Those whom I love I chasten 
Text: Hebrews 12:6-11
Readings: 
	Proverbs 3:1-18 

Hebrews 12:1-13 
Dear congregation, 
Sooner or later there is always a point at which a Christian, no matter how mature or strong, wants to give up, to 'throw in the towel' and just collapse in a screaming heap of misery. Enough is enough. There is a limit! 
As the Preacher once pointed out, there is 'nothing new under the sun.' If you sat some point think the going is unbelievably tough, consider what it must have been like to be a Christian in the underground church of the former USSR. And, if you think that was hard going, hear about the plight of the Jewish or Hebrew Christians in the first century A.D. - those to whom the Letter to the Hebrews was written. 
These people copped it from both sides. They were despised by their Gentile neighbours. They were hated, hounded, rejected even more by their own people - including members of their own family. Remember how, on several occasions, Jesus foretold how those who were his disciples would find themselves hated. 
'Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child; children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death. All men will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the end shall be saved.' (Matthew 10:21 and see 10:35 see also Mark 13:12) 
These words were literally true for that first generation of believers! It was hard going! 
For many of them the trials and persecution became so severe that they just stopped attending the worship services. They were as discouraged, disheartened, disappointed as any human being can get. You can hear them crying, 'Enough is enough! We've had it! It seems that we have been placed under a curse rather than become blessed since we became followers of Jesus!' 
This is the setting and background of that very special letter written to the Hebrew Christians. Who wrote it remains uncertain, but it surely was a God-sent, Spirit-inspired message needed in that hour of crisis. It is a letter of encouragement to disenchanted, tired, washed-out, suffering and hurting Christians. 
We take up their story in Hebrews 10:32-39: 
Remember those earlier days after you had received the light, when you stood your ground in a great contest in the face of suffering. Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and persecution; at other times you stood side by side with those who were so treated. You sympathised with those in prison and joyfully accepted the confiscation of your property, because you knew that you yourselves had better and lasting possessions. So do not throw away your confidence; it will be richly rewarded. You need to persevere so that when you have done the will of God, you will receive what he has promised. For in just a very little while, 
''He who is coming will come and will not delay. But my righteous one will live by faith. And if he shrinks back, I will not be pleased with him." 
But we are not of those who shrink back and are destroyed, but of those who believe and are saved. 
In the next chapter (Hebrews 11) there is a long list of faith-heroes and heroines who did not shrink back in the face of great trial and suffering. They remained faithful and true. What is so amazing about them is that they placed all of their hope on an unfilled promise of God. They were still hoping for the Christ to come and make all things new. They clung to a promise of what is to come. That generation of Hebrew Christians to whom this letter was written had more than a promise. Christ Jesus - God's promised redeemer/saviour has come. What they hoped for, Christians have already began to receive! 
Therefore, take heart from this great 'cloud of witnesses'. If they endured, so should you. Throw off that mood of depression, despair and disappointment. Get back into the race of life. Start running with perseverance. Puts your on skids and go. 
How? Fix your eyes on Jesus and follow him. Remember how his pathway to glory, honour and victory was a particularly vicious road of suffering. He endured the cross regardless of its horrific shame and pain. He was despised and rejected by sinful men - and endured. In and like him, fix your eyes on the goal and then be prepared to follow the often narrow, winding, tough and demanding road it takes to get there. Don't grow weary. Don't lose heart! (Hebrews 12:1-3) 
The message is loud and clear! We've got to keep going. But how come there is so much disappointment, so much pain and suffering on the road to that goal? Wouldn't you think that a loving Father could be a little more loving and protective? If God really loves us, why allow so many afflictions to batter us to bits? 
In those days and in these there were all kinds of theories which attempted to explain why certain things were happening. You can hear the whispers across the centuries: 
	'Maybe God is angry because we have for forsaken the ways of our fathers! Maybe we shouldn't believe what the apostles say about Jesus. Maybe Jesus is not who we think he is.' 

'Maybe it's because there is still some secret sin that one of us hasn't confessed yet. God is punishing us for that! Remember Achan who stole from the city of Jericho. God's anger was directed against the whole nation!' 
'Maybe we or someone has placed us under a curse of God that we don't even know about! We need to be released from bondage. Surely THAT will bring blessings!' 
Well, which is right? All or none of the above? God's inspired explanation for the trials, suffering and hardships in our lives as a Christian community are found in Hebrews 12:4-13. Let's look at it carefully, 
This passage is a divinely inspired 'word of encouragement' to these depressed, down-hearted and disappointed Christians. It begins with a quotation from Proverbs 3:11,12. This is a crucial quotation well known and often cited in the New Testament Church community. For example, it is also the passage which the ascended Lord Jesus uses in addressing the church of Laodicea. See Revelation 3:19 ('Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent.')
''My son, do not make light of the Lord's discipline, and do not lose heart when he rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son." 

There are two important words in this quotation. They are basically synonyms. 
	The first (less important) word here is 'punishes' (mastigoi). The literal meaning of the word used here is to whip, to beat with a lash. (Matt 10:10:17; 23:34 mentions how the disciples will face whippings in the Synagogues). Obviously God does not literally get a whip out and thrash his children. Hence the use of the word here is figurative. 

How? In the ancient world whipping was often used as a part of educating or training up children. Hence the idea that to spare the whip was to spoil the child. But such whipping was right only if it was administered as an act of genuine love for the well-being of the child. It sounds harsh to our ears, but in by-gone generations one could speak of 'whipping' a child into shape. It was a part of training, of education. Therefore, as parents correct (punish) children whom they love, God corrects (punishes) by means of suffering. When God 'whips' or 'punishes' as the word is used here, it refers to loving correction to lead us ever closer to him. 
	It is the second word that really stands out. It is used another six [6] times in the next five verses. The NIV translates it as 'discipline'. The Authorised Version uses the word 'chasten'. Behind it is the Greek word 'paideia'. I mention that because the Greek word for 'child' is 'pais'. Hence in a literal sense, 'paideia' refers to child-rearing, the process of education that a child undergoes. The process of education which God uses in enabling his children to grow up into responsible, mature people is paideia! This process focuses on correction, training, restraining, guiding - all in all - discipline driven and motivated by love and a desire to see a child grow up into maturity or completeness. 

When God, in Christ, adopts as as his daughters and sons, he becomes our Father. As Jesus put it, God becomes 'my God and your God; my Father and your Father.' (John 20:17) A mother and father who love their children train, educate, correct, guide and discipline them. A parent who doesn't do that doesn't really love! God is our Father and the very essence of his Fatherhood is 'paideia'. If God is love, then he must 'paideia' us! Isn't that the heart of the explanation of Proverbs 3:11,12 as found in this passage? 
Drink in 12:10b, 'God disciplines us for our good, [in order] that we may share in his holiness.' He goes on: '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.' (12:11) 
See it? The purpose of discipline is not punishment! The purpose of discipline is not a matter of making you pay for some unconfessed or unresolved sin. The purpose of discipline is not that God is allowing the devil or one of his henchmen to belt you into submission in a bottomless pit of misery. Discipline is all about growing in Christ to become more like Christ - to be holy as he is holy, to become increasingly righteous as he is righteous, to gain true peace with God and those around you. 
But it sure doesn't seem to be like that when you're in the midst of the process. Of course it doesn't! Nobody in her/his right mind believes that discipline comes without stress, strain and even pain! Can you imagine bringing up a child without exercising restraint, boundaries, saying 'no!' and meaning it? Can you really have rules or right or wrong without enforcement? Can you bring up a child without having lots of complaints and tears? Of course you can't! 
So what should be your understanding of and attitude to hardship, setback, suffering, etc.? I believe that there are two ways of looking at it. You can look at and react to discipline through the eyes and with the mind of a child, or you can do so with the eyes and mind of an adult. There's a world of difference between the two. 

	Consider 'paideia' through the eyes of the (immature) child. 

For the child discipline seems especially unpleasant and painful. Hence the strenuous objections in the form of copious tears and loud wails. Father or mother is regarded as being terrible, as being cruel, as having a hard hand and being unloving! The child often thinks of the disciplining parent as being driven by malice and a desire to inflict pain. 'Not fair! Stop it, you're hurting me! You don't love me if you do that!' 
Do you really stop because a child demands it? Do you give in to their threat, 'If you don't stop I'll go and find another mother and father who would love me.'? No way! A good parent, looking beyond the immediate experience of pain, thinks of the long-term affect, and, in spite of accusations and protestations, continues loving correction and discipline! 
It seems to me that ours is an age when an increasing number of Christians see and try to explain God's discipline (education process) through immature, childish eyes! They insist that disappointment, hardship, setback, etc., is God's punishment, the outworking of his wrath or curse. 'God is angry with me! Why are you angry, God? Stop it God! Don't let them do it to me God! If you love me God, then you wouldn't let this happen to me!' 
True, no discipline is ever pleasant. It is downright painful at the time. For children growing up is often a difficult business. It takes time and a certain amount of maturity before they come to realise that discipline is not about punishment at all! What a day it is when a child says, 'You told me off because you love me!' 
Likewise, God's discipline is not about punishment.. Discipline is an act of his Father-love... and no act of perfect Father-love is driven by vindictiveness, cruelty or a desire to make you pay for what you've done wrong. If a parent is like that we call them bad parents! God is a perfect parent to say the least! 
I repeat. A child begins to grow up and the whole process of 'paideia' can really begin when she or he first realises that discipline is a part of the process of the outworking of the love of a parent! The same with us Christians. 
Consider paideia through the eyes of a mature person. 
When you are a parent raising - that is educating, training, teaching - your children, you know that good parenting cannot take place without love-driven discipline. You know that when you forbid, reprimand or perhaps even smack your child, it must be done as an expression of love. 
If your child spills the milk on the floor, you don't tell them off or yell at them, or hit or kick them in order to make them pay for the spilt milk! They can't unspill the milk and paying for it by inflicting pain is not payment! It is merely revenge! Punishment as a part of training up a child is not about payment! This is even more true for God's children in Christ. Remember that the Lord Jesus has borne the curse of sin for us on the cross. He has paid for the price of your sin in full. No punishment/discipline of God is further or extra payment for your sin. I repeat, Christ paid for your sin in full, once for all on the cross! The punishment in the sense of being made to pay for some unconfessed sin, some curse that you or someone have supposedly invoked on yourself or your house, has been met in full by Jesus. 
Therefore all subsequent educating, training, discipline etc., by God is never ever to make you pay for some confessed or unconfessed, personal or communal sin, some curse or other that you or someone have called down on your or your household's head! Discipline, painful as it may be at the time, is forever an act of love to make you grow in holiness, righteousness and produce true peace in your heart! 
CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
There is a tendency on our part to swing between being a spiritual infant and being a little more mature. Sometimes we react and respond to God like little children and only slowly do we begin to leave childish responses and beliefs behind and grow into spiritual maturity. 
Brothers and sisters, God does indeed discipline us. Doing that is a supreme sign of his love and commitment to us. If he didn't, we wouldn't be his children. Therefore, because he does, use these experiences that happen to you and to those around you, and grow in holiness, righteousness and your peace-giving relationship with the Lord. 
That, after all, is what it is all about! Amen. 

