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I find a deep mine of comfort in this thought, that Jesus is perfect Man no less than 
perfect God.  He in whom I am told by Scripture to trust is not only a great High Priest, 
but a feeling High Priest.  He is not only a powerful Saviour, but a sympathizing Saviour, 
He is not only the Son of God, mighty to save, but the Son of man, able to feel.1 
 
 This excerpt from J.C. Ryle’s sermon The Ruler of the Waves sets forth an 

element of Christology that is easily overlooked:  Jesus the sympathizing Saviour.  Ryle 

points out His sympathy is only possible because he was fully Man as well as fully God.  

The pastoral importance of Christ’s full humanity is clearly seen in the atonement, but 

Ryle brings this different pastoral benefit of Christ’s humanity to our attention.  Why is 

this important?  Not only does a sympathetic Christ provide a “deep mine of comfort” to 

suffering believers, but I argue that this truth can also be used as an evangelistic tool to 

those who do not believe.   

 In order to prove this point, I will begin by exegeting the key passages from 

Hebrews (2:16-18; 4:15-5:3) as they are the foundational scriptures for this Christology.  

In this first section, I will show the Biblical foundation for understanding Christ as one 

who sympathizes with us, and I will expound the core texts by showing the multiple 

dimensions of this sympathy.  Moving from this direct textual interpretation method, I will 

then show how Christ fulfills the Old Testament office of the High Priest by being the 

                                                
1Ryle, J.C. Holiness (London:  James Clarke & Co, 1879), republished (Darlington:  EP Books, 2014) 
249. 
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sympathetic man that office has always required.  I will conclude with a short application 

of how this truth could be an effective method of evangelism.   

I. The Sympathetic Christ:  Textual Exegesis. 

A.  Biblical Foundations 

 The excerpt above is taken from Ryle’s sermon on Jesus calming the storm 

(Mark 4:37-40).  Ryle uses the fact that Jesus was sleeping on the boat as his launch 

point for his discussion on the sympathetic Christ.  He argues that a fully human Jesus 

suffers many of the same physical weaknesses as other men, and then Ryle 

extrapolates this out arguing that since Jesus suffers the same weaknesses, he also 

understands what it’s like to suffer in every way as we do.2  Certainly, this one fact of 

Christ’s need for sleep does not provide such a broad application to all kinds of human 

suffering.  So what is the primary foundation of Ryle’s position?  Is there another 

Scripture that Ryle is using to interpret this passage from Mark? 

 While there are numerous references in the New Testament to Jesus’ humanity, 

the clearest reference to Him being a sympathetic Saviour is found in Hebrews.  In an 

attempt to comfort the suffering Christians he was speaking to, Hebrews’s author 

reminds them that they “do not have a great High Priest who is unable to sympathize 

with (their) weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet 

without sin.”3  The verb “συμπαθησαι” used in this verse is only used once in the New 

Testament,4 but Hebrews’s author introduces this concept earlier in the Book.  In 2:17-

                                                
2Ryle, Holiness 249. 
3Brown, R., The Message of Hebrews (IVP:  Downers Grove, 1982) 13.  Guthrie, D., Hebrews (IVP:  
Downers Grove, 1983) 22-24. Hebrews 4:15 (ESV), emphasis added. 
4Kittel, G., and Friedrich, G., eds., Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Vol. 5) (Eerdmans:  
Grand Rapids, 1967) 935. 
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18, he writes that Christ was “made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might 

become a merciful and faithful high priest.”  This was because “he himself has suffered 

when tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.”  It is upon these two 

verses that a sympathetic Christ is build upon, and so it will be the interpretation of 

these two verses that this essay will focus. 

B.  The Dimensions of Christ’s Sympathy. 

 Now that the Biblical foundation for a sympathetic Christ has been laid, I turn my 

attention to what it means that Christ is sympathetic.  Looking just at “συμπαθησαι”, this 

word is defined as “one who suffers or  experiences the same as others”, and “to have 

fellow-feelings through mutual participation.”5  This basic definition, while generally 

helpful, must be further explored as to have real pastoral implications.  To accomplish 

this, I will explore the multiple dimensions of His sympathy: its limits, width, depth. 

1.  Dimension One:  The Limits of Christ’s Sympathy. 

 Before exploring the multiple dimensions of Hebrews 4:15, it’s important to 

acknowledge the limits of this passage’s meaning.  First, unlike Ryle’s quote, these 

passages do not speak about Christ’s ability to sympathize with our suffering in 

general.6  Rather, they limit themselves to either suffering that is brought about by 

temptation or how suffering can cause us to be tempted. 

Second, the passage itself limits the extent to which Christ can experience 

temptation:  though tempted, he was “yet without sin.”  These three words have caused 

                                                
5Kittel and Friedrich, Theological Dictionary, 935. 
6In stating that Christ’s ability to sympathize with us is limited to temptation, I am only speaking in terms of 
how this term is used in Hebrews.  Like Ryle, I believe that Christ’s ability to sympathize with us reaches 
much further than temptation.  I plan to further explore the full extent of His sympathy as I develop my 
thesis in later writings. 
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theologians to write thousands more in an attempt to comprehend how Christ can be 

“tempted in every way as we are” but yet remain sinless.  The problem they seek to 

answer is summarized as follows:  “If there are unique temptations that come from prior 

sin, and if Jesus is without sin, then how is it possible that Jesus ‘in every respect’ has 

been tempted as we are”? 

 The most extreme attempt to answer this question is to deny that Jesus was 

sinless.  Ronald Williamson argues that Jesus only became perfectly sinless on the 

Cross.  Prior to this, He did sin, but He spent his life struggling against it.  It was only 

His obedience to the Father in going to the Cross where He finally perfected His 

character while at the same time paying the price for the sins of the world (including His 

own).  This is the only way to reconcile the apparent paradox of a sinless Christ who still 

can claim to be tempted in every way as we have been.  In his defense of this position, 

he argues that 4:15 only states Jesus was without sin; it is silent on when or how he 

became sinless. Thus, one need not assume he was sinless since the incarnation.7 

 As logical and helpful as this argument appears to be, it cuts directly against the 

clear teachings of Scripture.  Hebrews 4:15 is not the only place in the New Testament 

in which Jesus’ sinlessness is claimed.  Four other New Testament authors state that 

Jesus was sinless:  John 8:46 (quoting Jesus), 2 Corinthians 5:21, 1 Peter 2:22, and 1 

John 3:5).  Thus, this solution to the problem is unconvincing. 

 Another proposed solution is that the temptation Jesus suffered was only 

external.  At no point did he internally desire to consent to the temptation.  The problem 

is solved in that he “suffered” the temptation in that an opportunity was offered him, but 

                                                
7Williamson, R., “Hebrews 4:15 and the Sinlessness of Jesus.” The Expository Times 86, No. 1 (October 
1974) 4-8. 
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he did not actually internally desire it, so He remained truly sinless.8 

 While this proposal seems to satisfy the paradox, a reading of the Gospels 

renders it unhelpful.  Jesus’s temptation in the Garden of Gethsemane clearly shows 

that Jesus’ temptation to not go to the cross was an internal struggle.9  His agony is 

clearly represented by Jesus’ own words.   

 So, how is this problem of a sinless Christ who can still be universally 

sympathetic be solved?  The other two dimensions of Christ’s sympathy give us the 

answer. 

2. Dimension Two:  The Width of Christ’s Sympathy. 
 

Hebrews 4:15 states that Christ "in every respect has been tempted as we are".10 

As seemingly straightforward as the emphasized text seems to appear, it has been the 

center of enormous controversy within the academy.  What types of suffering leading to 

temptation did Christ encounter?  How wide does Jesus’s experience of suffering 

leading to temptation go? 

John Calvin addressed these questions.  Reading Hebrews 4:15 in light of 

Hebrews 2:17, he argues that Jesus’s experience covered three basic areas of human 

suffering.  First, Jesus experienced the weakness of the human body such as cold, 

heat, thirst, and “other wants of the body.”11  Second, He also experienced 

                                                
8 Shuster, M., “The Temptation, Sinlessness, and Sympathy of Jesus:  Another Look at the Dilemma of 
Hebrews 4:15”, in Perspectives on Christology:  Essays in Honor of Paul K. Jewett, Ed. M. Shuster and R. 
Mueller (Grand Rapids:  Zondervan, 1991) 202. This position is outlined, but not supported, by Shuster in 
this article. 
9Matthew 26:36-42; Mark 14:32-39; Luke 22:39-44. 
10Emphasis added. 
11Calvin, J., Commentaries on the Epistle of Paul the Apostle to The Hebrews. John Owen, Trans. 
Reprinted (Grand Rapids:  Baker, 2005) 74, 108. 
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psychological suffering from being treated with contempt and living in poverty.12  Third, 

He suffered the internal pain of the “feelings of the soul” which included fear, sadness, 

and “dread of death.”13  Calvin concludes that in experiencing these three types of 

suffering, he was tempted to abandon his mission to die on the Cross.   

One recent commentator has broadened the scope of “in every respect” to its 

farthest possible limits.  Donald Guthrie argues that “weakness” in 4:15 is wide enough 

to include “any form of felt need.”14  Likewise, “in every respect” means what it says:  

there is not one area of human suffering leading to temptation that Jesus hasn’t 

experienced.15  Thus, with the exception of suffering that arises from sins committed 

and temptation that arises from sins committed, there is no area of human temptation 

Christ has not experience.16 

Other commentators have limited the scope of “in every respect.”  Marguerite 

Shuster and Raymond Brown argue that it is impossible for Jesus to experience every 

possible temptation known to humanity in only 33 years of earthly life.  For example, 

Brown points out that there are temptations that are unique to women, and thus, Jesus 

could not have been so tempted because he was a man.17  Shuster echoes this by 

arguing that it would be “rigid literalism” to conclude that Jesus endured “every possible 

temptation or being precisely like each one of us in every detail.”18 They conclude that 

                                                
12Calvin, Hebrews, 108. 
13Calvin, Hebrews, 108. 
14Guthrie, Hebrews, 122. 
15Guthrie, Hebrews, 122. 
16Guthrie, Hebrews, 123. 
17Brown, Hebrews, 95-6. 
18Shuster, M., “The Temptation, Sinlessness, and Sympathy of Jesus:  Another Look at the Dilemma of 
Hebrews 4:15”, in Perspectives on Christology:  Essays in Honor of Paul K. Jewett, Ed. M. Shuster and R. 
Mueller (Grand Rapids:  Zondervan, 1991) 202. 



7 

“in every respect” covers not every specific temptation but the feeling and experience of 

temptation generally. 

The most thorough working of this issue I encountered was by John Owen.  Like 

the other commentators mentioned above, Owen links 2:17 with 4:15 in determining the 

width of Christ’s sufferings that could lead to temptation.  Like Shuster and Brown, 

Owen believed that Christ had not experienced every possible human temptation, but 

through the temptations he did suffer he can identify with all humanity.19  Like Calvin, he 

also believed that Christ suffered temptation from external sources (such as physical 

and psychological pain) as well as internal temptation.  Owen, however, did take the 

time to search the NT and recount in detail the specific ways Christ did suffer 

temptation.  According to Owen, Christ was obedient to God's call to the cross even in 

the midst of: 

● hunger, 
● thirst, 
● cold, 
● pain, 
● poverty, 
● weariness, 
● sorrow, 
● persecution by his enemies, 
● rejection by his own family, 
● abandonment by his followers, 
● denial by his chosen disciples, 
● watching his own mother watch her son die, 
● death, 
● Constant invitations from Satan to relieve this suffering by abandoning the 

mission, and worst of all, 
● his father's rejection on the cross.20 

                                                
19Owen, J. An Exposition of the Epistle to the Hebrews (Edinburgh:  Johnstone & Hunter, 1854-5) 
reprinted Goold, W.H. ed, The Works of John Owen, Vol. XX (Edinburgh:  Banner of Truth Trust, 1991) 
421. 
20Owen, J. An Exposition of the Epistle to the Hebrews (Edinburgh:  Johnstone & Hunter, 1854-5) 
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While Christ did not experience every possible temptation through suffering, his 

experience was certainly wide enough to cover the fullness of human temptation.   

 So what is the width of Christ’s temptation?  I find Owen’s position the most 

convincing.  Owen holds the mystery and tension of how the fullness of the omniscient 

God can be contained in a human mind, body, and spirit without compromising fullness 

of both.  He points out that Christ has a real human body and psyche that was subject 

to it’s own frailties as well as the damage that could be inflicted upon it by the outside 

world.  As such, he experienced an incredible breadth of actual temptation.  Though he 

did not experience every possible temptation a human can, he certainly felt enough so 

that he can truly sympathize with us. 

3.  Dimension three:  The Depth of Christ’s Sympathy 
 

Hebrews 4:15 shows us that Jesus not only experienced a wide variety of 

temptation, but he also experienced the full depth or full power of temptation.  Jesus can 

sympathize with our temptations because he has experienced the full intensity of 

temptation itself.   

On this point, many commentators are in agreement that when 4:15 states that 

Christ has “in every respect has been tempted as we are”, it’s meaning includes is that 

that Christ has experienced the full extent of temptation’s power and strength.  This is 

the primary meaning of this verse for F.F. Bruce.21  Though Shuster sees this verse has 

having a wider interpretation than Bruce, she does argue that a key factor in 

understanding how Christ was “tempted in every respect” is the fact that he suffered the 

                                                
reprinted Goold, W.H. ed, The Works of John Owen, Vol. XIX (Edinburgh:  Banner of Truth Trust, 1991) 
467, 478. 
21Bruce, F.F., The Epistle to the Hebrews (Eerdmans:  Grand Rapids, 1990) 116.   
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“full intensity” of temptation.22  Owen, in his multi-faceted interpretation of this text, 

likewise believed that Christ “laid open his soul that (temptation) might soak into the 

inmost parts of it;” and so that he may know it’s full power he abandoned “(a)ll those 

reliefs and diversions of this life which we make use of to alleviate our sorrows and 

sufferings.”23 

It is William Barclay, however, who most clearly explains the depth of Christ’s 

temptation: 

The fact that Jesus was without sin means that he knew depths and 
tensions and assaults of temptation which we never can know.  Far from 
this battle being easier, it was immeasurably harder.  Why?  For this 
reason-we fall to temptation long before the tempter has put out the whole 
of his power.  We never know temptation at its fiercest because we fall 
long before that state is reached.  But Jesus was tempted far beyond 
anything we might experience; for in his case the tempter put everything 
he possessed into the attack.  Think of this in terms of pain.  There is a 
degree of pain which the human frame can stand - and, when that degree 
is passed, a person loses consciousness so that there are agonies of pain 
which are not realized.  It is the same with temptation.  Faced with 
temptation, we collapse; but Jesus went to our limit of temptation and far 
beyond it and still did not collapse.  It is true to say that he was tempted in 
all things, just as we are; but it is also true to say that no one was tempted 
as he was.24 
 

What Barclay is saying is that the “weakness” Christ is able to sympathize with us in is 

the desire to give into temptation.  Jesus knows how intense that feeling can be.  

Temptation is the desire to avoid following God’s call upon your life so that you do not 

suffer.  Christ, too, has been tempted in this way in that he was tempted to abandon His 

mission to the Cross.  What allows this temptation to be of such a quality that it rises to 

the universal level of “in every respect” is that He has felt the full power of temptation.  

                                                
22Shuster, “The Temptation, Sinlessness, and Sympathy of Jesus.” 202-3. 
23Owen, Hebrews (Vol.  XIX), 484-5. 
24Barclay, W., The Letter to the Hebrews (WJK:  Louisville, 2002) 50.   
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He may not have experienced every source of temptation, but he has experienced the 

temptation’s full impact, and thus he can sympathize with anyone being tempted. 

C.  Conclusion 

 By focusing narrowly on Hebrews 4:15 and its corollary passage of Hebrews 

2:17-18, we can see the pastoral jewels a sympathetic Jesus has to offer.  He has been 

tempted in every respect as we have in that he has experienced a wide variety of 

temptations through suffering.  He also satisfies this verse in that he experienced the full 

intensity of temptation in general.  Thus, the fact that he did not experience the specific 

types of temptation that derive from sin already committed is irrelevant.  He knows the 

full dimensions of temptation such that he truly can sympathize with tempted humanity. 

II.  The Sympathetic Jesus:  The True High Priest 

 Though a narrow textual study of Hebrews 2:17-18 and 4:15 is highly profitable 

for understanding the sympathetic Christ, any study of this concept is impoverished 

without a study of the thematic context in which these verses are located:  Jesus as the 

true High Priest.  These verses, as well as the fullness of Hebrews, make it clear that 

Jesus exercises this sympathy out of his office as the High Priest.  He is the typological 

fulfillment of this OT theme.  We will explore the Christological importance of this in this 

section. 

 It would be very difficult to read Hebrews without realizing one of its main points 

(if not the main point) is that Jesus completely fulfilled the office of the OT High Priest.  

After making some preliminary points as to who Jesus is and is not, the Hebrews’s 

author introduces the High Priestly theme in 2:17.25  He then digresses in 3:1- 4:13, but 

                                                
25Guthrie, Hebrews, 94. 
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then picks back up on this main theme at 4:14 when he states that Jesus is our great 

High Priest.  He focuses on this theme from 4:14 - 5:10 in which he identifies Jesus as 

the fulfillment of the Order of Melchizedek.  He then digresses again in 5:11-6:19, but he 

returns and most fully develops this theme in 6:20 - 10:18.  The remainder of this book 

is dedicated to the practical implications of the truth that Jesus is our true High Priest. 

It is in this context of Jesus as the High Priest that the quality of sympathy is tied 

to him.    Verse 2:17-18 state Jesus was made in every respect like us (including the 

ability to suffer when tempted) in order that he could be the “merciful and faithful high 

priest.”  The necessity of a sympathetic High Priest is more deeply developed in 4:14-

5:3.  Specifically, 5:1-2 states that the High Priest was chosen from men because, being 

a man, he can understand their weaknesses and deal kindly with them who likewise 

suffer.  This raises the question, however, of why this quality was necessary for the 

High Priest.  A short description of the OT office of High Priest can tell us. 

Geerhardus Vos gives an excellent description of the office of High Priest and the 

necessity of that he be sympathetic.  The High Priest’s job is to bring man to God.26  

The goal of this bringing of men is so that they may be reconciled to God.27  In order to 

do this effectively, the priest must be able to so convince men of God’s mercy and grace 

that they repent and trust in God.28  The best method of accomplishing this is for the 

High Priest to know first-hand the troubles and fears of the human heart so that he may 

speak personally of God’s grace to these troubles and fears.29  Thus, the High Priest 

                                                
26Vos, G., The Teaching of the Epistle to the Hebrews (Eerdmans, 1956) 94. 
27Vos, Hebrews, 96. 
28Vos, Hebrews, 100-103. 
29Vos, Hebrews, 100-103. 
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must know what it means to suffer temptation and weakness as his people do.30  

Specifically, this means the High Priest must know physical, emotional, and moral pain 

and how these pains tempt one to sin.31  Only a High Priest who has these qualities can 

have credibility with those he seeks to reconcile to God.32 

Calvin is in agreement with Vos’s understanding of the necessity of sympathy in 

the High Priest.  While commenting on Hebrews 2:17, he writes that the main duties of 

the High Priest included helping “the miserable”, raising up the fallen, and relieving the 

oppressed.  The High Priest is hampered in this calling because man, in his fallen state, 

would be suspicious of any priest who he believed did not understand what was in his 

heart.  Therefore, only a High Priest who can truly sympathize with the miserable, fallen, 

and oppressed will be trusted.33   

It is Owen, however, who again most fully makes this point.  In discussing 

Hebrews 2:17, Owen points out that the High Priest is to bring help and relief to all 

sinners by bringing them to God.  In addition to offering the sacrifice to propitiate their 

sins, the High Priest must also be so aware of the temptations besetting his people that 

he can directly minister the love of God to them.  This sympathy of temptation is a major 

factor in making the High Priest attractive to sinners and, thus, an effective mediator of 

God to man.34   

                                                
30Vos., Hebrews, 100. 
31Vos., Hebrews, 101-2. 
32It is important to note that the OT does not specifically list “sympathy with the people” as a qualification 
for the High Priest.  Guthrie, Hebrews, 125.  The absence of such a clear requirement, however, does not 
mean that such a quality wasn’t required.  It is alluded to throughout the OT and is best exemplified in 
Christ.  Ellingworth, P., “Reading through Hebrews 1-7”, Epworth Review 12(1, 1985) 84.  See also 
Ellingworth, P., The Epistle to the Hebrews, A Commentary on the Greek Text (Eerdmans:  Grand 
Rapids, 1993) 181-188. 
33Calvin, Hebrews, 75. 
34Owen, Hebrews (Vol. XIX), 465-479.   
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He again picks up this description of the High Priest’s qualifications in his 

commentary on Hebrews 5:1-3.  It was necessary that the High Priest was “beset with 

weakness” so that he may deal gently with the wayward and ignorant.  Owen argued 

that these two words contain the fullness of man’s sin.  Thus, only one who has been so 

tempted can appeal to their conscience.35   

Conclusion 

 In order for the High Priest so fully and sufficiently perform his duty to bring man 

to God, he must be able to sympathize with the temptations of all mankind.  Previous 

High Priests were unable to satisfy this requirement because they lacked both the width 

of experience of temptation and the depth of its power.  Thus, Christ is finally the great 

High Priest who can finally satisfy the requirement of sympathy.  He therefore is the only 

one who sinful man can truly feel safe to approach.  He is the only High Priest who truly 

understands. 

III.  Pastoral Implications for Non - Christians. 

 The purpose of this investigation into the meaning of a sympathetic Christ is 

pastoral.  Specifically, it is to see if this aspect of Christ’s personality would bring 

contemporary non Christians to faith.  In order to solve this problem, we must first look 

at the pastoral implications of a sympathetic Christ, then we must see if these 

implications would be attractive to the contemporary non believer. 

A.  Pastoral Implications. 

 At the heart of the pastoral importance of a sympathetic Christ is the reality that 

He understands fully what it means to be tempted like every human being.  Specifically, 

                                                
35Owen, Hebrews (Vol. XX).  452-463. 
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our two key texts show us that the pastoral purpose of his understanding is that he can 

“help” us.   Before proceeding in discussing these texts, however, it must be noted that 

these pastoral implications were originally intended to comfort believers.36  The case will 

be made later why these implications will work for non-believers as well. 

Theologians have written extensively on how the fact that Christ “suffered when 

tempted” helps those being tempted (vs. 2:17; 4:15-5:3).  They are different but 

complementary, and when taken together bring a wide comfort.  The implications are as 

follows: 

1. Christ Understands. 

Christ shared in our suffering of temptation in order that we may know that He 

knows what we are going through. This is comforting because “we turn instinctively to 

the one who has suffered, knowing that he feels for us.”37 In times of temptation, the 

sufferer feels like they are the only one who has ever felt this way, and no one could 

possibly understand.  These verses tell us that such a person is not alone because 

Jesus will always identify with them.38 

Calvin takes this point deeper.  He argues that when Christ suffered temptation, 

the knowledge he gained was not just an intellectual understanding but also a full 

emotional understanding.  He writes that “knowledge without feeling” is “cold and 

lifeless”.  Thus, his understanding of, and identification with, us is total.39 

Owen picks up on the same application.  There is relief to be “pitied in distress”, 

but the greatest relief here is to be pitied by one who has experience the same distress.  

                                                
36Brown, Hebrews, 70.   
37Brown, Hebrews, 72. 
38Brown, Hebrews, 96-7. 
39Calvin, Hebrews, 74-5. 
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One should take great comfort that regardless of what we have experienced, Christ has 

experienced the same and worse.  With him there is true understanding.40 

2.  Christ’s Mercy 

His voluntary co-suffering of temptation shows his mercy towards sinners. He did 

not have to become human and suffer temptation. As the preincarnate second member 

of the Trinity, suffering the temptation to abandon His calling to save a sinful world  was 

always a choice.41  As the true High Priest, however, he wanted to come down to our 

level and use every opportunity to bring fallen man to himself.  He took on this nature 

even at great cost to himself.42   

In addition, Christ’s own experience of suffering caused by temptation makes him 

want to help us.  As Calvin puts it, His full experience of temptation inclines Christ to 

help us.43  Not only does the deity of Christ compel him to love us sinners, but his own 

human experience of these temptations increased his desire to help us.44   

John Owen, again, most thoroughly expounds upon Christ’s experience of 

temptation that gives him greater mercy for us.  In exegeting the phrase “he (Jesus) is 

able” in 2:18, he argues Christ is so “able” because he experienced temptation as a 

human.  While it is true that Christ was given a human heart of incredible love, His 

desire to help the tempted is “a power of the heart” that is enlarged by his experiences.  

He has experienced particular temptations as well as the full weight of temptation 

generally, and these experiences “excite” him all the more to assist those who suffer 

                                                
40Owen, Hebrews XX, 425-6. 
41Owen, Hebrews XIX, 445-7. 
42Calvin, Hebrews, 73-4. 
43Calvin, Hebrews, 76. 
44Calvin, Hebrews, 108. 
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temptation.45 

Owen again makes this point when discussing 4:15.  He argues a benefit of 

Christ’s ability to sympathize with the suffering humans experience while tempted 

creates a “propensity to relieve them.”46  In other words, though Christ’s heart was more 

loving than any other human heart, His experience of suffering temptation additionally 

motivate him to help those who likewise suffered. 

3.  Our Strength to Resist 

 Not only will we find a place of understanding and comfort in Christ’s sympathy, 

but we will also find that He has wisdom to help us resist these temptations.  Christ has 

faced and overcome the width and depth of temptation, and as such, He knows what we 

need to overcome them and will provide it.47   

The result of these pastoral implications is that we run to his throne of grace 

without fear (4:16).  Without knowing that the great Judge, Christ, understands the 

suffering caused by temptation, one would be afraid to approach the throne.  There 

would be a great fear that the Judge would judge harshly or unfairly because he did not 

understand this suffering.  Yet, we can approach this throne with confidence because 

the truth is that He does understand, and we will find mercy and grace.48  As Barclay put 

it, to “know all is to forgive all.”49  F.F. Bruce sums this up best when he writes that 

“thanks to (Jesus), the throne of God is a mercy-seat to which they have free access 

and from which they may receive all the grace and power required … in the hour of 

                                                
45Owen, Hebrews XIX, 480. 
46Owen, Hebrews XX, 420. 
47Barclay, Hebrews, 33, 52. 
48Guthrie, Hebrews, 124. 
49Barclay, Hebrews, 52. 
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trial.”50 

B.  Application to Non Believers. 

 As noted above, these pastoral promises are intended to strengthen Christians 

made weary by the temptations of the world.  The question here, however, is whether 

these same pastoral promises will have an evangelistic effect in non Christians. I 

believe that the contemporary non Christian will be touched by the reality that Jesus can 

identify with one’s experience. 

 By “contemporary non Christian”, I am referring to those in my 21st century, 

western context whose cultural and philosophical worldview can be defined as 

“postmodern.”  The goal of this section is not to write an exhaustive description of 

postmodernity.51  It will discuss a key characteristic of those shaped by it in order to 

show how a sympathetic Christ will be appealing to them.  This key characteristic is the 

particular. 

 A hallmark of postmodernity is its rejection of modernity’s belief that all truth is 

the product of cold, objective, universal logic as produced by the scientific method.52  In 

its place, postmodernity offered the opposite for the seat of truth:  the subjective 

particular.53  In other words, it’s the individual, not the group, who ultimately determines 

what is truth for himself, and the basis for such a truth determination is personal 

emotional experience as well as personal intellectual conclusions.54  Moreover, the 

                                                
50Bruce, Hebrews, 117. 
51A complete discussion of postmodernity and its relation to my ministry context can be found in “Chapter 
One” of my dissertation (i.e. my DM 900 essay). 
52Smith, J.K.A., Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism (Baker:  Grand Rapids, 2006) 64-5. 
53Bauckham, R., Bible and Mission.  Christian Witness in a Postmodern World. (Baker:  Grand Rapids, 
2003) 6-7. 
54Denison, J.C., “Shaking the Foundations:  The Shift in Scriptural Authority in the Postmodern World.” 
Review and Expositor 95 (1998) 550. 
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postmodern primarily cares if something is true or not depending on its pragmatic 

implications for their own wellbeing.55 

 J.K.A. Smith is one theologian who has written clearly on how postmoderns 

come to believe something as true.  He labels postmodernity’s use of multiple source 

but particular interpretation to find truth and happiness “holism”.  This means that the 

human being comes to understand truth not just through thinking but also by feeling.  

Moreover, if this truth does not satisfy a felt need, then it is not true.56 

It is to this “holistic” worldview of postmoderns that I believe a sympathetic Christ 

can greatly appeal.  Unlike other apologetic and evangelistic approaches that rely upon 

pure logic and reason, introducing a postmodern to the feeling Jesus matches more 

closely with his or her current world view.  A sympathetic Christ uniquely satisfies the 

postmodern’s need for particularity because He has also suffered the same subjective 

temptation as the postmodern.  In addition to communicating intellectual truths, a 

sympathetic Christ communicates emotional truths. 

Moreover, it satisfies the postmodern’s desire for the pragmatic.  Not only does a 

God who sympathizes bring relief from the psychological pain of temptation (such as 

loneliness and guilt), but this truth can also bring one the power to overcome and resist 

these temptations.   

IV.  Conclusion 

 In addition to the other comforting aspects of Christ’s incarnation, His ability to 

sympathize with us as a person who was also tempted should take a larger role in our 

pastoral ministry.  Not only does this encourage believers, but it has a unique role in 

                                                
55Denison, “Shaking the Foundations”, 551. 
56Smith, Postmodernism 136-7. 
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evangelizing the postmodern world.  It is truly a deep mine of comfort with new riches 

for a new generation. 
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