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Text 
In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood. 5 And you have 

forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses you as sons: "My son, do not make light of the Lord's 

discipline, and do not lose heart when he rebukes you, 6 because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and 

he punishes everyone he accepts as a son." 7 Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. 

For what son is not disciplined by his father? 8 If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes 

discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. 9 Moreover, we have all had human 

fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of 

our spirits and live! 10 Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines 

us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. 11 No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. 

Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it. 

12 Therefore, strengthen your feeble arms and weak knees. 13 "Make level paths for your feet," so that the 

lame may not be disabled, but rather healed. 

 

Introduction 
 We’re preaching through the book of Hebrews here on Sundays.  This is sermon 

number 23 in the series.  We spent 4 weeks just on ch. 11 looking at what faith is.  I’ve 

personally grown in my faith through that.  How about you? 

Last week was on the first 3 verses of ch. 12 – throwing off sin and running with 

eyes fixed on Jesus.  We noted that this uses an athletic metaphor.  The Christian life is 

like a marathon.  The issue at stake here is how does one keep on going and not grow 

weary and lose heart (v. 3)?  And we saw last week that many people get tripped up by 

sin or they lose sight of Jesus, of what they’re running for.  People drop out of the race of 

faith because they either get entangled in the stuff of this world or they lose sight of how 

great Jesus is. 

Now what’s another reason some people grow weary and lose heart?  Suffering.  

This next section is about suffering, hardship.  Maybe you feel like you’re coasting along 

and then profound pain of some sort comes into your life.  Some have given up the faith 

because of this. 

We need to be honest: it’s a very real part of the Christian life.  The Apostle Peter 

writes to Christians in 1 Peter 4:12 – “Do not be surprised at the painful trial you are 

suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.”  We need to be prepared 

for this and expect it and be honest even with non-Christians that it’s a part of the 

package.  Is it any surprise that if someone professes faith in Christ because they’ve been 

led to believe that it will make their life better in every respect (financial blessing, 
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relational healing, etc…) that if something hard comes he or she might become 

disillusioned and give it up? 

How do we see new Christians being taught in the Bible?  In Acts 14 Paul and 

Barnabas go back to the cities they had just preached the gospel in, “strengthening the 

disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith.  ‘We must go through many 

hardships to enter the kingdom of God,’ they said” (Acts 14:22).  We have to be honest 

about this too.  If you’re not a Christian yet I’m not going to sell you a bill of goods and 

promise that Jesus will make everything great in this life.  In some ways to know him will 

bring added complexities and hardships into your life. 

But there is a silver lining to our suffering as Christians.  What you do get if you 

become a Christian is God as a Father who knows best and loves you more than you’ll 

ever know.  Because of this, suffering for a Christian is different. 

In short, here’s what we’re going to see today from this passage on suffering; it’s 

just this: God is a good dad. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Addressing Suffering 
 Everyone undergoes suffering in this world.  Everyone.  Even Christians.  So 

what can we say about it? 

 If the person suffering is not a Christian he or she may at some point be looking 

for philosophical answers to what’s called “The Problem of Evil.”  How can there be an 

all-good and all-powerful God and there be such suffering in this world?  And there are 

some attempts at answering that.  They can be helpful.  I don’t think they can completely 

clear up every question.  But there are some helpful answers.  We’re not going to deal 

with all that today.  This is not a philosophical explanation of the problem of evil. 

 Ultimately you don’t need an academic answer; you need to meet Jesus, 

personally, experientially.  The suffering Savior who came to deal with the sin problem 

plaguing our world and rose again to conquer death and the devil and has promised to 

come back again to raise us up and vanquish all evil and pain and injustice forever.  You 

will never have any peace until you look to him in faith. 

But this section of Hebrews is talking to people who believe that, who have 

inhabited that story.  How do Christians deal with suffering when it comes to them in this 

in-between time?  How can we help each other in our sufferings? 

 There are tons of different ways to address suffering, just as there are tons of 

different ways to suffer.  Oftentimes the best thing to say in the moment is nothing at all.  

Just be there.  Like Job’s friends who sat with him in silence for seven days.  When they 

opened their mouths that’s when they started to make things worse.  So we must be 

careful when trying to comfort not to say too much too soon.  It has to start with weeping 

with those who weep.  Listening.  Understanding.  Expressing sympathy (suffering 

together with).  And just being present – hanging out, helping. 

 But while we have to be careful not say something at the wrong time (and not to 

say the wrong thing), we also can’t say that you should never say anything at all.  In v. 4 

we see the writer of the Hebrews addressing his readers’ suffering.  He says, “In your 

struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood.”  

What’s he doing?  He’s trying to give them perspective.  Their current suffering could be 
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worse.  There are others in this world who have or are suffering worse things.  Whatever 

your situation, that can usually be said. 

Now we have to be careful with this approach not to minimize people’s 

experience, but it sometimes needs to be said, “As bad as this is, there is still much to be 

thankful for.”  Because of God’s grace things in this world are never as bad as they could 

be.  There’s always something that we can be thankful for; some way that we can see that 

God has been blessing us in another area of our lives.  And that perspective shift is 

sometimes very helpful for someone caught in a dark cloud of suffering.  When I’m 

feeling overwhelmed and panicked and dejected and hopeless there are always things in 

my life I can be thankful for and amazed at.  And seeking to be intentionally grateful to 

God for the blessings even in the midst of suffering is comforting.  That’s v. 4. 

But that’s a small consolation, really.  It’s not all we’ve got.  That’s why the 

author goes on – “And you have forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses 

you…” (v. 5).  Pause…  What’s he doing here?  He’s pointing them to the Bible!  He’s 

about ready to quote a passage of Scripture.  Again, slapping a Bible verse on someone’s 

problems can often sting, but tenderly placing the balm of Scripture on a deep wound can 

be so healing.  Scripture is God’s voice.  It encourages us.  It speaks to us personally.  

Christians: we have got to know our Bibles.  We should know it inside out and hide it in 

our hearts so that we’re prepared for suffering.  Sometimes it will take the suffering to 

drive us to Scripture – “It was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn your 

decrees” (Ps. 119:71).  And sometimes we need a friend or pastor to say, “You’ve have 

forgotten this word of encouragement from the Bible…” 

The Bible is full of comfort for those who are suffering.  It is ultimately the Bible 

that has to address us in our suffering.  The Bible is raw; it records all kinds of crazy 

awful scenarios.  It deals with every emotion.  It is where we encounter God speaking 

directly to us. 

 

Sonship 

Now this Bible passage gives us a helpful lens with which to view suffering – the 

lens of sonship.  So the metaphor is shifting from an athletic one to a parental one (and 

then at the end it will go back to the athletic metaphor with vv. 12-13). 

It’s quoting Proverbs 3:11-12 and giving commentary.  We cannot forget that 

passage which addresses us as sons.  If you’re not a male, don’t be bothered by this 

language, just like if you are a male you shouldn’t be bothered when the Bible calls the 

church the Bride of Christ.  Just go with the metaphor.  You’re in Christ, the Son (cf. Gal. 

3:26), you’re the heir (cf. Gal. 4:7).  That’s the idea.  Nothing is withheld from you.  

You’re loved, accepted, secure.  That’s the idea.  God’s words to Jesus are true of you – 

“This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased” (Mt. 3:17). 

The word of encouragement goes like this: “My son, do not make light of the 

Lord’s discipline, and do not lose heart when he rebukes you, because the Lord 

disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son.”  Deuteronomy 

8:5 says a similar thing: “Know then in your heart that as a man disciplines his son, so the 

LORD your God disciplines you.”  Verse 7 interprets: “Endure hardship as discipline; 

God is treating you as sons.”  In other words if you’re experiencing hardship, be 

encouraged: it means you’re a son!  It means God loves you with Fatherly compassion 

and care. 
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Brothers and sisters: we must let that sink in.  If you’re a Christian, you are in 

Christ and have the same standing with the Father that he has.  You’re not an orphan.  

And what this means is that suffering isn’t your identity; son is.  Do you believe that?  

You’re not primarily a divorcee or a child of divorce.  That is not who you are.  You’re 

not a cancer survivor or an abuse victim.  That’s not what defines you.  You’re not 

unemployed or handicapped.  That’s not your label.  You are a son of the most High God.  

That is who you are. 

 

Discipline 
 Now, why is that the case?  Why does suffering prove sonship?  If this is going to 

make sense, we need to understand this concept of discipline.  The Bible assumes and 

expects that a loving parent disciplines his children. 

This is a bit foreign in our day and age and that makes this whole section hard for 

many of us to understand.  But here’s what the Bible says in Proverbs: “He who spares 

the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is careful to discipline him” (Prov. 13:24; cf. 

Prov. 22:15, 23:13).  Parents should discipline their kids.  And – note this – fathers can’t 

leave this duty entirely to the moms; dads must be involved in the discipline of kids.  This 

whole passage assumes that.  This involves administering age and child appropriate 

consequences for disobedience, which can very often be a spanking. 

Such a thing is not abuse.  It can be abuse, but it doesn’t have to be.  A parent 

must not discipline out of anger.  It should always be coupled with an explanation and 

expression of affection.  You have to be sensitive and wise as to what communicates best 

to each child.  But the bottom line is that parents who genuinely love their kids discipline 

them.  To not discipline is to not care.  It’s to love your self and not want to deal with the 

hassle.  It’s to love your own convenience.  My duty as a dad is to teach my kids that they 

live in a moral universe… because they do and if they live as if they don’t then things 

will not go well for them… here and/or in eternity. 

And discipline evolves as a child grows up.  It’s not always a physical discomfort 

for a blatant disobedience.  As the child grows up discipline becomes more like putting 

her in uncomfortable situations for her own good.  Here’s what I mean: I’m teaching my 

kids discipline by making them brush their teeth every night, even if they’re really tired.  

I make them clean their rooms, not because I’m a bad dad, an ogre who doesn’t love 

them, but because I do love them and want to teach them lessons.  Many mornings Lucy 

will cry because she doesn’t want to go to school.  I force her to do something that she 

perceives as torture because I know it will be good for her to learn how to do something 

she doesn’t like, how to have a regular schedule where she shows up someplace at the 

same time every day, how to submit to authority figures in other aspects of life, and relate 

to other people.  So discipline isn’t just spankings for doing something wrong.  It’s way 

more than that.  There’s corrective discipline and formative discipline. 

 So there’s a little parenting lesson for you; much more could be said about that, 

but it’s best learned in relationships and via modeling, not through sermons.  Let’s get 

back to the text.  End of v. 7 – “For what son is not disciplined by his father?  If you are 

not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children 

and not true sons” (vv. 7b-8).  Discipline from a father means that you’re really his, he 

really cares for you.  I may or may not say anything to a kid at the playground who is 

being naughty (I might… but I might not), but I will if it’s my own kid that I love. 
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 “Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected 

them for it” (v. 9a).  My dad is here today.  He disciplined me… man did he discipline 

me.  I knew if I got in trouble at school I would get in more trouble at home… and I did.  

While other kids my age were rotting their brains with video games I had to come home 

and carry firewood or clean out the barn.  I didn’t get everything I wanted.  And I had a 

wonderful childhood.  And I totally respect him for it.  I resented aspects of it in the 

moment.  He didn’t always do things perfectly.  He didn’t always say it well, but I knew 

he loved me.  He loved me enough to discipline me.  “How much more should we submit 

to the Father of our spirits and live!” (v. 9b). 

 Some of us, actually the stats are beginning to say most people nowadays, didn’t 

have a father in the home involved in loving discipline.  This is a tragic reality.  I don’t 

know if you’ve seen the recent emphasis President Obama is placing on this.
1
  Everyone 

recognizes it is a huge social problem – the absence of dads.  It is one of the ways people 

suffer in this world.   The good news is that even if you didn’t have an earthly father or if 

you had a really bad one, God can be your Father. 

 Our heavenly Father is everything an earthly father should be and more.  Verse 10 

– “Our [earthly] fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best…”  We can 

take from this that parental discipline is just for a season of life.  As kids grow up, the 

role of disciplinarian fades away.  This also acknowledges that earthly parents can only 

do their best, and even then it will never be perfect.  Do you ever feel, parents, like you’re 

completely clueless as to what to do?  That’s okay.  You can’t know and see everything 

and be all-wise.  You will discipline out of anger.  You will make the wrong call.  I 

remember one time when Lucy was little and she was refusing to eat a sloppy joe 

sandwich and I kept telling her to and I thought she was being directly defiant and so I 

thought I was doing the right thing by taking all this time to keep disciplining her (poor 

girl) and I’ll spare you all of the details but we soon found out that she wasn’t just being 

stubborn, she had the flu!  I felt awful!  I’ve had to say sorry and repent to my kids all the 

time.  I’m just bumbling through this parenting thing.  Earthly fathers can only discipline 

as they think best. 

 But God is not like that.  He knows exactly what he’s doing all the time.  He 

knows exactly what we need.  He knows the end from the beginning.  His motives are 

entirely pure.  He is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.  Earthly parents are at 

best faint shadows, “but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his 

holiness” (v. 10b).  Share in his holiness – “God’s children are to become like him, just as 

human children grow up to be like their parents.”
2
  Our good is our holiness. 

 Discipline is not fun.  “No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.  

Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have 

been trained by it” (v. 11).  You don’t like a time out, but if it keeps you out of jail 

later…?  You gripe about piano lessons, but you appreciate being able to play music as 

an adult.  This is how discipline works: it’s hard in the moment, but it has a purpose and 

results in greater blessing and comes from love. 

 

Application 

So now let’s apply it to our spiritual life.  God is a good dad.  He is in control – 

nothing happens to us apart from his will [that’s a big topic, but this passage assumes it].  

He knows exactly what he’s doing and what he’s doing is only good.  Suffering is not a 
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sign of displeasure but love.  “See,” exclaims Chrysostom, “it is those very things in 

which they suppose they have been deserted by God that should make them confident 

that they have not been deserted.”
3
  He is intimately involved in your life and takes great 

interest in you and so he will not just let you have an easy life.  He wants what’s best for 

you. 

I want an easy life; everything to go my way.  But if that happens I will become 

arrogant, self-centered, uncaring of others, feeling like I’m great, focused on stuff other 

than the kingdom.  Because God loves me, he lets me fail, so that I will learn to depend 

on him and do things for his glory and not my own.  And that is what will bring me the 

most joy in the long run – we have to believe that.  I may have begun to idolize a certain 

thing and I will have that desire unfulfilled so that God can show that he is indeed better.  

I may be craving affirmation from men and God will not let me get it so I can learn to rest 

in his affirmation of me as his son.  How is God showing his fatherly care through 

discipline in your life right now? 

I want immediate happiness instead of holiness.  God, as a good dad, will not 

leave me to my own desires.  One person I read this week said this: “How easily the 

desire for holiness is set aside when our worldly affairs are proceeding smoothly and 

comfortably!  And how needful, then, is God’s fatherly discipline which, when rightly 

received, teaches us not to rely on ourselves or to seek earthly security but to look 

trustingly and gratefully to him alone for help and blessing!  The strong Christian is the 

disciplined Christian.”
4
 

God wants you to be a strong Christian, a mature Christian.  No good parent 

wants his or her children to remain children forever; we want them to grow up.  Do you 

want to be mature?  Do you desire holiness?  To be more Christlike?  To be more at 

peace and less anxious?  To be more loving and less self-absorbed?  To be more faithful 

and less fluctuating?  That kind of character is formed over time through the Lord’s 

discipline. 

I read this illustration from Jerry Bridges awhile back and it’s always stuck with 

me.  He says: 

 

The purpose of adversity [can be] illustrated by a caterpillar struggling to 

break out of its cocoon into a beautiful butterfly.  Watching such a 

struggle, we might want to help the butterfly by snipping open the cocoon.  

But the struggle to emerge is necessary for developing the muscle system 

and pushing the body fluids into the wings to expand them.  And it is the 

trials of various kinds that produce the fruit of Christlike character.  So 

much of the time, however, we pray that God will snip open the “cocoon” 

of our adversity, but God will not do it because He loves us and aims for 

the result the adversity will produce.
5
 

 

 “That’s cute and nice and all, but doesn’t much help me right now.  This really 

hurts!”  I know.  I’m trying to prepare some for suffering.  For those in the thick of it; 

there is no easy answer or fix.  But God is addressing you right now through this passage.  

He’s saying he loves you.  He’s asking you to trust him.  Can you believe that?  “No 

discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.  Later on, however…”  Can you trust 
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that there’s a bigger plan that will make sense later on?  Commentator R.T. France points 

out that 

 

the emphasis on hindsight is… important.  It may be impossible in the 

middle of suffering to see what good outcome it might have, and to talk 

blandly about the ‘educative’ value of suffering to someone in that 

situation is likely to be counter-productive.  But the perspective our author 

here offers calls at least for a willingness to suspend our negative reaction 

until we are able to see it in perspective.  For the present we are called to 

recognize in our experiences the hand of God, who alone knows the whole 

picture and whom we can trust as our utterly reliable Father.
6
 

 

God is a good dad. 

 

Conclusion 
 What is the greatest example of this?  What shows us that God has a bigger, grand 

plan, while sometimes in the moment it looks like everything is out of control and 

nothing makes sense; intense suffering?  Jesus, right?  Remember Hebrews 5:8 – 

“Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered.”  He is the Son, 

and he suffered.  His life wasn’t all a bed of roses.  He received the crown of thorns.  He 

was crucified.  Do you think he enjoyed that?  No way.  He prayed with beads of bloody 

sweat dripping from his face that his Father would spare him.  But the Father didn’t.  On 

the cross Jesus cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mt. 27:46).  

“He was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief” (Is. 

53:3).  All his friends watching thought that their dreams had been crushed.  Darkness, 

confusion.  Sorrow upon sorrow. 

 But God had a plan, right?  The best plan possible.  Through Jesus’ death, God 

was redeeming the world, making it possible for you and me to be adopted as sons and 

daughters.  Then Jesus rose from the dead, making it possible for us to be rescued from 

death as well with the hope of eternity.  “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus… who for the joy 

set before him endured the cross” (v. 2). 

 Looking to Jesus, we can “endure hardship as discipline, God is treating [us] as 

sons.”  Oh, it’s painful.  But there’s a greater good coming out of it.  You may not be able 

to see any possible way this is true now, but God has a bigger plan. 

If your faith is in Jesus you can know that the suffering you experience is not 

judgment.  All your judgment fell on Jesus on the cross.  All that’s left for you is 

unbridled love.  Apart from knowing this either you will think your suffering is God’s 

judgment and you will be crushed, in despair.  “I must have done something wrong and 

God is giving me what I deserve.”  Or you will think your suffering is unjust and you will 

be angry, hardened.  “I didn’t do anything to deserve this; how could God allow this to 

happen?”  But if you have put your faith in Jesus, your suffering Savior, you will know 

that it’s not judgment and it’s not unjust, it’s loving discipline.
7
  You can receive 

whatever comforts or crosses the Lord appoints for you as coming from “the hand which 

was once nailed to the cross for us,” as John Newton once said.
8
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Brothers and sisters: don’t give up because life’s not going how you want it to?  

Don’t pout and whine and throw a temper tantrum.  Submit to the Lord’s discipline.  

Trust your heavenly Father.  God is a good dad. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 

Benediction 
“Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he 

will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him” (James 

1:12). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 9, 2014.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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