Nothing But The Best #9

“Our Suffering Superhero”

Hebrews 2:10, 14-15


If you could be a superhero, what would be your super power?


Some might want to be able to fly, while others might choose super-human strength. Personally, I would opt for time travel…even if I couldn’t change the past. 


I doubt, though that anyone would choose “suffering” as a super power. We try to avoid suffering like the plague. We think of suffering as a liability, never as an asset.


Scripture, though, paints a different picture when it comes to suffering. Clearly the Bible maintains that suffering is negative in and of itself, but it also declares that good often emerges from suffering. This is especially true with our text tonight.


Last week we entered a new section of the book of Hebrews, from Hebrews 2:5-3:6, entitled “Christ is the Superior Savior.” This section is further broken down into four themes:
· Jesus, The Subjected Savior (Hebrews 2:5-9)

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

· Jesus, The Sympathetic Savior (Hebrews 2:11-13, 16-18)

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

Tonight we will focus on the second, “Jesus, the Suffering Savior.” I had a tough time coming up with a title for this message, and in sharing the essence of the sermon, Tammy suggested that Jesus is our Hero. So tonight’s message is entitled, “Our Suffering Superhero,” since it was through suffering that Jesus saved the world.

Through Suffering Jesus Shared our Fate


First, through suffering Jesus shared our fate. We read in verse ten, “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.”  Before we see how Jesus shared our fate, two words jump off the page from this verse that may need explaining.


The author writes, “It was fitting that God…” Usually we do not speak of things as being “fitting” for God, but here the word is appropriate. The way of salvation is not arbitrary but suits the character of the God we know. He is holy and just and must deal with sin accordingly. Yet He is gracious and kind and must deal with sinners accordingly. The word “fitting” shows that the sufferings of Jesus did not take place by chance; they have their place in God’s great eternal purpose.


The final phrase in verse ten confuses many readers: that God “should make the author of their salvation perfect through suffering.”  Isn’t Jesus already perfect?


Perfection is an important concept in Hebrews, appearing some thirteen times. The original Greek term teleios meant, “to bring to maturity, completion, or fulfillment.”

To make Jesus “perfect through sufferings” does not mean that any spiritual or moral imperfection existed in Christ’s nature. Rather, He fully experienced the suffering of humanity through complete identification with humanity.
 This Greek word could also mean that the thing or person so described “fully carries out the purpose for which it was designed.” So, then, what the writer to the Hebrews is saying is that through suffering Jesus was made fully able for His intended task.
 Before He came to earth, Jesus was not yet complete in relation to the role of Savior. He could not fulfill that role at all until he became human and died for the sins of mankind. The perfection of Christ referred to here is a functional perfection, not a moral perfection, for He was never anything less than sinless. Only through death could the world gain a Savior.

And so, in the words of John 1:14, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.” God the Son became the Baby of Bethlehem, who grew into the Child of Nazareth and ultimately the Man Jesus. Hebrews 2:14 states that Jesus “shared in [our] humanity,” meaning He knew what it was like to be human. He discovered what growing pains feel like; physical hunger, thirst, and pain; the emotional pain of rejection, frustration, and disappointment; and ultimately the spiritual pain of being separated from His Father. Later we read in Hebrews 4:15 that Jesus was “tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.” He knows by personal, painful experience how it feels to be tempted, to be tried, to be tired, to be torn. Isaiah 53:3-8 says it poetically,

He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering. Like one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not. Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord  has laid on him the iniquity of us all. He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth. By oppression and judgment he was taken away. And who can speak of his descendants? For he was cut off from the land of the living; for the transgression of my people he was stricken.


Jesus suffered, but His suffering was not pointless. Through suffering Jesus shared our fate as human beings, even to the point of death. No, His suffering was not deserved—we are the ones who deserved His pain—but He deliberately took our pain on Himself so that He might save us from our sin.

Near the end of verse ten Jesus is referred to as “the author of their salvation.” Other translations render that word as “captain” or “pioneer” or “leader.”  How are we to understand this word, and what does it tell us about Jesus?

The Greek word is archēgos, and was used in various ways in the ancient world. Sometimes it meant “head” or “chief,” which would be similar to “captain” or “leader.” The word could also mean “source” or “origin,” which matches up with “author” in some versions.
 Any of these English terms are acceptable in translating the original Greek.

I believe the key, though, in understanding the original word is to see the prefix archē, which in Greek means “beginning” or “first.”
 An archēgos is one who begins something in order that others may enter into it. An archēgos is one who blazes a trail for others to follow. Jesus has blazed the trail to God for us to follow.
 With that in mind, I prefer “pioneer” as the English rendering in this verse. While Jesus was not the first man chronologically to experience pain and suffering and physical death, He blazed the trail in that He was the first to live a sinless life and He was the first to be resurrected from the dead and given an eternal, glorified body. (Yes, there were people before Jesus brought back to life after death, but they retained their mortal body that eventually died again!)

Through suffering Jesus shared our fate. We experience nothing on this earth that He has not experienced Himself in one form or another.     
Through Suffering Jesus Silenced our Foe

Secondly, through suffering Jesus silenced our foe. Hebrews 2:14 states, “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.” 

Some preachers have misunderstood (or intentionally twisted) this verse to mean that Satan has already been destroyed by Jesus. Obviously this is not the case, for Satan is certainly alive and active in our world today. “Destroyed” here means the loss of well-being rather than loss of being.
 Satan was not annihilated at the cross, but his power was broken. The word “destroy” is the translation of katergazomai, which means “to bring to naught, to render inoperative.”
 As Paul wrote in Colossians 2:15, “Having disarmed the powers and authorities, [Jesus] made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.” Satan is not destroyed, but he is disarmed.


Christ’s victory on the cross guaranteed that Satan would one day be completely defeated, though. Way back in Genesis 3:15, God said to the serpent (representing Satan), “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” The promised Messiah would be bruised (remember Isaiah 53) and yet, in the bruising, crush the head of the serpent. Jesus fulfilled this promise in that, by His death, the power of death itself would be disarmed.
 
We might wonder in what sense does the devil have the power of death? The final authority of death is in the hands of God. Satan can do only that which is permitted by God, and as seen in the opening chapters of Job, he cannot kill anyone he pleases. But because Satan is the author of sin, and sin brings death, in this sense Satan exercises power in the realm of death. His kingdom is one of darkness and death.

Probably the chief sense in which he has this power is in demanding death. God decreed the death of all who sinned. So in his role as adversary, the devil can demand that the penalty be paid. This is graphically portrayed in Zechariah 3:1-4,

Then he showed me Joshua the high priest standing before the angel of the Lord, and Satan standing at his right side to accuse him. The Lord  said to Satan, “The Lord rebuke you, Satan! The Lord, who has chosen Jerusalem, rebuke you! Is not this man a burning stick snatched from the fire?” Now Joshua was dressed in filthy clothes as he stood before the angel. The angel said to those who were standing before him, “Take off his filthy clothes.” Then he said to Joshua, “See, I have taken away your sin, and I will put rich garments on you.” 

Satan is called “the accuser of our brothers, who accuses them before our God day and night,” in Revelation 12:10. The very word “Satan” means “accuser.” In the story of Joshua, Satan was silenced in the presence of God. Through the death of Jesus, Satan is silenced permanently in the presence of God, for as Paul puts it in Romans 8:33, 

“Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen?” Through suffering Jesus silenced our foe.

Through Suffering Jesus Soothed our Fear


Third, through suffering Jesus soothed our fear. Reading again verse fourteen and on through fifteen, 

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.


Let those last words sink in: “those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.” We often use the phrase, “scared to death.” This speaks of those who are “scared to death of death”! And we see it all around us. It has always been so.

Aristotle called death the thing to be feared most because “it appears to be the end of everything.” Jean-Paul Sartre asserted that death “re​moves all meaning from life.” Robert Green Ingersoll, one of America’s most outspoken agnostics, could offer no words of hope at his brother’s funeral. Instead he said, “Life is a narrow vale between the cold and barren peaks of two eternities. We strive in vain to look beyond the heights.” The pessimism of French philosopher Francois Rabelais was equally arctic. His last words were: “I am going to the great Perhaps.”
 Remember, now, these are considered the best and the brightest minds of all time! 


What a different tone we find in the Bible concerning death. Since Christ conquered death, as Christians we have nothing to fear from it. Paul assures us in Romans 6:9, “Christ, having been raised from the dead, is never to die again; death no longer is master over Him”—nor can it be master over those who are united to Him by faith.
 Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:54-57,

When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: “Death has been swallowed up in victory.” “Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?” The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.

Imagine a hornet without a stinger. Who’s afraid of it? Sans stinger, it’s just an interesting bug, easily observed. Just the same, death has become observable without its stinger. Looking closely, we see that it has become a doorway. Opening the door and peering through, we see that we are—at long last—arriving home. Death, then, has been transformed from pure terror into the gateway that leads to the fulfillment of all longings, even those against which we have defended ourselves by becoming hopeless.
 

In Revelation 1:17-18, Jesus told John, “Do not be afraid; I am the first and the last, and the living One; and I was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of death and of Hades.” Notice the first phrase: “Do not be afraid.” That is the most common command in the Bible. Lloyd John Oglivie writes in his book, Facing the Future Without Fear,

Unfortunately, many Christians, who should have the greatest freedom from the fear of death, are often no more confident than anyone else. We want Christ to help us live the abundant life now, but we give far too little thought to our eternal life. And often, when we are hit with sickness our​selves or face it in our loved ones, we find that the extent of our faith is our hope that Christ will intervene to heal us so that we can live longer. Quantity of years becomes more important than the quality of our lives. Since we try to think about death as little as possible, our faith is not stretched to include the vibrant confidence that, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord. The fear of sickness and death still lurks beneath the surface of our minds. An illness or the death of a loved one or friend can force us to think about death, and then we submerge this disturbing subject again and race on in the fast lane of living.


Contrast that with Paul’s attitude when his life hung in the balance when he wrote in Philippians 1:21, “For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” We sometimes talk about being in a “no-win” situation; Paul was in a “no-lose” situation! In the following verses he admitted, “Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! I am torn between the two!” And he was literally talking about life and death!

When the end of his life was immanent, Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 4:7-8

I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing.

No moaning, no crying, no complaining, no “why me, God?” from his lips. 

“Yeah, but that’s Paul,” you might object. “He was an apostle—a super-saint! Of course he would think that way. But what about ordinary people? What about people today?”

Consider Charles Lindbergh, the first person to fly solo across the Atlantic Ocean. When he was diagnosed with terminal cancer, he and his wife went to spend their final days at their Hawaiian home. In his final days he wrote out these words to be read at his burial service:

 

We commit the body of Charles A. Lindbergh to its final resting place; but his spirit we commit to Almighty God, knowing that death is but a new adventure in existence and remembering how Jesus said upon the cross, “Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit.”

Are there Christians like that today? Yes! And you and I are meant to be among them. We can live without the fear of death. It’s all a matter of believing in the risen Christ, knowing Him firsthand, experiencing the power of His resurrection and regeneration in us, and beginning the joy of heaven now.

Jesus is our Suffering Savior, and through suffering He shared our fate, silenced our foe, and soothed our fear. As we concluded last week, “What a wonderful Savior!”
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