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Pentecost 7, 2008
Text:  Hebrews 4:1-11
Harried and haggard?

God has already made a rest for you.

Have you turned his rest down?

Just listen to what his Son has done, and you’ll experience true rest.

Preached:  June 29, 2008 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Kids, what do you like best about summer vacation? Adults what do you like best about your day off? Or what are you looking forward to most about that week’s vacation you’re going to take this summer? I would guess that quite a few of you answered my question in your minds with the words “sleeping in.” My dad had a job where he worked seven days a week. And he had to get up early. Every morning he would have to get up to milk his cows at 5:30. He would say, “When I sell the cows and retire, I’m going to sleep in.” He had an older brother who retired before him, and after the brother retired he warned my dad, “You might think you’re going to sleep in, but old habits die hard. I still wake up at 5:30 every morning even though I don’t have to.” Shortly after my dad retired, I went to visit him, and I said, “So how did that first morning go?” A broad grin came across his face, and he said, “I slept till 9:00.” There’s something about rest. It’s not one of the exciting or exhilarating parts of life. But it sure is satisfying and peaceful and, well, restful. 

Did you notice today how our three Scripture Lessons all centered on the idea of rest? The first Scripture Lesson for today talked about how the Children of Israel after forty years of traveling through the wilderness and after entering the Promised Land and taking possession of it, how the people rested. That’s what our sermon text today is picking up on at the beginning. The author is pointing back to the days of Joshua when the Children of Israel were finally able to rest in the new land that the Lord had given them. You remember why rest was so satisfying for the Children of Israel, don’t you? They had just gone through one of the biggest mass migrations in history. They had escaped from Egypt and been delivered from slavery by the hand of the Lord. The Lord had performed stupendous miracles, parting the Red Sea to let the people escape from Pharaoh’s murderous army. He had put them on the road to that Promised Land that He had promised to them for generations. But the people caused so many difficulties for themselves. They kept grumbling about why they had ever left Egypt to begin with. God was so gracious to them. He provided bread—manna from heaven—every morning and quail meat every evening. It was free. All they had to do was pick it up. But how did these people respond to the grace of God? “What was God thinking in uprooting us from Egypt? It was a good land!” They grumbled against the Lord and against Moses, and finally God said, “That’s it! This generation will not enter the Promised Land.” He let the Children of Israel wander in the Sinai Desert for forty years until a whole generation of adults had died off. Even Moses their leader died without seeing the Promised Land. It was not until a new generation grew up that the Lord allowed them to enter the Promised Land, and under their new leader Joshua, they entered that land and underwent a huge struggle to take possession of it. But as Joshua said in today’s First Lesson, it was not their effort that obtained this land for them. It was given to them by God.
Can you imagine the longing for rest that would develop in people that traveled like nomads through a wilderness for forty years? Can you imagine how sick they got of pitching their tents and then pulling up stakes and moving to another spot? Can you imagine the work involved in shepherding flocks and children through a hot, dry place like the wilderness of Sinai? Can you imagine fighting on the road all the nations that lay between Egypt and Canaan because they didn’t want you to pass through their lands? Can you imagine transporting through the desert your elderly parents who were growing sick and dying because, as the Lord said, they were going to be punished in this way for their sins? Can you imagine the feeling of rest these people had when after all the traveling and all the battles, they could finally settle down on one piece of property that they could call home? Can you imagine the peace that came from starting their first vineyards and olive groves knowing that there was no more moving, that these would belong to their descendants for generation after generation? That’s rest.

But the author to the Hebrews says so many of them rejected that rest. A whole generation who had seen the hand of the Lord, who had seen the ten devastating plagues on the Egyptians, who passed through the sea and looked up at those walls of water on each side and who, when they were safe on the other side, saw the water walls collapse on Pharaoh and his army and saw their most detested enemy floating in the water—drowned—that a whole generation like that could question their God! The Lord says, “So I declared on oath in my anger, ‘They shall never enter my rest.’” To deprive yourself of the Promised Land, just because you can’t keep from whining! Do these Children of Israel remind you of anyone? Yes, the Children of Israel were a foreshadowing of you and me. 
You see, you and I have been blessed just as richly—even more richly—by the same Lord God Almighty. He’s blessed us with a wonderful land. He’s blessed us with nice homes, with beautiful clothes to wear, with a wider variety of foods (from all over the world!) than any generation in history has ever had available to them. He blesses us with plush, comfortable cars that the Children of Israel couldn’t have imagined in their wildest dreams. But all these comforts are not worth comparing with the real kind of rest that the author to the Hebrews and that Jesus points out in today’s gospel lesson. It’s an inner rest. It’s not based on outward circumstances. It’s a peace that the believer can sink into at any moment of the day or night. It’s the forgiveness of sins. That is the rest that today’s Scriptures are pointing ahead to. It’s Jesus and everything that He has done. He has satisfied everything. He has satisfied God’s justice, God’s burning anger at us complaining sinners. Uncomplainingly He fulfilled every one of God’s commands. He fulfilled the punishment that our deeds deserved. And now He gives it to us as a free gift and says, “Here. Now rest easy.”
So why don’t we rest easy? Because we are like those Children of Israel. We don’t consciously do it, but in reality we say to Him, “No, God, I would rather wander around in the wilderness than enter into the Promised Land.” See, we have to do it our way. God’s way is not good enough. To just rely on God’s grace? That’s too easy. I have to do something. And so we go our natural law oriented way and say in our heart of hearts, “It really comes down to what I do. I’ve never gotten anything in life for free. I’ve had to work for everything I’ve gotten.” Are you harried and haggard? Just rest. Enter into God’s rest. Admit that He is in charge of your universe, not you! Oh, there are so many things for us to worry about today. The economy is bad; something major is happening to the environment; gas prices are through the roof; northern California is burning up! There’s all kinds of things to satisfy our worry habits with. But when we do it, we’re denying that God’s rest exists. Our sermon text today keeps emphasizing that God’s rest already exists. It’s just that those who choose not to believe keep themselves out of that rest. They keep setting up all kinds of road blocks to the entrance into God’s rest.
The Promised Land existed in all its milk and honey all the while the Children of Israel grumbled their way through the Wilderness of Sinai. So why didn’t they go in and enjoy it? It was they who kept delaying their entrance. That’s really all man can do by his efforts. He can only delay the gift of God’s grace. God’s rest exists. It is a very real thing. It only exists in a pure, undiluted way in heaven. But it is also here on this earth. It exists wherever God’s people gather together in awe and reverence in worship and hear those words of God Himself which come through God’s representatives, “Your sins are forgiven.” That rest exists wherever believers gather shoulder to shoulder at the Lord’s altar and receive the Lord’s body and blood given and shed for the forgiveness of their sins. That rest exists wherever individual believers open the precious Word of Life and drink in its heavenly promises. 
The writer to the Hebrews strongly urges us this morning. “God’s rest exists. It is very real. Just don’t turn your back on it. Don’t try to build your own security. Don’t wear yourself out trying to do what only God can do—what God has already done.
Harried and haggard? God has already made a rest for you. Have you turned down His rest? Just listen to Him. Listen to what His Son has done for you. And you will find true rest.  Amen.
