Becoming Like Christ

Lesson 12: Growing Through Suffering and Discipline -- Hebrews
12:1-11

Every serious runner knows the moment when the lungs burn and the legs argue and the
mind begins to bargain. Just slow down. Just stop. Nobody would blame you. It is in that
moment, not in the easy first mile, that a runner finds out whether the training was real. The
writer of Hebrews knew that moment, and he wrote chapter twelve for people who were
living in it. They had believed, they had begun, and now the race had grown long and hard.
Some were limping. Some were drifting toward the side of the road, wondering if it was
worth it to keep running at all.

So he gives them a picture that has steadied weary Christians ever since. Picture a great
arena, and around the high stands a vast crowd of witnesses, the faithful of chapter eleven,
Abraham and Moses and Rahab and a host of others who ran their own hard races and
finished by faith. They are not spectators come to be entertained; they are witnesses whose
lives testify that the race can be run and won. And down on the track is you, with a race
marked out specifically for you, called to lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so
closely, and to run with endurance.

But the writer knows that no crowd, however great, can carry you through the burning
miles. So he lifts our eyes higher still, to one figure at the finish, Jesus, the founder and
perfecter of our faith, who Himself ran a race darker than ours. For the joy set before Him
He endured the cross, despising its shame, and is now seated at the right hand of the throne
of God. He did not run from the suffering; He ran through it, and came out the other side
enthroned. Consider Him, the writer says, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.

Then he says something that surprises us. The hard road you are on is not a sign that God
has forgotten you. It may be the very mark of His fatherly love. The Lord disciplines the one
He loves, and He treats you as sons. This lesson is about that truth, one of the most
misunderstood in all the Christian life. We will look hard at suffering and the Father’s
discipline, not as punishment from an angry judge, but as the loving training of a Father who
is not willing to leave His children as they are. Read these eleven verses slowly. They are
written for tired runners, which is to say, they are written for you.

Group Discussion: Many people today, including many Christians, quietly assume that if
God truly loved them and their faith were strong enough, their lives would be comfortable
and their troubles would lift. How does the picture in Hebrews 12, of a Father who lovingly
disciplines and trains His children through hardship, challenge that assumption? What
difference would it make in a hard season to read your suffering through this passage rather
than through the lens of comfort and ease?
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Personal Reflection: Think of a difficulty you are carrying right now, or one you carried in
the past. Where have you been tempted to read that hardship as a sign that God is distant,
displeased, or absent? As you sit with Hebrews 12:1-11, what would it mean to begin
trusting that your Father is present in it, training you as a son or daughter He loves?

Read Hebrews 12:1-11

Study Questions

1.

The writer pictures the Christian life as a race to be run with endurance, surrounded by
a great cloud of witnesses and following Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith
(Hebrews 12:1-2). What does this image teach us about the nature of the Christian life,
that it is not a single decision but a course to be run to the end? Why does the writer
ground our endurance in looking to Jesus rather than in looking to ourselves?

The runner is told to lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely (Hebrews
12:1). A weight is not always a sin; it can be anything that slows you down. What
weights, even good or harmless things, are presently keeping you from running freely?
What would it look like this week to lay one of them aside?

Hebrews says that for the joy set before Him, Jesus endured the cross, despising its
shame, and is now seated at the right hand of God (Hebrews 12:2). What does it mean
that Jesus is the founder and perfecter of our faith, and how does His own endurance
through suffering to glory become the pattern and power for ours? Why does the writer
point to His present enthronement (compare Acts 2:33-36)?

The writer says, consider Him who endured such hostility, so that you may not grow
weary or fainthearted (Hebrews 12:3). Where in your own life are you growing weary
or fainthearted right now? How might fixing your attention on Jesus, rather than on the
weight of your circumstances, actually renew your strength to keep going?
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Quoting Proverbs, the writer says the Lord disciplines the one He loves, and that
hardship is the way God treats us as sons (Hebrews 12:5-8). What does it tell us about
God'’s character that He disciplines His children rather than leaving them alone? Why
does the writer say that to be without any discipline would actually mean we are not
true children at all?

The writer says we are not to take the Lord’s discipline lightly, nor to lose heart when
reproved by Him (Hebrews 12:5). When trouble comes, which of these two ditches do
you tend to fall into, shrugging it off as meaningless, or sinking under it in despair? What
would it look like to walk the road between, taking His discipline seriously yet not losing
heart?

The writer contrasts our earthly fathers, who disciplined us as seemed best to them for
a short time, with our heavenly Father, who disciplines us for our good, that we may
share His holiness (Hebrews 12:9-10). What does this reveal about the purpose and the
trustworthiness of God'’s discipline? How does knowing the aim is our holiness, our
being made like Christ, change how we receive hardship?

The writer admits that no discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful, yet later it
yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it (Hebrews
12:11). Can you look back on a past hardship and see fruit that grew from it that you
could not see at the time? How does that memory help you trust God in a present
trouble whose fruit you cannot yet see?

Two errors haunt the way Christians read suffering. Some treat hardship as proof that
God is absent or that the sufferer simply lacks faith, expecting that real faith should
bring health and wealth and ease. Others presume that because they once believed, their
salvation is automatically secure no matter how they respond, so that warnings to
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10.

endure do not really apply to them. Yet Hebrews holds together two truths the whole
letter has been building toward: discipline is the loving training of God’s genuine
children (Hebrews 12:5-11), AND the warnings against drifting, hardening, and falling
away are deadly real (Hebrews 3:12-14; 6:4-6; 10:26-31; 12:15-17, 25). How do these
truths fit together, so that we neither despair as though hardship meant God’s rejection,
nor presume as though our endurance did not matter?

Look back across the whole passage: the race set before you, the cloud of witnesses,
Jesus enduring the cross to His throne, the Father lovingly disciplining the children He
will not abandon, the painful training that yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness.
Name one specific way you sense Jesus forming you through a present hardship, and
one concrete step you will take this week to run with endurance rather than to give up.

Now or Later

Reflect on these passages: Romans 5:3-5, suffering produces endurance, character, and
hope; James 1:2-4, the testing of your faith produces steadfastness; Hebrews 3:12-14, take

care lest there be an unbelieving heart that falls away from the living God; Hebrews 10:35-
39, do not throw away your confidence, for you have need of endurance; 1 Peter 1:6-7,

grieved by trials so that the tested genuineness of your faith may be found to result in praise

and glory.
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