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Introduction  

1. Paul’s warnings in Hebrews have produced two erroneous conclusions. 

a. It is possible for one to lose his salvation if he falls away for the faith. 

b. Salvation is by grace (without good works), but spiritual maturity must be gained by one’s 

own initiative and effort (sanctifying works). 

c. Unless we carefully discern Paul’s intent in the exhortation, we could arrive at one or both 

of these conclusions.  

2. What, then, is Paul’s intention in his warnings?  

a. The fourth chapter opens with the fact that the promise of rest stands (v. 1). 

b. Entrance into this rest depends on whether one has believed the promise or not (v. 2).  

c. The warning presses upon the reader to beware the possibility of joining the Israelites in 

the wilderness in their failure (v. 1). 

3. While Paul does not specifically identify what rest is, we can determine what it is. 

a. Rest for Israel was entrance into the land promised to Abraham (Gen. 13:14, 15). Their 

failure is what is documented in Numbers 13 and 14. 

b. For New Covenant believers, rest is the eternal state as shown by the comparison in He-

brews 12:18 with v. 22 (see Rev. 21:1–5).  

4. Two questions present themselves and the answer to these questions enable us to understand 

Paul’s purpose in the warnings. 

a. If Israel failed to enter the rest promised, does that suggest that God’s promises to Israel 

failed? 

b. If Israel’s unbelief and disobedience were the factors in their failure, what are the conse-

quences of the New Covenant people’s disobedience with respect to the rest promised?  

I. A Question of Integrity  

1. The promise was to Israel as a people, not to any particular individual or generation.  

a. The promise was unconditional, not even con-ditioned upon faith. 

b. Its fulfillment to that generation, however, depended upon their believing. 

This is because their promise of entering rested on the covenant made with them at Sinai 

(Ex. 19:5, 6; 23:20–22). While the promise was unconditional, its fulfillment to that par-

ticular generation depended on their obedience to the covenant made with them. This is 

demonstrated by the fact that unbelief and its subsequent disobedience were consistently 

given as the reason for their failure to enter. Therefore, the promise was not broken to that 

generation since no absolute promise was made to them. God’s integrity is intact since, as 

seen in Scripture, the promise was fulfilled (Josh. 21:43; 23:14). 



2. Another difficulty surfaces with respect to Israel’s remaining in the land (Genesis 13:14, 15; 

17:18).  

a. The promise was made on the basis of God’s unconditional favor (grace). No conditions 

are given.  

b. Paul states that “where sin abounds grace much more abounds” (Rom. 5:20). So why was 

Israel expelled? 

Again, Israel’s tenure in the land rested on the conditional covenant that Israel agreed to at 

Sinai, which required faith and obedience (Deut. 31:26–29; Judg. 2:1–3). God had a great-

er purpose in their failure. This principle is illustrated by the well-meant offer of salvation 

through the gospel (Rom. 10:13, 14). Believing does not save us, Christ does. Believing is 

the consequence of regeneration, not the cause of it. Only God’s sovereign grace assures 

that any to whom the promise is made will in fact believe and obey.  

II. A Question of Security  

1. The exhortation presses upon the reading believer the imperative of persevering in the faith. 

a. Trials and persecutions were testing their faith; the proof of their faith was their endurance 

through obedience.  

b. Endurance is the work of sovereign grace, not the believer’s efforts, but the promise at-

tendant does require the obedience of faith (Rom. 1:5). 

Paul was not suggesting that any to whom he wrote were apostates because of their waver-

ing. He was, however, stirring them up to godly fear that coldness and hardness might 

prove them false. He was also defining the terms that mark or identify the one who will 

enter that rest. Never are we to suppose that it is left to saints to perfect their own salvation 

through their own will, effort, works, or initiative.  

2. The framework of God’s gracious provision is the fear of the Lord. “Let us fear.”  

a. There are two kinds of fear; one is to be avoided (Is. 41:10; 43:5; Jn. 14:27; 2 Tim. 1:7) 

and one, to be cultivated (1 Pet. 2:7; Phil. 2:12).  

Godly fear is marked by attention, trust, care, and affection—to walk with God, to hear 

His voice, to believe his truth (Psa. 130:4). Ungodly fear is stifling, distrustful, affection-

killing, and regards God as a hateful tyrant. It leads to servile bondage.  

b. The saint must be vigilant and sober because He remains in his unperfected flesh that can 

be tempted and does sin, and He lives in an evil and God-hating world. 

III. A Greater Joshua  

1. Joshua was commissioned to lead Israel into the Promised Land. Israel’s failure to remain in 

that land reveals the need for the greater hope “afar off.” It was this hope that secured the 

believing remnant in unbelieving Israel as demonstrated in Hebrews 11.  

2. Jesus is greater than Joshua because He is the greater hope. He secured the perfect and eter-

nal rest for His own because He alone is able to do so. Only through the work of Christ can 

God change the heart. Only through God’s Spirit can a believer truly believe and obey.  


