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κατάπαυσις
Good morning. I hope you’ve had that second cup of
coffee and are ready to do some deep thinking today.
Because this morning we’re going to continue our
exploration of the New Testament letter to the Hebrews –
this wondrous book of comparisons, in which over and over
again Jesus is shown to be greater than everyone and
everything else in which people might place their faith.






He is greater than any human prophets of antiquity,
because they brought a message from God but Jesus is
the message from God, the living Word, the full
revelation of all of who God is and what he desires for
mankind.
Jesus is greater than the Warhost of Heaven, the angels
themselves, because they are merely servants of God
and man, but Jesus is the ruler over all creation.
Jesus is greater than the ancient hero Moses, the great
deliverer who led God’s people out of slavery in Egypt
to become the people of promise, but Jesus is the
ultimate Deliverer who leads people out of bondage to
sin and death to become God’s new creation in a new
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kingdom, and heirs to the eternal promise of sharing
God’s glory.
And as we reach the 4th chapter of Hebrews, the focus
remains on this idea of the deliverance of Christ and the
destiny that awaits all who faithfully follow him.
But in order to understand the significance of the
message of this letter, it will be helpful to learn a little bit of
the Greek language – at least, a single word in koine Greek, in
which the New Testament is written.
The word is:
κατάπαυσις [ka·tá·pau·sis]
It’s actually kind of two different thoughts mashed
together – a verb and a prepositional prefix:
κατάπαυσις [ka·tá·pau·sis]
κατά [kata] + παύω [paú·ō]
“down from” + “cease/rest”
So, if we’re being grammatically literal, κατάπαυσις
[ka·tá·pau·sis] means “the resting that comes down from a
higher place to us.”
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If you and I were to translate this word from Greek into
English, we would simply render it “rest.” That’s about the
best we can come up with in English. “You’ve worked hard;
you’ve earned your rest.” That’s the idea. A boss (a higher
authority) passes down a ceasing from work. Rest from
above.
But there are some nuances in the original word that
simply cannot be translated into our language today.
For instance, depending on the context, the root
elements of this word could be used to describe a kind of
“stopping.” “Pause.” “Cease.” “End.” So a person “rests” by
stopping their work. They take a break.
But the word could indicate a kind of “restraint.”
“Holding back.” “Immobilizing.” “Making something or
someone be still.” So when a police officer restrains a
suspect and immobilizes them, it’s an authority forcing a
cessation, a stopping, a “resting from above,” if you will.
The roots of this word could also carry the idea of
“causing suffering to stop.” “Putting someone or something
out of their misery.” Even “death” – at least, in the way we
might use the phrase “rest in peace” as a kind euphemism for
someone finally being free from the hurts and toils of this
world.
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In the Bible, this word for “rest” is used for everything
from heaven itself, where the great I AM simply… is…
existing, at peace, at rest, dwelling beyond time and space.
So, for example in Isaiah 66,
This is what the LORD says: “Heaven is my throne,
and the earth is my footstool. Could you build me a
temple as good as that? Could you build me such a
resting place? (Isaiah 66:1 NLT)
The place where God dwells. Where God rests.
The Bible also uses the word to refer to the experience
of the Sabbath, in which people stopped their work in order
to focus on simply being with God and growing in their faith
and intimacy. So, for example, in Exodus 35,
You have six days each week for your ordinary
work, but the seventh day must be a Sabbath day of
complete rest, a holy day dedicated to the LORD.
(Exodus 35:2 NLT)

The Final Rest
But in Hebrews 4, this idea takes on a new and deeper
significance for all of us. If you were with us last week, you
may remember that Jesus was compared to Moses. We saw
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that the people of ancient Israel that were led out of Egypt by
Moses were banned from entering the Promised Land
because of their unbelief and disobedience, and the author of
Hebrews said how much more important it is for us to
remain faithful and obedient to Christ as he leads us out of
our old life of sin.
We see that because of their unbelief * they were
not able to enter his rest. (Hebrews 3:19 NLT)
* The unbelief of the Hebrews of the Exodus
Here the idea of “rest” is describing what God intended
for his people in the Promised Land under the old covenant
and Law. If the people would have trusted God, if they would
have obeyed his instructions, if they would have carried out
all the details of the Law as given by God through Moses —
which, we know now, would have been an impossible task
because only God himself could fulfill the Law — but if they
could have, they would have lived in “his rest,” the rest of
God, the land of Promise, a place of safety and prosperity and
purity.
The next chapter continues this idea by first sharing a
surprising bit of theology – so hang tight for a bit and keep
your thinking cap fastened tightly – and then showing us
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how this Greek idea of a “rest from above” impacts you and
me today.
The disobedient, unbelieving Hebrews of the Exodus
couldn’t enter the “rest” of the Promised Land that God had
prepared for them. But…
God’s promise of entering his rest still stands, so we
ought to tremble with fear that some of you might
fail to experience it. (Hebrews 4:1 NLT)
(That’s the continuation of the warning that we saw last
week: “Don’t follow the example of the unbelieving
Israelites.”)
For this good news—that God has prepared this
rest—has been announced to us just as it was to
them. But it did them no good because they didn’t
share the faith of those who listened to God. (Hebrews
4:2 NLT)

For only we who believe can enter his rest. (Hebrews
4:3 NLT)

“Only we who believe can enter God’s rest.” Ah… now
that’s practical for us today, right? Experiencing whatever
this “rest” is that God’s talking about – this destiny he has in
store for his people – requires that we believe. That we
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πιστεύσαντες [pis·teú·san·tes] in Greek  – that we put our
trust in God. And the Bible isn’t talking about “trust” or
“belief” or “faith” as merely an intellectual conclusion; this is
a “trust” that is manifested in obedience to God’s
instructions and submission to his leading.
A few verses later, when talking about those ancient
Hebrews from the time of the Exodus, we’re told:
Those who first heard this good news failed to enter
because they disobeyed God. (Hebrews 4:6 NLT)
Perhaps it would be helpful to put it all in a simple
formula for us to understand:
no trust  no obedience  no rest
And Hebrews is saying that this formula is just as
applicable to you and me today as it was to the ancient
Israelites. That’s because…
God’s rest is there for people to enter… (Hebrews 4:6 NLT)
God set another time for entering his rest, and that
time is today. (Hebrews 4:7 NLT)
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Now it would be ridiculous to think that Hebrews is
talking about the geographical location of the Promised Land
as the “rest for today.” The Bible isn’t saying that everyone
who trusts God and faithfully obeys him is destined to live in
[ ארץ ישראלEretz Yisrael] — “the Land of Israel” — nestled
between Egypt and Jordan, Syria and Lebanon, along the
eastern edge of the Mediterranean Sea.
So there’s more to this idea of “rest” in the Promised
Land than what the ancient Hebrews were being offered. As
Hebrews explains:
If Joshua * had succeeded in giving them this rest,
God would not have spoken about another day of
rest still to come. (Hebrews 4:8 NLT)
* Moses’ successor
Wait. If those ancient Hebrews had left Egypt and
followed Moses to the Promised Land, and if their kids had
followed Joshua in conquering that land, and if their
descendants had lived faithfully and obediently to the details
of the Law, that would have been it? The potential for God’s
rest was available in history?
I don’t know. I suppose it’s just a trivial “what if?” kind
of question.
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For one thing, it didn’t happen. The ancient Hebrews
chose to distrust God and rely on themselves, much like
the audience of the New Testament letter to the
Hebrews were contemplating.
For another thing, it could never have happened. Those
people were incapable of fulfilling the Law. As Paul
explained to the Romans,
The law always brings punishment on those who try
to obey it. (The only way to avoid breaking the law
is to have no law to break!) (Romans 4:15 NLT)
I can wear a red shirt and live in complete innocence
until the day it becomes illegal to wear a red shirt (or to
have ever worn a red shirt), in which case I suddenly
become guilty with no way of going back in time and
undoing all those times I wore red shirts.
That’s what the Jewish Law does. It makes us guilty. Yes,
it gives us a glimpse into what the righteousness of God
looks like. But it also shows us how totally inadequate
we are when stacked up against the righteousness of
God.

Thankfully, God’s promise of rest isn’t dependent upon
our hopeless efforts to fulfill the Law.
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If God’s promise is only for those who obey the law,
then faith is not necessary and the promise is
pointless… The promise is received by faith. It is
given as a free gift. And we are all certain to receive
it, whether or not we live according to the law of
Moses, if we have faith… (Romans 4:14,16 NLT)
Because experiencing God’s rest isn’t about us fulfilling
the Law, it’s about the Law being fulfilled for us. As Jesus
said,
“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or
the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but
to fulfill them.” (Matthew 5:17 ESV)
So we place our faith… not in ourselves to do what God
desires of us… but in Christ to do what we could never do
ourselves.
And even in this experience of faith there is a kind of
“resting.” We exchange striving for trusting. We’re no longer
trying to work our way into a relationship with God, but
simply receive the gift of his grace and love and invitation.
We trust God and not ourselves. But in trusting God, we
follow his leading. We carry out his instructions. We obey
him. Because the formula is still true:
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no trust  no obedience  no rest

So let us do our best to enter that rest. But if we
disobey God, as the people of Israel did, we will fall.
(Hebrews 4:11 NLT)

The ancient Hebrews failed. The Hebrews to which this
New Testament letter was written were contemplating the
same choices that led to their ancestors’ failure.

It’s Our Turn
But what about us? Perhaps we ought to make the
formula a bit more positive:
trust  obedience  rest
You see, it’s our turn. The same challenge offered so
long ago is offered to you and me today.


We need to trust God as our great Deliverer. We need to
place our faith in him and all that he has done on our
behalf. We can’t rely on ourselves, our own efforts, our
own ingenuity, our own flawed attempts at
righteousness. We need to rely up on him to work in us
and through us.
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And as we place our faith in God, our lives will reflect
that dependence and trust. We will follow his leading.
We will carry out his instructions. We will obey his
commands. We dare not merely say that we trust in the
Lord if we don’t do as he says.

And let’s not fool ourselves with the kind of thinking
that has plagued religious people for thousands of years…
the idea that God feels so far removed from the choices of the
moment before us. Let’s not think that we will “get away
with it” — that we can live however we want and still
proudly bear the label of “Christ-follower.”
Actions speak louder than words, right? Our lives are a
bigger reflection of our true faith and dependence than
merely what we say.
Over and over again throughout Hebrews chapters 3 &
4, the author has been quoting from Psalm 95, showing how
those timeless words both condemned the ancient Hebrews
and challenge the contemporary believer.
In chapter 3, verses 7-8:
“Today when you hear his voice, don’t harden your
hearts as Israel did when they rebelled, when they
tested me in the wilderness.” (Hebrews 3:7–8 NLT)
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In chapter 3, verse 15:
Remember what it says: “Today when you hear his
voice, don’t harden your hearts as Israel did when
they rebelled.” (Hebrews 3:15 NLT)
In chapter 4, verse 7:
So God set another time for entering his rest, and
that time is today. God announced this through
David much later in the words already quoted:
“Today when you hear his voice, don’t harden your
hearts.” (Hebrews 4:7 NLT)
Trust. Obey. Only then will you enter his rest. Don’t be
fooled into thinking there is any other way to experience
what God has planned for you. Don’t think you can ignore
this appeal to soften your heart, trust in the Lord, and obey
all that he’s commanded. Because…
For the word of God is alive and powerful. * It is
sharper than the sharpest two-edged sword, cutting
between soul and spirit, between joint and marrow.
It exposes our innermost thoughts and desires.
(Hebrews 4:12 NLT)
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* The ancient words of Psalm 95 which declare condemnation
upon the faithless Hebrews also proclaim opportunity for you and me.

Down to the very core of our being. Down to the things
that motivate us. Down to our perceptions and purpose.
God cannot be manipulated. There are no shortcuts. The
formula remains timeless: trust  obedience  rest.
Nothing in all creation is hidden from God.
Everything is naked and exposed before his eyes,
and he is the one to whom we are accountable.
(Hebrews 4:13 NLT)

That verse is only intimidating if we have anything to
hide from God. Otherwise it’s pure joy. Everything we do,
everything we think… God is attentive to it all. And if we
trust him, and if we obey him, then we will hear him say:
“Well done, good and faithful servant… Enter into
the joy of your master.” (Matthew 25:21 ESV)
We will celebrate the words of God forever, as we live
and die in faithful obedience to the Lord:

Page 14 of 19

“They are blessed indeed, for they will rest from
their hard work; for their good deeds follow them!”
(Revelation 14:13 NLT)

Anticipating the Rest
But what is this “rest” that awaits us? It’s “God’s rest,”
and it’s far more than the geographic Promised Land of old.
So what is it that we’re looking forward to?
It’s a “rest from above.” It’s a gift. It’s the end of all our
toil. It’s the end of all our hard work.
And I’m not talking about some kind of spiritual
retirement here. God’s rest is infinitely greater than finishing
up a career, getting a gold watch, and moving down to Boca
Raton.
This is the end of our kingdom work, too. As God’s
people, our old lives are over and we’ve become his new
creation, commissioned to a new purpose. With our whole
being, we are to be sharing God’s grace with the world. We
work together to introduce people to him. It’s not supposed
to be easy or convenient; following in Christ’s footsteps is a
journey of profound and increasing self-sacrifice. Often it
leads to a high personal cost. Sometimes it even leads to
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heartache as we share God’s experience of heartache by
loving a world that continues to reject him.
But, one day, this task will be complete. History will
come to a close. And we will enter into his rest.
Work will stop. Sickness and death will be no more.
Sorrow and heartache will cease. All the stuff of life that
weighs down on us — that makes our hearts heavy, that
leaves us feeling depleted and empty, that keeps us awake at
night with concern, that tears at our emotions and leaves
deep inexplicable scars on our souls — all that comes to an
end. It is immobilized. It is stopped.
We will lay down our burdens and simply… rest.

My Perspective
This is really personal for me… and I’m betting for many
of you, as well. I’ve come to realize that the details don’t
really matter and aren’t worth listing off. I think it’s safe to
say that if you’ve been around on this earth long enough,
you’ve encountered some real challenges, some real
disappointments, and some real hurts along the way.
Our souls often bear the scars that we accumulate along
the way. Career frustrations. Family conflicts. Hopeless
diagnoses and early goodbyes. The world is hurting, and
hurting people sometimes become hurtful people… and
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more people end up becoming hurting and sometimes
hurtful people… and the cycle goes on and on.
Sometimes we give and we give, we try and we try, we
pay the high price, only to feel like we’re getting nowhere.
Sometimes we love people so much, and we’re so eager for
them to discover God’s infinite love, that we feel baffled and
powerless when they choose independence rather than faith.
Then there’s the beckoning of our flesh — our old
patterns of thinking, our own self-protective, self-reliant
behaviors that we used to rely upon in order to cope with
this world. Even though Christ allows us to overcome the
world, sometimes we just feel overwhelmed by the world
instead… and we fall back into the patterns of our flesh. Then
we kick ourselves for our failures even as we live with the
consequences… and we feel so weary of it all.
Yet…
This good news—that God has prepared this rest—
has been announced to us… There is a special rest
still waiting for the people of God. (Hebrews 4:2,9 NLT)
This is the invitation of God:
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We who believe can enter his rest… This rest has
been ready since he made the world. (Hebrews 4:3 NLT)
Maybe you’re like me. Maybe… especially when your
fatigued or frustrated, or when you ache so deep that there
aren’t even tears any more, or when you feel overwhelmed
by the God-sized challenges he has brought into your life…
maybe you like to flip to the back of the book and remind
yourself of how the story turns out — of the “happily ever
after” that awaits us, of the divine rest from above that God
has prepared for us.
I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the old
heaven and the old earth had disappeared… And I
saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem (“the dwelling
place of peace”), coming down from God out of
heaven like a bride beautifully dressed for her
husband.
I heard a loud shout from the throne, saying, “Look,
God’s home is now among his people! He will live
with them, and they will be his people. God himself
will be with them. He will wipe every tear from their
eyes, and there will be no more death or sorrow or
crying or pain. All these things are gone forever.”
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And the one sitting on the throne said, “Look, I am
making everything new!... It is finished! I am the
Alpha and the Omega—the Beginning and the End. To
all who are thirsty I will give freely from the springs of
the water of life. All who are victorious will inherit all
these blessings, and I will be their God, and they will
be my children.” (Revelation 21:1–7 NLT)

trust  obedience  rest

PRAYER • SONGS: I Could Only Imagine, When the Stars Fall Down

Page 19 of 19

