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When You’ve Been Hurt  
“Moving from bitterness to freedom” 

Hebrews 12:12-17 
 

Delivered at Central Baptist Church on June 10th, 2018 by Pastor Steve Edelman 

 

INTRODUCTION: Good morning everyone, we are so glad you are here. Today, 

we are going to be digging into scripture to answer some important questions that 

consistently come up in your life and in my life. How do you respond when you are 

hurt by others? How do you move from bitterness to freedom? 

STORY: As a teenager, we had to defend for ourselves at breakfast and it was 

this just get through it as fast as possible morning routine. I remember sitting at the 

kitchen table in the rush of the morning and pouring a bowl of Multi-Grain Cheerios. I 

really enjoy a bowl of Multi-Grain Cheerios and it was my go-to for a quick “nutritious” 

breakfast. When you are tired, you know the point in which you just go into autopilot 

mode and go through the motions because you are half asleep. That is the state of the 

Edelman family most mornings. On this particular day, I filled my bowl with cheerios and 

poured the milk, anticipating the first bite. I always enjoyed the first crisp fresh bite. I 

placed the spoon in my mouth and crushed the cheerios. Into my second bite, I realized 

the milk was bad… really bad. It was chunky bad… I felt instantly sick and my stomach 

turned. Upon inspection of the milk I noticed that the date had long expired. I missed the 

warning on the side of the jug. As a result, the sour milk actually turned me off Multi-

Grain Cheerios for many years. In the moment (as a mature teenager), I did the best 

thing possible… I put the lid back on the jug and placed it back in the fridge. That way, 

my brother would come prepare his cereal and discover the hidden gem in the fridge. 

To be honest, the immaturity in me didn’t want to deal with the rancid smell that would 

have been distinctly pungent if I was to pour out the expired contents of the jug. The 

longer the milk sits - the worse it gets.  

Are we not all like that when we don’t take responsibility for the sour milk 

in our lives? That is, when we ignore the warnings God has given us. If we are not 

careful, bitterness can turn us away from God and others. This is what happens when 

we hold on to unforgiveness and wrongs. By keeping the bitter expired contents in our 

mind and heart, it slowly contaminates what is good. It can be something that happened 
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in a friendship, a work relationship, a marriage, a family, in leadership, or even a church 

relationship. The sour milk in our life can keep us from being in a healthy relationship 

with God and others. The sour milk in our life can cause us to be closed off and bitter. 

The sour milk in our life can hurt us and others. Have you shelved the sour milk in your 

life? Are you bringing it out and drinking it time to time? Are you giving it to others? Do 

need healing from what is hurting you this morning?  

The author of Hebrews warns us of what can happen when we get hurt by 

others and become bitter. The longer the hurt sits – the worse it gets. To 

summarize, the author is saying “be careful” what we do with your sourness and 

don’t fall back into our old life or our old ways of thinking before we knew Christ.   

THE OVERVIEW OF HEBREWS 12: 

We see three themes being addressed in Hebrews chapter 12:  

 The race or life is challenging. 

 We need God given disciplines to endure the challenges. 

 We need to avoid the dangers of foolishness in the challenges. 

The book of Hebrews is warning us of what happens when our hurts turn into bitterness.  

When we have been hurt, we need the grace of God to help us realize:  

1. OUR RESPONSIBILITY  

2. OUR DANGERS  

3. OUR FREEDOM  

First, let look at our responsibility as believers.  

  1.      OUR RESPONSIBILITY 

Look with me at verse 12 which says, “12 Therefore lift your drooping hands and 

strengthen your weak knees, 13 and make straight paths for your feet, so that what is 

lame may not be put out of joint but rather be healed.”  

You know those moments when you just feel like giving up; You’re broken down. 

You have nothing left to give. It’s a description of a person who is physically, 

emotionally, and spiritually exhausted by life’s difficulties.  

So how do you navigate through the hurt and struggle of life? Verse 13 starts 

with, “Make straight paths for your feet.” In other words, be careful how you go about 

life when you have experienced hurt through life’s circumstances. If you choose the 
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wrong path, your spiritual condition will get worse. In other words we have a 

responsibility to choose and walk in right ways when you are struggling. A 

straight path points to a clear direction and destination to get there. Be careful, 

that you stay on the path that leads to Christ. Choose patterns and decisions that 

keep you moving towards Christ. 

Verse 13 says, “make straight paths for your feet, so that what is lame may not 

be put out of joint but rather be healed.”  

The reference to “what is lame” in verse 13 is important. The Greek word 

for lame means to be crippled or maimed. It’s the crippling effect on our spiritual 

life when we encounter sour milk or struggle as we go about our days.  It’s the 

point in which we don’t know if we can continue because of the difficulty we have 

experienced. When you are injured we need to be careful what is lame may not be 

put out of joint so that it will heal properly.  

STORY: MEGAN DISLOCATING HER SHOULDER.  

My wife has a shoulder that chronically dislocates and I am slightly traumatized by how 

this played out in our life. If I put my hand on her shoulder, I will either get “DON’T 

TOUCH ME!” or “I love you.” I have a 50% chance of getting it wrong or right. The injury 

started with a track and field javelin throw. She reinjured it in college when a good friend 

sat on her shoulder which causes real damage. Then it became this normative regular 

painful occurrence because the joint never healed properly. Megan’s lame shoulder has 

been put out of joint so many times that she is unable to play most sports.  

We are reminded to not let “what is lame… be put out of joint.” Ultimately, 

this is a relationship and a spiritual metaphor for what can happen with sin. In 

other words, be careful how you move forward in your weakness because you are 

vulnerable and you can stumble.   

To bring back the illustration – It’s to stop drinking the sour milk and move 

towards Christ. The bible gives us some directives to help us bring about healing when 

we are hurt.  

When we have been hurt by life’s circumstances, we need the grace of God 

to help us realize: OUR RESPONSIBILITY as a believer. The first responsibility 

Hebrews talks about is: 
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     a.      To pursue peace (v14a) 

Look with me at verse 14a which says, “Strive for peace with everyone…” 

The imperative Greek meaning for verb strive means to be earnest, diligent, in 

continuous pursuit of reconciliation. In other words, we have a responsibility to work 

together well. We need to strive for peace and unity if we want to be effective.  

In the church, we need to work and pull together for the cause of Christ. This 

does not mean we will always agree on everything; it does mean that we will we will 

strive for peace and not let differences become bitterness. We need to try to create the 

right atmosphere for restoration. It does not come automatically because people are 

people and the devil will try to disrupt the life of any group of believers. When that 

happens, a sense of rich communal unity in a church will do more to create the 

right atmosphere for restoration than almost anything else.  We have an active 

responsibility to pursue peace. It doesn’t come automatically because people are 

people. The devil will try to disrupt the life of any group of believers and he may use you 

or me to do it.  

So are you walking and talking in a way that is bringing about peace? Or in a way 

that breads discontent or hatefulness towards someone else? Be careful what you do 

and say when you are hurt! Warning. Warning. When we experience pain, we need 

to be careful that we are not pulling the body of Christ apart or out of joint or healing 

won’t take place. 

Francis Frangipane says, "Too many Christians become bitter and angry in 

the conflict. If we descend into hatefulness, we have already lost the battle. We 

must cooperate with God in turning what was meant for evil into a greater good 

within us. This is why we bless those who would curse us: It is not only for their 

sakes but to preserve our own soul from its natural response toward hatred." 

Our initial reaction when we are hurt is not to give love, it’s to take it. How do we 

find peace when we are experiencing pain? The good news is that peace is a divine gift 

given to us when we receive the gospel. Peace isn’t something that comes 

automatically from our human condition. We are all naturally bent to fight for what we 

want and do what it takes to get our way. Peace is a gift that we receive when we are 

changed by God. It needs to be worked out in every area of our lives as believers. 
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We are to make every effort to live in peace in a whole range of circumstances (Matt. 

5:9; Rom. 12:18), with everyone. The church is to be an example of how to work 

together despite diversity and change. When we find peace, it’s a picture and 

reflection of God’s Kingdom coming in and through us. Peace is a mark of God’s rule in 

our life.  

When we are struggling, we need the grace of God to help us realize OUR 

RESPONSIBILITY as believers is to pursue peace. 

Next, when we are hurt, OUR RESPONSIBILITY as believers is to pursue holiness. 

     b.      To pursue holiness (v14b) 

Look with me at verse 14b which says, “Strive for… for the holiness without 

which no one will see the Lord.” 

As believers, we have an obligation to strive for holiness. Our relationships need 

to reflect a life changed by grace including our attitudes and our behavior towards each 

other. Our relationship with each other is connected to our relationship with Christ. You 

can’t claim to be in good relationship with God and harbor bitterness toward others. 

How we treat, talk, and think about others is evidenced in our ability to live like Christ. 

This is evidenced in our character. In our love for each other. In our pursuit of peace. In 

our ability to exercise forgiveness.  

Notice the clause in verse 14b, “without holiness no one will see the Lord.” The 

person who chooses to willfully to live in sin is warned because they have no guarantee 

or assurance of heaven. This passage should cause you to reflect on how you are 

currently living your own life. To reflect and dig deeper to  so that God can reveal 

to us what is really going on inside of our soul. The book of Hebrews is saying, 

“be careful.” Be careful on how you respond when you are lame because what is really 

going on deep down with come to the surface. When you are struggling, are you 

choosing to depend on God to change you? Or are you pulling things out of joint?   

So how do we obtain this change of heart that touches our very being? It’s the 

touch of God. The good news is that holiness is the provision of God alone that 

allows anyone to enter into the presence of God. Therefore, holiness is 

something we only obtain only by going to God and He changes us. Those who 

have been made holy are the ones for whom Christ has made purification (1:3; 9:14, 
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22–26; 10:10, 14). This means that all believers must press on toward the grand finale, 

there… we will find perfect holiness, which is essential for seeing God. Someone who is 

pursuing Christ is pursuing holiness.  

Hebrews is saying, that it’s our responsibility to pursue peace and holiness so 

that we may be healed. Peace and holiness are intertwined directives that help keep the 

joints intact so we can run the race of life well. Just as all must strive for peace and 

holiness, so they must make every effort to care for the well-being of fellow 

believers (Hebrews 3:12; 4:1; 10:24–25). This means, if you are a follower of Christ, 

you are expected to show deep concern for each other because we are in this fight 

together. 

As we have seen, when we are struggling, we need the grace of God to help us 

see our responsibility of believers. 

Secondly, when we have been hurt, we need the grace of God to recognize OUR 

DANGERS as believers.  

  2.      OUR DANGERS 

Look with me at verse 15a which says, “See to it that no one fails to obtain the 

grace of God;” 

The first danger is described as falling short of God’s grace. 

     a.      The danger of falling short of God’s grace (v15a) 

What does it mean to fall short of God’s grace? The verb “fails” means “to lack, or 

fall short of.” The state of missing the grace of God is a warning given over and over 

again in the book of Hebrews  (4:1; 6:4–6; 10:26–31). In other words, to fall short of 

God’s grace simply means to reject the gospel and miss the forgiveness offered 

through Christ. Or refusing to hear or listen to Jesus. It’s to fail to see the value of 

the unmerited favor that Jesus has given. So what does this mean in the context of 

being hurt? Some reject or give up on Christ in middle of struggle because they 

minimize or don’t understand His grace. This scripture are we being reminded that we 

need to keep in mind what Christ did for us on the cross. When conflict or pain occurs, if 

we reject Jesus, we are rejecting and insulting God's grace. We are saying that what 

Jesus did on the cross was not sufficient for us. However, God’s grace rescues us 

from our spiritual recklessness and blindness. It frees us from our bondage of 
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our independence and selfish ways. Someone said, “Grace isn't just forgiveness, 

it is forgiveness fueled by surrender.”  

The great danger of refusing God’s grace can be seen on many levels. On a 

horizontal or relational level, when we refuse God’s grace and we do not extend it to 

others, it causes more dysfunction and hurt. On a vertical level, when we refuse God’s 

grace, we reject the freedom that comes with His grace and a better way.  

A scholar says, “In Hebrews 3:7-17 and Hebrews 10:26 the context is talking 

about faith. Throughout the Bible, faith had to be exercised to receive anything from 

God, whether salvation or a promise of blessing. Abram obeyed the voice of God 

leaving his homeland with the promise of God’s blessing (Genesis 12). The paralytic 

man was touched by the Master as a result of “Jesus seeing their faith” in action (Mark 

2:5). Their active faith got Jesus’ attention which brought about both the paralytic’s 

forgiveness and healing. James 2:17 says, “Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, 

being alone.”  

When we are struggling, our greatest danger is to reject the gospel of grace 

and miss the forgiveness offered through Christ.  

Next, we see danger of bitterness described. 

     b.      The danger of bitterness (v15b) 

Look with me at verse 15b which says, “See to it… that no “root of bitterness” 

springs up and causes trouble, and by it many become defiled;” 

The word “ bitterness,” comes from an old root word meaning to bite. Bitterness 

is like being bitten by the serpent (Satan) who releases his venom and poison into our 

heart and life. 

Bitterness is what causes an ongoing negative stirring of the heart. This could be: 

disappointment, neglect, being overlooked, inadequacy, accidents, disease, 

mistreatment, and loss. Maybe it has to do with our relationship with a supervisor, a  

teacher, a husband, a wife, a parent, or a child.  

Bitterness can be caused by anything or any person who has failed us or brought 

disappointment and trouble to us in some way. The person who is bitter is often: sharp, 

resentful, cynical, cold, harsh, stressful, relentless, distasteful, and unpleasant. 



 8 

Any expression of these is “sin” to God. God desires people to live in love, joy, 

peace, and holiness, not in bitterness. Therefore, the believer must look diligently, must 

guard against the great danger of bitterness. 

Another pastor says, “The root of bitterness. One of the tempter’s most 

insidious weapons, self-centeredness, causes one to focus on one’s own perspective, 

one’s own circumstances, and the implications of certain decisions for one’s own life. In 

Christian life, this issue demands more attention. When “bitter roots”—dynamics within 

the church introduced by those who have become disaffected with the fellowship—

spring up, many are defiled, according to Hebrews. 

The end of verse 15 says, “by it many become defiled;”  

The verb “defile,” means to become contaminated.  

Woodrow Kroll says, "When the root is bitterness, imagine what the fruit 

might be." 

Here the author alludes to Deuteronomy 29:18, which reads: “Make sure there is 

no man or woman, clan or tribe among you today whose heart turns away from the 

LORD our God to go and worship the gods of those nations; make sure there is no root 

among you that produces such bitter poison.” The context of this Old Testament text 

is significant, since it deals with idolatry and apostasy from the covenant 

community. Those among Hebrews’ were abandoning their “faith in Christ” because of 

sin in their life. As a result, they were causing severe friction within the community, and 

relationships were breaking down. 

The skeptic would say that forgiveness is just a nice platitude or gesture if you 

can get to that point in your life.  If you can forgive… Good for you!  

STORY: AN UNFORGIVING RELATIONSHIP 

Jesus would say that forgiveness is a necessary practice if you are walking 

with Him. It’s not optional if you want to live in and out the freedom of Christ. 

 As you can see, there is an enormous danger in becoming bitter. As we have 

been talking about - when we have been hurt, we need the grace of God to 

recognize OUR DANGERS as believers.  

 A last danger for believers is the danger of immorality.  

    c.      The danger of immorality (v16-17) 
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Look with me at verse 16 and 17, “that no one is sexually immoral or unholy like 

Esau, who sold his birthright for a single meal. 17 For you know that afterward, when he 

desired to inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found no chance to repent, 

though he sought it with tears.” 

Followers of Jesus are to see to it that no member of the church falls into the 

pattern of immorality like Esau (12:16–17). That Esau was “sexually immoral” is 

somewhat problematic since the biblical text does not mention sexual promiscuity on his 

part. Although, a scholar says, “The biblical account makes no mention of this, although 

a broad spectrum of later Jewish tradition associated him with sexual immorality, 

especially because of his marriage to the Hittites, Judith and Basemath, who made life 

bitter for his parents (Gen. 26:34–35).” 

Having given up his inheritance and being rejected from receiving the blessing, 

Esau, weeping, pleaded with his father to reverse the situation, but the manager could 

not. The author of Hebrews wishes to drive home the point that only tears and 

rejection await those who sell out the inheritance that God promises to his 

children. 

The emotional grief and dread caused by those who have left the faith because 

of sin or apostasy should cause us to pause for reflection. Apostasy is falling away, a 

withdrawal, or a defection of the faith. Standing away from the way of Christ. 

So, what is the point of the author’s treatment of the “bitter root” and Esau in 

12:14–17? In plain words, Esau is a fool because he took the easy way out. He 

threw away a precious privilege to appease his flesh. The cravings of the moment 

outweighed the premier gifts of a lifetime. When we have been hurt we are in 

danger of appeasing the flesh.  

As we have been talking about, when we struggle, we need the grace of 

God to recognize OUR DANGERS as believers.  

Lastly, when we have been hurt, we need the grace of God to recognize OUR 

FREEDOM as believers.  

3. OUR FREEDOM  

How do we receive the grace of God so we can walk in freedom? By going to Christ! 

Sometimes we need to reapply the grace of God over and over again until we find 
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freedom. Letting the gospel sink deeper into our hearts and minds helps us leave what’s 

heavy behind. Leave it behind! 

Ephesians 4:31-32 says, “Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and 

slander be put away from you, along with all malice. Be kind to one another, 

tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.” 

THIS MEANS, WE MUST MOVE FROM BITTERNESS TO FORGIVENESS. 

When we refuse to forgive, we are inviting Satan to empower bitterness, disunity 

and destroy people.  

Someone put it this way, “How do you know you are bitter? You keep thinking 

about the hurt. It affects you emotionally. You remember clearly every detail. The way 

you dig up the “root of bitterness” is with the “shovel of forgiveness. Distancing 

yourself from the person or the relationship will not make the hurt go away. You can 

pretend that the problem doesn't exist by avoiding your friend (enemy). It will cripple 

every relationship you have. You will start to build walls and live a guarded life.”  

What keeps us from picking up the shovel of forgiveness? 

Catherine Wilson points out a number misunderstanding or reasons that we struggle to 

forgive.  

 We were doing a study on forgiveness at Family Group a couple of weeks back 

and here are some obstacles that kids face when they are struggling to forgive.  

“Obstacle #1: Forgiveness is kind of optional. 

Truth: God says we must forgive 

We hope our kids will forgive because they are motivated, first and foremost, by love 

and gratitude: by their love for God, and in gratitude for the forgiveness they enjoy 

through Christ’s sacrifice. At the same time, however, we need to impress on our kids 

that it’s also an issue of obedience. 
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Kids need a clear understanding of key passages like Matthew 5:23-24, Matthew 6:9-

15, Matthew 18:21-35 and Mark 11:25. Stated bluntly, these passages teach that a lack 

of forgiveness is sin – both forgiveness withheld and forgiveness not sought – and it 

makes God angry. 

Obstacle #2: Forgiveness is not fair 

Truth: Forgiveness is better than fair. 

Around the age of five or six, children start developing a strong sense of justice. Without 

guidance, this can lead to a tit-for-tat mindset that sees nothing wrong with the notion, If 

you hurt me, I have a right to hurt you back. Kids thinking along these lines will struggle 

with the idea of forgoing vengeance and showing forgiveness instead. 

Fortunately, that strong sense of justice also works in our favour. When the 

gospel is explained carefully, we learn that God does not treat us as we deserve. 

When we show our kids that Jesus died in our place because of our sin deserves 

death, we see that life wasn’t fair for Jesus. However, it's immeasurably better than fair 

for us! Can you fix your eyes of what he did for you? 

Obstacle #3: Forgiveness means my hurt doesn’t matter 

Truth: Forgiveness should acknowledge the hurt 

When someone says "I’m sorry," the standard reply is, "That’s okay." But this response 

can be a stumbling block for some kids. To them, "That’s okay" amounts to an 

admission that what the other person did was acceptable. A better first response to 

teach kids might be, "Thank you for your apology . . ." It’s fine for kids to also add, "I 

was really hurt by what you did." 

It may help kids get past their hurt to understand that, when they hold on to 

unforgiveness, they heap even more misery on themselves, adding it atop the original 

wound.”  
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Anne Graham says "forgiveness doesn’t make the other person right, it makes 

you free." 

The message of Jesus says we no longer need to be trapped by our 

bitterness.  When we are hurt by others, we need Jesus to move us to a place of 

healing as we forgive and reconcile with others. When we face the temptation to let 

bitterness linger in our hearts, we must remember who we are in Christ. We must be 

careful that we don’t turn away from the very one who can help us. Condemnation will 

destroy us. We must fix our eyes on Christ. Christ is our forgiveness. As Jesus 

responded to you and me, we can be empowered to respond to others in the 

same way.  

HOW DO YOU BEGIN THE PROCESS OF FORGIVENESS?  

Don’t minimize the hurts in your life. Mourn your hurts. Express them to a trusted 

friend or spouse and allow yourself to be comforted. Jesus died for those hurts. Talk 

honestly about them. Who has hurt you the most? With whom have you not reconciled? 

Who does the Holy Spirit bring to your mind when you think hurtful thoughts? Jesus 

said, "Blessed are they who mourn, for they shall be comforted."  

Remember, it’s okay to get angry. God did. Anger is one of His emotions.  However, 

anger, improperly used, can lead us into sin. Satan has access to us when we are in 

rebellion.  

The most difficult people I deal with are hurting, unwilling to let go of their anger. 

Proverbs says that our tongues can be sharp swords.  

Paul tells us in Ephesians 4:29 that we are to build others up. We need to seek good for 

others. This is only the Holy Spirit’s enabling.  

If you don't choose forgiveness, you choose bitterness. Bitterness from 

unforgiveness can often turn inward. Many women turn their bitterness inward and 

become depressed. Many men turn their bitterness outward and their anger tends to 

escalate.  
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We get creative on how to punish the offender. Such behavior grieves the Holy Spirit.  

THIS IS WHAT FORGIVENESS LOOKS LIKE: 

“We must begin by confessing our sin. Be specific. When you do so,  

1. You cancel the debt.  

2. You remove that person’s control over you and your emotions.  

3. You give them the gift of forgiveness. Forgiveness is not only for them, it is a gift 

for you.  

4. You forsake revenge. “Vengeance is Mine,” saith the Lord. Why? Because ultimate 

justice must be left to God. God is just.  

5. Forgiveness is both a decision and a process. It may take time and cover a series 

of issues.  

6. You know you have forgiven them when you genuinely want God to bless 

them, you want good for their lives.” 

*How do you respond when you are hurt by others? 

When we have been hurt, we need the grace of God to help us realize:  

1. OUR RESPONSIBILITY  

2. OUR DANGERS  

3. OUR FREEDOM as believers. 

We must forgive as God in Christ forgave us. No one has been sinned against 

more than Jesus.  Stop drinking the sour milk. In your struggle, keep looking to 

Jesus for what you need.   

THE LORD’S TABLE. 
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Jesus kept speaking loving words even with His dying breath. He forgave them, and He 

forgives you. Offer that gift to others by His power and unconditional love. His love ran 

red for you.   

 

 


