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God's Love in God's Discipline in Paul's Life

Acts 9:1-23

Prayer:  Father, we just again thank you for your grace, we thank 

you for your goodness.  We just thank you for the f act that we can 

gather here, open up your book and listen and learn  and be taught 

by your Holy Spirit.  Lord, and I just again pray f or the presence 

of your Spirit without whom we are just wasting our  time.  And so 

Father, we pray that you would guide us, that you w ould direct us, 

that you would grow us and that again that this wou ld be of 

permanent value.  We pray in Jesus' name.  Amen.  

Well, we have been doing a series and it's a series  about God's 

perceived absence or presence.  I called it "Now yo u see me, now 

you don't," because often times our experience with  God is just 

that.  God makes his presence known unmistakably an d then he 

appears to disappear.  And so far we've looked at a  series of 

reasons why God might appear to disappear.  We've l ooked at the 

issue of God's timing and his agenda, and this morn ing we're going 

to be looking at God's discipline as something that  might make us 

think God is absent when he's told us he will never  leave nor 



forsake us.  We looked at God's timing and we looke d at the life of 

Abraham.  We discovered that one of the reasons why  God seems to 

disappear in our lives is because God's perception of time and ours 

is vastly different.  And a great deal of our strug gle to find God 

stems from our inability to see time itself from hi s perspective 

rather than from our Western way of thinking.  Reme mber God made a 

promise to Abraham that he would have a son, and he  fulfil led that 

promise some 25 years after he made it and he never  apologized for 

being late because he wasn't.  We have to understan d that when it 

comes to God's timing, we have to adapt to his way and not the 

other way around.  And God took Moses into the dese rt and then he 

went silent for 40 years but he was never absent.  Every day of 

that 40 years went according to God's plan for Mose s including the 

40 years of silence.  Joseph sat in a jail cell for  two full years 

even though he was innocent of the crime of rape, a nd that, too, 

was part of God's plan.  You see, we have the scrip ture and the 

scripture allows us to see these folks from the ten  thousand foot 

level and so we get to see God working behind the s cenes.  Well, 

not so for Abraham, and not so for Joseph.  You kno w, for years and 

for decades they experienced now you see me and now  you don't.  And 

at street level I could certainly understand each o f them thinking 

maybe I've been abandoned by God when they were not .  You see, we 

in the West are extraordinarily impatient people an d it's very easy 

to interpret God's timing as God's absence as God's  disappearance, 
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as God's abandoning us when even the quick look tha t we've been 

taking at the precious saints in scripture has show n us that that 

really is not the case.  

And next we looked at the issue of God's agenda as a source of 

God's perceived absence.  And we looked at that age nda in Joseph's 

life.  And again, another source of our struggle wi th God's 

presence or absence is the fact that he has for eac h of us two very 

different agendas.  God's two-fold plan for us is t o grow the 

kingdom and to grow our faith and sometimes that ag enda plays 

itself out in our lives in ways that are absolutely  mystifying, I 

mean, God appears in our lives and then he appears to disappear.  

And that's not only how we grow our faith, that's h ow God grows the 

kingdom.  You see, God never sat Joseph down and to ld him, "oh, I 

have great plans for you, Joseph."  He never told h im that his 

agenda was going to take him from the humble life o f a shepherd boy 

to the very vice regency of Egypt so that he could develop a plan 

that would save God's people from starving.  God ne ver told Joseph 

that that agenda required him to be kidnapped and s old and falsely 

imprisoned and then brought before a king as an int erpreter of 

dreams.  I mean all of this was according to God's agenda for 

Joseph's life and for the advancement of the kingdo m.  And the one 

thing that we noted is that it all unfolded day by day with no 

daily briefing from God.  And again for Joseph, a l ot of that was 
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now you see me, now you don't.  And what God was de veloping in 

Joseph was a faith that would enable him to survive  the "now you 

don't" times by simply putting his trust in God.  W ell, this 

morning we're going to look at a third cause of God 's apparent 

absence in our life as a means of addressing someth ing that all of 

us are going through, are going to go through and n one of us are 

going to enjoy.  That's discipline.  Hebrews 12:11  says:  For the 

moment all discipline seems painful rather than ple asant, but later 

it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to th ose who have 

been trained by it.   

We're going to take a look at how God works out his  discipline in 

the life of Paul.  Paul's life allows us to see God 's faith 

building in action when it comes to God's timing, w hen it comes to 

God's agenda and his discipline because Paul had on e of the most 

extraordinary "now you see me" moments in all of sc ripture.  We're 

going to just read that in Acts 9:1-16 , it says this:  Then Saul, 

still breathing threats and murder against the disc iples of the 

Lord, went to the high priest and asked letters fro m him to the 

synagogues of Damascus, so that if he found any who  were of the 

Way, whether men or women, he might bring them boun d to Jerusalem.  

As he journeyed he came near Damascus, and suddenly  a light shone 

around him from heaven.  Then he fell to the ground , and heard a 

voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why are you perse cuting Me?"  And 

4



he said, "Who are you, Lord?"  Then the Lord said, "I am Jesus, 

whom you are persecuting.  It is hard for you to ki ck against the 

goads."  So he, trembling and astonished, said, "Lo rd, what do You 

want me to do?"  Then the Lord said to him, "Arise and go into the 

city, and you will be told what you must do."  And the men who 

journeyed with him stood speechless, hearing a voic e but seeing no 

one.  Then Saul arose from the ground, and when his  eyes were 

opened he saw no one.  But they led him by the hand  and brought him 

into Damascus and he was three days without sight, and neither ate 

nor drank.  Now there was a certain disciple at Dam ascus named 

Ananias; and to whom the Lord said in a vision, "An anias."  And he 

said, "Here I am, Lord."  So the Lord said to him, "Arise and go to 

the street called Straight, and inquire at the hous e of Judas for 

one called Saul of Tarsus, for behold, he is prayin g."   

It gives me goose bumps to think of God just giving  street map 

directions to Ananias.  He's trying to get him and Paul together 

and I'm sure it gave a lot more than goose bumps to  Ananias, 

because for him it was like asking a Jewish person to seek out and 

bless Hitler.  "Lord," Ananias answered, "I've heard from many 

people about this man, how much harm he has done to  Your saints in 

Jerusalem.  And he has authority here from the chie f priests to 

arrest all who call on your name."  But the Lord sa id to him, "Go!  

For this man is My chosen instrument to take My nam e to Gentiles, 
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kings, and the Israelites.  I will show him how muc h he must suffer 

for My name!"   

Well, I think we could all agree Paul has had this amazing "now you 

see me" experience and right off the bat God tells him what his 

agenda is going to be.  He says, "Go!  For this man is My chosen 

instrument to take My name to Gentiles, kings, and Israelites."   

And shortly after that we get a sense of God's timi ng in Paul's 

life.  This is Acts 9:20 , it says:  At once he began to preach in 

the synagogues that Jesus is the son of God.  All t hose who heard 

him were astonished and asked, "Isn't he the man wh o raised havoc 

in Jerusalem among all those who call on this name?   And hasn't he 

come here to take them as prisoners to the chief pr iests?"  Yet 

Saul grew more and more powerful and baffled the Je ws living in 

Damascus by proving that Jesus is the Christ.  Afte r many days had 

gone by, the Jews conspired to kill him.   Well, the text tells us 

only that after many days had gone by the Jews cons pired to kill 

him, and so we need to find some other corroborativ e evidence, and 

we have that in Paul in the book of Galatians where  he fil ls out 

what "many days" meant.  He's describing this same incident.  He's 

describing his rising through the ranks of Judaism and his 

confrontation with the living God and then he descr ibes what took 

place immediately afterwards in Galatians 1:16.  He says:  For I 

did not immediately consult with anyone; nor did I go up to 
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Jerusalem to those who were apostles before me, but  I went away 

into Arabia, and returned again to Damascus.  Then after three 

years I went up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas and re mained with him 

15 days.   

Now we don't get much in the way of details but we do know that God 

took Paul into the desert of Arabia and that there were some three 

years spent in training.  So we have an agenda.  Pa ul is going to 

bring the gospel to the Gentiles and there's much t hat God intends 

to do in his life that's directed specifically towa rds that end.  

Secondly, we have God's timing.  Paul disappears fo r three years 

after receiving the gospel, and finally what we're looking at this 

morning is God's discipline, and we get a hint of t hat when he 

says, "I will show him how much he must suffer for My nam e!"   Now 

Paul suffered greatly but it was all part of God's discipline for 

his life.  And no doubt many times he had a -- he h ad to wonder 

where is God in all of this?  Have you ever wondere d that?  Have 

you ever had opportunity to have that kind of quest ion asked of 

yourself?  Have you ever had times, particularly wh en you are 

trying to be a blessing to someone or some cause wh ere you find 

that everything is just going down the drain, your plans get turned 

upside down, your actions get second-guessed, your motives get 

misconstrued, perhaps you feel like saying, "God, I 'm on your team.  

How come it doesn't feel like you're on mine?"  Wel l, if anyone 
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could have felt that way, I suppose it should have been Paul.  I 

mean, here he is constantly pouring his heart out f or the kingdom 

and he's constantly getting kicked in the teeth.  P aul didn't 

realize it but this was just the beginning of thing s going south.  

It was going to get a lot worse than that.  See, Pa ul's heart and 

his pride were going to get crushed.  See, one thin g you could 

never accuse Paul of was a lack of enthusiasm.  Eve n when he was 

persecuting the church, he did so flat out, peddle to the metal, 

and he did so because he genuinely perceived that t hese new 

believers in Jesus were a threat to the religion th at he had been 

raised in.  Just like his fellow Pharisees, he had a zeal but it 

was not according to knowledge.  And he confessed a s much when he 

said in Acts 26:9-11  this, he said:  "I myself was convinced that I 

ought to do many things in opposing the name of Jes us of Nazareth.  

And I did so in Jerusalem.  I not only locked up ma ny of the saints 

in prison after receiving authority from the chief priests, but 

when they were put to death I cast my vote against them.  And I 

punished them often in all the synagogues and tried  to make them 

blaspheme, and in raging fury against them I persec uted them even 

to foreign cities."   

Well, that very same zeal that he now had for Chris t and his 

gospel, it became the hallmark of Paul's approach f rom the day he 

came into the kingdom of Christ.  But we quickly fi nd out it was a 
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zeal that went nowhere.  In fact things rapidly wen t from bad to 

worse after Paul returned to Damascus.  Acts 9:23  says:  And when 

many days had passed, the Jews plotted to kill him,  but their plot 

became known to Saul.  They were watching the gates  day and night 

in order to kill him, but his disciples took him by  night and let 

him down through an opening in the wall, lowering h im in a basket.   

Now how's that for a classy exit?  I mean, here's P aul going from 

Damascus to Jerusalem, and if anyone had to be fear ful about 

heading to Jerusalem, it had to be Paul because the  very last time 

he was there he was still burnishing his reputation  as a fearful 

persecutor of Christ and the church.  I mean Jerusa lem is the place 

where Paul enthusiastically supported the martyrdom  of Stephen for 

the very cause that he's now preaching for.  I mean  the three years 

that he spent in the desert training, the only thin g that has grown 

in Jerusalem among Paul's Jewish contemporaries is the notion that 

Paul is now a full-blown traitor to Judaism and a s old-out follower 

of Jesus Christ.  In fact years later in Acts 22 Pa ul describes for 

us the mindset that he encountered when he gets to Jerusalem.  He 

says in Acts 22, he says:  "When I had returned to Jerusalem and 

was praying in the temple, I fell into a trance and  saw him  -- God 

Himself -- saying to me, 'Make haste and get out of Jerusalem 

quickly, because they will not accept your testimon y about me.'"  

God's telling Paul flee for your life.  So here at this point Paul 

finds himself going from Damascus where his zeal ha d his 
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contemporaries plotting his death to Jerusalem, whe re his testimony 

made them equally murderous.  And yet Paul has neve r lost his 

enthusiasm.  It never seemed to occur to Paul that things seemed to 

go much better for him as a persecutor of Christ th an as a 

follower.  I mean as a persecutor, Paul had power, he had prestige, 

he had the privilege of popular opinion thoroughly on his side.  

And as a new found follower of Jesus, he found all of that just 

evaporating.  It was leaving the only unreasoned ha tred that 

natural man has for the gospel and this seething ha tred that his 

fellow Jews had for this trader named Paul.  Leavin g Damascus he 

enters Jerusalem knowing that his only hope is this  community of 

new believers that has sprung up that he now feels called to but 

he's in for yet another surprise.  Acts 9:26  says:  And when he had 

come to Jerusalem, he attempted to join the discipl es.  And they 

were all afraid of him, for they did not believe th at he was a 

disciple.   So Paul is now literally suspended in midair.  I mean he 

has clearly cut all of his ties with the past that is now plotting 

to kill him, and the future that God has called him  to is the 

church, the future that pulled him into the desert for three years 

of training and after cutting all of his ties with the past, Paul 

found a future that wanted nothing to do with him.  "And they were 

all afraid of him, for they did not believe that he  was a 

disciple."   

10



Now you might think is this any way to treat someon e who is "dearly 

beloved of God?"  I mean this is an incredibly impo rtant question.  

I mean, how you answer this question is going to de fine how you 

live out your Christian life particularly when it c omes to God's 

discipline.  There are three different responses th at most people 

have to circumstances like Paul found himself in.  Two of them are 

disastrous; one of them's the truth.  Now the two d isastrous 

responses are variations on the theme that responds  to discipline 

by thinking, number one, God is punishing me for so mething I did in 

the past or, number two, God is punishing me for so mething I've 

done wrong right now.  Let me get something straigh t right off the 

bat about the understanding of God's discipline.  W e think of 

discipline as punishment.  We think of it as someth ing to fear.  We 

do something bad, we've made someone mad, and we ge t punished as a 

means of easing the anger of the punisher.  Well, f or many of us 

that's all we understand about the concept of disci pline.  But God 

sees it very differently.  1 John 4:18  says:  There is no fear in 

love, but perfect love casts out fear.  For fear ha s to do with 

punishment, and whoever fears has not been perfecte d in love.   We 

have no fear because Jesus Christ was punished in m y place.  You 

have to understand that sin, your sin, my sin, has never, never 

been a surprise to God.  2,000 years ago when Jesus  was hanging on 

the cross, every one of our sins came before him.  He got to see 

all of our sins 2,000 years in the future because h e was paying for 
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them.  So the sins that you commit on your 90th bir thday, should 

you live that long, will never cause God to say, "O h, my goodness, 

what's that?"  God saw from the beginning the very worst you have 

to offer and he still chose to love you.  Jesus too k on flesh and 

he lived this perfect life and then he offered that  life as a 

sacrifice for your sins and mine, and the punishmen t for that sin 

fell on him, not on us.  By faith, I have made Jesu s's perfect life 

my own before God and so he now sees me in Christ a s perfect.  And 

so the concept of God's discipline as punishment, w ell, that's a 

lie.  That's a lie straight from the enemy.  I mean , look at Paul, 

Paul had done some pretty bad stuff in his life, I mean, he had 

murdered people for the crime of proclaiming Christ .  I mean he 

acknowledged his sin in 1 Timothy  when he said this, he said:  The 

saying is trustworthy and deserving of full accepta nce, that Christ 

Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the 

foremost.   Paul saw himself as the number one sinner.  But h e never 

ascribed the struggles in his life as God punishing  him for 

something that he had done before.  See, Paul under stood right from 

the beginning that he was beloved of God.  I mean h e understood it 

and he preached it.  He said in 2 Thessalonians 2:13 :  But we ought 

always to give thanks to God for you, brothers belo ved by the Lord, 

because God chose you as the firstfruits to be save d, through 

sanctification by the Spirit and belief in the trut h.   
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You know Paul also knew that God wasn't punishing h im for mistakes 

he was making as a new believer because Paul unders tood the 

difference between punishment and discipline.  Puni shment is a 

means of exacting justice.  Discipline is a means o f shaping and 

molding our thoughts, our attitudes and our actions .  It's what God 

does in the lives of people he loves.  He said this  in Hebrews 12 , 

he said:  And have you forgotten the exhortation that address es you 

as sons?  "My son, do not regard lightly the discip line of the 

Lord, nor be weary when reproved by him.  For the L ord disciplines 

the one he loves, and chastises every son whom he r eceives."  It is 

for discipline that you have to endure.  God is tre ating you as 

sons.  For what son is there whom his father does n ot discipline?   

See there's a huge difference between being beloved  of God simply 

because God has chosen to fix his love on us and wo rking 

desperately to somehow make ourselves loveable enou gh for God.  Can 

I tell you something?  You can't do that.  You cann ot make yourself 

loveable enough for God.  God is perfect, we are no t.  All of us 

fall short of God's glory.  And our attempts to ear n God's love 

will always fall short, not only will they fall sho rt but they will 

affect us with pride.  I mean God loves me because why?  Well, why 

shouldn't he?  I mean, if you're a child of God it' s because God 

has first poured out his love on you for nothing yo u have ever done 

to deserve it.  Every one of us was morally bankrup t when God 
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rescued us.  He says in Romans 5:6:  For while we were still 

helpless, at the appointed moment, Christ died for the ungodly.   

That's us.  For rarely will someone die for a just person -- th ough 

for a good person perhaps someone might even dare t o die.  But God 

proves his own love for us in that while we were st ill sinners, 

Christ died for us!   

See, the love of God is something that God himself shows us and he 

tells us, he shows us in the cross and he tells us in his word.  He 

shows us and he tells us, then why does so much of what happens in 

my life that's a negative feel like punishment?  We ll, allow me to 

answer that question with an illustration.  Years a go my grandson 

Gideon started to develop a bowed leg.  Elisa took him to the 

pediatric orthopedist, said he needed a brace in or der to 

straighten his leg out.  So for eight months, many of you saw him 

running around here, he had a brace that went from his foot to his 

hip.  See, his leg was bending and growing in the w rong direction 

and the brace was designed to bend it in the opposi te direction, 

and it worked.  We are, all of us, born bent in the  wrong 

direction.  We are bent that way by sin.  And even when we are born 

again, we still have our flesh to contend with.  Se e, as God's 

children, we now represent the King of kings and th e Lord of lords, 

but here's the problem.  We don't think like he doe s, we don't 

value what he values, and we don't act like he acts  because we're 
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bent in the wrong direction.  God's discipline is a  brace designed 

to bend us in the right direction.  I mean Elisa an d Alex would 

never even think of punishing Gideon because his le g wasn't right.  

I mean the brace was simply necessary to bend the l eg back but it 

was also at times painful.  Again, no discipline seems enjoyable at 

the time, but painful.  Later on, however, it yield s the fruit of 

peace and righteousness to those who have been trai ned by it.   And 

to Gideon, you remember having to wear that brace e very single day, 

particularly if you don't understand the medicine b ehind it, it 

must have certainly felt like punishment.  Discipli ne is a means of 

shaping and molding thoughts, attitudes, and action s, and if you 

are a child of the King, there's good news and ther e is bad news.  

It's that you are going to receive the King's disci pline and 

sometimes it's going to feel like "now you see me, now you don't." 

I mean the apostle Paul went through a discipline t hat was by all 

standards brutal.  But he never once fell prey to t hinking that God 

was punishing him or abandoning him for sins past o r present.  And 

what he understood was that God was shaping him, di sciplining him 

into the very image of his Son.  And his Son the Lo rd Jesus Christ 

knew full well that changing our bend from earthwar d to heavenward 

often entails grief and sorrow and struggle and pai n.  Jesus 

himself said in John 16:33:  "In the world you will have 

tribulation.  But take heart; I have overcome the w orld."   See, 

Paul understood exactly why he was disciplined as h e was and he 
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said of the gospel that had been entrusted of him i n 2 Corinthians 

4:  But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to s how that the 

surpassing power belongs to God and not to us.  We are afflicted in 

every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driv en to despair; 

persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; 

always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of 

Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies.   

R. Kent Hughes observes that the Christian life usu ally involves 

three phases:  This is easy, this is hard, this is impossible.  

He's describing how discipline usually works.  Phas e one is the 

this is easy phase.  Now I found that out as well.  I found that 

out as a brand new Christian.  I found out that God  did amazing and 

miraculous things in my life, I mean, I would share  the gospel with 

people and they would say, "Okay, where do I sign u p?"  They'd 

become Christians.  I mean it seemed so ridiculousl y easy.  I 

thought it was simply a matter of explaining the go spel clearly, 

then pointing people to what church they should go to.  I found 

myself in situations and circumstances that just se emed to work out 

miraculously.  I just concluded that I'd signed up for the winning 

team.  This is a peace of cake.  Remarkably easy.  That was until 

very early on when I began to hit phase two which i s:  Hey, this is 

hard.  I can even remember the incident that introd uced me to phase 

two, and I've mentioned this before.  35 years ago my partner and I 
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were working in San Francisco, we were trying to ge t our fancy 

furniture into fancy furniture galleries.  And ther e was one 

gallery in particular that was the premiere one in San Francisco.  

If you got your stuff accepted in there, it could l ead to all kinds 

of commissions from wealthy people and great succes s.  We had 

designed a number of pieces for this gallery and we  got a phone 

call one day from the proprietor who wanted to talk  to us about an 

important commission.  And we got in there and he s tarted to 

explain this very fancy piece of furniture that he wanted 

constructed which was made out of solid rosewood an d the doors 

would be just this way, and the cabinet had to be s haped in this 

exact particular way, built to these very exacting dimensions and 

finally I asked the guy, I says, "What is this thin g?"  He looked 

at me and he said, "It's going to be a Buddhist pra yer altar."  

Well, I'm sure I turned gray on the spot, but I did n't know what to 

say and I didn't say a word til l we got out of the gallery 

whereupon I had a very spirited discussion with my partner who was 

a Christian about whether or not this was an opport unity for 

success or a spiritual disaster just waiting to hap pen.  A long 

story short, I spent the night just agonizing over it.  The next 

day I called the gallery owner and explained to him  that I was a 

follower of Jesus Christ and that inasmuch as I app reciated his 

offer a great deal, I just could not in good consci ence take the 

commission.  Now the gallery owner was a Jewish man , and so I 
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figured there would be some common ground there and  I pointed out 

to him the trouble Aaron had in the Old Testament w hen he was 

called upon to make a golden calf out of earrings, but he was 

strangely unmoved by the story.  Any time somebody responds to this 

by somebody putting up his hands, saying, "Let me g et this 

straight," you know it's not going to be good.  So we lost the 

commission and the considerable good will of that g allery, but I 

had already had this figured out.  See, in my mind,  I said, "God, I 

just did this great thing.  I stuck up for you, and  so now you're 

going to help me out, right?  I mean, this is the w ay this works, 

one hand washes the other, isn't that the truth?  W ell, what 

followed immediately thereafter was that our busine ss took a nose 

dive.  And from the standpoint of our career as San  Francisco 

furniture makers, we had blown it.  I mean, I didn' t realize then 

that God was just beginning to introduce me to phas e two, hey, this 

is hard.  Next thing on I caught this exotic lung d isease, started 

hacking my lungs up.  I was drinking a bottle of co ugh syrup a day.  

And so I went to the doctor's.  Janice worked as a nurse and I went 

to the doctor's, she had some nurses who were frien ds, they took 

some x-rays, the guy came out and said this is very  serious, we 

think you have Hodgkin's disease.  So I had to go t o the hospital, 

I had to have an operation.  They did a biopsy on m y lung and it 

turns out that I had Boeck's sarcoidosis which is a  very serious 

disease, it 's what killed the comedian Bernie Mac, it killed Reggie 
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White, the football great.  And my wife was pregnan t with my son 

Josh and I was convinced I was going to die.  And s o I was 

thoroughly into phase two, which is, "Hey, this is hard."  But my 

whole church began to pray in earnest for my healin g.  And guess 

what?  The disease miraculously disappeared.  So af ter a few more 

years in San Francisco, we wound up going back to t he east coast to 

a place called Port Jervis.  It didn't even have a port.  There's 

no water.  So there I discovered phase three:  "Thi s isn't easy, 

this isn't hard, this is impossible."  And time and  time again I 

found God placing myself and my family in circumsta nces and 

situations that went beyond fixable at least by hum an standards.  

And the times between "now you see me and now you d on't" grew 

longer and longer.  And I do confess there were tim es when I did 

think that God had to be punishing me for sins I'd committed in the 

past or in the present.  But with every impossible situation there 

came a solution and it had God's fingerprints all o ver it.  After 

44 years of living this Christian life, I'm thinkin g I'm just 

starting to get a glimpse of what God was doing in the discipline 

he was expressing in my life.  And if I were to sum  up everything 

that I believe God was trying to tell me through al l of those years 

of discipline it was simply this:  That he's trustw orthy.  That you 

can place your trust in him.  What God wants from m e, what he wants 

from you is a faith that is willing to trust him no  matter what 

life throws at us.  
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"Life is easy" is a focus on me and my new life in Christ.  "Life 

is hard" is a focus on circumstance and how God can  lead us through 

it but "life is impossible" is a focus on God himse lf and his all 

absolute sufficiency.  And most discipline is desig ned to develop 

in us the ability to trust God when life is impossi ble.  Listen to 

how Paul describes this in Romans 5:3-5.  He describes the process 

of discipline by saying:  "More than that, we rejoice in our 

sufferings, knowing that suffering produces enduran ce, and 

endurance produces character, and character produce s hope, and hope 

does not put us to shame, because God's love has be en poured into 

our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been giv en to us."   This 

is Paul himself describing a progression and discip line that always 

begins with difficulty.  He says suffering starts t he process and 

it ends in God's love being poured into our hearts.   

Well, let me flesh this out by bringing us back to Paul's 

suffering.  Let me just take us back to Acts where Paul is now 

stuck between this rock and a hard place.  If you r emember, the 

Jews hate him, the new believers fear him, and into  this breach 

steps Barnabus known as the son of encouragement.  Let me just 

rehash the plot for you.  This is Acts 9:23 , it says:  When many 

days had passed, the Jews plotted to kill him, but their plot 

became known to Saul.  They were watching the gates  day and night 

in order to kill him, but his disciples took him by  night and let 
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him down through an opening in the wall, lowering h im in a basket.  

And when he had come to Jerusalem, he attempted to join the 

disciples.  And they were all afraid of him, for th ey did not 

believe that he was a disciple.  But Barnabus took him and brought 

him to the apostles and declared to them how on the  road he had 

seen the Lord, who spoke to him, and how at Damascu s he had 

preached boldly in the name of Jesus.   So Barnabus vouches for 

Paul's character.  But look what happens next.  See , we all expect 

at last for things to turn a corner with Barnabus's  endorsement, 

Paul begins at last his fruitful faithful ministry.   Not so.  Paul 

went from being rejected by his Jewish contemporari es to being 

rejected by the new believers and now even after Ba rnabus's 

endorsement, Paul's ministry flounders.  Verse 28 s ays:  So he went 

in and out among them at Jerusalem, preaching boldl y in the name of 

the Lord.  And he spoke and disputed against the He llenists.  But 

they were seeking to kill him.  And when the brothe rs learned this, 

they brought him down to Caesarea and sent him off to Tarsus.   

Now I can just imagine what those words must have s ounded like to 

Paul.  Hey, brother Paul, this is just not working out.  In spite 

of all of your training, in spite of all of our enc ouragement, the 

response to you is that people still want to kill y ou.  You're 

going to have to go.  I can see Paul thinking of Go d:  "Now you see 

me, now you really don't."  I mean I think that's w hat we all think 
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when life gets hard.  But God, like he did with Abr aham, like he 

did with Joseph, told him ahead of time that this w as not going to 

be easy.  He says:  But the Lord said to him, "This man is My 

chosen instrument to take My name to Gentiles, king s, and 

Israelites.  I will show him how much he must suffe r for My name!"   

So we theorize, perhaps Paul needed tenderizing.  Y ou know, I've 

mentioned this before, I've met brilliant people, p eople who could 

be widely used by the Lord but people who need, in my opinion, 

tenderizing.  Have you ever seen those real big ham mers that 

butchers use to tenderize meat?  You get my drift.  I mean God's 

tenderizing often involves getting pounded in one w ay or another 

until our flesh and our spirit respond like Paul's did.  And even 

if it feels like punishment, it never is.  Paul jus t disappears 

from the book of Acts and we don't hear about him f or eight more 

years.  And again, we're talking about timing and a genda and 

discipline.  This is God's timing at work.  

You know, the book of Acts now shifts its focus fro m Paul to Peter, 

and we don't hear from Paul again until chapter 11 but guess who 

finds him?  This is Acts 11 .  It says:  So Barnabus went to Tarsus 

to look for Saul, and when he had found him, he bro ught him to 

Antioch.  For a whole year they met with the church  and taught a 

great many people.  And in Antioch the disciples we re first called 

Christians.   See, it was years later that Paul's ministry actu ally 
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took off.  Now we fast forward from this point to P aul's days in 

Colossi.  This is Colossians 4.  Paul writes this:  Aristarchus my 

fellow prisoner greets you, and Mark the cousin of Barnabus 

(concerning whom you have received instructions -- if he comes to 

you, welcome him), and Jesus who is called Justus.  These are the 

only men of the circumcision among my fellow worker s for the 

kingdom of God, and they have been a comfort to me.   Once again you 

get this sense Paul is writing from prison, now it' s "Now you see 

me, now you don't."  What he's writing is that of a ll of his fellow 

Jews, only Aristarchus, Mark and Jesus Justice have  been a comfort 

to him.  Well, you know, maybe he was exaggerating,  maybe he was 

exhausted or maybe he was simply forgetful of other s.  We don't 

know.  But we know that Paul learned early on that the only genuine 

source of his comfort had to be the love of his God .  And that is 

what sustained him until he got to Antioch.  And we  know from 

history and from God's word that Paul's return to t he saints in 

Antioch marked what is arguably the most fruitful m inistry a human 

being has ever had.  Paul's life and his letters ar e the very core 

of the gospel that sustains us today.  And I would love to say that 

everything was smooth sailing for Paul from Antioch  onward but we 

know there were stonings and beatings and lashings and a shipwreck, 

and physical torment that he suffered from and that  was all still 

ahead of him at this time.  So was the jealousy and  the backbiting 

that even his co-workers exhibited.  But in the end , none of that 
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matters.  Writing from prison the once proud Paul d emonstrated that 

God's discipline had done its job.  In Philippians 1:12  he says:  I 

want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really 

served to advance the gospel, so that it has become  known 

throughout the whole imperial guard and to all the rest that my 

imprisonment is for Christ.  And most of the brothe rs, having 

become confident in the Lord by my imprisonment, ar e much more bold 

to speak the word without fear.  Some indeed preach  Christ from 

envy and rivalry, but others from good will.  The l atter do it out 

of love, knowing that I am put here for the defense  of the gospel.  

The former proclaim Christ out of rivalry, not sinc erely, but 

thinking to afflict me in my imprisonment.  What th en?  Only that 

in every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Chri st is 

proclaimed, and in that I rejoice.  Yes, and I will  rejoice.   You 

see, maybe after all Paul really did have only a fe w Jewish allies 

who were a comfort to him.  It didn't matter.  You see, he had 

Christ and that was enough.  In 2 Corinthians 12:10  Paul wrote:  

For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with wea knesses, 

insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities.  For when I am 

weak, then I am strong.   

So how does Paul's experience of the love of God an d the discipline 

of God's love translate to my life today?  Well, th e next time you 

are tempted to think of God's discipline as the hea venly equivalent 
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of an earthbound angry parent, the next time you th ink God is 

punishing you for sins past or present, consider ou r brother Paul 

and the discipline God placed him under.  God bent Paul's life from 

earthward to heavenward and that discipline was ext remely painful, 

but it was never done in spite of anger but in love  and Paul fully 

understood that.  It was Paul who said in Ephesians 3:17:  I pray 

that you, being rooted and firmly established in lo ve, may be able 

to comprehend with all the saints what is the lengt h and width and 

height and depth of God's love, and to know the Mes siah's love that 

surpasses knowledge, so you may be fil led with all the fullness of 

God.   

See, when you think about God's discipline, just co nsider the bent 

all of us have toward earth and the brace of discip line that God 

lovingly wraps us all in that is designed to change  our bend from 

earthward to heavenward.  My grandson Gideon never,  ever grew fond 

of his brace, and we will never grow fond of God's discipline 

because it is painful.  No discipline seems enjoyab le at the time, 

but painful.  But understand that unlike that of ou r earthly 

parents, God's discipline is never, never given in anger.  I'd 

never have the gall to put myself even remotely in league with Paul 

but I think I understand what God's discipline has done in my life 

in the same way that Paul understood it.  I mean, G od's goal for us 

is to trust him so thoroughly that no matter what c ircumstances 
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befall us, we know in our heart of hearts that he c an get us not 

around something but through it.  If we fix our eye s on God and 

kingdom, then it doesn't matter if there are physic al, 

psychological or spiritual hardships in front of us .  We know even 

though we don't know what the future holds, we know  who holds the 

future.  I mean that's exactly what sustained Paul.   

So your journey may be at the "now you see me" phas e, or it may be 

at the "now you don't."  We want to see it the way Paul saw it.  

And after being trained by it, this is what he coul d say:  

Therefore we do not give up.  Even though our outer  person is being 

destroyed, our inner person is being renewed day by  day.  For our 

momentary light affliction is producing for us an a bsolutely 

incomparable eternal weight of glory.  So we do not  focus on what 

is seen, but on what is unseen.  For what is seen i s temporary, but 

what is unseen is eternal.   Let's pray.  

Father God, I just thank you for your discipline an d I just want to 

pray for each and every person right now who is fee ling under that 

discipline that they're being punished, that God is  angry, that God 

is working his anger out by making their life miser able.  Lord, may 

they understand that that is a lie from the very pi t.  God loves 

you, has not stopped loving you before you were bor n.  By the time 

you reached your 90th birthday, by the time you're long gone, 
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there's never, never been a sin that's taken God by  surprise in 

your life and yet he has chosen to pour his love ou t on you, if you 

know him as Lord and Savior.  And so, Lord, I pray for each and 

every one of us that we would understand this disci pline is really 

just a brace to re-bend us from earthward to heaven ward.  It 's 

painful, but it's part of God's love and it's part of God's plan 

for your life.  I pray we would understand that, I pray we would 

grow through it and I pray we would thank God for i t, and I pray 

this in Jesus' name.  Amen.
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