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 It is good to be back after a week of 70 degree weather during our mission 

trip in New Orleans.  Last week I had sunburn while the rest of our church body 

suffered in the snow.  I won’t take the any more time to torture you with stories of 

warm weather because we have a lot to cover today.

 Before I left, three week ago, we were talking about a topic that changes 

everything about the way we look at trials and difficulties in the Christian life.  The 

topic was Understanding God’s Discipline.  Every one of us is going through it or 

will go through it.  Last time we learned some really important things.  We learned 

that God’s discipline is always intended for our good.  We learned that to respond 

rightly, we must set our mind to endure God’s discipline, not escape it.  While 

going through it we need to ask God what he is trying to teach us.  This morning 

we will continue to look at God’s discipline but before we do I have some 

questions.

• Why is it that some Christians go through tough times and even though life is 

hard, during the discipline they become more loving, generous, gentle and kind; 

while other believers become harsh, negative, griping, and sour?

• What happened to that Godly woman who came to church for years.  We know 

that she and her husband didn’t have the easiest marriage; but for years, she 

soldiered on trusting God.  Now she is having an affair with her boss and she 

ditched her marriage and kids.  Where did that come from?
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• What is the deal with that kid who grew up in church.  He went to AWANA.  He 

went to youth group but when he went to college, things didn’t go well. He has 

completely turned against God.  He wants nothing to do with God.  When you 

talk to him about getting on his knees and crying out to God, he looks at you 

like you are completely out of touch with reality.

 This morning we are going to answer these questions and learn why some 

Christians crumble under discipline while other Christians thrive.  Why is it that 

God’s discipline purifies some Christians while it putrifies others?  The title of this 

mornings message is “How to Avoid Failing the Lord’s Discipline.” This morning 

we will learn how to avoid being crushed like a tin can when we are under God’s 

refining pressure.

Hebrews 12:12-17

 This text gives us what I call the 

“Spiral of Spiritual Failure.”  The writer of 

Hebrews gives us the steps Christians follow 

when they fail God’s discipline and crumple 

under the pressure.

God’s discipline can lead to 
discouragement

Therefore lift your drooping hands and 
strengthen your weak knees,…  Hebrews 
12:12

 This is a passage many people 

misunderstand.  One of the reasons it is misunderstand it is because it is filled 

with idioms, many of them coming from the Septuagint.  

Spiral of
Spiritual Failure

Discouragement

Dislocation

Bitterness

Hedonism

Irreversible
Consequences
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An idiom is a word or phrase that has a figurative, not a literal, meaning.

 For example, if I said someone kicked the bucket.  What does it mean?  

They died.  It is figurative, not literal.

 When it says lift up drooping hands and strengthen weak knees.  It is not 

saying to wrap Ace bandages on our joints.  This is an idiom for saying, “Don’t be 

discouraged.”  It comes from Isaiah 35:3.   In Isaiah’s time, the people of Israel 

went through a difficult season. They endured bad kings; false prophets and 

some generally disobedient fellow Israelites.  They were discouraged because 

life was tough sledding.  Isaiah, like a coach on the sidelines of a basketball 

game, tells them to lift their hands and strengthen their knees.  You can do it!  

Get the hands up, get the arms moving, don’t be discouraged.  Isaiah says, to 

ancient Israel, “In the tough time, look at the finish line.”  Just as Isaiah 

encouraged the ancient people to God to focus on God’s coming deliverance, the 

writer of Hebrews says, don’t let yourself get discouraged.  You can make it.  

Think of the finish line.  Next week we will look at the finish line of Mt. Zion.  

 Do you think God wants to discourage us when we go through discipline?  

No!  God loves us.  Every act of discipline is intended for our good.  The first 

mistake we can make is thinking God’s discipline isn’t for our good and God 

wants to discourage us.  The truth is that while discipline is hard, God promises 

us we will be better for it in the end.  That is a promise!

 The second mistake we can make is to allow our discouragement to 

spread to others. 

...and make straight paths for your feet…  Hebrews 12:12
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 The literal translation of this verse is make straight wheel paths for your 

feet.  Here is another idiom.  Picture it this way.  How many of us have gone for a 

walk on the road after one of our snow storms?  When we walk the road, we try 

to follow the tracks left by someones wheels.  The wheels smooth out the rough, 

bumpy, icy parts so we can walk on a smooth path.  What would happen if the 

driver we followed was a really bad driver and was all over the road?  It would be 

a real bummer of a path to follow.  

 The phrase make straight paths for our feet is an idiom for be a good 

example for others to follow.  

 Remember this whole section is how to endure the discipline of the Lord.  

When God disciplines us, don’t get discouraged.  He is not trying to ruin our life 

but he is shaping us for our spiritual good.  Watch how we handle it because 

other Christians around us are watching and learning how to handle God’s 

discipline.  When we get discouraged, we infect others with spiritual 

discouragement.  

 When a couple is going through a difficult marriage and they decide to 

throw in the towel with divorce, they don’t do it alone.  Inevitably, I hear of one or 

two other couples doing the same thing.  What happens.  The example of one 

marriage further discourages those who are struggling in their own marriage.    

 It can go the other way.  I have shared this story before but it is good 

enough to repeat.  We had a family in our church in Michigan where the wife 

came down with MS.  Over the years, she became a bitter, unsightly, irritable 

person to be around.  But her husband single-handedly held the family together 
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for years.  He worked, raised their son, did the cooking, cleaning and laundry 

with little to no support from her.  When young couples came into my office 

complaining how tough their mate was to live with and they wanted to throw in 

the towel, I told them about my friend whose wife had MS.  You hold your marital 

difficulties next to theirs.  If they can make it, so can I.  What an example of 

marital encouragement.    

 When you start to feel overwhelmed and discouraged because you are 

enduring God’s discipline, rivet this truth to your brain.  God loves me.  What he 

allows into my lives is always intended for my good, it is always intended to 

produce holiness, which is true happiness.  In the middle of the discipline, it 

doesn’t feel that way.  We have to tell ourselves what we know is true, not what 

we feel is true.  If we don’t, we will take the next step down the Spiral of Spiritual 

Failure. 

Discouragement can lead to dislocation

...so that what is lame may not be put out of joint but rather be healed.  Hebrews 
12:13

 This is more serious than discouragement.  This is going from a few Ace 

Bandages and some athletic tape to a season ending injury.  If you are involved 

in athletics, you know how this works.  If you play basketball and twist your ankle, 

most sane people will not continue to play the game because they are walking 

with a limp.  If they keep playing it, they will seriously injure it.  

 There are others Christians around us who are undergoing God’s 

discipline and they are limping because of it.  They are frustrated at why things 

are not working out the way they planned.  They are questioning God’s motives.  
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They are questioning God’s goodness and as their brothers and sisters in Christ, 

if we become discouraged when we go through God’s discipline, we can turn 

their spiritual ankle sprain into a break.  

 The writer of Hebrews gives us some practical instructions of what turning 

a limp into a dislocation looks like.

Strive for peace with everyone…  Hebrews 12:14

 When we are under God’s discipline, most of us don’t want to be social.  

We are irritable.  When people do things that get under our skin we fly off the 

handle easier.  We like to vent our frustration on people.  We get angry at the 

people we love for screwing things up.

• I should have never asked them to teach my Faith University class, they never 

do anything right.  

• You would think they would be more caring and at least given me a call at a 

time like this.  

• Every Sunday they walk in to church late and they don’t control their children.  

• I can’t believe they didn’t even consider asking me to serve on that team.  I am 

more gifted than the people they have on it.

 What does it say?  Strive for peace.  It isn’t keep peace.  It isn’t I hope 

there is peace but the word is strive.  It means pursue peace in the community 

with passion.  Yes, we are irritable when we are under God’s discipline and we 

may struggle with discouragement but don’t let discouragement lead you to the 

next step and rip apart relationships.  Passionately pursue peace.
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 The other relationship that will be torn apart when we move from 

discouragement to dislocation is our relationship with God.

and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord.  Hebrews 12:14

 Sometimes people misunderstand this.  Is it saying that if we are not holy 

enough, we won’t see the Lord?  No!  We are saved by Christ.  Holiness is not 

what saves us but if we know God because of Jesus Christ, we will have a 

hunger for holiness.  As we become more and more like Christ, the holiness of 

Christ’s character becomes the appetite of our soul.

 The problem is that when we are undergoing the Lord discipline and we 

move to from discouragement to dislocation, we start feeling sorry for ourselves.  

Rather than finding joy in holiness, we start to find joy in sin.  Why do we do that?  

Remember that sin always has this description.  Short term satisfaction with long 

term pain.  Holiness is about deeper, richer, better satisfaction but it is almost 

always delayed.

 How many of us have undergone a period of the Lord’s discipline that is 

painful.  You started feeling sorry for yourself and rather than seeking the joy of 

holiness in the future, the satisfaction of sin, which comes in an instant, looks 

much more gratifying.  

 We know what we can find on the internet that is only a mouse click away.  

We know what is in the upper channels of our cable guide that can be ours with 

just a little channel surfing.  Sin is exchanging the richer, better, God satisfying 

joy of holiness, for a candy coated Habanero.  It tastes sweet for an instant but it 

burns forever once it is finally enjoyed.
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Dislocation can lead to bitterness

See to it that no one fails to obtain the grace of God; that no “root of bitterness” 
springs up and causes trouble, and by it many become defiled;  Hebrews 12:15

 If you are wondering why some Christians become so bitter when they 

experience God’s disciplin, here is the answer.  See to it that no one fails to 

obtain the grace of God.  In the original, fails to obtain means to be lacking.  It is 

like making a recipe without one of the important ingredients.  What is this 

important ingredient?  God’s grace in my life.  The Christian life is a life of grace.  

It is all about getting what we don’t deserve.  We can’t earn God’s love.  We can’t 

earn forgiveness of sin.  God loves us, even when we deserve nothing but his 

wrath, Jesus died for us to not just forgive us of sin but to make us the object of 

God’s unprecedented affection for all eternity.  We don’t deserve any of it!  As 

Christians, we are so graced by God that when we perspire, we should sweat 

grace toward others.  

 Matthew 18 tells us the parable of the unmerciful servant, someone who 

failed to obtain the grace of God.  One man owed his master 10,000 talents.  

That is the equivalent of an unattainable amount, like the national debt.  His 

master completely forgave him of everything.  Yet, that same servant, who was 

forgiven an amount like the national debt, found a friend who owed him 100 

denari, that is like $5 for a hamburger.  He began choking him and demanded he 

pay him.  While the first servant experienced incredible grace, he was lacking 

that key ingredient in his relationship with others.  Jesus says to us, if I have 

forgiven you of the innumerable sins you have committed against me, who are 

you to not forgive others the small sins they commit against you.
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 This is what it means to lack the grace of God in our life.  When being 

discipline by God, discouragement can lead to dislocation of our relationship with 

God and other people.  This leads to bitterness which is lacking the ingredient of 

grace coming through in our relationships with others.  We become the anti-type 

of Christ in our church.

 This ungraciousness doesn’t just affect us, but like every other stage of 

this spiral, it affects others.  It says, see to it that no “root of bitterness” springs up 

among you.  For years I read this and misunderstood it.  I thought it was a 

warning against being human horseradish.  Beware lest a bitter person be in your 

midst.  This is actually referring to Deuteronomy 29:17-20

Beware lest there be among you a man or woman or clan or tribe whose heart is 
turning away today from the Lord our God to go and serve the gods of those 
nations. Beware lest there be among you a root bearing poisonous and bitter 
fruit, one who, when he hears the words of this sworn covenant, blesses himself 
in his heart, saying, ‘I shall be safe, though I walk in the stubbornness of my 
heart.’ This will lead to the sweeping away of moist and dry alike.  The Lord will 
not be willing to forgive him, but rather the anger of the Lord and his jealousy will 
smoke against that man, and the curses written in this book will settle upon him, 
and the Lord will blot out his name from under heaven.  Deuteronomy 29:17-20

 A person who is missing the grace of God becomes a bitter person toward 

God and they will infect others in the church.  Graceless Christians bear bitter 

fruit and poison Christ’s church.  Descending the spiral of spiritual failure while 

being disciplined by God will damage more than yourself, it will damage your 

church family and your home family.  How did God say he will deal with someone 

who becomes bitter toward God?  

“It will lead to the sweeping away of the moist and dry alike.”  
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Simply put, one persons failing to endure and mature through God’s discipline, 

leads them to a graceless and bitter life will bring consequences to an entire 

church body.  Bitterness and gracelessness is that destructive towards the 

spiritual life of others.  

Bitterness leads to earthly hedonism

...that no one is sexually immoral or unholy like Esau, who sold his birthright for a 
single meal.  For you know that afterward, when he desired to inherit the 
blessing, he was rejected, for he found no chance to repent, though he sought it 
with tears.  Hebrews 12:16-17

 Now I know what the Bible scholars amongst us are thinking.  You have 

read the Bible and you know about Esau, but one thing you don’t remember is 

his being involved in sexual immorality.  If you look in the Bible, you won’t find it.  

Some scholars point out that in some obscure rabbinic literature they claim Esau 

was a sexually immoral person.  I think we walking down the wrong path if we 

need some obscure rabbinic literature to try understanding this.

 It says see to it that no one is sexually immoral or unholy.  There is 

something about sexual immorality and unholiness that characterized Esau’s life.  

 Sexual immorality is living for quick-fix physical pleasure.  

 I have yet to meet someone who grew up saying, “I can’t wait to have an 

affair and break my spouses heart.  I can’t wait to get married and tell my wife on 

our wedding night that she is only the 27th different person I have experienced 

intimacy with before the wedding day.”  Nobody starts out wanting to be immoral.  

What happens is we find ourselves under the pressure and the temptation gets 

bigger and looks better and more satisfying and we start talking ourselves into it 

by saying, “Having sex now is better than saying no and having it where God 
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designed it to be later.”  A sexually immoral person is someone who lives to 

satisfy their sexual desires in the moment.  

 The word unholy is an interesting word in the Greek.  It is not the usual 

word for holy with the word not in front of it.  

Unholiness here means living for world passions.  

 It is, “I see it, I want it, I have to buy it.”  It is, “I am living for the weekend 

and my next beer.  I don’t care about the future.”  

 See to it that you don’t follow this cycle one more step where missing 

God’s grace, turns you into a bitter root that turns you into a earthly hedonist that 

can live for nothing more than their next pleasure.  A hedonist has no long term 

perspective. Whatever brings you can find for the moment, that what you are 

after.

 The example of a pleasure seeking hedonist is Esau.  He has to be one of 

the most nearsighted guys around.  He is a hairy dude featured on the cover of 

Outdoorsman Magazine holding the rack on a buck while his brother Jacob is the 

GQ guy who is reading Good Housekeeping magazine.  Esau comes in from a 

hunt and he is hungry.  Anybody ever been in one of those times when you are 

so hungry that if somebody tried to keep you away from the fridge you would hurt 

them?  That is Esau.  His brother offers him some chunky noodle soup if he will 

just give up his birthright.  Esau lives for the pleasure of the moment.  Who cares 

about the birthright and double the inheritance from a wealthy father if he can 

have soup right now!
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Earthly hedonism leads to irreversible consequences.

For you know that afterward, when he desired to inherit the blessing, he was 
rejected, for he found no chance to repent, though he sought it with tears.  
Hebrews 12:17

 I know some of you are already asking the question, “Does this mean 

Esau is not in heaven?”  While earlier passages in Hebrews warn us of the 

spiritual dangers of apostasy, this doesn’t say Esau isn’t in heaven.  It says he 

suffered irreversible consequences.  There are irreversible consequences if we 

reach the bottom of the Spiral of Spiritual Failure.  I don’t know what the 

consequence would be for your life but I know it will not be pretty. .  

 If this morning, you are undergoing God’s discipline and you find yourself 

some place on this cycle, get off today.  Resolve to trust God and his character in 

the adversity, even though it makes no sense.  Know everything God allows into 

your lives is intended to become a platform for your spiritual good.  

 Let’s look at the Spiral of Spiritual Failure again.  When disciplined by God 

we can become discouraged and become a bad example for others to follow.   

Discouragement leads up to dislocation where our discouragement breaks down 

our relationships with other Christians and our desire for holiness and intimacy 

with God.  Dislocation in our relationship with God leads to graceless in our 

character where we become a poisonous bitter in the church.  Bitterness leads to 

earthly hedonism where all we desire is the pleasure of the moment and we have 

no long-term perspective looking forward to the kingdom of God.  Hedonism 

leads to irreversible spiritual consequences.

Conclusion
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 Understanding God’s discipline, and that we can fail it is very important.  

Before we close this morning, I want to answer some of the questions you have 

on God’s discipline.  This Wednesday, I sent a video camera around the church 

hear the questions you have.

When God is disciplining me, I feel so beaten down.  Is that a common 

feeling?

 Yes!  The writer of 

Hebrews knows that.  He says, 

“Don’t feel that way.  Go with what 

you know to be true, not what it 

feels like at the moment.”  We 

know God loves us and what he 

allows in our life has the intent 

and potential of producing great spiritual good.

What should I do when I think 

God has brought discipline in 

my life?

 First, I would seek God’s 

face in prayer.  Spend time 

seeking him and reading his 

word.  Secondly, watch for The 

Spiral of Spiritual Failure.  As we 

learned last time we were in Hebrews, God’s discipline is not microwavable.  It 
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takes times.  Third, ask God what he is trying to change in your life.  Is it your 

character?  Is it your compassion?  Is it your care for people?  Seek God on this.

What if God is disciplining me and I am not sure what he is trying to teach 

me?

 This is more common than 

you think.  As we seek God,  

what the Lord is working on will 

eventually rise to the surface.  

You may find that you only realize 

what God was working on in your 

life when you get to the end of 

your trial.
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