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“With Christ in the School of Hard Knocks”

Hebrews 5:7-10

In putting together this message, I remembered (I thought) a book written by Andrew Murray, the great South African preacher of the late 1800’s, entitled With Christ in the School of Obedience. When I looked it up in my library, however, I discovered that I had mistakenly combined the titles of two of Murray’s books: With Christ in the School of Prayer and The School of Obedience (the latter I will be quoting during this message). I thought of using my mistaken combination for the title of this sermon, but instead I reworded it some more, ending up with, “With Christ in the School of Hard Knocks.”

You know that school, right? The school colors are black and blue. The school fight song is “Ouch!” The lessons do not come from a textbook, but are lived out day to day. And the graduates do not leave with a diploma to hang on a wall, but wisdom and maturity.


We read about Jesus’ experience with this in Hebrews 5:7-10,

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. Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him and was designated by God to be high priest in the order of Melchizedek.

These words are not easy to read or to hear. Some statements sound downright heretical. As we look closely and understand what is being said, though, we will discover the truth of these words in the life of Jesus and in our lives as well.

Christ’s Education through Suffering


Let’s begin tonight by considering Christ’s education through suffering. Verse eight says, “Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered…” J. B. Phillips renders the first phrase, “Son though he was…” emphasizing Jesus’ position as the Son of God. We would not expect Him to need to learn anything, since God is omniscient, nor would we expect Him to suffer. Yet Jesus “learned obedience in the school of suffering,” as the New English Bible puts it.


Why did Jesus have to learn obedience? Leon Morris writes, “He learned obedience by actually obeying. There is a certain quality involved when one has performed a required action—a quality that is lacking when there is only a readiness to act. Innocence differs from virtue.”
 What Jesus learned during His life on earth was the experiential knowledge of how it feels for a human to undergo various events. Warren Wiersbe adds,

We must remember that our Lord, in His earthly walk, lived by faith in the Father’s will. As God, He needed to learn nothing. But as the Son of God come in human flesh, He had to experience that which His people would experience, so that He might be able to minister as their High Priest. He did not need to learn how to obey because it would be impossible for God to be disobedient. Rather, as the God-Man in human flesh, He had to learn what was involved in obedience. In this way, He identified with us.


But why did He learn through suffering? We usually associate suffering with the unpleasant consequences following disobedience rather than obedience. Not so with Jesus. He never suffered for doing the wrong thing (as we all have at one time or another), but He suffered plenty for doing the right thing!


Jesus learned obedience through lessons taught severely. Throughout His ministry He was verbally assaulted, partic​ularly by the Pharisees. He was called everything from “illegitimate” to “demon-possessed.” He was rejected and ignored. When that didn’t stop Him, they plotted against Him, so that He lived in the crosshairs of their conspiracy. Even while Jesus was on trial, the same man who found no fault in Him had Him scourged and then released to be crucified. Yet at every turn, Jesus resisted the temptation to retaliate, to hold a grudge, to be defensive or resentful or bitter, to lash out in anger or revenge. There’s an old saying, “No good deed goes unpunished.” Jesus knows all about that. When we come to our Lord hurting from the abuse we suffer from the world for obeying our Heavenly Father, He doesn’t have to resort to His imagination. He knows what it’s like from first-hand experience.


How was Jesus able to pull this off? We might be tempted to think, “Well, it was easy…He was God!” But He was completely human as well. This is why the Gospels record that Jesus spent so much time in prayer, connected with the Father. Andrew Murray, in his book The School of Obedience, applies this principle to ourselves as well as Jesus:

The secret of true obedience is the clear and close personal relationship to God. All our attempts after full obedience will be failures until we get access to His abiding fellowship. It is God’s holy presence, consciously abiding with us, that keeps us from disobeying Him. The secret of a true obedience is the return to close and continual fellowship with God.


Christ received His education through suffering for doing good.

Christ’s Elevation through Submission


When students complete their school requirements, they are promoted to the next level. When Christ completed his education in the school of suffering, He was elevated through His submission to the Father’s will. Jesus is a living example of the truth of 1 Peter 5:6-7, “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.” 


Returning to our text, we read in Hebrews 5:7, “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.” Scholars agree that, while He prayed throughout His earthly life and ministry, Jesus’ agonized praying in the Garden of Gethsemane is referred to here. The Gospels record several occasions when Jesus was “moved with compassion,” even to the point of tears at the tomb of Lazarus. 


When Jesus arrived that night in Gethsemane, however, His anguish reached new heights. Philip Hughes explains,

But now in the Garden the moment has come, in his self-identification with mankind, to plumb human depravity and fallenness to its very depths as he prepares, in all his innocence and purity, to submit himself in the place of sinners to the fierceness of God’s wrath against the sins of men. This meant an experience incomparable in the horror of its torment, from which his whole being shrank instinctively but which was inescapable if the purpose of his coming was to be achieved.


It may seem from the verse in Hebrews that Jesus was asking to be saved from dying (since the Father is described as “the one who could save him from death”), but this was not the case, since according to His words in John 12:27, to die for sinners was His very purpose in coming to the world. Furthermore, we know that the Father did not save Him from physical death, for Jesus concluded His prayer with the words, “Not my will but yours be done,” and submitted to death on the cross.
 Because this prayer was a prayer of total submission to the will of his Father it was heard and answered.
 How do we understand that? We should understand His prayer was that He might be delivered out of death, that is, that His soul might not be left in Hades. This prayer was answered when God raised Him from the dead.
 Leon Morris concludes,

The important thing about answered prayer is that God does what brings about the end aimed at, not what corresponds exactly to the words of the petitioner. In this case the prayer was that the will of God be done, and this has precedence over the passing of the cup from Jesus. Since the cup had to be drunk, it was drunk!

Christ’s Emancipation of Sinners


Christ was elevated because of His submission to the Father’s will. But what does this elevation look like? Verses nine and ten tell us, “…and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him and was designated by God to be high priest in the order of Melchizedek.”

Once again we are left shaking our heads. “‘Made perfect’?” we ask. “How could the Son of God be ‘made perfect’ if He was already perfect?” Just as with the idea that Jesus “learned” obedience, this should be understood not in the context of His character but of His experience.

The key to understanding is the Greek word translated “perfect.” Teleios can quite correctly be translated perfect so long as we remember what the Greek meant by that perfection. A thing was teleios if it perfectly carried out the purpose for which it was designed. The term was not used in terms of abstract and metaphysical perfection but rather in terms of function. What the writer to the Hebrews is saying is that all the experiences of suffering through which Jesus passed perfectly fitted him to become the Savior of men.
 Verse nine states that Jesus became “the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him.” On the cross Jesus endured our hell so that we might be set free to enter into His heaven.


Verse ten concludes that Jesus “was designated by God to be high priest in the order of Melchizedek.” As we saw last week, the author of Hebrews introduces this idea of a priesthood in the order of Melchizedek here in chapter five but does not develop it until chapter seven. When we get there in our study, we will go into more detail.


So what does this mean for us? We are invited to enroll in this same school for our spiritual education. Andrew Murray puts it this way:

On earth Christ was a learner in the school of obedience; in heaven He teaches it to His disciples here on earth. In a world where disobedience reigns unto death, the restoration of obedience is in Christ’s hands. As in His own life, so in us, He has undertaken to maintain it. He teaches and works it in us.


How does God do this? He will take us through the same experiences Jesus went through. That includes loneliness, temptation, stress, criticism, rejection, and many other challenges that stretch our faith. Since Jesus “learned obedience through suffering” and “was made perfect through suffering,” why would God exempt us from what He allowed His own Son to experience?


The school of hard knocks may have black and blue as its colors and a fight song of “Ouch!” But the school motto is the prayer of Jesus in the Garden: “Not my will but Yours be done.” When we can pray that—and mean it—we will find ourselves developing into the likeness of our Savior and Lord.
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