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Preface 
 

 Sleep is the most natural of physical processes.  After a 

hard day’s work, after a child’s busy day, after the obligations of the 

waking hours comes…sleep.  As simple as sleep is, it is referred to 

in the Word of God in a wide variety of ways.  From the “sleep of 

death” to the snoozing of sleepy disciples, it is an interesting subject 

to explore. 

 The seed for this study germinated in 1995 when the author 

realized that the Bible sometimes upholds sleep as a good thing, a 

blessing from God; but in other biblical contexts, it is to be avoided 

at all costs.  In still other places, there seems to be a fine distinction 

drawn between sleep and rest.  Certainly this study should not be 

viewed as exhaustive, but it may serve to shed some light on the 

usage of sleep and wakefulness in the Scriptures. 

 The format of the study is to first deal with some general 

background in the introduction, then to proceed to a brief word on a 

“prescription” for a good night’s sleep.  This is followed by a study in 

the wisdom literature of the Bible on commands to diligence.  After 

these two, primarily Old Testament, sections, comes some 

significant work on spiritual alertness and the doctrine of faith-rest.  

These are what the author considers to be the most important and 

main contributions of this study. 

 It is the intent and prayer of this author that these few 

thoughts be a challenge to sleepy saints, and may encourage God’s 

people to both rest in Him and to be busy about the Master’s 

business. 

 

Pastor Laurence D. Brown 

First Baptist Church, North Conway, New Hampshire 
June 1999 
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Introduction 

 

 God designed human beings to require periodic 

recuperation in the form of sleep.  While God neither slumbers 

nor sleeps (Ps. 121:3,4), an adult sleeps between 6 and 9 

hours each day, with 7½ hours as the average.1  At one time it 

was thought that sleep was a homogenous, singular state of 

inactivity.  Since 1953, however, sleep study has yielded much 

information, including the fact that sleep consists of several 

different and distinct phases.  Rapid eye movement (REM) 

sleep and non rapid eye movement (NREM) sleep are the two 

main components of normal sleep. REM sleep is the period in 

which most dreaming occurs.   

This two-phase understanding of sleep is often further 

broken down: REM sleep is its own entity, but NREM sleep is 

usually subdivided into levels or “stages” of sleep, numbered 

one through four,2 differentiated by brain-wave activity.   Sleep 

stage one is where you begin to doze off: not really asleep, but 

relaxed, less aware of your surroundings, and drifting between 

conscious thought and sleep. Stage one also occurs 

throughout the night after momentary awakenings.  Phase two 

is a deeper level of sleep, in which external stimuli (like noises) 

can still cause respondent brain activity in the sleeper, but not 

usually awakening. Sleep deepens in stages three and four; in 

stage four the sleeper is deeply asleep, generally 

unresponsive to all but the most aggressive of stimuli.  If 

forced awake during this period of sleep, the individual will 

often show signs of grogginess and disorientation.  Stage four 
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sleep is often called deep, slow-wave, or “delta” sleep because 

of the type of brain activity taking place.  There is some 

evidence indicating that stage four sleep is the most refreshing 

and the most necessary to adequate brain and body function.3 

A typical normal night’s sleep cycle for a healthy adult 

would look like this: 
1-2-3-4-3-2 REM1-2-3-4-3-2-1REM1-2-3-4-3-2-1REM1-2-3-4-3-2-1 

The first cycle of NREM stages lasts around 70-90 minutes; 

the first REM period lasts from 5 to 15 minutes.  Thereafter, 

the NREM cycles shorten and the REM periods lengthen, with 

especially the stage four sleep getting shorter and shorter 

during the night.  Most NREM sleep is spent in stage two.  

About a quarter of total sleep time is spent in REM sleep.4 

 Decades of sleep research still have not shown the 

exact purpose of sleep.  Some have contended that it is 

necessary for restoration of physical function; others believe 

that it is necessary mental “downtime.”  Sleep is one of the 

limits of finite mankind.  After a certain period of activity, even if 

we push ourselves to the limits of our stamina, we must sleep: 

our brains and bodies begin to shut down involuntarily.  Sleep 

reminds us that we are dependent upon many things; we are 

created beings.  God, however, is not finite; He requires no 

downtime, and He never naps.  Our Creator alone is self-

existent. 

  

Sleep in the Bible 

 Most people in Bible days slept on a mat on the floor 

and used their outer garment (the mantle or cloak) as a 

blanket or bed covering (Ex. 22:26,27).  Apparently the 

wealthy sometimes had beds as raised platforms as well as 

special cloths or coverings for use on their beds (Amos 3:12); 
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“bedsteads” or frames, of iron and of ivory are mentioned in 

the Bible (Amos 6:4; Deut. 3:11).  Pillows do not seem to have 

been generally used, or at least they are not prominently 

mentioned in the Scriptures, with the well-known exception of 

Jacob’s stone pillow (Gen. 28:11). 

 There are many interesting passages in the Bible 

which deal with sleep.  Adam was in a “deep sleep” when God 

removed his rib to form Eve (Gen. 2:21); there are several 

records of visions and revelations occurring in sleep to a 

variety of people: Jacob, Joseph, Pharaoh, Nebuchadnezzar, 

Peter, Pilate’s wife, and others.  It was Elijah who, after the 

victory on Carmel, slept under a broom tree in the wilderness, 

where an angel from the Lord brought him food (I Ki. 19:4-8). 

 One of the more intriguing miracles of our Lord 

involved the small daughter of Jairus, a leader of the 

synagogue in Capernaum.  The events of the case are 

recorded in Matthew 9, Mark 5 and Luke 8.  After having been 

approached by Jairus and having agreed to accompany him to 

heal his daughter, Jesus was interrupted by a woman who 

touched His garment and then melted back into the crowd.  

Mark 5:30 says, “And immediately Jesus, perceiving in Himself 

that the power proceeding from Him had gone forth, turned 

around in the crowd and said, ‘Who touched My garments?’” 

 After the trembling woman came forward and told 

Jesus her experience of twelve years of medical difficulties - 

which had just been healed by touching Jesus’ garment in faith 

- Jesus dismissed her with His blessing.  At that moment, news 

came from Jairus’ house that his daughter had died.  Jesus, 

however, insisted on going to his home.  When He had come 

into the house, accompanied by Peter, James and John, He 

made a curious statement at which the gathered mourners 
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laughed.  “Why make such a commotion and weep?  The child 

has not died, but is asleep” (Mark 5:39).  This same statement 

of our Lord is found also in the Matthew and Luke narratives. 

 Now Jesus elsewhere used “sleep” when speaking of 

“death” (see John 11:1-14).  But when He Himself contrasts 

“has not died” with “but is asleep,” it is my belief that we must 

accept as accurate His diagnosis.  The Master Physician never 

makes a mistake!  Mark’s narrative would lead us to believe 

that the girl was in a coma-like state, which those around could 

perceive only as death.  But Jesus did not need to resurrect 

her; only awaken her.  Luke does state that when Jesus took 

her by the hand and called her, “her spirit returned to her.”  

That sounds like a resurrection; however, the Master’s own 

words were, “she has not died, but is asleep.”  If this event is a 

healing and not a resurrection, this does not detract from the 

miraculous nature of the event.  In fact, that Jesus was able to 

discern the difference and to instantly awaken one lost in a 

coma is indeed miraculous.  The healing was immediate, 

complete and permanent, as are all genuine miraculous 

healings. 

 The commands of the Lord in this home are also 

interesting.  He “gave them strict orders that no one should 

know about this; and He said that something should be given 

her to eat.”  The Messiah was acutely aware of the Father’s 

timing, and He sought to avoid any surge of public sentiment 

before the proper time. He is also the absolutely perfect 

example of thoughtfulness and compassion.  His parting words 

to the no-doubt ecstatic and dumbfounded parents were that 

they ought to provide her with something to eat.  No detail or 

care of life is too small for the Master. 
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Sleep As a Metaphor for Death 

 One of the major uses of “sleep” in the Word of God is 

as a representative for death.  In the Old Testament, this type 

of phrasing first occurs in Deuteronomy 31:16: “And the Lord 

said to Moses, ‘Behold you are about to lie down with your 

fathers…” (Literally, this word is “sleep.”)  Thereafter it occurs 

in II Samuel 7:12 and formulaically in the histories of the kings 

of Judah and Israel in Kings and Chronicles about thirty-four 

more times.   

 Why is this?  Why did the Holy Spirit choose this 

particular wording?  What is the significance of “sleeping with 

the fathers” in the Old Testament, and of (for example) “those 

who have fallen asleep in Jesus” in the New Testament? 

 The first part of the answer to this question must be, of 

necessity, an explanation of what it is not: the false doctrine of 

soul-sleep must be refuted. 

 The Seventh-Day Adventists, among other groups, 

believe that “between death and the second coming of Christ, 

all souls are in dreamless sleep (thus oblivious of the lapse of 

time and without moral change) from which they are 

simultaneously awakened for the judgment.”5 (To support their 

fallacious thinking, they often turn to passages such as Acts 

7:60 and 13:36; I Corinthians 15:6; and I Thessalonians 4:13-

15.) 

 What exactly is meant by “sleep” (the Greek word 

used is  “koimao”) in these passages?  Do saints 

enter into an unconscious intermediate state at death?  The 

biblical evidence clearly refutes this.  Observe Luke 16:19-31.  

It is relevant to the intermediate state - after death and before 

the resurrection.  In this passage we see individuals speaking, 
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thinking, remembering, communicating, regretting – all actions 

of conscious beings.  In fact, there must be bodies of some 

kind: Lazarus is requested to “dip the tip of his finger” in water; 

and the rich man must be in a body to experience the “agony 

in this flame.” 

 There are many, many passages of Scripture 

supporting the immediate transfer of the believer from this 

earthly existence into the conscious, physical presence with 

the Lord upon death.  “We are of good courage, I say, and 

prefer rather to be absent from the body and to be at home 

with the Lord,” the apostle Paul wrote in II Corinthians 5:8.  He 

said nothing of any intermediate state of sleep.  This is also 

the implication of I Corinthians 15:51,52.  Speaking of the 

resurrection to occur at the rapture, Paul states that the 

change of the body will occur “in a moment, in the twinkling of 

an eye.”  While this refers to those who are not “asleep” – that 

is, who have not died prior to the Lord’s return for His saints, 

we have no reason to believe that the transition from death to 

the presence of Christ in heaven is any less instantaneous.  

Why would the translation of living saints be immediate, when 

those who have died in Christ must be in suspended animation 

for great lengths of time?   Remember also the words of our 

Savior on the cross?  He said to the thief, “Today you shall be 

with Me in paradise” (Lk. 24:43). 

There is absolutely no Scripture to support the twisted 

view that Christians exist somewhere in an unconscious “soul-

sleep” state.  On the contrary, one of the great expectations of 

all blood-bought, sincere believers in the Lord Jesus Christ is 

that immediately upon our leaving the body behind in death, 

the holy angels will usher us into the physical presence of the 

King of Glory: “We shall see Him just as He is”! (I Jn. 3:2). 
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We return, then, to the curious wording of numerous 

Old Testament texts to which we previously referred.  

“Sleeping with the fathers” has absolutely nothing to do with 

the erroneous and non-biblical idea of soul-sleep.  This much 

we have seen.  Then what does this phrase mean? 

There are two main concepts that we can draw from 

the use of this phrase.  The first is that there appears to be 

some sort of continuity beyond the grave.  When we awake 

from normal sleep, we will not have changed personality into 

something unrecognizable; we are the same.  We will be the 

same individuals on the other side of death, albeit with distinct 

and profound transformation (for believers, this means an 

undying body and a nature free from sin).  Also, to “sleep with 

one’s fathers” suggests that perhaps family and Christian 

relationships are recognized in the life beyond death.  Some 

Christians fear that all beautiful, blessed and God-ordained 

relationships among people will be erased from memory in 

heaven.  This is probably not the case.  We will recognize 

wives, husbands, children, parents, and friends.  It is true that 

in the presence of Christ all other relationships will fade to their 

appropriate levels of importance – and properly so.  But those 

Christ-honoring relationships which He has initiated and 

blessed to bring glory to Himself may well have some sort of 

continuity in glory. 

Second, note that this sleep – while not at all 

resembling the so-called “soul-sleep” of the cultists – does 

indeed imply a waking.  The waking is not the rising out of a 

coma, but is rather the waking up into the presence and 

likeness of Christ.  David, in Psalm 17:15 puts it like this: “As 

for me, I shall behold your face in righteousness; I will be 

satisfied with Your likeness when I awake.”  Have you ever 
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had a dream in which you thought you awoke?  Perhaps in 

your dream you got up, had coffee, got ready for the day, and 

so on, and only when you truly awakened did you realize that it 

had all been a dream.  Anything we might say about our state 

in glory beyond a few hints in Scripture is speculation.  

However, it may well feel as though we are awaking into real 

life.  For Christians, it may feel as though “real life” begins the 

moment we see the face of the One Who died for us, and 

stand before Him at the Judgment Seat of Christ.  There will 

be great joy and splendor, perhaps also with great regrets for 

those who have not served Him faithfully.   
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Chapter 1: A Biblical Prescription for a Good 
Night’s Sleep 

 

 He Who watches over Israel does not slumber or 

sleep, but humans must sleep or they will die.  God never 

needs sleep; He is the Creator.  But we creatures are finite 

even in terms of our need to be recharged by sleep on a 

regular basis.  Sleep deprivation has turned out to be one of 

the great scourges of modern society.  Recent research in the 

United States indicates that as many as “70 million people – 

43 percent of the adult population – suffer from sleep 

deprivation.  The average American, in fact, amasses a sleep 

debt of 338 hours, or roughly two weeks, every year.”1   This 

term, “sleep debt,” is used by researchers to designate the lack 

of enough sleep.  If you sleep one hour less than you need for 

a single night, you have one hour of sleep debt.  However, 

contrary to what many people believe, sleep debt is 

cumulative.  This means that after eight nights of missing one 

hour of needed sleep, you now have eight hours of sleep debt.  

To pay back the debt, you need to spend an equal amount of 

time in sleep soon after the deprivation.  There does seem to 

be a “cap” to sleep-debt, however.  One study suggests that 

about 17 hours of “catching-up,” in addition to your normal full 

night of sleep, spread out over three weeks, will pay back all 

that is possible to do of sleep debt.2.   

The deprivation of needed sleep has an impact on the 

mind and the body.  For example, the loss of four hours of 

needed sleep in a single night can result in a 45 percent slow-

down in your reaction time (e.g., to respond to a pedestrian in 

the crosswalk ahead of your car).  Studies have linked sleep 

deprivation with inadequate insulin production3 and immune 
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system dysfunction4.  “A recent study showed that people who 

were awake for up to 19 hours scored worse on performance 

tests and alertness scales than those with a blood alcohol level 

of .08 percent – legally drunk in some states…After four hours 

of sleep a night, people scored lower on tests of judgment, 

response time, and attention, than those who slept eight hours.  

And the short sleepers made more mistakes”5. 

 One of the more intriguing findings from studies on 

sleep and circadian (from the Latin, circa “around” and dies, 

“day”) cycles is that the human body may be set to run on a 

clock of 24.9 hours, rather than merely 24 hours.  Research on 

blind people, animals and “free-running” sleep arrangements 

indicates that “for most people the day is around 25 hours 

long.”6 The body seems to have light-sensitive spots including 

the eyes and perhaps even areas behind the knees, which 

help to “reset” the body’s clock each day to the 24-hour world.   

We might speculate that this mismatch between the created 

world around us and our own internal biological clocks could 

be the result of sin and/or the curse of God in Genesis chapter 

three. 

 As to the length of time for a proper night’s sleep, 

there are, as might be expected, many variables, including the 

amount of time an individual spends in REM sleep and in 

deep, slow-wave sleep.  However, when sleep study subjects 

are allowed to sleep naturally without any time markers (lights, 

alarm clocks, etc.) they tend to sleep right around eight hours 

and fifteen minutes.7   It is possible that this could be the ideal 

amount of time for normal sleep for most people.  

There are few things more frustrating than a sleepless 

night.  The hours seem to drag on, and still, despite the 

knowledge that we need sleep, our mind is awake, and our 
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eyes open…until dawn when we begin to doze, only to awaken 

a half hour later to begin the day!  Several people in the Bible 

were said to have had insomnia.  Ahaseurus in Esther 6:1, and 

Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 6:18 both spent sleepless nights.  

Jacob claimed to have spent several years with so much 

watchfulness that he slept little (Gen. 31:40); and Paul stated 

that sleepless nights were part of his burden as a servant of 

God (II Cor. 6:5). 

 There are several potential physiological causes for 

insomnia.  This study is not a medical text; nevertheless, if 

Christians are to be at their best for the Lord, it behooves us to 

understand physical factors affecting the quantity and quality 

of our sleep.  We will nod in the direction of some of these 

factors.  However, there are also many possible spiritual 

causes for the inability to sleep well.  The physical and the 

spiritual are often inter-related; but we primarily desire to 

examine some Bible passages that deal with principles for a 

good night’s sleep. 

 

Potential Physical Causes of Sleep Problems 

 What are some physical factors which may keep us 

awake and therefore deprive us of needed sleep?  Most 

people know that caffeine, which occurs in coffee and tea, is a 

stimulant, and that overuse of caffeine is a common cause for 

insomnia.  But there are several other potential physical 

factors.  The light that blankets our cities, towns and villages 

from streetlights, cars and business signs, seems to disrupt the 

human body’s natural responses to darkness.  In fact, didn’t 

our Lord say, “We must work the works of Him who sent Me as 

long as it is day; night is coming when no one can work” (John 

9:4)?   The implication is that daytime is the time for work; 
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night is for something else – rest.  Bedrooms which are too 

light can contribute to poor sleep.  Make sure that you have 

room-darkening shades or blinds on your bedroom windows if 

you live in a location where light is a problem at night. 

 A similar problem is noise.  If you live in a noisy 

neighborhood, you may be at risk for having a lower quality of 

sleep than you otherwise would.  A study done in the 1970s 

found that people who lived near the Los Angeles airport had 

an average of forty-five minutes less “useful” (deep, slow-

wave) sleep per night than other people who lived in quiet 

places.  This was true even though those studied had lived 

there at least six years.8   One solution is earplugs; also, so-

called “white noise” generators (like a fan or air conditioner), as 

long as they are not too loud, may help to cover intermittent 

sounds that can cause partial wakening.  

 Exercise is great, but too much exercise too late in the 

day may cause the body to be so pumped full of energizing 

hormones, like adrenaline, that it is difficult to doze off properly 

at night.  Even such apparently harmless activities as watching 

late-night television can interfere with the normal rhythms of 

the body preparing itself for rest.  If you watch heart-stopping 

action you are actually dosing yourself with adrenaline.  When 

the show is done at 11:00 pm, you turn off the TV; but the 

effects of the adrenaline in your system may last for a good 

while yet.  The television may be off, but your body surely is 

not!  Is this a proper way to be a steward of your body for the 

Lord? 

 Incidentally, this can be one area where physical 

factors cross over into spiritual ones.  First, simply allowing the 

TV to dictate to us when we go to sleep may be sin. If we need 

rest, but we are driven to see how a program ends, who is 
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making our decisions – the Lord or the TV?  Second, what 

exactly are we putting into our minds via the television?  Do 

the themes, images, sounds and ideas conveyed through the 

“tube” conform to the principles of Philippians 4:4-9?  Staying 

awake to watch a show that violates the principles of the 

Scripture not only puts demands on our bodies that don’t need 

to be there, it also puts thoughts into our hearts and minds that 

could well lead us away from godliness.  

 Probably the most well-known stimulant which poses 

potential problems for healthy sleep is caffeine.   The effects of 

caffeine peak between one half-hour and one hour after 

ingestion and caffeine takes around six hours to metabolize 

through the body9, but especially in older people, the clearing 

time may be up to 24 hours10.  Most coffee blends in the 

United States contain between 80 and 120 milligrams of 

caffeine per typical 8 ounce cup11; tea contains between 40 

and 90 milligrams of caffeine12, and hot cocoa contains 

caffeine plus other stimulants, such as a compound called 

theobromine, which can disrupt sleep in some people13.  You 

should note that some soft drinks contain caffeine.  Certainly 

limiting one’s intake of caffeine-containing drinks and 

substances (even chocolate candy contains some caffeine), 

especially late in the day or evening, would seem to be 

wisdom for those whose sleep is easily disturbed or who have 

trouble falling asleep. 

 If you take medication for various conditions, including 

blood pressure problems, asthma, and others, you should be 

aware that some medications can act as stimulants.  Two 

substances that have been clinically demonstrated to harm 

sleep are alcohol and nicotine.   
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A Biblical Prescription for a Good Night’s Sleep 

 We have looked at physical factors that can negatively 

influence how much or how well we sleep.  As a steward of the 

mind and body that the Lord gave you to use for Him, you 

would do well to think through whether or not you are sleeping 

enough - and well enough - so that your functioning is at 

maximum for His glory.  Now we will turn our attention to 

Scriptural principles for good sleep. 

 

I.  A Clear Conscience.  The first thing to notice about 

the Bible’s instructions for a good night’s sleep is that a clear 

conscience helps us to rest easy.  This is a truism, but let us 

look at a few Bible passages that have reference to this 

concept.  Under this heading, observe that hard work is 

extolled in the Scriptures.  Ecclesiastes 5:12 says, “The sleep 

of the working man is pleasant, whether he eats little or much, 

but the full stomach of the rich man does not allow him to 

sleep.”  The satisfaction of knowing that you have done 

something useful with your time, abilities and resources is a 

great aid in sleep.  To know that God has given you valuable 

things (like your time or talent) which you have squandered in 

wasteful sloth or unprofitable activities can lead you to lie 

awake at night, questioning yourself.  How much better to be 

able to put your head on your pillow at night with a clear 

conscience, knowing that whatever you did in the course of the 

day, you did it with all your heart!  It is possible that some 

believer reading this might have a physical illness or condition 

which prohibits him or her from a lot of physical activity.  But 

the scriptural principle is, “From everyone who has been given 

much, much will be required; and to whom they entrusted 
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more, of him they will ask all the more” (Luke 12:48).  If God 

has not given you great health and  talent, then He will not 

hold you accountable for those things; but His standard is 

always faithfulness: “In this case, moreover, it is required of 

stewards that one be found trustworthy” (I Cor. 4:2).  You are 

accountable for what He has given you. 

Still pursuing this idea, notice next Proverbs 6:20-22.  

“My son, observe the commandment of your father and do not 

forsake the teaching of your mother; Bind them continually on 

your heart; Tie them around your neck.  When you walk about, 

they will guide you; When you sleep, they will watch over you; 

And when you awake, they will talk to you.”  The theme of 

these verses is obviously obedience to God and to God-given 

authority.  Regardless of whether we would consider a given 

day “good” or “bad,” we can rest well if we have obeyed the 

Lord.  Proverbs 3:13, 21-24 is also in this vein.  “How blessed 

is the man who finds wisdom and the man who gains 

understanding…My son, let them not depart from your sight; 

keep sound wisdom and discretion; So they will be life to your 

soul and adornment to your neck.  Then you will walk in your 

way securely and your foot will not stumble.  When you lie 

down, you will not be afraid; when you lie down, your sleep will 

be sweet.” 

 These verses teach the benefit of a clear conscience 

in regard to obeying the Lord.  When we have obeyed God, 

regardless of what anyone else may think about us, we can 

sleep sweetly. 

 Now, we need to qualify the above statements with the 

additional words of Scripture on this point.  The conscience 

can be warped and twisted.  Proverbs 4:16, speaking about 

the character of wicked men, says, “For they cannot sleep 
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unless they do evil; and they are robbed of sleep unless they 

make someone stumble.”  The conscience must be in tune 

with the Word of God and the Spirit of God; or else it can be 

seared, or burned through continuous exposure to evil.  Thus 

the hardened crook cannot rest well if he has not harmed or 

stolen from someone, just as the person whose conscience is 

sensitive to truth cannot rest well if he has done wrong.  

 An additional point may be helpful here: for some 

people (“workaholics” and “perfectionists”), their personal 

standards for what constitutes a good day’s work are so high 

that they are virtually unattainable.  They lie awake at night 

checking off all their failures, or all the things that they did not 

get done.  Certainly we want to be responsible, hardworking 

and conscientious.  God commands us to be so.  However, 

God also made us with limitations.  Unlike our Creator, Who is 

infinite in power and ability, we have built-in limits.  There are 

only twenty-four hours in a day; we must have sleep; our 

bodies and brains can only handle so much – and so on.  

Therefore the key to being able to rest well at night is to know 

that in God’s eyes we have done all that He expects of us.  It is 

not our standards that count – we may be too soft, or too hard 

on ourselves.  We must be in tune with what God wants us to 

do and to achieve.  If we are in tune, then generally we should 

be able to lie down at night with a clear conscience, talk to the 

Lord, and drift off into refreshing sleep. 

 

 II.  A Current Prayer Life.   The second thing we 

notice in the Bible’s wisdom on getting a good night’s sleep is 

the importance of having an active daily prayer relationship 

with God.  Do you ever find yourself retiring for the night, 

exhausted, worn out, but so full of anxiety and worry that you 
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cannot shut off your brain?  This is quite common.  It afflicts 

most people occasionally, and many people frequently.  Now, 

there are doubtless times when our heavenly Father wants us 

to stay up to think about an issue, to discuss it with someone, 

or to search the Scriptures for answers.  We will discuss this 

concept more shortly.  But as a general rule, since He 

designed us to require sleep, it stands to reason that He wants 

us to be able to sleep well.   

 One of the great truths of Scripture, which many 

Christians can quote, but which in truth not many Christians 

practice, is: “casting all your anxiety on Him, because He cares 

for you” (I Peter 5:7).  Does this verse really mean that we can 

throw all our worries, fears, doubts and qualms onto our God?  

And does it mean that He really does care about us – cares so 

deeply, in fact, that He wants us to tell Him all about the details 

of our lives?  Indeed, this verse does say exactly that.  God 

loves us more than we can comprehend, and He does desire 

that we roll our burdens onto Him.   

 Psalm 55:17 tells us, “Evening and morning and at 

noon, I will complain and murmur, and He will hear my voice.”  

This passage tells us that we can be honest with God.  

Certainly we do not want to accuse Him of anything less than 

grace, righteousness and truth with us or with any situation; 

but God tells us that we can come to Him with any need or 

anxiety at any time and honestly talk to Him about our 

troubles.  We do not want to complain about Him or at Him; but 

we can forthrightly tell Him all our troubles.  How wonderful it is 

to know that we can turn to the Lord at any hour of the day or 

night, commit our cares to Him, and know that He is working 

out the solution far better than we ever could!   
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Quite often I have told individuals who have come to 

me for advise and counsel with problems to read a Psalm (the 

Psalms are a divine blend of the hard realities of life with the 

grace, care and provision of God) and then pray before going 

to bed for the night.  Their prayer might go something like this: 

“Father, You know that You created me to need rest; and You 

know that this burden is too heavy for me to bear.  Please take 

care of the problem: I commit it into Your gracious, all-powerful 

care.  Allow me to sleep well tonight so that tomorrow I may 

have Your wisdom and strength to handle the challenges of 

the day in a godly way, using your Word and your wisdom.  In 

Jesus’ Name, Amen.” 

 Any relationship where there is continuous, open 

communication will naturally be healthier than one where little 

communication takes place.  Nowhere is this more applicable 

than in the connection between a child of God and his 

heavenly Father.  Casting our cares on Him allows us to rest 

well, knowing that His care for us goes far beyond our human 

understanding. 

 

 III.  A Child-Like Reliance on the Father.  This 

aspect of our Bible prescription for sleep is very similar to the 

prayer life we noted above.  Let us observe a couple of 

passages in the Psalms which speak to the relationship 

between good sleep and our faith in the Father. 

 Psalm 3:5 says, “I lay down and slept; I awoke, for the 

Lord sustains me.”  And Psalm 4:8 says, “In peace I will both 

lie down and sleep, for You alone, O Lord make me to dwell in 

safety.”  Those of us who are parents can perhaps relate to the 

uneasy stirrings of small children, troubled by illness or 

anxiety.  They toss back and forth and cry out.  But the 
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soothing words and comforting arms of Mom or Dad calm the 

child back into quiet, trusting slumber.  How wonderful it is to 

be able to trust God for any and all needs, to rest quietly in His 

all-powerful arms!  No harm can approach us there.  Even 

those things that we assume to be “bad” are, in His great love 

and sovereign wisdom, for our good (Romans 8:28).          

 As we grow in our Christian faith and walk, we 

discover more and more the joy of simple confidence in God.  

Rather than growing more independent, the mature believer 

grows more dependent on his Father.  He has learned through 

long experience, that the will of his Father is always best, that 

the Lord is faithful, always there, always reliable, always 

protecting, guiding, chastening and loving.  He has seen God’s 

wonderful answers to prayer hundreds of times, and has 

learned that nothing in life or death can threaten him: His God 

is over all!  When we have that kind of uncomplicated trust in 

the Lord, we can lay our heads on our pillows and sleep in 

sweet peace till the challenges of the new day are upon us. 

 

IV. What About Dreams and Visions?  We might 

raise a question at this point: does God ever give us dreams 

and visions in the night (or at any other time)?  Certainly 

various people in the Scriptures had information given to them 

from God by this method.  Jacob, Ezekiel, John, Peter – all 

these and many more experienced revelatory visions.  But 

God has clearly stated in I Corinthians 13:8 that any kind of 

revelation has ceased.  When the canon of Scripture was 

closed, partial revelation (like that given through the 

supernatural gifts of prophecy, tongues and knowledge) 

ceased.  God does not communicate by these means any 

longer.  Now we have the finished Word of God, and the Holy 
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Spirit takes the truths of the Word and makes them applicable 

and pointed in our hearts.  Whatever else dreams may mean, 

they are not communication from God.  They may in fact reflect 

problems we are wrestling with, or the desires and ambitions of 

our hearts (see Jeremiah 23:25-28).  But they never represent 

new truth from God. God communicates today through His 

written Word – not through dreams, visions or audible voices. 

 

 V. What To Do When You Can’t Sleep.  We have 

looked at several concepts pertaining to the Bible’s 

“prescription” for a good night’s rest.  If we faithfully follow the 

Word, most people should be able to sleep well most of the 

time.  However, sometimes insomnia seems to occur for no 

particular reason.  As we search our minds and hearts, we 

confirm that there is no unconfessed sin between ourselves 

and the Lord; that our prayer life is current, and that we are 

trusting the Father.  Yet sleep remains far away.  What should 

we do?   

We could perhaps refine this question by asking, 

“Does God ever want me to be awake at night?  Is it always 

His will for me to get a great night’s sleep?”  The answer is that 

God may sometimes want you to be awake at night because 

He has something better than sleep for you at that point.  We 

have already established the fact that since God created us to 

need sleep, in general He desires us to get the rest our bodies 

and minds need.  But there are exceptions.  Some obvious 

ones might be when our jobs require us to work at night, or 

when our child is ill and needs our care and love during the 

dark hours of the night, or when there is an emergency in the 

church family and we can be of assistance.  For some 

Christians, chronic situations like pain or various physical 
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conditions may cause them to not sleep normally or to not get 

very much sleep on a consistent basis.  What about people 

like this? 

In addition to those with specific diseases or physical 

ailments, many believers on some occasions simply cannot 

drift off to sleep.  The experts think that getting up after you are 

sure that you are not able to sleep is probably the right thing.  

If you have been in bed for 45 minutes or more, and there is 

no hint that you are dozing off, getting up probably does make 

sense.  Some suggest warm milk; others think turning on the 

television or reading a book is a good idea.  But does the Bible 

have any suggestions?  As a matter of fact, it does! 

 

A.  Meditation.  Psalm 4:4 says, “Tremble, and do not 

sin; meditate in your heart upon your bed, and be still.  Selah.”  

It could well be true that much mental sin is committed at night, 

when our minds are tired and more susceptible to fear, 

selfishness, doubting God and turning away from Him.  Our 

tired minds can quickly cave in to temptation and justifying our 

sin.  But David here warns us about this, and he tells us about 

meditation.  Meditation is a great tool for spiritual growth.  

Unlike its occult counterfeits (transcendental meditation, 

“channeling,” and “journaling,” for example, in which the mind 

is emptied and open to outside spiritual entities), scriptural 

meditation is the inward pondering and “chewing” on the Word 

of God.  It is mulling over and seeking for application and 

strength from God’s revealed Truth.  It could perhaps be 

likened to a cow chewing its cud – the Christian goes over and 

over a verse in his mind seeking the kernels of spiritual 

nourishment there, so that he may grow thereby.   
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Psalm 1:2 declares that one of the characteristics of 

the blessed, godly person is that “his delight is in the law of the 

Lord, and in His law he meditates day and night.”  Another 

psalm states, “I will praise the Lord, who counsels me; even at 

night my heart instructs me” (Psalm 16:7, NIV).  This 

“instruction” is the practical benefit of meditating upon God’s 

Word, and of seeking ways to implement its truths and 

principles.  Meditation is one great thing to do with your time 

when you are awake at night.   

 

B.  Prayer.  Another scriptural suggestion for handling 

insomnia is to pray.  Our Lord prayed at night, apparently more 

than once.  Luke 6:12 tells us that He spent the night in prayer. 

Paul and Silas were singing hymns and praying in the 

Philippian jail at midnight (Acts 16:25). It may well be that on a 

particular night, time spent in prayer with your loving, wise, all-

powerful heavenly Father is more valuable and precious than 

sleep.  Oftentimes, prayer in the night hours allows us to 

contemplate an issue more thoroughly from God’s viewpoint 

than we can during the busy daytime.  Sometimes the 

darkness of the night and loneliness of life lead us to more fully 

express our utter dependence upon the Father. 

But what about falling asleep while praying at night?  

Several people have expressed embarrassment to me about 

falling asleep while talking to the Lord.  Surely, if this were to 

happen in all our conversations with God (including those that 

take place in the daytime), there would be a problem!  Just as 

you would be disappointed if your best friend dozed off every 

time you sat down to talk together, God must be offended if we 

cannot see the significance of communing with Him.  

(Remember Jesus’ words in the garden of Gethsemane?  
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“Could you not keep watch for one hour?”  Mark 14:37.)   

However, I believe that falling asleep at night, even while 

praying to the Lord, is generally a good thing.  It indicates that 

we have arrived at a point of peace and trust in God’s plans 

such that we can now sleep.  Psalm 131:2,3 says, “Surely I 

have composed and quieted my soul; like a weaned child rests 

against his mother, my soul is like a weaned child within me.  

O Israel, hope in the Lord from this time forth and forever.”  I 

do not think that God is angry with us when we doze off at 

night while praying to Him.  He knows that we are merely 

small, finite creatures: He knows what we are made of, since 

He Himself created us.  And I believe that He lovingly accepts 

our prayers, even when we quietly fade off into sleep as a sign 

of our child-like trust in Him. 

Having said that, why not start working through your 

prayer list the next time you awaken at 2:00 a.m. and cannot 

fall back asleep?  Remember not merely to pray for yourself 

and your needs; perhaps the reason the Lord caused you to 

wake up was to pray for someone else.  If our minds and 

hearts are in communion with the Lord in the still hours of the 

night, those times can be wonderful.  

Certainly meditation on the Word of God and prayer to 

our God are worthwhile habits to cultivate to combat insomnia.  

Perhaps even those times that we are awake at night, rather 

than being filled with frustration and resentment, can be times 

of great spiritual benefit and accomplishment. 
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Worksheet for “A Biblical Prescription for a Good 

Night’s Sleep” 

Physical Factors 

1. Do you drink caffeinated coffee in the afternoon or 

evening? 

2. Do you drink tea, cocoa or soda which has caffeine in it 

late in the day? 

3. Do you eat chocolate in the late afternoon or at night? 

4. Do you exercise vigorously within an hour of bedtime? 

5. Is your bedroom very dark (when the shades or blinds 

are drawn, no light comes through)? 

6. Are there loud noises in your neighborhood that 

regularly disturb your sleep? 

7. Do you allow television programs to dictate when you go 

to sleep? 

 

Spiritual Factors 

8. Do you have a clear conscience before you lie down to 

sleep at night?  (Have you sincerely confessed all 

known sin to the Lord?) 

9. When you lie down at night, do you feel that you have 

met your responsibilities for the day in the Lord’s eyes? 

10. Do your body and mind feel full of anxiety and tension at 

night? 

11. Do you have a consistent and meaningful prayer life? 

12. Do you truly commit your problems and cares to the 

Father? 
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Chapter 2: Biblical Injunctions to Avoid Sleep 
 

 In the previous chapter we looked at God’s principles 

for having regular and restful sleep.  It is a true statement that 

God wants us, generally, to sleep well.  However, in this 

section of our study, we will see when God doesn’t want us to 

sleep.   

 Psalm 132 is an interesting little insight into the 

intensity of David’s desire to build a temple for God.  Verses 2-

5 say, “How he swore to the Lord and vowed to the Mighty 

One of Jacob, ‘Surely I will not enter my house, nor lie on my 

bed; I will not give sleep to my eyes or slumber to my eyelids 

until I find a place for the Lord, a dwelling place for the Mighty 

One of Jacob.”   Building a house for the Lord was more 

important to David at that point in his life than sleep.  This is a 

good balance to keep in mind.  The Scriptures teach us that 

God wants us to get sleep, in proper amount and proportion; 

but sleep is not an end in itself.  And sleep must occasionally 

be preempted. 

Proverbs 6:9-11 give us a good introduction to the 

Bible passages on this heading: “How long will you lie down, O 

sluggard?  When will you arise from your sleep?  ‘A little sleep, 

a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest’ – your 

poverty will come in like a vagabond and your need like an 

armed man.”  These verses point out that sleep – here used to 

typify laziness – can lead toward poverty and ruin, if there is 

too much of it.  This point is repeated in Proverbs 24:33,34, “’A 

little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest,’ 

then your poverty will come as a robber and your want as an 

armed man.” 
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 While God desires us to get the rest we need, there 

are sometimes higher priorities and things that demand our 

attention, even to the point of doing without enough sleep. For 

such times, the Lord provides the needed grace and strength 

to carry out His will.  The principle is simply one of hard work 

and attention to the priorities of life.  It is borne out in passages 

like II Thessalonians 3:6-12, which deals with the problem of 

laziness and with busybodies who refuse to work to earn their 

own living.  Paul’s command was concise and specific: “if 

anyone is not willing to work, then he is not to eat, either” (II 

Thess. 3:10).  These clear words are sometimes overlooked by 

believers.  I suggest to you that an able-bodied Christian who 

is receiving public assistance instead of seeking meaningful 

work is guilty of the sin of laziness.  I am not speaking of 

disabilities or other mitigating circumstances; but rather 

pointing out the clear scriptural principle that laziness is sin. 

 Notice also the words of Solomon in Proverbs 20:13, 

“Do not love sleep, or you will become poor; open your eyes, 

and you will be satisfied with food.”  There is nothing wrong 

with needing sleep or requiring sleep.  There is something 

wrong with loving sleep for its own sake.  This is laziness, and 

is condemned by God’s Word.  There are, of course, medical 

conditions (like certain malfunctions of the thyroid gland, 

narcolepsy, and others) that can cause extreme and chronic 

fatigue or indeed can cause an individual to fall asleep at any 

time.  We are not addressing those biological issues here.  

The Scriptures do speak to the matter of hard work and 

diligence, however, and Christians are to have a testimony as 

industrious and conscientious people. 

 Another specific principle concerning diligence is 

related to the above; it deals with diligence to be free from 
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financial bonds.  Proverbs 6:1-5 warns about the negative 

impact of co-signing a loan with someone (“becoming surety”); 

but the truth can be applied to many such financial obligations.  

“My son if you have become surety for your neighbor, have 

given a pledge for a stranger…Do this then, my son, and 

deliver yourself; Since you have come into the hand of your 

neighbor…Do not give sleep to your eyes, Nor slumber to your 

eyelids; Deliver yourself like a gazelle from the hunter’s 

hand…”  Rather than a life of luxury and laziness, Christians 

should be characterized by their industriousness and hard 

work.  Solomon wrote in Ecclesiastes 9:10, “Whatever your 

hand finds to do, do it with all your might…” 

 Balance is always an important factor.  A 

misinterpretation of our last chapter might make you think that 

we are teaching that you must get eight hours of sleep or be in 

sin. A misunderstanding of this chapter might lead you to 

believe that you must be a hard-driving, obsessive workaholic.  

Neither of these is necessarily and absolutely true.  The Word 

of God is balanced, and teaches balance.  In fact, in Proverbs 

10:5 we find another injunction to diligence: but it implies a 

balance as well.  “He who gathers in summer is a son who acts 

wisely, but he who sleeps in harvest is a son who acts 

shamefully.”  Certainly the principle taught in this verse is hard 

work.  Observe, however, that there is an implied contrast 

between the time of harvest – summer – and the time of 

comparative rest – winter.   

 The American work-ethic has contributed to the US 

being the greatest producer nation (and consumer nation, we 

might add) in the world.  Christians should recognize that there 

are trade-offs involved in setting our sights on material 

prosperity, however.  “Between 1977 and 1997, the average 
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workweek (among salaried Americans working 20 hours or 

more) lengthened from 43 to 47 hours.  Over the same 

years…the number of workers putting in 50 or more hours a 

week jumped from 24 percent to 37 percent.”1   

 God wants us to be diligent workers; but He also 

grants us times of rest and sleep.  There should be a balance 

between the hard work of the believer and his rest.  If you are 

so driven that you are running your body into an early grave, 

you are violating the principle of stewardship of the temple of 

the Holy Spirit.  Likewise, if you never have time for your 

family, are always rushed when it comes to devotions, church 

services and involvement, then you are too busy.  On the other 

end of the spectrum, if you are lazy and looking for someone 

else to take care of your responsibilities for you, you are in sin.  

God commands us to be diligent for His glory. 
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Chapter 3: Principles of Spiritual Alertness 
 

 The effects of sleepy, fatigued people trying to operate 

machinery, drive vehicles and make important decisions in 

everyday life can be dangerous, even potentially catastrophic.  

It is a fact that an estimated 41.6% of traffic accidents 

recorded in 1988 in the US are attributable to sleepiness by 

drivers.1  This amounts to about 100,000 crashes a year on 

America’s roads and highways2, and about 17689 deaths.3  

There are many reports of flawed decisions and actions taken 

by normally competent individuals in government (peace 

negotiations, congressional debates) and industry (air traffic 

control, nuclear power plants).  Missing just a few hours of 

sleep in a single night can and does impair judgment.   

 But there is perhaps an even greater danger: 

“sleepwalking” Christians.  It is possible that the majority of 

believers in Christ today are somnambulant.  They breathe, 

walk and work, but they are oblivious to spiritual warfare taking 

place right in front of their eyes.  They go to church, name the 

Name of Christ and talk to people, but they are unaware of 

spiritual realities all around them.  The culprit is not lack of 

physical sleep, but spiritual lethargy and doziness.   

 Several times in the New Testament, Christians are 

challenged or commanded to be awake.  Two words are used 

in these contexts.  One is agrupnia (Greek: agrupnia), 

which is itself composed of two root words, agros, meaning an 

open space or field, and hupnos, meaning sleep.  It thus 

means to sleep in the open field, and therefore to sleep little or 

not at all.  (Any one who has been on an overnight camping 

trip most likely has experience in this!)  It arrives at the idea of 
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wakefulness through a negative means.  The second word is 

gregoreo (grhgorew; incidentally this is the original of our 

English given name “Gregory”).  This word means alert, 

vigilant, watchful; it is the positive view of the same concept 

found in agrupnia.  Agrupnia is found six times in the New 

Testament; gregoreo occurs twenty-two times. 

 In these evil days it is crucial that we, as Christians, 

shake off our spiritual sleepiness and heed the call of the Word 

to be alert and vigilant.  Let us examine the truths of the Bible 

to see what this means and why it is important to do so. 

 
I.  The Content of Wakefulness: Discernment 

 We begin our discussion of spiritual alertness by 

calling attention to four passages in the New Testament which 

make use of our word gregoreo (to be alert, vigilant).  These 

texts are I Corinthians 16:13; Acts 20:31; I Thessalonians 5:6 

and I Peter 5:8.   

In I Corinthians chapter sixteen, the apostle Paul is 

drawing to a close his first letter to the Corinthian church.  He 

touches on the proposed financial gift for the saints back in 

Jerusalem.  He encourages the believers at Corinth to warmly 

receive Timothy, and he explains why Apollos has not yet 

arrived there.  He greets and mentions some colleagues, and 

he gives final, brief words of instruction.  Verses thirteen and 

fourteen contain five short commands: “Be on the alert, stand 

firm in the faith, act like men, be strong.  Let all that you do be 

done in love.”  Let us briefly examine these phrases. 

Be on the alert is an English translation of our word of 

interest, gregoreo.  The first point Paul wishes to drive home is 

that the Corinthian believers must be awake, alert and vigilant.  

Suppose for a moment that you are about to go into the 
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operating room for very serious surgery.  Just before the 

anesthesiologist puts you asleep, you catch a glimpse of your 

trusted surgeon: he is unshaven, unkempt and asleep in a 

chair.  And now he is about to take your life in his hands!  

Christians have been entrusted with eternal life, with the Word 

of God and with the great principles of edification, 

sanctification and evangelism.  This is important stuff!  We 

must be serious and diligent about our spiritual responsibilities.  

These last days are no time to party with the world nor to doze 

off in our recliners. 

Stand firm in the faith is a strong imperative dealing 

with our doctrinal position.  The word “faith” when preceded by 

the definite article “the” often has to do not only with belief, but 

also with the body of truth in which we believe – the Scriptures 

(see, for example, Acts 6:7).  It is not really enough to know 

what we believe: we must also know why we believe.  We 

need to be confident and assured in our position in the 

Scriptures.  Paul often exhorted his audiences to stand firm.  

“Therefore, my beloved brethren whom I long to see, my joy 

and crown, in this way stand firm in the Lord, my beloved” 

(Phil. 4:1).  “So then, brethren, stand firm and hold to the 

traditions which you were taught, whether by word of mouth or 

by letter from us” (II Thess. 2:15).  These last, evil days are not 

the time for wishy-washy, ambivalent Christians.  Strong 

convictions based solidly in the Word of God are an absolute 

necessity for effectively honoring and serving the Lord. 

Act like men.  It is rather humorous that the King 

James Version’s rendering of this command, “Quit you like 

men,” conveys practically the opposite of its intended meaning 

in modern English.  In Elizabethan English, “quit” meant to act 

or behave.  This command is given to women and children 
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believers in the Corinthian church as well as to male members.  

The word is very much a masculine concept.  By using the 

wording, “act like men,” Paul is instructing the Corinthian 

Christians to behave courageously, diligently and with zeal.  

Do you remember Moses’ words when he discovered the 

enormity of the sin in the camp of the Israelites while he and 

Joshua had been on Mount Sinai?  He said, “Whoever is for 

the Lord, come to me.”  The Levites responded with 

obedience.  He told them, “Thus says the Lord, the God of 

Israel, ‘Every man of you put his sword upon his thigh, and go 

back and forth from gate to gate in the camp, and kill every 

man his brother, and every man his friend, and every man his 

neighbor’” (Ex. 32:26-28).  This is certainly not a “politically 

correct” passage!  But Christians need to be commanded to 

act like men.  Standing for Christ calls for bold, decisive, 

courageous behavior.  Do not be intimidated by the apparent 

pervasiveness of sin, nor of the numbers of compromisers 

arrayed against the truth of God; only act like men. 

Be strong.  Literally, this should be translated, “be 

strengthened.”  Paul’s point is not that we have our own power 

or ability to be strong.  Indeed, he states unequivocally his own 

great weakness in II Corinthians 12:1-10.  Rather, through our 

relationship of faith to Christ, we are connected to the great 

Source of strength.  As he says in his dissertation on the 

Christian armor, “Finally, be strong in the Lord, and in the 

strength of His might” (Eph. 6:10).  Our strength is not in 

beating our chests and calling attention to our prowess (like 

Goliath did!); contrariwise, it is in our position in Christ and in 

submission to His lordship and supplied by His grace that we 

find our power.  Christianity is supposed to be a strong faith, a 

strong mentality, a strong walk. 
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Let all that you do be done in love.  After all the “tough 

talk” of I Corinthians 16:13, verse 14 seems to be out of place.  

In reality it is not.  There is no division of grammar or logic 

here.  Christians can be alert, strong, courageous and loving 

all at the same time.  Remember the example of our Lord: 

certainly no one could ever accuse Him of weakness, or of 

shying away from duty because of fear of conflict.  Yet no one 

ever has been more loving, more compassionate or more 

genuinely interested in the needs of others. 

In this passage of I Corinthians 16:13,14, we have 

seen that spiritual alertness is associated with strong 

convictions, courageous behavior, strength from the Lord and 

with genuine Christ-like love. 

 

Let us now turn our attention to Acts 20:31 – another 

verse where our word “alert” is found.  The context here is the 

conference of pastors from the Ephesus area called by Paul as 

he was sailing to Jerusalem.  They met at a town named 

Miletus, and this was likely the final time that many of them 

saw Paul.  At this meeting, he gave the pastors some final 

encouragement, instruction and warning.  In verses 29 and 30, 

he cautions them that “wolves” will try to destroy the flock, and 

that some will seek to “draw the disciples away” after perverse 

things.  Then he commands: “Therefore be on the alert, 

remembering that night and day for a period of three years I 

did not cease to admonish each one with tears.  And now I 

commend you to God and to the word of His grace, which is 

able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all 

those who are sanctified” (Acts 20:31,32). 

This is an important passage because it warns us 

about the danger of not being alert.  There can be a drawing 
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away into deception and sin.  Those who are not alert can be 

snatched by wolves or led off incrementally into a maze of 

shifting doctrine and unbiblical behavior.  There is no Christian 

who can say he is so strong that he does not need such a 

warning.  Any one of us is susceptible to temptation, wrong 

thinking and rebellion against God. 

This text is also important because it shows us 

another connection.  Just as I Corinthians 16:13,14 elucidated 

an association with strong convictions, actions and love, so 

Acts 20:32,33 show the relationship between being alert and 

reliance upon God and His Word.  Paul said that he was 

commending the Ephesian pastors to God and to “the word of 

His grace, which is able to build you up.”  Being “given over to” 

(which is what ‘commend’ means here) the Word of God is a 

means to being spiritually alert.  How else can we be vigilant?  

Is there any other method we could employ?  Paul told 

Timothy that the Scriptures can equip the individual for every 

contingency of life (II Tim. 3:16,17).  Only as believers are 

given over to the Word of God can they truly be spiritually 

alert.  As Christians are saturated in the Word, seeking to 

apply it and implement it daily, they are alert to the schemes of 

Satan and to the potential for falling away from pure loyalty to 

God. 

 

I Thessalonians 5:6 is the third call to alertness we will 

examine.  This chapter deals with the “times and seasons;” 

specifically, with the “day of the Lord” (vv.1,2).  Paul reminds 

the believers of what he has already taught them, namely, that 

time period “will come just like a thief in the night” (v.2).  

However, he adds that they “are not in darkness that the day 

would overtake you like a thief; for you are all sons of light and 
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sons of day.  We are not of night nor of darkness; so then let 

us not sleep as others do, but let us be alert and sober” (vv.4-

6). 

The theme of day versus night began with Paul’s 

comparison of the day of the Lord coming like a thief in the 

night, and it expanded into an analogy of lifestyle and 

mentality.  The children of darkness love the night of sin, 

fleshly gratification and dissipation.  They do not want their evil 

deeds to be exposed by the light of Jesus Christ (Jn. 1:5; 

3:19,20).  Paul goes on to state, “For those who sleep do their 

sleeping at night, and those who get drunk get drunk at night” 

(I Thess. 5:7).  In contrast with the demonic, worldly, flesh-

oriented lifestyle of the ungodly, biblically-obedient Christians 

must maintain a level of vigilance.  They must be alert; they 

must keep their eyes open.  The word that is used at the end 

of verse six is “sober.”  It means serious, grave, “calm and 

collected in spirit.”4   While the Word of God commands us to 

have the joy of the Lord operating in us, it also tells us that 

living the Christian life and serving the King is serious 

business.  If you worked in a nuclear power plant, would you 

doze off at the controls?  If you ran the flight deck of an aircraft 

carrier, would you have parties in the command center? Yet 

many Christians who are engaged in spiritual combat and in 

the most significant activities of eternity, treat their biblical 

responsibilities with anything but seriousness. 

The last verse that commands us gregoresate – to be 

alert – is I Peter 5:8.  Interestingly, this one also uses the word 

“to be sober” along with it, just as I Thessalonians 5:6 did.  

Peter in this place says, “Be of sober spirit, be on the alert.  

Your adversary, the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion, 

seeking someone to devour.”  The imperative is once again to 



 40 

be alert and to be serious.  The reason given in the 

succeeding clause is that there is a very dangerous enemy on 

the prowl.   

We conclude this phase of our study on alertness by 

summarizing the principles we have examined.  To be alert is 

to be sound and solid in our biblical convictions, to be 

courageous in our behavior and decisions.  It is to be built up 

by and committed to the Word of God.  It is be aware of the 

dangers of darkness and to be serious about our 

responsibilities to God as His children – the children of light.  

Several of the texts that we have investigated have stated or 

implied those dangers.  Now let us systematically look at the 

dangers of spiritual sleepiness. 

 
II. The Consequences of Spiritual Sleepiness 

Acts 20:31,32 spoke of “wolves” and of the reality of 

being led astray by wrong doctrine.  We hardly need to point 

out that these perils are still with us 1,950 years later.  If 

anything, the perilous times have gotten worse.  Now, in our 

choice-crazy world, there are hundreds of cults, delusions, 

heretical beliefs and anti-biblical religions offering the gullible 

person a wide array of alternatives to Bible truth.  Christians 

who are dozing off at the wheel can be swallowed up by these 

dangers just as quickly and completely as a tired truck driver 

drives off the highway into a lake.  There is an interesting story 

about an over-the-road truck driver who got sleepy at the 

wheel of his rig on the salt flats of Utah and simply drove off 

the highway into the desert.  He parked his truck overnight, not 

really aware of what he had done, and discovered when he 

awoke the next morning that he was ten miles from the road!5     
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It is significant that the Acts 20 meeting which Paul 

held at Miletus was especially directed to elders – that is, 

pastors.  One of the chief jobs of a godly pastor is to warn, 

protect, instruct and guard his flock concerning false doctrine, 

the consequences of sin, and of the incremental deception of 

believers by wrong thinking.  This is not his only task, of 

course, but it is a significant one.  If we are not constantly 

comparing what is held forth as “truth” by the media, the world 

around us and even so-called “Christian” groups and 

individuals with the Word of God, any one of us may be 

grabbed by a wolf.  There are dozens of examples - it seems  

on an ongoing basis -  of good Christians who fall into 

erroneous doctrine or sin.  

Another potential peril is found in the passage we 

looked at above, I Peter 5:8.  There Satan is described as our 

“Adversary” and as a “roaring lion, seeking someone to 

devour.”   

 

described in Luke 21:34-36: “Be on guard, so that your 

hearts will not be weighted down with dissipation and 

drunkenness and the worries of life, and that day will not come 

on you suddenly like a trap; for it will come upon all those who 

dwell on the face of all the earth.  But keep on the alert at all 

times, praying that you may have strength to escape all these 

things that are about to take place, and to stand before the 

Son of Man.” 

 The word translated “dissipation” means literally to 

have a headache produced by too much eating or drinking – 

partying!  There is the possibility, even during the tribulation 

period, that believers in Christ may become distracted by the 

“fun” of the world system, and so be unprepared for the 
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Savior’s return.  Or perhaps it will be the negative side of life – 

the worries and burdens of everyday living – that will cause 

many believers to be spiritually unaware and unprepared for 

the Lord’s coming.  That day will suddenly snap on them like a 

trap. 

 
III.  The Condition of Wakefulness: Prayer 

 

 
IV.  The Concern of Wakefulness: the Lord’s Return 

      Imagine that it is Saturday morning at 5:00; you 

have had a long, hard workweek.  What could possibly 

motivate you to get out of bed at this early hour?  Perhaps if 

you were going to pack the car for a family trip; or maybe if you 

and your best friend were going fishing.  But imagine for a 

moment that a long-time, close personal friend – your life-long 

mentor – were coming to your home at that time.  Certainly you 

would be excited and would want to be awake to meet him at 

the door.  In addition, this friend of yours had once saved your 

life at the expense of losing a limb himself.  Now add another 

element: suppose that your life-long friend is also your 

employer, and that he is coming to ask you to give a report to 

him about how you have managed his business, and to 

promote you to a new position.  Now would you be alert and 

vigilant early at 5:00 on a Saturday morning?  This analogy 

doesn’t really do justice to the reality of our coming meeting 

with the Lord Jesus Christ, but it gives you some idea of the 

anticipation, excitement and seriousness of the occasion. 

 Four times in the New Testament there is a connection 

between alertness and the coming of Jesus Christ.  These four 

passages are Matthew 24:42; Mark 13:34-37; Luke 21:34-36 
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and  Luke 12:35-40.  Let us briefly consider each of these four 

texts. 

Matthew 24:42 says, “Therefore be on the alert, for 

you do not know which day your Lord is coming.”  The context 

of this statement is in the Olivet Discourse.  Matthew chapters 

24 and 25 constitute the Olivet Discourse, which contains 

information pertaining to the end times.  The immediately 

preceding verses, Matthew 24:40,41, state: “Then there will be 

two men in the field; one will be taken and one will be left.  

Two women will be grinding at the mill; one will be taken and 

one will be left.”  There is much debate about what exactly 

these verses teach.  Post-tribulationists (those who believe the 

Rapture will occur at the end of the tribulation period) often cite 

these verses to bolster their conclusions.  Others have argued 

that it refers to Christ’s judgment at His Second Coming.6   The 

verses just before this speak of the “coming of the son of Man” 

which would indeed seem to point to Christ’s revelation at the 

battle of Armageddon. 

 Regardless of whether the specific interpretation of 

this statement is the rapture or the return of Christ, an 

application is clearly stated for us in verse 42: “Therefore be on 

the alert, for you do not know which day your Lord is coming.”  

This holds true for both the rapture and the return at this point.  

We do not know when either one will occur; therefore we must 

be fully awake and vigilant, fulfilling the Lord’s commands in 

anticipation of His imminent appearance. 

 A similar passage is found at Mark 13:34-37.  Our 

Lord said, “It is like a man away on a journey, who upon 

leaving his house and putting his slaves in charge, assigning 

to each one his task, also commanded the doorkeeper to stay 

on the alert.  Therefore, be on the alert – for you do not know 
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when the master of the house is coming, whether in the 

evening, at midnight, or when the rooster crows in the morning 

– in case he should come suddenly and find you asleep.  What 

I say to you I say to all; Be on the alert!” 

 These verses seem to be dealing with the tribulation 

period again, and with the need for alertness on the part of 

those who trust Christ during that awful series of judgments.  

Verse 24 of this chapter speaks of “that tribulation;” and verse 

26 says “Then they will see the Son of Man coming in clouds 

with great power and glory.”  Once again, the interpretation 

would seem to be that this refers to the return of Christ, and 

not to the rapture of the saints.  

 However, the application also remains the same: since 

we do not know the hour of His appearing – neither the 

snatching away of the saints nor His glorious appearing to 

judge the earth and take up the scepter of His kingdom – then 

we must be alert.  How shameful it would be for Christ’s bride 

to be snoozing when He comes for her!   

Luke 21:34-36 describes the consequences of spiritual 

sleepiness.  “Be on guard, so that your hearts will not be 

weighted down with dissipation and drunkenness and the 

worries of life, and that day will not come on you suddenly like 

a trap; for it will come upon all those who dwell on the face of 

all the earth.  But keep on the alert at all times, praying that 

you may have strength to escape all these things that are 

about to take place, and to stand before the Son of Man.” 

 The word translated “dissipation” means literally to 

have a headache produced by too much eating or drinking – 

partying!  There is the possibility, even during the tribulation 

period, that believers in Christ may become distracted by the 

glamor of the world system, and so be unprepared for the 
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Savior’s return.  Or perhaps it will be the negative side of life – 

the worries and burdens of everyday living – that will cause 

many believers to be spiritually unaware and unprepared for 

the Lord’s coming.  That day will suddenly snap on them like a 

trap. 

 If these statements are true about the tribulation 

period, then they are at least as true for us in this hour!  How 

much more easily do Christians in this current age slide into 

spiritual semi-consciousness, into a “hangover” of the world’s 

pleasures, into the banality and perceived ordinariness of life, 

never taking into account that the Lord Jesus Christ could call 

for us at any moment! 

 The final text in which there is an association between 

the Lord’s appearance and spiritual vigilance is Luke 12:35-40.  

“Be dressed in readiness, and keep your lamps lit.  Be like 

men who are waiting for their master when he returns from the 

wedding feast, so that they may immediately open the door to 

him when he comes and knocks.  Blessed are those slaves 

whom the master will find on the alert when he comes; truly I 

say to you, that he will gird himself to serve, and have them 

recline at the table, and will come up and wait on them.  

Whether he comes in the second watch, or even in the third, 

and finds them so, blessed are those slaves.  But be sure of 

this, that if the head of the house had known at what hour the 

thief was coming, he would not have allowed his house to be 

broken into.  You too, be ready, for the Son of Man is coming 

at an hour that you do not expect.” 

 There is nothing in this passage or its context that 

would lead us to suspect that the Lord is here teaching about 

the Second Coming.  Rather, here we have promised blessing 

for those saints of God who are spiritually vigilant and alert 
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when the Master arrives.  It was the apostle Paul who spoke of 

the crown of righteousness which will be the reward for “all 

who have loved His appearing” (II Tim. 4:8).  The blessed hope 

of the imminent rapture is not only a great encouragement to 

all believers; it is also a constant challenge to live a life of 

commitment, dedication and vigilance.  The Master could 

return at any moment!  Are you alert and ready?  If you are 

spiritually dozy, wake up!  The Master could call for you right 

now; prepare to meet Him. 
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Chapter 4: The Great Doctrine of Faith-Rest 
 

 Chapters three and four of the book of Hebrews 

contain a wonderful package of truths pertaining to the 

doctrine of faith-rest.  This teaching has the potential to 

challenge our thinking and attitudes, and even change our 

lives, if we will listen to the voice of the Lord.  However, if we 

refuse to listen, we run the risk of hardening our hearts against 

God, as the author of Hebrews points out in this passage.  As 

a result of hardened hearts, we, like the children of Israel in the 

Old Testament examples mentioned here, could miss out on 

great blessings from the hand of the Lord.  The commands of 

our text have to do neither with physical sleep nor with spiritual 

alertness against the forces of darkness; rather they are 

commands to enter into God’s rest.  Exactly what this means, 

and how we can reach that special place, is the subject of this 

study. 

 
I. The Background in Hebrews Chapter 

Three. 

Before we launch into an investigation of chapter four 

– the heart of our efforts – it is necessary to develop an 

understanding of the preceding context in chapter three. 

Clearly the author is addressing Christians since he 

calls his audience “holy brethren, partakers of a heavenly 

calling” in verse one.  The focus of this text is the superiority of 

Jesus Christ over Moses.  Moses was a great servant and 

leader; but Christ is the builder of the house and the Son.   
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Verses seven through eleven constitute a quote from 

Psalm 95, recounting Israel’s behavior before God during the 

forty years of wilderness wanderings (those events are 

recorded in detail in the OT book of Numbers).  During that 

forty-year period, an estimated 3-5 million Hebrew people, the 

whole nation of Israel, wandered from point to point in the 

rugged Sinai peninsula.  The words employed by the Lord to 

describe Israel are quite harsh.  Concerning the Jewish nation 

the Lord says: “they tried Me by testing Me” in verse nine; and 

“I was angry with this generation and said, ‘They always go 

astray in their heart, and they did not know My ways’” (v.10).  

His warning recorded in Psalm 95:7 and quoted here is equally 

stern: “Today if you hear His voice, do not harden your hearts 

as when they provoked Me and saw My works for forty years” 

(Heb. 3:7-9). 

Now the author of Hebrews brings the illustration 

forward in time from Israel of the Old Testament to the present 

era.  He addresses the reader in verse twelve with this 

application: “Take care, brethren, that there be not in any one 

of you an evil, unbelieving heart that falls away from the living 

God.”  It is significant that it is possible for a believer – a 

“brother” – to “fall away.”  This brother can have the following 

characteristics: 1.  He may have an evil heart.  The word used 

here is ponhra meaning intrinsically and by nature wicked and 

bad.  This is a shocking remark to make about a child of God!  

The second remark explains how a believer could be 

described as evil: 2. He may have an evil unbelieving heart.  

The evil is the evil of disbelief, of failure to depend on God, of 

trusting to one’s own wisdom, strength and character, rather 

than leaning on God’s omnipotence.  Without faith, of course, 



 49 

we cannot please God (Heb. 11:6).  Whatever does not find its 

source in trust in the Lord is sin. 

That unbelief is the key to understanding the sin of the 

Israelites in this chapter is underscored by verse 19: “So we 

see that they were not able to enter because of unbelief.”  The 

next question is sparked by this verse: If the Hebrews were 

“unbelievers” what relevance does their example have to 

Christians today?  Does “unbelief” in verse nineteen and “evil, 

unbelieving heart” in verse twelve mean that the Israelites in 

the wilderness had no faith relationship with God?  Does this 

mean that they were not participants in God’s redemptive 

program? 

To better grapple with this significant issue, let us turn 

to another context that deals with the illustration of the Jews of 

the exodus.  In I Corinthians 10:1-6, the apostle Paul   
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