December 29, 2019
Hebrews 2:10-18
In the Public Domain
The cross of Christ stands at the center of our faith.

##

CROSS
JESUS AS SAVIOR

##

[bookmark: _GoBack]AT A GLANCE: 
In January of this year, scores of works previously protected by copyright laws became public domain. This links to the epistle reading by reminding us that the cross of Christ is not, nor has it ever been, a private matter. What happened on the cross was very public and continues to invite all to experience the benefits of what the cross procured for us.
EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Let’s Keep Herod in Christmas,” January 1, 2017. 

It’s one of the most popular gospel hymns ever written, appearing in well over 200 hymnals since its first publication in 1912. As anyone who’s ever fielded requests at a hymn sing can tell you, it’s the particular favorite of older women — likely because it reflects the passionate faith of a biblical woman, Mary Magdalene, as she encounters the risen Jesus for the first time.
It is, of course, “I Come to the Garden Alone” — also known as “In the Garden.”
Unlike many hymns whose words speak broadly of the love of God for all people, this one is relentlessly personal. The first-person pronouns “I” and “me” occur more than a dozen times in its brief text of three stanzas plus refrain. Only twice does the plural pronoun “we” occur, but in both cases it refers to the tight couple of the hymn’s narrator and her beloved Lord: “And the joy we share as we tarry there, none other has ever known.”
Evangelistic preachers rightfully encourage their listeners to establish a personal relationship with Christ, but the relationship celebrated “In the Garden” borders on the private. “None other has ever known” this special bond, croons this awestruck disciple who comes to the Garden alone and encounters Jesus alone.
We Christians all have our testimonies, our origin stories of how we first came to commit our lives to the Lord. These stories are very personal — so personal that sometimes we feel they belong to us alone.

That’s what a certain Princeton Theological Seminary student — let’s call him James — felt as he sang in the seminary’s Touring Choir in the late 1960s. The usual format for the choir’s musical presentations included testimony by two choir members, each of whom shared the story of his or her call to ministry.
After several months of these weekly visits to congregations, the choir members had become thoroughly familiar with each other’s call stories. Richard, one of James’ friends in the choir, had a penchant for irreverent practical jokes and one day he took advantage of what he’d learned.
On a day when Richard was scheduled to speak first, he arose before the congregation and shared not his own call story, but the one belonging to James, who was scheduled to follow him. It was accurate down to the smallest detail.
James listened with growing horror as Richard stole his thunder. The other choir members, aware of the unfolding prank, struggled to keep straight faces.
James had to think fast. What was he going to say without sounding like a craven impostor?
There was nothing he could do but go along. Richard had given him no choice. Standing up before the congregation, James shared Richard’s call story as though it were his own. So skillfully did he render the details that the congregation was none the wiser.
This practical joke stretched the limit of pastoral ethics — it wasn’t a sermon, exactly, but the seminary authorities surely expected it to be truthful testimony. No doubt the choir director had some stern words for the high-spirited students on the bus ride back to campus. 
But the story illustrates the tension between what is public and what is private about our experiences of Jesus Christ.

In late 2018, there were a number of news stories about an unprecedented event in the world of copyright law. Due to the confluence of several factors — chief among them an expiring 20-year freeze on the release of certain works — on January 1, 2019, a huge number of copyrighted works from the early 20th century came into the public domain.
Among them was the original cartoon, Felix the Cat; Cecil B. DeMille’s film, The Ten Commandments (not the familiar version starring Charlton Heston, but DeMille’s first effort from 1923); and a number of novels by Aldous Huxley.
Once a copyrighted work comes into the public domain, its creator’s heirs no longer have any say over how it can be used. Anyone can repurpose the text, music or images in a future publication without having to pay royalties to the author’s or composer’s estate.
Copyrights are not forever. The framers of the U.S. Constitution saw to that, when they specifically granted Congress the right to establish copyright law. Originally, copyrights lasted for 14 years, with the option of a 14-year extension. Today, most copyrights last for either 75 years or the life of the author plus 50 years.
Once these works enter the public domain, though, they’re fair game for anyone who wants to republish or perform them.

The cross in the public domain
The writer of the letter to the Hebrews makes use of an image that is very much in the public domain: the cross of Jesus Christ. This cross has never been private. It has always been in the public domain. “The Lord is … patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). 
In today’s text, Jesus’ suffering on the cross is held up for all to see. That was the intention of the Roman legionnaires when they erected three crosses — for Jesus and two thieves — on the crest of a skull-shaped hill. They wanted the suffering of these three men to be a stern warning to all who might hesitate for even a moment to offer total devotion to Caesar.
That was true for a few days, but once the good news of resurrection burst forth upon the earth, the cross of Jesus Christ began to bear a very different message. In the centuries since, the church has not hesitated to display the cross as a central feature of its proclamation of good news.
The cross has been in the public domain from the moment Mary Magdalene ran back to her friends, proclaiming “I have seen the Lord!” The cross of Jesus belongs to everyone. It is the central symbol of our faith: an image of awe, wonder and profound gratitude for all who gaze upon it.
In his commentary on the gospel of John, John Calvin celebrates the central role of this image in the church’s proclamation: “For in the cross of Christ, as in a splendid theatre, the incomparable goodness of God is set before the whole world. The glory of God shines, indeed, in all creatures on high and below, but never more brightly than in the cross.”
	
The True Cross
For centuries, the medieval church sought both to display the cross and to manage it in such a way as to corner the market on it. Among the most prized of holy relics the bishops sold and arranged to be carried to all corners of the Christian world — often preserved in golden, jewel-encrusted containers — were splinters of the True Cross (or so the relic-merchants claimed). Displayed in ornate cathedrals, these desiccated chips of wood became objects of veneration for pilgrims — often serving as the foundation of the tourist economies of cathedral cities.
Martin Luther and the other Protestant reformers took understandable offense at the crass commercialism of the medieval relics trade. In their churches, they ended the veneration of relics, which they considered idolatrous.
It’s often been observed that, were all these splinters of the True Cross ever to be gathered up and displayed in one place, the pile of wood fragments would be a good deal larger than the original. But, no matter. When something is in the public domain, it can be reproduced endlessly.
What is it that makes a cross the True Cross? Surely it is not necessary that the wood come from the same tree as the original instrument of torture. That venerable wood — if any of it actually survives, which is doubtful — possesses no magical power. To a person contemplating its form with an open and receptive heart, a cross made of silver, iron or even plastic conveys the same powerful insight as a purportedly ancient relic.
The message of Hebrews is that the cross is not confined within a jewel-encrusted reliquary nor hung high between the soaring stone walls of a cathedral. Its saving power goes forth to all the earth, to all who prayerfully consider what our Lord has done for us in giving his life for our salvation.
In late 2016, a Missouri pastor by the name of Brian Zahnd and his wife went on a pilgrimage walk along El Camino de Santiago, the 500-mile footpath across northern Spain. As a Protestant immersing himself in Roman Catholic religious practice, he immediately noticed the prevalence of crucifixes along the route.
Writing about the experience months later, he described the start of their journey in this way:
“After a long trek across the Pyrenees mountains from St.-Jean-Pied-de-Port, France we arrived in Roncesvalles, Spain. In Roncesvalles I spent some time alone in a 13th-century chapel gazing on a medieval crucifix. While sitting in this dimly lit sanctuary the Holy Spirit seemed to give me four instructions for my 500-mile walk:
1. Enter every church you can.
2. Pay close attention to every crucifix you see.
3. Ask this question: What does this mean?
4. Don’t be too quick to give an answer.”
Brian found that fourfold pilgrimage discipline to be spiritually transformative. He continues:
“If we’re too quick to give an answer, we domesticate the crucifixion. This is the bane of tidy atonement theories. Instead of the crucifixion remaining a compelling story, it’s turned into a sterile formula. The cross is shrunk to one of the four spiritual laws or one of the three steps to salvation. This is the crucifixion sanitized — the cross made palatable and devoid of scandal. So I gave no quick answer to the question.”
Brian tells of several insights that emerged, as he and his wife contemplated all those crucifixes over the course of his journey.
First, he was impressed by how scandalous the cross is. “The crucifixion is the damning indictment of the world as it has been arranged. When the Son of God entered our world, our systems of violent empire and sacrificial religion nailed him to a tree. This is the moment when the principalities and powers that run the world were put to shame and their claims of being wise and just were shown to be nothing but an empty sham (See Colossians 2:15).”
Second, he was impressed by the cross as “an image of unspeakable pain.” 
After many days of walking, he began to suffer — as many pilgrims do — from blisters on his feet. He wrote these words in his journal: “I’ve believed all along that God wants me to walk this Camino; and if I’m supposed to walk 200 miles or more in pain, so be it. Jesus was a man of sorrows, acquainted with pain. So as I walk with pain I try to remember those I know who live with pain — physical, emotional, mental and spiritual pain. And I pray for them. ‘By his wounds we are healed’ (1 Peter 2:24). Here is a mystery: When we bring our wounds to the wounds of Christ, it does not increase woundedness, but tends toward healing.”
Third, Brian became aware of the great beauty of all those crucifixes as works of art. “Of course, this is a very strange thing. On a purely objective level there is nothing beautiful about the sight of man being tortured to death. And yet beauty is present in the crucifixion of Jesus, and artists render us a great service by calling our attention to it. Shining through the grotesque ugliness of human torture and murder is the beauty of divine love and forgiveness. ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.’ (Luke 23:34) This is the beauty that saves the world.”
Indeed it is. Thank God that such beauty is in the public domain! Any of us who follow Jesus can and should seek, in our lives, to display the cross of Jesus so all the world can see it.
“Lift high the cross,” goes the well-known processional hymn, “The love of Christ proclaim till all the world adore his sacred name.”
That’s the cross — in the public domain.
—Greg Peters, Melanie Silva, Rick Stewart and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· The meaning of the cross in our salvation
· Why Jesus died
· Theories of the atonement

Sources:
Calvin, John. Calvin’s Commentaries: The Gospel According to St. John, 11-21, and the First Epistle of John. Eerdmans, 1960, 68.
Zahnd, Brian. “What does this mean? (Five hundred miles of crucifixes).” Blog entry of April 12, 2017. brianzahnd.com. Retrieved June 17, 2019.

THE OTHER TEXTS
DECEMBER 29, 2019, Cycle A
Isaiah 63:7-9
What Does the Text Say? 
In the middle of the Isaiah 63 is a communal lament that could have been lifted almost directly from the psalter. In it, the decimated post-exilic community of the Jewish people recounts the magnalia Dei — the mighty redemptive acts of God by which the Israelites’ ancestors were delivered from bondage — and pleads for a similar deliverance from their current distress. The dynamic in the passage is retrospect as the basis for prospect. The divine name used throughout this psalm (which extends to 64:12) is the proper name for Israel’s patron deity. In contrast to the more frequent universalizing perspective of the latter chapters of Isaiah, this passage is focused quite specifically on Israel and Israel’s God. The “gracious deeds” and “praiseworthy acts” that lie in the historical background of this psalm were the deliverance from Egypt and the preservation of the Hebrews through 40 years of wilderness wandering (cf. vv. 9, 11-12). Those twin events — collectively described as “the exodus” — remained for the duration of the biblical period and beyond the defining event in Israel's theological memory. The language in the lament is unusual in describing Israel as God’s “children” (v. 8; cf. the development of this idea in v. 16). The ordinary language to describe Israel is as God’s “people” (as in v. 14), and infantilizing language is rare in the OT, in contrast to the New Testament, where such language occurs not infrequently. The text at the end of verse 18 and the beginning of verse 19 is difficult, as reflected in the text note of NRSV, and the editorial decision was to place the emphasis on the contrast between the various intermediaries who regularly serve the divine, and the presence of the deity himself, presumably referring to the divine presence in the pillars of cloud and fire that led the Hebrews through the wilderness (Exodus 13).

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Retrospect and Prospect. In the financial world, a prospectus “contains facts about the company (or fund), its finances, management and other information that could help investors make an informed decision” (Motley Fool). A prospectus, then, looks back and assesses the present in order to offer an educated guess about the future. A few generations ago, it was not uncommon for someone to say, “That boy has prospects.” In other words, the young man has a bright future awaiting him, and any girl would be lucky to snag him. In professional sports, teams are always combing high schools and colleges looking for “prospects.” They are looking for players who “show promise,” of whom great things can be expected. In this text, the writer offers a prospectus. This is what God has done. This describes God’s relationship to us. This describes our relationship to God. We can expect this valued relationship to continue in the future. The sermon, with this as backdrop, is a prospectus for the church. It might also suggest that on a personal level, it could be helpful to write a prospectus at the end of the year. What is the state of our lives? Do we have prospects? What are they? On what basis might we say that the future looks bright? Or doesn’t?  
*Homiletics has treated this text once. Select Isaiah in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Psalm 148
What Does the Text Say?
“Hallelujah!” is the English translation of the Hebrew words for “Praise the LORD!” the opening words of Psalm 148, among others. Israel’s song book, ranging across the spectrum of human emotions, ends triumphantly in this concluding collection of psalms, on a note of cosmic praise. The summons to praise is made first (vv. 3-4) to the celestial realm. The call to praise then moves from the celestial to the terrestrial (vv. 7-10):  the earth, sea monsters, deeps (source of subterranean water such as springs), fire, hail, snow, frost, stormy wind, mountains, hills, fruit trees, cedars, wild animals, cattle, creeping things (vermin and insects) and flying birds. The psalm then turns from the natural to the social world in its call to praise: kings, peoples, princes, rulers, young men and women, old and young (vv. 11-12). Finally, the psalmist addresses the call to praise to “the people of Israel,” God’s chosen people, “his people” (v. 14). While Israel’s election as the chosen people was a source of both immense pride and staggering responsibility, it was, ultimately, a source of profound joy for the Hebrew people. Long before the notion of individual resurrection to a heavenly reward found its way into Jewish (and thence to Christian) thought, ancient Israelites considered their calling to be God’s “light to the nations” (Isaiah 42:6) reward enough to elicit their deepest joy, reflected in the ecstatic paean of this psalm.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Let’s Party! Tuesday night, people will party. It’s New Year’s Eve and if this isn’t a chance to party, then you’re clearly not a party animal. Where are the best places to go on New Year’s Eve? Go to London. “Watch London’s best New Year’s fireworks as the sky lights up with a million different colors as Big Ben, Tower Bridge and the London Eye are illuminated in the backdrop” (Alternative Airlines). Or go to Berlin and head for the Brandenburg Gate where there’s live music until 3 a.m. Copacabana Beach in Rio is another option. Budapest, Sydney, Paris — celebrations everywhere. And of course, New York City and Times Square. This is relevant how? Because Psalm 148 is the suggested RCL reading for the last Sunday of the year, and it reads like a New Year’s Eve party invitation! Feel free to throw in psalms 149 and 150. In these psalms, the writer raves about the band and all the instruments, but here in Psalm 148 calls on all creation to come to the party. The psalmist doesn’t really offer any reason as to why we should celebrate. Clearly, he believes this is obvious. It’s the Lord we’re praising here. No explanations are necessary.  Clearly, this is huge. Having a “God party” is not a bad idea. Let’s gather to celebrate God! Oh, wait! Maybe that’s what worship is all about.   
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Select Psalm in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Matthew 2:13-23
What Does the Text Say? 	
Matthew takes great care in setting the scene for Jesus’ birth. Matthew’s focus in both cases is on the proper fulfillment of Scripture, detailing Jesus’ identity in light of all the predicted indicators of the Messiah’s arrival. In Matthew 2:13-23, the writer presents three separate scenes, each scrupulously designed to “fulfill” the Scripture text referred to by Matthew. “Fulfillment” is one of Matthew’s primary concerns, and he uses the verb “fulfill” more than any other gospel writer. As in Matthew’s birth pronouncement, Joseph is identified as the primary actor. Each time, the angelic messenger appears to Joseph and directs his behavior. But while Joseph is the one who acts, he is clearly not the focus of Matthew’s concern. The first text on which Matthew focuses is Hosea 11:1. By fleeing into Egypt, the infant Jesus becomes the incarnation of the second exodus. Hosea’s text obviously speaks about Israel’s exodus from Egypt, but Matthew, just as obviously, believed that this text had a second meaning, a second fulfillment. The second fulfillment text is described in verses 16-18. Enraged by the trickery of the magi, Herod commits one of the most heinous crimes imaginable. Yet, as the second exodus theme continues, this bloodthirsty crime is not without precedent. Herod’s slaughter of the children is much like Pharaoh’s treatment of the male Hebrew slave children (Exodus 1:22). Jesus, like Moses, is rescued from this fate. The third fulfillment in this week’s text returns again to the exodus theme. Joseph is told he can return to Israel because “those who were seeking the child’s life are dead,” just as Moses received instructions to return because the men “who were seeking your life are dead” (Exodus 4:19). The angel’s pronouncement in verse 20 exactly parallels that of verse 13 — the call to return mirrors the call to flee. 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
The Exodus. Review with the congregation the parallels of this text with the Exodus of Israel’s history. See commentary above. Then make mention of the end of the year. We are now about to exit 2019, and enter new territory called 2020. The content of the sermon can be a reflection on the successes, failures and fears of the land we’re leaving, and the hopes and dreams for the new territory we’re about to enter and the faith required to make it happen. Note that when looking back over the year, most people are happiest when they review 1) events or moments when they were able to problem-solve and overcome a difficulty, and 2) when something happened that helped them understand themselves better. Moaning or regretting negative experiences is not useful. Discuss some strategies that will be helpful as we enter the new year, making our exodus from 2019. Note, too, that life is a series of entrances and exits. These exist on large and small scales. The day opens; the day closes. A month begins; a month ends. A job begins; a job ends. A relationship begins; a relationship ends — always, even if the end is caused by death. And that leads us to the reminder that life begins; and life ends. Only, it doesn’t. And that’s the good news. As we leave 2019, we carry this ultimate truth with us into 2020: We are expats here awaiting a summons home. The Ultimate Exodus.  
*Homiletics has treated this text five times. Select Matthew in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
It’s a number-one hit song that’s now in the public domain. It was inspired by — get ready for this, now — a fruit disease.
“Yes! We Have No Bananas” was published in 1923. Its writer, Frank Silver, explained his inspiration in this way: “About a year ago my little orchestra was playing at a Long Island hotel. To and from the hotel I was wont to stop at a fruit stand owned by a Greek, who began every sentence with ‘Yes.’ The jingle of his idiom haunted me and my friend [Irving] Cohn. Finally, I wrote this verse and Cohn fitted it with a tune.”
The actual incident — the Greek fruit-stand owner telling a customer, “Yes, we have no bananas” — was likely precipitated by Panama disease, an affliction that decimated the harvest of Gros Michel bananas, which, at that time, was the dominant commercial variety of the tropical fruit. Panama disease caused the major fruit producers to undergo the massive expense of switching their plantations to the disease-resistant Cavendish variety, which is the type of banana we now enjoy today.
— “Yes! We have no bananas,” Wikipedia.org. Retrieved June 3, 2019.
##
It’s largely accepted that the original version of the familiar smiley face was first created 50 years ago in Worcester, Massachusetts, by the late Harvey Ross Ball, an American graphic artist and ad man. 
Ball came up with the image in 1963 when he was commissioned to create a graphic to raise morale among the employees of an insurance company after a series of difficult mergers and acquisitions. Ball finished the design in less than 10 minutes and was paid $45 for his work. The State Mutual Life Assurance Company (now Allmerica Financial Corporation) made posters, buttons and signs adorned with the jaundiced grin in the attempt to get their employees to smile more. ... Neither Ball nor State Mutual tried to trademark or copyright the design. ...
In the early 1970s, brothers Bernard and Murray Spain, owners of two Hallmark card shops in Philadelphia, came across the image in a button shop, noticed that it was incredibly popular, and simply appropriated it. They knew that Harvey Ball came up with the design in the 1960s, but after adding the slogan “Have a Happy Day” to the smile, the Brothers Spain were able to copyright the revised mark in 1971, and immediately began producing their own novelty items. By the end of the year they had sold more than 50 million buttons and countless other products. ...
In Europe, there is another claimant to the smiley. In 1972, French journalist Franklin Loufrani became the first person to register the mark for commercial use. ... Today, the Smiley Company makes more than $130 million a year and is one of the top 100 licensing companies of the world. The company has taken a simple graphic gesture and transformed it into an enormous business. ...
When the Smiley Company attempted to trademark the image in the United States in 1997, they became embroiled in a legal battle with Walmart, which started using the smiley face as a corporate logo in 1996 and tried to claim ownership of it (because of course they did.) The lawsuit lasted 10 years and cost both companies millions of dollars. It was settled out of court in 2007 but its terms remain undisclosed.
—Jimmy Stamp, “Who really invented the smiley face?” Smithsonian, March 13, 2013. smithsonianmag.com. Retrieved June 3, 2019.
##
When Syracuse University quietly filed for a federal trademark on the word “orange” for use on apparel in 2006, nothing seemed to stand in the way. After all, a similar but broader filing it had made two years earlier was being considered, and Syracuse hadn’t heard a whisper of protest. Orange is the university’s sports nickname and team color.
Late last year, though, several colleges that use orange as one of their main colors for sports, marketing and the like caught wind of the trademark filing. Feeling threatened ... they moved to protect their own ... [filing] varying forms of opposition with the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office.
—Allie Grasgreen, “Can you own a color?” Inside Higher Ed, March 23, 2011. insidehighered.com. Retrieved June 3, 2019.
##
Historically, many health care providers have been affiliated with Christian religious organizations. Thus, marks which include crosses have been popular with hospitals and others in the health care industry for decades. There are barriers, however, to the use of crosses, and these barriers restrict the styles and colors of cross designs which are available as trademarks and service marks. ...
Under the Charter Act adopted by Congress in 1900 in connection with the Geneva Convention (and later amended in 1905 and 1910), the American Red Cross has the exclusive right to use a red, Greek cross on a white field. ... The only exception to this right to exclusive use is that any user of such an emblem (that is, of a red, Greek cross) prior to 1905 continued to have the right to use that emblem. 
Johnson & Johnson (J&J) had used red cross marks since at least as early as 1898; thus, its use of those marks was specifically permitted under the Charter Act. ...
Blue crosses also should be avoided, since there also is another large barrier in this arena: the famous marks owned and registered by Blue Cross Blue Shield Association (BCBSA), including the number of its registered service marks for blue, Greek cross designs for various health care and insurance services.
— “One Cross — Two Cross — Red Cross — Blue Cross: Trademark Development Traps,” legal advice paper on the Bradley.com law firm website. bradley.com. Retrieved June 3, 2019.
##
I was talking to somebody not long ago who said, “You know, I used to believe in God; but then, as I grew up, I found it harder and harder to think of this old man up there in the sky, so far removed from all the pain and suffering down here in the world.”
And I said to him, “I don’t believe in that god either! The God I believe in is the God I see in the middle of the pain and the suffering down here in the world. Without Jesus, the crucified Jesus, sharing and bearing the pain and sin and suffering of the world, I don’t actually know who on earth or in heaven God might be at all.” 
You see, if you envisage a god up there in the sky, detached from the reality of the world, any worship you offer will simply be a distant acknowledgement of majesty, like the ploughboy doffing his cap as the great nobleman rides by ignoring him. 
And if you go the other route, as my friend was inclined to, and say that therefore the word “god” can only refer to the impulse of goodness inside ourselves, then you’ll find it pretty hard to sustain any real sense of worship at all. All you’re left with is the ploughboy imagining himself to be a nobleman. 
But if Jesus is to be the lens through which you glimpse the beauty of God, you will discover what it means to worship, because you will discover what it means to be loved.
—N.T. Wright, For All God’s Worth: True Worship and the Calling of the Church (Eerdmans, 1997), 9-10.
##
Our tendency in the midst of suffering is to turn on God. To get angry and bitter and shake our fist at the sky and say, “God, you don’t know what it’s like! You don’t understand! You have no idea what I’m going through. You don’t have a clue how much this hurts.” 
The cross is God’s way of taking away all of our accusations, excuses and arguments.
The cross is God taking on flesh and blood and saying, “Me too.” 
—Rob Bell, Sex God (HarperCollins, 2010).

Commentary
Hebrews 2:10-18
Issuing a stalwart affirmation of Jesus’ humanity, the author of Hebrews attends to the implications — for God, for Jesus and for humanity — of the fact that the Son of God became a Son of Man.
In the first chapter of Hebrews, God proclaims that his Son is Creator (v. 10), King (v. 8), Image of God (v. 3) and the One whom the angels worship (v. 6). In the second chapter, the description of the Son shifts its focus. Beginning with a citation of Psalm 8, the author begins to explore the fact that the One who is better than the angels was, for a time, made lower than them. The eternal Son (vv. 11-12) experienced death in order to impact all humanity and did so through God’s grace (v. 9). 
The remainder of chapter 2 reiterates this paradox in four different vignettes. In the first vignette (vv. 10-11), the author describes God as the one for whom () and through whom () all things exist. He is the cause of all things, and all things are created for his possession as well. Following the statement that Jesus as God’s heir will inherit all things (, 1:2), this description of God highlights his role as the Creator of that which he has promised to grant to his Son as an inheritance. Yet in between God’s creation of his Son’s inheritance and his bestowal of it, God must perform another action. The author asserts that the fitting way to complete this process was for God to perfect Jesus through sufferings. 
The instrumental phrase “through sufferings” (v. 10) () suggests that because death is one form of suffering Jesus experienced (, v. 9), death is surely included in the sufferings mentioned here, although a wider range of suffering than the actual event of death is most likely also in view. This is confirmation, following the suggestion of the psalm and the author’s comments on the psalm, that God’s action brought about Jesus’ suffering experience of death. Death isn’t a random or unjust event that happens to Jesus, but it fits, instead, within God’s plan.
The perfection of Jesus is what God achieves by submitting Jesus to death (v. 10). Jesus’ perfection has been a crux interpretum of the sermon to the Hebrews for centuries. It has been understood as a reference to his exaltation, his moral development, his consecration as a priest and his vocational preparation. The familial imagery that runs throughout the chapter — and through the letter as a whole — suggests that to speak of Jesus being perfected by God is to speak of Jesus undergoing God’s paternal disciplinary program (described in 12:5-11). Moreover, it was fitting for God to perfect Jesus through sufferings because that’s the means through which God is leading many  to glory.
By describing humanity as sons and daughters whom God is leading into glory, the author highlights the ways they’re similar to God’s firstborn Son. The choice of  here conveys something important that’s lost in inclusive translations. The author doesn’t employ the gender-neutral  (children) as he does in the following verses (vv. 13-14). Instead, he uses , surely not to imply that only men will share in God’s glory but because it draws a connection between them and the Son () through whom God has spoken. In this relationship, God leads () them just as God led () the firstborn (1:6) into the inhabited realm and as he led () the great Shepherd of the sheep up from the dead (13:20). God leads them into glory, both that which God has bestowed upon them (2:7, 9) and that which is due to Jesus (3:3; 13:21). As the first of several “journey” metaphors in which those who have faith in God are moving toward his Sabbath rest (4:9-10), his holy place (6:19), his eternal city (11:10, 16; 12:22) and his mountain (12:22),  functions as another description of the realm in which God dwells. Just as God established a relationship with the Son in such a way that he commands the Son to sit at his right hand (1:4, 13), so, too, does God establish a paternal relationship with humanity that’s directed toward bringing them to the realm of his glorious presence. 
Moreover, it’s through this process of perfection that Jesus takes on the mantle of the  of the many sons’ salvation. , generally denoting a leader, can be a “founder” in the sense of one who establishes something, or a “pioneer” in the sense of one who blazes a trail ahead of his followers. The letter makes clear that Jesus both establishes the reality of the audience’s salvation and leads them to it.

The following verse is support for the suggestion that the familial relationship is the context for God’s perfection of Jesus through suffering. This verse mentions three agents: those being sanctified (), the one who sanctifies () and their common source (). Little disagreement exists among interpreters that those being sanctified are the many children of verse 10 and that the one who sanctifies is the author of salvation, Jesus. This bare identifier , on the other hand, has been interpreted a number of ways. The argument from proximity suggests that the best option is to view  as a signifier for God, the agent who perfects in the previous verse. If verse 10 favors reading  as God, verse 11b grants even more precision. The fact that they’re all  is the reason Jesus isn’t ashamed to address those he is sanctifying with the name . If their derivation from a singular source results in the relationship of brotherhood, then that implies the relationship creating brotherhood is parentage. God is the source of Jesus and those he sanctifies in the sense that he’s the Father of them all.
In the second vignette, the author shifts his focus to Jesus’ response to this process of perfecting. Like God his Father, he, too, speaks the words of Israel’s Scriptures. His first speech is a verse (v. 23) from Psalm 21 LXX. With this citation, Jesus establishes himself as a messenger proclaiming God’s name amid the assembly of his brothers and sisters. This is an indication of Jesus’ willingness to be humbled to the position of humanity. The context of this quotation puts into sharper relief the difficult circumstances in which he displays this attitude of praise. The author of Hebrews quotes from the first lines of the exuberant section of praise rather than the excruciating lament, which was placed on the lips of Jesus at his Passion by both Matthew and Mark (Matthew 27:46; Mark 15:34). In a section infused with discussions of Christ’s suffering and death (2:9, 10, 14), the quotation of this psalm establishes echoes with his experience of death. He accepts God’s means of perfecting — to come to the locale of humanity and even to die — willingly and, moreover, while singing praise to his Father.
The next citation contributes to the portrayal of Jesus’ attitude while he is among humanity. He promises — emphatically with the author’s addition of  — that he will be one who trusts God. The brevity of the second citation results in several possible scriptural sources for it (Isaiah 8:17; 12:2; 2 Samuel 22:3), but because the third citation comes from Isaiah 8:17, the first option is the most likely. Like the citation of Psalm 21, the speaker in Isaiah 8 chooses to trust in God amid incredibly difficult circumstances. Others are disregarding God’s law (Isaiah 8:15), and God himself is “hiding his face from the house of Jacob” (Isaiah 8:17). The speaker, even in difficult circumstances, takes his stand of trust. This is the attitude Jesus displayed when God was perfecting him through the sufferings of humility and death: He put his trust in God his Father. Yet he doesn’t do so alone. Instead, he includes the children whom God has given him in this instance, as well. This is Jesus’ articulation of what the author has portrayed in the previous verses. Jesus is leading the other children along, and, in this instance, he does so in the act of trusting in God. Because Jesus has trusted God even in his suffering, God has entrusted him with the care of his children. 
In the third vignette (vv. 14-15), the author presents the same basic narrative in mythic tones. Because the children of God partake of flesh and blood, so Jesus also shares in flesh and blood with them. By doing this, he embraced flesh and blood to their natural end, death. Through Jesus’ death, he made a profound difference for humanity. Hebrews 2 asserts that the devil has the power of death. Christ, through his death, rendered this one ineffectual. This statement contains an underlying assumption that he defeated death itself. In so doing, Jesus also dealt with the devil’s power of death that extends back into humanity’s lifetime. Because Jesus submits to God’s pedagogical plan for suffering and dies, he is able to rescue humanity from this slavery. They are no longer slaves of the fear of death and the devil but are the possessions of Christ. 
Finally, verse 16 returns to Jesus’ embrace of humanity. In this instance, the reference is more precise. The author specifies his entrance into humanity by locating it within the people of Israel. Because Jesus was made like his brothers in all ways, taking on their lives and their deaths, this allowed him to become a merciful and faithful high priest who made atonement for the sins of the people. Later portions of the letter will show that it’s through his own death that he made this atonement (7:27; 9:14, 25-26; 10:10, 14; 13:12) In dealing with sin, Jesus removed the barrier that kept people from access to God (6:19-20; 10:20). 
In what he suffered, including his humbling and his death, Jesus was being tested (2:18). Because of the connection between suffering and testing in this verse, and because it’s God who submits his Son to suffering (v. 10), it’s best to view God as the agent of  as well. Consequently, “being tested” is a better rendering than “being tempted.” God tests the obedience of his Son (as he does with Abraham in 11:17), rather than tempting him to avoid death.  becomes another way of describing the divine Father’s process of perfecting his Son. Jesus’ suffering serves an empathetic function. Because he suffered when God tested him, he’s able to provide understanding assistance to other sons and daughters who are also undergoing God’s testing. 

The four pericopes of Hebrews 2 contribute to a soteriological set of ideas: God planned for Jesus to take on flesh and blood and to die (cf. 10:5-10); Jesus trusted his Father and followed through with this plan. Because he did so, humans now have an empathetic High Priest they can follow to the realm of God’s glory.
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children:	Hebrews 2:10-18
Bring a long-stemmed rose to the conversation. Ask the children what is special about this particular Sunday. Notice that there are no more Advent candles to light, and the sanctuary may not have poinsettias any more. What makes this Sunday special is that it is the last Sunday of the year! Ask, “What was one of the best things about this past year?” Keep in mind that a 5-year-old kid might not remember what happened last week, let alone last year. Doesn’t matter. They will come up with something. If time allows, try to get a response from every child. Begin by sharing one of your joys of the year. Then ask if they can think of anything that wasn’t so great about the year? Again start with yourself. Finally, ask: “What is something you are looking forward to in the year ahead?” Suggest that they start a new tradition in their homes with the coming of the new year. Every evening at dinner, ask each person to share: “What is your rose for today?” (The best thing that happened in their day.) Hold up the rose and wave it around. “What is your thorn for the day?” (The worst thing that happened.) “What is your bud?” (What is something you are looking forward to?) This exercise can also be used in their Sunday school classes. Close with a prayer: “Dear God, whether we have days full of roses or thorns, we know that you are always with us. Thank you for the birthday of your Son Jesus, which is something we can celebrate every day. Amen.”

Worship Resources
Invocations — General
Look upon us, O Lord, and let all the darkness of our souls vanish before the beams of your brightness.
Fill us with holy love, and open to us the treasures of your wisdom.
All our desire is known unto you; therefore perfect what you have begun, and what your Spirit has awakened us to ask in prayer.
We seek your face, turn your face unto us and show us your glory.
Then shall our longing be satisfied, and our peace shall be perfect.
—Saint Augustine, 354-430.

Prayers for Illumination
Lord, you have given us your Word for a light to shine upon our path; grant us so to meditate on that Word, and to follow its teaching, that we may find in it the light that shines more and more until the perfect day; through Jesus Christ our Lord.
—Saint Jerome, 342-420.

Prayers — General
Be kind to your little children, Lord; that is what we ask of you as their Tutor, you the Father, Israel’s guide; Son, yes, but Father as well. Grant that by doing what you told us to do, we may achieve a faithful likeness to the Image and, as far as is possible for us, may find in you a good God and a lenient Judge.
May we all live in the peace that comes from you. May we journey toward your city, sailing through the waters of sin untouched by the waves, borne tranquilly along by the Holy Spirit, your Wisdom beyond all telling. Night and day until the last day of all, may our praises give you thanks, our thanksgiving praise you: You who alone are both Father and Son, Son and Father, the Son who is our Tutor and our Teacher, together with the Holy Spirit.
—Saint Clement of Alexandria, 150-215 


Benedictions — General
May God the Father bless us; may Christ take care of us; the Holy Ghost enlighten us all the days of our life.
The Lord be our defender and keeper of body and soul, both now and forever, to the ages of ages.
—Saint Æthelwold, c. 908-984.

Hymns
Not the Powerful, Not the Privileged
People Look East, the Time Is Near
Lift High the Cross

Worship and Praise 
Your Destiny
I’m Ready Now
Amazing
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
First Sunday after Christmas, Cycle A
Isaiah 63:7-9 *
Psalm 148*
Hebrews 2:10-18*
Matthew 2:13-23*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.






