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Discussion Guide

Take the Bed of Nails Not the Bed of Roses
Connecting:

or dissimilar to those typically extended in the
experience of suffering? Could you elaborate?

•

45 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a way
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work God
is doing in your lives.)

•
•
•

•

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In what

ways did you respond to him?

What was your biggest challenge this week? In what ways,
if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously thank
group members for their honesty if they state they have
held back.)

Getting Started:

10 minutes
• Complete the following statement: When I hurt, I
________. Could you elaborate?

•
•

Do you feel it is realistic to expect one to embrace
suffering as a loving gift from God? Could you
elaborate?
What might be required for one to make a
response like that the author of Hebrews
describes?
What might be a loving way to encourage
ourselves to consider this response? Others?
As a group, consider talking about where life
hurts for each person and what it might look
like to respond to this hurt by welcoming it as a

loving gift from God? Close with prayers for one
another and for God’s grace.

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•
•
•

Discuss the context and background of Hebrews.
Discuss this congregation’s experience with
suffering.
Read Hebrews 12.1-13 aloud. Pause. Read the
text once more.
What invitations does the author extend to his
readers regarding the experience of suffering?
Seek to find as many as possible.
In what ways, if any, are his invitations similar

Context, Background, and Commentary
Context of Hebrews
The letter of Hebrews was written by an anonymous
author sometime in the second-half of the FirstCentury. The writing of the author displays a thorough
knowledge of ancient rhetorical training making him

one of the more highly educated authors of the New

Testament. He also possesses a deep knowledge of the
Jewish Scriptures. Together, these factors seem to
point to an author who is Jewish by birth but raised
in a Hellenistic setting such as Alexandria, Egypt. It is
likely that he wrote sometime before 70 A.D., because

he does not mention the destruction of Jerusalem, to

this period of suffering. Therefore, the author urges the

2.3). The

the loving service of the community

an audience of second-generation Christians (Hebrews

physical location of the congregation to

which he wrote is a matter of some debate, but Rome
is the most likely candidate

(Hebrews 13.24). This

conjecture is supported historically by the earliest

mending of relationships, submission to leadership, and

17; 13.1-19).

(Hebrews 12.14-

quotation of

The Text

actions in response to a time of hardship and persecution

roots of this discussion are found in the concluding

Hebrews being found in the first letter
of Clement of Rome.
The author appears to be familiar with the
congregation, and is concerned with their present

(Hebrews 13.19). The author has knowledge of this
congregation from an earlier period, its maturity and
positive response under hardship. In this period of
trouble, they continued to serve others well in the
face of insults and loss of property (Hebrews 6.10;
10.32-34). However, a second round of persecution
has befallen this congregation. This time, the author

Hebrews 12.1-13: Hardship and Holiness
Hebrews 12 begins with a discussion detailing God’s
purposes for hardship in the life of believers, but the
verses of the previous chapter. Chapter 11 is a sweeping
survey of the lives of people of great faith. Starting with

Abel,

the author moves throughout history detailing

the faithful actions of people of God. In verse

32, the

author begins to pick up speed, rhetorically, choosing to

focus more and more on those whose faithfulness was
displayed in their willingness to face and experience death

views the response of the congregants as one of

for their faith in God.

falling away

(Hebrews 3.12) and drifting (Hebrews
(Hebrews 6.4-6)
abandoning the congregation (Hebrews 10.25).

Finishing

portrays the present congregation as spiritually

present believers to whom he is writing as if they were

2.1)
or

He

to the point of apostatizing

immature and dull (Hebrews 5.11-14), and his letter
is intended to correct these issues. His correction comes
in the form of a sermon based upon Psalm 95.7-11,

a passage which focuses upon the rebellion of Israel
at the waters of Meribah. Like all ancient literature,

Hebrews was written to be read aloud, a substitute
for the physical presence of the author. However,
Hebrews was written in a homiletical rather than
epistolary or conversational style; that is, this work
was written to be heard as a sermon, a corrective one
at that (Hebrews 13.22). The homiletical skill and
power of this author come through when we read the
book aloud rather than silently. We do not know the
specific nature of the persecution the congregation is
experiencing, but the author encourages them to move

through the experience with a willingness to accept
even martyrdom because the experience of hardship
is part of the faith journey which imitates the life of

Christ and makes one holy (Hebrews 11.32-12.13).
Some division seems to have arisen in the congregation
as well as bitterness and resentment in response to

his survey, the author then portrays those

whom he has just described as sitting as an audience
in a great arena watching the faith journey of the
contestants in a physical contest. The author describes
their faith journey as a race and encourages the believers
to cast off all that would hold them back so that they
might run well. He does not describe all that he has in

mind, but he does include sin as one of the hindrances

to running well. The verb he uses for throwing off can
mean to shed weight, as in shedding excess fat. Therefore,

he may have the idea of training in his mind with this
statement. If so, then his point may be focusing on the

process of maturing and transforming which the present
congregation is struggling with (Hebrews 5.11-14). In

his mind, this congregation is not growing nor are they
taking seriously their maturity on the faith journey which
is now hindering their ability to run well on the journey
of faith.

The author encourages the believers to engage in their
process of training and then run their race by looking
to Jesus as the one who had run before them and the
one who would perfect their running; that is, Jesus is

both the example of faith and the one who enables one

to live into his example. On his own journey of faith,

Jesus endured the cross for the joy set before him. The
juxtaposition of these two statements is an allusion to

Jesus’ obedience to the will of the Father (Hebrews
5.7-10) to go to the cross. Rather than allowing
the experience of this basest form of punishment to

dissuade him, Jesus accepted the will of the Father
which included his suffering and death. The result of

choosing to move through this experience of intended
suffering was victory with Jesus taking his seat at the
right hand of the Father. With this picture in mind, the
author then reminds the believers to consider well this
part of Jesus’ life, how he had endured so much at the
hands of sinful people.

With this part of Jesus’ life before them, the author
then notes that the believers have not yet suffered as
much as Jesus had. They had suffered, but they had

not yet had to face martyrdom like Jesus or those
who had gone before them (Hebrews 11.32-40). By

encouraging them to endure their present experience
of hardship in light of the life of Jesus he implies that
their suffering is part of God’s will for their life, a

will which if obeyed will lead to victory. He makes this
allusion plain in the following verses where he quotes

Proverbs 3.11-12. These verses speak to the loving
purpose of God’s corrective actions in the lives of his
people. Drawing more upon the idea of loving action
rather than punishment from these verses, the author
then urges the believers to understand their present
experience as discipline, loving corrective action from

God. He

reasons that true children should expect

such actions from their fathers, and one is not a child
if he does not receive such formative actions from his

father. In his mind, the present experience of suffering
has been sent or allowed by

God as an act of love

meant to shape them. This shaping is meant to lead the

congregation to holiness; that is, God is bringing about

the maturity they desperately need. He acknowledges
that this suffering is not pleasant in the present, but in

time, it will lead to righteousness, peace, and healing
in the lives of the believers if they will endure it.

Real life with Blake:
How does one become like Jesus? I was taught the path
to becoming like Jesus went straight through my will. I
had been freed from my sin. Therefore, if I loved Jesus, I
would strive to become like him. The only problem with
this was I never had enough will-power to strive hard
enough. I could not get my act together. No one ever
told me I didn’t have to. I spent years trying to live in
light of the grace I had received from God when I could
have been relying on the grace still being given to me by

God to become like Jesus. No one told me the journey
of salvation was all grace, but now that I know, I am
learning to live reliant upon God’s grace. This means I
work not to be like Jesus but to be open to God’s grace.
One of the ways I am coming to understand this opening
to take place is through the experience of suffering. Like
most people, I am pain-averse. I can’t think of a form
of pain I like. No pain is just fine with me. Like most,
I have spent most of my life doing everything I can to
avoid pain. Pain seemed to be bad, to say that something
was wrong and getting worse in life. Then I hit my mid30’s and I began to experience severe bouts of depression,
long dark winters of the soul for which there did not
seem to be any relief. Then in the space of

18 months

my family was hit with catastrophic financial loss when
a building defect nearly caused the total collapse of
our home and three back surgeries which took my wife
out of commission and made me Dad,

Mom, maid, taxi
driver, cook, and everything else for almost 2 years.
However, before the dust of the back surgeries or the
repair crews had settled, I was struck with mysterious
flu-like symptoms which progressed in intensity and
were accompanied by a rapid deterioration in my mobility.
Months later, I was diagnosed with an extremely rare
auto-inflammatory condition called Stills Disease, a
disease which now dictates much more of my life than I
would like to admit. Needless to say, the past 10 years
have been one, long experience of suffering on a number
of fronts. Sometimes, I am amazed I am still standing.
Mostly, I am amazed at who I have become.
Through it all, I have had no escape hatch from my
suffering. Life just hurts, and with my Stills will likely
always hurt. Very early on, I was faced with a choice

of how to approach my suffering. I could get mad and
fight it or I could surrender to it; that is, I could let it

do what it was going to do to me. As a person of faith,

this choice was framed as I could get mad at God and
fight him, or I could surrender to him. As the one who
was sovereign, certainly he had a purpose.

I could go
along or resist it. I chose to surrender, not perfectly,
but surrender nevertheless. What has followed has not
been one great story of victory, but it has been a story
of healing. Over the past 10 years, as my world and
body have fallen apart, God has been about the process
of knitting my heart together, a heart deeply wounded
and scarred by life. My pain has been God’s scalpel and
my suffering, his medicine. I can’t say I like either, but I
am thankful for the result. Sometimes I am tempted to
think I have had more than I can bear. Other times I just
want to give up and slip into fatalism. I question. I pout.
I even have had my share of “What do you think you are
doing?!?!” moments with God. In the end, he knows what
he is doing. He is doing a good, restoring work in me.

Real life with You:
The journey of faith is one of opening not performing. We
need God’s grace to become like Jesus, to live the life we
were always intended to live. One of the most powerful
means we have for opening our lives to God is found in
the welcoming of our pain, suffering, and sorrow. For a
pain-averse culture, to welcome pain and suffering in any
shape seems counter-intuitive. We have even developed
entire theologies which explain away the need for pain
and suffering in our lives. However, to do so ignores the
very thing which we claim stands at the center of our
salvation journey, the cross. The cross bears witness that
God uses suffering to bring about healing and victory.
Sometimes healing requires wounds be placed in our
hands, our feet, and our sides. How and why this works
in the sovereign will of God is beyond our understanding.
What it does in us is easier to describe. The presence of
suffering in our lives, when accepted, forces us to rely
upon the grace of God (2 Corinthians 12.7-10). The
experience of this grace shapes our character (Romans
5.1-5), and we become more holy, righteous, and whole
(Hebrews 12.4-13). It does not make sense to any who
have not experienced it. To everyone who has walked the

road of suffering and welcomed it, there can be no other
explanation than God was found on that road and they
were changed, so much so that many begin to thank God
for the experience of suffering.

Welcoming suffering is a very personal experience, one
which cannot be forced upon someone. Saying things
like, “God has great purposes for your pain” is never a
great way to comfort someone who is hurting. Presence,
co-mourning, and more presence are better ways to
meet people in their pain. However, at some point on the
journey of pain and sorrow, we must choose how we are
going to respond. We can remain a victim or we can take
action. If we take action, we must choose whether we
fight against our pain or whether we surrender to its
work in our lives, willingly. As people of faith, this is
framed as fighting God or accepting his purposes for our
pain. Those who choose the victim route find only pain
and despair. Those who choose to fight discover they
are dashing themselves against the rocks. Those who
welcome what God has for them, welcome grace and find
growth, and often much joy in their pain.

This week, consider where in life it is that you hurt. Ask
yourself how you are responding to this experience. What
might it look like for you to welcome this experience as a
means of grace? Speak honestly and openly to God about
this, and await his reply.
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