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Thus far in 2017 our focus has been on suffering. The theme I’m using is “Nobody 
Gets To Heaven Without A Fight.” While a select few constantly expect the worst 
from life, even practiced pessimists tend to be perplexed by trial and hardship when it 
comes. Somehow we know this shouldn’t be happening so we resent and resist it 
when it comes. That may be because according to scripture suffering is not a native 
species to our world. It is an “invasive species” that came in with Death and discord 
at Humanity’s Fall. 
 
Still, in that moment when -because of Human choice- suffering became the Kosmic 

norm, God couldn’t stop it- because we’d chosen it via our disobedience- but somehow 

He amended it such that for all the pain it brought suffering was also a carrier of 

redemption. Rom. 5:3 …we also exult in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings about  

perseverance;  4 and  perseverance,  proven character; and proven character, hope;  

Or Joseph saying at the end of his long tale of woe Gen. 50:20 You intended to harm me, but 

God intended it all for good.  See God has seeded suffering with the power of redemption.  
What does that “redemption” look like?  

We saw some of it last week with Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach & Abednego. [SLIDE] 

Suffering saves by taking us out of our comfort zone and breaking our illusion of 

control. Suffering puts us in a place where accepting help from others or God is our 

only hope. Suffering sets the stage for God’s surprising intervention.  And stories of 

others’ faithfulness during suffering- whether God saves you from the fire or not- give us hope 

that we can be faithful too.  

 

Another bit of redemption tucked away in suffering is what we call Discipline. [SLIDE]   

In Education we talk of being focused on a certain discipline…a working path for 

becoming an expert in a certain area. In church settings we speak of Spiritual Disciplines: 

meaning intentional, regular practices of prayer, hospitality, scripture reading, financial giving, 

gathered worship.  In both cases the word Discipline is used to mean intentionally 

engaging in some sort of work –usually something hard- for the sake of a greater 

reward: like learning a hard lesson that leaves you prepared to live better from then 

on.    

 
More familiar to all of us is using discipline in reference to the raising and training of 
children. In this case, it’s parents intentionally engaging kids in challenging life activity 
and, as necessary, correcting their course as they grow and learn. So here, Discipline 
is suffering through things like: household chores, piano lessons, not writing on the walls with 

crayon, being home on time, taking turns, cleaning up after yourself, not throwing tantrums, treating 
all household members respectfully.   
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As I’ve said before, I’m a rules-follower –probably because I hated having my folks mad at me- 

so I was a pretty easy kid to discipline. I might not want to trim and mow the lawn on 
Saturday or pick up the dog poop, but I submitted to the discipline for approval. Dad 
employed spanking once when little Skippy misbehaved at some event. It never had to 

happen again cause I’m a fast learner.  And I give the credit to Mom and Dad for the 
disciplinary hoops they made me jump through.  
They made me a good student, good employee, good husband and a generally 
responsible human, well prepared for a lot of the stuff life was going to send me.  
 
What’s this got to do with suffering? Well discipline is always challenging and often 
very hard. It can feel like suffering. As a kid under Dad or Mom’s discipline I often felt like I was 

suffering. Ch 12 of the book of Hebrews picks up this idea of parental discipline and 
applies it to the suffering they’re feeling. 
 
Heb 11 talks about the great heroes of the faith and it ends talking about the suffering 
they endured. [SLIDE] Ch 12 opens with a word-picture of all the readers running in a 
race and the heroes of the faith are the spectators. The author says: 12:1b let us run with 

endurance the race that is set before us,... Running is a form of suffering and it requires 
endurance -which is part of any discipline- and it’s not fun. Runners endure the discipline for 

health in the future.   Just like “for the joy set before him [Jesus] endured the cross despising it’s 

shame…[12:2]” 
 

In 12:3  [SLIDE] the author says to the people: compare the hostility Jesus had to 
face to the suffering you’re dealing with.  So far yours is tiny compared to his. He was 
crucified. You haven’t shed a drop of blood…yet.   
So don’t give up. Remember what the scripture says: 12:5 …“ MY SON, DO NOT REGARD 

LIGHTLY THE DISCIPLINE OF THE LORD,  NOR FAINT WHEN YOU ARE REPROVED BY HIM;  6  

FOR THOSE  WHOM THE LORD LOVES HE DISCIPLINES,  AND HE SCOURGES EVERY SON 

WHOM HE RECEIVES.” This is from Proverbs 3. 11  My son, do not reject the  discipline of the LORD   

Or loathe His reproof, 12 For  whom the LORD loves He reproves, Even  as a father corrects the son in 

whom he delights. 

 
Those to whom Hebrews is written are facing some level of persecution. The letter’s 
author wants them to see that in the circumstances of their suffering they can either 
give in to grief as they lose heart [12:3] or they can give themselves over to the idea 
that in the trial they are experiencing, God has put them on a training regimen for 
the sake of strengthening their faith. 
 
It’s because God loves you that He doesn’t shield you from hardship. 6 FOR THOSE  

WHOM THE LORD LOVES HE DISCIPLINES,…   

Their suffering/discipline is not a matter of punishment but it is the guidance of a loving 
Father who hopes to use the hard bits of your life to prepare you for greater 
challenges.  
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I don’t remember the situation but I remember that I spoke to my mother in a dismissive and 

disrespectful way. And Dad came down hard on me telling me in his powerful “Dad voice” that I was 
not ever to speak to my mother like that. The transformation from angry teen to weeping child was 
swift and I was immediately and tearfully apologizing to my mother telling her how sorry I was.  

 
Dad was no perfect, Focus on the Family, TV parent but tucked away in the suffering 
he applied to my life was the opportunity to learn. And when Rebekah’s Grandad was 
living with us and had a medication melt-down saying some horribly unkind things to 
Rebekah, I was prepared. He also apologized in tears. [Yeah, I’m pretty tough when it 

comes to old people.]   
That’s a so-so example. Here’s a better one. 
Remember in Philippians 4 [SLIDE]  when Paul is thanking them for the gift they sent. 
Phil 4:11 I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the 

circumstances.  12 I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret 

of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.  13 

I can do everything through him who gives me strength.  [I can do with or without and not suffer] 
 
Paul endured a lot of difficulty-stoning and shipwrecks and jail. Not having regular meals 
was part of that. Sometimes he was well-fed by whoever was hosting him and 
sometimes no one was hosting him and  he went hungry. He lived in need and he lived 
in plenty and in the discipline of this uncertainty he learned the secret to 
contentment in every situation. Tucked away in his suffering there was the 
opportunity to learn contentment and he credits God –the one who gives him strength- for it.  
If you’re one of God’s children He will actively use the suffering in your life to 
strengthen you and prepare you for what’s ahead.  
 
The author’s next point [SLIDE]  is that we respected our fathers for the discipline 
they taught us but they were only human and they didn’t even really KNOW what they 
were doing. 12:9 Furthermore, we had earthly fathers to discipline us, and we respected them; shall we not 

much rather be subject to the Father of  spirits, and  live?  10 For they disciplined us for a short time as seemed 

best to them, but He disciplines us for our good,  so that we may share His holiness. 

 
The discipline that comes to you -seeded away in the suffering you face- comes from God 
our Father [The Father of Spirits or some: Spiritual Father] God is not guessing at the right 
thing to do or wondering what the right strategy is to train and correct his children. God 
knows you intimately. God knows what you need to achieve the GOOD He intends for 
you- which is to be like Him, share his nature, his holiness.  
He KNOWS- not just guesses- KNOWS what we need for our own good so we can 
become more like his holy self. And one of the tools God will use to get you there is the bad stuff 

you have to face in life. 
 
In the days when we were making our Christmas gifts I used to carve birds and ducks. I was never 
very good as I am no artist. I was working on a folk-art pair of herons and I slipped and broke off the 
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head and neck of one. It was ruined. But as I realized I could glue the neck back in place I also 
realized that with a little shaving and a little twist of the broken piece the pose would look more 
natural, let alone more 3-dimensional. The end product was way better because of the break.  

If a talentless artist like me can use a tragedy to improve the piece I’m working on, 
imagine the beauty God –who knows precisely what you need- can accomplish in you 
through the slips and breaks of your life.  
 
I am not saying God has tailor-made the suffering of your life for you. I’m saying: in this 
broken, fallen world trial and hardship WILL COME and God- your heavenly Father- is 
an expert, an artist- in using what comes to you to bring you to the good He intended 
for you from the beginning. When suffering comes it’s seeded with renewal and restoration. 

 
The author’s last point on Discipline in suffering is one of my favorites because it 
leaves all pretense of “being super spiritual” behind. [SLIDE]  11 All discipline for the moment 

seems not to be joyful, but sorrowful; yet to those who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields the peaceful 

fruit of righteousness.  [NIV: Heb. 12:11 No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.] 

 
Heb 12 teaches: if you are one of God’s children He is invested in you becoming more 
like Him. God, the Father will be actively teaching, training, disciplining all of His 
children. And the way God applies that discipline, via the suffering we experience, will 
be determined by the GOOD God intends to bring about in us.  
AND… IT’S OKAY TO ADMIT THAT THIS PROCESS IS UNPLEASANT. 
 
While the discipline we receive through suffering is ultimately good for us, in the 
moment it’s happening it may be intensely frustrating, heartbreakingly depressing, or 
terribly dangerous. 
For instance: It might look like after living the posh life as the son of a king you have to run off 

into the desert cause Pharaoh wants to talk to you about rumors you murdered a fellow Egyptian and 
tried to cover it up. [Moses] 
 
It might be false complaints, a public beating, and a jail cell when you’re a citizen with a right to a 
trial. [Paul] 

 
It might be leaving the only home you’ve ever known because of a famine only to have your husband 
and sons all die leaving you and your daughters-in-law without any income trying to make your way 
back home. [Naomi/Ruth] 

 
It might look like your boss trying to pin you to the wall with a spear while you’re minding your own 
business playing calming music on you harp. And then having to live life on the run for a dozen years 
while your boss tries to hunt you down.   [David] 

 
In all of those examples the suffering they faced was a source of discipline in their 
lives. And in none of these examples does any one of these heroes of the faith pretend 
their hardships were anything but unpleasant and sorrowful. And that’s okay. 
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Now nobody’s sure who wrote Psalm 119. But a lot of scholars attribute it to David 
[Saul’s target] Listen to what it says about discipline and it’s payoff. [SLIDE]    
65     Teth   You have done many good things for me, LORD,  just as you promised.  

66   I believe in your commands; now teach me good judgment and knowledge.  

67   I used to wander off until you disciplined me; but now I closely follow your word.  

68   You are good and do only good; teach me your decrees.  

69   Arrogant people smear me with lies, but in truth I obey your commandments with all my heart.  

70   Their hearts are dull and stupid, but I delight in your instructions.  

71   My suffering was good for me, for it taught me to pay attention to your decrees.  

72   Your instructions are more valuable to me than millions in gold and silver.  [NLT] 

Even if David didn’t write this it’s author still makes the point that while discipline is a 
pain in the present, in the long view … to those who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields the 

peaceful fruit of righteousness. 

It’s okay to acknowledge disciplines unpleasantness… It’s okay to acknowledge 
our feelings about the suffering that’s in our lives. It’s okay to cry out “How long O’ 
Lord, will you forget me forever? 
That’s okay so long as we keep the long view in sight: the peaceful fruit of right-
eousness that is the result of submitting to discipline so it can do God’s work in us.    
 
Nobody gets to Heaven without a fight. No matter how rich or confident or beautiful 
or intelligent or crafty or philanthropically generous or religiously devout you are you 
will not escape suffering and hardship.  
 
And let me be clear the suffering isn’t “the thing.” The suffering is the catalyst. [A 
catalyst triggers an event.] The Event is our response to the suffering. Suffering 
triggers a human response. 
 
With the information I have given you today you now have two options when suffering 
triggers a response. 1. You can wail and whine and fuss and fume over your 
misfortune until you give in to grief and lose heart [12:3]. 
Or  2. you can- in the midst of your suffering- say, in faith, “Okay Lord, what do you have for 
me in this?” [Okay Lord this is the adventure we’re on… story?] 
 
That doesn’t mean a vapid smile and the words: “Thank you sir may I have another.”  
 
Option #2 means: Standing up, planting your feet and gritting your teeth, saying, “NO” 
to despair  and turning to face the hardship squarely KNOWING that the Maker of the 
Universe has your back. And that, in the long view, the work he will do in you through 
this suffering will leave you stronger and wiser and more like our loving Father.   
[SLIDE]    
1Pet 1:6 Be glad about [this salvation], even though it may now be necessary for you to be sad for a while 

because of the many kinds of trials you suffer.  7 Their purpose is to prove that your faith is genuine. Even 

gold, which can be destroyed, is tested by fire; and so your faith, which is much more precious than gold, must 
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also be tested, so that it may endure. Then you will receive praise and glory and honor on the Day when Jesus 

Christ is revealed.  TEV 
 
Nobody gets to Heaven without a fight. But in that fight, if you’ll accept it, you’ll find the valuable 
discipline of a Loving Father.  
 
 
 
  


