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Strength for Feeble Arms and Weak Knees 

Hebrews 12:4-13 

John Breon 

 

 I once heard a pastor spend almost his entire sermon talking about 

how hard it was to prepare that sermon. I don’t want to do that today, but I 

do need to admit that this passage of Scripture is not one of my favorites. 

When I read through Hebrews, I usually skim this section. And I’ve never 

preached a sermon on it. But I wanted to follow up our series on faith in 

action by looking at all of chapter 12. So I decided to spend time with this 

passage, dig into it, and see what message God has for us in it. 

 One reason it’s a difficult passage for me is all the talk about 

discipline and chastising. As it says, “No discipline seems pleasant at the 

time” (v 11). Talking about discipline isn’t all that pleasant either. Trying to 

address questions of struggle and suffering and their place in our walk with 

God is itself a struggle. 

 And the whole subject of how to discipline children is a can of worms 

I don’t want to open. Before Nancy and I were parents, we’d see what some 

parents let their kids do or not do and we’d think, “We’re not going to do 

that!” As parents, we all feel judged at one time or another over how we do 

or don’t discipline our kids. And we all have memories of how our parents 

dealt with us. The text in Hebrews says that they disciplined us for a little 

while—for those years we were in their household—as they thought best. 

What people think best may not always be the best. And, parents may have 

been wounded or damaged and weren’t able to overcome that so they pass 

along the wounds and damage. Part of our own growing up and becoming 

more healthy comes when we recognize that our parents were probably 

doing the best they could with what they had. We appreciate the good they 

did for us, we forgive the wrong they did, and we try to understand where 

they were lacking. 

 We admit our own failings as parents and trust God to forgive us and 

give our kids grace as well. I think the angriest I’ve ever been was trying to 

deal with a stubborn four year old. Fortunately, he doesn’t seem to 

remember those times. I got scared of how angry I could be. That led me to 
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look for other ways to deal with those situations. So my own weakness and 

inability make me hesitate to talk too much about discipline.  

 Additionally, we have to acknowledge the reality of violence and 

abuse and we have to declare that those are never right in parent-child 

relationships. Let’s ask God to intervene and break cycles of abuse and help 

the present generation put a stop to it. There’s a lot of mental and 

emotional healing that needs to happen. And God can heal that way and 

wants to. God brings that kind of healing through counseling and therapy 

as well as prayer and other spiritual practices. Still, someone who’s dealing 

with the trauma of having been abused may find it especially hard to hear 

this section of Hebrews.  

 There’s the other extreme as well, where people have no discipline, 

where there are no limits, no boundaries, no restraint. We need to see that 

“some kind of discipline, as one aspect of genuine love and care, is vital” 

(Tom Wright, Hebrews for Everyone). 

 Now that we recognize some of the difficulties we have with a 

passage of Scripture like this, let’s look at what it means for discipline to be 

a sign of God’s care and of our truly being God’s children. 

 Let’s start at the end of the section and then go back and look at the 

whole passage. The writer calls on us to strengthen our feeble arms and 

weak knees, to make straight paths to walk on, so that the lame won’t be 

put out of joint, but will be healed. 

 The image of “feeble arms and weak knees” portrays exhaustion, 

discouragement, spiritual and emotional fatigue (George Guthrie, The NIV 

Application Commentary: Hebrews). Do you ever feel that? What 

discourages you? Does it seem you’ve given all you can or done all you can 

—and you’re tired, you’re ready to quit? 

 I think of two-a-day football practice when I was in high school. One 

morning we were doing drills and I was just slogging through; I was barely 

moving. The coach said, “Are you dead?” Before I could think, I replied, “It 

feels like it!” 

 The people who first heard the message of Hebrews were getting 

tired. They had started following Jesus, but their friends and families 

weren’t all happy about that choice. There was pressure being put on these 
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new believers. They were experiencing some sort of persecution. One of the 

main goals of this letter is to encourage them not to go back to the old way 

of life, but to stick with Jesus. 

 The writer here recalls a message from the prophet Isaiah. Isaiah had 

encouraged the exiles in Babylon with the word that the LORD would deliver 

them and return them home. God would make a way in the wilderness and 

God’s people could walk on this highway of holiness. They needed to take 

heart and hope in the LORD, trust him to deliver them and lead them. That 

was a good word for the people first hearing Hebrews. It’s a good word for 

us when we get tired and discouraged. 

 The writer here also cites the book of Proverbs about making a 

straight path for your feet. In the Old Testament’s wisdom literature, the 

straight or level path is a picture of God’s way of right living. The writer of 

Hebrews wants his hearers to take courage in the Lord’s way, to choose the 

Lord’s way of holiness so they could be strengthened spiritually and 

emotionally. Again, that’s still a call to us. Choose God’s way, commit to 

walking with the Lord in the way he leads. Take heart, be encouraged, 

receive strength. 

 “The lame” or despondent is another picture of exhaustion and the 

crippling effect of spiritual discouragement. We talked last time about 

running the race set before us. If you’re running on an uneven path full of 

bumps and potholes, it’s not only more difficult, but it could be dangerous. 

If we choose to run on the wrong path, our spiritual condition will get 

worse. The writer here wants people not to turn aside or go astray, not be 

disabled or dislocated. We’re called to follow the Lord’s level or straight 

path of holiness so we’ll be healed spiritually instead of falling into a worse 

condition (Guthrie).  

 I like what one writer says about this: 

 

“Be strong and go straight. Cast away despondency and press on.” 

…The writer urges these believers to press on to the goal so that 

those members of the church who have become despondent…will 

notice their good example, receive fresh courage and begin to march 

again rather than fall even further behind. …Some members 
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desperately need to be healed, for some of these vital limbs in the 

local church have been put out of joint. But if healing is to come, it is 

not simply the responsibility of the leaders…but of every single 

member. (Raymond Brown, Christ Above All: The Message of Hebrews). 

 

We’re responsible to encourage each other and help each other walk in 

God’s ways. Again, that’s part of the purpose of this book of Hebrews. The 

writer wants these Jesus followers to be strong and courageous in the face 

of hardship and persecution. 

 Now, back to the beginning of this section. The writer acknowledges 

their struggle, the hardship and opposition they face from their unbelieving 

neighbors. But he also points out that their struggle has not yet resulted in 

their dying. “You have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood.” 

Jesus endured the cross. He poured out his life’s blood. Following Jesus, 

these believers could endure the less severe persecution they were facing. 

Then he gives them a word of encouragement from the Scriptures. God 

loves you. You’re children of God. The hardship you face is part of being 

God’s children. It’s not punishment; it’s discipline, training in holiness. Even 

Jesus was made perfect through suffering and learned obedience from 

what he suffered (Heb 2:10; 5:8). Whatever else those verses mean, they tell 

us that we’re in good company when we struggle and face opposition. 

Jesus understands and he is with us. 

 The writer encourages us to remember God’s word, to remember 

God’s care, and to remember God’s purpose (Brown). He cites Proverbs 3 

that talks about God’s discipline of those he loves. Hardship, opposition, 

struggle aren’t signs of God’s displeasure, but of his approval. They’re 

opportunities for God to show his care for us. They’re for our good, to take 

us closer to God’s intention for us, that is, to be more holy, to be more like 

Jesus.  

 Trying to understand all this and what it says about God and us, I 

read this helpful insight into the passage: 

 

These verses remind followers of Christ of the importance of 

discipline in their lives. Discipline, however, is not punishment. 
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Punishment is retribution for an offense committed. That is not the 

sense of the Greek word [here], which means to instruct and train for 

responsible living. Punishment is a sign of God’s displeasure; 

discipline is a sign of God’s love. Discipline is likened to strength 

training (v 12), so that our spiritual muscles may be strong and 

healthy. Discipline is an act of training for our good (vv 6, 10), so that 

we may grow in holiness, experience “the peaceful fruit of 

righteousness” (v 11), and finish the race set before us. (The Renovaré 

Spiritual Formation Bible) 

 

 God teaches lessons through suffering, but does God assign the 

suffering? This is where some of my struggles with this passage come up. 

Based on the whole of the Bible, I don’t believe God is the source or cause 

of pain and suffering. But if we’ll cooperate with God, he’s able to use 

whatever happens for our good (see Romans 8:28). Persecution is meant to 

harm the people of God, but God’s able to change it into fatherly discipline 

that trains us to become like God (The Wesley Bible). God is never the 

source of evil, but he can turn evil “inside out” and utilize it for his greater 

purposes. The best example of that is the cross of Jesus (Guthrie). 

 We might wish God would protect us from all the effects of evil, that 

he would spare us all pain and struggle. But in this world, for now, growing 

in faith and progressing in holiness often come through struggle, facing 

hardship, dealing with pain and suffering as we learn to trust God and rely 

on him more and more. 

 Scripture not only declares that we’re God’s children, it also compares 

the people of God to trees planted by the waters, that bear fruit in season 

and to branches that remain attached to the vine and bear much fruit. Trees 

need a good root system, room to grow, and plenty of water. A county 

extension agent we knew also said, “Trees have to survive where you put 

them. Don’t baby them.” A tree has to become able to survive. It has to 

develop strength through adversity.  

 It is difficult to talk about God this way. As I said, God is good and 

loving and wants only good for us. God doesn’t cause the pain in our lives 

or send the hardship. He doesn’t have to—in this fallen world there’s plenty 
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to go around. But God can use anything that happens; God can redeem it 

and bring good out of it. A man I knew used to say, “God can hit a straight 

lick with a crooked stick.” 

 Some years ago Nancy heard a song on a Christian radio station. She 

said, “It’s really good, you need to hear it.” I looked it up on the Internet. It’s 

called “What It Feels Like.” I read the lyrics and they moved me. I discovered 

the song is by a group called FFH. I’d heard of them; they’d been around 

for several years. So I looked them up and found their website.  

 FFH was founded in Pennsylvania over twenty-five years ago. After 

about ten years of recording and touring, the group decided to take a 

break. Two members of the group are a husband and wife—Jeromy and 

Jennifer Deibler. During the group’s break, Jeromy and Jennifer and their 

three year old son went to South Africa to lead music in a small church and 

to work with musicians there. Their six months in Africa was a time of great 

faith-development for them. They learned about silence and simplicity and 

prayer and real conversation and many other ways God works in our lives. 

As they prepared to return to the U.S., they found out that they were going 

to have another baby. That was exciting, of course.  

 After they returned they spent several more months waiting for God’s 

guidance about their future. They also found out that Jeromy has Multiple 

Sclerosis. They were still taking time off from recording and touring, so they 

had some time to deal with that. It was depressing news, but at least they 

knew what was wrong and could begin to address it. They learned all they 

could about MS. Their daughter was born. And Jeromy went through an 

experimental treatment as part of a clinical trial. Last I read, he was doing 

better, but MS is part of their life now. Their group had gotten back 

together and recorded a new album. The song Nancy heard was from that 

album. It’s based on the Deiblers’ experience of those years.  

 

What It Feels Like 

So this is what it feels like to walk the wilderness  

and this is what it feels like to come undone  

So this is what it feels like to lose my confidence  

unsure of anything or anyone  
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So this is what it feels like to walk the desert sand  

and this is what it feels like to hear my name  

and to be scared to death cause I'm all alone  

but feel love and peace just the same  

And this may not be the road I would choose for me  

but it still feels right somehow  

And I have never felt you as close to me as I do right now  

So this is what it feels like to be led  

 

So this is what it feels like to have it fall apart  

to be totally unglued  

and find out if I accept my brokenness  

I get more of me, I get all of you  

So this is what it feels like to be on shaky ground  

Careful of every step I take  

Realizing as I stop to look around  

I look around and see everything a different way  

And this may not be the road I would choose for me  

but it still feels right somehow  

cause I have never felt you as close to me as I do right now  

So this is what it feels like to be led  

and this is what it feels like to be led  

 

So this is what it feels like to just walk away  

from everything I thought kept me safe  

to depend just on you for every meal  

and find it's better this way  

oh it's better this way  

And this may not be the road I would choose for me  

but it still feels right somehow  

And I have never felt you as close to me as I do right now  

 And this is what it feels like to be led  

  (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pFqGSKcyvbc)  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pFqGSKcyvbc


8 
 

 Again, God didn’t give MS to Jeromy Deibler. But God used that 

experience to draw a family closer to himself, to lead them to trust God 

more, to open up and be honest and depend on the Lord. 

 God will strengthen us, lead us on the straight path, and restore us 

and all creation to what God intends us to be.  

 Hebrews tells us to “submit to the Father,” surrender to God. John 

Ortberg sums up the first steps of 12-Step recovery this way: “I can’t. God 

can. I think I’ll let him” (Menlo Church podcast, “The Way: Surrender,” 

9/23/19). 


