Nothing But The Best #8

“What a Wonderful Savior!”

Hebrews 2:5-18

As we continue our study in the book of Hebrews, we move into a second main thought in the author’s mind. The first chapter (including the first four verses of chapter two) demonstrates that Christ is the Supreme Spokesman between God and mankind. From Hebrews 2:5-3:6, we see Christ as the Superior Savior of mankind. Last week I borrowed a line from a well-known hymn, “Let Angels Prostrate Fall” for the title of my message. Tonight I want to do the same, using the title, “What a Wonderful Savior!”


I would like to read this entire section at once so that we can see the big picture that the author paints for us. Then we will break it down into four parts and examine each more closely. Reading from Hebrews 2:5-3:6,

It is not to angels that he has subjected the world to come, about which we are speaking. But there is a place where someone has testified: “What is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? You made him a little lower than the angels; you crowned him with glory and honor and put everything under his feet.” In putting everything under him, God left nothing that is not subject to him. Yet at present we do not see everything subject to him. But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels, now crowned with glory and honor because he suffered death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone. 

In bringing many sons to glory, it was fitting that God, for whom and through whom everything exists, should make the author of their salvation perfect through suffering. Both the one who makes men holy and those who are made holy are of the same family. So Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers. He says, “I will declare your name to my brothers; in the presence of the congregation I will sing your praises.” And again, “I will put my trust in him.” And again he says, “Here am I, and the children God has given me.” Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. For surely it is not angels he helps, but Abraham’s descendants. For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people. Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted. 

Therefore, holy brothers, who share in the heavenly calling, fix your thoughts on Jesus, the apostle and high priest whom we confess. He was faithful to the one who appointed him, just as Moses was faithful in all God’s house. Jesus has been found worthy of greater honor than Moses, just as the builder of a house has greater honor than the house itself. For every house is built by someone, but God is the builder of everything. Moses was faithful as a servant in all God’s house, testifying to what would be said in the future. But Christ is faithful as a son over God’s house. And we are his house, if we hold on to our courage and the hope of which we boast. 

From these verses four themes emerge:

· Jesus, The Subjected Savior (Hebrews 2:5-9)

· Jesus, The Suffering Savior (Hebrews 2:10, 14-15)

· Jesus, The Sympathetic Savior (Hebrews 2:11-12, 16-18)

· Jesus, The Steadfast Savior (Hebrews 3:1-6)

Tonight I would like to focus on the first, “Jesus, The Subjected Savior.” The word “subject” (or “subjected”) appears several times in this passage, but in each of these occasions it refers to things that have been subjected. Why, then, call this passage “Jesus, The Subjected Savior”? While the word is not used in reference to Jesus, it was only by subjecting Himself that He became our Savior, and accomplished the subjection spoken of in this passage.

The author of Hebrews continues his line of thought regarding angels in verse five: “It is not to angels that he has subjected the world to come, about which we are speaking.” This may sound strange to us, but in first-century Judaism, rabbis taught that angels were assigned oversight over nations, whereas the promised Messiah would rule over the future age to come.
 F. F. Bruce explains,

The biblical evidence for the angelic government of the world is early: it goes back to the Song of Moses in Deut. 32. The Septuagint reading of Deut. 32:8 (which has claims to represent the original text) runs thus: “When the Most High gave to the nations their inheritance, when he separated the children of men, he set the bounds of the peoples according to the number of the angels of God.”﻿ ﻿(The following verse goes on to say that Yahweh has reserved Israel as his own heritage.) This reading implies that the administration of the various nations has been parceled out among a corresponding number of angelic powers. At a later time this implication becomes explicit: in Daniel, for example, we meet the angelic “prince of Persia” and “prince of Greece” (Dan. 10:20), while Michael is “the great prince” who champions the people of Israel (Dan. 10:21; 12:1).


Writing to a Jewish audience, the author of Hebrews wants to show that Jesus is superior to angels. He does so by appealing to a familiar passage in the Old Testament Scriptures in verses 6-8,

But there is a place where someone has testified: “What is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? You made him a little lower than the angels; you crowned him with glory and honor and put everything under his feet.” 


The way the author introduces this quotation is certainly odd. Literally rendered, it reads: “Somewhere someone has testified, saying.”
 This does not mean that the author had forgotten who wrote this passage or where it was found. (Now if I had been writing this, you could fairly conclude that!) This is, in fact, something our author consistently does throughout the book. He never mentions any human author by name when quoting the Scriptures. He is so concerned that his Jewish readers understand who really wrote the Old Testament that he ascribes it to no one but God. It is the voice of the Holy Spirit that concerns him; the human author is incidental.


Psalm 8 is a wonderful psalm—I recall memorizing it in my younger years—that begins with the words, “O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth.” No doubt David, who originally penned these lines, sat in the Bethlehem countryside one night while watching his father’s sheep. Looking up at the sky he was awestruck at the magnificence of creation. He writes in verse three, “When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place…” Can’t you just picture the scene?


But this splendor raised a question in his mind: “When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him?” In comparison to the vast universe, man seems insignificant and trivial. Yet he is not. No, David continues in verses 5-6, “You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor. You made him ruler over the works of your hands; you put everything under his feet.” Even though man is small compared to the universe—even compared with things on this earth!—God created him with honor and dignity, and gave him a special, significant role within creation. As Leon Morris notes, “The psalmist is concerned with both the insignificance and the greatness of man.”
 

Now the author of Hebrews brings this psalm into his presentation of Jesus as the Christ. Again, this choice is interesting, for “as far as we can tell from historical study, it doesn’t seem like anyone in Israel prior to Jesus thought that Psalm 8 was talking about the Messiah.”
 This passage was used, however, by both Jesus (in Matthew 21:16) and by Paul (in 1 Corinthians 15:27) as referring to the promised Messiah, being fulfilled by Jesus Himself.


“But what about the phrase, ‘son of man’ in Psalm 8?” you might wonder. “Does that not point to Jesus?” It is true that Jesus often used the phrase, “Son of man” to refer to Himself while on earth. But in this case, “son of man” has no special meaning. In fact, there is, of course, no difference in meaning between “man” and “son of man” in this verse. The parallelism of Hebrew poetry requires that the two be taken in much the same sense.
 “Man” and “son of man” are poetic ways of saying the same thing.

Mankind’s Revealed Dominion

The first concept to see here is mankind’s revealed dominion. When God created Adam and Eve, He created them in His own image and likeness. Genesis 1:26-27 records,

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.” So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.

Psalm 8:5 refers to this as David writes, “You [God] made him [mankind] a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor.” The author of Hebrews quotes this in Hebrews 2:7, “You made him a little lower than the angels.” What is interesting, though, is that in the original Hebrew, David’s words literally read, “You made him a little lower than God.” The final word in that phrase is elohim in Hebrew, a common designation for God. Elohim appears in the Old Testament 2,596 times, nearly every time referring to God (including all the passages in Genesis 1:26-27 above). Warren Wiersbe, in his commentary on the Psalms, writes, “The word elohim can mean angelic creatures (see Hebrews 2:7), but here it definitely means ‘God.’”
 Why, then, do we read “angels” in our English translations, both in Psalm 8 and Hebrews 2?

We certainly cannot fault the author of Hebrews, for he is quoting from the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures called the Septuagint, and the Septuagint uses a Greek word that clearly means “angels.”
 I believe he intended this to mean “angels,” for reasons we will see later. But why would the Jewish translators of the Septuagint render this as “angels”? I’m going to go out on a limb here, as this reason did not appear in any of the commentaries I consulted.

Elohim is a plural word in the Hebrew, technically meaning “gods.” On occasion this word was used to refer to more than one god, such as the false gods and idols that were worshipped by ancient peoples. But the Lord had not revealed to the Jews what we know as the doctrine of the Trinity—that God exists in three persons yet as one essence. The concept of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit was foreign to them. So they wrestled with the significance of the plural word elohim as it related to Almighty God. This was particularly true in Genesis 1:26-27, where the plural pronouns were used as well: “Then God [elohim, plural] said, ‘Let us [plural] make man in our [plural] image…” Jewish commentators concluded that God was addressing the angels.
 This interpretation is unwarranted, in fact, as Wiersbe points out that God could not have been talking with the angels because angels were not made in God’s image, nor was man created in the image of angels, nor did angels have anything to do with the creation of Adam. He concludes, “‘Let Us make man in Our image’ sounds like the conclusion of a divine deliberation among the Persons of the Godhead.”﻿
﻿ But to early Jews—including the translators of the Septuagint—they would have thought “angels” here.

Remember, the original writings of Scripture were inspired by God, infallible and inerrant; but the translations of the original into other languages was not inspired, and at times are downright mistaken! Yes, conscientious translators will take the greatest care to “get it right,” but humans can still make errors, whether intentional or not. This is why we need to study the Scriptures, sometimes comparing various translations with each other. But I digress…


Not only was mankind created in the image of God, but God said to Adam and Eve in Genesis 1:28, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.” This was God’s original intention: for man to exercise dominion over creation. Part of this was evidenced in Genesis 2:19-20 when Adam named all of the creatures God had made.


The author of Hebrews picks up this thought in verse 8: “In putting everything under him, God left nothing that is not subject to him. Yet at present we do not see everything subject to him.” Now I must admit, I had great difficulty understanding this passage because I was reading it all wrong. The key is the word “him” that appears at the end of both sentences. Who is the “him”?


I initially thought “him” referred to Jesus—that God put everything under the dominion of Jesus, though at present we don’t see everything subjected to Jesus. A modern version called “God’s Word Translation” reflects this reading: “When God put everything under his Son’s control, nothing was left out. However, at the present time we still don’t see everything under his Son’s control.”

But that doesn’t make sense with the very next verse, where the writer says, “But we see Jesus…” Rather, we should understand “him” in verse 8 as mankind, as The Amplified Bible reads: “Now in putting everything in subjection to man, He left nothing outside [of man’s] control. But at present we do not yet see all things subjected to him [man].” The New Living Translation also reflects this: “Now when it says ‘all things,’ it means nothing is left out. But we have not yet seen all things put under their authority.” By using the plural “their,” the authority in question is of mankind, not Jesus.


The phrase, “Yet at present we do not see everything subject to him,” shows that God’s original intention for mankind has been frustrated. William Barclay comments, 

Man was meant to have dominion over everything but he has not. He is a creature who is frustrated by his circumstances, defeated by his temptations, girt about with his own weakness. He who should be free is bound; he who should be a king is a slave. As G. K. Chesterton said, whatever else is or is not true, this one thing is certain—man is not what he was meant to be.

Mankind’s Renounced Dominion

This loss of authority was neither accidental nor incidental; no, it was intentional. Mankind renounced this dominion when Adam and Eve chose to disobey God’s direct command. Creation felt the effects of the curse, and man no longer controls the birds, fish, and animals. In fact, man has a hard time controlling himself!

The divinely instituted order has been scrambled by sin. Obviously there is a big difference between what the psalm promises and what we see around us. It is part of the frustration of life that in every part of it there are the equivalents of the “thorns and thistles” mentioned in Genesis 3:18 that make life so hard for the tiller of the soil. Everyone knows what it is to chafe under the limitations under which he must do his work while he glimpses the vision of what would be possible were it not for those cramping limitations.

This is not, however, the final word on the subject. The author of Hebrews uses the Greek word oupō, meaning, “not yet,” that shows his optimistic outlook. One day this subjection will be fully realized.
 How? When? That is the whole point of this passage.

Mankind’s Recovered Dominion


Verse nine begins with the significant little word, “But.” The flow of thought takes a drastic turn. Mankind’s renounced dominion becomes mankind’s recovered dominion. Verse eight ends, “Yet at present we do not see everything subject to him,” followed by the phrase “But we see Jesus…” Here is hope.


The whole verse reads, “But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels, now crowned with glory and honor because he suffered death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone.” Jesus was “made a little lower than the angels,” referring to His incarnation as a human being.
 He voluntarily set aside the glory of heaven to become the Baby of Bethlehem. This is how Jesus is the Subjected Savior. He subjected Himself to the limitations of humanity. Then He further subjected Himself to suffering death—the most humiliating, excruciating 

This subjection was temporary, though. Following the cross came the crown. Jesus became man that He might suffer and die for man’s sin and restore man’s dominion that was lost because of sin.
 So while we do not see everything under man’s control at the present time, we do see Jesus, and in Him we find the key to man’s eventual rule over the earth.
 


Going back to verse 5, “the world to come” speaks of the age of the Messiah in which the promises and prophecies of old find their fulfillment. This age, which was obviously future within the perspective of the prophets who foretold its advent, is still future insofar as its ultimate consummation is yet to be manifested. Near the end of this book, the author speaks of  “the city that is to come” in Hebrews 13:14.


In these verses, then, we see Jesus as the Subjected Savior, who submitted Himself to both the limitations of humanity and the suffering of death for the sin of mankind. But in the end, the Subjected Savior becomes the Triumphant Savior, recapturing the renounced dominion God intended for mankind to have. In Christ we become what God wanted us to be but could never attain on our own!
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