Nothing But The Best #15

“Nobody But Jesus”

Hebrews 4:14-16


This last week a war came to an end. No fanfare, no confetti pouring on a parade of returning heroes marked its conclusion. I doubt that the date will be celebrated in years to come as V-E Day or V-J Day was a generation or two ago. Perhaps that is because there has been no clear-cut victory achieved. Yet the prolonged military campaign in Afghanistan came to a close with the end of 2014. Thousands of brave American soldiers have come home, though few really believe that peace has been accomplished.

 I was reminded this past week of another war that is not all that celebrated; in fact, many people today are not all that familiar with the conflict, who was involved, or what issues were at stake. Everyone in the sound of my voice has been affected, though.

I am speaking of the Protestant Reformation, a battle waged some five centuries ago. Brave men such as Martin Luther, John Calvin, and Huldreich Zwingli stood up again the abuses of the Roman Catholic Church, the only Christian church of that time. They reformed the Church by calling it back to the Bible, away from human inventions that had more to do with amassing money and power than in drawing close to God.

These Reformers were not angelic beings with halos and wings who seemed to hover above the ground as they fluttered from place to place. My church history professor in Bible college, Joe Tewinkel, writes concerning one of them,

Martin Luther was a powerful personality. Like the rest of us, Luther had his faults and weaknesses. He reflected the coarseness of the fifteenth century German peasantry. He suffered periods of deep depression and anxiety… Luther was outspoken and aggressive. If he put his foot in his mouth, as he could do, he jammed it all the way down!

Sounds like my kind of guy!


Coming from the Reformation, three truths emerged as banners on the theological battlefield of the day:

· No sacrifice but Calvary.

· No priest but Christ.

· No confessional but the throne of God.

In those days, the church taught that Christ’s death on the cross was not enough to atone for sin; the worshiper himself must suffer. Only the priest could provide absolution for sin by prescribing penance; and only at the church could one confess their sin to the priest. Over the years these teachings and practices had grown to be accepted…

…until the Reformers stepped up and challenged them. 


Luther relied mostly on Paul’s letters to the Romans and the Galatians as he led the charge for truth. Yet all three of these truth are represented time and again in the letter to the Hebrews. Two of the three “banners” are represented in our text today: No priest but Christ; and no confessional but the throne of God.


Turn with me to Hebrews 4:14-16,

Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens,﻿ Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. 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. Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.

While these verses are obviously connected to the content before it (the opening word “therefore” is a dead giveaway), this text also begins a new emphasis in the book of Hebrews. Up until now we have seen Christ as the Supreme Spokesman and the Superior Savior; now the author depicts Christ as the Superb Shepherd. 

We often refer to our spiritual leader as “pastor” or “minister”; to the ancient Jews they had a “priest.” One of the central themes of Hebrews is the priesthood of Jesus Christ, what He is now doing on behalf of His people.
 He is no ordinary priest or even high priest; he is a great high priest—the high priest par excellence, unique in power and supremacy.
 As William Barclay observes, “No one ever stressed the sheer greatness of Jesus like the writer to the Hebrews.”
 For the next three chapters, he extols the greatness of Christ’s priesthood. The last three verses of chapter four provides the transition.

The Character of Christ’s Priesthood


The first truth we see here is the character of Christ’s priesthood. Verse 14 begins, “since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens,﻿” showing that Christ’s priesthood is spiritual in nature. The Jewish high priest entered the holy of holies (or “most holy place”) once a year, passing through the curtain in the Temple that kept mankind from God’s glory. Jesus, on the other hand, “passed through the heavens,” meaning He went through the first heaven (the atmosphere), the second heaven (outer space), and into the third heaven (God’s abode﻿). Jesus went to where God Himself, not simply His glory, dwells. This is the holiest of all holies.
 Warren Wiersbe observes, “How much better is it to have a High Priest who ministers in a heavenly tabernacle than in an earthly one!”


While this demonstrates a contrast between Jesus’ heavenly priesthood and the earthly priesthood of that time, we should understand that the heavenly exercise of this office is based upon the accomplishments of His earthly ministry.
 John Murray writes,

We need to appreciate the continuity and inter-dependence of our Lord’s earthly and heavenly ministries…. We are prone to emphasize the once-for-allness of his earthly accomplishment to such an extent that we fail to take account of the unity and continuity of the earthly and heavenly aspects of his high priestly function.


This is seen in the next two characteristics of Christ’s priesthood. Verse 15 says, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses…” Christ’s priesthood is sympathetic, from the Greek synpatheō, literally “to suffer along with,” the only time the word appears in the New Testament.
 Jesus knows our human condition. It is not something He has heard about, but something He knows; for He, too, was human. We may approach Him confidently because He knows our weakness.

Read how J. B. Phillips translates Hebrews 4:15: “For we have no superhuman High Priest to whom our weaknesses are unintelligible—he himself has shared fully in all our experience of temptation, except that he never sinned.”

The bottom line is this: Jesus knows how we feel. Max Lucado relates the story of a father trying to teach his six-year-old son how to shoot a basket. The boy would take the basketball and push it as hard as he could toward the goal, but it always fell short. The father would then take the ball and toss it toward the basket, saying something like, “Just do it like this, son. It’s easy.”

Then the boy would try, and miss, again. My friend would then take the ball and make another basket, encouraging his son to push the ball a bit harder.

After several minutes and many misses, the boy responded to his father’s encouragement by saying, “Yeah, but it’s easy for you up there. You don’t know how hard it is from down here.”
 Lucado concludes, 

Every page of the Gospels hammers home this crucial principle: God knows how you feel. From the funeral to the factory to the frustration of a demanding schedule. Jesus understands. When you tell God that you’ve reached your limit, he knows what you mean. When you shake your head at impossible deadlines, he shakes his, too. When your plans are interrupted by people who have other plans, he nods in empathy. He has been there. He knows how you feel.﻿
 


Yes, Jesus was fully God, and as Christians we are good at emphasizing that. But He was fully human as well, and because of that He understands what we experience….


…with one notable exception.


Verse 15 concludes, “but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.” The third characteristic of Christ’s priesthood is that He is sinless. According to the New Testament, Jesus knew no sin (2 Cor. 5:21), He committed no sin (1 Pet. 2:22), and there is no sin in Him (1 Jn. 3:5).
 


How can it be that Jesus was tempted “in every way even as we are”? This is not implying that within His lifetime Christ encountered every possible different temptation. He could hardly have experienced personally the specific temptations peculiar to women, to married people, to the elderly, to those who live in a modern technological society. Yet at the root of the different temptations encountered by men and women throughout the wide range of human experience there are a number of basic trials or tests, and Jesus certainly knew what it was to meet these and emerge victoriously from the struggle.


I believe that all temptation falls under three categories mentioned in 1 John 2:16-17 in the kjv: the “evil trilogy” of “the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eye, and the pride of life.”
 Think of humanity’s first sin: Eve was tempted in Genesis 3:6 with the lust of the eyes when she saw that the tree was “pleasing to the eye,” with the lust of the flesh when she saw that it was “good for food,” and with the pride of life when she saw that it was “desirable for gaining wisdom”. Jesus was likewise tempted with the lust of the flesh when urged to “tell these stones to become bread,” with the lust of the eyes when Satan “showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor,” and with the pride of life when urged to cast Himself down from the Temple, as recorded in Matthew 4:1-11. He fully knows temptation.


“That may be true,” you may be thinking, “but He never sinned! How can He know how I feel?” Though Jesus did not sin, we should not think that life on earth was easy for Him. His sinlessness was, at least in part, an earned sinlessness as He gained victory after victory in the constant battle with temptation that life in this world entails. In reality, He knows the force of temptation in a way that we who sin do not. We give in before the temptation has fully spent itself; only He who does not yield knows its full force.
 Jesus knows temptation more than we ever will.

The Challenge of Christ’s Priesthood


Based on these characteristics, the author of Hebrews issues a two-fold challenge of Christ’s priesthood. Twice in these three verses the author writes, “Let us…” putting the truth into practical terms. (This appears no less than 16 times in Hebrews, prompting my father to call this “the salad book” of the Bible!
 “Let us,”…“lettuce”…get it?)


The first is found at the end of verse 14: “let us hold firmly to the faith we profess.” The verb used here (kratōmen) means “cling to,” requiring some determination on our part.
 I am reminded of the phrase “patient endurance” that appears three times in the book of Revelation. At times we must “hold on tight” to our faith, especially when life gets tough. 


The Hebrew Christians who received this letter were sorely tempted to return to the religion of their fathers. After all, any Jew could travel to Jerusalem and see the temple and the priests ministering at the altar. Here was something real, visible, concrete. When a person is going through persecution, as these Hebrew Christians were, it is much easier to walk by sight than by faith. Some of us have doubted the Lord under much less provocation than these people were enduring.


The author of Hebrews challenges his readers to hold on tight, since we have such a greater high priest than any in Jerusalem. Nothing could be more senseless than for us to abandon our faith—and the eternal benefits that go with it—because of temporary pain and suffering.
 As Paul wrote in Romans 8:18, “I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.” 


How do we do that? How do we hold on when the pressure seems unbearable? The second challenge, found in verse 16, speaks to that: “let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence.” Unlike the ancient Hebrews, who had to keep their distance from God, who were threatened with death for even touching the Ark of the Covenant, we are invited to approach God’s presence through our Great High Priest, Jesus Christ. We do not need earthly priests to represent us before God, as 1 Timothy 2:5 tells us, “For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.” There is no barrier. We can approach God.


The phrase “throne of grace” is interesting. Some scholars connect this idea with the “mercy seat” in the Old Testament tabernacle and temple.
 Bernard Ramm shows how the Jewish item can be properly be rendered “throne of mercy”:

The mercy seat was a slab of gold with cherubim fashioned from the ends with wings hover​ing back over the golden slab. Some commentators think of it only as a cover of the ark to protect the sacred contents of the ark. Others think that it is a separate piece of furniture which while functioning as a lid has a theo​logical significance.

With the cherubim beaten from the ends of the mercy seat it must mean that the mercy seat was more than a lid. Cherubim mean the presence of God, hence symbol​ize the throne of God (“who is enthroned on the cherubim,” 1 Sam. 4:4). But it is also the place where the sacrificial blood was sprinkled on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:14).

The mercy seat then combines the concepts of the throne of God and the place of propitiation. If the cherubim suggest a throne and the throne where there is propitiation then Luther is very correct in translating the Hebrew for propitia​tion as the throne of grace after Hebrews 4:16.


The author of Hebrews writes that we are to come “boldly.” This does not mean we are to be brash or brazen, but neither are we to be bashful. We are urged to come “boldly.” This word means “confidently.” We can speak freely and frankly with our Heavenly Father when we come in Jesus’ name.
 

The Consequences of Christ’s Priesthood


What happens when we do this? Verse 16 ends with the consequences of Christ’s priesthood as it relates to us, His followers.


First we “receive mercy and find grace.” These two qualities are two sides of the same coin. Mercy means that God does not give us what we do deserve; grace means that He gives us what we do not deserve.
 God’s mercy is for our failures of the past and His grace is for our present hour of need.


This flies in the face of the popular view of God—the stern, angry-looking deity who can’t wait to zap anyone who steps out of line. The truth is, the God of the heavens is a God of grace, a God of understanding, a God who comes when we call.


Second, we find mercy and grace “in our time of need.” God meets daily needs daily. Not weekly or annually. He will give you what you need when it is needed. “Let us therefore boldly approach the throne of our gracious God, where we may receive mercy and in his grace find timely help” (Heb. 4:16 neb).
 G. Campbell Morgan writes,

I am never tired of pointing out that the Greek phrase translated “in time of need” is a colloquialism of which “in the nick of time” is the exact equivalent. “That we may receive mercy and find grace to help in the nick of time”—grace just when and where I need it. You are attacked by temptation. At the moment of assault, you look to Him, and the grace is there to help in the nick of time. There is no postponement of your petition until the evening hour of prayer. But there in the city street with the flaming temptation in front of you, turn to Christ with a cry for help, and the grace will be there in the nick of time.
 
Sometimes in the midst of suffering we are emotionally, physically and spiritually down. We are in desperate need, feeling that we re unable to go on. It is then, more than ever, that we need to claim God’s promise to assist us. In the precious words of this passage, we are told of a place to go, a procedure to follow, the purpose for going, and the Person to whom we flee. This verse tells us what to do when we feel we’re about to be overwhelmed, and it holds a tremendous promise.

In times like these, there’s nobody but Jesus.
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