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Some time ago the international media came alight with the news that 
members of Britain’s royal family had eschewed the private jet and flown 
on a commercial airline for their summer getaway. Fellow passengers on the 
budget flight could hardly believe that the royals had come so low, sharing 
their flight and traveling alongside them. When people of noble birth or 
celebrity fame are found walking among us, we are often fascinated and 
surprised. At the heart of the Bible’s message is the startling news the news 
that the eternal Son of God was born in a stable, lived among us, and gave 
his life on a Roman cross. The second chapter of Hebrews invites us to give 
careful thought to that stunning reality. 

The prologue and main opening section of Hebrews (1:1-2:4) address the 
dignity of Jesus Christ and the degree of his exaltation.2 Comparing Jesus 
to the angels (as respective agents of divine revelation), chapter 1 demon-
strates that Jesus is not only the promised King of Israel, but the King who 
is truly and ontologically the Son of God. As the true Son of God, he is the 
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most exalted person in the entire universe. Therefore, Hebrews reasons, we 
need to listen carefully to the salvation message he brings (2:1-4). The first 
readers of Hebrews (who were likely believers from a Jewish background) 
needed to hear that message. They were evidently coming under pressure 
to treat the Old Testament (OT) Law as the final and complete body of 
divine revelation, and in so doing to set aside the gospel revealed by Jesus 
and return once more to the rites and rituals of the OT Law. They needed 
to see that the promised Messiah would not simply be called God’s “son” 
as a somewhat hyperbolic courtesy given to kings of old (see Ps 2:7 and 2 
Sam 7:14, cited in Heb 1:5), but as an ontological reality as the true Son.3 
The OT expected that the coming Messiah would indeed be God himself, 
the truly exalted one, whose salvation word must be heeded. That was the 
focus of the opening section. 

If main first section of Hebrews tackled the question of just how exalted 
Jesus is, this second section (2:5-3:3) tackles a rather different question: 
Given that Jesus so highly exalted in his being—given that he is indeed God 
himself—then why did he come so very low in his humanity, suffering and 
death? 

At the time of writing, Canada has recently gone through a national elec-
tion season, and the United States is soon to enter its own. During a political 
campaign, it is always important for candidates to project the right kind of 
image: unassailable confidence, an ability to win, and a plausible capacity 
to take their place representing a great nation on the world stage. For the 
people of Israel in the first century, the promised Messiah was expected to 
be a great political and military leader. He would remove the yoke of Roman 
oppression from Israel and lead the nation to take its rightful place within the 
international order as God’s chosen people. That was the popular expectation. 
And so, when the true Messiah came and showed no interest in entering the 
world of politics or mounting a military campaign, he was a great puzzle to 
many. Doubts about his messiahship seemed to be confirmed when this 
would-be King not only failed to defeat the Romans but was rather defeated 
by them, enduring humiliation and execution as a criminal.

In 1 Corinthians 1, Paul writes of this offence of the cross of Christ and 
notes how, for the people of Israel, it became a stumbling block to their 
acceptance of him: “For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we 
preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles…” (1 
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Cor 1:22). It is the issue of this “stumbling block” that the writer is dealing 
with here in the second main section of Hebrews (2:5-3:3). If Jesus is truly 
the exalted Messiah, the divine Son of God, then why did he come so low 
in humanity, suffering, and death?

Coming Low to Lead us to Glory

In the city of Ottawa, where I live, there has been a plan in place to con-
struct a light rail transit system for a number of years. After a decade and 
more of intensive planning and sixteen months of delays, the long-awaited 
Confederation Line recently opened. It was a day of rejoicing to see the 
project completed and the promises of civic leaders fulfilled. Like with 
many long-range infrastructure projects of this kind, there were times in the 
process when one could have been forgiven for wondering if the plan had 
be derailed, forgotten or sidelined in some way. Were the authorities still 
committed to it, despite wrangling at city hall, despite sinkholes appearing 
in awkward locations in the city center, despite budgetary challenges, engi-
neering obstacles, and all the rest? 

There is no doubt that God had a grand plan for humanity back at the 
very beginning, in the Garden of Eden. He created the man and woman to 
be his image-bearers and vice-regents in the world (Gen 1:26-28). He gave 
them a dignified mandate and a glorious calling. That was a long time ago, 
however, and there have been plenty of setbacks and disappointments along 
the way: the fall, the flood, ongoing rebellion and revolt, and ultimately the 
murder of the very Son of God. With so many setbacks over so many years, 
we might be tempted to ask: Does God’s original plan still stand? Is he still 
committed to it? Will we ever see humanity fulfill its glorious mandate? 

Hebrews wants us to know and understand that God cares deeply about 
humanity and has never for a moment abandoned his great plans for us. 
Having spent quite a lot of time in chapter 1 discussing the stature of angels, 
the writer opens this new section with an insistence that the world to come 
is not built for their sake (2:5). The angels may be dignified creatures, but 
God’s plans do not center on them. The special focus of God’s plans for the 
world to come is humanity. To remind us of this purpose, and to open up 
that purpose to us, the writer turns (in verse 6) to Psalm 8. It is worth having 
the Psalm in its entirety before us: 
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O LORD, our Lord, 

how majestic is your name in all the earth!

You have set your glory above the heavens.

Out of the mouth of babies and infants,

you have established strength because of your foes,

to still the enemy and the avenger.

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,

the moon and the stars, which you have set in place,

what is man that you are mindful of him, 

and the son of man that you care for him?

Yet you have made him a little lower than the heavenly beings

and crowned him with glory and honor.

You have given him dominion over the works of your hands;

you have put all things under his feet,

all sheep and oxen,

and also the beasts of the field,

the birds of the heavens, and the fish of the sea,

whatever passes along the paths of the seas.

O LORD, our Lord, 

how majestic is your name in all the earth! 

Reflecting on this psalm, we might say that it looks back wistfully to the 
Garden of Eden and humanity’s fist days before the fall, while at the same time 
looking forward prophetically to the day of Jesus Christ. David, the author, 
recalls the Garden of Eden and the wide dominion God gave to humanity at 
creation. Adam and Eve were set just a little lower than the angels and were 
crowned with glory and honor as God’s image-bearers and vice-regents. Yet, 
as he writes the psalm, David knows that the first humans failed to be the 
representatives of God that they should have been. They failed to rule God’s 
world in God’s way as his true image-bearers. Writing long after the fall of 
Genesis 3, David knows that the pattern is not functioning as it should; the 
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creation is not sitting peaceably under the feet of humanity. As we remember 
that this is the context in which it is written, we see that the psalm is actually 
filled with hope. Despite the mess that the world is in, and despite the fact 
that God’s design for his creation is not currently working as it should, David’s 
looks in faith to the original divine pattern and to its coming fulfillment. His 
psalm points forward to a renewal and a redemption yet to come. 

In quoting the psalm here, the writer of Hebrews is saying to us that the 
grand divine plan for humanity is still in view. More than that, he is signal-
ing that the self-lowering of the Son of God in his descent to earth is at the 
heart of God’s work to bring that plan to fruition. He opens up the psalm in 
a Christ-centered way to drive home the point: “Now in putting everything 
in subjection to him he left nothing outside his control. At present, we do 
not yet see everything in subjection to him. But we see him who for a little 
while was made lower than the angels, namely Jesus, crowned with glory 
and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he 
might taste death for everyone.” (2:8b-9) God put everything in subjection 
to humanity in the Garden. Because of the fall, however, we do not yet see 
all things in the creation subject to us human beings in general. But here is 
what we do see: the Jesus who came low, now exalted on high. 

God had a glorious plan for humanity. We failed in our exercise of the 
dominion he gave us. So, is that the end of the line, the dream dead, and the 
plan forgotten? No, the Father sent Jesus to be a human being this world, “son 
of man”. More than that, he sent him to be the Son of Man, the true and perfect 
representative of humanity to whom Psalm 8 points. The Father sent Jesus to 
become one of us and, as a human being, to fulfill the human calling perfectly. 
In Jesus, we see the one man who never failed, never sinned, never denied the 
glorious calling of God in creation. Having lived the perfect human life, Jesus 
then suffered a death he did not deserve, but one which we amply deserve 
because of our failure to fulfill our calling as people made in the image of God. 

What was the result of all this? The result was that Jesus was able to bring 
many fallen human beings to glory: “For it was fitting that he, for whom and 
by whom all things exist, in bringing many sons to glory, should make the 
founder of their salvation perfect through suffering” (2:10, emphasis mine). 
Through his incarnate life and suffering, Jesus was leading his saved people 
to glory, to the world to come, where the saints will share in his rule and 
his reign. He was leading the way to a glorious renewal where his redeemed 
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people will exercise dominion in a new heaven and a new earth, just as God 
created and called humanity to do, right from the start. 

That is God’s great plan and vision for humanity. But for it to come to 
pass, the divine Son-King, the Messiah, had to become a human being. He 
had to become one of us to save us: “For he who sanctifies and those who 
are sanctified all have one source. That is why he is not ashamed to call them 
brothers” (2:11).

This language of “brotherhood” is significant within the point that the 
writer is making. It is at the heart of Jesus’ saving purpose to become human 
and, through his incarnation, to gain the ability to call his people his “broth-
ers.” The incarnation, and the suffering that it entails, becomes the means 
by which Jesus redeems and gathers these “brothers” to himself. At 2:12 
Hebrews cites Psalm 22:22 to establish this point and to demonstrate that it 
was set out in the Old Testament as God’s plan and purpose for the Messiah: 
“I will tell of your name to by brothers; in the midst of the congregation I 
will sing your praise.”

Psalm 22 is a vitally important psalm for the New Testament (NT) in 
its understanding of Jesus’ work at the cross, speaking as it does with such 
prophetic clarity of the Messiah’s suffering and death. Having laid out in 
some detail the agony of the Messiah, it moves beyond the suffering of his 
death to his triumph in resurrection life. The keystone of the victory and 
vindication that follows his suffering is the gathering of a “congregation” of 
brothers in whose midst the King will praise the name of the Lord. The fruit 
of the Messiah’s death and ensuing triumph will be that people from the ends 
of the earth will join in worshipping the Lord, led by the vindicated King. 
The vision of the psalm is of a redeemed humanity joining the King in true 
worship after his suffering.   

On the anniversary of the September 11 attacks this year, news outlets 
once again published photographs recalling the devastation of the attacks in 
New York. As they do each year, the photographs brought home once again 
the horrendous tragedy of it all, the suffering and the loss of life. Images of 
the firefighters on the scene called to mind the agonizing decision the first 
responders all faced on that fateful day: Do we run away from the danger of 
buildings which were in danger of collapse, or do we run inside to save the 
perishing? So many heroic first responders ran inside, and perished through 
their outstanding acts of bravery.
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With our world in such a disastrous state, it is worth pondering: Why 
did Jesus choose to come down and enter into all this? Why did he choose 
to expose himself to all the suffering, all the misery, and all the mess of a 
fallen and broken world? Why did he willingly embrace a sure and certain 
death in doing so? 

Hebrews proclaims to us the astounding news that Jesus came down that 
he might raise us up. He became human that he might lead human beings 
to glory. He came down to this world that he might suffer for us; and he 
suffered for us that he might redeem us; and he redeemed us that we might 
join him as a congregation of brothers, who will together declare the praises 
of the Lord. That is the big picture. But having given us the big picture, the 
writer now takes time to walk us through the some of the closer details. 
Why, specifically and precisely, did Jesus need to become human to lead us 
to glory? What are the theological underpinnings to that? 

Coming Low to Defeat Death

“Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise par-

took of the same things, that through death he might destroy the one who has 

the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of 

death were subject to lifelong slavery.” (2:14-15)

Death is the great enemy of humanity; it is the supreme achievement of the 
devil; it is the sadness at the heart of our existence; it is the tragedy lurking in 
the shadows at the edge of every loving relationship. This exposition comes 
to publication in the midst of the greatest pandemic the world has seen in 
a century and more. The grim reality of death is all around us at the present 
time. Our news feeds are filled with tragic mortality figures and shocking 
pictures of mass graves and overflowing mortuaries. In normal times, our 
society does its best to ignore death and to pretend to be largely untroubled 
by it. But Hebrews calls out our pretense: in what is really a profound psy-
chological insight into human society, the writer insists that human beings 
live in lifelong slavery to the fear of death (2:15). In this time of pandemic, 
we can no longer pretend that death is not coming to us or that it holds no 
fear for our society. Death is the menacing prospect before each one of us, 
and it is by no means irrational to fear it in our natural state. 
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One of our children had a bit of a nasty fall just recently, and we ended 
up spending quite a few hours at the hospital as a result. When the accident 
first happened, it was a little startling both for us and for him. The rather 
dramatic gash led to plenty of bleeding and required a certain amount of 
repair. When that kind of thing happens, as it does from time to time with 
children, we parents are reminded of their fragility. Most children bounce 
around fairly happily most of the time, full of life and vitality. But when the 
injury comes, there is a reminder that, although they are young and strong, 
they are also very fragile. Children are flesh and blood. They are vulnerable 
and, ultimately, of course, they are mortal. 

Hebrews wants us to see that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, stepped into 
the fragility that is ours as the “children” of humanity. He did so that he might 
defeat our great enemy, the devil, through death itself. The whole shape of 
the biblical narrative tells us that the price of sin is death. The Lord affirms 
it in the Garden of Eden (Gen 2:17); the sacrificial system of the OT rein-
forces it (Lev 4:20-35); the great Servant Song of Isaiah 53 presupposes it; 
and the NT teaches it (Rom 6:23). According to the logic of the Bible, the 
bottom line is that sin will result in death. Either we will die for our sin, or 
another will die in our place; but the wages must be paid. The heart of the 
gospel message is that Jesus came to pay that price for us as our substitute. 
However, in order to pay this price through death as our substitute, it was 
essential that he should become human. In his divinity, the eternal God 
cannot die. He lives forever and never changes. And so for the eternal God 
to save us from death through death, he had to join humanity in the Person 
of his Son. God the Son had to become a human being. This could be no 
mere show or illusion; he needed a genuine humanity that could truly die. 
And so Jesus the Son of God partook of these things that he might defeat 
the devil, undo his terrible work, and “deliver all those who through fear of 
death were subject to lifelong slavery.”

Coming Low to Become our High Priest 

“Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might 

become a merciful and faithful High Priest in the service of God, to make pro-

pitiation for the sins of the people. For because he himself has suffered when 

tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.” (2:17-18)
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In recent months The Economist has carried recruiting advertisements for 
the Central Intelligence Agency. Recent ads have given the following invita-
tion: “For the intellectually curious adventurer looking for an unparalleled, 
high-impact international opportunity, we offer a way of life that challenges 
the deepest resources of an individual’s intellect, resilience and judgment.” 
The ad is limited in what it says about the kinds of skills and qualifications the 
Agency seeks, but the reader knows they will certainly need to have a powerful 
intellect, unusual resilience, and very wise judgment. Those would surely be 
the minimum requirements for anyone who would join their number and 
participate in their very sensitive work. We might imagine that, in addition, 
applicants would need facility in multiple languages, outstanding analytical 
skills and problem-solving abilities, deep psychological insight into people, 
among a whole host of other skills. After all, the nation’s security would rest 
on their shoulders.

Within the people of God, there can hardly be a more significant and sen-
sitive role than that of high priest. The high priest mediates between God and 
his people, representing God before the people and the people before God. 
What are the requirements and qualifications for the job? They are many, and 
the writer is going to spend some time and energy outlining them before he 
is finished his discourse. But here is the basic qualification: the high priest 
for the people of God must be a true human being who has experienced 
trial and suffering as a human (2:17-18). If Jesus was going to be faithful 
and merciful in the job of high priest, he needed to know something of the 
reality of human life in a world of suffering and sin. He needed to know what 
it was like to come under trial, to face opposition, to undergo the attacks of 
the evil one, to suffer physically, and even to die. He had to become like us. 

It is worth noting here that the word translated “tempted” (peirastheis) 
in verse 18 could equally be translated “tested.” In light of the immediate 
context, it seems likely that the emphasis here falls on the “testing” that 
Jesus endured as he did the propitiatory work mentioned in the previous 
verse. Jesus’ loyalty and obedience to the Father were sorely tested as he 
approached the cross. As he was tested in this way, he suffered very deeply. 
Because of this experience, he is able to help those who are being tested as 
they go through their own experiences of deep suffering.

As a pastor, I have the privilege of meeting with people at crucial points 
in their lives, often in times of suffering, trial, and difficulty. Sometimes a 
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member of the church family will be going through an experience that I 
have myself gone through in some measure. In such times, I can speak from 
real personal experience as I seek to encourage and help them. But then, on 
other occasions, a person or a family will share with me the details of a trial 
that they are facing, but it will be a trial that I have not experienced in any 
measure. I feel for them and I want to support them, but I know that I am 
somewhat limited in my ability to help them in that time because I have not 
shared their experience. 

Wonderfully, Jesus our High Priest plumbed the depths of human suffering. 
It is not the case that he faced every type of human suffering in every type of 
way. However, Jesus’ experience of suffering is such that we can never point 
to any suffering in our experience and say that it goes further or deeper than 
the suffering of Jesus Christ. At the cross, Jesus took on himself the sin of 
the guilty and faced not only the physical agony of the worst execution the 
Romans could orchestrate, but the very judgment of God. 

The familiar hymn “Crown Him with Many Crowns” captures well some-
thing of the wonder of the fact that the Son of God identified with us in 
this way:

Crown him the Son of God,

Before the worlds began,

And ye who tread where He hath trod,

Crown Him the Son of Man;

Who every grief hath known

That wrings the human breast, 

And takes and bears them for His own,

That all in Him may rest. 

– Matthew Bridges and Godfrey Thring

For many people, the question of suffering is a real sticking point in coming 
to trust in Jesus. How can a loving God look on, unmoved, while his crea-
tures suffer? This is an important question, but the truth we are considering 
shatters its basic objection and presupposition. We may yet have all kinds 
of questions about the problem of human suffering, but we can hardly say 
that God has stayed on the sidelines. We can hardly charge that God does 
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not care or claim that God does not understand. No; in the person of his 
Son, he has come down; he has entered into human suffering; and he has 
plumbed its very depths. 

Because he has done this, the Lord Jesus is fully qualified to be our High 
Priest, the representative of a suffering humanity before a compassionate 
God. It is not uncommon to go through a time of very deep trial and feel 
very isolated because of the sense that no one else could understand. Some 
will keep quiet about trial and grief for that very reason; it is a pain to bear 
alone because no one else could really comprehend it. The Lord Jesus suf-
fered profoundly when he went through the deepest of trials at Calvary. He 
suffered as he bore the insults of his enemies, the betrayal of his friends, and 
the agony of the cross. He suffered terribly as he faced the very judgment 
of God. Because of this, Jesus is the one person to whom we can feel utterly 
confident bringing our suffering. He is the one person who will understand 
with compassion and depth of insight as we endure painful trails of many 
kinds. He is qualified—truly qualified—to be our High Priest.

These insights shed light on Hebrews’ potentially perplexing statement 
that the Father should choose to “make the founder of their salvation perfect 
through suffering” (2:10). We might imagine that the idea of perfection 
involves the removal of a fault or deficiency, or even the purging of sin. But it 
makes best sense to understand the language of “perfection” here in terms of 
vocational preparation. Jesus was made fully ready for his work as our High 
Priest through the hard experience of human life and suffering in a fallen 
world. This did not involve the removal of any fault or sin in Jesus (for there 
was none, 4:15), but rather the preparation for a new role.4

As High Priest, Jesus sympathizes and he understands. There is, however, 
more to the role than simply being a sympathetic ear. The high priest was 
required to bring the sacrificial offering to address the sin of the people. He 
needed “to make propitiation for the sins of the people” (2:17). To “pro-
pitiate” is to address, satisfy and turn away anger. For Jesus, as High Priest, 
to make propitiation for the sins of the people required him to bring an 
offering that fully addressed the just and righteous anger of God due to the 
wrongdoing of the people. The OT priests brought animal offerings for that 
purpose. Hebrews later tells us that these sacrifices were never effective in 
taking away sin (10:4). They were symbols and placeholders, in anticipation 
of a truly effective offering. But this High Priest brought, not an animal, but 
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himself. As the Son of God offered himself as a blameless and pure sacrifice 
of infinite worth for the sins of the people, he was able to be the true and 
final propitiation for sin. 

The humanity, the suffering, and the death of Jesus were entirely essen-
tial in order for him to be the saving High Priest we needed. Despite how 
it may have seemed to the onlooker, the suffering of Jesus was no accident 
of history, but rather the eternal plan of God. Jesus had to come low—very 
low, even to the lowest depths of creaturely humanity—if he was, in fact, 
going to save human beings.

Considering Christ

“Therefore, holy brothers, you who share in a heavenly calling, consider Jesus, the 

apostle and high priest of our confession, who was faithful to him who appointed 

him, just as Moses was faithful in all God’s house.” (3:1)

What are we to make of the incarnation, suffering and death of Jesus our High 
Priest? What is our right response to these things? As we find repeatedly in 
Hebrews, the expected response is set out for us in very simple terms with 
an exhortation marked with the call “therefore” to take specific action. In 
this case, the action required is simply this: “consider Christ.” 

Often when coming to study the Bible or hear sermons, many have an 
appetite for a quick how-to message. You know the sort of thing: how to 
reduce stress in three easy steps, or how to improve my marriage in five 
steps. In light of that appetite, the kind of application that Hebrews gives us 
here (“consider Jesus”) can sound a little flat for some hearers. The same was 
true in the previous section, where the application was simply to “pay much 
closer attention” to the salvation message we have heard from Jesus (2:1). 
However, the more we reflect on these applications that Hebrews gives us, 
the more profound we find they are, and the more we see how urgently we 
need to hear and heed them.

The biggest need of the human heart is not to find three easy steps to 
reduce stress our lives, or to find five easy steps to make our marriages better. 
No, the biggest need of the human heart is to see Jesus Christ with the eyes 
of faith and delight in him more. The greater he becomes for us, the more 
everything else falls into its proper place. And so, rather than try to fix all 
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our practical problems (and the first readers of this letter had all the same 
kinds of challenges and problems we face today), the writer instead focuses 
on renewing and expanding our vision of Jesus Christ.

The writer impresses upon us the awe-inspiring truth that God the eternal 
Son humbled himself and entered his own creation as heaven’s “apostle” 
(emissary) to earth. He sets before us the fact that the Son became incar-
nate, suffered, and died as a human being, that he might be our Great High 
Priest in heaven above. He shows us that Jesus did all this in faithfulness to 
the Father who appointed him. He opens our eyes to see that Jesus endured 
all this he might make us sharers in a “heavenly calling,” leading us to glory, 
enabling us to enjoy the fullness of our humanity as God intended it. He 
reminds us that God made us dignified creatures, bearing his image, with 
the noble function of exercising dominion under him in his world. He made 
us for glory. We squandered so much in the fall, but in his grace and mercy, 
Jesus has come low that he might raise us up. He has come low that he might 
defeat that great enemy, death itself. He come low that the profound sadness 
that hangs like a cloud over every moment of life on this earth might be lifted 
from us. He has come low that he might qualify to be our Great High Priest; 
that he might make the truly effective offering for sin; that he might know 
our trials and our testing and our suffering, and so be merciful and faithful 
as he serves on our behalf. 

And so, brothers and sisters – all who share in a heavenly calling – let us 
“consider Jesus.” 

1. This exposition was originally delivered to the Metropolitan Bible Church, Ottawa, Canada on September 
15, 2019. It has been edited from its original form, but is offered here as a pastoral exposition of the passage 
rather than an exhaustive academic treatment. 

2. On the division of these sections and the broader structure of Hebrews, see Jonathan I. Griffiths, Hebrews 
and Divine Speech (LNTS 507; London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2014), 28-35.

3. For a helpful treatment of the title “Son of God” as applied to OT kings and ultimately to Jesus, see D. A. 
Carson, Jesus the Son of God (Nottingham: Inter-Varsity Press, 2012).

4. David Peterson very helpfully sets out this understanding of the language of “perfection” in Hebrews in 
his monograph and in a shorter article: David Peterson, Hebrews and Perfection: An Examination of the Concept 
of Perfection in the ‘Epistle to the Hebrews’ (SNTSMS 47; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982) 
and “Perfection: achieved and experienced,” in The Perfect Saviour (ed. Jonathan Griffiths; Nottingham: 
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