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Context
	We’ve been learning together about the humanity of Jesus.  We looked at the fact that he got tired and hungry, that he was emotional, that he had to deal with his family when they were difficult, he ran the family business and had to deal with difficult customers and tough days at work.  He also faced the people he grew up around who did not accept his ministry.
	Today we are looking at the fact that Jesus was both tested and suffered.  One thing to set out from the beginning is the word test.  In Greek the same word is translated both test and tempt.  Often it is only by looking at the context of the word that we know how to translate it into English.  Why is this important? Because the word “tempt” today means to tempt somebody to do something wrong.  For instance, God never tempts us to do evil!  We think of tempting as a purely negative thing- we are tempted to sin or tempted to do something wrong or that we don’t want to do.  Testing, however, is not necessarily bad.  We may have our faith tested, or our obedience tested, or our thankfulness tested.  These are not necessarily bad things!  In fact, when we are tested we are shown where we are weak and where we are strong- very important things for our growth.  So keep in mind that when we read tempt and test in the New Testament in English it is probably the same word in Greek.  We have to do some work to figure out which English word is the better translation.
	Another word that will be helpful in our discussion today is “affliction.”  Affliction is a source of pain, suffering or distress. A person under affliction is suffering, perhaps being persecuted, or being mistreated or sick or in pain or poor or any number of negative circumstances.  Affliction, like testing, is not necessarily evil.  Sometimes affliction does come as the natural consequences of our sin.  If we steal and are caught and put in prison we are suffering but it is the natural consequence of our sin.  Or, if we over indulge in alcohol and have a hangover, we are suffering the natural consequences of our sin.  However, not all affliction is deserved.  Not all affliction is the consequence of our sin.  Think of Christians under persecution.  Their suffering is not deserved.  Or think of parents who lose a child, or the honest employee who refuses to lie for his company and gets fired.  While suffering is sometimes the result of our sin, other times it is not deserved and the word “affliction” fits well.
	It is an important part of Jesus’ humanity that he was tested and tempted as we are and that he suffered affliction as we do, yet through it all he did not sin.  The passages we are looking at in Hebrews are not the only ones that discuss these topics.  As you recall, in the Gospels we are told of Jesus’ time in the wilderness in which he was tempted by the devil.  Throughout his ministry he frequently suffered affliction.  He had little money, no place to lay his head, he was rejected by his hometown and they tried to kill him, he was lied about, mistreated by the teachers of the law, eventually falsely accused, tried illegally, scourged and beaten and executed on a cross.  Jesus was no stranger to affliction and suffering!
	With this background in mind, with this context, let’s make some observations from our texts.
Observations
	Hebrews is one of the most complex books of the Bible.  The Greek used is the toughest in the New Testament and even when reading it in English it can take some time to follow all the threads and themes that run through the book.  All this is to say that we are going to highlight some specifics in our passages that pertain to Jesus’ suffering and temptation; we are not going to examine every aspect of each verse as we frequently do.
	The first thing I want us to see is in verse 10.  It reads, in part, “It was fitting that God... should make the author of their salvation perfect through suffering.”  This is a startling concept for us, living in the comfortable West.  The idea of being made perfect through suffering runs counter to our assumption that suffering is bad.
	One thing we should keep in mind is that the idea of perfection includes a concept of completion or wholeness.  So one part of God perfecting Jesus is that his suffering made him complete, or complete as a person.  In a few minutes we are going to look at other aspects of the perfecting nature of suffering.  
	Drop down to verse 18 and you will see, “Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.”  We see Jesus’ suffering spoken of twice. In the first place it is how God perfected Jesus. In the second place it is because of his suffering in temptation that Jesus is able to help those who are being tempted themselves.
	I had a conversation with somebody a few weeks ago about God being all-knowing.  The question asked was that if God is all-knowing, why did he have to become a human to know what it is like to be a person, to be able to identify with people.  This question is partially answered here.  God is all-knowing in terms of information, but not in terms of experience.  There is knowledge that comes from reading, learning or hearing.  There is also knowledge that comes from experience, such as knowing a person.  I can read all about Wayne Gretzky, but that doesn’t mean I know him.  I can know a lot about him without having the experience of knowing him.
	In the same way, God is all-knowing, but he is also all-powerful. That means that God, outside the incarnation, does not know what it means to be weak, or tired, or lonely.  God knows what it means to be sad because his people’s sin saddens him.  God does not know what it means to be hurt physically. God does not know suffering or affliction except through Jesus.  God does not know temptation, either, except through Jesus.  
	What does this mean?  It means that God gained new experiences through the incarnation. God now knows what it is like to suffer and to be tempted, in addition to knowing what it is like to be tired, weak, hungry, lonely and all sorts of other human experiences.  It is through this experiential knowledge gained through the Son that God aids us in our times of need. 
	It is always difficult to talk about the Trinity and God and the individual members of the Trinity when it comes to what God knows through Jesus and vice versa. But however that works out, Jesus is in a better position to help us in our need because he himself has experienced temptation and the suffering that comes when one resists it.  This is because he has experiential knowledge of that which God the Father cannot experience himself.  This is why it is so important that Jesus, in the words of Philippians 2, did not treat his equality with God as something to be clutched, but emptied himself to become like one of us. If he had remained all-powerful as a human, he would not know weakness, fatigue, loneliness, suffering or even temptation.
	The next observation I want to make comes in verses 11, 14 and 15.  Look down at your Bibles.  In verse 11, at the end, we are told, “So Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers.”  Verse 14 to 15 reads, “Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity.”  There is an important element here before we keep going.  It was important that Jesus have flesh and blood, that he share in our humanity.  He became one of the lost children so that they could be rescued and become God’s adopted children.
	Continuing in verse 14 we are told why he shared in our humanity, “So that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death- that is, the devil.”  So we here see that part of the importance of Jesus becoming human was the defeat of the devil who holds the power of death.  Paul tells us in Romans that the wages of sin is death (Rom 6:23).  So someone or something had to die to pay for sin.  In order to die and atone for sin, Jesus had to become human- he had to become mortal. God, the immortal, the eternal, cannot die.  That’s the first reason for Jesus’ humanity seen here.
	In addition, we are told in the next verse, “and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.”  So there are two reasons for Jesus’ humanity- it was important that he become human so that he could die.  Through that death he defeated the devil, who holds death’s power.  Second, he also freed us from slavery to fear of death.  How did he do that?
	It has been asked, “Why couldn’t God have found a way to pay for sin without the death of a person?”  Or, similarly, “Why did Jesus have to die to pay for sin? Wasn’t there another way?”  While there are a number of approaches to answering these questions, what this passage shows us is that not only was Jesus here to defeat the devil through his own death, but he had another purpose too- to free us from the fear of death.  To my mind, Jesus being a human, experiencing death and being resurrecting is one of the most convincing ways to free us from fear of death.  In Jesus we have seen an real example of the power of death being defeated. Jesus died but he didn’t stay dead.  The power of death could not hold him which gives us hope that through Jesus death won’t be able to hold us either!  If Jesus had defeated the devil some other way, we would still fear death.  We would only have Jesus’ “word” that death was no longer something to fear. Now, however, we have a real-life example to look to in order to free us from fear of death!
	Last, but not least, consider verse 17, “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.”  Another rich, full verse.  We see two points in this verse for Jesus’ humanity.  The first is that Jesus was made like us in every way so that he could become a merciful and faithful high priest.  The second is that through his humanity he was able to make atonement for the sins of the people.
	As Protestants, we don’t think of priests very often, let alone the idea of a high priest. So what is the author saying?  The high priest in the Old Testament was the one and only person who could enter into God’s presence and the reason he did so was to offer the atonement sacrifice for Israel’s sins.  
	How does this connect to Jesus?  First, the high priests were all men, were all humans.  So for Jesus to be a high priest he would also need to be a human.  Second, Jesus, the great high priest, has immediate access to God.  He is our representative to God who is able to enter into God’s presence, not just once a year like other high priests, but all the time.  Third, the role of the high priest is to offer atonement sacrifices for sin.  Jesus offered the ultimate atonement sacrifice- his sinless life!
	So Jesus became a human, in part at least, in order to become a high priest for us. In that role he enters God’s presence on our behalf, representing us, to offer atonement for sin.  The high priest represented the people as one of the people. If Jesus was not fully human, he would not have been able to represent humanity.
	But notice that beyond just offering atonement and representing God’s people, his full humanity also makes him merciful and faithful.  His experience as a human, as we talked about earlier, gives him empathy.  He is a better high priest, a better representative, for having suffered as we do.
	Now let’s move down to Chapter 4, verses 14-16.  Verse 14 begins, “Therefore, since we have such a great high priest.”  The author is again picking up on Jesus’ role as high priest.  Jesus, though, unlike other high priests, has actually “gone through the heavens.”  The greatness of his high priesthood- that he has ascended to Heaven to be in God’s presence all the time, the greatness and finality of his atoning sacrifice and his complete representation of us as a full human being- inspires us to hold firm to our faith.  Our high priest was tempted like we are and that means he can sympathize with us. This, in turn, gives us confidence to approach the throne of grace. It also means we can expect to find mercy and grace to help us in our times of temptation and affliction as well.
Interpretation
	What does all this mean? How do we interpret the observations we have made?  What are we supposed to think about all this?  We’ve already done a fair amount of interpretation as we went through our observations, but let me summarize a few of those points.
	First, suffering is not evil in and of itself.  Suffering or affliction can be a tool God uses for our good. It is the tool God used to “perfect” Jesus!  This is so very important for us to realize. Affliction can lead to growth.  Suffering can lead to strengthening and maturing.  
	Second, Jesus’ death was necessary to defeat the devil.  Why? Because that is the cost of sin- death.  “Since death was the prescription for victory in this case, the only way the Son could accomplish the needed task was to die, and the only way to die was to become human.” [George H. Guthrie, Hebrews, p. 111] This is the “logic” of the incarnation.  God’s justice and God’s love both had to be satisfied. This is like an immovable object, God’s justice, being met my an irresistible force, God’s love.  When those two meet, the incarnation happens!  
	Beyond just atoning for sin abstractly, or behind the scenes, Jesus’ resurrection also frees us from slavery to fear of death.  “A believer’s fear of death no longer paralyses and enslaves because Jesus has disabled death’s master.... As our champion, he has stormed the very gates of the enemy and laid hold of his stronghold, opening wide the doors of our captivity and pointing us to the path of freedom.” [Guthrie, p. 111] The resurrection proves to us that death is defeated. The hope we have is found in the resurrection of Jesus. Since he was raised, we have confidence that we, too, will be raised, which removes the fear of death.  His resurrection is our proof that the devil has been dethroned and the power of death is removed. Death itself has not been fully defeated yet, but the permanence of death- it’s primary power has been defeated.  We see this in Christ’s resurrection and hold firm to our faith that we, too, through his atonement, will also be raised.
	So in his death Jesus made atonement for our sin.  But his humanity means more than that for us.  Let’s put it in terms of his role as high priest. As our high priest, Jesus’ role was to offer an atonement sacrifice for the sins fo the people.  His death was that sacrifice. His humanity was necessary for him to die, so it was necessary for his atonement.  Also as our high priest, Jesus represents us in God’s presence.  His full humanity without sin makes him our perfect representative.  He was tempted and tested as we are. He suffered affliction as we do.  He was weak, sick, afraid, lonely, frustrated and all the other things we experience in our frailty. But he did not sin.  This means he can represent us in our weakness, but he can enter God’s presence in his sinlessness.  His sinless death means that he is able to pay for the sins of others.  But his temptation and suffering means he can be merciful and sympathetic to us.  We have hope for help in our trials because our high priest has been through them too.  We have hope for help from him because he knows what it is to resist temptation to the last!
	Jesus can sympathize with us and he can stand in God’s presence with God’s favour.  So he is the perfect mediator for us, the perfect high priest.  That our high priest is permanently in God’s presence and in God’s “good books” gives us confidence that we can approach God’s throne, knowing Jesus is standing there advocating for us. We know that the one closest to the throne is pulling for us, is empathizing with us and can offer support and help drawing from his divine power, motivated by his human experience.
	Why is this so important for us?  Think of it this way.  Amy and I are new parents.  We have found tremendous encouragement talking with other new parents about what it means to have kids.  They are helpful because they can empathize.  We also find it helpful talking with parents whose children are older.  Their experience means they can sympathize with us in our struggles, but because they are already through those struggles, because they are beyond them, they can offer support from experience.  “It is just for a time,” as Nancy says when things seem overwhelming.
	Amy and I also have friends who don’t have kids yet.  They’re great too.  In some ways, our friends who don’t have kids of their own can be more excited or entranced by Megan because she is even more new to them than to us!  We love our friends who don’t have kids. But they cannot offer sympathy when Meg falls down and gets hurt. They cannot offer insight from experience about a child that cries in the night.  It doesn’t mean they’re not good friends, or great baby sitters. It just means there are areas in which they cannot share our distress.
	Jesus has all the experience he needs to be able to sympathize with us.  The only thing he does not know is personal failure in times of temptation. Yet, on the cross, he bore the weight of all our sins at once!  So perhaps he does know the shame and pain of sin having taken ours upon himself!
Now Apply It
	Now comes the all important part of our time together today- the application!  What does this all have to do with us?  If we have challenged our thinking today, how do we challenge our being and doing?
	We’ve spoken a fair bit, today, about some pretty deep theology.  We’ve been talking about Jesus’ humanity, his role as high priest, his atoning sacrifice and defeat of death.  That’s pretty deep stuff. It’s pretty important stuff.  It is at the heart of the good news of Jesus Christ. It is vital to our faith.  I hope, along the way, you found some inspiration, some encouragement and some new truths to strengthen your walk with Jesus.
	For our application today, however, I want to zero in on one particular aspect of our two texts- that Jesus suffered and was tempted.  The first application comes to our approach to suffering and affliction.  The second application will focus on how we view and approach temptation.  Jesus was perfected through suffering!  If Jesus went through suffering as part of God’s plan to perfect him, why do we think he won’t do the same to perfect us?  Affliction is a tool God uses to purify us and mature us.
	So often we hear Christians, including many pastors, who claim that all God wants for us is to be comfortable, to have a good life in terms of providing for us financially and materially.  Far too often we fall into the trap of thinking that by walking with God everything in this life is going to be easy, pleasant and enjoyable. Along with that false thinking, we start to think that any time something bad happens to us, any time we experience pain or suffering, it must be because God has abandoned us, failed us or is displeased with us.
	But these two passages blow that thinking out of the water!  Jesus, the Son of God, the one of whom God said, “This is my beloved Son. In him I am well pleased,” experienced suffering!  If the Master experienced suffering and it was for his perfection, the servants should expect the same.
	Affliction is sent our way for the strengthening of our faith. [O. R. Johnston, “Richard Greenham and the Trials of a Christian,” Puritan Papers Vol 1, p. 78] Think of how gold is purified. It is put into the fire so that its hardness melts and the impurities float to the surface.  In the same way, God refines us with fire, softening our hardness so our impurities come to the surface so they can be seen and removed.
	Sometimes affliction or suffering comes as a warning.  It warns us that we are flirting with danger, flirting with sin. How do people come to repentance without some outward pain or distress?  I think many of us remember the first time we committed our lives to Christ and remember a great sense of distress beforehand. Often we are convinced of our sin and we grasp some sense of its danger. [Johnston, p. 79]
	Sometimes we think that what we have is because we are so good.  We think that our own goodness, or skill, or strength or intelligence has provided what we have.  We take for granted God’s provision not only of our gifts, strengths and talents, but also providing a safe country in which to live, one where war has not torn apart the infrastructure, where laws are relatively just and we have tremendous freedom, including freedom to work and earn a fair wage.  We stop being thankful for what God has provided and let our success and achievement go to our heads.  Then, in his mercy, God sends us some affliction, some pain, distress or suffering. The goal is that we stop taking things for granted, that we count our blessings and remember thankfulness to the one who created us and sustains us. [Johnston, p. 79]
	Affliction can also serve to shed light on a particular sin or sins.  It can shake us from false security.  Sometimes we need to be shaken up, to be woken up to our spiritual state.  If hearing the word of God is not enough to wake us up from our spiritual slumber, God will allow suffering to enter our lives to wake us up and alert us to our danger.  Affliction humbles us.  Affliction is not something to be sought after. It is better by far to be humbled by hearing God’s word. But it is better to suffer affliction than to not be humbled at all. [Johnston, p. 79]
	What kinds of affliction might God send along to his children?  Sometimes it is persecution, sometimes it is ridicule for your faith, sometimes it is the loss of friends either believers or non-believers.  If you lose Christian friends perhaps it is because you are straying. Perhaps he will send personal loss or continued poverty while others around you are blessed financially.  Whatever form it takes, when you feel the pinch of pain, when you sense trouble entering your life, do not immediately rush to judgement about its purpose. “Our main concern should constantly be to find out and learn the lesson which affliction has been sent to teach us.” [Johntston, p. 81]
	Instead, Christians often have one of two negative, immature responses to affliction or suffering in their lives.  The first is self-pity.  Bad things come our way and we think, “Woe is me!  I have it worse than anybody else has ever had it.”  And so Satan leads us to despair. [Johnston, p. 81]
	The other danger is spiritual revolt.  “When our afflictions do not drive us to God, nor cause us more humbly to hear and seek His word, bur rather to stop our ears, and to run from it, and to seek unlawful means, in that case is danger.” [Greenham, in Johnston, p. 82]
	So our two dangers when facing affliction or suffering is to fall into despair thinking nobody has had it so bad, or to rev ourselves up in revolt against God, refusing his lessons, running from his work in our hearts, defying God and refusing to submit to him.  
	But Jesus learned obedience through suffering.  We learn obedience through suffering too. It is easy to walk with God when things are easy. It is a truer test of our relationship with him to walk with him when things are hard.  And the amazing, counter-intuitive thing is, it is where the church is suffering most, where there is the most persecution, that the church is growing the fastest!
	Lastly, I want to briefly touch on how we think about temptation.  Temptation or testing is an important part of our walk as Christians.  Why?  Because temptation reveals our character! [Johnston, p. 75]
	Sometimes we find we resist temptation when it is strong, only to fall to it later when it seems weak.  Sometimes we find we put up hardly any fight at all.  Other times we resist for a while, but then crumble.  In all these cases, our character is being revealed. Our battle with sin is coming to light.
	God often strengthens new believers against temptation in a mighty way.  Unfortunately, it is easy to let this go to your head! You think you are a super-Christian because of the habitual sins you leave behind.  But God also needs to teach us humility, that we are to turn to him in times of trial and not to trust our own strength, so he withdraws his Spirit or his strength so we learn to recognize where our strength comes from in times of trial.  
	In times of trail we need to pray in order to “arm ourselves by faith.” [Greenham, in Johnston, p. 76] We should pray that either God lessen the temptation or increase our strength.  We can pray that in our temptation the Lord only let Satan test us to the point God wishes, that he only be able to test us to the point that it serves to point out our spiritual sin and weakness and not to the point of overwhelming us.
	Sometimes we find that we battle with the same sin for a long, long time.  We find that we are perpetually vulnerable to a particular temptation. At those times, we need to ask God if we have a particular sin that he is trying to reveal to us, perhaps lust, or pride or unthankfulness. [Johnston, p. 76] When we find ourselves battling a habitual sin, it is possible that God is using that struggle to get us to examine ourselves so that God can shed light on some other areas of our heart that we would otherwise not allow him to show us! “Temptation thus serves a useful purpose of bringing sin into the open so that we see it clearly in all its foulness and can deal with it.” [Johnston, p. 76]
	Perhaps you find that you don’t face temptation very often. Perhaps you find yourself in victory over sin for an extended period of time. Fantastic! But do not let it make you prideful or let your guard down. “The more godly a man is, and the more graces and blessings of God are upon him, the more he hath to pray, because Satan is busiest against him, and because he is readiest to be puffed up with a conceited holiness.” [Greenham, in Johnston, p. 77]
	No matter what the case, whenever we face temptation, our first response should never be to battle it in our own power. That is the path to pride and destruction.  Instead, our first recourse needs to be prayer.  We need to pray that God will help us turn the temptation into an instruction so that it might bring God glory and our own salvation.  Second, turn to God’s word, in particular the promises found there.  Thirst, go to a brother or sister in Christ to confess your temptations, even before you fall into sin.  Do not let your pride or shame prevent you from giving God glory and allowing your brother to pray for you.
	Jesus faced suffering and temptation and yet he did not sin.  It has been said that temptation is the strongest just before you give in to it.  He that resists temptation has felt the strongest temptation.  So think about the fact that Jesus has resisted all temptation!  He has the experience, sympathy and power to come to your aid in times of trial.
	So hold fast to your faith, whether suffering affliction or undergoing temptation.  Hold firm to Jesus, looking to him and not to your own strength to endure.  Ask him to send his Spirit to strengthen you but also to open your eyes to the lessons God is teaching you. Ask for your eyes to be opened to the sin that still dwells in your heart and ask him to redeem the affliction or temptation that you might bring glory to him.
	It has been said that the road to intimacy with God is the road paved with suffering and hardship for that is the road that Jesus walked.
	So when you face temptation, when you face suffering, do not let it drive you to despair and do not let it dive you away from God in revolt. Instead, follow Jesus by daily taking up your cross to be his disciple.  He knows, he cares and he provides for you in your time of need precisely because of his time of need.  Amen.

