  Little less than God

Psalm 8, Hebrews 1:1-4, 2:5-11
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I don’t get on well with tourist guides. It’s not their fault, it’s entirely mine. I know they put in a lot of work as they prepare their talks, gather and rehearse all the facts about the different places we visit. But somehow I have a mind that rejects any information that is not of immediate use and it’s quite happy to seek out the relevant bits for itself as and when necessary. And, I’m afraid, sometimes, some of the information these guides give us is less than informative. At the end of a tour in an old country mansion somewhere in Slovakia we arrived in an empty room. There, one of the walls was covered with a huge tapestry. The guide introduced it with the words: “We don’t know who made this work. It is not really possible to tell how old it is, who was it made for or why. In fact, we know hardly anything about it”. I rest my case!  But, of course, this didn’t stop her from giving us quite a long talk on it!


Well, something similar can be said about the Letter to Hebrews. We don’t know who wrote it, where was it written, when and to whom was it written. The Authorised Version of the Bible attributes it to the Apostle Paul. But that, unfortunately, is an addition. The view of current Biblical scholarship is that this is highly unlikely. Although all the NT books were written in Greek, there are noticeable differences in the kind of Greek language they use. Hebrews is written in the most brilliant, classical Greek style, whereas Paul, apparently, wrote in a more everyday, rough and ready Greek. 

Then we don’t know when exactly Hebrews was written. We can make some speculations from the text. Like, it seems, the Temple in Jerusalem was still standing at the time, so the Letter probably dates before AD 70. But it’s difficult to be more precise than that. And who was it written to? Well, it is addressed to ‘Hebrews’, but it seems to talk to Christians, so presumably we have to think of Jewish Christians. But at least we know what it’s about. These second generation Jewish Christians were not quite sure about their new identity as followers of Jesus Christ. How did it relate to their previous beliefs within Judaism? What about the practices that had made up their former Jewish identity? What should they keep from their earlier, cherished traditions and what were the essentials of their new life in Christ within the Christian community? 

These are questions that occupy the author of the Letter and we also have to face at some time or other. We can face them in our family life. Families tend to cherish their traditions, don’t they? That’s how my mother used to do it. My grandfather taught me such and such. Even if our lives take us in totally different directions from our parents’ or grandparents’, we remember and want to keep some of the traditions they handed down to us. We also face these questions in our wider social life, or indeed in our church life. But life presents us with newer and newer opportunities and challenges, so there is the constant need to update things and that means the constant re-appraisal of the traditions, ‘the way we used to do things’.  


The writer of the Letter to Hebrews knows this. There is no one, who is more devoted to Jesus or has a higher view of the risen Christ, than him. In the first part of our reading today we find him struggling for words to express just what Jesus means to him and to his community: Son of God, the radiance of God’s glory, the stamp of God’s very being. Yet he does not go as far as some later Christians have, who would happily dispose of the whole of the OT, the Jewish Bible, in order to elevate the new order under Christ. Quite the contrary, he acknowledges that the word of God was heard before, not just through the prophets but in ‘many and varied ways’. Indeed, the language he is using, the examples he quotes from the Jewish heritage, indicates that he takes seriously the power of traditions. The Letter is full of quotations from the Jewish Bible. In the first chapter alone there are references to 5 different OT passages. And though those texts were initially spoken to Israel centuries before, the writer to Hebrews fills them with new meaning in the light of the early church’s Jesus experience.  


This is what we have just witnessed as we heard Sara reading to us first Psalm 8 then some parts of that same psalm as they appear in Hebrews with a Christian take on it. Those of you who were here last Sunday will remember saying this Psalm in our Harvest Festival service. And you may even remember that we said it just after Janet talked to us about Creation. It wasn’t a coincidence. It is one of those psalms called creation psalms. They were written to praise God for the miracle of Creation, for bringing about and upholding the good order of nature. There are a number of them in the Jewish Psalter. Although Psalm 8 is one of them, it is also different.


It does start with praising God, but then it turns the light on us human beings and marvels at our exalted position in the created order. It then virtually becomes ‘an ode to the wonder and holiness of human creation’ as someone called it. Looking at the heavens, the sun, moon and the stars, we seem so little, fragile and insignificant. Yet, looking at human achievements it is difficult to overestimate just how powerful we can be. The Psalmist actually says: you have made human being little less than God, or a god.  We have to agree with both of those observations. Do you ever wonder how, in our basic vulnerability, how marvellous we really are? Perhaps Christopher Robin’s words express the sentiment when he says to Winnie the Poo, “you are braver than you believe and stronger than you seem and smarter than you think”.

We were talking about eyes the other day. I don’t know why! How a healthy pair of eyes is able to focus equally well in the far distance and in close-up work, looking up at the stars, or navigating the hazards of going up and down on stairs? When it comes to correcting them artificially, we need two different lenses (bifocals, or vary-focals) to achieve the same effect. We only begin to click on this when something goes wrong with our bodies, don’t we? Most of the time we take it all for granted.


And looking at human achievements in a global sense, we may be tempted to think that we are not ‘little less’ than a god, but more, so much so that we do not need God at all. With our highly developed technologies, instant communications, more and more ambitious space journeys, the terrifyingly sophisticated weaponry, is there anything that is not possible for us? Yet, we are not happy. In fact, sometimes it feels we may be heading for the complete destruction of both ourselves and our planet. So, where is the middle way? Who are we really? Is our conception of humankind too narrow or utterly overblown? Are we short-sighted, or long-sighted? Both Psalm 8 and the Letter to Hebrews are trying to answer this same age-old question. And as we hear them we may be trying to see why is it important to us, to you and me, whose everyday concerns are to do with our families, our health, our work, our immediate future?


Looking at Psalm 8, it extols humanity as regents of God in creation. We have been given authority over all the creatures of the earth; we are endowed with glory and honour.  Why should it be so? Why should we carry these divine attributes? Well, as we said, there are echoes here of the Creation story from the beginning of the Book of Genesis. There it is said human beings were made in the image of God. The Psalm affirms that we are not unlike God. But he also puts this celebration of humanity within the framework of verses 1 & 9, both of them acknowledging and praising God, the overall Creator and upholder of everything there is. 

Lord, our sovereign, how glorious is your name throughout the world!


Your majesty is praised as high as the heavens.

Having our days – whether they be happy or sad – enveloped by the knowledge that we are the creatures of God’s outpouring love, may give us perspective, which seems important to the Psalmist. And it may be a helpful way for us to remember too.


The writer of Hebrews uses the same highly exalted view of humanity and finds its embodiment in the person of Jesus. We may not have achieved control of Nature, or indeed control of our own human natures, but Jesus has. And because of his full humanity, and because he acknowledges us as his brothers and sisters, the door is open for us too towards bearing ‘the stamp of God’s very being’. This is not easy for us to take. With our imperfections, brokenness and sometimes more than fair share of suffering, how could we aspire to this royal status? According to Hebrews it is precisely the faithful bearing of human suffering as well as human joy that was the power of God in Jesus. His ‘honour and glory’ was in pouring his life out for others. This is the pattern of the divine life lived out in humanity. And the promise is that because of the ‘one who consecrates and those who are consecrated are all of one stock’ we are given the same divine power to live out our humanity for others. 


So, as we come to the Lord’s Table we give thanks with the Psalmist for the truly amazing creatures we are. And we rejoice with the writer of Hebrews that, in spite of the hardships and difficulties of life, we can live it with the power of God in us, who is bringing us closer and closer to the likeness of Christ.
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