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CHRISTMAS SERIES 
2019
WHAT ANGELS COULD NEVER HAVE DONE
Hebrews 2:1-9
INTRODUCTION
Last Sunday marked the beginning of the Advent Season, and as is customary at our church, we are going to join with churches all around the world in devoting this month to consider what theologians call “The Incarnation”, or the “In-Fleshment” of Christ. That’s what Christmas is all about. It’s the celebration of the historical event in which the Son of God became the Son of Man. It’s what J.I. Packer calls the “supreme mystery” of the Christian faith, that “Jesus of Nazareth was God made man.” 
Today, we’re going to begin our consideration of this supreme mystery by spending some time on the topic of angels. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]When I was a teenager, I went through a phase of being fascinated with angels. I was quite interested in reading Christian fiction at the time, and one of the more popular trends in Christian fiction was stories about spiritual warfare. The author would write the story in such a way as to lift the curtain between the seen and the unseen so that the reader could get a glimpse of the spiritual warfare that was going on all around us. Scenes involving conversations between people would give way to scenes describing councils of angels who would then draw their swords and charge to protect people from demonic oppression and influence. 
This left quite the impression on me. I remember spending a lot of time just looking out the window imagining heavenly clashes between angels and demons happening right there at that moment, or picturing angels standing guard around me keeping me safe from evil. 
As time passed, and my relationship with God grew, my interest in angels faded. After all, why put my trust in angels when I could put my trust in God? Why spend my time pondering the angelic servants of God, when I could spend my time pondering Almighty God himself? Over time, I came to believe that angels were largely irrelevant to my life, and spent little to no time thinking about them. 
But every time Christmas comes around, I find myself thinking a lot about angels once more, because if you read the Christmas narratives in Matthew and Luke, angels are everywhere. They’re speaking to Zachariah about the birth of John the Baptist. They’re speaking to Mary about the virgin birth. They’re speaking to Joseph about Mary’s pregnancy, and about the dangers he faced from Herod, and about where he should live when he returned to Israel. They appear to the shepherds in a massive choir singing “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!” 
What are we supposed to make of all this? In light of their obvious prominence in the Christmas story, how much significance should we attribute to angels? We need a guide, and thankfully, God has given us one in the book of Hebrews. 
The book of Hebrews was originally a letter written to Jewish Christians in the style of a sermon. We don’t know exactly who wrote it, but it’s clear that he wrote with a strong pastoral heart and with apostolic authority. 
The writer calls this letter a “word of exhortation” in 13:22. He’s exhorting Jewish Christians by expositing a text of Scripture and then applying it to their lives, just like we do in sermons today. And the purpose of his sermon is to help suffering Christians persevere. 
Life was hard for these 1st century Jewish Christians, because they were being persecuted, and whenever there’s persecution, there will be temptation to abandon the faith. That’s why Hebrews was written. It was written so that they would not give up, and it does that by pointing them again and again to Jesus. 
“Look to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith.” “Look to Jesus, the one who is greater than Moses.” “Look to Jesus, our great high priest who has passed through the heavens, offering himself as the final sacrifice.” “Look to Jesus, a priest in the order of Melchizedek, who had no beginning of days nor end of life but continues a priest forever.” “Look to Jesus, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, so that you will endure suffering as well.” 
And here in our text today, the author says, “Look to Jesus, who did what angels could never have done.” Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of God, did what angels could never have done by taking on flesh and living as a man so that he could act on behalf of mankind. Stephen Wellum says, 
“The point of his incarnation was representation.” 
Jesus lived as our representative. Jesus died as our representative. Jesus even ascended as our representative. And here in Chapter 2, we’re going to see that what Jesus accomplished as our representative secured a glorious future for all who trust in him. 
The title of this sermon is What Angels Could Never Have Done. My aim today is to show you that Christmas Gives Us Hope for the Full Restoration of Humanity. 
We have two points today:
(1) The Son’s Superior Message
(2) The Son’s Superior Mission

(1) THE SON’S SUPERIOR MESSAGE
There are twelve references to angels in the book of Hebrews, and ten of them are in Chapters 1 and 2. That’s because the point of these two chapters is to show us that, as great as angels may be, Jesus is that much better. 1:4 said,
“(Jesus has) become as much superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs.” 
He is superior to angels in name, being called the very Son of God (1:5).
He is superior to angels in station, being seated on God’s throne as angels are sent out to do God’s will (1:7-9).
He is superior to angels in work, having created the heavens and the earth, including angels, without any shadow of change within himself (1: 10-12).
And he is superior to angels in promises, having received the Father’s promise that he will make all his enemies a footstool for his feet (1:13). 
Jesus is utterly unique, not only on earth, but in heaven, because he does God’s work as God’s son speaking with God’s own authority. No angel can claim that honour. This honour is for Christ, and Christ alone, the one who is superior to angels. 
Having explained all this in Chapter 1, this ancient pastor now moves from exposition to exhortation in Chapter 2. In verse 1 he says, “Therefore we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift away from it.” The application of all that he said about Jesus being superior to angels in Chapter 1 is that Christians “must pay much closer attention” to what they have heard. 
What is he referring to? He’s referring to the wisdom and the power of the gospel. We know that because in verse 3 he calls it the message of “such a great salvation”. Christians are to “pay much closer attention” to the gospel and its implications on what we believe and how we are to live, because if we don’t, we’re going to drift away from it. 
Have you ever assumed that you’re safe when you’re not doing anything spiritually? You know that you may not be growing spiritually, but at least you won’t be declining spiritually. Verse 1 tells us that this is a dangerous assumption, because it’s just not true. Doing nothing does something. It leads to spiritual drift. If you’re sailing in a boat, heading to a specific destination, all you need to do is nothing to drift away from where you need to go. Sit back, relax, and watch as you make a shipwreck of your faith. 
It doesn’t matter if you’re doing a bunch of good things (going to church, doing good works), and not doing a bunch of bad things (lie, cheat, steal, etc.). If you fail to do this one thing, to pay close attention to the gospel of God’s great salvation, it’s only a matter of time before you drift away.
It’s so easy to get this wrong, not just on a personal level, but on an institutional level. When a church senses that it’s drifting, it can think that it needs to focus on a new message, like social justice, or equality, or global development; or it needs to change its branding or methodology. That’s not what a drifting church needs. Verse 1 tells us that what they need is to pay much closer attention to what they have heard. They need to return to the ancient message of the gospel and look, and look again, with greater scrutiny and submission, to this message about the person and work of Christ. Only the gospel has the power to reconcile us to God and reform us in his image so that we do not drift away.
That’s one reason why we are to pay closer attention to the gospel. The author gives us another in verses 2-4. In verse 2 he mentions a “message declared by angels” that “proved to be reliable”. This may leave you scratching your head at first, but if you dig a little deeper, it becomes apparent that he’s talking about the Law of Moses, God’s commands delivered to Israel at Mount Sinai. We see a hint of that in the text when he says that “every transgression or disobedience received a just retribution”. That was a feature of the Mosaic Law. If you kept the law of Moses, you were blessed. If you transgressed it, you were cursed. 
But why would the author describe the Mosaic Law as a “message declared by angels”? Those who have read the account at Sinai in Exodus know that God spoke directly to Israel in thunder and lightning and thick smoke, so that all the people trembled. But if you look at what Moses himself said about his encounter with God at Sinai, he makes it clear that there was more going on behind the scenes than it seemed:
“The LORD came from Sinai and dawned from Seir upon us; he shone forth from Mount Paran; he came from the ten thousands of holy ones, with flaming fire at his right hand.” (Deuteronomy 33:1)
The Septuagint actually translated the last part of the verse as “at his right hand were angels with him.” Angels were there at Sinai, functioning in some mysterious way to deliver God’s Word to God’s people. 
This appears to have been well-established in the New Testament era. In Galatians 3:19, the Apostle Paul, who was formerly a Jewish religious scholar before he became a Christian, said
“Why then the law? It was added because of transgressions, until the offspring should come to whom the promise had been made, and it was put in place through angels by an intermediary.” 
In Acts 7, Stephen, the first Christian martyr, said something similar in his defence of Christianity shortly before he was executed: 
“This is the one who was in the congregation in the wilderness with the angel who spoke to him at Mount Sinai, and with our fathers.” (7:38)
“you who received the law as delivered by angels and did not keep it.” (7:53)
And so, when the writer of Hebrews speaks about the Law of Moses being “declared by angels”, he’s speaking from well-established Jewish tradition. The Law was “declared by angels” and “proved to be reliable” as God punished “every transgression or disobedience” with a “just retribution”. 
Now here’s his point. If neglecting the message of angels led to punishment, how much more will neglecting the message of the Son? That’s what we’re doing when we neglect the gospel. Verse 2 told us that the Law was “declared by angels”, but verse 3 tells us that the gospel was “declared at first by the Lord”. It was attested by those who heard (the apostles) and God bore witness to its truth through signs and wonders and various miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit, but those were just witnesses. The originator of the message was Christ himself.  
Christmas reminds us that Jesus came into the world as a man in order to give us this message of salvation himself. It was his personal invitation to us to know him, to be forgiven by him, and to be satisfied in him. But if we neglect this message, we shall not escape God’s judgment. As Hebrews 10:26-27 puts it, 
“For if we go on sinning deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful expectation of judgment”. 
Are you sinning deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the truth? Are you ignoring the gospel, living as if Christ had never died for sinners, and turning a blind eye to your great salvation? Perhaps you’re going to church, but for the rest of the week your faith is mostly irrelevant to your life and you’re living like the rest of the world. If that’s you, then take care, because when the Day of Judgment comes, you will have no basis to expect mercy from God. You will only have a fearful expectation of judgment, because the Son has spoken, and his message is infinitely superior to the message of angels. 
There is fear and wonder within the message of Christmas that we so often miss. We don’t typically think about angels who thunder from heaven. We’re thinking about angels that we can eat as gingerbread cookies. We’re so taken by the sentimentality of Christmas that we’ve lost the weight of its significance.
We read verses like Hebrews 1:1-2, “Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son,” and we think, “Wasn’t that nice of God, to send his very own Son to speak to us?” We’re supposed to think, “Woe is me, for the Son has spoken, and if I neglect his words of salvation, I will be lost forever.” 
The sending of the Son was indeed an expression of God’s love, but it was also an expression of his judgment. Christmas was God’s way of saying, “This is your last chance! I have sent prophets, but you did not listen. I have spoken through angels, but you did not listen. Now I am sending you my Son, so that if you do not even listen to him, all creation will know that you deserve my judgment.” 
So what are you doing to pay much closer attention to the gospel of God’s great salvation? If you’re here today and you’re not a Christian, have you ever paid attention to it? Do you know that the message Christmas is that God himself has spoken through Jesus Christ to offer you the only way by which you can be saved from his judgment? It’s not one way among many. It’s the only way. And if you neglect this way, you shall not escape God’s judgment. You may live how you want to live in this life, but God will call you into account in the life to come, and the question that will determine your eternal destiny in heaven or in hell won’t be “How many good things did you do?” It’ll be “What did you believe about Jesus?” Believe in him, and you will be saved. Reject him, and you will be judged. 
And if you’re a Christian, you need to recognize that this applies equally to you. After all, this “word of exhortation” was originally written to Christians. These verses warn us that we can’t sit back and relax and expect to coast into heaven. We must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift away from it. We do that by how we spend our spare time. We do that by the kinds of churches we choose to attend. We do that by the choices we make every day about what is going to fill our minds through our ears, and through our eyes. Jesus said “the eye is the lamp of the body”. If your eyes are constantly taking in darkness, it should come as no surprise that your heart will become dark as well. But if your eyes are taking in the light of the gospel, your whole body will be flooded with light, and you will be changed. We must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift away from it. 

(2) THE SON’S SUPERIOR MISSION
But here’s the question: why would Jesus save sinful humanity, when he had untold ranks of sinless angels worshipping him before his throne? The answer, as we shall see, is that God has purposes for humanity that he does not have for angels, leading to our second point: The Son’s Superior Mission. 
Verse 5 explains: “For it was not to angels that God subjected the world to come, of which we are speaking.” Note the phrase “the world to come”. There is a world to come that is different in nature from the world that is, a glorious new reality in which all sin and sorrow are but a distant memory. And who is God going to set over that world to come as his vice-regents and delegates? It won’t be angels. It will be redeemed men and women. 
That’s the writer’s point in verses 6-8. He quotes Psalm 8, which is King David’s reflection on the amazing reality that God would care about human beings. The heart of the Psalm is quoted in verses 6-8 to show us that we are the ones to whom God has entrusted dominion over all the earth, not angels. Indeed, angels are included in our dominion. In verse 8, the writer specifies that this language of God “putting everything in subjection” under our feet means exactly that. It means everything. Nothing is outside our control, not even angels. I wonder if that’s what Paul means in 1 Corinthians 6:3 when he says, 
“Do you not know that we are to judge angels?” 
The point here is that the God who stretched out the heavens and knows the starry hosts by name has always had a special purpose for humanity to rule over the rest of creation. He who made us for a little while lower than the angels, he has crowned with glory and honour, putting everything in subjection under our feet. That was our original purpose. When God told Adam and Eve in Genesis 1:28 that they were to “have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth”, he was telling them that he was entrusting the care of creation to them. 
Exercising dominion means putting flavours together to make a delicious meal. It means finding innovative ways to farm and care for the land. It means turning trees into beautiful pieces of furniture. It means harnessing the forces of nature to create energy. It even means caring for animals in such a way that they flourish. All of that is part of being human, and all of that is part of bringing glory to God. 
We were meant to live as benevolent kings and queens of creation who rule with wisdom and justice so that God would receive glory from us. 
But that’s not what we see. Sin has made a mess of it all. When humanity sinned, two things happened: our nature became so corrupted that we’d rather abuse creation than steward it; and creation itself was corrupted and became impossible for us to rule. 
That’s what verse 8 is about: “At present, we do not yet see everything in subjection to him.” Creation doesn’t always bow to us. In fact, we’re often the ones bowing to creation. We’re reminded of this whenever we have a snow day, or we get a form of untreatable cancer, or a tornado tears through a neighbourhood and all we can do is run. We’re reminded of this when our bodies get old and weak, or when a plane crashes because of strong winds, or when we get food poisoning from eating tainted food. 
We do not yet see everything in subjection to us. But do you know what we do see? We see Jesus. Verse 9: “we see him who for a little while was made lower than the angels, namely Jesus, crowned with glory and honour.” 
The writer of Hebrews is doing something remarkable here. He’s showing us that this Psalm, which is about the glory of man, is ultimately about Jesus, the man who emptied himself of his glory. We see that in verse 9, where the language of Psalm 8 of being made lower than the angels and being crowned with glory and honour is no longer being applied to mankind as a whole, but to the man Jesus Christ. 
What this means is that Christ fulfilled Psalm 8 on our behalf, and he did that by becoming one of us. The one who is superior to angels was made lower than the angels when he took on human nature. The one who is worshipped by the heavenly hosts and sits on God’s throne made himself a lowly man so that he could subject everything to himself as our human representative. 
That’s precisely what Jesus did when he calmed the storm on the Sea of Galilee. That’s what he did when he multiplied the five loaves and two fish and fed more than five thousand people. That’s what he did when he healed people of their diseases and even raised them from the dead. God the Father has put everything in subjection to God the Son, and left nothing outside his control.
Jesus has done as a man what no other man could do. He perfectly executed the vision of Psalm 8 by ruling over creation with perfect power and wisdom, so that nothing was outside his control. And by doing so, he secured the way for all who trust in him to one day exercise the same benevolent, limitless dominion over all the earth. As Stephen Wellum so wonderfully writes,
“The rule promised to humanity has been taken up by the man Christ Jesus. This man is restoring a people to bear the image of God in truth, making them truly human again.” 
As long as we are subject to creation rather than creation being subject to us, we are not acting truly human. We are falling short of God’s glorious vision for humanity to act as his representatives on earth, ruling over the world with wisdom, power, and justice, to the glory of his Name. But Christ has come to restore us to that glorious vision, and he did that by living it out first as our representative. 
This is where we might expect our text to end. We might expect it to say that Jesus was “crowned with glory and honour” because of the victory of his life, but it actually says the opposite. We see Jesus crowned with glory and honour, not because of the victory of his life, but “because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone.” 
The Father crowns the Son with glory and honour because he suffered and died in absolute humility. This is how God has always operated. He dwells with the humble and contrite in heart. He blesses the poor in spirit because theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven. He exalts those who humble themselves, and no one humbled themselves like Jesus. Mark Jones writes,
“No one has ever descended so low because no one has ever come from so high.” – Mark Jones
It was his condescension that led to his ascension. It was his humiliation that led to his exaltation. It was making himself nothing that made him everything as the Father gave him “the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Philippians 2:10-11). 
This is why we have hope. We have hope because Jesus lived for us, and because Jesus died for us. He has tasted our death so that we could have life everlasting. We don’t deserve to live the vision of Psalm 8 as God’s vice-regents over the earth. Our sins have disqualified us from such an exalted position. But Christ restored that hope by dying on the cross for our sins, so that all who trust in him can look forward to the day when all things are put in subjection under our feet. 
Angels could never have done this. An angel could never have fulfilled humanity’s mandate in Psalm 8. An angel could never have tasted death for us. Even if an angel could somehow have taken on human nature, it wouldn’t have been strong enough to bear the sins of the world. Only Christ could make a way for this great salvation to be offered to us, so that we could be restored to true humanity. 

CONCLUSION
Are you paying attention to this great salvation? If you are, then you must pay even closer attention, lest you drift away from it, because there is so much about the gospel that we rarely think about, let alone apply. Who spent time this week thinking about how the gospel restores humanity to its God-glorified position as rulers of creation? And even if you did, my guess is that you didn’t spend time applying this truth to change the way you live. 
That’s the whole point. Truth is meant to be enjoyed, but it’s also meant to be applied. Scottish pastor William Still said that receiving the truth without applying it is like playing with food without eating it. We can play with food, and perhaps even chew on it, but unless we eat the food, it won’t do us any good. 
So how do we eat this food? How do we apply this exhortation to pay much closer attention to what we have heard about what Christ has done to restore us to true humanity? It begins with how we use our time. What we believe about what it means to be human will change the way we live, and changing the way we live will change the way we use our time. 
One of the great tragedies of our day is our obsession with entertainment. Think about Psalm 8’s vision of humanity. God has given us dominion over the works of his hands and put all things under our feet, and how do we fulfill this vision? By gluing our eyes to our screens. We don’t think about stewarding time. We think about “killing time”. We don’t think about producing. We think about consuming. That’s not what God created us for. He didn’t create us to passively receive the message and morals of a corrupted world. He created us to actively work at reforming the world for the glory of God. 
“Reforming the world” doesn’t just refer to sustainable farming, or reducing greenhouse gases, or stopping the rainforests from being cut down. After all, our children are part of creation too. So are our elderly parents, the homeless poor, the new immigrant, the unsaved soul. God has called us to care for his creation, but he especially calls us to care for our fellow human beings, because they’re the crown of God’s creation. We are to care for them through the witness of the Word, and through the testimony of our works. 
Not all of it is going to work. In fact, a lot of our efforts will end in frustration and futility, because we do not yet see everything in subjection to us. The ground has been cursed because of our sin. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try. We must use our time the best we can to do God’s work in the world for the glory of his Name. Anything less is less than human. 
And as we do so, let us look to Jesus. We may not see everything in subjection to us, but we see him, crowned with glory and honour because of the suffering of his death. Let us look to him as the perfect example of what it truly means to be human, in his compassion for the lost, in his mercy for sinners, in his devotion to prayer, in his zeal for God’s household, in his commitment to the Scriptures, in his love for God and for neighbour. Christmas ought to remind us to spend less time looking at our screens, and more time looking at Jesus, the one who is fully God and fully man, that we might follow his example. We may not yet see everything in subjection to us, but we see him, and it is in seeing him that we will become like him.  
