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DISCIPLINED SPIRITUALITY 
The spiritual disciplines in our world 
 
 
Homework: 
At the end of our last class I asked everyone to practice the discipline of slowing: 
 
What did you learn from your practice of slowing? 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. 
 

Spiritual disciplines and cultural clash2 
• Human history and our present world contain examples of evil so immense and so pervasive 

that people often ask, “why?”. 
• Even though we can easily name examples of those evils, we too often live in denial about 

their reality in part because of the generally good nature of the people around us.   
• Despite being surrounded by generally good people who do not desire the evils that 

populate our world, those evils persist for a simple reason: 
 

We wish to continue living as we now live and continue 
being the kinds of people we now are 

 
• Consider the following example that illustrates the previous comment: people do not want 

evil in our world and decry instances of cruelty, violence, and crime yet which of the 

 
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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following show titles do you think people would overwhelmingly prefer to watch? What 
might that preference reveal about peoples’ interests? 

 

“Miami Virtue” or “Miami Vice” 
 
• The popularity of “Miami Vice” over “Miami Virtue” reveals something important - “decent” 

people are ready to harm others or allow harm to come to others when the conditions are 
right.  Consider, for example, what insights the following passages might offer about that 
truth: 

James 3:16 
2 Timothy 3:1-5  
Romans 1:18-32 

 
• The solution to the problem of evil, of individuals’ readiness to do harm, requires individual 

transformation.  If, for example, people practiced the greatest commands - loving God and 
others more than self - their readiness to do evil would be crowded out by a God-oriented 
way of life rather than a self-oriented way of life (Matthew 22:34-40; 1 John 4:7-11; 5:3; 
Romans 13:8-10; Philippians 2:1-11). 

• Even though God defines the solution to the evil as individual transformation (cf. Romans 
12:1-2), our world often looks instead to social change as a way to address the problems of 
evil in the world.  

o While social change can create some good, it has historically revealed itself to fail in 
dealing with the evil in the human heart (cf. Mark 7:1-23; Deuteronomy 31:27; 30:6). 

o Social change’s unsatisfying track record of effectively dealing with evil in the world 
does not dissuade people from pursuing it because they want solutions that give the 
appearance of addressing evils in the world like war, hunger, oppression, and so 
forth without disrupting their way of life (cf. Colossians 2:20-23). 

o Jesus’ desire, however, centers on disrupting the lives of his followers.  Consider, for 
example, the following expectations that accompany following Jesus: 

§ Matthew 5:38-48 
§ Matthew 10:34-36 
§ Mark 8:34-35 
§ Matthew 19:16-25 

• The world’s inability (or unwillingness) to address evil finds itself mirrored in Christianity, 
which very often accepts the thinking of its world.  Consider: 

o Our society values practicality.  That valuation extends into religion and asserts itself 
through generally held beliefs that a successful ministry must include clear 
organizational objectives and the efficient use of resources.  

o While certain, obvious benefits can come from an emphasis on practicality, it does 
however lead to some (many?) to criticize Jesus’ teachings about justice, peace, and 
prosperity for being impractical (naive, unrealistic, and idealistic, etc.). 
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o That perception is compounded by the history of Christianity, which reveals Jesus’ 
teachings have largely failed to transform the character of the masses following him. 

o Consequently, what people identify as “faith in Christ” has offered little more than 
personal hope of an afterlife when facing the real issues of justice, peace, and 
prosperity. 

• Our only hope for realistically impacting the evil in the world around us lies in Jesus and in 
our commitment to living like him (cf. Ephesians 6:10-17). 

• That commitment, if sincere, will motivate one to pursue a life that will transform their 
character and make them capable of bearing the wisdom and power of God throughout 
human society (Romans 12:1-2; Ephesians 2:11-3:10; 1 Peter 2:11-12). 

• While that goal might seem impossibly difficult, the church has never lacked the power to 
accomplish it; Jesus promises to provide that power. Some, however, fail to access it 
because they fail to commit themselves to being Jesus’ disciple (Matthew 10:34-39; Mark 
8:34-35; Romans 8:28-30). 

• We must therefore ask what steps we are actively taking to equip ourselves for discipleship.  
Are we intentionally, thoughtfully, and purposefully engaging in the spiritual disciplines in 
ways that will result in our growing discipleship?  If not, we will not only fail to confront the 
evils in the world around us, we reveal our ultimate preference for them. 

 
 
Practicing the spiritual disciplines 
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 has considered a number of different 
practices designed to help us intentionally use our bodies in ways that will further our 
discipleship to Jesus. Those practices include: 

Solitude 
Silence 

Meditation 
Prayer 

Fasting 
Devotional reading 

Confession 
Slowing 

 
Rather than taking up a new discipline this week, dedicate yourself to exploring combinations 
of the disciples we have already considered. Make notes and consider how the time and 
setting, in addition to the combination of disciplines, impacts your experience. Remember that 
the disciplines are tools and should be used to help strengthen you, especially in the areas of 
spiritual weakness. Feel free to therefore work with them in a variety of ways to address the 
parts of our spiritual life you feel need strengthening. 


