Nothing But The Best #4

“The Best Word”

Hebrews 1:2-14


“What we have here is a failure to communicate.”


This iconic line from the Paul Newman movie Cool Hand Luke transcends the immediate situation between the two characters of the film and aptly depicts many relationships in our world. 


Our culture understands the need for good communication. Billions of dollars are spent every year in commercial advertising; millions are spent in years like this one in political campaigns; diplomats know that a breakdown in communication between two nations can cost the lives of thousands; and families disintegrate when spouses, parents and children merely talk to each other but fail to communicate.


Perhaps the greatest communication gap of all time, though, was between the almighty, infinite, holy, transcendent God and His time-bound, corrupted, and short-sighted creation called the human race. Yet God has spanned this great gulf by speaking to us through the written word of the Scriptures and the living Word of His Son, opening the lines of communication from heaven to earth and back.

This is the theme of the opening chapter of Hebrews: God has spoken. We have seen the past word, what we call the Old Testament. God’s message was revealed by nature, recorded by prophets, and resounded by angels. This communication was completely true and accurate, but it was partial and preparatory. One week ago we considered the last word, what we call the New Testament. This pronouncement was voiced by the Son, verified by the spectators, and validated by the supernatural. Whereas the past word was incomplete and building on previous revelation, the last word was given once for all and stands complete, nothing to be added to or taken from it.

The author of Hebrews was not content, however, to establish the authority of the Scriptures; he wanted to impress upon his readers the ascendancy of the Son. The majority of chapter one deals with Jesus Christ, the Supreme Spokesman, what I am calling the best word. In the Old Testament we see God’s past communiqué, in the New Testament we see God’s present communication, and in Jesus Christ we find God’s perfect communicator. Three decades ago Ronald Reagan was dubbed “The Great Communicator,” but I am sure he would be the first to admit that only in Jesus, God the Son come in the flesh, do we find “The Perfect Communicator.” As I mentioned last week, Christ was both the Message and the Messenger. In both who He was and what He said Jesus communicated God’s proclamation to the world. 


In this first chapter of Hebrews, we that Jesus was the Supreme Spokesman in that He is:

· Supreme in His description

· Supreme in His designation

· Supreme in His distinction

Supreme in His Description


We see first that Jesus is supreme in His description. Verses two and three provide seven statements that portray who Jesus is. Notice that this portrayal does not describe His physical appearance, but rather His attributes and accomplishments.
 To maintain the flow of thought, let’s read the first three verses:

In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.

The first description is that the Son is “appointed heir of all things.” This is a title of dignity and shows that Christ has the supreme place in all the mighty universe.
  Such is prophesied of the Messiah in Psalm 8:6 in which God “put everything under his feet.” In fact, Hebrews 2:8 amplifies this phrase (after quoting Psalm 8:6) by stating, “In putting everything under him, God left nothing that is not subject to him.” Some might wonder if by saying the Son was “appointed” to this position if that means that at some time He was not supreme over all? No, this is not the case. The author of Hebrews used the Greek verb ethēken in the aorist tense to be regarded as timeless.
 This phrase “appointed heir of all things” should not be understood as some new honor but rather Jesus’ reentry to his rightful preeminent place.


Why should Jesus enjoy such a description? The next phrase tells us that “through” Him God “made the universe.” The Greek word here rendered “universe” is aiōnes, which primarily means “ages.” The whole created universe of space and time is meant, and the affirmation that God created all things through the Son is in line with the statements of other New Testament writers that “all things were made through him; and without him was not anything made that was made” (John 1:3) and that “all things were created through him and for him” (Colossians 1:16).
 John MacArthur points out that, “Ability to create belongs to God alone and the fact that Jesus creates indicates that He is God. He created everything material and everything spiritual. He is responsible not only for the physical earth; He is also responsible for creating time, space, energy, and matter. Christ created the whole universe and everything that makes it function.”
 


In these two statements we see the truth of Genesis—the creation of the universe—and of Revelation—the universe will come under the reign of its Creator.

Third, Jesus is described as “the radience of God’s glory” in verse three. Glory is defined as “the visible manifestation of God’s own essence. Glory is what shines forth from God.”
 This is nothing less than the essential glory of God himself, corresponding to the shekinah glory which in the Old Testament signified the very presence of God in the midst of his people. It was also the glory manifested at Christ’s transfiguration, again accompanied by the resplendent cloud of the shekinah.


Now there is ambiguity in the original Greek term apaugasma, which may mean “radiance,” a shining forth because of brightness within, or “reflection,” a shining forth that mirrors brightness from without.
 This idea was popular in the first century view of the Messiah, both in the teaching of Philo of Alexandria and in the Alexandrian Book of Wisdom, works with which the author of Hebrews may well have been acquainted.
 In these writings, the implied meaning is “radience” rather than “reflection,” demonstrating that the Son shares the same essence as the Father, not just his likeness.
 In other words, the Son of God is the shining of God. Whereas created things hint at God’s glory by reflection; the second person is the glory radiating from Himself.


This is reiterated in the fourth description of Jesus, “the exact representation of his being.” The words “exact representation” translate charaktēr, a very unusual word, used only here in the New Testament.
 Our English word character comes from this Greek word, carries the idea of “the exact imprint.”
 Originally it was used of an engraving instrument. Just as the image on a coin exactly corresponds to the device on the die, so the Son of God “bears the very stamp of his nature,” as the Revised Standard Version renders this phrase.
 As Jesus told Philip in John 14:9, “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.” (And still some claim that Jesus never claimed to be God!) 

Phillip Hughes summarizes the two phrases in verse three this way:

On first sight it might seem that the description of the Son as “the radiant light of God’s glory and the perfect copy of his nature” implies some kind of essential inferiority of the Son to the Father. But there is another way of looking at these descriptions. If, in the figurative language used by our author, “the radiant light of God’s glory” suggests the oneness of the Son with the Father, “the perfect copy of his nature” suggests the distinctness of the Son from the Father; though, as we shall see, both oneness and distinctness are implicit in each. Thus to some extent the two figures serve to balance and correct each other; what the one does not stress the other does.


This sentence in verse three ends with the phrase, “sustaining all things by his powerful word.” Not only did the Son create all things, but He sustains all things as well. The Greek term translated “sustaining” is pherōn, which means “carrying along.”
This does not mean “holding up,” as though the universe is a burden on the back of Jesus. It has the idea of “holding and carrying from one place to another,” or of bearing it toward a goal. As the God of Creation the Son guides the universe to its divinely ordained destiny.
 So Paul can write to the Colossians of Christ as the one in whom all things were created and also as the one in whom “all things hold together” (Col. 1:17).
 This is accomplished by his “powerful” Greek word dynamis, from which we get the English word “dynamite” or “dynamic”).
 Donald Guthrie observes, 

There is no place here for the deist’s idea of God as a watchmaker who, having made a watch, leaves it to run on its own mechanism. The New Testament view is that God as creator and the Son as agent in creation are dynamically active in the created order.


This concept of the Creator/Sustainer was something every Jew believed about Almighty God—that He kept the universe in “the hollow of his hand,” according to Isaiah 40:12-26. By associating this task with Jesus, the author is emphasizing Christ’s equality with God.

The author moves on to speak of Jesus’ saving work, but he does so in an almost off-handed way. The phrase “after he had provided purification for sins…” serves as a participle—an introduction into the next phrase—yet this is significant enough to spend time considering its ramifications. I don’t believe the order of these descriptions of Jesus is random; the author is building toward a climax seen in the seventh and final phrase we will consider in a moment. He moves from the past action of create the world to the present activity of sustaining the world to the perfected, once-for-all act of saving the world by providing purification for sin.
 He does not go into great detail here (though he will emphasize this point at great length later in the letter), but seems content at this time to merely state with the concisest possible summary that Christ has dealt with the problem of sin.
 This, in fact, becomes a dominant theme of the letter later on.

“Purification” (Greek term katharismos) was an important concept in Leviticus, and often carried the connotation of ritual cleansing in the New Testament as well. The Levitical law showed that sin causes impurity that separates the sinner and God. None can draw near to a pure God until cleansed of impurity. Before Christ, this impurity was dealt with by animal sacrifices and ritual washings, but now the Son of God has taken away impurity once and for all. The barrier is removed, giving us access to God.

I’ve mentioned the phrase “once-for-all” a couple of times here, and this, too, becomes a principal theme in the book of Hebrews. Whereas the levitical system of sacrifices and cleansings were perpetual—they had to be done over and over—the sacrifice of Jesus is permanent. This is seen in the aorist tense in the Greek language, indicating that Christ’s act of making purification for sins was a single, definite, once-for-all act.
 The usual sacrifices could not remove sin, and it is the author’s conviction that Jesus Christ was needed to remove it. In Him and Him alone are sins really dealt with.

Finally, Jesus “sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.” This is the crowning crescendo of this sevenfold description of Christ. “‘Sat down’ does not indicate that He is resting because He is tired—or that He is doing nothing,” writes J. Vernon McGee. “It means that when He finished our redemption, He sat down because it was complete.”
 There is definitely a sense of “mission accomplished” implied in this image of Christ sitting at God’s right hand—a theme expanded upon later in Hebrews. Sitting is the posture of rest, and the right-hand position is the place of honor. Sitting at God’s right hand, then, is a way of saying that Christ’s saving work is done and that He is now in the place of highest honor.
 This proves that Jesus is in fact divine, for no mere created being could ever sit at God’s right hand.

Notice that the author of Hebrews refers to the Father as “the Majesty on high.” This is a particularly respectful way of speaking of God. It reflects the Jewish reverence for the name of God which led devout Jews to avoid using it, and to substitute some phrase of respect. The writer clearly has a majestic view of God.
 William Newell adds,

Indeed the word “Majesty” is simply the Greek word “great” formed into a capital noun, used in Scripture only of the majesty, the greatness, of God. THERE IS NO OTHER GREATNESS! May we be brought into this consciousness!


Jesus Christ is thus seen as the Perfect Communicator, supreme in His description of who He is and what He has done. He is God the Son, appointed heir of all things, the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of His being. He is the Creator, the Sustainer, and the Savior of all things, who sits at the right hand of God the Father until He returns to establish His kingdom on earth. All of this in the first few sentences of the book of Hebrews!


To give them justice, these opening verses require detailed treatment—hence it has taken three whole sermons to get through the first four verses! Trust me, the entire series will not be so painstakingly extensive! Yet I do not apologize for taking the time to dig into these theologically rich statements about our Lord and Savior. Raymond Brown gives a good conclusion to our thoughts this evening:

The first few sentences of Hebrew confront the reader with one of the most important issues in the contemporary theological debate, the doctrine of the person of Christ. It seems that in every generation some different aspect of biblical teaching is exposed to rigorous scrutiny and fresh examination. In the present century people have questioned the doctrine of God, and the “God is dead” theologians have had their say. Man is said to have “come of age” intellectually and no longer to stand in need of his earlier religious props and ecclesiastical supports. In the sixties Honest to God was a distillation of ideas which had been the preoccupation of some theologians for a decade or two, but it took the English-speaking world by storm and, like most storms, caused considerable havoc and damage. More recently, however, possibly in the wake of earlier doctrinal aridity, cynicism, and even unbelief, the biblical doctrine of Christ has been exposed to severely critical treatment and the incarnation declared by some radical theologians as an unacceptable doctrinal idea.

This letter’s lofty teaching about the person and work of Christ, expounded with the aid of arresting titles﻿ of Jesus, is a stark challenge to modern humanitarian Christologies, most of which tend to reduce Jesus to an inspired man with a unique sense of religious destiny, or an outstanding example of benevolent concern and altruistic service, or a fervent zealot with a passion for liberation, usually interpreted in political terms. Whilst preserving the important truth of Christ’s essential humanity, this letter presents its readers with a revelation of Jesus in his matchless deity. He is the enthroned Lord, worthy of all our honour and worship…. Hebrews introduces us to a Christ whose perfect sinless nature is a unique revelation, whose sacrifice is alone effective for our salvation, and whose authority in heaven and on earth is without rival. As we are about to see in the succeeding verses, the angels worship the exalted Christ because they recognize his deity. We believers hasten to offer our adoration because, in addition, we have personally experienced his salvation. No wonder that, throughout the centuries, Christians have taken upon their lips the confession of a transformed doubter, released from his cynicism: ‘My Lord and my God.’

He concludes with these words, “The opening sentences of the letter are designed to bring them and us to our knees; only then can we hope to stand firmly on our feet.”
 It is my prayer that our study in these initial verses of Hebrews will do exactly that.
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