
 
 

Sermon by Mack Dennis, Pastor 
 
 
The Letter to the Hebrews contains some of the most beautiful language and complex theology 
in all of Scripture. With the eloquence of a skilled orator and the rhetorical elegance of the finest 
poet, the anonymous author holds her audience at attention.  For these and many other reasons, 
Hebrews has long been called a sermon.  We also believe it is written by a preacher because in 
the very last paragraph she says, at the end of 13 long chapters, “I’ve written to you briefly” 
(13:22).  Nevertheless, the most consistent theme of this sermon called Hebrews is that Jesus 
Christ is the Son of God who is superior to all prophets, priests, sacrifices, and even angels.  This 
was no mere man.  He was not only a “controversial rabbi” or “apocalyptic prophet.”  He was 
and is the very offspring of the creator and ruler of the universe.  The preacher mounts her pulpit 
to say, “Before, we could only hear God’s word, but now we can see God’s word.  Finally, the 
Son has come, the heir of all things!” 
 
We’ve learned to think of angels in sentimentalities.  But the preacher begins her message with 
what would strike the first hearers as a bold claim.  Angels in the Hebrew imagination are not 
chubby cupids but (often fearsome) messengers of God who dwell in heavenly realms.  They 
breach the boundaries between the heavens and the earth with striking force, and leave the 
recipients of their revelations from God stunned and weak-kneed.  One angel wrestles Jacob 
through the night, strikes his hip, and leaves him limping.  Another angel, a seraph, descends on 
Isaiah with tongs holding a hot coal, and presses it, crackling and popping onto Isaiah’s lips. Yet 
another angel appears to the shepherds keeping their flocks by night, and they are left slack-
jawed with awe, and overflowing with joy at the good news of a savior waiting for them in a 
manger.  But Jesus, the preacher says, is seated at the right hand of the Majesty on high, and is as 
superior to these angels as God their creator.  She is equating God’s name with Jesus’ name.  She 
commends even the angels to worship Jesus (1:6). 
 
Who is Jesus?  Jesus is “the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, 
and he sustains all things by his powerful word” (1:3).  Who is Jesus?  He is the bright ray of 
God’s glory…Jesus is the precise character of God made visible in history…Jesus is the manifest 
substance of God.  Long ago, God spoke to our ancestor, the prophet Moses.  And Moses asked 
God, “If I come to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your ancestors sent me to you,’ 
and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to them?”  And God said to Moses, “Tell 
them, ‘I AM WHO I AM has sent me to you.”  But today, I AM has been made flesh and has a 
precise name, and this name is above every name:  I AM WITH YOU.  I AM YOUR SALVATION.  Yes, 
God has a name, a given name and a surname, and this name is Jesus the Christ.   
 
Long ago, God spoke to us in many and various ways through the prophets.  But now God has 
spoken to us through a Son.  The Son of Man.  The Son of humanity.  That is, now God has 
spoken to us through kinship.  We have been made God’s kin through Jesus Christ.  In Jesus, 



God was made flesh, to walk with us through our human history, so that we may encounter God 
face-to-face, see the colors in his eyes, hear the cracks in his voice, wash his feet, touch his 
wounds, eat his flesh, drink his blood. 
 
But God did not descend in the flesh to walk with us through some historian’s polished version 
of events.  No, in Jesus, God entered into the saga of human sin and failure, into human 
hopelessness and despair, warring madness, political strategies, partisan maneuvers, broken 
families, betrayals and defections, heartbreaking poverty, disease, and death.  The Gospel writers 
take pains to report how Jesus struggles to bear all this weight.  Sometimes Jesus becomes so 
frustrated with us he says, “You unbelieving and perverse generation, how much longer must I 
be with you.  How much longer must I put up with you!” (see Matthew 17:17).   
 
But the preacher of Hebrews says this is just how God saves us in Jesus.  He brings us to glory 
by first reaching down to us in our suffering.  Imagine you have fallen overboard into a stormy 
sea.  Unless someone comes to save you, you are doomed.  This is the opening prayer of Psalm 
69: Save me, O God, for the waters have come up to my neck.  I sink in deep mire, where there is 
no foothold; I have come into deep waters and the flood sweeps over me.  I am weary with my 
crying; my throat is parched.  My eyes grow dim with waiting for my God.  You are already 
losing strength when you hear the faint sound of a coming rescue mission.  Then a glorious light 
shines down on you in the chaos.  Someone suspended by a tether descends to you, draws you 
close to himself, wraps you with a harness, and pulls you back up with him.  But he who came to 
save you also subjected himself to the raging waters, the crashing waves, the hurricane force 
winds.  He is dipped in the waters with you, and comes back up with you just as tempest-tossed 
and soaked to the skin as you.  But he has saved you.  And he could not have saved you unless he 
subjected himself to the same dangerous conditions. 
 
The only thing missing from this analogy is the part where the tether breaks, and the one sent to 
rescue us ends up submerged with us.  He draws us to himself.  But he also drowns with us, and 
sinks with us to the depths. 
 
Does it not say, in the Apostles Creed, that “he descended to the dead”?  That is inspired from 
the Scriptures where Jesus is said to, after his death, to have descended to the realm of the dead – 
and to the Spirits who are in prison (See Eph. 4:9 and 1 Pet. 3:18-20).  So, it is open for 
interpretation, but what we do know that Jesus saves even those who have already died.  Jesus 
descends to the very depths, so that all humanity may be drawn to Jesus even in death.   
 
In this way, Jesus is the pioneer of our salvation, because he is the only one who breaks through 
into this new frontier of death, unlike any other human being before.  And this is why we can say 
that Jesus is both God and human, because only the one who is the exact imprint of God’s very 
being could accomplish this.  Only the Son of God could both reach into depths of death, as well 
as be raised to sit at God’s right hand, to rule with God in all glory and power.   
 
There is the bracing story of a man named, Yasuo Takamatsu, husband to Yuko.  When in 2011 
the tsunami hit Japan, Yuko thought she was safe on the top of a three-story bank where she 
worked.  But she and her coworkers were swept away by a tsunami over 60 ft high.  Her 



husband, Yasuo, was so heartbroken he knew of no other option for expressing his grief than to 
learn how to scuba dive.   
 
Now all the other students were there to learn to dive as a hobby.  Yasuo was there to learn how 
to search for his wife’s remains.  So, he went through the training, and I believe still today, seven 
years after she was swept away, he still goes out into the sea with his scuba gear.  He charts the 
circulation of the currents.  He recognizes the timing of the tides, and he dives into the depths to 
look for her, to search for her, for any sign of her.  Again, and again, he does this—week in and 
week out.  He said to a reporter, “I have no choice but to keep looking for her, for I feel closest 
to her in the ocean.”  
 
This is what we do for our kin.  This is what God does for us in Jesus Christ. 
 
Have you ever had someone close to you get sick, or suffer some indignity or humiliation?  
Perhaps it was your partner, spouse, a close friend, or your own child.  You sit beside them at the 
table or beside their bed, and you want to take their hand, and you want to take all their suffering 
on yourself, to bear it in your own body, that they may be free.  So, if our love is revealed in 
yearning to do this for our kin, how much more is God’s love for us revealed Jesus, who 
descends into the depths of our suffering, and makes it all his own?  
 
Yes, through the prophets, God has spoken to the depths.  But, now, through Jesus Christ, God 
has reached into the depths, to taste death for everyone. 
 
Today, we taste his death at this table, together with the whole frail, brittle, broken, global 
community of sinners we call church.  As well, we savor his life together with the whole frail, 
brittle, broken, global communion.  And, together, across the world, we hope against hope, 
knowing the One who sanctifies us and those sanctified all have one common Father.  And at this 
table, where we come in unity and restoration, Jesus Christ, who descends to save us and calls us 
kin, is not ashamed to call us—even us, brothers and sisters.   
 
Thanks be to God.  


