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A Substitute Submission is the Source of our Salvation

Grace and peace to you from him who is, and who was, and who is to come…

Which is better: To know when you’re going to die—or at least an approximation or to not know and have it strike you out of the blue?  Or to be sure, they both have pros and cons for both the person who is dying and the people they are leaving behind.  Perhaps the biggest pro for knowing beforehand is that you can prepare yourself and your family for death.  But what is the biggest pro is also the biggest con: You have to mentally and emotionally deal with the fact that you are going to die sooner rather than later.  

Many of you have had to go through that struggle.  And it is a struggle.  Just when you think that you’ve got your head around it and have prepared yourself for the reality of it, just when you think that the reassurances of resurrection have outweighed the reality of your mortality, it hits you in a wave.  There are surges of thoughts and emotions that say, “No…no this has to be a mistake.  This isn’t really happening.  There has to be some kind of swift and sudden cure that rescues me or my loved one from this death sentence!”  

But like a puppy that kicks and bucks against the leash and collar of their owner to no avail, eventually our fight for life must end and everyone must submit to death.  We are all being inexorably pulled toward our end whether we like that or not.  

I think that we often have it in our heads that Jesus’ life on this earth was somehow easy.  We know from catechism that during his state of humiliation, Jesus didn’t make full and frequent use of his power as God.  We easily say the sentence “He was perfect for us” and “he willingly suffered death for us” as if doing so were a cakewalk for our Savior.  We imagine that Jesus being perfect and dying for us is akin to Michael Jordan taking on our St. Mark’s boys A team.  

But did you hear our Savior’s words in the gospel this morning?  When considering the fact that his body would be placed in the ground, and even in view of the knowledge that from his death would produce life for the world, he still says, “Now my heart is troubled…”

Do you think that the words and actions of Jesus during Holy Week were just a mailed in performance of a God-man checking off his list of things to do and say to fulfill Old Testament prophecy?  Or do you take his words and actions at face value?  

It was not hyperbole in the Garden of Gethsemane when he said, “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death.”  It was not on a whim that God the Father sent a messenger, an angel, to strengthen his Son in that Garden.  His Son
needed it.  Jesus was not putting on a show when, in real anguish, his sweat fell thick like drops of blood on the ground.  It was not for the sake of being heard that Jesus’ parched lips cried out in a loud voice from the cross, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?”—“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  Perhaps, unheard, he finished that prayer—Psalm 22—in his head:

Do not be far from me, 
       for trouble is near 
       and there is no one to help.
But you, O LORD, be not far off; 
       O my Strength, come quickly to help me.

It is this very real, very human Jesus enduring very real agony in the face of a very real and imminent death that the writer to the Hebrews highlights in the words selected for our meditation this morning:

During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission.  

To anticipate the mocking and the beating that you would endure would be torturous in and of itself.  To know that your death would come by crucifixion would be overwhelming.  To think of the pain of having hands and feet pierced as you alternate between relieving the pain in your hands and arms or the pain in your feet and legs as the pressure of the fluid builds in your heart and lungs.  

Oh, but that’s not the real dread of it all.  It wasn’t so much the pain and torture, but the anticipation of feeling the wrath of God on all the sins of the world.  Jesus had bent and conformed himself to every law of his heavenly Father during his entire life on earth.  He had received only his Father’s love and announcements of his pleasure with him—that he was he dearly loved Son.  He had been completely free of sin for 33 long years.  And now to have to anticipate having to become something that you had worked your whole life to avoid—to become sin for us—that is overwhelming.  To anticipate being completely cut off from the Father—to be abandoned by him—that evokes loud cries of agony.  

Jesus had avoided the temptation to turn away from this bleak destination his whole life.  In the wilderness, Satan had tempted him:  “Your Father’s will is not good!  You’re hungry, you’re weak.  Make some bread.  Take a leap to make sure he’s really on your side.  Bow down and avoid the difficult ending!”

And yet he submitted to the will of God.  In John he begins with “Now my heart is troubled…” but he ends with “and what shall I say? ‘Father save me from this hour?’ No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour.”  In the Garden, he prayed “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me.”  And yet he ended that prayer “yet not my will, but yours be done.”  He bent himself to conform perfectly to his Father’s every expectation, even becoming obedient to death on a cross, even becoming sin for us.  

Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered.  The word obedience there means to submit to someone else’s will because they are above you in the pecking order.  This is subordination.  And this was something that Jesus learned.  He knew what it was like to be in tune with God because he was with God and was God from the beginning.  And yet, as a man here on earth, he experienced for himself the high demand that true obedience to God brings.  He prayed to God in reverent awe as a man and submitted himself to God’s will as a perfect man.  

Oh how little we like to bend ourselves to the will of God.  By nature we buck against God’s way.  It is ill-fitting at best and intensely aggravating at worst.  We have that deeply-rooted thorough-going tendency to refuse to submit to what God says is best for us, ingrained in us since Adam and Eve.  We are the very definition of insubordinate.  

And it was for us, for unbending, insubordinate, rebellious, stubbornly selfish people that Christ submitted himself obediently to his Father’s will that he should be our substitute and our sacrifice.  He cried out to God and placed himself in God’s hands and under God’s will and God heard his cry.  He did not ignore his pleas.  He rescued him from death.  He brought life for countless thousands from the death of his Son.  

9and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him.  Did you notice that this verse is different in the Word of the Week section of your bulletin?  It reads, “And once he reached the goal, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him.”  The phrase “made perfect” really means “to reach the goal.”  It points to the completion of the reason that Jesus came to earth in the first place—to become our sin and take God’s wrath on himself and become the source of eternal life for all who obey him.

The word “obey” there is no different than the word “obey” when it was used of Jesus before.  It means to bend and conform to the will of another because they are superior and we are subordinate.  Now, I could tell you today that you must completely submit yourself to Jesus today, you must obey him and be a good boy and girl or else you won’t be saved.  You gotta get yourself right with God and decide to obey him so that he can save you.  

And if I did that this morning, I would be twisting and ruining the most beautiful truth in our lesson today.  Jesus is the source of your salvation.  He is the source, the only source.  You and your partial attempts at being good are not the source.  Your eternal future does not rest in your hands but in his alone.  The fact that you obey him is not something you have done, it’s something he has done for you and to you.  

Remember before that I said that Jesus submitted himself so that he could become your sin.  But he did that so that he could give you what he had earned.  He became your sin so that you could become his perfection.  He gave you his perfect obedience to the will of the Father.  In your baptism, he gave you a new will—his will, which loves to obey.

Through his Word, he has given you the knowledge you would never understand on your own.  He has shown you how much God loved you by showing you his own anguished journey to be perfect.  He has shown you his tears, his shouts, his pain.  He has shown you that the punishment for your insubordination has already been handed out.  It was not easy and it was not cheap, but he willingly did that for you.

And now you know like never before that God’s will for you can only be good.  If God did not spare his only Son but gave him up for you, how much more will he show his undeserved love for you in every aspect of your life?  You can see so clearly that no matter what you have to suffer in this life—and he has warned you on so many occasions that sufferings will come and you yourselves know exactly the variety and frequency of those troubles from your own experience—you will never have to suffer like his Son suffered.  

Enjoy the obedience that your Savior has given you.  His submission was your submission.  Your submission is because of his submission.  And one day, when you are forced to face your own death, though you buck and stall from fear of something you have never yourself experienced, yet you will find your heart eager to sing with the hymnist:

When life’s brief course on earth is run and I this world am leaving.
Grant me to say, “Your will be done,” Your faithful Word believing. 
My heav’nly friend, I now commend My soul into your keeping.
O’er sin and hell and death as well Through you the vict’ry reaping.

Amen.


Now may the Lord of peace himself give you peace at all times and in every way.  The Lord be with all of you.  

