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“Overcoming the Letdown”

Isaiah 63:7-9 / Hebrews 2:9-18
December 29, 2019

Guess which day of the year is the highest for heart-related deaths?  According to the Journal of the American Heart Association, more heart-related deaths occur on Christmas Eve than any other day of the year, among people not already in the hospital.   That’s right, Christmas Eve.  Guess which day is second? December 25th.  The third-highest day is December 26th.  

There is so much stress around “the Holidays” that folks are having heart attacks.  Do you suppose that’s what God had in mind when his Son was born?  This is just another example of how we humans, in our sinful state, can take something like Christmas and mess it up.  God does not want us to have heart problems around Christmas, does he?

Another thing that must concern God is our tendency to have a “letdown” after Christmas.  Once the day is over, all the guests have left, and all the decorations are taken down, sometimes there is a bit of a letdown, right?  Of course, the weather doesn’t help much.  But really, there is no reason for this.  
Today, I’d like to talk about overcoming that letdown.  
Now I know that many of you never get that feeling – you are “up” all the time, or you are able to keep things in the proper perspective regarding all the hype around “the Holidays.”  To see what we can do to “avoid the letdown,” let’s look to where we should always look when we are troubled, or when we are looking for solutions to issues that confront and confound us, such as “post-Christmas letdown” – Scripture.  
First, let’s look at our Old Testament reading for today – Isaiah 63:7-9.  As we look at the Isaiah passage, we encounter our first item, the sheer goodness of God.  
Verse 7: I will recount the gracious deeds of the LORD, the praiseworthy acts of the LORD, because of all that the LORD has done for us, and the great favor to the house of Israel that he has shown them according to his mercy, according to the abundance of his steadfast love.  
Notice the words “gracious deeds” and “praiseworthy acts.”  Other translations say “mercies, loving kindnesses, favors, steadfast love.” 
Isaiah is praising God for his good deeds!  God has been, is, and will always be faithful to his covenant with us.  Isn’t that reason enough to not have a letdown?  That in itself should be enough, but let’s continue with Isaiah.
Verse 8: For he said, "Surely they are my people, children who will not deal falsely"; and he became their savior…
Jesus became our Savior;  therefore, we are God’s people, children who will not deal falsely.   Sounds so simple doesn’t it!  
Finally, verse 9: He became their savior in all their distress. It was no messenger or angel but his presence that saved them; in his love and in his pity he redeemed them; he lifted them up and carried them all the days of old.
Can we guess who Isaiah is talking about?  Isaiah is telling us that we have been saved through Christ.  
So, let’s see how we’re doing so far with this “letdown” stuff. First of all, we have spoken about God’s sheer goodness, and his loving and faithful acts of kindness, in keeping his covenant with us.   Jesus became our Savior.  We can call ourselves children of God.  God shares our distresses, and he has saved us.  
Let’s move to our second reading from the Letter to the Hebrews.  First, verse 9: “…but we do see Jesus, who for a little while was made lower than the angels, now crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone.  
The first few words may be most important – “but we do see Jesus, who for a little while was made lower than the angels …”  
This is important.  To be “lower than the angels” means to be made human.  This is what Christianity is all about.  It’s the reason we celebrate Christmas, and it’s the reason that there should be no letdown!  
A few weeks ago, we read about an angel appearing to Joseph in a dream: “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” – which means, “God with us.”  In the account, the angel of the Lord repeats what Isaiah had prophesied – God with us.  
Jesus is God, and he became human!  Think about this for a while, and your letdown will go away.  
The author takes us even further into the mystery of Christ – Jesus suffered, and tasted death for everyone.  For some, God is removed, distant, autocratic, aloof, not connected to humanity.  But in Christ, all humanity is revealed, because Jesus is fully human.  The thing about Christianity is that it is incarnational: God is human.  

One more thing on this verse.  To a first-century reader, it would be outrageous that God would suffer or taste death. Gods were powerful deities, and were not supposed to have such things happen to them!  

The author tells us that Jesus tasted death, and then we are told that it was fitting, perfectly logical, for such a thing to happen.  

Verse 10:  It was fitting that God, for whom and through whom all things exist, in bringing many children to glory, should make the pioneer of their salvation perfect through sufferings.  
“It was fitting” – in the Greek, it means what was just said is patently obvious.  
Once again, we come to a most audacious statement.  Just some remarks on the word pioneer in this passage.  Other translations render it captain, author, leader, or Prince.  Jesus is the one who leads the way, who originates, or who is the author of our salvation.  
How are you feeling now?  Still low?  
Finally in this passage, we see the word perfect.  Now, if Jesus is God, isn’t he already perfect?    
We must remember that it Jesus suffered both as God, and as a human.  It was his human suffering, made perfect through obedience, that fulfilled or completed his mission.  Through his perfect suffering, we also will someday be made perfect in heaven.  
The writer continues.  He now talks about the family of God, of which we are members.  
Look at verses 11-13:  “For the one who sanctifies and those who are sanctified all have one Father. For this reason Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers and sisters,  12 saying, "I will proclaim your name to my brothers and sisters, in the midst of the congregation I will praise you."  13 And again, "I will put my trust in him." And again, "Here am I and the children whom God has given me."  
Just a reminder – to sanctify is to make holy.  Jesus sanctifies us – he makes us holy.  
Did you hear that?  Both the one who makes us holy (that is, Jesus) and those who are made holy (that’s us!) are of the same family!  We are brothers and sisters of Christ himself!  Our earthly families will come and go, but we will never be outside the family of God!  We can call Christ our brother!  
No letdown there.  

Before we finish our exercise in “avoiding the letdown,” let’s review.  
God is good – we should spend the rest of our lives praising him for his loving kindness, his acts of mercy, and his steadfast love.  
Jesus himself was made lower than the angels, that is, human, and he tasted death for everyone. 
Jesus is God, but as he suffered in his humanity he was made perfect so we can be made perfect.

How are you feeling now?  

Now I want to come to perhaps the most important part of this passage – the last few verses.  
Since, therefore, the children share flesh and blood, he himself likewise shared the same things, so that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil,  15 and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death.  16 For it is clear that he did not come to help angels, but the descendants of Abraham.  17 Therefore he had to become like his brothers and sisters in every respect, so that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the people.  18 Because he himself was tested by what he suffered, he is able to help those who are being tested.

We’ve already discussed the fact that, as children of God, we can call Christ our brother – this is an amazing thing.  The next thing to focus on is that Jesus shared our humanity, so he might destroy the devil, who has power over us.  By Jesus’ actions, we can be free.  
Jesus became a great high priest in service to God, and paid the price for our sin. 
And finally, because he himself suffered when HE was tempted, he is able to help us when WE are tempted.  If this doesn’t keep us going strong, I don’t know what will.  

What a blessing that we have Christmas, because we know that’s when God himself became human, just like us. 
We take a few weeks every year to celebrate the second most important event in all of history – God becoming human. 

We spend just under a month in our preparations, and now maybe some of us are in somewhat of a funk because the celebration is over.

What do you think?  
Do you think maybe that our lives should be occupied perhaps a little bit more in celebration?  
God with us – Jesus is God, and he came to be with us, and now he is in heaven, interceding for us. 
No letdown, folks, just praise forever! 

