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DISCIPLINED SPIRITUALITY 
The nature of life 
 
 
Homework: 
At the end of our last class I asked everyone to practice the discipline of meditation: 
 
What did you learn from your practice of meditation? 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. 
 

Understanding – and reclaiming – the life God intended 
• Jesus’ teachings include observations about how life actually works.  He, for example, 

taught that life only flourishes when one gives up their focus on their own life (Luke 9:24). 
• Jesus’ counterintuitive perspective on life points us to a foundational teaching in the Bible: 

 

Human life cannot flourish as God intended if we see ourselves 
as being ‘on our own’  

(Genesis 2:18) 
 

• We cannot consequently find our life’s purpose when we isolate ourselves from God and do 
not have proper relationships with one another (Genesis 1:26-28; 2:18; Ecclesiastes 12:13). 

• But what exactly are we talking about when we speak of “life”?   
o In its most basic sense, life is the “inner power to relate to other things in certain 

specific ways”2. 

 
1 Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding how God changes lives, HarperCollins, 1988. 
2 Willard, p.57. 
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o Life is the ability to contact and selectively use one’s surroundings to further their 
own survival and enrichment. 

• Humans distinguish themselves from other living things by adding thought, valuation, and 
choice to their “inner power to relate to other things in certain specific ways”. 

o Each person’s inner source of activity – their thought, valuation, and choice – makes 
them unique and valuable.  

§ One brick or board may, for example, be as good as any other brick or board 
since they have no inner life.  

§ People, on the other hand, cannot be replaced by another person; such a 
view denies a person’s inner source of active, creative power and 
consequently dehumanizes them. 

o What makes humanity unique and valuable offers one of the main clues to who and 
what we are; what makes us unique and valuable also enables us to extend our 
powers over the earth and its inhabitants in a way underscores the vocation God 
gave humankind (Genesis 1:26-28).  

o Humans, utilizing their unique inner power in partnership with other humans, 
possess the ability to harness the inexhaustible power of the creation in ways that 
both use and influence the creation and extend far beyond mere instrumentality (cf. 
Genesis 1:26-30; 2:5, 15; 11:1-9; 4:21). 

• History reveals, however, that humanity has used its “inner power” for its own selfish and 
destructive purposes rather than to fulfill its God-given vocation (cf. Genesis 1:28; 6:5, 11-
12).  Willard wrote, “we easily appear to be completely out of control today, careening 
madly toward the edge of the cosmic cliff. Candid observers quickly come to the conclusion 
that there is some pervasive and basic lack in human life”3 (cf. Romans 1:18-32). 

• The ability to use things outside of one’s self for survival and betterment and the all-too-
often abuse of that power should motivate us to identify what is missing that causes 
humanity’s sad condition.   

o That lack comes when people disconnect themselves from God who created, 
ordered, and who sustains the cosmos (Genesis 1-2; Revelation 4:11; Acts 17:22-31). 

o The social, psychological, and physical life of humankind becomes disordered in the 
absence of a right relationship to God and His spiritual Kingdom (cf. Matthew 6:10; 
James 3:16). For example: 

§ Adam and Eve did not cease to be “living beings”4 when they rebelled 
against God in Genesis 3, but they did cease to function in harmony with the 
creation and with God (Genesis 3:1-24).   

§ While they retained a measure of the independent power that is part of 
being “living beings”, their connection to God through which those powers 
would have been properly ordered and fulfilled was broken.   

§ That broken relationship resulted in humanity no longer having the life God 
intended for humanity (Genesis 3:1-24; 9:1-7; cf. Genesis 3-11). 

 
3 Willard, p.62. 
4 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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• The spiritual relationship with God and His kingdom that supplies the humanity’s “lack” 
raises another question – what is “spirit”?  

o “Spirit” is unembodied personal power that, as beings made in God’s image, builds 
on His identity as an unembodied being (John 4:24). 

o Because God created us as a combination of physical and spiritual (cf. Genesis 2:7), 
the spiritual life pictured in the Bible involves an ordered life of personal power built 
on one’s relationship with God. That ordered life expresses itself through our 
physical life, through such things as our relationships with one another (cf. 1 John 
4:7-11; John 13:3-17, 34-35).  

• Separation from God and His kingdom results in a “spiritual starvation” that manifests itself 
in the evil we both see in the world around us and in which we participate (cf. Hosea 4:1-3; 
Romans 1:18-32). 

• When, however, a person enters into a willing, personal relationship with God in His 
kingdom, they become transformed through what He supplies to them, a supply that 
satisfies their lack (2 Peter 1:3-11).   

• Since life is the ability to use things outside of one’s self for their survival and betterment 
and since that power only finds its proper expression through a spiritual connection to God 
and His kingdom, how do we develop that connection? 

o A “spiritual life” consists in a range of activities in which people cooperatively 
interact with God and with the spiritual order deriving from His personality and 
action (cf. Ephesians 2:1-10); we become spiritual to the degree that we correctly 
integrate ourselves into God’s kingdom and allow ourselves to be dominated it. 

o The spiritual disciplines offer an important way to place ourselves under the control 
of God and His kingdom because, as we probably all know by experience, we cannot 
control our selves merely by ourselves (cf. Romans 7:14-24). 

o The disciplines include practices like solitude, prayer, and fasting that the Bible 
informs us we can use, in cooperation with God’s grace, to increasingly move our 
lives towards godliness.  

 
 

Practicing the spiritual disciplines - prayer 
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 - prayer  

• We must be praying people. 
o God repeatedly commands pray in the Bible (Luke 18:1; Ephesians 6:18; 1 

Thessalonians 5:17-18; 1 Timothy 2:1). 
o Jesus himself regularly prayed (Luke 5:16). 
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 • Passages that describe the benefits of prayer accompany the commands to pray and, 
together, help us better understand prayer’s value.  It, for example: 

o Enhances our fellowship with God (cf. Psalm 116:1-2). 
o Receives God’s attention and help (Hebrew 4:16; James 5:13-18). 
o Brings joy and peace to our lives (Philippians 4:6-7) 

• Consider some suggestions for developing your prayer life: 
o Choose the best time and place for prayer and schedule it daily. 
o Set a (realistic) minimum time for prayer. 
o Be consistent in your prayer life; make it your highest priority. 
o Focus your prayers on God and not yourself or your problems (cf. 1 Peter 5:7). 
o Pray with humility and expectation. 
o Seek balance in your prayers between confession, adoration, supplication, and 

thanksgiving. 
o Pray with others. 


