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The Word of God 

Hebrews 4:12-13 

 

 Many years ago, a prominent British Baptist minister named John Clifford  penned a 

powerful poetic tribute to God’s word: 

 

 I passed last eve beside the blacksmith’s door 

 And heard the anvil ring the vespers chime 

 And looking in I saw upon the floor 

 Old hammers worn with the beating years of time. 

 “How many anvils have you had,” said I, 

 “To wear and batter all these hammers so?” 

 “Just one,” said he, and then with twinkling eye, 

 “The anvil wears the hammers out, you know.” 

 And so, thought I, the anvil of God’s word, 

 For ages skeptic’s blows have beat upon— 

 But though the noise of falling blows was heard, 

 The anvil is unchanged; the hammers gone! 

 

 Indeed, God’s word stands! Isaiah 40:8 declares that “the word of our God will stand 

forever”
1
 and Isaiah 55:11 that it will accomplish the purpose for which God sends it. 

 As the writer of Hebrews continued his “word of exhortation” (13:22), he made a bold 

declaration about God’s word. At the close of a powerful warning to persevere in faith and to 

strive to enter into God’s Sabbath rest that he provides for his people, the writer described God’s 

word as a living, active force that lays us bare before God. Listen to that description in our text. 

 Read text . . . This is the word of the Lord! Thanks be to God! 

 

The word of God 

 Now when the writer talks here about “the word of God,” exactly what does he mean? 

 Does he mean the Bible as we have it today? Well, the application certainly includes the 

Bible as we have it, but remember that when he wrote these words, probably only three of the 

Gospel accounts (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) had been written, along with Paul’s letters and 

James, and possibly 1 and 2 Peter and Jude. But the Gospel according to John, the letters of John, 

and the book of Revelation had not yet been written. And it’s possible that Hebrews was penned 
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before Matthew and Luke’s Gospel accounts. By the end of the first century, it was common for 

churches to have collected the four Gospel accounts and the letters of Paul, and those in certain 

areas might have copies of some of the other letters. Throughout the second and third centuries, 

their collections might include most or all of the books of the New Testament, along with some 

other Christian writings from the time that didn’t make it into the canon of the New Testament 

when all was said and done. But there was never a council meeting that voted and established 

that these 27 books made up the New Testament. Rather, over a period of about three centuries, 

the church throughout the world recognized the Holy Spirit’s inspiration in these writings that 

bore witness to the birth, life, teachings, crucifixion, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus, 

the early history of the church, and the apostolic interpretation of the meaning of these events. 

There was a consensus among the churches that these books were indeed the New Testament 

Scriptures, on a par with the canon of the Old Testament. The first time we see this list in its 

entirety is in the Easter letter of Bishop Athanasius of Alexandria in AD 367. 

 Of course it’s obvious that the writer was including what we know as the Old Testament in 

what we meant as “the word of God,” because his statement refers back to the exposition of 

Psalm 95:7b-11 that he has just offered in chapters 3 and 4. He also reflects on the creation and 

the Sabbath as well as the wilderness wanderings we read about in the books of the Law, and 

briefly refers to Joshua and his leading the Israelites into the Promised Land. The Hebrew Bible 

counts the book of Joshua among the Prophets. 

 So here in the span of 30 verses, the writer quotes or alludes to the Law, the Prophets, and the 

Writings (which included the Psalms)—the three divisions of the Hebrew Scriptures. It’s clear 

that he counted what we know as the Old Testament as God’s word. 

 But it’s important to remember that in the early church, the word of the Lord was viewed as 

comprising three streams—the Hebrew Scriptures (the Old Testament), the true Jesus tradition 

(the apostolic witness to and interpretation of what God has done in Christ), and prophecy (the 

Spirit-inspired message of Christian prophets to immediate and future situations). The apostolic 

witness to and interpretation of the true Jesus tradition was written down and was eventually 

regarded as the New Testament Scriptures. And the Spirit continued to speak through prophecy, 

although both in the New Testament and in early Christian literature the churches were urged to 

test these prophets and their messages. If their message about Christ and their personal conduct 

didn’t agree with what the Scriptures and the true Jesus tradition taught, their message was to be 

rejected.  

In the second century, especially in the face of the Gnostic and other heresies, the church 

developed what it called “the rule of faith” or “the rule of truth.” This rule was basically what 

came to be called the Apostles’ Creed, which affirms God the Father as Creator, the reality of the 

Son and his actual physical birth, suffering, death, resurrection, and ascension, the coming 

judgment, the church as holy and universal, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, 

and the life everlasting. 

 All that to say that God did and still does speak in many ways. But as my teacher Dr. Charles 

Allen often put it, we must always test what we think God is saying in our subjective experience 

by the objective witness of the Scriptures. 

 So for us, then, the word of God is first the Living Word who became flesh and dwelt among 

us (God the Son incarnate, through whom God has supremely spoken; John 1:1-5, 14), and then 

his written word in the Scriptures. He continues to speak to us through the Spirit and the written 

word, with utter consistency. 

 So understanding this overall picture of what comprises the word of God, what does the 
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writer say it’s like? The word of God is living and active. In the Old Testament, when “the word 

of the LORD” went forth from his mouth, it was with an inherent power to accomplish what he 

was declaring he would do. In Genesis 1 God spoke creation into being. In Isaiah 55 he declared 

that his word would not return to him empty, but rather that it would accomplish the purpose for 

which he sent it. 

 God’s word is living. The writer is referring back to what he has said about Psalm 95—this 

was not a dead word that had no meaning for his day or for our day! It was living and still 

speaking, warning his hearers and us not to harden our hearts like the Israelites in the wilderness 

wanderings, not to go astray and so fall under God’s curse of never entering into the rest he has 

for those who trust in him. It was calling them and us to enter into the Sabbath rest that God 

gives as we rest from our own works, depending on what he has done in Christ. 

 The reason for the urgency of this appeal is that God’s word is indeed living and active. It 

speaks to us as well as to the Israelites, and it accomplishes what he says. It has tremendous 

impact on our lives—one way or another, for judgment or for blessing. When we heed it, it is 

life-changing. When we ignore it, it will bring judgment on us. It will accomplish God’s purpose 

in our lives and our life together in one way or another! 

 

What God’s word does 

  Now as the writer used this example of the unbelieving Israelites to warn his hearers about 

failing to persevere in their faith by having “an evil, unbelieving heart” (3:12), he says here in 

4:12-13 that such a heart can’t be hidden from God. Why? Because his word penetrates it more 

effectively than a sharp two-edged sword to separate even the most closely bound aspects of 

existence—soul and spirit, joints and marrow—to discern the thoughts and intentions of a 

person’s heart so effectively that no one can hide anything from him! Instead, everything is 

exposed and laid bare before him, and it is to him who already sees and knows everything about 

us that we must give an account. 

 This image of being laid bare before him is one of the surgeon’s knife penetrating the flesh to 

expose the area that needs to be worked on. God’s word makes even the finest distinctions in this 

process so that absolutely nothing is hidden from his eyes. 

 You know, the advances in modern medical technology are truly amazing. CT and MRI 

scans, the various –oscopy and catheterization techniques allow physicians to see what once 

could only be seen by surgically opening a person’s body. But will all these, and even with 

advances in surgery, there are times when physicians still cannot make an accurate diagnosis. 

But God’s word never fails—it always make a correct diagnosis of a person’s heart! 

 What does God’s word to you today reveal to him about your heart? Is there something you 

need to deal with today in your relationship with the Lord? 

 Is there some hidden sin that no one knows about but you and him? Rest assured—he knows! 

Nothing can be hidden from his eyes! 

 Is there some hypocrisy in your life, some way that you’re simply acting out the role of being 

a Christian rather than truly being and living as a Christian? 

 Is there some ill will that you’re harboring toward a brother or sister in Christ, or a grudge 

you’re holding against someone, something you just can’t seem to let go of and forgive? 

 Is there some arrogance or prejudice toward others who aren’t like you or don’t have as much 

as you have or they have more than you? Is there a latent racism lurking in your heart? 

 Is there some resistance to his call on your life to some particular area of service or vocation, 

or to his call to obey him in a specific matter? 
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 Is there some kind of unhealthy dependence on a person or activity or substance that keeps 

you from fully trusting the Lord and living for him in the fellowship of his church? 

 Is there some area of your life where he’s calling to you trust confidently in him, but you 

can’t bring yourself to yield to him? 

 Is there some unbelief or evil lurking in your heart that hinders you from striving to enter into 

God’s Sabbath rest? 

 You can’t hide it from God, whatever it is. Like it or not, your heart and everything in it is 

laid bare before him. He knows every thought, every intention, whether it ever becomes an 

action or not. 

 One day we will give an account to him. His word reveals to us now the things we need to 

deal with to be pleasing to him. He already knows. He shows us by his word. The question is, 

will we obey and deal with those things? Will we heed his word or ignore it? 

 

 God’s living, active word judges our hearts and lays us bare before God’s all-seeing eyes.  

He knows our hearts better than we know ourselves. What has he shown you through his 

word about your heart today? What will you do about it? 

The writer of Hebrews was issuing a stern warning here, one that we all need to listen to 

carefully. It’s almost like what the Kudzu comic strip’s Rev. Will B. Dunn once said to his 

congregation at the Bypass Baptist Church, maybe about Psalm 95 on which the writer of 

Hebrews was expounding: “I think that what the psalmist is so eloquently and poetically trying 

to suggest here is that if we don’t change our ways, we’re dead meat.” 

Will you hear God’s warning today? Will you heed it?  
MEG 

                                                 
1
 Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version

®
. 


