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James Bryan Smith teaches theology at Friends University in Wichita, Kansas. He’s 
written a lot about Spiritual Formation and is significantly influenced by mentors like 
Dallas Willard and Richard Foster, and a close friendship with singer/songwriter Rich 
Mullins.  
 
In one of his books Smith says this: "The number one enemy of spiritual formation today is 
exhaustion. We are living beyond our means ... physically. And as a result, one of the primary 

activities of human life is being neglected: sleep."  Smith continues, "Neglecting our bodies ... 
impedes our spiritual growth ... If our bodies are not sufficiently rested, our energies will be 
diminished and our ability to pray, read the Bible, enter solitude or memorize Scripture will be 
diminished." 

We’re not talking about sleep today but as we head out of Heb 3 and into Heb 4, 
REST, the idea of rest, actually multiple ideas of rest, are revealed to be very important 
to our physical, spiritual, and eternal lives. This morning I’m going to catalog those ideas of 

“rest” in Heb 4 and then make some comments.  
 
Gen 2:1-2- the ending of the first Creation Story- is, of course foundational to the idea 
of REST. Gen. 2:1   Thus the heavens and the earth were completed, and all their hosts.  2 By the seventh 

day God completed His work which He had done, and He rested on the seventh day from all His work which 

He had done.  3 Then God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, because in it He rested from all His 

work which God had created and made. 

  
We’ll call this “God’s Rest.” Which is strange, of course, because no one from the 
ancient times to the present believes that the Maker of the Kosmos gets pooped and 
needs to take a break. [I cannot make another daisy. I gotta go lie down and my allergies are 

killing me. Oh no tomorrow’s Thursday- Oh, that’s Whale day! I just made a sky full of stars- can’t a 
god get a break!? I thought making that hippo was hard but all those tiny mosquitoes! I think I need 
glasses, and a glass of merlot-, and some quiet time alone with Me.] 
Ps 147:5  Great is our Lord and abundant in strength;  

Ps 24:8 Who is the King of glory?   The LORD  strong and mighty,   The LORD  mighty in battle. 

Ps 121: 4 …the Guardian of Israel never rests or sleeps.  

1Cor 1:25 For the foolishness of God is wiser than man’s wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than 

man’s strength. 

Is 40:28 … Have you not heard? The Everlasting God, the LORD, the Creator of the ends of the earth does not 

become weary or tired.  

 

And Jesus said Matt. 10:29 For only a penny you can buy two sparrows, yet not one sparrow falls to the 

ground without your Father’s consent. And Ps 104 portrays God as intimately involved in the 
care and maintenance of creation from feeding and watering every animal to keeping 
night and day and seasons turning as they should. 
 
So God’s Rest is not about him being tired, nor is it about the “ceasing of activity.” And 

just to make it that much more interesting, within Judaism some Rabbis taught that  because, the 7th 
day portion in Genesis, doesn’t end with “And there was evening and there was morning, the seventh day” 

God’s continues to be “at Rest to this very day. Other thinkers offer that God’s Rest is, 
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in fact the climax of the creation story, as Jesus’ return and the renewal of the world is 
to the story we’re in.  
 
The next Big Rest-focus is the establishing of “Sabbath Rest” within God’s Law. 
In Exodus 20 the people of God are commanded to share in God’s Rest by keeping the 
7th day -the Sabbath [to cease]- set apart as a sacred duty. This comes straight from the 
mouth of God: Ex 20:8    “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.  9 Six days you shall labor and do 

all your work, 10 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, 

neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien 

within your gates.  11 For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, 

but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. 

Ex. 34:21 “You shall work six days, but on the seventh day you shall rest; even during plowing time and 

harvest you shall rest.   

 
Obviously this Rest has spiritual as well as Physical applications- as it is a Sabbath to the 

LORD your God. But the physical benefit of Sabbath Rest was not just for Israel. Ex. 

23:12   “ Six days you are to do your work, but on the seventh day you shall cease from labor so that your ox 

and your donkey may rest, and the son of your female slave, as well as your stranger, may refresh themselves.  
Even the farmland received a Sabbath every 7th year.  
Lev. 25:4 but during the seventh year the land shall have a sabbath rest, a sabbath to the LORD; you shall 

not sow your field nor prune your vineyard. And after 49 years [seven sevens] the 50th was to be a 
Year long REST for the people and the land. Lev 25:10 

This fiftieth year is sacred—it is a time of 

freedom and of celebration when everyone will receive back their original property, and slaves will return home 

to their families. In this Jubilee year land went back to its original owners and debt-bound 
servants set free. It was a full economic reset because the land, the people, the 
harvest belongs to God anyway [Lev 25:23-24].  

  
The weekly Sabbath Rest, the Sabbatical Year, and the Year of Jubilee were all meant 
to remind God’s people that He was their source, not their own strength or their own 
work ethic or their agricultural expertise. In this, the Sabbath was a call to Humility and 
Trust. Even at the height of the harvest when there was money to be made and families to be 

provided for, come the Sabbath, Rest for spiritual and physical refreshment was required because 
security [rest] is found in God alone.  

 
The next important picture of REST comes as we follow Israel to her “Place of Rest.” 
After refusing God’s Rest in the Promised Land, God’s REST-less people wander the wilderness for 

40 years as the Exodus Generation dies off. In Deut. Moses brings them to the edge of the 
Promised Land and rehearses ALL the Law for them. In doing this Moses says:  
Deut. 12:9 for you have not as yet come to the resting place and the inheritance which the LORD your God 

is giving you. Or… Deut 12:10 “When you cross the Jordan and live in the land which the LORD your God 

is giving you to inherit, and He gives you rest from all your enemies…  
Or, in speaking to certain tribes- about their responsibilities- Joshua says: Josh. 1:13 

“Remember the word which Moses the servant of the LORD commanded you, saying, ‘ The LORD your God 

gives you rest and will give you this land.’ 
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So in some sense this Place of Rest, the Promised Land, would be a source of Rest 
for the people. Rest from wandering. They could live settled lives, develop agriculture, 
build homes and live in them. Plant vinyards and drink their wine. Also Rest from 
enemies, from the constant threat of someone attacking them.  
And looking all the way back to Egypt: rest from oppression and slavery.  Ex1:13-14 So 

[the Egyptians] ruthlessly made the people of Israel 
m
work as slaves and 

n
made their lives bitter with hard 

service, in mortar and brick, and in all kinds of work in the field. In all their work they ruthlessly made them 

work as slaves. The Place of Rest God was giving them promised a settled life of security 
and belonging. 
 
Along with God’s Rest, Sabbath Rest, & the Place of Rest there is one more type of 
rest we find in Heb 4. It’s just as real as the others but not so easy to illustrate. It is –for 

lack of a better name- Spiritual Rest.   
 
After Moses reminds the children of GenEx about God’s command to keep the 7th day 
as a Sabbath to the Lord he explains: Deut. 5:15 ‘ You shall remember that you were a slave in the 

land of Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out of there by a mighty hand and by an outstretched arm; 

therefore the LORD your God commanded you to observe the sabbath day. The Sabbath rest is there to 
remind you the same God whose “mighty hand” saved you from slavery is securing 
your “rest” in the here and now. Ezekiel the prophet, speaking for God says:  Ezek. 20:10 

“So I took them out of the land of Egypt and brought them into the  wilderness. 11 “I gave them My statutes and 

informed them of My ordinances, by  which, if a man  observes them, he will live. 12 “Also I gave them My 

sabbaths to be a sign between Me and them, that they might know that I am the LORD who sanctifies them. 
 
This “Spiritual Rest” is the settled sense that we are loved and cared for by the God 
of the universe in the present. It is akin to the peace of God, Shalom, which is about 
balance in all aspects of life. This rest belongs to God’s people. And if we can give 
ourselves to this Spiritual Rest we can rest from our rushing, worrying, and struggling 
knowing God holds us in His hand. 
 
Our passage in Hebrews makes use of all four kinds of Rest - God’s Rest, Sabbath Rest, 

& the Place of Rest & Spiritual Rest- in it’s argument. And one more: the ultimate and 
perfect rest that all the others point toward: a Future Rest. 
 
God’s Rest: Heb 4:4 quotes Genesis 2:2 as saying: “On the seventh day God rested from all his 

works” clearly referencing God’s rest after completing the work of creation. 
 
Sabbath Rest: -while it’s used to point to something bigger- is specifically referenced in Heb 

4:9 There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of God; 

 
Place of Rest: In Heb 3:11, 18 and the 2nd half of 4:3 our author quotes Psalm 95 
which recounts the historical moment when Exodus Generation rebelled against God 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Exod%201.13-14#footnote1
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Exod%201.13-14#footnote2
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to the point of being shut out of the Promised Land, God’s Rest. God says:  3:11 So I 

declared on oath in my anger, ‘They shall never enter my rest.’ ” From the context it’s clear this is 
talking about the Land as a “place of rest.”  This is also the case in 4:8 For if Joshua had 

given them rest,… The only “rest” Joshua could give was that of the Promised Land, so 
“Place of Rest.” 
 
Spiritual Rest: this Peace-of-God, here-and-now form of Rest is in 4:1 warning us to 
take action now so we are not found to have “fallen short of it…” It’s also in v3 Now we who 

have believed enter that rest…  and also v11 where in the present we are told 11 
Let us, therefore, 

make every effort to enter that rest… [Obviously NOT referencing the promised land or Eternity.] 
 
Future Rest: 4:1 …the promise of entering his rest still stands, 4:6 Therefore since it still remains for some 

to enter that rest, …
7 

God again set a certain day, calling it “Today.” David’s “today”, the “certain day that 

God has set” remains a future promise awaiting fulfillment.   
Hebrews clarifies this in ch11 where our writer lists “heroes of faith” who 11:13 …did not 

receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance. It goes on to say 
these heroes: 16 … were longing for a better country—a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be 

called their God, for he has prepared a city for them. 

And ch12 sketches a picture of future rest in a “heavenly Jerusalem,” amongst “thousands 

of angels in joyful assembly,” and righteous men & women made perfect and … Jesus who 

establishes and secures our REST finally, completely and eternally. And this unshakable 
Kingdom is promised to come down to us when God has “shaken the earth” once 
more. [Heb 12:25-28]. 
 
Someone has written: “Work seems to be at the center of all things. Rest …exists for 
the sake of work” [John Koessler,The Radical Pursuit of Rest]. When we think “rest” we 
think, weekends, vacations, retirement.  The first two are something we’re given 
basically to prepare us to get back on the hamster wheel and start running again. 
And the last is our escape from it.  
 
Culturally speaking Work is the overseer of Rest. Theologically speaking, the 
reason is because of the curses that came down after the Fall of Humanity. In 
particular this: Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of 

your life. 18 It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. 19 By the sweat 

of your brow   you will eat your food  until you return to the ground, 

Because human sin broke our relationship with Creation, only by hard, frustrating, 
repetitive, uncomfortable, sweat-dripping, one step forward, two steps back effort, can 
we make our living. 
 
Automation makes things a little easier but it also increases the expectation of more 
output. And as amazing as the cellphone and laptop are as one writer puts it: “Whether 

on the farm or at home and in the city, our machines do not reduce the demands of work so 
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much as multiply the body's capacity for doing it” [Jen Pollock Michel].  And the increased 
demand creates anxiety. Can we keep up? Are we good enough? We’re so tired.  
 
Our broken, fallen, greedy, grabbing world cracks the whip over us like the Egyptian 
task masters. It tells us to get back to the mud pits and make more with less or suffer 
the consequences. And that’s the same whether you’re in the boardroom, the factory 
floor or the church office or retired and sitting on your front porch.  
 
But God offers us Rest: a place of rest, His own rest. His Sabbath rest, rest for our 
spirit here and now-regardless of what’s going on, and future, final and complete 
Rest in a renewed and restored world with the New Jerusalem and God himself at it’s 
center.  Jesus says: Matt. 11:28     “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give 

you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find 

rest for your souls. 
 
I am weary and burdened. I need rest. And I’ll bet you do too.  
I am tired from angry political voices. I am tired from cancer growing in people I love.  
I am tired from mental illness hobbling friends and me being powerless to change it.  
I am tired of this hurricane and that flood and these fires, and that earthquake- and the 
rising death tolls and destruction costs- not just here but all over the world.  
How about you?  
 
I am exhausted because apparently words don’t mean anything any more. I’m tired 
from just plain grade A stupidity in lives of people I know and those I don’t who make 
decisions that affect my family and yours. I am tired because I have to think about the 
possibility of nuclear war, or antibiotic-resistant bacteria or the trafficking of children or 
some broken human with a gun who decides to start shooting on a Seattle street 
where my kids might be standing around. 
 
I am tired from futility: efforts without return, events without attendance, good people 
called away elsewhere and the unceasing demands of a community in need.  
 
I am tired from clinging to scripture in a culture in which so many of those calling 
themselves Christians want to dismiss it as human prattle. I am tired from facing 
situations and circumstances that I have no idea how to deal with but somehow I’m 
supposed to have the answer. And I’m exhausted from lack of success. 
  
I am tired from the realization that I will not be getting any younger. I am tired because 
the weeds keep growing in the garden and the paint keeps flaking off the house trim 
and I have to do my exercises and grind coffee. I am tired because my Mom died and 
my dad died and my dog died, and because the dental hygienist is making me floss 
every day and brush my teeth for four minutes at a shot both morning and night. 
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I need God’s rest.  
How about you?  
 
Our persecuted Hebrews were also deeply in need of God’s Rest. And yet they were 
on the cusp of turning away from that Rest, just like their ancestors turned away from 
God’s promised Land. But the letter reveals: 9 

There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people 

of God; 
10 

for anyone who enters God’s rest also rests from their works just as God did from his. 
11 

Let us, 

therefore, make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one will perish by following their example of 

disobedience. 
 
I am desperately in need of Rest. And if God is promising a Sabbath Rest for his 
people. And if His son is promising to give us rest for our souls… if we only come to 
Him,… 
 
Why wouldn’t you follow the one who promises “rest for your souls?” 
Why wouldn’t you make every effort to enter that Rest?  
 
Amen 

 


