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Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 12:4-13
Sermon: The Precious Lessons of Affliction

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN.

We have a hard lesson today. It is what I call “meat and potatoes
Christianity.” It is not mother’s milk; it is food for those who are mature in
the faith. You see, it is a lesson about affliction and how we are to handle
our burdens and sorrows in a godly way; it’s about our attitude when things
are crashing down upon our heads. It is a lesson our congregation of Jewish
believers had to learn because they were about to undergo persecution for
their faith. It was a lesson they had to take to heart for there were some
among their number who were being tempted to turn away from Jesus Christ
in order to escape the coming chastisements. Today we have a lesson about
the love and providence of God that can lead us into deep waters. We have
lessons to learn about the moral courage Christians are to display and the
duties they are to fulfill when times get rough. There are precious lessons
that can only be learned when we enter into affliction. Let’s turn to Hebrews
12:4.

In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the
point of shedding your blood.
Our author says to his congregation, “In your struggle against sin.” It’s
interesting, isn’t it? He doesn’t say, “In your struggle against the Roman
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government which has brought persecutions your way.” He doesn’t say, “In
you struggle against the synagogue officials, who have been urging your
families to ostracize you.” He says, “In your struggle against sin.” Now
think of what that means. If it weren’t for the sin of our first parents, there
would be no misery in the world. And when we get to heaven, there being
no sin there, neither will there be sorrow or pain. Our author is making the
point that as long as we live in a fallen, sinful world there will be burdens
and sorrows, heartaches and struggles. The situation was explained clearly
by the Lord Jesus said in the Gospel of John. He said, “In this world you
will have trouble” (16:33).

I read a story the other day. A young man entered into peace with
God. He came to saving faith and was washed and made new. One day,
however, his spiritual calm came to an end. Sin began to rear its ugly head
in his soul. He began to ask questions. What does this mean? Was I fooling
myself when I was converted? Am I really God’s man at all? He decided to
ask an older Christian man about his fears. He hadn’t gotten very far in
unburdening his heart before the man smiled at him and said, “So, you have
been called up to the war.”
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It is the experience of the saints down through the ages. The saints of
Hebrews 11, whom we have been considering, all had heavy burdens to
carry. We will have them too. That being the case, we need to learn what J.
C. Ryle called “the precious lessons of affliction.” Now I know that those
lessons can be hard to take in. When troubles come, we can quickly lose our
way. That is what our author sees in his congregation. He sees that they
have “forgotten…[a] word of encouragement” that addresses their particular
condition. And because they have forgotten it, they are in danger of drawing
the wrong lessons from their troubles. Let’s pick things up at verse 5. It
says,
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.
They are in danger of two wrong responses to the troubles that have come
their way and are soon to get worse. They might lose heart or they might
make light of what is happening to them.

Losing heart. In their troubles they might think, “We are out of God’s
favour. God has forgotten us. He does not see us. He does not think about
us. We are all alone in our sorrows and tribulations.” That was one danger.
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They might become disheartened and discouraged by their situation and so
be of little use to the kingdom.

Second, they might “make light of the Lord’s discipline.” What does
that mean? It means that they might not draw the right lessons from their
afflictions. They might conclude from their trials that they are enduring
them for no good reason at all and that God is not weaving them
providentially into his eternal purposes, for their blessing and his glory.
They might say, “All our troubles are meaningless and for no good purpose.”
They might say, as it does in Ecclesiastes, “Vanity, vanity, all is vanity.”

Our author, inspired by the Holy Spirit, proclaims that this is not the
reality of the situation. God has not forsaken them. God’s redemptive
purposes are at work even in their sorrows. The truth of the matter—the
lesson they are to learn and take to heart—is that God is treating them as
sons. “The Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he
accepts as a son” (v.6). That is what is going on. God is using hardships and
sorrows to mould and shape them into disciples fit for service in his
kingdom.
Let me make it as clear as I can. God is sovereign. He is all
powerful. He has ordained all things, both blessing and curse. Before any
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trial comes to you it passes first through his hands. He could, in fact,
preserve you from every trial—but he doesn’t. He has ordained trials and
sufferings for your life. That is the first lesson of affliction. We need to
recognize that God is not absent or uncaring in our suffering but that he is in
charge of our suffering. His hand is upon even these things.

Let me give you an example of a man who knew that truth deep in his
bones. Job was a man who ran into almost unimaginable troubles. In a short
time Job lost his wealth, his health and his family. He was reduced to sitting
on a pile of ashes scraping at his skin with a broken piece of pottery, because
it had broken out with “loathsome sores.” His wife gave him this bit of
advice: “Curse God and die.” Job replied,
You speak as one of the foolish women would speak. Shall we
receive good at the hand of God, and shall we not receive evil?”
“You are talking like a fool,” Job says. That is, you are talking like the man
who says in his heart there is no God. (Psalm 14:1) Job does not know why
affliction has come but he knows that God’s hand is in it for some reason or
another. And “in all this Job did not sin in what he said” (Job 2:10c).

Now the natural question that arises is this: Why? Why does God
allow us to suffer as he does? Here is the answer—the second lesson of
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affliction: God allows us to suffer and carry burdens and sorrows because
not only is God the sovereign, Almighty God, he is also a loving heavenly
Father. “The Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he
accepts as a son.” Divine discipline is a sign of being a member in the
family of God.

God’s discipline comes in two forms—discipline and punishment.
First of all is fatherly discipline. The Greek word for discipline is paideia.
It comes from the word pais, which means “child.” The word “discipline”
comes from a Latin word that means “to teach.” Disciples are people who
have been taught—disciplined. So here is the idea: Just as a parent trains up
a child by setting boundaries, making him do his homework and share in
chores around the house and eat his vegetables, so God leads us in this life
through a series of challenging experiences that are intended to train us to
grow and mature in faith and duty, in holiness and service. When Ella was
taking her first steps her mom would hold out her hands to her—and then
move back as Ella stepped forward. That was a form of parental discipline
and exercise designed to help Ella to learn how to walk and to go further
than she would have on her own. Teachers give their students study
materials that are progressively more and more difficult so they can grow in
understanding. Trials come to Christians, not out of heavenly parental
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neglect or spite, but out of God’s practical love and concern for the growth
of his children. One commentator put it this way: “Trials are designed to
make us stronger, to apply force against the muscle of our faith and push us
forward to our spiritual potential.” Tom Landry, the former coach of the
Dallas Cowboys, put it this way: “It is the job of a coach to make men do
what they don’t want to do in order to be what they’ve always wanted to
be.”

There is a second type of discipline God uses, one our lesson calls
“punishment.” “He punishes everyone he accepts as a son.” The word
“punish” in the Greek is mastigoi. It means to scourge or to whip as an
intense form of punishment. If we think God would never do that, we are
very much mistaken. Now let me be clear: It is not that we are judicially
punished by God as our Judge; that punishment was taken from us at
Calvary when Jesus underwent judgement on our behalf. What our author is
talking about here is not the wrath of God, but a loving, painful and
corrective punishment that God our Father lays upon us because he wants us
to grow up in the right way and to walk in the paths of holiness. Without
this stern discipline we can be sure things will go badly.
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You can think of it this way: Many Christians can testify that the only
way God got through to them in their sin and stubbornness of heart was to
allow a painful ordeal to come their way: the loss of a job, a severe illness or
some other deep sorrow. To turn Chuck Colson’s life around God saw to it
that he was taken from a Whitehouse office and thrown into a prison.
Without that discipline he would have remained the self-satisfied hatchet
man he had become. To change Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s life from a life
consumed by bitterness and hatred into one marked by love and service, God
sent him to a gulag. It was there he was able to say, “I bless you prison
camp, for without you I would never have met Jesus.” It is only as a result
of God-given burdens that many people are able to turn their lives around. It
is only in this way that they can attest, as Calvin did, that “the scourges of
God bear witness of his love toward us.” J. I. Packer wrote this:
This is the ultimate reason, from our standpoint, why God fills
our lives with troubles and perplexities of one sort or another—it is to
ensure that we learn to hold him fast… God wants us to feel that our
way though life is rough and perplexing so that we may learn to lean
on him. Therefore he takes steps to drive us out of self-confidence to
trust in himself.
J. C. Ryle put it this way:
By affliction he teaches us many precious lessons, which,
without it, we should never learn. By affliction he shows us our
emptiness and weakness, draws us to the throne of grace, purifies our
affections, weans us from the world, and makes us long for heaven.
In the resurrection morning we shall all say, “It is good for me that I
was afflicted.” We shall thank God for every storm.
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Think how easy it is to forget God in good times. It is easy for us to
become comfortable with the world—worse, it is easy for us to become
comfortable in our sin. One of the reasons the church in Canada is so weak
and ineffective is that our wealth has led into thinking we are responsible for
our own blessings. We have as a nation forgotten the One who has provided
all things. We should not be surprised at evidences of church and societal
disintegration. We see it over and over again in the Bible.

Not too long ago we finished a study of the Book of Judges in our
evening service. The Israelites entered the Promised Land under Joshua.
They were richly blessed. But all too soon they were focused so much on
their blessings that they had forgotten who had blessed them. They started
to wander away from God and worship the gods of Canaan. Disaster and
oppression followed. In was only when things got very bad that they turned
once more to the Lord for deliverance. He broke their chains of their
oppression. They gave thanks. They prospered. And then, once more, they
began to focus upon the blessings rather than the Blesser. And they
wandered away again. That cycle repeated throughout the time of the
Judges—with things getting worse and worse each time.
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Beloved, we are not self-sufficient. We are not the authors of our own
blessings. We are not self-made men and women. We have nothing except
what God has been graciously pleased to give us. That is the third essential
lesson that sometimes only affliction can teach. Our pride and selfrighteousness are such that at times only stern measures can break us and
move us to humbly seek the Lord with a broken and contrite spirit.

Let’s turn back to the Scripture.
“Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons.
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.” Our author says that in our
afflictions “God is treating [us] as sons.”
In New Testament times if you were a legitimate son you would be an heir.
Your inheritance would be assured. Listen to the words of the Apostle Paul
in the 8th chapter of Romans:
The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s
children. Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and
co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that
we may also share in his glory.
In New Testament times if you were a legitimate son you would represent
your father in his affairs. His interests would be your interests. You would
be his ambassador. This is what Paul writes In II Corinthians 5:20:
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We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were
making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be
reconciled to God.
Have you thought of yourself as an “ambassador of Christ?” That is what
you are. You are his representative—to your family, to your friends, to
whomever you happen to meet. In New Testament times if you were a
legitimate son you would bear your father’s name in the world. We are
Christians. It means, “little Christs.” When people see us they are to see
something of Jesus. We are to walk in his love and shine with his light.

No wonder then that God puts us through stern and vigorous training
as we seek to follow the Lord. This is the fourth lesson of affliction:
Because we are to be ambassadors and representatives—models of
“righteousness and peace”—we need first to reap “a harvest of righteousness
and peace.” The only way for that to happen is to submit ourselves willingly
to the discipline of the Lord.
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.
It is only through this training that we will be of much use in the kingdom.

There is one more lesson for us to consider this morning. We need to
remember that we are not alone in our afflictions; God enters into them with
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us. Jesus laid aside his heavenly glory to take upon himself the weakness of
a human nature, to live with us as one like us and to suffer the shame of the
cross for our blessing and salvation. He is not a distant Saviour, but one
who draws near and carries us “close to his heart” (Isaiah 40:11). It is the
testimony of many Christians that in their time of deepest heartache they felt
the presence of the Lord most vividly and tenderly. Here are some verses to
encourage you about the love and care of the Lord in difficult circumstances:
“So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am
your God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with
my righteous right hand” (Isaiah 41:10).
“Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have summoned you by
name; you are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be
with you; and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep
over you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned;
the flames will not set you ablaze. For I am the Lord, your God, the
Holy One of Israel, your Saviour” (Isaiah 43:1d-3a).
“He tends his flock like a shepherd: He gathers the lambs in his
arms and carries them close to his heart; he gently leads those that
have young” (Isaiah 40:11).
Richard Sibbes was a puritan pastor. He wrote a lovely little book called
The Bruised Reed. In it he says,
If God brings us into the trial he will be with us in the trial and
at length bring us out, more refined. We shall lose nothing but dross.
From our own strength we cannot bear the least trouble, but by the
Spirit’s assistance we can bear the greatest.
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Let’s look at the last two verses of our lesson, for they confirm that
through our trials we are to become a blessing to others.
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.
Verse 12 is borrows from Isaiah 35. “Strengthen the feeble hands, steady the
knees that give way; say to those with fearful hearts, ‘Be strong, do not fear;
your God will come, he will come with vengeance; with divine retribution
he will come to save you.’” Our author is saying, “Learn the lessons of
affliction well. Let those lessons build up your trust in God’s fatherly,
providential love and care. Let them tear down your trust in your own
strength and righteousness. Through affliction learn to cast yourself upon
the Lord more fully and to lean on him with your whole heart so you can run
the race of faith with perseverance.”

“Make level paths for your feet,’ so that the lame may not be disabled,
but rather healed.” Our author is saying, “Look. There are people who are
depending upon us. They need us to level the path for them, for they are
lame. Their faith is real, but it is not strong. It is not easy for them to walk
the narrow path. They need direction and encouragement. They need the
example of mature Christians, of Christians who have had difficult life
experiences and who have come through them scarred, but with their faith
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intact. They need to see godly men and godly women. They need witnesses
who can say, ‘I was where you were; I was discouraged and laid low; but
God was faithful to me and as I look back I can see how his hand was
guiding me all along. You will see that too, one day. Until then, walk by
faith. In fact, let us walk by faith together.’”

God has provided such witnesses for you and me. Let us learn from
them—and learn the lessons of affliction—so that we can one day provide
such a witness for others. In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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