Nothing But The Best #44

“How to Handle Hardship”

Hebrews 12:4-13

Christianity does not eliminate all questions in life. The most difficult questions to face are these: Why do persecution, trials, sickness, pain, sorrow, and trouble come into the life of the believer? Are they a sign of God’s anger or displeasure? Do they happen by chance? How should we react to them?
 

These questions are addressed in our text this evening, Hebrews 12:4-13. As we might expect, the author of Hebrews does not duck this challenging issue, but tackles it head on. He doesn’t pull any punches, either. But he does more than provide a few glib phrases or promises; he gives practical steps on how to handle hardship.
The Difficulties of Life

The author acknowledges the difficulties of life in verse four: “In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood.” The Greek term translated “struggle” is antagōnizomai, a compound word including the root word from which we get “agony” in English, and it retains the imagery of athletic games from the previous paragraph.
 

What is meant by “struggle against sin”? Some scholars believe the sin refers to the shortcomings of the audience themselves, specifically the hindrances and the sin of unbelief mentioned in verse one. This explanation would set the stage for the following discussion on the need for discipline.

Yet others believe that the emphasis here is clearly on those antagonistic to the Christian faith. Those responsible for such sin are personified as sin itself.
 Philip Hughes goes so far as to suggest that the metaphor is still that of the athletic contests, but shifts from the race track to the boxing ring, with sin personified as the opponent.
 I believe this is the correct interpretation of this phrase, given the example of Jesus given in the above verses (who did not struggle against sin of His own, since He never committed sin), and especially the wording of verse three, “Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart” [emphasis added].

Christians will deal with difficulties; it is inevitable. Jesus told His disciples in John 16:33, “In this world you will have trouble” [emphasis added]. James wrote in the second verse of his letter, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds…” not “if you face trials…” As one author puts it, “We may have income tax exemptions, but we will not have absolute exemptions from the taxing struggles of life.”

The author points out that his audience had “not yet resisted to the point of shedding their blood.” In the days following their reception of the gospel, as we have seen in Hebrews 10:32–34, they “endured a hard struggle with sufferings,” involving public abuse, the plundering of their property, and imprisonment for some, but so far they had not been tested with the challenge of laying down their lives for the faith they profess (which is the implication of the shedding of blood mentioned here).
 The author is not minimizing their difficulties, but is reminding them that the heroes of the faith (from chapter eleven) remained faithful to the Lord even to the point of death, as did Jesus, the ultimate example of faith. These original readers may have to prepare themselves to do the same.

Suffering comes to all; it is part of life, but it is not easy to bear. Yet it is not quite so bad when it can be seen as meaningful. The author has just pointed out that Christ endured his suffering on the cross on account of the joy set before him. His suffering had meaning. So for Christians all suffering is transformed because of the Cross. We serve a Savior who suffered, and we know he will not lead us into meaningless suffering.

The Discipline of the Lord

So what is the meaning behind our suffering as Christians? The author identifies it as the discipline of the Lord in verses 5-11,

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.
Now I know what the word “discipline” brings to mind for most of us: painful memories of our childhood. We got caught doing what we had been told not to do (or failed to do what we were told to do), and our parents decided that we needed to be taught a lesson. While the details differ from household to household, the bottom line (no pun intended) is that our parents inflicted pain on our bodies (usually our backsides) in the hope that we would change our behavior so as not to have to endure another round of punishment. Some of us were quick learners while others of us had to be “taught” these agonizing lessons time and time again.

The author of Hebrews quotes from the book of Proverbs to show that our Father in heaven treats His children in the same way. Proverbs 3:11-12 uses the word discipline twice, and lest we think that God is a permissive parent who allows His children to run amok, notice the reflective words that complete the parallelism in each verse: “rebuke” in verse 11 and “punishes” in verse 12. “Rebuke” refers to a verbal reprimand when we are out of line, while “punishes” literally means “scourges” or “whips.” I had my share of spankings growing up from my parents (and even school teachers and principals, too), but none of those could be accurately called a “scourging” or even a “whipping.” This is a strong word the Bible uses for the discipline of the Lord!

Of course, this is not speaking in literal terms. Think of the ways saints in the Old Testament were “taught a lesson” when they sinned: Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden of Eden; Moses was forbidden to enter the Promised Land; David lost his first child with Bathsheba and his family disintegrated from that point forward; Jonah spent three days and nights inside a great fish. In the New Testament, Ananias and Sapphira were struck dead for lying; while some of the Corinthian Christians became ill because of abuses at the Lord’s table, and others had “fallen asleep,” meaning they had died. As the Charles Spurgeon said, “God never allows His children to sin successfully.”

In our own day, God may send an illness, an injury, a financial setback, the loss of a job, the loss of a mate or a child, the loss of personal freedom (i.e., a prison sentence), the loss of a house or other possessions, or the loss of a dream. This might seem harsh in our eyes, just as a firm spanking seemed harsh in our eyes when we were children. But discipline is the mark not of a harsh and heartless father but of a father who is deeply and lovingly concerned for the well being of his child. Indeed, paternal love and discipline belong together.

This principle we can understand and accept. Few people balk at consequences following bad behavior—even if we are on the receiving end. There is a sense of justice about it. But what about those times when the hardships of life can not be traced to a sin committed by the person affected? What about Job and Joseph in the Old Testament, or the man born blind in John 9? What about those instances?

The problem arises with our narrow understanding of the term “discipline.” When we read the word “discipline” or “chastening,” we tend to think of a whipping. But the Greek word paidiea has wider meaning than that. It also means the training up of a child, a teaching, preparation for life, an art or science, or an instruction. The main emphasis is upon preparation for life. Punishment for wrongdoing is only a small part of preparation. In scholarly circles we ask the question “What is your discipline?” We are not asking, “What is your punishment?” Rather, we want to know, “What field of study or what art are you studying?” The emphasis is upon the learning of a skill, the preparation for a given profession. The same word is used in athletics. Discipline is that process by which we are taught and by which we learn.

This very same Greek word is used in 2 Timothy 3:16 as one of the functions of Scripture in our lives: “training in righteousness.”
 Again, this is not speaking of some kind of punishment for wrongdoing. Rather it is the idea of education or discipleship (see how close the words “discipline” and “discipleship” are? That’s not a coincidence!)

Sometimes God disciplines us to correct our disobedience, but He may also discipline us when we’re obedient in order to equip us to serve Him better. Returning in the Old Testament, David is an example of correcting discipline, while Joseph is an example of perfecting discipline. Note that the context of Hebrews 12 is that of athletics, running the race. Athletes must experience the pain of discipline (dieting, exercising, competing) if they ever hope to excel. Nobody ever mastered a sport simply by listening to a lecture or watching a video, as helpful as those encounters may be. At some point, the swimmer must dive into the water, the wrestler must hit the mat, and the runner must take his or her place on the track. Likewise, the children of God must experience the pain of discipline—correcting and perfecting—if they are to mature and become like Jesus Christ.
 I like how Jim Townsend puts it: “Our struggles are the sandpaper God uses to smooth off our rough edges.”
  

So, whenever we encounter hardships, we need to think to ourselves, This is no accident; it is an integral part of the Lord’s dealings with us. He means to produce a new conformity to Jesus Christ through these experiences. We need to recognize the purposes of suffering…and understand that hardships do not occur only because of sin on our part.

It is true that we sometimes suffer because of our sin. What are we to do if that is the case? First and foremost, God is calling us to repentance, to turn away from the lifestyle by which we have been dominated and to live exclusively with a heart determined to obey His will.

But it would be a mistake to see this as the exclusive function of suffering, or always the main one. Think of Job. He suffered intensely. His “comforters” offered a simple interpretation: Job had sinned, God was punishing him; he should repent. Now, Job was a sinner. He did repent. But he knew that there was no direct correlation between his sin and his suffering. 

Sometimes we suffer in order to share in Christ’s sufferings. When Paul outlines his life ambition, he says, “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.” This is a growing process in which—through suffering—we are more and more conformed to the image of Christ.

Sometimes, too, we discover that a major reason for our suffering has been what God has intended to do in someone else’s life. That may not be obvious to us. But Paul says that his sufferings were for the glory (or means of blessing) of others in Ephesians 3:13. 

Whatever the reason, we need to listen for God’s voice. As C. S. Lewis wrote in The Problem of Pain, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”
 
We do not always see the realization of God’s purposes. None of us has the ability to interpret God’s perfectly wise purpose in the sufferings in our lives. But in order to be encouraged we need to have some awareness of what God may be doing. By grasping the biblical teaching on what God does in our lives through hardships, we may fight off the feelings of discouragement that difficulties can bring.

The upshot of this is that we should learn everything we can from the difficulties of life without complaining about the way our Father treats us. The point is this: It isn’t necessary to know why God sent us the misfortune in order to profit from it! Just because we can’t think of any special reason for the trial doesn’t mean that God had no reason for allowing it. We can be sure that all of our difficulties—whether the consequence of our own sin or not—are custom designed by God to teach us how to apply His grace.

While it is good to know the possible reasons for our suffering (especially to know that all suffering does not come for the same reason), we should focus less on the reasons for hardship and more on the results. It is important that suffering be accepted in the right spirit; otherwise it does not produce the right result. So the author goes on to speak of those who have been “trained” by it (we get our word “gymnastics” from the Greek word used here).

What is the desired result of the discipline of the Lord? We read in verses 9-11,

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! 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. 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.
The first result is life, according to the end of verse 9. Does this mean eternal life in heaven or abundant life on earth? Yes! The answer is both! Verse 10 states that all divine discipline is “for our good,” more specifically “that we may share in His holiness.” Verse 11 concludes that we will eventually reap a harvest of righteousness and peace.

These verses also tell us that there is a difference in the quality of the discipline we have received from our earthly fathers and that which comes from God. They disciplined us “for a little while,” i.e., the comparatively brief days of childhood; and they did it “as they thought best.” They tried, but they weren’t always right. But God’s discipline is always “for our good.” There is nothing of the “hit or miss” about it.
 We may not understand it, we may not like it (at the time we probably won’t), but we can always trust it, knowing that God works out all things for our good, that we might be comformed to the image of His Son (Romans 8:28-29).
The Determination of the Learner

Verse twelve begins with the word “Therefore.” Whenever we see that word, we should understand it to mean, “Based on what I just said, this is what you should do.” In this passage, the author writes, “Therefore, strengthen your feeble arms and weak knees. ‘Make level paths for your feet,’ so that the lame may not be disabled but rather healed.” In short, the writer is saying, “Be strong and go straight.”
 

The determination of the learner will ultimately control the result of the Lord’s discipline. Depending upon which ingredients you mix with sand, you can come out with either impenetrable concrete or beautiful, transparent glass! In the same way, our reaction determines our “profit” or loss. Depending upon our response to divine discipline, we can get bitter or better. 

So how do we handle hardship in our lives? On the one hand, don’t pass it off too lightly, thinking it is just chance or fate or “the way it is.” On the other extreme, don’t act like God has abandoned you when times get tough.
 Remember that nothing happens by chance to the Christian. Tragedies are blessings in disguise, and disappointments are His appointments. God harnesses the adverse circumstances of life to conform us to the image of Christ.
 

I realize this does not remove the pain from the difficulties of life. I cannot give definitive answers for why bad things happen to comparatively good people. Sometimes we suffer because of our own choices, sometimes because of other’s choices, and there are other times when our suffering has nothing to do with sin but has everything to do with building our character. As Chuck Swindoll concludes,

In God’s curriculum that He designs for His children, there is a special course that is rather regularly reviewed. The teacher is often so profound you can hardly understand what he is saying. Frequently harsh, hard to deal with, the homework you can never seem to finish. And in this curriculum called pain and suffering under the discipline of this teacher you ultimately discover in the process, “My, I’m growing up. I’m grasping things I’ve never known before. I’m not as shallow and superficial as I used to be.”

Remember that the discipline of the Lord is not only about punishing us for our sins. Think of discipline as discipleship. Whenever we encounter difficulties or suffering in life, picture God using those circumstances as His sandpaper, smoothing off the rough edges in our character for His glory and others’ benefit.

That is how to handle hardship.
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