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DISCIPLINED SPIRITUALITY 
Making the theology of the disciplines practical, John 8:12 
 
 

Homework: 

At the end of class last week, I asked everyone to consider the following three questions:   

• What is your purpose? 

• What things (contents) do you intentionally do to achieve your purpose? 

• What results do you find in your life? 
 
So…what did you find out? 
 
The New Testament speaks about the transformation God expects from His people - He expects 
them to be transformed into Christlike people (Romans 12:1-2; 8:29; Colossians 1:28; 2 
Corinthians 5:14-15; Galatians 2:20; 3:27-28; Ephesians 4:15-16; Philippians 2:3-8).  The central 
claim of this class is that Jesus knew best how to live and that we can become like him by 
following his overall style of living. Such things, therefore, as solitude and silence, prayer, 
simple and sacrificial living, intense study and meditation upon God’s Word and God’s ways, 
and service to others that characterized Jesus’ life must come to characterize our lives too. This 
class uses Dallas Willard’s book The Spirit of the Disciplines1 to help us explore those practices, 
often called the spiritual disciplines, and encourage our practice of them as a way of helping us 
become transformed people. 
 

Practical theology  
• Most Christians understand that Christian living centers on being like Jesus, but many 

Christians consider that an idealistic goal rather than an actual possibility (cf. Galatians 
2:20; Romans 7:14-24). 

• The tension between those two beliefs becomes apparent when one encounters passages 
like 1 John 3:9 in which John describes two possible paths for Christians - they must either 
intend to stop sinning or not intend to stop. 

• The two paths outlined by John point to an important question: 
 

How can ordinary people follow Jesus and become like him? 
 

• The question for us as Christians, then, is not about our goal but about how we practically 
realize it; it is about practical theology - the manner in which our actions accomplish God’s 
purposes for our lives. 

 
1 Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding how God changes lives, HarperCollins, 1988. 
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• “Practical theology” has the task of helping people grow spiritually by putting into 
effective practice the methods one can use to fulfill God’s purposes for their lives.   

o Those purposes, for Jesus’ church, focus on two things:  
▪ Making “disciples of all nations”2 (Matthew 28:18-20; cf. Romans 12:1-2; 

Colossians 4:5-6; 1 Peter 2:9-3:16). 
▪ Helping those disciples become like Jesus by “teaching them to observe all 

that [he]… commanded” (Matthew 28:20). 
o While Jesus gives his church a very challenging set of purposes, he also gives help in 

accomplishing it.  
▪ Paul described the leaders Jesus gives to his church and the responsibility he 

entrusts to them – they are “to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for 
the building up of the body of Christ” (Ephesians 4:11-12). 

▪ The equipping that Jesus leaders seek to accomplish has a specific look – 
properly equipped Christians “grow up in every way into him who is the 
head, into Christ” (Ephesians 4:15-16); they form a body for Jesus that looks 
like him and acts like him. 

o Those purposes, and the responsibility Jesus gives to church leaders in connection to 
that purpose, ought to motivate us to ask questions like:  
 

“What is our church’s plan for teaching people to do everything 
Jesus commanded?” 

 

“How well have we done in obeying Jesus and teaching others 
to obey him?” 

 

• Jesus certainly understood the challenge he presented to his church, yet he offered no 
apology nor did he soften the purposes he issued. We can therefore use his purposes as a 
measure to assess the health of our church – are we growing, and helping others grow, in 
obedience to Jesus? 

• Growing in our fulfillment of Jesus’ purposes involves recognizing that obedience to him 
involves more than a checklist of activities; it requires fundamental changes in our 
character.  

o Character is formed from the habits we develop as a result of the things we do. 
o We must, therefore, take our faith seriously enough to intentionally adopt practices 

that will reasonably lead to the development of a character that obediently submits 
to Jesus. 

o The spiritual disciplines offer practices intended to (re)shape our character, but how 
often do we intentionally practice them? How often do we teach them?  

 
2 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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o Willard, in his book, states the importance of the spiritual disciplines this way: “Full 
participation in the life of God’s Kingdom and in the vivid companionship of Christ 
comes to us only through appropriate exercise in the disciplines for life in the spirit.”3 

o In our next class we will begin to consider what life in the spirit looks like for us, 
physical people living in a material world. 

 
 

Practicing the spiritual disciplines - solitude 

A key part of a practical theology that results in people following Jesus involves, not just the 
mind, but also the body.  Such a practical theology will help us effectively “offer our bodies as 
living sacrifices, holy and acceptable unto God” by showing us how our “spiritual worship” 
cannot be separated from the offering our bodies in specific physical ways (Romans 12:1-2) 
 
Our exploration of the spiritual disciples this quarter will offer us insights into how we can 
intentionally use our bodies in ways that will further our discipleship to Jesus.  This next week 
devote yourself to practicing the following spiritual discipline - solitude. 

• Jesus regularly sought solitude (Matthew 14:23; Mark 1:35; Luke 5:16; John 6:15). 

• He especially took time for solitude before major events in his ministry like the beginning of 
his ministry (Matthew 4:1-11), selecting his disciples (Luke 6:12-13), and his death 
(Matthew 26:36-46). 

• Solitude removes us from the distractions and temptations of the world around us so that 
we can focus on our relationship with God and the transformation that needs to take place 
within our lives. 

• Consider the following items to help you effectively practice solitude: 
o Remove yourself from people but also from electronic distractions like cell phones 

and computers; you must go “offline”. 
o Solitude additionally requires careful planning and a carefully selected place; it does 

not happen accidentally. 
o Make sure to inform those closest to you about your intention to practice solitude 

so that you can work to prevent distractions and avoid offending people. 
o Use your solitude to read the Bible, to pray, and to meditate. 

 

 

 
3 Willard, p.26. 


