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Introduction  
Growing up as a child, I remember the excitement of going to grandma’s house. Her 
cherry delight, chicken salad and candy jar as well as the way she loved us grandkids 
made the five-hour trek to Bushnell, IL in our brown Astro minivan a special treat.  By 
the way, did anyone else ever drive an Astro minivan?  I had the distinct privilege of 
driving one of these bad boys when I picked up my first date in high school.  Pretty cool 
eh?  But it’s amazing how vivid my memories are of grandma’s house.   
 
I’ll never forget the pink lazy boy recliner, the dining room table, the multi-colored rug 
and the carpeted kitchen.  But it was the painting in the basement that I remember the 
most.  It hung next to the bookshelves stacked with old children’s books.  Something 
about the image captivated me and my memory of that painting was jogged as I was 
preparing for this morning.  I did a little research on the painting and discovered that 
the original work was created in 1890 by a man named Heinrich Hoffman and the title 
of the work was simply Gethsemane.   
 
Have you seen it? I was always drawn to this painting as a kid.   
 
The background is dark, the only features are heavy stones and a prickly thorn bush that 
prefigures the crown of thorns.  The dark shadowy figures in the background represent 
the sleeping disciples and we are left with the distinct impression that Jesus is alone.  
The only light of hope is found in the night sky, reminding us that even in our deepest 
darkness God is present. The emphasis and lighting are clearly on the hands and face of 
Christ as his fingers are interlocked representing his anguish. Jesus is kneeling before 
the Father in prayer and looking up toward God.  The story in Scripture goes something 
like this…   
 
Matthew 26:36-39 tells us, “Then Jesus went with his disciples to a place called 
Gethsemane, and he said to them, “Sit here while I go over there and pray.” 37He took 
Peter and the two sons of Zebedee along with him, and he began to be sorrowful and 
troubled. 38Then he said to them, “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of 
death. Stay here and keep watch with me.” 39Going a little farther, he fell with his face 
to the ground and prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. 
Yet not as I will, but as you will.”  In Luke 22:43-44 it then says, “43An angel from 
heaven appeared to him and strengthened him.44And being in anguish, he prayed 
more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground.”  
 
Leaning In To Suffering 
It dawned on me after reading this passage that this painting doesn’t capture the agony 
and sorrow of Christ.  There are no drops of blood and rather than a tormented face, we 
see instead a quiet resolve and placid look as though his suffering has been transformed 
into a sense of devotion. If you look closely, this is the face of someone that has come to 
grips with what is required.  It’s the face of one who has passed the test and come out on 
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the other side. Gethsemane was in many ways the beginning of his crucifixion because it 
was here that he resolved to lean into and accept the suffering that would come.  
Leaning into suffering is a different sort of approach.   
 
Growing up in the Midwest, we have a similar phrase that describes how we lean into 
the suffering of cold weather.  I remember my dad often sharing these three words 
whenever I complained about the cold air. Are you ready?  Here they are…embrace the 
cold.  Embrace it.  Accept it.  Sounds a bit demented if you are from the South where the 
thermometer never gets below 50 degrees but there is something to it.  You learn during 
cold Indiana winters to simply embrace the cold and even soak it up in a weird sort of 
way.  You lean into suffering and embrace the cold.  
 
This idea also finds its way into weightlifting. In fact, I was looking through some old 
photos and saw a picture that a friend of mine took of me when I was a sophomore in 
college.  I can’t remember if I uploaded it or not? Oh, there it is.   They say the most 
important reps in weightlifting come at the end of the workout, not the beginning.  My 
friends would often encourage me to grind out the 11th and 12th rep by saying, “Come on 
Johnny, push through.”  Push through!  I would psych myself up and (breath fast and 
grunt) then puuuushhh. The bar would be set back in place and I would jump up and we 
would chest bump.  It’s when you are close to failure that the most important repetitions 
are made. Lean into suffering.  Embrace suffering.  Push through suffering. Romans 5:3 
even goes so far as to say, “glory in your suffering” because it is transforming you, it’s 
making you stronger and if you handle it well, it can change your character.  In fact, the 
full verse in Romans which is our theme verse for the series is this. “We also glory in our 
sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance;4perseverance, 
character; and character, hope.” Romans 5:3-4 
 
This idea brings us to our Scripture for the day found in Hebrews 5:1-10.  We are 
following the lectionary during lent and this is our new passage and while the second 
half is the most important because it ties into our theme of suffering and testing, I want 
to read you the entire section.  By the way, the Book of Hebrews was written to a 
primarily Jewish audience and one that was quite familiar with the sacrificial and 
priestly system so these first four verses would have been easily understood.  Let me 
read.    
  
 “1Every high priest is selected from among the people and is appointed to represent 
the people in matters related to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins. 2He is able to 
deal gently with those who are ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is 
subject to weakness. 3This is why he has to offer sacrifices for his own sins, as well as 
for the sins of the people. 4And no one takes this honor on himself, but he receives it 
when called by God, just as Aaron was.”  Hebrews 5:1-4 
 
The author recaps for the people his explanation of the first four verses as the typical 
way the priesthood worked in the Old Testament.  God would choose someone from 
among the people to represent those people to God and then would remind them that 
even though he was the high priest, he was still flawed and subjected to weakness and 
sin.  
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But in verse five, the author then turns the corner and explains that Jesus is the perfect 
high priest and understands our suffering. The passage continues, “During the days of 
Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with fervent cries and tears to 
the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent 
submission. 8Son though he was, he learned obedience from what he suffered” 
Hebrews 5:7-8.  
 
A few chapters earlier we also read in Hebrews 2:17, “For this reason he had to be 
made like them, fully human in every way, in order that he might become a merciful 
and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the 
sins of the people. Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help 
those who are being tempted”.  
 
Jesus was fully human in every way.  He was like us.  He himself suffered and was 
tempted just like we are and he lived in reverent submission.  All these things are 
important for us to grasp but perhaps the one phrase that hits me the hardest is that 
Jesus “learned obedience from what he suffered”.  
 
Learning Obedience  
He learned obedience from what he suffered. This phrase makes perfect sense when I 
think of my kids. Why? Because when they are disobedient and it seems the only way to 
teach them obedience is often through suffering.  Right?  It’s amazing the indescribable 
suffering my children experience when I take away their iPad.  You would think they 
were being tortured. It’s amazing the indescribable suffering my three-year old faces 
when she can’t watch Llama Llama on TV.  This is a highly addictive Netflix show by the 
way and I would encourage parents to stay clear.  OK?  So suffering takes many forms 
but my kids do in fact learn obedience through suffering and consequences.  And while 
that might seem normal for my kids to learn obedience through suffering, it does appear 
strange when referring to Christ.  Learning obedience seems to insinuate that Jesus was 
disobedient but that’s not the case here.  
 
This isn’t a move from disobedience to obedience but rather a move from being untested 
to tested. It means that Jesus moved from obeying God without suffering (which let’s 
face it, is much easier) to obeying God through suffering (which is much more difficult). 
Although Jesus was pure in nature, when that nature was put in the crucible and melted 
down with white-hot pain it proved that he would persevere and that he could learn 
from experience in suffering. Only suffering can reveal what is truly there.  The concept 
of “learning obedience” then is to say that Jesus passed the test of suffering and it was 
an enormous test to pass.  
 
During his life he offered up prayers and petitions with fervent cries and tears to the one 
who could save him from death. Everything in the universe hung on this test and while 
the test culminated in the Garden of Gethsemane, it had been going on long before. 
Verse seven tells us, “During the days of Jesus’ life on earth” he was tested.  Physical 
death would be bad enough and while he desired for another way to do the Father's will, 
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the more horrible choice would be unbelief and disobedience. This was the greater 
threat.  Think about those choices when it comes to suffering.   
 
Endure suffering or disobey God and avoid what he asks us to do.  And so, back to this 
painting.  It is the face of one that has been transformed through prayer and 
transformed through suffering.  It is the face of obedience through testing, the face of 
one that has come to grips with what is required and passed the test.  But the passage 
doesn’t end with Jesus passing the test.  It continues on for each one of us and 
says,  9and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who 
obey him”.  He learned obedience and obeyed the father and now he has become the 
source of salvation for all of us who obey Him.  
 
Conclusion  
Jesus is now the source of eternal salvation and the roadmap for enduring suffering.  
Not only does he identify with our suffering but he also shows us the way through it, the 
roadmap so to speak to true transformation. He shows us what it looks like to relinquish 
control and defer to God’s will. Beauty from ashes.   
 
I like beautiful things.  I want to grow in my character.  I want to be a man of greater 
hope and emotional fortitude.  I want to be stronger.  What I don’t like is the process.  I 
don’t like to suffer, I don’t like pain, I don’t like embracing the cold, doing the 12th 
repetition, or enduring struggle and I always wish there was another way.   
 
But there’s not.   
 
James wrote in James 1:2-4 says, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters, 

whenever you face trials of many kinds,3because you know that the testing of your 
faith produces perseverance. 4Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be 
mature and complete, not lacking anything.”  Romans 5:3-4 says, “We also glory in 
our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance;4perseverance, 
character; and character, hope.” 
 
Suffering tests us.  It shows the depth of our faith.  It proves our relationships.  When 
you suffer, the question God asks us is “do you trust me?” “Do you trust that I love 
you,”? “Do you trust that I can use this”?  See even Jesus “offered up prayers and 
petitions with fervent cries and tears” to God.  There’s nothing wrong with crying out to 
God in suffering but will you live in submission and trust? That’s how Jesus responded 
and the test of true love is obedience.  If you love me, you will obey my commands.  If 
you love me, you will trust me. How do we endure suffering?   
 
Initially, I answered this question with a list of items to remember but suffering, true 
suffering is visceral, it’s emotional and deep.  If persevering through suffering was 
simply memorizing a list of things to remember, we would easily overcome.  But it’s not.  
Pain can run deep.    
 
There have been two times in my life that I have experienced what felt like deep 
emotional suffering and both times if I’m going to be honest, I knew mentally what the 
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right answer was.  I knew the Bible told me that God loved me and that he was good but 
can I be honest with you?  Even though I knew what the Bible said, I doubted whether it 
was true. Does he really love me?  Does he really care about me?  These are natural 
questions but how you process them and how you push through can oftentimes mean 
the difference between a strong faith or a shipwrecked faith.  And what ultimately pulled 
me through was passages like the one we read in Hebrews.  Jesus suffered.  Jesus was 
tested.  Jesus offered up fervent cries and tears.  Jesus went to the cross voluntarily.  
Most of my suffering is involuntarily.  Jesus went to the cross voluntarily and died for 
us.  He emptied himself and made himself human.  No other God has done that.  Every 
other world religion has a God that stands outside of our pain.  Not the God I know.  The 
God I know voluntarily became human and endured untold suffering and pain because 
he loved me.  He loves me.  And I want to leave you with a song.  It’s a song that 
ministered to me in a difficult time and I think it will do the same for you.  There are two 
types of people here today.  There are those that are suffering and those that will suffer.  
It’s the result of living in a fallen world and yet Jesus shows us how to push through and 
remembering his love and suffering can minister to us.    
 
Josh plays song “You Were On the Cross” 
 
The response today is a simple one.  I want you to write a prayer of thanks to God.  Jesus 
suffered, was tested and endured for you. Let’s thank him today.  In whatever words you 
want to use, thank him for what he did for you and then we’ll close… 
 


