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Introduction

The book of Hebrews presents a rich and dynamic interpretation of how Jesus Christ fulfills the typology, prophetic word and promises of the only Bible available to its readers – the Hebrew Scriptures (using its Greek translation, hereafter referred to as LXX).  In a particularly intriguing warning passage, the writer warns his readers not to miss out on entering the promised rest as a generation of Israelites did during the Exodus
.  The meaning of the “rest” is not made explicit in the passage, but is equated with God’s creation Sabbath in Heb. 4:4, 9.  Since this promise of entering the rest is the stated motivating factor for holding confidence in Christ until the end, it would behoove pastors to understand and be able to preach this hope.  To that end, this paper will discuss some of the main proposed solutions to the enigma of the “rest”, then to propose an alternative solution that is grounded in Jesus’ continuing Incarnation and based on the Biblical textual material cited and alluded to in the book.  This solution will see humankind fulfilling its creation mandate of fruitful, harmonious dominion over the earth
.  This solution will also explain why the “sword” imagery of vv. 12-13 follows naturally from the idea of re-entering the primordial Sabbath rest.  The paper will then close with implications for preaching and teaching about this “rest”.

Main Theories About “Rest”


The difficulty of the text of Heb. 4:4-9 can be attested by the variety of solutions proposed.  It is even difficult to categorize them because many elements overlap in different solutions
.  One possible classification of the elements is by polarities.  Some solutions propose a heavenly vs. earthly polarity of rest.  Other solutions propose a spiritual vs. physical polarity, while still others propose an eschatological vs. “this present age” polarity, or a present vs. future polarity.  These four polarities combine in different ways to create a myriad of possible combinations, rendering classification very difficult.  

Heaven-oriented solutions tend to take their cue from the heavenly temple imagery in Chapters 9 and 10.  This can lead to interpretations of rest as being entered into by worship
, at death
, or at the eschaton/Second Advent
. Behind this is the assumption, perhaps, that Christ will always remain in heaven.  It assumes that his purpose is to prepare a place in heaven for us, then bring us to heaven.  We see in 10:19, however, that Jesus already grants access to the heavenly Temple to His believers.  Could something else be in view here?

Present-rest solutions and spiritual solutions both look to the invitation to approach the heavenly Temple through Jesus’ presence in 10:19-22 as the meaning of “rest”
.  Though it is a better solution than heaven-as-eternal-home, it is an assumption that reads later parts of the letter back into earlier portions.  Since some parts of the letter do indeed anticipate later developments, that may be a reasonable assumption.  There also seem to be some correspondences  between 4:3 and 10:19 about being able to enter some form of God’s presence, though 4:3 is not specific about what is being entered.  A third reason to support this view is adduced from the description of the rest as God’s own (Sabbath) rest as cessation of our own works in 4:10.  This verse lends itself to an interpretation that “rest” somehow has to do with ceasing our own self-dependence
, rest from self-justifying works
, peace
 (including joy and concord) or even death
.  The present tense of “enter” in 4:3 is seen as very significant by several commentators
.  

Missing from these evaluations is a way to directly tie the Sabbath and Temple typologies together. George H. Guthrie attempts to do this by pointing out that the Temple typology later in Hebrews actually refers to the cultic ceremonies of the Day of Atonement
, which is described as a “sabbath of complete rest” in Lev. 16:29-31 and Lev. 23:26-28 (NRSV)
.  A rest association with the Day of Atonement that Guthrie misses is that it also signaled the “Year of Jubilee” (Lev. 25:8-17), a year in which they were to “proclaim liberty” by returning land to the original family it belonged to. During this year no planting or harvesting was to be done (a break from the toil of gaining their living from the earth “by the sweat of their brow”).   The only weakness of this argument is that the “Sabbath” being referred to is specified as the “seventh day” in Heb. 4:4.  Another way to look at the “rest of God” that enables this connection to be made will be presented later in the paper.

Eschatological (future-based) solutions tend to either assume that the present tense in 4:3 is futuristic
 or as inaugurated, though not culminated until the eschaton
.  Most see it as culminating at Jesus’ return
, but some at death
.  

Finally, there is a group of solutions that characterizes “rest” as “salvation.”  As an example, Attridge sees entry into rest as “the complex process on which ‘believers’ … are even now engaged, although this process will certainly have an eschatological consumption.”
  Trotter notes, “Whatever the precise meaning of this phrase, it has something to do with salvation from sin”
.  McNight comes to this conclusion indirectly via the warnings in the warning passages themselves
.  There is as much variety in the “results” of salvation among the writers with this view as there are in the views preceding them.

Is it possible that the first readers of the letter were faced with the bewildering proliferation of possibilities shown above as they read it?  It seems unlikely that the author intended a whole range of possible meanings for a word that was intended to mobilize faithful continuance in following the Son.  Are there any further clues in this letter to enable the 21st Century reader to visualize the “rest” into which she or he must enter?  Let us follow the biblical trail blazed by our writer to see if we may find clues to his destination. 
Scripture Citations and Allusions in Hebrews That Point to Rest

Two obvious scriptural clues are found in the passages themselves, Ps. 95:7c-11 (Ps. 94 in LXX), and Gen. 2:2.  According to Lane
, the synagogue Sabbath evening liturgy began with recital of Ps. 95:1-11, followed by Gen. 2:1-3.  It should therefore not be surprising that both are cited with Sabbath connections in Hebrews.  The Sabbath connection in Gen. 2:2 is explicit, but how can Ps. 95 be construed as a Sabbath Psalm?  A study of Ps. 95 by Peter Enns reveals a creation and re-creation theme in that psalm.  Rest would therefore refer to the creation-rest of God.
  Yet even he cannot resist the main force of the Ps. 95 argument, “As Moses led his people out of Egypt and through the desert, Jesus now leads his people through their wilderness.”
  To combine the Exodus and Sabbath images in a sensible way he thinks he must have Jesus lead them to a heavenly inheritance.
 We will see later if this is required to make it work.
Jon Laansma undertakes the mammoth task of understanding the biblical “rest” motif throughout the Bible.  Among his findings he notes, “Indeed, placing ourselves in the shoes of a people in exile, the notion of a re-entrance into the land is entirely possible.  Later on, under the influence of the apocalyptic, it would be applied to entrance into the world-to-come generally.”
  About the connection between “rest” and “land” in the Hebrew Scriptures he writes, 

“The association of the “rest” with the land is so evident as to need little comment here.  The land itself, i.e. Palestine, is Israel’s [resting place], even if there are points in the prophetic vision when the boundaries of YHWH’s final act seeming embrace the whole earth.”

Attempts to identify “rest” with the Temple fall short, because “rest” must precede Temple construction
.  Therefore, “a simple identification of “my rest” with the temple is untenable.”
  Specifically in the context of Heb. 3-4 he writes, 
“If we do not restrict ourselves to God’s own Sabbath but consider the Sabbath more broadly, it emerges that the Sabbath is very significantly tied to the basic components of the [rest] tradition: the land (e.g. Deut 12,9f), the temple (e.g. Ps 132), and the kingship (e.g. 2Sam7)… If we focus directly on God’s own Sabbath there is some evidence of contact as well.”
.  
Making yet another connection, he says, “both the seventh day and seventh year Sabbaths were 
marks of YHWH’s ownership of and sovereignty over the land.” 
  Unfortunately, he does not 
carry these ideas to their logical conclusion in the remainder of his book, assuming instead that 
the writer of Hebrews preferred the interpretations of intertestamental writers
.


In Heb. 2:6-8, the writer quotes a fascinating part of Ps. 8.  That section of the psalm is actually a meditation on Gen. 1:26-31
.  The psalmist muses on the glory and dignity God gave humankind before their ejection from the Garden of Eden.  The writer of Hebrews picks up on the theme, giving it a Christological interpretation.  The typological meaning seems clear: Jesus has come to restore humanity’s lost dominion
.  The idea is similar to Paul’s “second Adam” Christology in 1 Cor. 15:45, where a new creation is in view.  It is significant that Hebrews touches upon a promised primordial Sabbath-rest (in a promised land!) in Chapter 3, following a reflection on the primordial human beings and their loss of dominion via ejection from a garden of earthly delights.  The order and proximity of these ideas is significant.
Proposing a Solution

A question that begs to be asked at this point is, “Where were the first human beings when God declared his primordial Sabbath-rest?”  In the location God placed or “rested”
 them – the Garden of Eden.  [Presumably they “sabbathed” there, as Eve was not made until Adam was already there.  It seems clear from Chapter 1 that God had completed his creation of humans and blessed “them” (1:28) on the sixth day.]  It was a place God himself had prepared for them.  It was also the place they “lost” when they sinned (3:23-24).  They also lost their relatively toil-free lifestyle (3:17-19).  This is the very foundational story of the Bible.  It was even “written” into the visible aspects of Israel’s worship: the inner Tabernacle/Temple curtains were embroidered with “guardian” cherubim (Ex. 26:31 cf. Gen. 3:24) to remind the Israelite Priests of paradise lost
.  
In Gen. 3:24 cherubim and a “flaming sword that turned every way” (KJV) are set at the entrance to Eden to guard against the return of the humans.  Is it possible to see now how naturally the sword imagery appears in 4:12-13?  This is judgment pronounced: “They shall never (re)enter my rest!”  The Israelites were cut down “by the sword” as they attempted to enter Canaan after being rejected by God (Num. 14:39-45).  Typologically, even Joshua had to confront an armed guard at the Jordan River to gain permission to enter (Josh. 5:13-15).  That this man has authority is signaled by the demand that Joshua remove his shoes, “for the place where you stand is holy.”  Who guards the entrance with a sword?  The same Lord who had told the preceding generation that they could not enter.  Why is there a sword in 4:12 and one to whom we give account in 4:13?  Jesus is the only way to enter the True Promised Land, and he judges all who would pass through him
.
The writer skillfully uses Ps. 8 and his careful Christological exegesis to remind the reader of that foundational story of how paradise was lost – and is now regained in Christ, the Son.  It is not surprising that by the time Toussaint reads to 4:13 he is ready to declare that this refers to a Millennial Age
.  He has good reason if he compares the symbolism in Hebrews 2-4 and Gen. 1-3 to the end of the Apocalypse.  He notes that Ps. 95 is an enthronement Psalm
.  He also states, “the ‘rest’ spoken of in Psalm 95 clearly involved Israel’s dwelling in the land; therefore, the promised rest can scarcely be divorced from settlement of the land.”
  Toussaint also notices the parallel between the rest being “prepared from the foundation of the world” and the kingdom’s similar preparation in Matt. 25:34
.  Finally, he notes that this interpretation occurs as early as “the Epistle of Barnabas in the early second century.”
  There is a problem, however, with the Millennial Age view.  The problem is impermanence.  One thousand years is a long time, but it does not account for the idea of permanent rest that is implied in an “entering the rest of God” theology.  
If redemption if from something, then it is also to something.  If the fall was from dominion, then the redemption must be to a restored dominion.  If there is dominion, then it must be over something.  From the biblical texts used by the writer of Hebrews himself, humanity’s original dominion was over this world, not over heaven.  If God became flesh in order to restore humanity to dominion, then the gospel is incarnational, not de-incarnational.  That is why Jesus must return.  By his life of obedience – even to death - Jesus accepted the birthright/kingdom that Adam scorned from the beginning of the world.  As the sole possessor of that inheritance, he offers to share it with all who will accept him as their King, Savior and Lord.  Jesus is returning to earth to claim his inheritance and “resettle” his people.
If the concept of rest is allowed to include the idea of land, then a Day of Atonement typology can enter this discussion as a type of rest.  Firstly, sin must be dealt with – finally!  The picture is that the sins of all the people in the land of Israel were “cleaned up” by the blood of the sacrifice, but the sin itself was laid on the head of a goat, and it was set free in a far-off wilderness (symbolizing that the sin was carried out of the land).  This also implies judgment that removes sin from the land (to be dealt with later).  Secondly, through the Year of Jubilee announcement every 50 years, “liberty” as well as “land Sabbath” (that no crops were to be grown for the year) were proclaimed.  This reminded the Israelites in two ways that the land they were in belonged to God.  Returning the land to its ancestral families showed that God was in charge of its distribution.  Growing no crops that year was a type of God’s provision in the primordial garden (not requiring tilling of the soil to preserve livelihood).  To remove these land-based symbols from the promised rest seems absurd.  
The only interpretation that can harmonize all of the force of “rest” theology in the book of Hebrews is a future eschatological “rest” that includes a new Moses leading a re-created humanity to a restored Eden-like paradise on earth (such as the “new heavens” and “new earth” of the Revelation), upon which humanity enjoys a restored dominion, free from the need to make his living by the “sweat of his brow.”  (Notice how the last clause satisfies the requirement in Heb. 4:10 for our own works to cease.)  In the “chronology” of the book of Revelation, this occurs after the Millennial Age.  The Millennium is just a rehearsal for the real thing – a new world.  Also notice in Revelation 22:1-3 the close resemblance to the paradise of Gen. 2:8-10 (again, after the Millennium).  There is a river that brings life to the land, the Tree of Life reappears, bearing fruit.  The writer of Hebrews is not developing a distinctive eschatology of “landless” rest
, but a theology compatible with a literal application of themes late in the book of Revelation.
Again in Revelation’s chronology, before the Millennium and before the New Earth, however, there is judgment.  Believers are judged at the Return of Jesus and reign with Christ for 1000 years (Rev. 20:4-6).  All the rest are judged before entry into the New Earth (Rev. 21:11-15).  All evil must be destroyed before a new heaven and new earth can be populated.  This is probably the judgment referred to in Heb. 4:12-13.  It leads to the fresh start for humanity that Jesus came to usher in.  He forever remains among humans (Rev. 21:3).  This means he remains forever Incarnate.

Implications of an Earthly Eschatological Rest For Preaching and Teaching

It may seem strange to come down on the side of a literalist interpretation of Genesis 1:26 – 3:24 and Revelation 20-22 as the overarching story of human meaning in an era of scientific rationalism.  (It is far less strange to do so for those accounts than it is for others to argue for six literal days of creation.)  Besides its ability to account for all of the strands of “rest” theology in Hebrews, an earthly eschatological rest also has advantages in terms of reaching a post-modern world.  

The first advantage is that this interpretation is consistent with the overarching biblical narrative of creation, fall, and restoration.  It harmonizes well with the undiluted storyline of the Bible.  The listener or reader will immediately recognize the symbols of loss and restoration of dominion as they occur naturally in the text (at least once attention is drawn to them at the outset).
The second advantage is that the reader or listener will be able to determine for themselves after the fact whether this “literalistic” idea is really meant to be literal or figurative.  Making a conclusion that it is figurative on behalf of others robs them of the exercise of their own “dominion” (as it were) in discernment of Scripture’s meaning.  No matter what their eventual conclusion, at least they will have grappled with and understood the symbols enough to explain them to novices.

A third advantage is that “dominion” is a theme that can intrigue people enough to explore their gifts and ability to interact with the material realm, rooting them to the real world (as we were meant to be).  It also puts us, theologically, in the space of Abraham.  Abraham walked back and forth across a land that was promised to eventually belong to him.  We may be sure that he wanted to take care of it for the sake of his future inheritance.  Environmental action is one possible natural outgrowth of this kind of understanding.  Taking care of the land (and seas and sky – and all the creatures in them) is, after all, what we were designed, by God himself, to do.  Why should Christians let pantheists and atheists have all the fun of “saving the whales” when participating in the restoration of the world is part of our mandate?

A fourth advantage of a “dominion restored” interpretation of “rest” is that it can also help with conversations about why we often feel insecure.  We are designed to submit only to God.  Humanity lost control of its circumstances when our forebears began to submit to a “creature of the field.”  As we participate in unredeemed humanity, we also have virtually no control over our lives.  Jesus, however, assures us that we will have a return of true dominion – without the insecurity of having to finally submit to the whims of mere human beings or spiritual powers or principalities.  Jesus alone is Lord, and he rules over all.  There is rest in Him.  Dominion belongs to him now, and he will restore it to all who follow him at his return.

Conclusion
The best understanding of the term “rest” in Hebrews 3-4 is that of the restoration of the earthly dominion that humans were created to rule over, under God.  This understanding brings together all of the elements of the understanding of “rest” as developed in Hebrews.  This understanding is also consistent with the writer’s exegesis of the fragments of Ps. 8, Ps. 95 and Gen. 2:2 that are cited in this letter.  Clearly Jesus has inaugurated this “rest” by living, dying, and living again as the Representative Man.  Equally clearly, an unspoiled “new earth” into which Jesus leads his people is a prerequisite for final its consummation.  We are now in Abraham’s shoes, living in a land that is promised to us, yet not already possessors.  We are also in the shoes of the Israelites, moving forward in time to a Promised Land.  We get to follow one who is much better than the “Angel of the Lord” in the pillar of cloud and fire.  We are led by one who is Master of the house that Moses was only a servant in.  That Master gave our first ancestors a world – and they gave it away to the first animal that talked to them.  Esau sold his birthright to Israel’s inheritance for a single meal (Heb. 12:16-17) and could not get it back.  God gave the Israelites a land – and they refused to go in.  Will we also deny ourselves our inheritance?  How much is a truly permanent place to live worth?  That may be the most important question we can ask ourselves each day.
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