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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 For the most part heresies in the early church had to do with wrong 

notions about who Jesus was.  On the one hand, there were those who denied 

that Jesus was fully divine.  Those who held to this fatal mistake were called 

Arians, after a preacher from Alexandria, in Egypt, who claimed that 

however great Jesus might be he was something less than fully divine.  On 

the other hand there were those who denied the full humanity of Jesus.  

These people were called Docetists, after the Greek word dokeo, which 

means, “to seem” or “to appear.”  They held that while Jesus appeared to be 

a man, he wasn’t.  He only took on the outward appearance of mankind—he 

only seemed to be a man—for it would be an unworthy thing for a divine 

being to really take upon himself the weakness of human flesh.  It would be 

an even unworthier thing for the divine being to suffer and die on a cross.   

 These mistakes were so common that they had to be dealt with and 

dealt with they were, at the First Council of Nicaea in 325 AD.  At that 

council the church affirmed that Jesus Christ was God of God, Light of 

Light, very God of very God and was also incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the 

virgin Mary and made man.  The Westminster Confession of Faith remains 

true to this biblical truth when it asserts this: 
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 The Son of God, the Second Person in the Trinity, being very 
and eternal God, of one substance and equal with the Father, did, 
when the fullness of time was come, take upon him man’s nature with 
all the essential properties and common infirmities thereof… The 
Godhead and the manhood were inseparably joined in one Person… 
very God and very man, yet one Christ. 

 Now I mention this because over the past two months in our study of 

Hebrews we have seen our author lift up and proclaim these two essential 

truths.  He started out his letter by telling us that Jesus was fully divine.  He 

is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of God’s being.  

He sits at the right hand of the majesty in heaven.  He is superior to the 

angels because he has a better name—the Son—a better honour—he is 

worshiped—a better existence—he is eternal, from everlasting to everlasting

—and a better vocation, for he is Master and not servant.  Hebrews makes it 

perfectly clear that when we see Jesus Christ we see God.   

 Over the course of the past several weeks the author of Hebrews has 

been proclaiming the human nature of Jesus Christ.  Under the inspiration of 

the Holy Spirit he has told us that Jesus, just like his brothers, was made a 

little lower than the angels.  Because of that he suffered as we do, even 

tasting death.  And what a glorious truth is found in these words: “Both the 

one who makes men holy and those who are made holy are of the same 
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family.  So Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers.  Fully human, fully 

divine: two natures united perfectly in one Person: this is Jesus Christ. 

 Now in our lesson this morning Hebrews continues to proclaim the 

full humanity of Jesus and it describes three great aspects of his work that he 

accomplished as a man.  First of all, we find that by his death Jesus 

destroyed the devil and set captive humanity free from death.  Second, we 

find that Jesus in his human nature, as he suffers and dies on the cross, he 

makes atonement to God for the sins of his people.  And third, we find that 

because of his suffering under temptation, Jesus has become a merciful and 

compassionate minister who is able to help all those who are being tempted.  

He has come as a man to destroy death, to make atonement, and to minister 

faithfully to those in need.  Let’s take them one at a time. 

 Our lesson begins this way: 

 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.   

Why did Jesus come into the world?  He came to destroy the devil and his 

works and to deliver his people from bondage to sin and death.  How did he 

do this?  He gained this victory through his death.  Put those things together 

and ask, “Why did Jesus come into the world?” and here is your answer: “He 
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came to die and so overthrow the dominion of the devil and set his people 

free.”  Let me elaborate on that.   

 It was under the instigation of the devil that our first parents fell into 

sin, bringing upon themselves and all their descendants the curse of death.  

Ever since the fall the devil and his minions have tormented man by the fear 

of death.  Now I want to be clear here.  We are not to think of death in this 

sense as simply an event that awaits us at some future date.  Death is much 

more comprehensive than that.  Death is a dreadful curse that has the power 

to rule over us now, leavening all our achievements with futility and denying 

our souls peace, contentment and joy.  Think about Ecclesiastes.  It was 

written by King Solomon.  Here was a man who had everything the world 

had to offer.  He studied so as to become wise.  He amassed treasures so 

great they could hardly be counted.  He denied himself no earthly pleasures.  

He turned himself to good works and public service.  And in the end he 

looked at all these things only to declare that all was vanity and futility.  

Why?  Because whether you are wise or foolish, rich or poor, libertine or 

puritan, selfish or public minded, everything ends in death anyway.  He 

wrote, 

 Then I thought in my heart, “The fate of the fool will overtake 
me also.  What then do I gain by being wise?”  I said in my heart, 
“This too is meaningless.”  For the wise man, like the fool, will not be 
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long remembered; in days to come both will be forgotten.  Like the 
fool, the wise man too must die! 

Sometimes when faced with the death of a loved one a person will say, 

“They will live forever in my heart.”  I know what they mean.  They are 

saying the person was really important to them.  But he won’t live forever in 

their hearts.  Memories fade away over time.  They always do.  And then the 

person remembering will die too, and all will be forgotten.  Have you ever 

gone to a cemetery, read the names on the old stones and wondered who the 

people were?  Were they happy?  Were they sad?  Were they believers?  Did 

they have loving families?  Were they healthy or poorly?  You can’t know.  

Neither can anyone else.  They are gone and forgotten and in time, even 

though carved in stone, their names and dates will be illegible. 

 Beloved, our lesson tells us that Jesus came to destroy the devil and 

set us free from the tyranny of death.  You can think of the tyranny of death 

in this way.  Death, the great destroyer, brought the fear of futility, but by the 

cross it is futility that has died.  Our lives have meaning because by God’s 

grace in Christ they will continue through all eternity.  Yes, our outer nature 

may be wasting away, but by faith we can see that our inner nature is being 

renewed every day.  By faith we see eternity lived in the glorious presence of 

the Lord.  Death brought suffering, but in the cross the suffering has been 
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transformed.  In fact, “we rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that 

suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, 

hope.  And hope does not disappoint us.  Death brought the fear of 

judgement, but by the cross all fear is gone.  Listen to these blessed words: 

“There fore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 

Jesus.”  You need no longer be held in slavery to the fear of death.  It has lost 

its sting.  The apostle Paul put it wonderfully well when he said, “To live is 

Christ, to die is gain.”  To live is not to be oppressed by thoughts of death, 

futility and judgement; to live is to be in communion with Jesus.  And when 

the end does come, and we breathe our last, it means to enter into an even 

more intimate and wonderful fellowship with the Lord.     

 So that is the first thing.  Jesus took upon himself human flesh that he 

might die as our substitute and free us from the bondage of death.  Let’s turn 

to our lesson again and find the second great theme of our passage—the 

atonement. 

 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 his 
people.   

Jesus became a man so he might die to save us from death, but note this: 

Sacrifices in the Bible are always directed two ways, in two different 
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directions.  In all sacrifices something is given to God and something is 

taken from man.  Hold that thought while I mention two sacrifices in the Old 

Testament.  In Genesis 22 we find Abraham and his son Isaac walking 

toward Mount Moriah in order to make a sacrifice.  God has commanded 

Abraham to make of his son a burnt offering.  As they are walking along 

Isaac mentions to his father that they have the wood and they have the fire 

they need but they don’t have a lamb to offer.  “Father, where is the lamb for 

the burnt offering,” Isaac asks.  Abraham replies, “My son, God will provide 

himself a lamb for a burnt offering.”   

 Abraham is not simply saying that God himself will provide the 

sacrifice; he is saying that the sacrifice will be provided by God and for God.  

The sacrifice will be directed toward God.  What is it that God requires?  

God requires that his righteousness and holiness be maintained without spot 

or blemish.  He has promised the soul that sins shall die.  He has promises 

that the wages of sin is death.  He has promised that without the shedding of 

blood—without his perfect justice being maintained—there can be no 

forgiveness of sins.  That is what God requires.  And that is what the 

sacrifice of the lamb points to.  Its blood is shed to teach us that God’s 

righteousness must be maintained.     
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 Now from Genesis move to Exodus and instead of Abraham think of 

Moses.  God sent Moses into Egypt to deliver the Israelites from the slave 

pens of Pharaoh.  Pharaoh would not let the people go, even though curse 

upon curse fell upon the land, making it a ruin.  Finally Pharaoh had had 

enough.  On the night of Passover all of the firstborn in Egypt who were not 

sheltered in houses marked by the blood of a lamb were killed.  In Exodus 

12:11 it says, “It is the Lord’s Passover.”  That is to say, the blood of the 

lambs that was shed that night was directed to God to meet his requirements.  

What requirements?  The same requirements we find in Genesis 22.  God’s 

righteousness must be maintained.  His promises must be kept.  The blood 

on the doorposts and lintels is not just to cover the Israelites; it is to appease 

the wrath of God against sin.  It is directed toward God.   

 Now look at our lesson.  It says that Jesus came “that he might make 

atonement for the sins of the people.”  “Make atonement for” is not a 

particularly good translation.  The idea is that by his death Jesus turned aside 

God’s wrath.  He took God’s anger away.  Theologians say Jesus made 

propitiation for the sins of his people.  Remember: God is holy, pure and 

utterly righteous.  There is no sin or darkness in him.  In fact, there cannot be 

sin in God, for he hates sin with a holy and righteous indignation.  Because 

of our sins God is angry with us.  He is against us.  And he will remain 

against us as long as we remain covered in unrighteousness.  
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  Do you remember the parable Jesus told about the wedding banquet 

(Matthew 22:1ff.)?  A king held a great wedding feast.  One of the guests 

was not wearing wedding clothes.  He was dressed in a way that was 

unsuitable for so great an occasion.  He was tossed out on his ear.  You 

cannot stand before a thrice holy God wearing a covering of sin.  You cannot 

stand before a God of glory and be received in mercy if you are covered in 

moral filth.   

 What does God require?  Perfect righteousness.  Perfect obedience.  

Perfect purity.  And these requirements must be met, for God loves his 

righteousness and holiness and purity more than he loves you and me.  We 

will stand before the Lord clothed in such perfection or we will be cast into 

hell.  This is where Jesus, the real Lamb of God comes in.  Jesus offers these 

perfections to his Father on our behalf.  Jesus lived a life of perfect 

righteousness, for he loved God with his whole heart and his neighbour as 

himself.  It was his meat and drink to do his Father’s will.  He was zealous 

for the things of the Lord.  And after he had fulfilled all righteousness, after 

he had fulfilled the law with perfect obedience, he offered up that perfect life 

to God on our behalf.  He said, in effect, “I have obeyed you for them, so 

through my death my obedience now belongs to them.  My perfect 

 10



sinlessness, through my death, now covers them like a robe so that when 

they come before you, you must, according to your own justice, receive 

them as if they themselves were perfect, pure, and sinless.  For them there 

can be no condemnation; on them your wrath cannot fall; I have paid you 

what was owed on their accounts.   

 Jesus became a man to destroy the devil and delivered his people from 

death through his own death.  Jesus became a man to make atonement sins, 

satisfying all of his Father’s righteous requirements.  And third, Jesus 

became a man in order to help all those who are suffering under the trial of 

temptation.  Look at verse 18.  It says, “Because he himself suffered when 

he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.”  Now some 

might say, “But hold on a minute.  How can Jesus know what we are going 

through?  We are very different.  We are sinners.  He was sinless.  He was 

the Redeemer and we are the redeemed.  What does the sinless Son of God 

know about the power of temptation?”  That is backward thinking.  Look: 

Jesus is ideally suited to help us in our struggle against temptation because 

he has endured more temptation than any of us ever will; he endured 

temptation far past the point where any of us would have given in.  B. F. 

Westcott put it well when he said this: 
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 Sympathy with the sinner in his trial does not depend on the 
experience of sin but on the experience of the strength of the 
temptation to sin, which only the sinless can know it its full intensity.  
He who falls yields before the last strain.  

 None of us has ever been tempted as Jesus has.  After his baptism 

Jesus went into the wilderness.  He was there for forty day.  He was hungry, 

thirsty and weak and the devil came offering him a crown without a cross.  

He did not give in, but stood firm upon the Word of God.  When his public 

ministry began members of his own family tried to dissuade him from 

continuing in his Father’s service.  He would not turn back from the path of 

obedience, saying, “Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and 

mother” (Mark 3:35).  Peter, on hearing Jesus declare that he must go to 

Jerusalem, suffer, die on a cross and be raised on the third day, tried to forbid 

the Lord from taking that journey.  Jesus set his face like flint and made the 

journey up to Jerusalem and to that hill which stood outside the city wall.  In 

Gethsemane, with the prospect of being covered in moral filth and suffering 

the unadulterated wrath of God for the sins of the world looming before him, 

he sweated great drops of blood in a season of agony.  And yet he was able 

to pray to the Father, “Yet not my will, but thine be done.”  And even on the 

cross scoffers tempted him to save himself, not knowing that he had legions 

of angels at his disposal who could do just that.  Time and time and time 
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again voices called for Jesus to turn back from his ministry to a lost and 

perishing people.  Praise his name, for he would not turn back from his word 

to seek and to save that which was lost.   

 Beloved, Jesus is able to understand.  He is able to hear us with 

sympathy when we cry out to him for mercy.  You can think of it like this: 

His work of redemption is heartfelt and intimate and knowing because he, 

even more than us, endured all the pain and suffering and temptation that 

this life has to offer. He has gone to great lengths to know us in our trials and 

to share in the fellowship of our suffering.  And knowing our need he equips 

us to love him in the same way, personally and from the heart.  He intercedes 

for us.  He sends his Holy Spirit into our hearts.  He gives us strength for 

each day.  And so we are to love him warmly, intimately and personally.  We 

have a duty (and a privilege) to get to know Jesus more and more, to build 

up our relationship with him through his word and to join in the fellowship 

of his suffering.  We are to grow in Christ so that, along with the Apostle 

Paul we can say, “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me.  And 

the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the son of God who loved me 

and gave his life for me.”   
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 Sometimes the people of the world—and, yes, even the people of the 

church—lament when things go badly.  They say, “Where is God?  Why 

doesn’t he do something?  Why doesn’t he help?”  He has done something 

and what he has done is more than we can even ask or imagine.  When you 

feel sorry for yourself, remember these truths: 

 The Lord Jesus left his home in glory to enter into this dark, 
sin-stained world. 
 He took upon himself the weakness of human flesh, becoming a 
man in every sense of that word. 
 He is life, and yet he wept at the graveside of a friend. 
 He is the bread of life, and yet he hungered. 
 He is the water of life, yet hanging on a cross he was 
constrained to say, “I thirst.” 
 He is honoured by the angels of heaven, yet he fellowshipped 
with publicans and sinners. 
 He is the King of kings, and yet he wore a crown of thorns. 
 He hung upon a cross, for God made him who had no sin to be 
sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.   

He destroyed the devil and delivered us from death.  He atoned for our sins 

and made us presentable to the Father.  He made himself a sympathizing 

pastor to his people by undergoing suffering that we cannot begin to 

understand.  Don’t turn away from such a Saviour.  Don’t despise the riches 

he brings.  Instead offer yourself to him, body and soul, in life and in death, 

now and always.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.  
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