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DISCIPLINED SPIRITUALITY 
Paul’s example 
 
 
Homework: 
At the end of our last class I asked everyone to practice the discipline of devotional reading: 
 

What did you learn from your practice of devotional reading? What 
struggles or successes did it present to you? 

 
 
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. 
 

Paul and the spiritual disciplines 
• We can begin to think about Paul’s relationship to the spiritual disciplines by considering his 

message to Timothy about the need for training. 
o Paul, in his first letter to Timothy, told Timothy why he was writing to him, “I am 

writing these things to you so that, if I am delayed, you may know how one ought to 
behave in the household of God” (1 Timothy 3:14-15). 

o Timothy needed that instruction, Paul wrote, because some Christians would 
“depart from the faith” and devote themselves to disciplines that he elsewhere 
described as having “the appearance of wisdom” but have “no value in stopping the 
indulgence of the flesh” (1 Timothy 4:1-5; Colossians 2:20-23). 

o In order to deal with that threat, Paul instructed Timothy to “train [himself] for 
godliness”2 (1 Timothy 4:7), which he connected to Timothy’s “being trained in the 
words of faith and of the good doctrine” that he followed (1 Timothy 4:6).   

 
1 Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding how God changes lives, HarperCollins, 1988. 
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 Paul’s connection proves important – it points out that disciplines have value only 
when contextualized by a proper understanding of scripture (cf. 1 Timothy 1:3-11). 

o By pursuing training in scripture and in godliness, Paul wrote that Timothy could 
become “an example in conduct and speech” that would contribute to both his 
salvation and the salvation of his listeners (1 Timothy 4:11-16). 

• Paul reinforced the message he wrote to Timothy about training by encouraging Timothy to 
consider his own example – Paul’s life offered a model for the training he encouraged 
Timothy to pursue. 

o Paul commented that Timothy followed his teaching and conduct (2 Timothy 3:10).  
o Timothy had good reason to follow Paul – Paul dedicated himself to helping people 

become like Jesus (cf. Romans 8:29; Ephesians 4:15-16; Colossians 1:28; 1 
Corinthians 9:24-27). 

o Paul, as part of his effort to help people become more like Jesus, offered his life as 
an example (cf. 1 Corinthians 4:16; 11:1; Galatians 2:20). 

§ Paul encouraged his readers to no longer allow sin to control their bodies but 
to give their bodies to God’s control (Romans 6:12-13; Colossians 3:5). 

§ Part of his encouragement included offering his own life as an example to 
help his audiences better understand transferring control of their life from 
sin to God (1 Corinthians 11:1; Philippians 4:9) 

§ A key to understanding Paul and his practice of the spiritual disciplines can 
be found, for example, in Philippians 3:7-11 - Paul found in Jesus something 
of such great value that it fundamentally altered all his relationships and 
motivated him to take up the disciplines in order to obtain the value he 
discovered in Jesus (cf. 1 Corinthians 9:27). 

§ But Paul’s practice of the disciplines took a very specific form: 
 

Paul followed Jesus by living as Jesus lived  
 

§ Consider, for example: 
• Jesus prayed (Luke 6:12-16; 9:28; Matthew 26:36-46), Paul prayed 

(Acts 9:9, 11; 14:23). 
• Jesus fasted (Matthew 4:1-2), Paul fasted (Acts 9:9; 13:2; 14:23). 
• Jesus practiced service (Matthew 20:25-28; John 13:3-5), Paul 

practiced service (Acts 20:18-19, 33-35; 1 Thessalonians 2:8-9; 2 
Thessalonians 3:8-9; 1 Corinthians 9:19-23; cf. Philippians 2:1-8). 

• It is not uncommon, however, to find people who struggle to find in Paul’s writings an 
actual, practical strategy of day-to-day living that works towards the goal of being like Jesus. 
A couple reasons contribute to that struggle: 

o A tendency exists to focus on Paul’s teachings without real consideration of his life. 
o People sometimes approach Paul with different assumptions about what defines a 

“good” life. For example: 
§ Religious people of the classical and Hellenistic world believed the mind and 

body had to be rigorously disciplined to achieve a decent individual and 
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social existence; Paul drew on those understandings in his letter to Timothy 
(1 Timothy 4:7). 

§ In contrast, our society has inherited an ideology that emphasizes the 
individual and holds out an individual’s pleasure as the good of the people.  
We can see this emphasis, for example, in the way people talk about worship 
services and church membership - they focus on what the service and church 
offer them. 

• While Paul both believed and taught that people should take drastic actions to alter their 
lives (cf. Romans 12:1-2; Philippians 2:3-8), our religious context assures us that such drastic 
action is not necessary for our Christianity, hinting that it may not even be useful and that it 
may even be harmful. 

• As a result, our religious world interprets Paul’s teachings in ways that condones the life of 
decent people around us rather than pressing for a life that mirrors Jesus’ life.  

o Willard included the following insightful quote from Merton P. Strommen, recipient 
of the 1983 William James Award in the psychology of religion - “Though most 
Americans view religion as important, scholars have largely ignored it as a factor in 
making a significant contribution to personal and national well-being. Most 
psychologists have treated this aspect of human behavior as non-consequential or as 
something to avoid.”3 

o In contrast to the dismissiveness of our modern world, many people who claim to be 
Christians fill their minds with Christian ideas but have no idea how those ideas 
translate into practical living.  That disconnect is compounded by the assumption 
that, as long as one holds fast to certain beliefs, growth and maturity will happen 
naturally over time. 

• How then do we begin to overcome the pressures from our selfish interests and from our 
world?  Paul’s writings offer an answer - spirituality develops, in part, through habits 
engrained into one’s life through intentional practice. 

o C. S. Lewis’s well-known book The Screwtape Letters, includes a passage in which 
Uncle Screwtape reproaches an apprentice demon named Wormwood for 
permitting his “patient” to become a Christian. Screwtape nevertheless comments: 

 

“There is no need to despair; hundreds of these adult converts have 
been reclaimed after a brief sojourn in the enemy’s camp and are 

now with us. All the habits of the patient, both mental and bodily, 
are still in our favour.”4 

 

o Paul offers insight into transforming one’s habits in Romans 6. 
§ Transformation begins with baptism.  Baptism brings us into an “experiential 

relationship” with Jesus so that what he experienced then we now also 

 
3 Willard, p.110. 
4 Willard, pp.113-114 (emphasis added). 
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experience.  As a result, we share his death to the sin that rules the world; as 
it did not motivate him, so it must not motivate us (Romans 6:1-7). 

§ Transformation includes the development of a new attitude.  Our new 
attitude purposefully regards one’s self as “dead to sin but alive to God in 
Jesus Christ” (Romans 6:11).  Such an attitude includes deliberately 
disassociating one’s self from their former life of sin by saying “That is not, 
and shall not be, me.”   

§ Transformation includes submitting one’s body and its parts to God as 
instruments of righteousness (Romans 6:12-19).  The submission to God 
about which Paul write includes consciously directing one’s body in a manner 
that works to replace one’s engrained sinful practices with righteous 
practices that will, eventually, become automatic, default responses. 

o Ignoring the practices that create transforming habits can lead us into the snare of 
the Pharisees - the grace of God is praised, Jesus Christ is praised, and redemption is 
praised, but the practical everyday life does not reflect what we praise.  We become 
people who honor God with our mouths but whose hearts are far away from Him 
(Matthew 15:1-9). 

 
Practicing the spiritual disciplines – confession 
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 – confession  

• We are told to confess our sins before God and to one another (James 5:16; 1 John 1:9). 
• Confession includes acknowledging as true the whole message of Jesus’ death and 

resurrection - we are sinful people who cannot save ourselves and consequently need 
God’s help through Jesus to resolve our sin problem (Romans 10:9-10; 3:9-23; 5:6-11). 

• Our practice of confession does not open up to God a perspective He lacks into our 
actions and thinking; rather our confession involves deliberately opening ourselves up to 
God so that we learn to acknowledge our need for Him and His forgiving love for us.  

• The discipline of confession should include things like: 
o Admitting to our tendency to rationalize, deny, blame, and self-obsess. 
o Examining the network of people, ideas, and influences that tempt our 

weaknesses. 
o Learning to honestly identify our areas of weakness and ask God for His help in 

strengthening our resolve in those areas. 
o Accompanying confession with the deliberate cultivation of healthy practices to 

take the place of sinful ones. 
• Learning to seek and embrace God’s love, grace, and forgiveness. 


