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Hebrews 12:1-4 – 1 Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, 2 looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. 3 Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted. 4 In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood.
          George Herbert (1593 – 1633), in his poem ‘The Sacrifice’ has considered the sufferings of Jesus in the manner recommended in the text. He does so in the ‘voice’ of Jesus. So, to set the tone for our consideration, I would like to quote brief selections from this poem.
OH all ye, who pass by, whose eyes and mind
To worldly things are sharp, but to me blind;

To me, who took eyes that I might you find:

                                              Was ever grief like mine?

The Princes of my people make a head

Against their Maker: they do wish me dead,

Who cannot wish, except I give them bread;

                                              Was ever grief like mine?
…

All my Disciples fly; fear puts a bar
Betwixt my friends and me. They leave the star,

That brought the wise men of the East from far.

                                              Was ever grief like mine?
…

So sits the earth’s great curse in Adam’s fall

Upon my head: so I remove it all

From th’ earth unto my brows, and bear the thrall:

                                              Was ever grief like mine?
…

O all ye who pass by, behold and see;

Man stole the fruit, but I must climb the tree;

The tree of life to all, but only me:

                                              Was ever grief like mine?
…

In healing not my self, there doth consist

All that salvation, which ye now resist;

Your safety in my sickness doth subsist:

                                              Was ever grief like mine?

Now, thanks to these words from George Herbert, we have captured something of the emotional realities of Jesus’ suffering; therefore, let us go into the Gospels and take a closer look at what he suffered and how he handled it. The text in Hebrews focuses on his final sufferings. And these can be better understood if we put them into the context of his life-long sufferings. We will do so briefly and then focus on his final sufferings.
1. Consider Christ (Particularly His Suffering)

The Suffering of Jesus

Isaiah's prediction that Jesus would be “a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 53:3) was fulfilled, in part, in the following ways:
A. During the Whole Course of His Life

He was born into an impoverished branch of David's royal line (Matthew 1:1-17 & Luke 3:23-38 with Luke 2:24 compared to Leviticus 12:1-8, especially verse 8).


He and his family lived all their lives with a bad reputation -- his mother and step-father being accused of fornication, and he being accused of being illegitimate. This reputation haunted him all his life.


Within two years of his birth an attempt was made on his life, the first of several. Because of this he and his family had to live in exile in Egypt for a while during Herod's last year of life. (Matthew 2:16 with context & Luke 2:39-40 with context; Matthew 2:13-15).


Although he was ready to assume his duties for God and begin his life's work by the age of 12, he was unable to do so for perhaps 20 years because his parents did not understand him or his mission. (Luke 2:41-52).


When he finally began his ministry it was with a severe 40 day fast followed by a severe temptation by Satan in person (Matthew 4:1-11; Mark 1:12-13; Luke 4:1-13).


At several points during his ministry he found it necessary to resist attempts by his mother and/or brothers to exert undue control over his ministry (John 2:1-12; Mt 12:46-50 & Mk 3:31-35 & Luke 8:19-21; Mark 3:21 [“kinsmen” in the margin] & John 7:1-9).


In addition, his brothers seemed to be somewhat hostile to him and apparently did not believe in him till after his resurrection (Acts 1:14; 1 Corinthians 9:5; Galatians 1:19).


Others among the common people, such as those from his own town, Nazareth, did not believe in him; he was, in fact, rejected at least twice in Nazareth. He was also poorly received in the wider area. (Luke 4:16-32; Matthew 13:53-58 & Mark 6:1-6; Mt 11:20-24; John 6:41-44, 59).


The incident in Nazareth (Luke 4:16-32 -- A.D. 28) also involved an attempt (by the common people) on his life -- the second -- Herod's attempt 32 years earlier being the first. The next year (Oct, A.D. 29) a third attempt was made by the Jewish leaders in the temple (John 8:59). The leaders made a fourth attempt about 2 or 3 months later (Dec, A.D. 29); this was also in the temple (John 10:22-39). The fifth attempt was by the leaders and came within another 4 months (April 7, A.D. 30) and resulted in his crucifixion (Matthew 26:47 with 27:35, 50 & parallels in Mark 14:43; 15:24-25, 37; Luke 22:47; 23:33, 46; and John 18:3; 19:17-18, 30).


Besides the actual attempts on his, life there were numerous plots to kill him. The Pharisees and Herodians initiated a plot when he healed a man with a withered hand on the Sabbath. (Matthew 12:9-15; Mark 3:1-6; Luke 6:6-11). The scribes and the Pharisees plotted against him when he rebuked them for having vain religion (Luke 11:53-54). The Jews persecuted him for healing an impotent man at the pool of Bethesda on the Sabbath (John 5:16). The Jews also wanted to kill him for calling himself the bread of life (John 7:1). They wanted to kill him for claiming to come from God (John 7:19-20, 28-30, 32). They wanted to kill him for bearing witness to what he had seen with his Father (John 8:37-40). Herod wanted to kill him, probably to prevent him from becoming king (Luke 13:31). The chief priests and Pharisees wanted to kill him for raising Lazarus from the dead (John 11:43-54). The chief priests, the scribes, and the leaders of the people wanted to kill him after the second cleansing of the temple (Luke 19:45-48; Mark 11:15-18; Matthew 21:12-17). The scribes, Pharisees, Herodians, and chief priests wanted to kill him because of his parables predicting that God would destroy them (Matthew 21:45-46; 22:15; Mark 12:12-13; Luke 20:18-20).


There was also open verbal conflict (John 2:13-25).


These plots and verbal battles were inspired by hearts that refused to believe (Matthew 12:38-42 with its parallel in Luke 11:16, 29-32; Matthew 15:12-14; Matthew 16:1-4; Mark 8:11-13; Luke 7:30-35)


Even his faithful disciples understood him poorly (Matthew 8:24-27 with Mark 4:37-41; Matthew 11:1-15 with Luke 7:18-29; Luke 8:23-25; John 11:1-45).


From the earliest days of his ministry till its conclusion many of his followers were self deceived hypocrites who thought of themselves as his disciples but whose heart was not with him, as was shown by Jesus' testimony about them and by the fact that various groups of them forsook him from time to time (Matthew 19:22; John 2:23-25; 6:26, 60-66; 8:31, 59).


Even God the Father forsook him when it was time for him to bear the penalty for our sin. (Matthew 15:46 with Mark 15:34).
B. At the End of His Life


It was the anticipation of this abandonment by God and becoming the sin bearer that caused him such agony in the Garden of Gethsemane (Matthew 26:30-46; Mark 14:26-42; Luke 22:39-46; John 18:1).


In Gethsemane he “began to be sorrowful” (Matthew 26:37). He and his disciples had sung a hymn just before leaving the upper room where they had the last supper. It may be that they had followed the normal custom and sung the words of Psalm 115 - 118. If so, it is quite possible that as his sorrows came upon him he had the words of Psalm 118:27 on his mind: “bind the sacrifice with cords, even unto the horns of the altar.” Whatever the case,

“We gather that the true test of power only comes in the moment itself: then the weakness of the flesh betrays itself, which before was hidden, and the inner emotions pour out. ... Ambrose was right, I think, when he said, 'He did not assume the appearance of incarnation, but a reality. He had to bear grief in order to conquer sadness, and not shut it out: they do not have the praise of fortitude who are drugged by wounds, and not hurt.'” (Calvin)


His willingness to bear grief was shown even by the fact that he went to a place (Gethsemane) where he knew he could be found by Judas and the others who were seeking his life. This was his custom (Luke 22:39), and he did not change it to avoid what he had to do.


He separated himself somewhat from the disciples, because, as Plummer notes, even his closest friends could not enter adequately into the violent turmoil of his emotions. According to Luke he knelt down and prayed, and according to Matthew he fell on his face to pray. Perhaps, he knelt placing his face on the ground, rather than holding it up. The form of the Greek verb indicates that he continued praying.


Matthew 26:37 – he was “very heavy” - “It expresses, as it is well put by Swete, ‘the distress which follows a great shock,’ ‘the confused, restless, half-distracted state’ (Lightfoot) ‘which may be worse than the sharp pain of a fully realized sorrow.' “ (S. D. F. Salmond, CB)


In Matthew 26:38 Jesus says, “My soul is exceedingly sorrowful” – One writer calls this “the pain of a great shock.” (S. D. F. Salmond). “Matthew says He was affected by grief and sorrow (or trouble of mind), Luke that he was seized with anguish, Mark added that He was dismayed. Where did that grief and trouble and fright come from, if He did not see in death something more sad and more fearful than the separation of soul and body? ... Death in itself would not have so agonized the Spirit of God's Son unless He realized that He had to deal with the judgment of God.” (Calvin)


Jesus said his sorrow was “unto death” (Matthew 26:38). Salmond describes it as “a sorrow that kills, a sorrow that strains life to the point of extinction.”


“Even He has been finding that the most perfect human nature may feel weakness when confronted with the supreme requirements of the will of God.” (Plummer, p. 371)


In spite of this weakness he prayed, “Nevertheless not as I will” (Matthew 26:39) - “This is faith's due limit, to allow God to decide differently from what we desire.” (Calvin)


Only fear and reverence for God will cause one to pray in such a manner and mean it even though it causes terrible suffering: “Thus the apostle says that he was heard for His fear.” [Hebrews 5:7 - KJV] (Calvin)


In Matthew 26:40 we are told that he came to his disciples and found them sleeping. (In fact, he did so three times). “It would have been no small relief to His sorrow to have had the disciples as companions and partners: on the other hand, it was a bitter addition to His distress to be abandoned by them also.” (Calvin) They had begun to slip away from him emotionally in the upper room. Sorrow (exceeding sorrow) and worry came upon them (Matthew 26:22; Mark 14:9) about what was going to happen to Jesus and to themselves. They lapsed into depression which was so severe that they became exhausted and fell asleep even though Jesus needed their prayer support in the Garden; and they needed spiritual power to avoid falling into temptation (Matthew 26:41). This added to Jesus’ sorrow.

Jesus prayed that God would remove the cup (the alienation from God that was about to come upon him) if God was willing (that is, if it could fit into God's plan), but asked that God's will be done rather than his. This intense desire to escape this horror reveals his love even more deeply since he let his love for the Father control him, rather than his love for himself. The Father loved us enough to give Christ for us; Christ loved us enough to give himself for us.

Luke mentions that he was in agony (Luke 22:44). In the Greek this word is used for “great distress of mind” and for “an agony of fear” (Adeney, & Plummer). This was produced by the anguish of being cut off from his Father. He both typified and was the sin offering for our sin. In Scriptural terms, the sin offering was greatly affected by being sacrificed. It changed its nature from being something innocent, to becoming a sin bearer. In fact, in the Old Testament, the Hebrew word for “sin offering” and “sin” are the same word. In a sense the sin offering did not simply bear sin, it became sin. It is used in many Old Testament passages including Leviticus 10:17 which speaks of the sin offering bearing the iniquity of the whole congregation. According to Scripture, this is precisely what happened to Christ: “For he hath made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in him.” (2 Corinthians 5:21 -- see also Isaiah 53:10 & Ephesians 5:1). The psychological and spiritual devastation of such an event must have been unthinkably awful.


For this reason, an angel was sent to strengthen him, probably both in body and in spirit. In light of the fact that Christ was in heaven before coming to earth in the incarnation, he would have known this angel personally. So, he had at least one familiar companion to stand with him. The messenger came just at the point of his deepest anguish. He began to sweat as it were great drops of blood (Luke 22:44). Some think this only looked like blood, but probably it not only looked like blood, but also had blood mingled in it. Possibly this was sweat and grime mingled with blood which collected in large clumps & dripped off him as he prayed. Such a condition is known in medical literature as hematidrosis (“bloody sweat”). Various examples have been documented, including a bloody sweat that broke out on the body of Charles IX of France as he was on his deathbed. (Plummer)


In this condition the capillaries burst sending blood into the sweat glands. Heat builds up, producing sweat, and grime mixed with blood comes out and collects on the skin.


It is amazing that the physical trauma of the unbearable emotion which caused this sweat did not kill him. Perhaps it would have if it had not been for the help of the angel. Jesus was able after this assistance to continue praying until he had gained control over his emotions. But as soon as he had gained inward composure Judas came to carry out his treachery and deliver him to the authorities to be crucified.


He was tried as a criminal five separate times in the space of about 7 hours (By Annas, by Caiaphas & the Sanhedrin [which was the council of the chief priests, the elders, and the scribes], by Pilate, by Herod, and by Pilate again). Even though no one could find a valid charge against him they accused him of blasphemy and sedition and crucified him.


During the first trial an officer of the high priest struck Jesus with his hand (John 18:22). During the second trial (by Caiaphas & the Sanhedrin) they rejected his testimony that he was the Christ, condemned him to death, spit on him, reviled him, mocked him, and beat him with a blindfold over his face demanding that he tell them who hit him. During the third trial (by Pilate) his accusers told Pilate that Jesus was perverting the nation, forbidding tribute to be given to Caesar, and claiming to be a king, and many other accusations. Christ answered none of the accusations except that he confessed to being a king, but not of this world, and Pilate found no fault in him. Pilate then sent him to Herod for his fourth trial. More accusations were heaped upon him, none of which he answered. Herod and his soldiers found no fault in him but mocked him and sent him back to Pilate. During the fifth trial Pilate realized that the chief priests were accusing Christ out of envy and attempted to release Christ to the crowd, in accord with the custom at Passover. But at the instigation of the chief priests and elders the crowd asked instead for Barabbas, an insurrectionist and murderer. The crowd insisted five times on the release of Barabbas and the crucifixion of Jesus.


Pilate then scourged him and delivered him to the soldiers to be crucified. Edersheim notes that the scourge was often loaded with lead, [brass - Smith], spikes, and bones, and it lacerated the back, chest, and face of the victim. Cicero called it the “intermediate death.” (Edersheim, 995). The victim generally fainted, often died (OVNTC, Mt 27:26). Smith's Bible Dictionary notes that “The Christian martyrs at Smyrna about A. D. 155 were so torn with the scourges that their veins were laid bare, and the inner muscles and sinews, and even the bowels, were exposed (Eusebius, Hist. iv. 15).” (p. 689)


Pilate seems to have had some hope that this scourging would satisfy the crowd, and they would accept his release. But to no avail. Before crucifying him the soldiers put a crown of thorns on his head, mocked him, spit on him, hit him on the head, and struck him with their hands. They then made him drag his cross through the streets, and nailed him to it. While hanging there smothering to death from the pressure of his body upon his diaphragm he had to endure further insults from the crowd. His life ended when he dismissed his spirit from his body as his heart burst.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Before we apply these lessons, let us do a brief summary of what Jesus suffered. He lived in poverty. He and his family had a bad reputation. His life was threatened frequently from his childhood till his crucifixion. He was misunderstood, even by his friends and his family. He was frequently confronted with verbal harassment and accusations. He endured direct temptation from Satan. At the end of his life he earnestly longed for the love and support of his disciples, but they fled from him. His emotional agony in the Garden of Gethsemane was so great that he almost succumbed to it. He was tried and found innocent but was beaten, mocked, and crucified anyway. Even his Father forsook him during the time he bore our sins.
2. Imitate Christ (Application)

When we look at these things we despair of being able to imitate Christ. But when we say, “Imitate Christ,” we mean that we should use the same spiritual graces which Christ used to overcome his spiritual challenges. For convenience we can list these graces under 3 Headings: Faith, Hope, and Charity.

A. Faith


    This is Trust for the Unexpected and Uncertain Things in Life. When Christ was 2 years old (or less) Herod plotted to kill him. Mary and Joseph knew nothing of this. The wise men knew nothing of it. And neither Jesus nor the adults in his life had control of it. But this was neither unexpected nor uncontrollable to God the Father. As the Father protected Jesus, so he protects all of his sons and daughters. Therefore, you must not expend all of your spiritual and emotional energy in trying to control every aspect of your life. After you have taken reasonable care and precaution for life’s difficulties, you have done all you need to do. You have discharged your duty before God. God always adds his foresight and protection to your life to cover the unexpected and the uncontrolled things that rise up to surprise and frighten you. Jesus reminded his disciples of this protection over and over. In Luke 12 he told them the parable of the rich fool who, in order to avoid the unexpected and the uncontrolled things in life, laid up treasure for himself but was not rich toward God. He prospered so well that he wanted to build bigger barns; and he said to his soul, “Soul, you have much goods laid up for many years; take your ease, eat, drink, and be merry” (Luke 12:19). But that night God required his soul of him. “Therefore,” said Jesus as he applied the parable to his disciples, “Take no thought for your life, what you shall eat; neither for the body, what you shall put on” (Luke 12:22). Or, to put it another way, do not worry even about the necessities of life. Otherwise, if you are shaken to and fro by your anxieties, Jesus will have to turn to you one day, and say with love but disappointment, “O you of little faith” (Luke 12:28).

B. Hope


    This is Trust for an Expected and Certain Outcome in the Next Life. Christ had this hope. “For the joy that was set before him [he] endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God” (Hebrews 12:2). The cross (or more exactly, the sin he bore for us upon the cross) separated him from God; the cross killed him; the cross lifted him up to shame before his enemies – the shame of being a cursed man. But, after the great conflict of emotion and the great wrestling in prayer which he endured in Gethsemane, he was able to fix his mind upon the expected and certain joy which was waiting for him when he went to his Father. With his mind fixed on this hope (this confidence) he was able to endure all the physical, mental, and spiritual agonies which came upon him. In light of the greatness of this joy he was able to despise these agonies as nothing by comparison though they drove him to the edge of his endurance. Hope does not make ashamed (Romans 5:5); and for 2,000 years he has never known another moment of shame. Whatever your trial, let your hope be like his hope. Never take your focus off of it. It will be realized.

C. Charity


    This is a Self-Giving Love which Focuses on the Concerns of God and Others. John provides us an excellent statement about this love which dwelt in Christ: “Now before the feast of the passover, when Jesus knew that his hour was come that he should depart out of this world unto the Father, having loved his own which were in the world, he loved them unto the end” (John 13:1). Jesus then took the role of a servant and washed their feet, after which he instructed them in loving one another with the same agape love which he had for all of them. Scarcely did they know what depths of sacrifice Jesus was about to bestow upon them, enduring both death and agony for them. This charity – this agape love – was further energized by the hope mentioned above. John makes these statements about this hope: “1 Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart out of this world to the Father … 31 Jesus said, "Now is the Son of Man glorified, and God is glorified in him. 32 If God is glorified in him, God will also glorify him in himself, and glorify him at once” (John 13:1, 31-32). Similar things await us. We will go to the Father. We will be glorified. With such assurance we can focus less on ourselves and more on others the way Jesus did in this hour and throughout his life. When our hearts are open to the hope that comes lovingly from God love flows freely from us to others and toward God. “We love him, because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19). Amen.
