Nothing But The Best #10

“He Knows How We Feel”

Hebrews 2:11-13, 16-18


“I know how you feel.”


Those words can be the most comforting or the most irritating when you are going through a tough time. Some people say this when they don’t know what else to say, but you know that they have no idea how you feel. Others say it in an almost condescending way, as if to imply, “Oh, that’s nothing compared to what I’ve experienced.” When you hear those words that way, doesn’t it make you want to turn the person off…or worse?


But when those words are said and you know that other person has “been there, done that,” it makes all the difference in the world. Warren Wiersbe tells this story:

One of my favorite preachers is Dr. George W. Truett, who pastored the First Baptist Church of Dallas, Texas for nearly 50 years. In one of his sermons, he told about an unbelieving couple whose baby died suddenly. Dr. Truett conducted the funeral and later had the joy of seeing them both trust Jesus Christ.
Many months later, a young mother lost her baby; and again, Dr. Truett was called to bring her comfort. But nothing he shared with her seemed to help her. But at the funeral service, the newly converted mother stepped to the girl’s side and said, “I passed through this, and I know what you are passing through. God called me, and through the darkness I came to Him. He has comforted me, and He will comfort you!”

Dr. Truett said, “The first mother did more for the second mother than I could have done, maybe in days and months; for the first young mother had traveled the road of suffering herself.”
 

What made the difference? The first mother knew what the second mother was going through. She could honestly say, “I know how you feel.”


Perhaps you’ve been in a circumstance when another person’s experience has helped you. They can provide a different perspective, an empathetic ear, and the hope that we can make it through, since somebody else had made it through before. Or maybe you’re on the other end of the spectrum; you feel that “nobody knows the trouble that I’ve seen.”


The Bible informs us, though, that such is not the case. Every single one of us has someone who knows how we feel, no matter what we’re going though. His name is Jesus.


As we continue through the second chapter of Hebrews, we are considering Christ the Superior Savior. So far we have seen Him as the subjected Savior and the suffering Savior. Tonight, from Hebrews 2:11-12, 16-18 we see Jesus, the Sympathetic Savior. For purposes of this message, I want to begin by focusing on verses 16-18, then coming back to verses 11-12.

He Identifies with us as Sinners


In verses 16-17, the author of Hebrews states that He identifies with us as sinners.

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.

Angels has been a recurring theme for the author, and he returns to this thought in contrasting the objective of salvation. Jesus did not die on the cross to save fallen angels, but to save fallen humanity. Nowhere in Scripture are we informed that fallen angels can ever be redeemed. Jesus came to save souls, not spirits.


Why, then, does the author specifically say “Abraham’s descendants”? Perhaps he is alluding to Isaiah 41:8–9, where “the offspring of Abraham” is mentioned as the chosen servant of God. He may have concentrated on the descendants of Abraham because the letter is addressed to Jews. It should be remembered, however, that when Paul wrote to the predominantly Gentile Roman church he could speak of Abraham as “our father according to the flesh” (Romans 4:1), while Jesus pointed out that Abraham’s children were those who do what Abraham did (John 8:39). In a spiritual sense the phrase “Abraham’s offspring” includes all who share his faith and this must be the sense in which the present passage should be understood (Romans 4:11).
 This is seen in the original Greek, where the absence of the article in Greek before “seed” emphasizes the character of the people, thus the spiritual seed of Abraham, both Gentiles and Jews.


Now that we understand that Jesus came to save sinful human beings, not fallen angels, how was this to be done? He had to become human in order to save humanity. He had to become one of us in order to enter our experiences and share them Himself. Jesus did exactly that.
 John 1:14 says, “The Word [referring to Jesus] became flesh and dwelt among us.” Literally that means that God the Son took on a human body and pitched His tent with other humans. (The Greek word translated “dwelt” literally means “tabernacle” in a verb form, or “pitched a tent”!)


Jesus had real flesh and blood and bones; He was not merely an illusion or some kind of phantom that appeared to people two thousand years ago. He was real in every way. He became subject to human desires, thoughts, feelings, emotions, and affections—with one important exception: He was without sin.


How, then, can we say that He identifies with us as sinners if He never sinned? It was imperative that He not sin, for if He had sinned, His death would have paid the price for His sin. But since He had no sin Himself, His death could pay the price for others’ sin, namely yours and mine. On the cross He took our place, suffering the punishment our sin deserved.


Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” In order to take our sin Jesus could have no sin of His own. He identified with us as sinners in that He became sin for us. The author of Hebrews uses the words “make atonement.” The Greek word used here, hilaskesthai, means “to propitiate,” not “to make atonement,” and relates to putting away the divine wrath. When we sin, we arouse the wrath of God; we become enemies of God. When Jesus died on the cross, He took the wrath of God toward our sins upon Himself.
 Though He Himself never sinned, He does know how it feels to be separated from the Father by sin, for He experienced that when He took our sins upon Himself on the cross. Thus the author writes in Hebrews 4:15, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.” 
Jesus came to identify with us, to experience what we experience. He became our Sympathizer. He was hungry, He was thirsty, He was overcome with fatigue, He slept, He was taught, He grew, He loved, He was astonished, He was glad, He was angry, He was indignant, He was sarcastic, He was grieved, He was troubled, He was overcome by future events, He exercised faith, He read the Scriptures, He prayed, He sighed in His heart when He saw another man in illness, and He cried when His heart ached. Jesus felt everything we will ever feel—and more. For example, He felt temptation to a degree that we could not possibly experience. Most of us never know the full degree of resistible temptation, simply because we usually succumb long before that degree is reached. But since Jesus never sinned, He took the full measure of every temptation that came to Him. And He was victorious in every trial.
 
He Identifies with us as Sufferers


Second, He identifies with us as sufferers. Verse eighteen continues, “Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.” Life is filled with suffering, from physical pain to emotional anguish to spiritual distress. Jesus felt them all.  


We may assume that Jesus’ suffering all took place on the cross, but the context shows that a wider reference is in mind. Throughout His earthly life Jesus suffered—in every way, just as we suffer. In order to identify with us as sufferers, Jesus suffered, for 

only one who suffers can help others in this way. Jesus went all the way for us. He was not only ready to suffer, but he actually did suffer.
 He knows how it feels!


The term “help” (or “succor” in the kjv) literally means, “to run to the cry of a child.” It means “to bring help when it is needed.”
 When we have a problem, isn’t it wonderful to be able to talk with the One who has already experienced it and come through successfully? Other people may be understanding, but they cannot fully understand what we’re going through.
 Jesus does.
He Identifies with us as Siblings


Finally, Jesus identifies with us as siblings. I moved this thought to the end of the message, even though it appears earlier in the chapter, because logically He must relate to us as sinners and sufferers before He relates with us as siblings. Look to verses 11-13 of Hebrews 2: 

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.”﻿ ﻿


Our author returns to his habit of quoting from Old Testament Scriptures to make his point. Once Jesus has redeemed fallen humans, He calls them brothers. This wording is common among Christians; we often refer to each other as “brothers and sisters in Christ.” We don’t usually think of Jesus as our Brother; in fact, in Matthew 23:8 Jesus seems to make a contrast when He says, “You have only one Master and you are all brothers.” In the Gospels, Jesus’ “brothers” referred to those in his immediate family. Sometimes, however, the word is used in a spiritual sense while linking people to Christ. In Romans 8:17, Paul writes, “Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ.” Later in the same chapter he refers to Jesus in verse 29 as “the firstborn among many brothers.” There is a sense, then, in which Jesus is brother to all who call God “Father.” So it is important to identify the “them” in “Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers.” It is not mankind as such He calls “brothers” but only those who are saved.


Verse eleven speaks of “the one who makes men holy and those who are made holy.” In other translators the word “sanctifies” or “consecrates” is used. Usually we think of sanctification as the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer following salvation, making the Christian more like Christ. But the “sanctifying” spoken of here (and elsewhere in the book of Hebrews) is descriptive not of one aspect of the Christian life but of the total experience of salvation, from justification to glorification. In this context, “the one who sanctifies” or “makes holy” is not the Holy Spirit, but rather Jesus the Son of God. This, too, is consistent within Hebrews. We read in Hebrews 10:10 that “we have been made holy [sanctified] through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.” Four verses later the author writes, “by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy [sanctified].” Hebrews 10:29 mentions “the blood of the covenant that sanctified,” while in Hebrews 13:12 he states, “Jesus also suffered outside the city gate to make the people holy [sanctified] through his own blood.” The Christian’s sanctification is achieved solely by the reconciling act of Christ at Calvary, even though it is carried out by the Holy Spirit throughout our lives here on earth.


I mentioned earlier the quotations from the Old Testament used to make this point. The passages used are Psalm 22:22 and Isaiah 8:17-18. Neither text may seem relevant to us regarding the truth the author is relating, but in choosing these verses, he is tapping into a well of messianic teaching with which his audience probably would have been very familiar.


The first quotation is from Psalm 22, which was, in the words of F. F. Bruce, “a psalm in which no Christian of the first century would have failed to recognize Christ as the speaker.”
 We are probably most familiar with the opening words of this psalm, the words Jesus used on the cross: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” I believe personally that Jesus specifically quoted this to point those who heard Him to Psalm 22, where the whole psalm serves as a prediction of His crucifixion…written centuries before crucifixion was even invented! John Phillips points out, “Psalm 22 is the great psalm of the cross. The gospels give the facts of the crucifixion; the psalms give the feelings of the crucified.”
 


I must confess, though, that I usually stop reading too soon in Psalm 22 regarding the suffering of Jesus. I can easily identify the words of the psalmist regarding the pain of crucifixion—the piercing of the hands and feet, the terrible thirst, even having bones out of joint—and the humiliation of being publicly exposed (verse 17, “I can count all my bones; people stare and gloat over me.”) and mocked, even to the detail of the soldiers casting lots for His clothing! But the author goes all the way to verse 22, “I will declare your name to my brothers; in the congregation I will praise you.” Christ is united to us, and we are united to Him: we are spiritually one. This means we and the Son of God share the same nature and belong to the same family! What a marvel of God’s grace!
 


The word rendered “congregation” is the Greek term ekklēsia, and was used in the Greek world to refer to an assembly of almost any kind. But it was also used of ancient Israel in Acts 7:38. In the New Testament ekklēsia became the characteristic word for the gatherings of Christians, what we now call the “church.” Now He who sings God’s praise in the midst of God’s people is by that very fact showing that He is one of them. The “brothers,” therefore, are the Church.

The author of Hebrews also quoted Isaiah 8:17–18 from the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament. The immediate reference is to the prophet Isaiah and his sons who were given unique, significant names. But the ultimate reference is to Jesus. Not only are believers His brethren, but we are also His children.
 Perhaps this is the author’s way of distinguishing us from Christ—we are His brothers, which makes us equal with Him in some regards—but we are also His children, which makes Him greater in other regards.

Jesus became a man to identify with us as sinners, as sufferers, and as siblings. Whatever we are going though, we can be comforted with the knowledge that He knows how we feel!
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