Nothing But The Best #6

“Let Angels Prostrate Fall”

Hebrews 1:6-14

Most of Americans are believers…in angels. An Associated Press poll revealed that 77 percent of adults believe in angels. Breaking this down further, the poll showed that 88% of Christians assert the existence of angels, as do over fifty percent of those who classify themselves as non-Christians.


But what do they believe about angels? Many envision angels as having wings and halos, wearing long white robes and playing harps. Some believe that when good people die, they become angels. Others think that angels look just like humans, and are sent from Heaven to give guidance to people on earth.


I’m not sure if the people of the first century had similar notions about angels, but we do know a few ideas that were prevalent. Among the Jewish people, angels were very highly esteemed, nearly to the point of being worshiped. (Remember the two scenes in the book of Revelation when John bowed before an angel to worship?) Another thought, and one that has come down to the present time, is that Jesus was the incarnation of an angel—perhaps the archangel Michael. 


This concept is popular among cults today, particularly the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (otherwise known as the Mormons). They hold a high view of Jesus, but as we will see in the latter half of Hebrews chapter one, their view is not high enough.

Over the past two weeks we have considered Jesus is the Supreme Spokesman between God and mankind. This supremacy is demonstrated in three ways:

· Jesus is supreme in His description

· Jesus is supreme in His designation

· Jesus is supreme in His distinction

The author of Hebrews gives a sevenfold description of Jesus in verses 2-3, what could viewed as a miniature course in Christology, or the study of Christ. Last week we saw the Jesus has been given a supreme designation, the title “Son,” which sets Him apart from all others. This evening we conclude this study by considering the distinction that seals the deal, so to speak, on the supremacy of Jesus. In many ways this is the most important lesson we can learn about Jesus, especially when dealing with those whose view of Him is too low.

We divide Hebrews 1:7-14 into two sections, the supreme position of the anointed, and the subservient purpose of the angels.
Supreme in His Distinction

Let us first consider the supreme position of the anointed. In verses 8-9 the author points to the coronation of the Son as King:

But about the Son he says, “Your throne, O God, will last for ever and ever, and righteousness will be the scepter of your kingdom. You have loved righteousness and hated wickedness; therefore God, your God, has set you above your companions by anointing you with the oil of joy.”

Some cults render the beginning of the quotation from Psalm 45:6-7 as, “Your divine throne will last forever…” because they dislike this strong affirmation that Jesus Christ is God. But the accurate translation from the original Greek is, “Your throne, O God, will last forever and ever.”


It is true that Psalm 45 was originally written about a human king, a descendent of King David, yet our writer transcends this original meaning and makes these words an appropriate vehicle for conveying a special truth about Christ’s deity, without denying their initial Old Testament reference (either to the actual or Messianic king).
 The Jews recognized this Psalm to be Messianic in character, since God “anointed” the king, and the Hebrew word for “anointed one” is Messiah (and in Greek it is Christ). The concept that the Messiah would be addressed as God is not foreign to the Old Testament, either, as Isaiah, for example, proclaims that the coming one who will rule on the throne of David will be called “Mighty God” (Isaiah 9:6).
 Such could not be said of David or any of his human successors to the throne, but only of the promised Messiah who was God in human form.
 As Raymond Brown puts it, “He is not only the prophet who speaks, and the priest who saves, but also the king who rules.”


How should we understand the phrase, “therefore God, your God, has set you above your companions by anointing you with the oil of joy”? One way, suggested by Leon Morris, is to treat it similarly to the first occurrence of the word “God,” reading this as, “Therefore, O God, your God has set you…”
 Thus the Son is referenced in the first use of “God” while the Father is intended in the second. Such does not make the Son less divine than the Father, but by speaking of the Father as “your God” in reflects the submission of the Son to the Father while one earth.

And so the Son is king…and not just any king, but the King of Kings, whose reign will never end. In this way Jesus is supreme to the angels since, as Warren Wiersbe points out, “Angels minister before the throne; they do not sit on the throne.”
 


Verses 10-12 display another distinction of Jesus proving His supremacy:

He also says, “In the beginning, O Lord, you laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands. They will perish, but you remain; they will all wear out like a garment. You will roll them up like a robe; like a garment they will be changed. But you remain the same, and your years will never end.”


If the implied title of verses 8-9 is “King of Kings,” then this would be “Lord of Lords.” The author of Hebrews next quotes from Psalm 102:25–27 to bring out the Son’s eternal nature and his supremacy over creation. In the Old Testament these words are applied to God. Here, however, the author applies them to Christ without qualification or any need for justification.
 He already stated that the Son created the universe (verse 3), so if Jesus was in the beginning to create, He must have existed before the beginning and therefore is without beginning.
 “﻿In the beginning was the Word﻿,” John tells us at the opening of his gospel, “Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made” (John 1:1, 3).

Jewish rabbis taught that angels assisted God in the creation of the universe, even claiming that when God said, “Let us make man in our image…” He was speaking to the angels. But the Bible does not teach this at all. The angels were spectators when the earth was created,﻿﻿ but the Son was the Father’s agent in the work.
 God asks in Job 38:4-7, 

“Where were you when I laid the earth's foundation? Tell me, if you understand. Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know! Who stretched a measuring line across it? On what were its footings set, or who laid its cornerstone—while the morning stars sang together and all the angels shouted for joy?

The angels were present at creation, and they were praising during creation, but they were not participating in the creating! That is something only Jesus can claim.


Furthermore, in citing this psalm the author of Hebrews highlights the unchanging nature of the Son—another attribute only God can claim. “I the Lord do not change,” He states in Malachi 3:6. God is eternal and He never changes (the fancy theological term is “immutable,” but you won’t need to know that for a test!) Now the author ascribes this same characteristic to the Son. Later he writes in Hebrews 13:8, “﻿Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today, yes and forever﻿.” What a comforting truth we can rely on!

The third component to the supreme position of the anointed is seen in verses six and thirteen, and I believe this is the most significant of all. Verse 6 states, “And again, when God brings his firstborn into the world, he says, ‘Let all God’s angels worship him.’” Now before you go burning through a concordance trying to find this phrase in the Old Testament, let me inform you that it isn’t there in our English translations! Rather, it comes from the Septuagint’s rendering of Deuteronomy 32:43, which reads in our Bibles,

“Rejoice, O nations, with his people, for he will avenge the blood of his servants; he will take vengeance on his enemies and make atonement for his land and people.”

But in the Greek translation of the Old Testament it reads, “Rejoice, O nations, with his people, and let all the angels worship him, for he will avenge the blood of his servants; he will take vengeance on his enemies and make atonement for his land and people.” Morris notes that, in addition to the Greek Septuagint, this reading is found in the Dead Sea Scrolls and in early Christian writings on the Old Testament as well.
 In other words, the author of Hebrews did not make up this phrase out of his head! There was good reason for him to include this phrase under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.


Some folks get all up in arms that the author of Hebrews refers to Jesus as God’s “firstborn.” Cults like to point to this and say, “See! He is firstborn. That means He was born like the rest of us!” They further cite Colossians 1:15﻿, where Paul writes of Jesus, “He is the image of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation.﻿” But the Greek word prōtotokos (rendered “firstborn”) has nothing to do with time; it refers to position. It is not a description but a title, meaning “﻿the chief one.﻿” The concept was associated with firstborn because the oldest son usually was heir to the father’s entire estate. Throughout the Old Testament, the first son to be born was not always the “﻿firstborn.﻿” Isaac was born after Ishmael, yet he received the promise. Esau was older than Jacob (by a few minutes), but Jacob was the prōtotokos, the rightful heir. ﻿Of Jacob’s sons, Reuben was the oldest son, but he did not receive the inheritance of the firstborn; that went to Joseph, the eleventh born in chronological order. God made Solomon the firstborn (Psalm 89:27) even though Solomon is listed tenth in the official genealogy (1 Chronicles 3:1–5). You see, “firstborn” is not a time word; it is a right-to-rule word, a word of authority. In this way Jesus Christ is the supreme Firstborn, the supreme Prōtotokos, the supreme right-to-rule Son. These passages, therefore, do not refer to Christ’s birth as such, but to His sovereignty.

Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest gives a helpful comparison between two titles of Jesus: “Whereas the term ‘only-begotten’ (monogenes) describes the unique relationship of the Son to the Father in His divine nature, ‘first-begotten’ (prototokos) describes the relation of the risen Messiah in His glorified humanity to all creation.”

The most important thought to comprehend here is that Jesus is to be worshiped. And we are only to worship God. The second of the Ten Commandments commands, “You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them…” (Exodus 20:4-5) Deuteronomy 6:13 reads, “Fear the Lord your God [and] serve him only.” Jesus quoted this verse when tempted by Satan to bow down to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only’” (Matthew 4:10). By commanding the angels to worship the Son, God testifies that Jesus Christ is God; for none of God’s angels would worship a mere creature.
 By accepting worship, Jesus is declared to be God.
 John MacArthur writes, “God the Father acknowledges God the Son. I believe this verse gives the clearest, most powerful, emphatic, and irrefutable proof of the deity of Christ in the Bible—from the Father Himself.”

Hebrews 1:13 completes this thought: “To which of the angels did God ever say, ‘Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet’?” This is a quotation of Psalm 110:1, another messianic prophecy according to the Jewish rabbis of the first century. (Jesus quotes this very verse in Mark 12:35-37, using the rabbi’s own interpretation to point to Himself as the Messiah.)
 Jesus Himself at His trial claimed to be the one addressed in these words when He told the Sanhedrin that they would from then on see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Almighty.
 (Of course, at this point the members of the Sanhedrin convicted Jesus of blasphemy, as they understood the ramifications of His claim!) Throughout the New Testament, Psalm 110 is seen as fulfilled in Jesus, in the books of Matthew, Mark, Luke, Acts, Romans, Ephesians, Colossians, 1 Peter, and no less than a dozen times in this book of Hebrews!


What does it mean to be “seated at the right hand” of a ruler or host? It meant occupying a place of high honor. The position itself was considered an indicator of the power and authority of the one holding it. Someone who sat at the king’s right hand was, as in the modern English idiom, his “right-hand man,”—the one acting as the principal agent of the king’s authority, through whom he carried out his most important work. In addition, sitting at the right hand was a statement of fellowship and favor between the central figure and the individual so honored.
 


For Jesus to be seated at the right hand of the Father means that He is one with the Father, no less divine in His essence and nature as the Father and the Spirit. As God, the Son is to be worshipped, as seen in Revelation 5:13-14, where John records,

Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing: “To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!” The four living creatures said, "Amen," and the elders fell down and worshiped. 


Notice who worships: every creature, which includes the angels. Notice who is worshipped: “Him who sits on the throne” (meaning God the Father) “and the Lamb” (meaning God the Son). For those who claim that Jesus was an angel before His birth in Bethlehem, or who claim that as the Son of God He is something less than God, this passage clearly teaches the Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of God, has always been God, and should be worshipped as God!


Let’s conclude tonight by briefly looking at the subservient purpose of angels. The Bible speaks a great deal of angels. There are 108 direct references to angels in the Old Testament and 165 in the New Testament. The Jews had the highest regard for angels. Some respected angels to such a degree that they actually worshiped them. Gnosticism (an early popular cult) involved, among other things, the worship of angels, even reduced Jesus Christ to an angel. The Colossian church may have been flirting with Gnosticism and Paul warned them in Colossians 2:18, “Do not let anyone who delights in false humility and the worship of angels disqualify you for the prize.”


The author of Hebrews may have had a similar concern with the recipients of his letter. In this opening chapter he draws a sharp contrast between angels and Jesus, and he does so by quoting Old Testament references to angels as well as to the Son. In verse 7 we read, “In speaking of the angels he says, ‘He makes his angels winds, his servants flames of fire.’” The emphasis here is not on the words “winds” and “flames of fire,” but rather than parallel between the words “angels” and “servants.” Hebrew poetry was written not with rhyming words but with rhyming thoughts, called “parallelism.” The second line would either echo the first line with different words, or would contrast the first line by stating the opposite. This quotation from Psalm 104:4 is an example of the former. Angels are God’s servants, while Jesus is God’s Son. During Jesus’ earthly life and ministry, angels appear in a serving capacity, such as after His temptations in the wilderness. Jesus informed Peter in Matthew 26:53, “Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels?” Clearly the purpose of angels is to serve their Creator.


The final verse of Hebrews one reiterates this point, but goes one step further: the author asks, “Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation?” The first item to notice here is the inclusiveness of the statement; all angels have this subordinate status, not just certain ones.
 Furthermore, these “ministering spirits” (the Greek could just as well be translated “serving spirits”) not only serve God, but they minister to us who are the “heirs of salvation” through faith in Christ. The angels today are serving us!
 Even though angels are greater than mankind in their might and magnificence, they were created to serve God’s children as well as God Himself! Isn’t that a great thought?


Though the author does not enlarge on the specifics of angelic ministry here, it only requires a review of Bible stories to see that such ministry involves protection (Psalm 91:11), guidance (Genesis 19:17), encouragement (Judges 6:12), deliverance (Acts 12:7), supply (Psalm 105:40), enlightenment (Matthew 2:19-20) and empowerment (Luke 22:43), as well as occasional rebuke (Numbers 22:32) and discipline (Acts 12:23). Their service is largely unseen and often unrecognized, but a passage like this should make us watchful for such help and grateful to the Lord who sends angels to our aid.


So we see that Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of God, is the Supreme Spokesman between God and mankind. He is fully divine and fully human, the only personality about whom that can be said. There is nobody like Jesus, the one and only God-man. The author of Hebrews went to great lengths in this first chapter to demonstrate that:

· Jesus is supreme in His description (in verses 2-3)

· Jesus is supreme in His designation (as “Son”)

· Jesus is supreme in His distinction (as one to be worshiped)

In the words of the classic hymn, “All hail the power of Jesus’ name, let angels prostrate fall!” 

May we all do the same.
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