 Sunday Church School Lesson 06/22/08
“Christ as Trustworthy Leader”

Lesson: Hebrews 12:1-13
Background Scriptures: Proverbs 3:5-12
Time: Unknown place about A.D. 67
Introduction of today’s Lesson: 

Today’s lesson text follows one of the most famous chapters in the New Testament, Hebrews 11.  That chapter is known as the “Faith Hall of Fame.”  It is a rehearsal of the lives of several key Old Testament saints, showing how they lived by faith in God.  Yet the chapter ends by noting, “And these all, having obtained a good report through faith, received not the promise” (Hebrews 11:39).
The Old Testament faithful could only look ahead to the blessings enjoyed by Christians.  The original community receiving the letter to the Hebrews was facing hardship (Hebrews 10:32-34), even persecution.  The author of Hebrews did not want his readers to think that they were alone in enduring hardships; the earlier people of God had it rough too.  A frequent exhortation in the book is to “hold” or “hold fast” to the precious faith in Christ (Hebrews 3:6).
Chapter 12, this lesson’s text, gets down to some of the nitty-gritty details of this “holding fast.”  Not only will there be hardships imposed on the believers from the outside, there will be hardships that come from God himself.  This is the chastening of God.  As the author clearly portrays, it is discipline designed for the benefit of the believer.  The central principle in this chapter is that such discipline is part of His love for us.
Discipline could be harsh in the ancient world.  The success of the Roman army was built on ruthless discipline within the legions.  Apprentices learning a trade were forced to work long hours.  Yet there was another side to discipline in this era too.  To be a disciple meant that you were a student.  You had attached yourself to a teacher and allowed him to be your master in all things.
This disciple relationship was more than tutoring once or twice a week.  The teacher-disciple arrangement was often a “w4/7” situation, where the teacher was in total control of the student’s life.  This is the way the book of Hebrews pictures the relationship of Christians to God.  God is concerned with every aspect of our lives and uses corrective discipline to bring us to advanced levels of godliness and holiness.
Lesson Aims:

1. Describe the role and the importance of discipline in the training of an athlete and in rearing a child.
2. Compare and contrast human discipline with God’s discipline.
3. Identify one area where you need to submit to divine discipline.
Golden Text – “…Let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us, looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith” (Hebrews 12:1-2)
I. Perseverance Exemplified by Christ (Hebrews 12:1-3)
A. The encouragement of witnesses (Hebrews 12:1)
“Wherefore seeing we are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us,”
Because of the access into God’s presence made possible by Christ’s atoning sacrifice, the writer of Hebrews urged his readers to draw near to Him, building on their previous profession of faith and living out that faith while awaiting Christ’s coming (10:19-39).  He encouraged them through the examples of Old Testament believers who believed God’s promises and lived and died by them (11:1-40).
Next he applied their example to the Jewish Christians’ present circumstances.  “Wherefore” in Hebrews 12:1 makes the connection.  The Christian life is like a race run in a stadium where believers are “compassed about with …a cloud of witnesses,” the heroes of faith enumerated in the preceding chapter.  They can be considered witnesses in two ways.
First, they bore witness in their own day to God’s faithfulness and power – some even to the point of martyrdom (“witness” and “martyr” are translations of the same Greek word).  In this sense their surrounding presence can be considered an encouragement to Christian believers who are running the race.

Second, and more suited to this context, they are like a crowd of people who, having finished their own race, are now witnessing Christian believers engaged in their race.  Their presence should inspire us to run well. 
The writer thus encouraged believers to lay aside every weight, as well as sin that so easily entangles us.  As a runner must shed all unnecessary weight to compete well, so too must a Christian.  Some practice that may not be wrong in themselves can be weights that hinder spiritual progress.  These must be cast aside.  
So also must those things that are outright sins.  They easily entangle our feet and cause such obstacles, since ours is a long distance race that requires patience, or perseverance.  It is not won by a short burst of speed and dedication but by determination, persistence, and endurance.

B. The example of Jesus (Hebrews 12:2-3)
“Looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith; who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at the right hand of the throne of God.
For consider him that endured such contradiction of sinners against himself, let ye be wearied and faint in your minds.”

Although believers are to be aware of the “cloud of witnesses” (vs. 1), they are not to focus on them.  Their eyes must ever be fixed on Jesus (vs. 2), who stands in the distance at the finish line of the course.  This is because He is “the author and finisher of our faith.”  “Our” is not in the original text; so the reference is to faith in general.  “Author” should be understood as “leader,” “pioneer,” or “first in line.”  “Finisher” means “one who perfects or completes” something.
Jesus exemplifies One who has successfully run the race of faith from beginning to end.  He shows how it should be done.  He also works in each of us to engender and complete our faith.
Jesus’ faith enabled Him to look beyond the cross and fix His gaze on the joy that was awaiting Him afterward.  He endured its suffering but disregarded its shame – a shame acknowledged by Jews and Romans alike.  Crucifixion was reserved for the lowest of the low.  But its disgrace did not deter Him; His only concern was to accomplish His Father’s will.
The writer urged his readers to consider one particular point of Jesus’ experience and apply it to themselves.  He had been forced to endure opposition from sinners – false accusations, unjust trials, cruel beatings, and finally death.  Yet He had prevailed.  The Jewish Christians needed to consider this lest they grow weary and faint, for they too were encountering opposition.  Though they were still in the race, they were tempted to drop out because of weariness.
II. Perseverance Developed Through Discipline (Hebrews 12:4-11)
A.  A reminder concerning discipline (Hebrews 12:4-6)
“Ye have not yet resisted unto blood, striving against sin.

And ye have forgotten the exhortation which speaketh unto you as unto children.  My son, despise not thou the chastening of the Lord, nor faint when thou are t rebuked of him:

Fro whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth, and scouregeth every son whom he receiveth.”

In His perseverance, Jesus had shed His blood.  So also had some saints of the past.  But the readers of this letter had “not yet resisted unto blood” (12:4).  Their persecutions had entailed only mockery and loss of possessions.  “Striving against sin’ probably refers to the sin of their opponents.  The struggle with their own sin is not in this context.
There are two related thoughts here in Hebrews 12:4.  First, because they had not yet suffered unto death, they needed to know that even those who did had emerged victorious.  They could as well.  Second, “not yet” ominously implies that they might yet have to die for their faith.  Jesus did; why should they be exempted from this fate?  But even if they had to die, they could be sure their Father had a loving purpose for it.

God deals with His people as a Father with His children.  He urges them not to treat the chastening of the Lord with contempt or indifference.  The word translated “chastening” in Hebrews 12:5 means “training,” “instruction,” or “discipline.”  The hardships of discipline are not pleasant, but believers must take them seriously, for they are God’s way of shaping their character.  Even if discipline involves rebuke, it should never lead one to fain, or lose heart.
Discipline, far from manifesting God’s rejection, proves His love.  Every son or daughter He receives is scourged (made to endure pain) at some point in his spiritual development.  Family discipline was expected in the ancient world; the father who did not discipline his children revealed neglect not love.  If he really cared for them he could correct them so too it is the heavenly Father’s love that leads Him to correct and train His own.
B.  The implications of discipline (Hebrews 12:7-8)
“If ye endure chastening, god dealeth with you as with sons; for what son is he whom the father chasteneth not?

But if ye be without chastisement, whereof all are partakers, then are ye bastards, and not sons.”

“If ye endure chastening” reads more literally, “It is for discipline that you endure what you do.”  In other words, this is why God permits you to suffer.  He is merely dealing with His own as every good father deals with his children.  The question “for what son is he whom the father chasteneth not?” is a way of saying that sonship without discipline is unthinkable.
The writer ventured further.  If his readers thought they could have sonship without discipline, they needed to consider that in a family this would be a sign of illegitimacy, not sonship (Hebrews 12:8).  The word translated “bastards” signifies the offspring of slaves or concubines and sometimes illegitimate children in general.  These were not true members of the family and thus not heirs.  The father was under no obligation to discipline those who are not his own children.
This teaching raises disturbing questions.  If discipline and correction are essential aspects of responsible and loving child rearing, what message are permissive parents sending their children?  It may be the opposite of what they intend.  And what of the professing believer who experiences no hardships from God’s loving hands?  Is it possible that such a person is not really a legitimate member of His family?
C.  A contrast regarding discipline (Hebrews 12:9-10)

“Furthermore we have had fathers of our flesh which corrected us, and we gave them reverence: shall we not much rather be in subjection unto the Father of spirits, and live?
For they verily for a few days chastened us after their own pleasure; but he for our profit, that we might be partakers of his holiness.”
While there are similarities between human and divine discipline, there are differences as well.  The writer used these differences to argue from the lesser to the greater.  If we submit with respect to the inferior discipline of earthly fathers, how much more we should value the superior discipline of our heavenly Father!

Our earthly fathers were our correctors during our childhood, and we gave them due respect.  We knew it was our duty to do so.  Should we not then willingly submit to the discipline of the Father of spirits?

The end result of submitting to God’s discipline is life.  While the discipline of earthly fathers has value for this temporal life, that of God has value for eternal life.  

Then contrast continues.  Earthly fathers discipline us for the brief period of our childhood according to their own wisdom.  But God does it for our good all of our lives.

Sometimes our earthly fathers make mistakes in disciplining us.  But God never errs in the discipline He delivers; it is always in our best interest.  He knows exactly what we need.  And to what end is this done?  It is so that we might share in His holiness.  God’s ultimate purpose is to make us like Himself, and every act of training and discipline He administers is intended to lead us in that direction.

D.  The benefit of discipline (Hebrews 12:11)

Now no chastening for the present seemeth to be joyous, but grievous: nevertheless afterward it yieldeth the peaceable fruit of righteousness unto them which are exercised thereby.”
It is hard for one going through suffering to see how it can bring good.  It is often a cause for grief.  But the phrase “for the present seemeth” reveals our shortsighted perspective.  We need to step back and see God’s goal for it.  This will enable us to see the “afterward” as well as the present.  God wants to produce in us “the peaceable fruit of righteousness,” reflecting His own character.  And this character is accompanied by peace.  Gone are inner struggles and fears, discontent with God’s will, and the outward irritability that so often accompanies suffering.
This harvest is not automatic.  It is reserved for those who are exercised by the discipline.  This athletic term means “trained.”  As the athlete trains without complaint and profits from it, so the Christian must submit to God with a teachable spirit.

III. Perseverance Practiced in Service (Hebrews 12:12-13)
A.  Perseverance practiced in service (Hebrews 12:12-13)
“Wherefore lift up the hands which hang down, and the feeble knees;

And make straight paths for your feet, lest that which is lame be turned out of the way; but let it rather be healed.”

Having established the salutary effect God’s discipline can have, the writer exhorted the persecuted community to persevere together.  The exhortations found in Hebrews 12:12-17 can be applied to individual readers, but they also carry with them the duty to encourage fellow believers.  Our lesson includes only those in verses 12 and 13.
In the midst of discouragement believers are to strengthen their limp hands and their feeble knees.  The medical imagery implies that some believers are spiritually paralyzed by their persecutions.  Mutual encouragement in God’s truth is needed to get them moving onward toward the goal.
They are also instructed to provide straight paths for their feet.  Stronger members of the community are to provide, by example, a straight path for the weaker to follow.  They must remove all obstacles over which they might stumble.
Thos who need the straight paths are characterized as lame.  They are already injured and must be protected from further injury that might immobilize them completely.  They need to avoid anything that would put the affected limb out of joint.  Instead of aggravating the weakened condition of their brethren, the stronger must establish straight paths so that they can be healed.
How then, can we persevere in the spiritual race before us?  We must fix our eyes on Christ, who has already completed the course.  We must also face realistically the disciplines to which God subjects us, realizing that they are for our own good.  And having done this, we must help others along the same path by encouragement and by setting a good example.

General Comments related to the Lesson:
· Following Christ means ridding ourselves of anything that would interfere with wholehearted obedience to Him (Hebrews 12:1)
· If we are to follow Christ, we must prepare ourselves for opposition, shame, and weariness (vs. 2-4).
· We should welcome the Lord’s discipline as evidence of His love and concern for us in all our weaknesses (vs. 5-8).
· We should heed the Lord’s discipline because it is essential for spiritual growth (vs. 9).
· A life of holiness cannot be achieved apart from hardship and discipline.
· This “great cloud of witnesses” is composed of the people described in Hebrews chapter 11.  Their faithfulness is a constant encouragement to us.  We do not struggle alone and we are not the first to struggle with the problems we face.  Others have run this race and won and their witness stirs us to run and win the race also.  What an inspiring heritage we have as believing Christians!
· The Christian life involves hard work.  It requires us to give up whatever endangers our relationship with God, to run patiently, and to struggle against sin with the power of the Holy Spirit.  To live effectively, we must keep our eyes on Jesus.  We stumble when we look away from him, at ourselves, or the circumstances surrounding us.  We are running this race for Christ, not ourselves and we must always keep Jesus in our sight for He is the author and finisher of our faith.
· When we face hardships and discouragement, it is easy to lose sight of the big picture.  But we’re not alone, there is help.  Many have already made it through life enduring far more difficult circumstances than we have experienced.  Suffering is the training ground for Christian maturity.  It develops our patience and makes our final victory sweet.
· Hebrews 12:4 can also be translated, “You have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood.”  These readers were facing difficult times of persecution, but none of them had yet died for their faith.  Because they were still alive, the writer urged them to continue to run their race for Christ.  Just as Christ did not give up, neither should they give up.
· Who loves his child more – the father who allows the child to do what will harm him, or the one who corrects, trains, and even punishes the child to help him learn what is right?  It’s never pleasant to be corrected and disciplined by God, but his discipline (“chastening”) is a sign of his deep love for you.  When God corrects you, see it as proof of his love and ask him what he is trying to teach you.
· We may respond to discipline in several ways: (1) we can accept it with resignation; (2) we can accept it with self-pity, thinking we really don’t deserve it; (3) we can be angry and resent God for it; or (4) we can accept it gratefully as the appropriate response toward a loving Father.
· God is not only a disciplining parent, but also a demanding coach who pushes us to our limits and requires our lives to be disciplined.  Although we may not feel strong enough to push on to victory, we will be able to obtain it as we follow Christ and draw upon his strength.  Then we can use our growing strength to help those around us who are weak and struggling.
· The word “wherefore” (or “so”) is a clue that what follows is important!  We must not live with only our own survival in mind.  Others will follow our example, and we have a responsibility to them if we claim to live for Christ.  Does your example make it easier for others to believe, follow, and mature in Christ?  Or would those who follow you end up confused and misled?
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Questions from the Lesson:

1. What role do Old Testament heroes of faith have in regard to our spiritual race?
2. What must we lay aside as we run the race of faith?
3. Why should we fix our eyes on Jesus as we run this race?
4. What was the secret of Jesus’ success as He faced the opposition of sinful men?
5. To what extent had the readers of Hebrews been persecuted?
6. Why is discipline from God a sign of His love rather than a sign of His rejection?
7. What does a childhood devoid of discipline say about the child?
8. How does God’s discipline differ from the discipline of human fathers?
9. What ultimate spiritual benefit does discipline bring?
10. What can stronger believers do to help the weaker believers to persevere?
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

The Book of Hebrews
Chapter 12:1-13
Verse 1

[1] Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us,

Wherefore, being encompassed with a cloud — A great multitude, tending upward with a holy swiftness.

Of witnesses — Of the power of faith.

Let us lay aside every weight — As all who run a race take care to do. Let us throw off whatever weighs us down, or damps the vigour of our Soul.

And the sin which easily besetteth us — As doth the sin of our constitution, the sin of our education, the sin of our profession.

Verse 2

[2] Looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith; who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at the right hand of the throne of God.

Looking — From all other things.

To Jesus — As the wounded Israelites to the brazen serpent. Our crucified Lord was prefigured by the lifting up of this; our guilt, by the stings of the fiery serpents; and our faith, by their looking up to the miraculous remedy.

The author and finisher of our faith — Who begins it in us, carries it on, and perfects it.

Who for the joy that was set before him — Patiently and willingly endured the cross, with all the pains annexed thereto.

And is set down — Where there is fulness of joy.

Verse 3

[3] For consider him that endured such contradiction of sinners against himself, lest ye be wearied and faint in your minds.

Consider — Draw the comparison and think. The Lord bore all this; and shall his servants bear nothing? Him that endured such contradiction from sinners - Such enmity and opposition of every kind Lest ye be weary - Dull and languid, and so actually faint in your course.

Verse 4

[4] Ye have not yet resisted unto blood, striving against sin.

Unto blood — Unto wounds and death.

Verse 5

[5] And ye have forgotten the exhortation which speaketh unto you as unto children, My son, despise not thou the chastening of the Lord, nor faint when thou art rebuked of him:

And yet ye seem already to have forgotten the exhortation - Wherein God speaketh to you with the utmost tenderness.

Despise not thou the chastening of the Lord — Do not slight or make little of it; do not impute any affliction to chance or second causes but see and revere the hand of God in it.

Neither faint when thou art rebuked of him — But endure it patiently and fruitfully. Proverbs 3:11, etc.

Verse 6

[6] For whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth, and scourgeth every son whom he receiveth.

For — All springs from love; therefore neither despise nor faint.

Verse 7

[7] If ye endure chastening, God dealeth with you as with sons; for what son is he whom the father chasteneth not?

Whom his father chasteneth not — When he offends.

Verse 8

[8] But if ye be without chastisement, whereof all are partakers, then are ye bastards, and not sons.

Of which all sons are partakers - More or less.

Verse 9

[9] Furthermore we have had fathers of our flesh which corrected us, and we gave them reverence: shall we not much rather be in subjection unto the Father of spirits, and live?

And we reverenced them — We neither despised nor fainted under their correction.

Shall we not much rather — Submit with reverence and meekness To the Father of spirits - That we may live with him for ever. Perhaps these expressions, fathers of our flesh, and Father of spirits, intimate that our earthly fathers are only the parents of our bodies, our souls not being originally derived from them, but all created by the immediate power of God; perhaps, at the beginning of the world.

Verse 10

[10] For they verily for a few days chastened us after their own pleasure; but he for our profit, that we might be partakers of his holiness.

For they verily for a few days — How few are even all our day on earth! Chastened us as they thought good - Though frequently they erred therein, by too much either of indulgence or severity. But he always, unquestionably, for our profit, that we may be partakers of his holiness - That is, of himself and his glorious image.

Verse 11

[11] Now no chastening for the present seemeth to be joyous, but grievous: nevertheless afterward it yieldeth the peaceable fruit of righteousness unto them which are exercised thereby.

Now all chastening — Whether from our earthly or heavenly Father, Is for the present grievous, yet it yieldeth the peaceable fruit of righteousness - Holiness and happiness.

To them that are exercised thereby — That receive this exercise as from God, and improve it according to his will.

Verse 12

[12] Wherefore lift up the hands which hang down, and the feeble knees;

Wherefore lift up the hands — Whether your own or your brethren's.

That hang down — Unable to continue the combat.

And the feeble knees — Unable to continue the race. Isaiah 35:3.

Verse 13

[13] And make straight paths for your feet, lest that which is lame be turned out of the way; but let it rather be healed.

And make straight paths both for your own and for their feet - Remove every hinderance, every offence.

That the lame — They who are weak, scarce able to walk.

Be not turned out of the way — Of faith and holiness.
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