“Sharper Than A Two-Edge Sword”

Hebrews 4:1-13

February 6, 2011

Read Hebrews 4:1-13

I confess to you that this is not the most accessible material we will ever cover in a sermon. It is a sustained exhortation to a particular congregation in a particular setting – and some of the details would probably be helpful.

To catch us up: Hebrews – the book of the Bible – was a sermon written to an early congregation. The preacher was addressing a concern of complacency; and a temptation to add to the gospel they had received because it was not new, novel, or urgent any longer. The people had lost their focus and were drifting back towards Jewish traditions.

The preacher reminded these Jewish Christians of the significance of the faith they had received. God has spoken at various times, but never more clearly, intimately, or directly than he had by his Son Jesus Christ. The listeners were not to drift away from so great a salvation; a salvation greater than the God’s deliverance of the people from Egypt through Moses. In other words, because Jesus is so much more than Moses, do not give up the better because the other is easier. This Son, through whom all things were made, humbled himself and joined with humanity in fullness; so that he could join us as partners in a heavenly calling.  

The preacher’s warning in chapter 3 is to hold fast to Christ. Jesus is a greater deliverer than Moses; Jesus is leading a new exodus from sin and death to salvation and life. Christ is our guide through the wilderness. He is leading and sustaining us while we are headed to the Promised land; that is, the heavenly dwelling “where the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.” (Rev. 21:3-4). 

That is where we pick up the sermon again today.


God’s word is timeless.

Chapter 4 continues the theme developed in chapter 3; specifically, that it is important to hold onto and live the faith we have received – that is how we enter God’s rest. But before we get too far into the development of the theme of God’s rest, I want to take a moment to talk about how the preacher gives this exhortation.
Chapter 4 is a midrash – a teaching, an explication, an application – of Psalm 95. When the preacher in Hebrews goes back and back and back yet again to “They shall not enter my rest,” he is quoting the last line, verse 11, in Psalm 95. We talked about this last week, but here it is again so you hear it fresh:

O come, let us sing to the LORD;



let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation! 

2 
Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving;



let us make a joyful noise to him with songs of praise! 

3 
For the LORD is a great God,



and a great King above all gods. 

4 
In his hand are the depths of the earth;



the heights of the mountains are his also. 

5 
The sea is his, for he made it,



and the dry land, which his hands have formed.

  

6 
   O come, let us worship and bow down,



let us kneel before the LORD, our Maker! 

7 
For he is our God,



and we are the people of his pasture,



and the sheep of his hand.


 

 
O that today you would listen to his voice! 

8 

Do not harden your hearts, as at Meribah,



as on the day at Massah in the wilderness, 

9 
when your ancestors tested me,



and put me to the proof, though they had seen my work. 

10 
For forty years I loathed that generation



and said, “They are a people whose hearts go astray,



and they do not regard my ways.” 

11 
Therefore in my anger I swore,



“They shall not enter my rest.”
Psalm 95 was penned by King David, several hundred years after the incident described in Numbers 14, where the people God had drawn out of Egypt rejected the report of Joshua and Caleb and refused to go into the Promised land. God uttered an oath that such a generation would not enter his rest.” Here, more than a thousand years after the Psalm was penned, the preacher applied the lesson to the situation of his audience, the Hebrews. 

The preacher’s point was this: you are ignorant of God’s word at your own peril. A better translation of verse 1 would be, “Therefore, while a promise of entering his rest remains open, let us begin to fear that even one among you would seem to be excluded from it.” The congregation that day was almost as far away from the Exodus as we are from Jesus. Yet the Scriptures that described and interpreted that event were still relevant, still applicable, and still significant for the hearers of that day. The preacher was challenging the congregation: there is a pressing, urgent need for the people of God to hold fast to God’s plan revealed in Scripture. 

So it is with us: it is important we take Scripture seriously. Hearing me once a week is not sufficient to be grounded in the Word of God. In the brief time we have together, there is no way to dig into the significance, to plumb the depth, to grow skilled in the word of righteousness. It is not something that you can passively digest. Your growth as a disciple of Jesus Christ cannot be based on trusting that I know a lot of good theology – you have to dig into the Word personally. 

Let me say a couple of things about it:

1. It is not easy, but it is rewarding. Do not give up and do not take it for granted. Go to the Word to see what God actually says; not what you think he should say or what someone else told you he said.

2. Rarely, if ever, have I spent time in the Word and found it inapplicable to my life. Not infrequently and much more often, I find that the texts I have been using in devotional or in preparation for teaching or preaching; well, those texts end up being the talking points and reference points in conversations I have shortly thereafter. 

3. Studying together is much more fulfilling than trying to study only by yourself. Starting a Bible study does not require an expert, just people willing to dig in. The best Bible studies are not only an information exchange, they are an encounter with the living God while in fellowship with others. Jesus said, “Where two or three are gathered in my name; I am there also.” Could this be what God had in mind when the report of the early church was, “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, the breaking of bread and the prayers”?

The Word of God is a two-edge sword containing both warning and promise. Here, the preacher used Scripture to issue a warning while at the same time illustrating the depth of God’s grace: though that generation did not enter God’s rest, God’s rest is still open to all those who believe. That is an important word: God’s rest is still open. 

Why is all this talk about entering God’s rest important?

Last week, I asked the question, “Do you want to go to the Promised land?” In more modern language, the question is more often phrased, “Do you want to go to heaven?”

Most of us have an image of what heaven is: whether it comes in the form of a feeling like floating down a lazy river; of bright light and warm temperatures; or of release from hardship and pain. 

What we seem to forget – or what the world would prefer we gloss over – is that “God’s rest” is designed, supervised, shaped, controlled, and inhabited…by God. Heaven is not ours for the taking. It is not ours to design. It is not ours to supervise without instruction. It is not ours to shape and control as if we were God. God’s rest belongs to God.

So, let me ask you again, “Do you want to go to the Promised land?”

Would it change your thinking if I told you that the Promised land looks more like a worship service than the 14th fairway? Would it change how you approach worship if you knew that what we were doing right here, right now, is a foretaste of what is coming eternally? 

Oh, boy. I know that some of my sermons feel like they are going on eternally; but does Scripture mean the center and totality of our attention will be focused on worshiping God? Is that what the Kingdom of heaven is going to be all about? 

The answer is, yes. “The chief end of man is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.”

Entering God’s rest means glorifying God and enjoying him forever. Can we trust that the kingdom of God described in Scripture is accurate? 

The preacher anticipated the question and pointed to Joshua. If you remember your Old Testament history, after Genesis, the next five books of the Bible lead up to a remarkable conclusion: the people enter, conquer and then inhabit the Promised land in peace – just as God had promised. From Exodus, through Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy, the people wandered and had only the promise of God to hold onto; in Joshua, God led them in delivered the Promised land just as he had promised.  

In the last chapter of Joshua, there is a great speech recounting God’s hand in delivering the Promised Land to the people. See if this sounds familiar,

Now, therefore revere the LORD, and serve him in sincerity and faithfulness; put away the gods that your ancestors served beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD. Now if you are unwilling to serve the LORD, choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served in the region beyond the River or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.
Entering God’s rest in the Promised land was a party. It was a celebration. The people gathered to worship God. And, at the end of the worship, Joshua sent the people home to their inheritances. 

The preacher built on that history to point out that David’s Psalm 95 talks about another rest, God’s rest, which is better than the model demonstrated in Joshua. God’s rest is eternal and is available to all who act in faith. 


Today.

The preacher moved on from talking about entering God’s rest to saying that the time to enter God’s rest is “today.” 

Today.

Faith is lived out moment by moment. It is not a once-and-done kind of thing. Dietrich Bonhoeffer observed in The Cost of Discipleship:

On two separate occasions Peter received the call, “Follow me.” It was the first and last word Jesus spoke to his disciple (Mark 1.17; John 21.22). A whole life lies between these two calls. The first occasion was by the lake of Gennesareth, when Peter left his nets and his craft and followed Jesus at his word. The second occasion is when the Risen Lord finds him back again at his old trade. Once again it is by the lake of Gennesareth, and once again the call is: “Follow me.” Between the two calls lay a whole life of discipleship in the following of Christ. Half-way between them comes Peter’s confession, when he acknowledged Jesus as the Christ of God….

This grace was certainly not self-bestowed. It was the grace of Christ himself, now prevailing upon the disciple to leave all and follow him, now working in him that confession which to the world must sound like the ultimate blasphemy, now inviting Peter to the supreme fellowship of martyrdom for the Lord he had denied, and thereby forgiving him all his sins. In the life of Peter grace and discipleship are inseparable. He had received the grace which costs, (pg. 49).
Faith requires knowledge and obedience. Knowledge without obedience – hearing the word without responding to the word – is not faith. It is true: if you profess Jesus Christ is Lord with your lips and believe in your heart God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. Somehow, unfortunately, an erroneous corollary seems to have evolved: it does not matter what you do as long as you know and believe the right stuff.

To be clear: we do not earn our salvation. Yet, the preacher pointed out, our day-to-day behavior does matter. Our behavior manifests the true nature of our heart. Our behavior follows what we believe. If we actually believe Jesus is Lord – that is, sovereign, our master, our leader, our commander – then our response today is to obey and follow. Our faith is not that someday, in heaven, then, we will obey and follow Jesus; our faith is today.
 Faith is acted upon. We cannot pretend. Our behavior is the fruit of what we believe. In a crunch, we respond with how we believe. We often call those “crunch” moments “come to Jesus” moments – and for a reason. 

The word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must render an account.

There are all sorts of “come to Jesus” moments, but the one great similarity is the clarity those moments provide. “Aha!” or “Oh” or “Uh-oh” are the predominant responses. Make no mistake, God holds us accountable for our faith and faithfulness. 

For me, one of those moments was the call into ministry. I had been active in my local congregation. I had been teaching some classes, participating in some small groups, and was serving as a deacon. I was not looking to change careers: I had finally gotten established in a law firm, was doing things pretty well, and felt like I had things under control. Then, I had an experience where I felt convicted of God’s calling for me to step away from what I was doing and go in a new direction. God was calling me to give up security and comfort to “come, follow me.” In the midst of that experience, I had the sensation of being laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom I must render an account. It was pretty humbling to be abundantly aware of my flaws and disobedience while, at the same time, receiving the grace of a calling to serve his glory. Looking at the situation on paper, from a human perspective, it was a scary and unreasonable thing to do. Yet, God gave me peace to put my faith into action. It was a “today” moment for me. Looking back, I can see how blessed I have been – looking forward, it was a huge step of faith.


Not all “today” moments are that big; some are, some are not. Most “today” moments are choices we make along the way: do I go to worship or devote myself to the Super Bowl coverage? Do I give or do I spend money doing some other thing? Do I pray or watch a movie? 

Perhaps you have anxiety right now because you think, “I have not been completely faithful this week.” Perhaps you wonder whether the two-edge sword will pierce your joints from your marrow and are concerned about what God will think of your thoughts and intentions. If so, then hear this good news: God has not given up on you. You and I may be wandering in the wilderness. We have good days and bad, we follow well and follow poorly, but God is faithful day-by-day and God is drawing us to himself and to his rest.

Consider communion. Consider this meal we are about to share together. We often treat it as a somber reflection of our failure. It is not. Jesus longed, he desired, he yearned to share this meal with his disciples. Yes, his body broken for us and his blood shed for us are serious; but he did those things in obedience to God, to establish his new covenant, to conquer sin and death. He celebrated this meal in the steadfast hope that God would be faithful to him and raise him up victorious over the grave – and God did exactly as he promised. Our remembrance rejoices in God’s faithfulness, and of the promise of his rest.

Conclusion

As you come to the Lord’s table today, do so with the assured hope and knowledge that God has done just as he promised; and hold fast to that promise as you walk in faith. Encourage each other. Together, “Let us make every effort to enter God’s rest.” Amen. 

8:30 communion

10:00 hymn #507 I Come With Joy
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