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Isaiah #2 – Hebrews 12:5-8 1-12-20 

The Grace of Discipline 
 

 The passage in Hebrews will simply set the stage for our study today out of the book of 

Isaiah. That’s the portion of Scripture we are studying together this Winter. I don’t know how well 

you know the book of Isaiah. I ran across an article this week about a new Bible being published 

that omits the books of Amos and Nahum. Studies by the publisher indicated that those books were 

not being read and they felt dropping them could increase sales. The publisher will continue to print 

copies of the complete Bible under the title “Classic Bible.” Actually, the article was a spoof, but 

it’s just a matter of time. I am not sure how much Isaiah is being read either. Dropping Isaiah, the 

second longest of the 66 books, would make your Bible easier to carry, but you would be missing 

some great treasures of the word. We are not going through Isaiah verse by verse. That would take 

twenty years, but we are taking a look at the themes of the prophet, those ideas he mentions over 

and over again. This is our second installment and the theme for today is “God’s discipline of His 

people”. That is why we are going to take a quick look first at Hebrews chapter 12 which is the 

clearest expression in all of Scripture on God’s fatherly discipline Hebrews 12:5-8 And you have 

forgotten the exhortation which is addressed to you as sons, "my son, do not regard lightly the 

discipline of the Lord, nor faint when you are reproved by Him; 6for those whom the Lord loves He 

disciplines, and He scourges every son whom He receives." 7It is for discipline that you endure; 

God deals with you as with sons; for what son is there whom his father does not discipline? 8But if 

you are without discipline, of which all have become partakers, then you are illegitimate children 

and not sons. Clearly then, part of what it means to be children of God, is that we are the objects of 

His discipline – not just His fatherly tenderness and instruction, but also His rod of correction. And 

that is supremely and wonderfully good, although not terribly pleasant. Discipline is tough love, 

with an emphasis on tough. It just hurts. Often. Hebrews 12:11 All discipline for the moment seems 

not to be joyful, but sorrowful; yet to those who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields the 

peaceful fruit of righteousness. You see the goal of a father for his child goes far deeper than mere 

kindness would take us. Good fathers want more than just the child’s immediate happiness. We 

want our children to experience a deeply satisfying life, and we understand that will require 

maturity and strength of character. We know that sin habits and self-indulgence can and will lead to 

our child’s ruin. So, when the child is young we train them in the direction of righteousness by not 
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letting the child enjoy his/her sin. Right? That is what father’s do. If a child takes the forbidden 

cookie we seek to make the experience unpleasant. I remember once seeing a T-shirt that said, “Sin 

is stupid.” I kind of like that. Sin is stupid, but we often forget that because it feels so good for at 

least a little while. Parental discipline is a reminder that sin, which feels good for the moment, 

always comes back to bite you. I am thankful that when I grew up my mom would not let me enjoy 

my sin. And I am even more thankful that my Father in heaven has never let me enjoy my sin. 

When I have turned my back on Him and gone the other way, it always turns to frustration, not 

fulfillment. That is grace. That is the grace of discipline, and we find it not only in the New 

Testament books where the fatherhood of God is an emphasis, we find it also in the Old Testament. 

God related to his people in the Old Testament as a Father too. Isaiah 64:8a But now O Lord, You 

are our Father. And being like a father God promises His children that He will not let them prosper 

in wickedness. He doesn’t promise this to all the other nations of the world. But He promised it to 

Israel. And when they strayed, as Isaiah announces they had, there is the certainty of discipline 

coming. But it is not punitive. It is not wrath. It is fatherly correction intended for their good, 

intended to make them like Christ. But still it hurts. And we read of how God was going to make it 

hurt in the following ways. Five expressions of the grace of discipline that we find in Isaiah.  

    #1 is that God disciplined them by placing them under bad leaders. As the people rejected 

God, the Lord removed from them quality leadership and replaced them with… Well, read what it 

says. In chapter 3 the prophet tells the people, that in consequence of their sin. Isaiah 3:1-3 Behold, 

the Lord GOD of hosts is going to remove from Jerusalem and Judah both supply and support, the 

whole supply of bread and the whole supply of water; 2the mighty man and the warrior, the judge 

and the prophet, the diviner and the elder, 3the captain of fifty and the honorable man, the 

counselor and the expert artisan, and the skillful enchanter. God says through Isaiah that He is 

removing these kinds of folks from them. One of the great blessings of God on a people is quality 

leadership. And now God is about to chastise them through skunky leaders. No offense to you kids 

here, but look at how God describes these skunky leaders. 4 And I will make mere lads their 

princes, and capricious children will rule over them. Capricious children – immaturity in high 

places. And you will notice I am being a good boy and not naming names. 5 And the people will be 

oppressed, each one by another, and each one by his neighbor; the youth will storm against the 

elder and the inferior against the honorable. Listen, if you find yourself as a nation, or as a church, 
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suffering under oppressive leadership, or just rotten leadership that is a time to humble yourself and 

repent and seek the restoring mercy of God. Poor leadership is not a result of bad luck. It is 

heavenly discipline calling you to repent.  

     The second way that God disciplined the people of Judah was through the removal of 

guidance. This is similar to the previous point because leaders also serve as guides. But in times of 

health and provision the Lord supplies men of vision and insight, and teachers of wisdom. But in 

chapter 29 Isaiah says this 13-14 (NLT) So the Lord says, “These people say they are mine. They 

honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. And their worship of me is nothing but 

man-made rules learned by rote. 14Because of this, I will once again astound these hypocrites with 

amazing wonders. The wisdom of the wise will pass away, and the intelligence of the intelligent will 

disappear.” Wisdom, discernment, understanding is a gift of God, but apparently a gift that is 

withdrawn when we move away from the Lord. You read the history of the kings of Israel and 

Judah and you see how true this is. Those that walked in purity before the Lord were given insight, 

but those who rebelled were constantly doing stupid things. Applying this to your own life, the 

point is that if you want the guidance and leading of God in your life, it is available, but only as you 

live before him as obedient children. From time to time, our son, who is a pastor will call me 

seeking advice. I am always happy to offer him whatever wisdom I can. But if our son consistently 

treated me scornfully and told me, as some children tell their parents, that I am a fool - what might 

my response be when he calls up asking for guidance? I might say, “Figure it out yourself Smart 

Boy.” And I might be right for so doing, just to teach him that you can’t treat me with contempt one 

moment and expect my help in the next. There is a type of rebellious adolescent who relates to 

parents like the girl who said, “Mother, I hate you and wish you would die! But first can you take 

me and Heather to the mall?” The point is that if you want the shepherd’s guidance and aid when 

you feel a need for them, you must be walking cooperatively in His flock, in the paths of 

righteousness. And if you don’t walk in those paths, expect darkness. Isaiah 59:9-10c (NLT)   

So there is no justice among us, and we know nothing about right living. We look for light but find 

only darkness. We look for bright skies but walk in gloom. 10We grope like the blind along a wall,   

feeling our way like people without eyes. Even at brightest noontime, we stumble as though it were 

dark. They speak as sheep who kept straying and the shepherd just finally let them go. I remember 

a visit from a man who came to me complaining that things weren’t going right in his life. He 
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wondered why God had let him down and yet this fellow hadn’t been to church in years, and was 

living in sin with a woman. I wanted to say, “hello!” Maybe your problems are God’s way of 

calling you to repentance. He has let you make stupid mistakes because you are in rebellion against 

him. When you are living in rebellion, expect that you will make some very unwise choices. The 

guidance of God will be withheld.  

     The third expression of God’s discipline in Isaiah involves the removal of protection. For 

those who are near to Him God is a refuge and a strong tower, but when we stray away --Uh-oh. 

We are now vulnerable. We are open to a battering from the enemy and from life in general. Last 

week we read the parable of the vineyard in Isaiah 5:3-5 Now, O inhabitants of Jerusalem and men 

of Judah, judge between Me and My vineyard. 4What more was there to do for My vineyard that I 

have not done in it? Why, when I expected it to produce good grapes did it produce worthless 

ones? 5So now let Me tell you what I am going to do to My vineyard: I will remove its hedge and it 

will be consumed; I will break down its wall and it will become trampled ground. God says that He 

had protected His vineyard. He had put a hedge and a wall around it. But when that vineyard 

produced no fruit, the protection was pulled down and the vineyard exposed to danger. When the 

children of Israel moved into the promised land, God told them that if they walked in His 

commandments they would have peace on every side. But, if they rebelled they would face the 

sword of mighty nations. The prophets, like Isaiah, repeated that warning. Isaiah 1:20 If you refuse 

and rebel, you will be devoured by the sword. And this is indeed what happened eventually when 

God gave the people over to attack by the Assyrians and the Babylonians. Sin does have 

consequences, on individuals, and on nations. God wants us to understand that if he is to be our 

shield and fortress, He is to also be our Lord and Master. We reject him as one, and we lose him as 

the other.  

   The fourth expression of the grace of discipline was a humiliation of the proud. Once I 

played the title role in a play called, The Mikado. I sang a song, as the Japanese emperor, that went 

like this. “My object all sublime, I shall achieve in time. To let the punishment fit the crime, the 

punishment fit the crime.” That is a noble goal for one in authority, to find consequences 

appropriate to particular misbehaviors. My wife and I tried to do this as parents. If the sin is 

laziness the punishment is more work. If the sin is selfishness, then you lose something you like, 

and so on. God seems to work the same way. It is interesting to me that sexual immorality, a 
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physical sin, leads to physical diseases. Overspending leads to poverty, and so on. Listen to what 

God did to the people of Judah. Isaiah 3:16 Moreover, the Lord said, “Because the daughters of 

Zion are proud and walk with heads held high and seductive eyes, and go along with mincing steps 

and tinkle the bangles on their feet.” Sounds like a day at the mall doesn’t it? Except for maybe the 

bangle-tinkling. Until I read this I didn’t know the word “tinkle” was even in the Bible, much less 

the word “bangle.” Anyway, the prophet describes these haughty, shallow, sensual women. Read 

on 17-24 Therefore the Lord will afflict the scalp of the daughters of Zion with scabs, and the 

LORD will make their foreheads bare. 18In that day the Lord will take away the beauty of their 

anklets, headbands, crescent ornaments, 19dangling earrings, bracelets, veils, 20headdresses, ankle 

chains, sashes, perfume boxes, amulets, 21finger rings, nose rings, 22festal robes, outer tunics, 

cloaks, money purses, 23hand mirrors, undergarments, turbans and veils. 24Now it will come about 

that instead of sweet perfume there will be putrefaction; instead of a belt, a rope; instead of well-

set hair, a plucked-out scalp; instead of fine clothes, a donning of sackcloth; and branding instead 

of beauty. He describes here those who will be turned into slaves and humiliated. Like many 

modern Americans, these females are all caught up in the beauty cult, and so God intends to bring 

them low and turn their vanity into ugliness. How appropriate! And how like the Lord! 

     The fifth expression of the grace of discipline is the withdrawal of God’s presence, God’s 

nearness from the people. In a sense, this is the first and basic expression of discipline. You stiff-

arm God, you disdain Him and ignore Him and you risk losing Him. Isaiah 59:2 But your iniquities 

have made a separation between you and your God, and your sins have hidden His face from you 

so that He does not hear. In chapter 64 Isaiah says that God has hidden His face from us. The great 

blessing of Numbers 6, the notion of ultimate bliss for the Hebrew was to know God’s face shining 

upon me, to see His countenance lifted up toward me. But when He hides His face, when He shuts 

His ears to you, you are in deep woe. I was challenged last week over whether God can ever be 

disappointed with someone who is in Christ, and I said then, as I say now that He surely can be. 

You may be guaranteed heavenly love, you may be assured to avoid punitive wrath, as opposed to 

fatherly discipline. But just read the record and you find God pulling away from some of His 

choicest servants when they stray. God’s anger burned against Moses. When David sinned, he lost 

the joy of his salvation. These were men saved by Christ, justified by faith, even as we are. But if 

you are prone to think this can’t be in the new covenant age then read I Peter 3.7 You husbands live 



 6 

with your wives in an understanding way, as with a weaker vessel, since she is a woman; and grant 

her honor as a fellow-heir of the grace of life, so that your prayers may not be hindered. So that 

your prayers may not be hindered? Yes, when your heart is not right with God or your spouse you 

lose the sweetness of intimacy with Him. It can be regained in a moment, by confession and 

repentance. But even in a grace-based relationship with God, He does withdraw from you when 

you grieve His Spirit. He continues to love you, but you are not allowed to enjoy Him the way you 

do when you trust and obey.  

    Now, here I am hitting on something that is a matter of some confusion for Christians. In 

our evangelical emphasis on a salvation that is by grace, apart from works, we have failed to 

recognize that the Christian life, which is begun only by unconditional grace, is then lived in the 

context of many conditional promises, or conditional graces. Fatherly chastisement is conditional 

upon your disobedience. If you don’t want God to love you this way, it can be avoided. Beth and I 

had to love all of our kids by way of discipline, but some chose to be loved that way more than 

others. It is not something a parent dispenses equally. Discipline of the negative variety  is 

conditional. It is based upon behavior. So too is discipline of the positive variety – known also as 

rewards, as positive reinforcements. This is the other side of fatherly training. Isaiah 1:19-20b If 

you consent and obey, you will eat the best of the land; 20But if you refuse and rebel, you will be 

devoured by the sword. There you have a choice. Positive reinforcement or negative. Reward or 

punishment. Does the Bible often speak in these terms? All the time! Isaiah3:10-11 Say to the 

righteous that it will go well with them, for they will eat the fruit of their actions. 11Woe to the 

wicked! It will go badly with him, for what he deserves will be done to him. And if you are a child 

of God, you are not under wrath, you are not bound to a punitive justice, but you are subject to 

fatherly discipline. Or you are subject to fatherly rewards, depending on your conduct.  

     In his book, Future Grace, John Piper says some things that modern Christians, especially 

those trafficking in reformed Presbyterian circles need to hear. Follow closely to this word from 

Piper.  

I have found that some popular notions of grace are so skewed and so pervasive that certain 

biblical teachings are almost impossible to communicate. For example, the biblical concept of 

unmerited, conditional grace is nearly unintelligible to many contemporary Christians who assume 

that unconditionality is the essence of grace. To be sure, there is unconditional grace. And it is the 

glorious foundation of all else in the Christian life. But there is also a conditional grace. For most 

people who breathe the popular air of grace and compassion today, conditional grace sound like 
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an oxymoron – like heavy feathers. So, for example, when people hear the promise of James 4:6 

that God “gives grace to the humble” many have a hard time thinking about a grace that is 

conditioned upon humility.  

 

I will stop the quote there, but go on to say that Scripture is packed with such conditional promises 

or graces. God draws near to those who draw near to Him, gives grace to the humble, prospers the 

generous, and so on it goes. It is in the Old Testament and it is in the new. It is “grace” because 

nothing is earned before God. Nothing we do makes God our debtor in any way. But it is 

conditional grace, because there is something we do to access it. Imagine that your college-age 

son’s car heater goes out and he is driving in the cold. Do you offer to pay for a repair? How about 

offering to pay for it on the condition he memorize Romans chapter 8? Hmm. That would be grace 

– but conditional grace. Grace because there is no market for Scripture memory. That doesn’t earn 

you anything. It doesn’t pay you back at all. But in one’s paternal discretion that is what could be 

set forth as the basis for his receiving a particular gift. Some gifts come with no conditions. Some 

gifts have one but they are still, every bit, a gift.  

     Dear friends, don’t confuse meeting a condition with earning or merit. When the prodigal 

son came home after wasting his inheritance, did he earn the party His father gave him? Not at all. 

But was his humbling return a necessary condition to get a party? Of course. Sometimes a 

condition to receive a certain grace is, in fact, the renunciation of merit, as it was with the prodigal. 

But it usually involves doing something that does not come natural for us and may be a significant 

challenge. But fathers, good fathers, who discipline reluctantly when that is called for, love 

rewarding our children for doing well don’t we? You bet, and so too does our father in heaven. He 

is not sitting up there going. “Oh, brother, look at how Dupee just humbled himself before his wife, 

I guess we are going to have to start listening to his prayers again.” No. No. Scripture says there is 

a party in heaven, because our father loves pouring favors out upon us. And so he does. In our day, 

and in Isaiah’s day as well.  

     Listen to the prophet’s description of God’s positive reinforcements for His beloved people.  

And there is a whole bunch of them in Isaiah 30. Listen to this 30:18ab Therefore the LORD longs 

to be gracious to you, and therefore He waits on high to have compassion on you. I wonder what 

your view of God is like. Some of you probably think He is up in heaven looking to zap you if you 

get out of line. Just waiting… almost hoping you will mess up. In fact, the opposite is true. He is 



 8 

waiting to catch you do something right so he can bless your socks off. That is the God we serve. 

Isaiah 30:18-19 Therefore the LORD longs to be gracious to you, and therefore He waits on high to 

have compassion on you. 19O people in Zion, inhabitant in Jerusalem, you will weep no longer. He 

will surely be gracious to you at the sound of your cry; when He hears it, He will answer you. And 

then He goes on to tell us some of the neat stuff He will do for us. 20 Although the Lord has given 

you bread of privation and water of oppression, He, your Teacher will no longer hide Himself, but 

your eyes will behold your Teacher. Where there had been the withdrawal of His presence and the 

sweetness of fellowship with Him, that is restored. To worshipful, affectionate, humble children, 

the Father draws near in all of His loveliness. Then in  21 Your ears will hear a word behind you, 

"This is the way, walk in it," whenever you turn to the right or to the left. We saw before that by our 

sin we lose the blessing of heavenly guidance, but as we trust and obey, and seek first the kingdom, 

this blessing is ours. When you obey God’s will you learn more of God’s will. 22-23 And you will 

defile your graven images overlaid with silver, and your molten images plated with gold. You will 

scatter them as an impure thing, and say to them, "Be gone!" 23Then He will give you rain for the 

seed which you will sow in the ground, and bread from the yield of the ground, and it will be rich 

and plenteous; on that day your livestock will graze in a roomy pasture. Prosperity returns. 26 The 

light of the moon will be as the light of the sun, and the light of the sun will be seven times brighter, 

like the light of seven days, on the day the LORD binds up the fracture of His people and heals the 

bruise He has inflicted. Notice now what that says. Who is the one who has inflicted the bruise? 

Huh? It is the Lord isn’t it? Fatherly discipline is way better than punitive justice, but it still hurts. 

And the Lord says that He does it. He takes credit for it. It isn’t just the devil that brings painful 

stuff your way. God does too. But then you see that God heals the bruise, fixes the fracture, and 

watches over the patient. He is the good surgeon who hurts in order to heal. But healing is His 

delight and His goal. He is willing and ready to be the disciplinarian, but He delights to give good 

things to those who ask and to all who will trust and obey.  

    So, the question Isaiah puts before us is this: what kind of son or daughter will you be? You 

can be a proud, self-willed, rebellious one or a humble, submissive, trusting one. If  you choose the 

former, I am not promising you that you are unsaved and going to hell, but I can promise you that 

you will not experience the joy of salvation in Christ. You won’t. Because if you are really God’s 

child He will not let you enjoy your sin. He will graciously make you miserable until you turn back 
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to Him. Now many say or think, “I would rather be self-ruled and wretched than obedient and 

abounding.” That is a terribly sad place to be, but pride locks you into those options. A baptism of 

holy humility can free us up to gladly subject our lives to the Father’s will. And when we do, we 

are made rich by the Father’s bounty. That is where He wants us to be. That is where He is calling 

us to go. He disciplines us for our good, that we may share His holiness and His joy. It’s a different 

translation this time, but listen again to Isaiah 30:18 (CEV) The LORD God is waiting to show how 

kind he is and to have pity on you. The LORD always does right; he blesses those who trust him.  

Sing with me this song: O for the wonderful love He has promised, promised for you and for me. 

Though we have sinned, He has mercy and pardon. Pardon for you and for me. Come home. Come 

home. Ye who are weary come home. Earnestly, tenderly Father is calling, calling O Children, 

come home.   


