HEBREWS 3-4: JESUS IS OUR REST

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be acceptable in your sight, o Lord our strength and our redeemer.

Open your bibles to Hebrews. We are going to read 3:7-11

So, as the Holy Spirit says: 

   "Today, if you hear his voice, 

do not harden your hearts 

   as you did in the rebellion, 

      during the time of testing in the desert, 

where your fathers tested and tried me 

      and for forty years saw what I did. 

That is why I was angry with that generation, 

      and I said, 'Their hearts are always going astray, 

      and they have not known my ways.' 

So I declared on oath in my anger, 

      'They shall never enter my rest.' "

This passage, which is the core of Hebrews 3:1-4.14 that we are covering today, is from Psalm 95, and it centres on the concept of “rest”. That rest was something the Israelites freed from Egypt by Moses sought but never achieved. They died in the desert and never reached the Promised Land, which had promised security, contentment and peace. They failed when their faith was tested. But notice the passage is not addressed to them but to the readers of Hebrews and to us today – the Holy Spirit says today! This is not history but God’s word for today. Let’s explore further.

How do you think about rest? Is it snoozing and lying in bed all day? Or just doing something different from what you usually do? Talk to your neighbour about what you consider as rest.

Do you think the world today is a restful place? I don’t think so. Consider the long hours many people are obliged – or choose – to work and its toll on individuals and families.  And its not just employees. The profit motive drives businessmen and never allows a rest in case the competition catches up. Did you know that 43% of adults in the UK suffer from stress and its consequences, and stress related ailments account for 75% of GP visits? 180,000 deaths annually in the UK are thought to be stress related.

There’s restless work, and then there’s restless play. Discontented with life, we end up chasing after fleeting pleasures, from exotic holidays to binge drinking. Then there’s retail therapy, with the belief that somehow buying something new will lead to happiness. But it leaves the shopaholic soon in need of another “fix” of new purchases. Then, there’s the way that people live on “Someday Isle” one of David Graham’s favourites some of you will recall – someday I’ll rest, or I’ll do something I really want. But Someday Isle is eternally receding as we restlessly stay frantically active where we are.

This is what the world calls freedom – doing what you want. It promises rest and happiness but it never satisfies. It always leads to disappointment. And yet it a choice people make. People follow their own path, make their own judgements….and end up always restless. Sometimes, they are seeking identity, desperately, in what they do and what they have, not what they are. They are often looking for acceptance from others, adopting a driven lifestyle. Maybe for some busyness is a way not to think about death, if they think this life is all there is.

Christians aren’t immune to this restless vortex of frenetic and unsatisfying activity, becoming a human doing and not a human being. Did you know that 1000 pastors leave the ministry every month in the US due to burnout? In the congregation too, we can end up running from one church activity to another. Helen Nevison has told me – and I pass it on to you with her permission - that not so long ago her life was so frantically busy that she had every hour of every day of the week planned ahead. If anyone rang her up for 20 minutes, she had to go to bed 20 minutes later. And Claire tells me the only time I ever rested was in Australia in 1996, when I forgot what time it was and what day we were supposed to take the plane back home. 

So there’s Christian busy-ness, and don’t many of us know it! There can be different motivations for it. Some of us can be trying to find our identity by Christian activity. Trying to please God without asking him what we should do. Believing he won’t be pleased with us unless we don’t serve all the time. Or we may lack boundaries in our life, being too much of a people pleaser. Some Christians can fall for the lie of Satan that we need to work for our salvation, to please an angry God – and this is what other religions like Islam falsely proclaim.

When thinking of the restlessness of the world, I think we need to reflect on what has gone on in financial markets recently. The banking crisis is a serious matter, which may cause us higher taxes at best, and loss of our jobs and homes at worst. It’s fashionable to blame the greedy bankers. And clearly the imprudence and greed for bonuses of some of them played its part. And some people were lulled into a false sense of security by lenders. But are we all innocent? Why did average household debt in the UK rise from half our incomes in 1975 to nearly double our annual incomes in 2008? Did everyone accept credit under threat? Did the bankers come round with guns to force it on us? In most cases, I don’t think so. We wanted to have things now rather than waiting till we could save up for it. Remember the old advert “Access takes the waiting out of wanting”. Restless, anxious, none of us wanted to wait. What we are lacking is the ability to be content with what we have. 

This isn’t the whole story of course. Some were desperate to find a place to live, and had to mortgage to the hilt to do so, now risking negative equity. And some have to work long hours just to make ends meet. Some of us have held back from the credit orgy – but did we speak out? Did we warn others about the danger of debt? I have to admit I could have said more. And we need to reflect as a church how we can help people suffering from debt problems in the future.

How does God feel about this restless, frenetic world? In a word, he’s saddened. He sees people not living in the way that he had intended. The 10 commandments includes a day of rest, implying that being a workaholic, or even a shopaholic is disobeying God’s law, right up there with adultery and murder. And yet God has given mankind freedom to be restless. It’s as it says in Romans 1 “God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts”. “Gave them over” means he allowed it to happen, he didn’t force it. He let people abuse the freedom he gave them. And it’s what Hebrews calls “sin's deceitfulness” that even Christians can all too easily move away from our faith to such a godless life.

Is it possible to rest, to be content? On this earth, as well as in heaven. I believe it is, and that Hebrews 3 and 4 tell us crucial things about God’s rest and how we gain it. God intended us to have rest. His work of creation was undertaken in 6 days, and yet talking of the author of Genesis Hebrews reminds us “he has spoken about the seventh day in these words: "And on the seventh day God rested from all his work."” Do you realise that since man was made on the sixth day of creation, the first full day he came to live was a day of rest, not work? And what happened in Eden was that Adam and Eve shared God’s life with him. When it says “the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day” this was clearly a regular occurrence. A time of retreat and rest with God after daily work, sharing his life with him. Something that God wants to do with all of humanity. Sadly, Adam and Eve just happened to be hiding behind a tree that day, hiding their nakedness with credit cards, planning their next shopping spree… 

We have heard upfront from Psalm 95 how the Israelites had missed their chance to enter God’s rest, due to their disobedience. But Hebrews tells us that the promise of rest remains open to us today: “There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of God; for anyone who enters God's rest also rests from his own work, just as God did from his.” We don’t have to be workaholics, full of the discontent of the world, hot credit card in hand. We can enjoy the shalom, the peace of the Sabbath which is that sense of ultimate well being in every regard that is the fruit of being in covenant relationship with God. And like at a Jewish Sabbath, in our rest with God we can enjoy celebration, happiness, feasting and spiritual joy, a rejoicing in Gods creation and an anticipation of Jesus’ return. A Sabbath rest indeed!

I believe a state of rest is partly a question of perception and willingness to be content with what we have. Look at Paul in Philippians 4 when he says: “I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” Paul’s contentment, which we can also call rest, is being happy in all circumstances. He didn’t strive for a continual consumption-led high, thanks to his link to God “who gives me strength”. He remained content in adversity – God’s rest on this earth can still include problems and adversities. As Jesus said “in this world you will have trouble, but fear not, I have overcome the world”. The word abiding comes to mind here, when we abide in God, we have rest. Our identity is in what we are, not what we have or do. For God loves us as we are.

God’s resting doesn’t mean we become eternal couch potatoes. Quite the contrary. God told us to be fruitful and multiply (as Sam and Simon, and Craig and Kim are doing at present). In the parable of the talents, Jesus commended the servants who had invested the money the master gave them and condemned  the one who hid it in the ground. But we need to work from rest, not rest from work. Work from rest, not rest from work. Get a rhythm in our lives. Every day, spend time with God. Every week, have one or two days of rest from work. And every year, a special time with God. You could go to Detling, to Keswick, to Spring Harvest for example. See for example how Jesus drew his disciples away from the crowds to a secluded place to be alone with him. And he spent time of reflection in the wilderness before his ministry, and returned filled with the Holy Spirit.

Jesus said “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful.” In the ancient Near East, a new vine plant would for the first three years be prevented from bearing grapes by pruning, to ensure the branches were strong enough to bear a full harvest later. Maybe it implies young Christians shouldn’t be pressed into too much service? For the mature vine, as for the mature Christian, fruiting is a time of work, but pruning is a time of rest, without which the vine becomes unfruitful. 

God’s focus on us being fruitful from rest also means unemployment is a curse from Satan, as it denies mankind the right to be fruitful in the way God planned. Please have in your prayers those of our friends who are jobless at present, pray that God will provide fitting and fruitful work for them.

How can we get to God’s rest? We need to choose our guide carefully. Moses was a great man of God but he is seen most crucially in Hebrews as “testifying to what would be said in the future” - a forerunner and prophet who foreshadowed the life of Jesus.. He delivered Israel from Egypt, but could not bring that generation to the Promised Land – though through no fault of his own. And in the world there are many blind guides. Remember two weeks ago I talked of my defunct philosopher friends who I used to follow when I wasn’t a Christian. Others follow new spiritual movements like New Age, transcendental meditation, yoga, or investment gurus like George Soros or Warren Buffett. ….you name it, people will follow it.

Jesus is the only guide worthy for humanity to follow, who will lead us to God’s rest. As it says in Hebrews, we must “fix our thoughts on Jesus, the apostle and high priest whom we confess” bearing in mind that “Christ is faithful as a son over God's house. And we are his house”. Hebrews tells us that Jesus is more worthy than Moses “just as the builder of the house has more honour than the house itself”. Jesus is the son over God’s house while Moses was the servant in God’s house. Son over, not servant in. And Jesus is infinitely more worthy than the blind guides of the world today. 

Remember how I mentioned the false freedom the world offers? Unlike Moses, Jesus is the guide who gives us true freedom. Freedom from fear, especially the fear of death that gives Satan a hold over us. For beyond the peace and rest that Jesus promises us in the world, we have the promise of eternal rest in the new heaven and new earth, eternally in his presence.

To reach God’s rest, we need also to immerse ourselves in God’s word, and let it work deeply in our lives. Listen to 4:12-14 “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. 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.” 

This is an amazing passage about the power of God’s word. What is meant by God’s word here is complex. Of course it means scripture but I believe it means more than that. The famous theologian Karl Barth talked of three elements of God’s word; the incarnate word of Jesus, the written word of Scripture, and the proclaimed word of preaching (repeat). All of these can speak by the Holy Spirit direct to our heart, even the poor words of your preacher. They are all living and active today – not dry as dust ancient relics. This living word, sharp as a sword convicts us of the fact that God knows everything and we must one day give account to him – but we also know that Jesus by his sacrifice saves us from that judgement. What can our sensible response be but faithful obedience to him? So let us cling to God’s word in scripture, and the living word, Jesus Christ, so we can enter God’s rest. Keep our ears and our hearts open to the Holy Spirit as it says "Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts." It doesn’t have to be reading – could be audio, or the cartoon based Manga Bible written by my colleague at LST. But immerse yourself in the word of God, and you will find rest.

And what else do we need to reach God’s rest? Most important, faith. Emulate Jesus who “was faithful to the one who appointed him”. Not to be like the Israelites for whom “the message they heard was of no value to them, because those who heard did not combine it with faith”. For none of us can come into God’s rest without faith in Jesus. Hearing the gospel is not enough. Faith also inspires us to action. It encourages us not to be passive, “make every effort to enter that rest” it says. Faith is aided by mutual encouragement “encourage one another daily”.  And faith gives rise to determination to “hold on to our courage and the hope of which we boast”. 

Note that all of these imply a journey of faith, through life, to God’s rest. Hebrews and our reflections today tell us there are traps, snares and delusions that seek to lead us astray from that journey, like the Pilgrim in Bunyan’s Pilgrims Progress. We need all the resources I’ve mentioned -  Jesus as guide, immersion in God’s word, and faith - to reach God’s rest.

So how is your life? Do you feel at rest? Remember, today is still today and God’s promise to enter his rest is still open. As it reads in the Message “this is still a live promise. It wasn't cancelled at the time of Joshua; otherwise, God wouldn't keep renewing the appointment for "today." The promise of "arrival" and "rest" is still there for God's people. “ And that rest comes only via Jesus, who said “come to me, you who are heavily laden and I will give you rest, for my burden is easy and my yoke is light” In that rest, as Paul says in Philippians 4:7 “the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”

Some of us may need to repent. Maybe we have sought the deceptive rest of the world, which is not rest. Workaholism. Shopaholism. Alcoholism and any other kind of addiction. Going into debt to seek immediate gratification of our desires. Let’s give those up as traps, snares and delusions.

Some of us may need to accept. Maybe you never accepted Jesus as your guide, your shepherd, your light in this desert of the world, where he can lead you to an oasis of calm, a place where you can be with God, where your soul can find comfort. Don’t let the time slip. Accept God’s promise of his rest, through his son Jesus.

And some of us may need to proclaim. There’s a hurting world out there, a lost people in the desert. The credit crunch is the end of many dreams, and maybe also the end of a false faith, that rising house prices lead us inexorably to heaven. Those lost out there need to find God’s rest. Let’s proclaim the word of God, living and active, sharper than a double-edged swords. it in the streets, in the offices, in the schools. Jesus, the only true guide, is alive and he longs for mankind to enter his rest.

