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11 Let us therefore strive to enter that rest, so that no one may fall by the same sort of disobedience.  12 For the 
word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of 
spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.  13 And no creature is 
hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must give account. 

Introduction 
 In the last four messages on Hebrews 4, we have been discussing the subject of works in 
one way or another. First, we covered the duty (the work) arising from the promise of rest, which 
is that we be fearful regarding the possibility that any of us may not have the rest God 
continually promises (4.1-8, let us fear, v.1, and work accordingly). Next, we considered the fact 
that Sabbath keeping remains on the Lord’s Day as a duty (work) we have under the throne of 
our exalted Sabbath king (4.9-10). Third, Sabbath keeping remains as a sign of work because the 
sign remains until our work is complete (4.10a). Fourth, we understand the works to which the 
Sabbath points by comparing our works with God’s (4.10b). In this way, we find that the abiding 
Sabbath sign encourages love, sacredness, delight, and family in our works.   
 Now, as we move ahead to Hebrews 4.11-13, the idea of works lingers in the flow of 
thought because the writer says, Let us therefore strive to enter that rest (v. 11). The title for today’s 
message is “Striving by the Word to Enter into Rest.” In the outline, we will cover this topic by 
considering two things: the duty commanded and the duty motivated (what does he command 
and how does he motivate its performance).  
  
1A. The Duty Commanded 
 What exactly is the duty the text requires of us? It will be helpful to break this answer 
down into four parts: its core, resource, necessity, and character. 
 1B. Its core  
 A few words in 4.11a give us the core of the duty in view: strive to enter that rest. Notably, 
he is not talking about weekly Sabbath keeping rest; nor is he talking about faith rest. The 
context concerns the works we (the church in the time between) have yet to do on earth until we 
rest at the end of history. Accordingly, our text commands that we strive to enter final rest with 
Christ in glory. 
 Although there is no suggestion here of a merit ladder to climb up to heaven, the passage 
unmistakably puts eternal rest with God out in front of us as the goal toward which we are to 
strive. We are to strive to enter. Thus, there is the idea of work, effort, hard work, and strenuous 
effort that has a goal, the goal of entering into the heavenly Promised Land. “To strive” means 
“to concentrate one’s energies on the achievement of a goal” (Hughes, Hebrews, 162). It 
involves eagerly, strenuously, and diligently stretching like a runner in a race. As Paul put it, we 
are to strain forward and press for the goal: Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one 
thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal for the 
prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus (Phi. 3.13-14).   
 At its core then the duty here is to make every effort and take great pains to run the race 
set before us in order to cross the finish line.  
 2B. Its resource  
 If we think of the athlete striving for the finish line, we know that he has the goal ahead 
of him firmly in mind, but he must have the strength to run. So, where does the Christian runner 
get his strength? What is his resource for this duty? He must strive by the word of God.  
 Two things in the context show us that the word of God is the resource for the striving. 
On one hand, there must be a suppressed premise in the logic of the argument that moves from 
striving to the classic description of the word of God that comes next in 4.12 (the word is 
powerful and sharper than any double-edged sword). The description of God’s word is the 
ground of the exhortation to strive, as the opening word in 4.13 shows (for). The author 
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compresses part of the duty of striving in order to emphasize it all the more. He suppresses this 
aspect of the resource for the believer at first, then, when he lets the cat out of the bag, he makes 
the point all the more forcefully. Therefore, the striving in view is by the word. On the other 
hand, the parallels with striving (to which “therefore” in 4.11 points us) involve the word of God. 
The writer refers us back to the word God spoke by the prophets and in His Son (1.1-2), the word 
we are not to drift away from, but to which we are to pay close attention (2.1), and the word 
from God, Jesus, and the apostles that the Spirit attested through miracles (2.3-4). Surely, 
striving must be parallel to abiding by the word that Jesus spoke of in the vine and branches 
illustration (that John 15 records). Thus, the tight reasoning of the passage leads us to the word 
as the resource of the duty to strive to enter into rest with God at the end of the Christian journey.  
 3B. Its necessity  
 We come next to the necessity of this duty. We noted earlier that this duty to expend 
effort, to strive, and to work is not a merit ladder by which to climb to heaven. However, we 
have to remember that even though these works will not earn our way to heaven, we will not 
arrive safely in heaven without them. The duty to persevere in diligent striving work is a 
necessity.  
 Granted, it troubles many people to hear that it is necessary to persevere in order to enter 
into eternal rest. Nonetheless, that seems undeniably clear in 4.11 as a whole: Let us therefore strive 
to enter that rest, so that no one may fall by the same sort of disobedience. The writer directs our thoughts 
back again to the disobedience of the forefathers in the wilderness. Clearly, some of the people 
who profess faith in Christ and who read these words (back then and now) may be in danger of 
doing the same sort of disobedience. The bodies of the forefathers literally fell to the earth under 
God’s judgment so they did not enter God’s rest in Canaan. Similarly, some professing 
Christians may come under God’s judgment and likewise fail to enter God’s rest both now and in 
the heavenly Canaan.  
 Therefore, the strenuous effort and hard work at good works (Heb. 10.24) is God’s 
command as a necessary means. The work is critical; you must strive in order to enter eternal 
rest; you must work eagerly, painstakingly, and diligently by the word in order to enter the glory 
of heavenly rest.  
 4B. Its character  
 It might still trouble us to hear of the necessity of good works. It may sound like these are 
justifying works. We may well wonder if there is a slipping back to a merit ladder after all.  
 Probably, the simplest way to answer this concern is to hone in on the implications of 
disobedience in 4.11. The mention of disobedience points us back to the failure in the wilderness 
and to the opposite of that failure, which is the obedience of faith. Again, what are the 
ingredients of the failure? The failure consisted of heart-hardening (3.7), ignorance of God’s 
ways (3.9), unbelief (3.12), and rebellion with its complaining, quarrelling, and disrespect to 
leadership (3.15; cf. Ex. 17and Num.14). The opposite of all these things is the obedience of 
faith: we who have believed enter that rest (4.3).  
 In a word, the character of this duty to strive and work to enter eternal rest is such that the 
works flow from faith. That is, they flow from a faith that submits to God’s authority in the 
pursuit of practical obedience to His word. It is not justification by works; justification is not in 
view. What is in view is a humble and obedient faith, a faith that works by love (Gal. 5.16) and 
that therefore comports with deeds of love (Heb. 10.24, And let us consider how to stir up one another to 
love and good works).  
 In summary then, the duty commanded is an exhortation to strive to enter rest by hard 
work with diligence, study, and eagerness to learn and obey, as something necessary for entry. 
Those who do not strive will perish; they will not attain eternal rest just as the forefathers in the 
wilderness perished in disobedience. The way of striving is by the word of God. Therefore, the 
subsequent verses motivate fulfillment of this duty by describing God’s word in classic terms.   
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2A. The Duty Motivated 
 How does the text motivate us to the performance of this duty to strive to enter into rest 
in light of the possibility that some among the Christian family may fail to enter? Just asking this 
question puts a context around the classic text on the word of God. You are probably as familiar 
with 4.12 and its image of the double-edged sword as I am. I wonder if you, like me, have 
thought about this text in this context of perseverance in doing good works as necessary for entry 
into rest with God.  
 Again, how does the text motivate us to the performance of this duty? How does it give 
motivation to strive by the word? In 4.12-13, the author motivates striving by the word because 
of what the word is and does as God’s word. Note the two things here: “is and does”…”as God’s 
word.” 
 1B. Because of what the word is and does 
 The word of God is living and active. That is, it has life-giving energy and power and it is 
like a sword that pierces to the innermost depth of our beings: piercing to the division of soul and of 
spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart (4.12). This is no “faculty 
psychology” or some description of compartments that make up our being. It is a compounding 
of things material and immaterial to accent the point of the penetrating power of God’s word. It 
does its work in the heart where man cannot penetrate. Man looks at outward appearance, but 
God looks on the heart (1 Sam. 16.7, For the LORD sees not as man sees: man looks on the outward 
appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart"). We all tend to be mask wearers. We hide our selves from 
each other to such an extent that we might well wonder how much of life is an extended 
masquerade party. The thought of it is troubling; we have to long for genuineness, authenticity, 
and sincerity. There is too much hypocrisy. Undoubtedly, we hide our selves even from our 
selves. It is worth mentioning the comment of Augustine again where he confesses that he had 
put himself behind his own back. He is not even going to look in a mirror with a mask on; he 
hides in back of himself! But the word cuts through all the game playing and hypocrisy. 
 Furthermore, as a double-edged sword, the word of God cuts savingly and condemningly. 
Jesus said that His word is “spirit and life” (Jn. 6.63) on one hand, and final judge on the other: The 
one who rejects me and does not receive my words has a judge; the word that I have spoken will judge him on the last 
day (Jn. 12.48).  
 2B. Because of what it is and does as God’s word 
 The one who wields it as a double-edged sword is the ultimate critic of our conduct. The 
one who sees all and knows all is creator of all. Nothing can escape His knowledge or 
assessment: And no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we 
must give account (4.13). In the end, we must think about this as a unit describing what God is and 
does by His word. He is the living and powerful God who uses His word powerfully to give life 
and to take it away; He penetrates the deepest recesses of the heart in saving and condemning. It 
is to Him who sees that we must all give an accounting at the final day of reckoning.  
 
Conclusion 
 1) Be afraid 
 In light of these teachings, you should have a reverential fear, godly fear, and a sense of 
awe. You ought to be afraid because of the penetrating gaze of God and the cutting character of 
His word of judgment. 
 Without question, the text reinforces the reality and severity of final judgment. It is very 
personal; He sees your sins (the one with whom you have to do is the ultimate critic). To Him 
you must give account.  Your word (accounting) will be ineffective; there will be no excuses, no 
spin, no hiding, and no deceiving. We are all vulnerable and exposed before His eyes; we stand 
open to His gaze. His word pierces the innermost depth of our beings. 
 Thus, when He speaks in His wrath it is against sins He clearly sees and criticizes; what 
He pronounces in judgment comes to pass without fail: He said they would not enter His rest, 
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and they all died in the wilderness. God expresses His will in His word; neither His will nor His 
word can be frustrated or thwarted. Therefore, we have strong motivation to strive by that very 
word in humble submission and earnest obedience. 
 2) Criticize yourself 
 Self-criticism, self-examination and judgment are good qualities. If you truly recognize 
that the word of God will be the penetrating judge of your conduct, then you will have the 
motivation to take up His word in earnest self-critique against the Day of Judgment; then you 
will be open to change and about the work of change in the light of His word.   
 3) Find your comfort in the gospel word 
 Totally open to His gaze, we have to ask, “How can a man live under the gaze of God 
and not be reduced to a shameful thing?” The answer is in Christ who sat down at the right hand 
of the majesty on high after He made purification of sins (Heb. 1.3). This is the heart of the 
gospel message that we have from God through Christ by the Spirit (Heb. 1.1-2; 2.1-4). 
 God’s gospel word goes forth from His lips with purpose and that purpose cannot fail of 
accomplishment: 8 For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares the LORD.  9 
For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your 
thoughts.  10 "For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do not return there but water the earth, making 
it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, 11 so shall my word be that goes out from my 
mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for 
which I sent it.  12 "For you shall go out in joy and be led forth in peace; the mountains and the hills before you shall 
break forth into singing, and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands.  13 Instead of the thorn shall come up the 
cypress; instead of the brier shall come up the myrtle; and it shall make a name for the LORD, an everlasting sign that 
shall not be cut off" (Isa. 55.8-13).  
 This is encouraging. We may not be able to see the workings of God by His word; and 
we may not understand His purposes and ways. Nonetheless, we know that He knows what He is 
doing and He does it effectively by the word. It is the sword of the Spirit that is part of our 
armor! We find great comfort in the message that has been declared, the gospel message (Heb. 
2.2). Find your comfort in the Scriptures! For whatever was written in former days was written for our 
instruction, that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope (Rom. 
15.4). Your comfort will then be part of the strength you need to strive diligently to enter.  
 4) Press toward the goal of entry into Canaan 
 With fear, self-criticism, and comfort in place, put forth hard work with great diligence. 
Do so by the word with a sense of awe, promise, and expectation (hope) of entering into eternal 
rest with God. 
 What then can you say to these things? You can say, O Lord, take my life, my head, 
hands, feet, and my all to your service Lord.  What will you do if you grab hold of what the word 
of God is and does as God’s word? You will seek God in His word in order to entrust yourself to 
Him and to obey His every command. You will do this knowing that your resource is powerful, 
living, and penetrating. Therefore, take in hand the treasures of silver and gold that work 
powerfully in the lives of those who trust and obey. 
 

May we fall down before the majesty of God with due recognition of our sins and firm 
confidence in our Savior from sin, Jesus our risen Lord. May the Holy Spirit teach us to 
fear in a godly and invigorating way that leads us to healthy self-criticism by the word, deep 
comfort in the gospel, and hearty effort in stretching forward toward the mark of entry into 
eternal Sabbath rest. To the triune God be all glory, amen.  

 


