

still applicable today (see v. 3). 

 

4:6 Since therefore it remains for some to enter it, and those who 
formerly had good news preached to them failed to enter because of 
disobedience,  

 

With the words “since therefore” we reach a tentative conclusion. God has 

finished His work. Therefore, a rest remains for some to enter. Though those in 

the past failed to enter because of disobedience, God continues to offer His rest 

to those who hear his voice and do not harden their hearts.   We know this by the 

words of David recorded in verse 7. 
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4:7 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." 

 
 Although the generation that was led out of Egypt by Moses failed to enter 

God’s rest, God has set another day – “Today” – where he again calls to His people 

and tells them not to harden their hearts. 

 

Logically, because God's rest has continued since creation and the 

generation in the wilderness did not enjoy it, the promise remains unfulfilled. But 

there is also biblical support in the OT that leads to the same conclusion. When God 

spoke through David He said, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your 
hearts” (Ps. 95:7-11) He was offering rest to a generation that was living four 

hundred years after He had sworn His oath that those in Moses’ day would not 

enter rest. If God's offer was valid for David’s generation, and there has been no 

subsequent removal of the offer since that time, it must still apply to us as well. 
 

4:8 “For if Joshua had given them rest, God would not have spoken later 
about another day.”  

 

Though the generation that followed Moses failed to enter the land of 

Canaan, those led by Moses’ successor, Joshua, entered it. Even so, we are not to 

conclude that that was the final destination of rest for the people of God; if it had 

been, God would not have spoken of another day (of rest) through David to a 

different generation (see comments on verses 6-7 – “Today” in verse 7 is the same 

as “another day” in verse 8).  

 

Canaan was an external type to guide God’s people to hope and seek a 

greater rest than what was before them (cf. Heb 11:8-16). The writer then 

concludes in verse 9 by separating shadow from substance. 

 
4:9 Therefore, “There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of 

God;”  
 

Now we reach the final conclusion to the question if the God’s rest is still 

available: Therefore, “There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of 
God;”  

 
  The word “Sabbath-rest” (sabbatismo.j- sabbatismos) appears only once in 

the Greek NT and is, therefore, a different word than the word used for rest 

throughout the previous discussion. The change was doubtless made because the 

author wants his readers to think in terms of God's own rest just spoken about in 
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connection with creation (Heb. 4:4). Though we enter into this Sabbath-rest at 

salvation (Heb. 4:3), it is fully enjoyed when we complete the work that God has set 

before us to do (Heb. 4:10; Rev. 14:13). “The rest in Canaan is not what remains to 

be entered, but the sharing of God's presence and the blessedness which that 

affords” (Kent, 86).  

 

4:10 For the one who has entered His rest has himself also rested from 
his works, as God did from His. 

 

“This is a definition of that perpetual Sabbath in which there is the highest 

felicity, when there will be a likeness between men and God, to whom they will be 

united” (Calvin, Commentary on Hebrews). Our rest is sharing in the rest of God – 

the state of blessedness, satisfaction, and fulfillment which God Himself enjoys. 

 

 In the beginning, the Israelites left Egypt, followed God, and had 

anticipated entering the land He had promised them. Yet their disobedience 

prevented them from doing so. We too have made a beginning. We have heard the 

gospel and responded to the point that we call ourselves Christians. As Christians 

we are anticipating entering God’s rest as well. But some of us through disobedience 

will leave the faith we now profess.  

 

4:11 Let us therefore be diligent to enter that rest, lest anyone fall 
through following the same example of disobedience. 

 
Having pointed out the goal to which we are to advance, he exhorts us to 

pursue our course diligently. Failure to exercise diligence results in “falling” into 

judgment by taking the course of the disobedient. 

 

In order to understand how verses 12 and 13 fit into the context, we need to 

back up. Verse 2 said that we have had good news preached to us, yet because of 

the threat of unbelief, we were in danger of not entering rest. The good news must 

be joined by faith to profit us. Now verse 11 says to be diligent lest we follow the 

example of Israel‘s disobedience.  In 3:19 Israel’s disobedience is unbelief. Now, 

the writer mentions the Word to remind the readers that God’s “voice” (the good 

news preached to us) cannot be dismissed without incurring punishment. This then 

becomes another motivation to “hear.” We should listen to what God has said “for 

the word of God is living and active. . . .” 
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4:12 For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-
edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; 
it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.  

4:13 Nothing in all creation is hidden from God's sight. Everything is 
uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account. 

 

“For” indicates that these verses are explanatory.  

 

Verses 12 and 13 fit into the flow of the argument on several levels.  First, 

there is a tight connection with verse 11.  The Israelites disobeyed God when it 

came time to enter the land (Num. 14:22-23, 43-45 cf. Heb 3:8). They did not 

follow God’s word through Moses and they suffered disastrous consequences for 

disobedience.  God’s word brings its own judgment and we, like them, should take 

care lest we suffer the same fate. 

 

At the same time, 4:12-13 is probably also concluding the whole argument 

from 3:7-4:11 which has explained certain OT passages about entering God’s rest 

and God’s response to those who disobeyed. In chapter 3 we were warned of those 

who always go astray in their heart (3:10), and the need to take care lest there be 

found in any of us an evil, unbelieving heart that falls away from the living God 

(3:12). In 3:8, 15 and 4:7 we have been warned not to harden our hearts. Now it is 

as if the writer of Hebrews is telling us, “if we understand what the OT is really 

saying, then all of our excuses for not obeying have been exposed! Therefore, we 

dare not fall away, for how shall we escape if we ignore such a great salvation!” 
 

God's word has the ability to discriminate (judge) between the things of the 

flesh and the things of the Spirit. Though the difference between joint and 

marrow, soul and spirit, and thoughts and attitudes are often indistinguishable to 

us, it is not so with God. We can deceive our neighbors and even ourselves, but 

under the discerning eye of God everything lies exposed. We cannot escape 

judgment (we will give an account of all we say and do) because everything is open to 

God. His word is able to sort though what is right and wrong within us. . .  This is 

why exposure to the Word of God is so critical for us.  

 
“All things,” says the Apostle, “are naked and opened unto the eyes of Him with 

whom we have to do.” (Heb. 4:13) “The darkness and the light are both alike” to Him. 

(Psa.139:12) “He that planted the ear, shall he not hear? He that formed the eye, 

shall he not see?” (Psa. 94:9). “O Lord thou hast searched me, and known me. Thou 

knows my down-sitting and my up-rising, thou understands my thought afar off.” (Psa. 

139:1). “The eyes of the Lord are in every place, beholding the evil and the good” (Pro. 

15:3). “Hell and destruction are before the Lord: how much more then the hearts of 

the children of men?” (Pro 15:11). “Great is our Lord and of great power: his 

understanding is infinite.” (Psa. 147:5). “O house of Israel I know the things that come 
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into your mind, every one of them.” (Ezek. 11:5). “Known unto God are all his works 

from the beginning of the world.” (Acts 15:18). “The very hairs of your head are all 

numbered.” (Matt. 10:30). (Hodge, Systematic Theology, I, 397)  

 

As Paul said, “[God] will both bring to light the hidden things of darkness and 
reveal the counsels of the hearts” (I Cor. 4:5). There is nothing so deep in man’s 

soul which cannot be drawn forth into light. We must give account to God for every 

thought and action, and God knows them all down to the finest detail. As F.F. Bruce 

has said, “Stripped of all disguise and protection, we are utterly at the mercy of 

God, the Judge of all. Therefore, “let us make every effort . . . !” (Bruce, 114) 

 

NOTE: 

 
 “The word of God is not only necessary to salvation, but it is also divinely 

efficacious to the accomplishment of that end. . . . The power of the Word is proved 

from many direct assertions in the Bible. Paul tells the Romans that he was not 

ashamed of the Gospel of Christ, because “it is the power of God unto salvation.” (Ro 

1:16) To the Corinthians he says, in view of the utter impotence of the wisdom of the 

world, that “it pleased God by the foolishness of preaching to save them that believe.” 

(I Cor 1:21) The preaching of Christ crucified was “unto the Jews a stumbling-block, 

and unto the Greeks foolishness; but unto them which are called, both Jews and 

Greeks, Christ the power of God, and the wisdom of God.” (vv23, 24) In the Epistle to 

the Hebrews it is said: “The word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any 

two-edged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the 

joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.” (Heb 

4:12) 

 

The sacred writers, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, are exuberant in their 

praise of the Word of God, as its power was revealed in their own experience. “The 

law of the Lord,” says the Psalmist, “is perfect, converting the soul.” (Psa 19:7) By the 

law of the Lord is meant the whole revelation which God has made in his Word to 

determine the faith, form the character, and control the conduct of men. It is this 

revelation which the Psalmist pronounces perfect, that is, perfectly adapted to 

accomplish the end of man’s sanctification and salvation. “Thy word.” he says “is a lamp 

unto my feet, and a light unto my path.” (Psa 119:105) “The testimony of the Lord is 

sure, making wise the simple: the statutes of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart: 

the commandment of the Lord is pure, enlightening the eyes: the fear of the Lord is 

clean, enduring forever: the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether. 

More to be desired are they than gold, yea, than much fine gold; sweeter also than 

honey and the honeycomb.” (Psa 19:7) Almost every one of the hundred and seventy-

six verses of the one hundred and nineteenth Psalm contains some recognition of the 

excellence or power of the Word of God. “Is not my word like as a fire? says the 

Lord; and like a hammer that breaks the rock in pieces?” (Jer 23:29) (Hodge, 

Systematic Theology, III, 468)  
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4:14 – 5:10 CHRIST, THE GREAT HIGH PRIEST 
 

Not only is it still possible to enter into God's rest (4:1-15), Hebrews 4:16 

encourages us to do so because we have a high priest who has offered the perfect 

sacrifice on our behalf.  

 

These verses also form an important turning point in the Book of Hebrews. 

The introduction of Jesus as our high priest who has passed through the heavens 

sets the readers up for Christ’s appointment as high priest (5:1-7:28) and for His 

superior offering in heaven (8:3-10:18) (O’Brien, 179). 

 

4:14 Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the 
heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. 

4:15 For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our 
weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without 
sin. 
  

Jesus has already been called our high priest in 2:16 and 3:1. But as verse 14 

reveals, Jesus is not just a high priest; He is our great high priest. “In the 

Apostle’s time there were many called high priests, such as the heads of the 

Levitical courses; but “the great high priest” meant him who alone had the privilege 

of entering into the holy of holies, that is, the high priest, as distinguished from all 

the rest” (Owen, note 77 Calvin’s Commentary on Hebrews). 

 

The high priest in the Aaronic priesthood was only allowed to enter the holy 

of holies once a year, on the Day of Atonement. On that day he passed from the 

outer court in the temple, through the holy place and then beyond the veil into the 

very presence of God in the holy of holies.  

 

Christ, however, passed through the heavens themselves and is forever in 

the Father’s presence demonstrating His vast superiority to any other priest who 

ever lived.   

 

The emphasis here is on the word “have.” We have a great high priest and 

because of this we should hold fast to our profession all the more.  

 

We should also hold fast because “. . . Jesus knows our human condition 

(Heb. 4:15). Our weakness is not just something He has heard about, but something 

He knows; for He, too, was man. We may approach him confidently because he 

knows our weaknesses” (Morris, 46).  In other words, even though Jesus is in 

heaven, He is patient and fully able to empathize (a word used of a bond between a 

mother and her children, or between brothers – O’Brien, 182) with our struggles, 
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because He walked on this earth as a man and was subject to the same temptations 

and sufferings we experience (Heb. 2:17-19).  Christ enters into our suffering and 

makes it His own (Westcott, 108). Christ’s suffering equipped Him to support His 

people in theirs. We will become desperate and fearful when we realize that the all- 

seeing eye of God is upon us (vv 12-13) . . .  and it is then when we can truly 

appreciate God’s wonderful provision in Christ. 

 

Although Christ was tempted, His temptation differed from ours in one 

respect. Verse 15 says that He has been “tempted in every way, just as we are--yet 

was without sin.” Some see this as meaning that even though He was tempted as we 

are, He never yielded to His temptations and sinned. This is surely true, and the 

easiest understanding, but the emphasis of the passage doesn’t seem to be whether 

Christ has ever sinned or not; rather, the issue is whether Jesus could be tempted 

and really sympathize with us. It seems better, therefore, to take this as meaning 

that He was tempted in every way that we are (so He can sympathize with us), yet 

none of His temptations sprung from a sinful nature. In other words, “without sin” 

means that He neither sinned, nor was sin at the root of His temptation.  

 

When Christ was hungry, it was not sinful to desire bread. Hunger pains 

simply tell the body that it needs food. However, if eating bread was against the 

will of the Father, it would have been sinful to fulfill that desire (Matt. 4:3-4; 

Broadus, 63).  Likewise, it is not sinful for Jesus to want to preserve His life. 

However, if by doing so He was acting contrary to God's will, it would be better for 

Him to die (Matt. 4:8-9; 26:42). Thus, temptation occurs when we are faced with a 

choice to disobey the will of God or not.  

 

Jesus, like us, had to choose to surrender to God's will or revolt against it, 

but He was never tempted by desires springing from an evil heart. Therefore, 

because Jesus never hated, He was not tempted to kill. Because He was never filled 

with lust, He was not tempted to commit fornication. Because he was never 

submitted to greed, He was not tempted to steal. In this way He was not like us, 

for many of our temptations come from the sinful desires of a sin nature. As James 

4:2-3 says, “We lust and do not have it; so we murder. We covet something and 

cannot obtain it; so we fight and quarrel. We ask and do not receive, because we ask 

wrongly, in order to spend it on our pleasures.”  These things could not be said of 

Christ. 

 

By way of analogy, Adam and Eve were not created with sin natures (God 

declared their creation to be “very good” – Gen 1:31), yet as human beings they 

possessed the possibility of yielding to temptation.  Mankind’s first sin did not 

spring from an evil nature, it resulted in one.  So also Christ had genuine human 

nature: innocent, though capable of yielding to temptation. However, unlike Adam 
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and Eve, Jesus never succumbed to the temptations around Him; none of His 

temptations came from inclinations of a wicked heart. At the same time it could be 

said that Jesus experienced temptation in the fullest sense; “We give in before 

temptation has fully spent itself; only he who does not yield knows its full force” 

(Morris, 40). 

 
“The Mediator between God and man must be sinless. Under the law the victim 

offered on the altar must be without blemish. Christ, who was to offer Himself unto 

God as a sacrifice for the sins of the world, must be Himself free from sin. The High 

Priest, therefore, who becomes us, He whom our necessities demand, must be holy, 

harmless, undefiled, and separate from sinners. (Heb 7:26). He was, therefore, 

“without sin.” (Heb 4:15: I Pet. 2:22). A sinful Savior is an impossibility. He could not 

have access to God. He could not be a sacrifice for sins; and He could not be the 

source of holiness and eternal life to his people. This sinlessness of our Lord, 

however, does not amount to absolute impeccability [i.e. being incapable of sinning]. It 

was not a non potest peccare [lit.  “the King can do no wrong”]. If He was a true man 

He must have been capable of sinning. That He did not sin under the greatest 

provocation; that when He was reviled He blessed; when He suffered He threatened 

not; that He was dumb, as a sheep before its shearers, is held up to us as an example. 

Temptation implies the possibility of sin. If from the constitution of his person it was 

impossible for Christ to sin, then his temptation was unreal and without effect, and 

He cannot sympathize with his people.” (Hodge, Systematic Theology, II, 458) 
 

 

(See appendix 2 for more on the nature of temptation in relation to Christ) 

 
“Fifty years ago C.S. Lewis imagined someone objecting here: "If Jesus never 

sinned, then he doesn't know what temptation is like. He lived a sheltered life and is 

out of touch with how strong temptation can be." Here is what Lewis wrote in 

response to that objection:  

It is silly to think “that good people do not know what temptation means. This is 

an obvious lie. Only those who try to resist temptation know how strong it is . . . A man 

who gives in to temptation after five minutes simply does not know what it would have 

been like an hour later. That is why bad people, in one sense know very little about 

badness. They have lived a sheltered life by always giving in . . . Christ, because He 

was the only man who never yielded to temptation, is also the only man who knows to 

the full what temptation means. . . ” (sermon by John Piper,  Heb. 4:14-5:3,  September 15, 1996 - 

John Piper. © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org). 

 

Lastly, we need to understand that Jesus did not need to experience the 

exact same temptations that we do to be able to sympathize with us; every 

temptation has as its core the same basic element of choice.   
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Having this kind of a high priest inspires confidence. So the writer exhorts 

his readers to approach God boldly (4:16) without fear of rejection. It is at the 

throne of God that we can receive mercy in time of need – that is, He gives help 

that is appropriate to the time. Mercy speaks of God relieving man of His miseries. 

In times of weakness and need, God promises relief. 

 

As a man, Christ is sympathetic to our needs. He faced what we face every 

day in our lives. However, He went through it with one major difference, He did not 

sin. He not only knows what we are going through, He knows how to help us go 

through it successfully. As the great high priest, He has power to give us open 

access to God so that we can receive help in our times of need. Because all of this is 

true, we can approach the throne with confidence – to find help and mercy and 

grace.  Why should we hold back in approaching His throne? 

 

4:16 Let us therefore draw near with confidence to the throne of 
grace, that we may receive mercy and may find grace to help in time of need. 

 

Therefore, because Jesus is our great high priest, who provides expiation of 

sin and human sympathy, we have confidence that we can boldly approach God to 

find both mercy and help. 

 

The high priest in the Old Testament entered the Holy of Holies once a year 

to offer atonement by sprinkling blood on the mercy seat so that the people would 

receive mercy. The author of Hebrews now makes it abundantly clear that this was 

a shadow of Christ’s work who, through His own blood, obtained the mercy of God 

once for all for all believers.  

 

This is the only place in the NT where God’s throne is spoken of as a throne 

of grace. Such a designation combines both God’s sovereignty and His love for man.  

 

Verse 16 also tells us that we can find grace to help at the exact time our 

need arises. It is literally a “timely-help” – a help that arrives right on time and is 

suited for the need. Contextually, the author is arguing that we need not follow 

Israel’s example. We can have help in times of temptation and weakness; for we 

have Christ the High Priest who gives us access to the throne of God. We will find 

mercy in times of failure, and we will receive grace for our future success. We need 

not fall from the faith when tempted with the threat of unbelief (cf. 3:14).  


