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Introduction 
Guiding Our Godly Appetites 

Misc. 
 
Helpful resources: 

 https://www.cslewisinstitute.org/webfm_send/6134 This article by D.A. Carson works 
to establish parameters. It is cautionary and narrowing. 

 https://www.encyclopedia.com/environment/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-
and-maps/spiritual-discipline This article sets the disciplines in their largest framework 
in the world at large. For a Christian, it should strike a cautionary note as to their place 
in one’s life. Again, as we will note, it is not the godly appetite but the propensity to place 
the structure over the appetite and make the structure the end or goal. 

 
Questions to Consider: 

1. What place do the “Spiritual Disciplines” have in the life of the believer? 
2. By what standards do we measure our own spiritual health and growth?  Who sets the 

standard? 
3. How can rethinking the way we view these activities change the way we think about 

our relationship with God and His view of us? 
 
An Introduction: 
The purpose of this current study is to help you “stay in Story.” For the next several weeks, we 
will look at various means God puts in play to assist us to live in Story.   
 

It is always difficult to address this area of study simply because of our propensity toward works 
righteousness. It was a problem started in the Garden and continues unabated to this day. 
Galatians identifies it as the works of the Law. Although we would readily acknowledge no one 
could be saved through circumcision or by adhering to the dietary laws of Israel, through the 
disciplines, we have created a “new law” through which our standing within the Covenant 
Community can be maintained and elevated. Yet, this is a tragic mutation of the gospel. 
 
In the above-mentioned article, D.A. Carson provides a cautionary note. 
Popular Usage of “Spiritual Disciplines.” Owing to the wide usage of the “spiritual” words, way 
beyond New Testament usage, the language of “spiritual disciplines” has likewise extended 
itself into arenas that are bound to make those who love the gospel more than a little nervous. 
Nowadays spiritual disciplines may include Bible reading, meditation, worship, giving away 
money, fasting, solitude, fellowship, deeds of service, evangelism, almsgiving, creation care, 
journaling, missionary work, and more. It may include vows of celibacy, self-flagellation, and 
chanting mantras. In popular usage, some of these so-called spiritual disciplines are entirely 
divorced from any specific doctrine whatsoever, Christian or otherwise: they are merely a matter 
of technique.”1 
 
One author notes how,  
“The spiritual disciplines are those practices found in Scripture that promote spiritual growth 
among believers in the gospel of Jesus Christ. They are habits of devotion, habits of experiential 
Christianity that have been practiced by God’s people since biblical times.”2 
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Another author notes how, 
“Spiritual disciplines are habits, practices, and experiences that are designed to develop, grow, 
and strengthen certain qualities of spirit — to build the “muscles” of one’s character and expand 
the breadth of one’s inner life. They structure the ‘workouts’ which train the soul. Some spiritual 
disciplines are personal, inward exercises that are practiced alone; others require interpersonal 
relationships and are practiced in community. The spiritual disciplines grew out of the early 
Orthodox and Catholic churches, particularly their monastic orders, with their emphasis on 
ascetic practices. But they’ve been widely adopted by Protestant denominations as well.”3 
 
It is the working premise of this short study that the development of the spiritual disciplines 
coincides with works righteousness and are equivalent to the erecting of a new tower of Babel. 
Such sharp language is regrettable, but necessary. The appetite for God is intrinsic to new birth. 
We cannot fabricate such things. The “disciplines” poorly labeled but accurately described are 
humanity’s attempt at doing for themselves what can only be done by God. Is there value and 
profit in ordering one’s life around their godly appetites? Absolutely, but the value is enabling 
the practitioner to live inside of God’s Story. Their goal is to remind the practitioner of God and 
His worldview. 
 
God alone grows His people. The tools employed by His people to an intentional and regular 
expression of such appetites are means of directing the soul and staying in Story. 
 
This study will endeavor to put things right or at least point us in the right direction. 
 
Each of these appetites are consequences of the cross. Each of the areas are gospel fruit from the 
Jesus seed. The cross creates the appetite. From the cross comes this abundance. The discipline 
is only a tool that encourages and focuses the appetite to be intentional and regular. The 
discipline guides the appetite to its most fruitful expression. The disciplines do not create the 
appetite no more than a hammer and saw make a carpenter. Just because I pick up a hammer 
and saw doesn’t mean I know how to use it. I need someone who knows how to show me. Each 
of these disciplines are us showing you how to work the appetites you already have. I cannot 
give you the appetite, only God can and does. 
 

These appetites for the Word and Prayer, etc. however, are generated by the Holy Spirit. They 
are a consequence of New Birth. You do not have to “fake it until you make it.” Anyone who is 
born again desires these things. 
 
Many of you know that I enjoy hiking. I seldom just wander. A reason is because I have been 
diagnosed with directional dyslexia [I made that up ;-)]. I only wander when I’m lost. I could 
probably not find myself out of a paper bag even if you pointed me toward the opening! One of 
the things I carry with me when I walk is a compass. Now, I’m not sure what I would do with 
it, but I carry one nonetheless and I know it is giving me direction, but I still wouldn’t know if I 
was heading in the right direction. I also carry my phone but that needs a signal. The compass 
only works when you know where you want to go. Knowing I’m heading north doesn’t 
necessarily help me if I don’t know where I wish to end up. The compass is a tool.  It doesn’t 
create my appetite for walking. 
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In this study we are looking at various tools that can help us as we pilgrim through this life. But 
the compass alone will not do us much good if we do not know where we are heading. Our 
intent is to stay in Story. Our intent is to know who God is [His person], what He has done [His 
work], and who we are in Him [Our position]. The compass points us toward Him.  
 
As a child of God my heart is tuned to God. I am longing for Him. This compass is guiding my 
godly appetites for Him toward Him. 
 
When I was much younger I never gave my weight much thought and ate pretty much anything 
I desired. I had a diet, but it had no structure, no discipline. There was no intentionality or 
regularity to it. I saw it and if it isn’t moving, I ate it. As I’ve gotten older the struggle to keep 
my weight within certain parameters became more problematic. The issue for me is not so much 
vanity as it is movability and overall health. Because of this I am always working to eat better 
or less. In the past year, I have probably resolved ten times to try harder to do better and I have 
successfully failed every time. There is nothing wrong with the structures I seek to impose onto 
my appetites. In fact, I find the structure or discipline a valid exercise. It is of profit and value to 
eat better and less. 
 
The desire to eat comes naturally to me. It is only when I am really, really sick that I have no 
appetite. The structure I seek to implement only guides my appetite to eat in the right direction. 
 
This study is inviting us to look at certain structures that will help us with appetites that come 
natural to us as the people of God. They will guide our appetites to read, pray, give, serve, 
participate and tell in the right directions. So, let us do some explaining. 
 
The Big Picture: 
God created so that the fellowship He has within Himself would be shared by those He creates 
for their joy (Hab. 2:14).  Thus, He designed us for joy. Moreover, this joy is only possible in 
Him. The mission of His people is to share this simple message with others (Matthew 28:18-20).  
Encouraging us in our own mission can happen through the disciplines.  This study seeks to 
explain what some of these ‘disciplines’ are from the Gospel of Luke. 
 
The Scripture speaks of believers growing in the true knowledge and grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ (2 Peter 3:18).  
 

 17 You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, take care that you are not carried away with the error of lawless 

people and lose your own stability. 18 But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

To him be the glory both now and to the day of eternity. Amen. 
 
But grow (αὐξανετε δε [auxanete de]). Present active imperative of αὐξανω [auxanō], in contrast 
with such a fate pictured in verse 17, “but keep on growing.” In the grace and knowledge (ἐν 
χαριτι και γνωσει [en chariti kai gnōsei]). Locative case with ἐν [en]. Grow in both. Keep it up.4 
 
The thought of growth presupposes means. Many conclude the means are the spiritual 
disciplines. Activities such as Bible reading, Christian prayer or meditation/silence, and fasting 
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are part of those means often leveraged by Christians wishing to grow. Yet, do such activities 
cause growth? The conversation is lengthy, but the premise of these studies is that all the 
believer needs they already have in Christ. Thus, growth is simply resting in what is true. The 
work we are called on to do is believe Jesus is the One sent from the Father (John 6:28, 29). The 
resting can have the appearance of running, wrestling, sitting, standing, and walking, but all 
such expenditures of energy have as their object Jesus. Who is He, what has He done, and who 
are His people because of this? Those are the questions the disciplines discover and answer. 
 
The Scripture speaks of such practices where we remember Him for our rest and joy.  Spiritual 
Disciplines are ways we endeavor to stay in story and enjoy what is already ours. The Spiritual 
Disciplines enable us to remember. They do not cause appetite.  
 
Often, we view these practices, such as going to Church, Scripture reading, and Prayer as chores 
or duties, when in reality He provides us such activities for our joy.  Therefore, is it possible we 
are reading what the Bible says about these things incorrectly?   
 
If at any point we are looking to these “means” or “disciplines” as causing our justification or 
sanctification, then we are looking at them incorrectly. In fact, this skewed view of the “means” 
is a distorted gospel and a defection from the very person and work of Jesus who is the reason 
for such disciplines in the first place. This is what the apostle Paul combats in the Letter to the 
Galatian Churches. 
 
The Bible teaches the believer is now hidden with Christ in God (Gal. 2:20, 21; Col. 3:1-4). What 
you do is the outworking of His imputed righteousness. Each of these areas are appetites caused 
by the Holy Spirit. The structure we give them is the disciplines.  For example, all of us have a 
diet. Most of us are unstructured, thus we unintentionally put on weight and eat poorly and 
nutritionally deficient foods. When we follow a structure, we call it a diet. But everyone always 
has the appetite. The “diet” is only the structure, not the appetite. For example, donuts. You 
either will or will not eat the donut based on your diet or non-diet structure. 
 
The Problem: 
Initially, there are several common misconceptions facing us as we discuss this matter.   
 

 First, we think the disciplines will fix what is broken.  
 

The impression one has when speaking of the disciplines is fixing and/or changing. We sell 
them as if the activity will make our relationship with God flourish. Our view of the activity is 
not thought-based, but emotion-based. We want to feel differently about [fill in the blank].   
When people say, “I just don’t feel close to God,” they are “thinking” with their emotions. They 
want sensory experience. This is why Bible Conferences and Christian Concerts are popular. Yet 
only Jesus fixes what is broken and for unbelievers what is broken is their relationship with God. 
In our justification, Jesus fixes our relational brokenness. 
 
The disciplines are guides not outcomes. The appetites already exist. Recipes doesn’t guarantee 
outcome.  The recipe simply puts them into an intentional and regular pattern for a projected 
outcome. We are not measuring our advancement based on outcome. 
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 Second, we tend to think the disciplines will change our relationship with God.  
 
Such thinking believes the health of our relationship with God is the result of what we do, rather 
than on what Jesus did. Yet, the intent of the activities we noted enable us to understand just 
how blessed we are in Jesus. They remind us of what is true and enable us to see our current 
situations in light of the larger Story of God. 

 

 Third, if the above two points mark our approach, then we make them man-centered and 
not God-centered.  

 
We teach them as if they are activities we do for God rather than discovering what God had 
done for us.  
 
The following quote provides an admirable explanation of this point. 
  
[Begin quote] What are you learning about life and following Jesus? "I'm learning, in the words 
of Eugene Peterson, that "discipleship is a process of paying more and more attention to God's 
righteousness and less and less attention to our own." The way many of us think about 
sanctification is, well, not very sanctified. In fact, it's terribly narcissistic. We spend too much 
time thinking about how we're doing, if we're growing, whether we're doing it right or not. We 
spend too much time pondering our spiritual failures and brooding over our spiritual successes. 
Somewhere along the way we've come to believe that the focus of the Christian faith is the life 
of the Christian. Ironically, I've discovered that the more I focus on my need to get better, the 
worse I actually get—I become neurotic and self-absorbed. Preoccupation with our performance 
over Christ's performance for us actually hinders spiritual growth because it makes us 
increasingly self-centered and morbidly introspective—the exact opposite of how the Bible 
describes what it means to be sanctified. Sanctification is forgetting about yourself. "He must 
increase but I must decrease" (John 3:30) properly describes the painful sanctification process. 
"Decreasing" is impossible for the one who keeps thinking about himself. As J. C. Kromsigt said, 
"The good seed cannot flourish when it is repeatedly dug up for the purpose of examining its 
growth." Thankfully, the focus of the Bible is not the work of the redeemed but the work of the 
Redeemer. The gospel frees us from ourselves. It announces that this whole thing is about Jesus 
and dependent on Jesus. The good news is the declaration of his victory for us, not our 
"victorious Christian life." The gospel asserts that God's final word over a Christian has already 
been spoken: "Paid in full." [End of quote]5  
 
This walks us into our fourth point. 

 

 Fourth, if the disciplines are in any way horizontal, then they relate to our relationship 
with “one another.”  
 

They are what we do as community. That is not to say we do not do such activities individually 
or in isolation, but their design is for community. Yet, the horizontal never defines or explains 
the vertical. My relationship with God defines and establishes my relationship with “one 
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another.” Many of us know people who do these things personally, but have no alignment with 
a local church. The design of these activities is for community. We know this because the New 
Testament is a Book of Community. 
 
For example, the Temple was a place of prayer. It was where people prayed to God. They did 
this as an expression of personal faith, but as part of the believing community. The same is true 
concerning Scripture. The Hebrew Scripture was in the Temple and read by the priest in the 
hearing of all. No individual believer had a copy of the Word of God. The same is true 
concerning the New Testament text. It was not until the middle of the 4th century, we agreed on 
the New Testament Canon and it was not until the 15th century we had the printing press. 
Beyond this, it was some time before the populace at large was literate.  The point being, the 
idea of having one’s own private time around the word was almost unheard of until the 19th and 
20th centuries. What we have made personal and private was corporate and public. This does 
not dismiss nor negate our own personal expression of these things, but the individual is never 
to be separated from the corporate. 
 
Spiritual growth was a community activity tied to the believing assembly. Thus, when walking 
with a new believer, initial encouragement should be toward the corporate [i.e. go to church and 
participate in the family] rather than private [i.e. developing the habit of prayer, bible study, 
etc.]. Unfortunately, such thinking is foreign to us. 
 

 Fifth, we make them meritorious. We think such activity merits God’s favor and blessing.  
 
The disciplines do not secure for us God’s favor or blessing.  The disciplines help us discover 
just how blessed and fortunate we already are in Christ.  The disciplines enable the people of 
God to remember the Story of God.  We handle these activities as if our relationship with God is 
a business transaction. We superimpose our sin driven world of conquest and advancement 
with the spirit world, when the two are not the same. “We put a nickel in and expect a dime 
back.” The spiritual disciplines are not means of leveraging God’s favor or blessing. All of His 
favor or blessing is yours in Christ. The spiritual disciplines do not guarantee a good day. What 
the structure can do is put you in the right frame of mind for whatever does happen in the day 
or whatever decisions have to be made. They help realign your thinking to help you make 
biblical choices. The structure enables you to put first things first. And when properly 
understood they keep you from beating yourself up when circumstances keep you from 
participating in the structure knowing that God still loves you. 
 
We treat the disciplines as if they are the lamp containing the genie and if we rub the lamp, out 
will pop the genie and grant us three wishes. Friend, if you think God will judge you or 
withhold His blessings from you for not doing these things, you have the wrong view of your 
relationship to God. We do these “things” because they bring us joy. These activities enable us 
to see how blessed we already are in Christ. As we will see, we are not in bondage to these 
things. They are our servants, not our masters. Friend, the New Testament is not a document 
describing our work for Him, but His work for us. The disciplines are enabling us to 
understand the Story more fully and thus live out the Story in our daily circumstances.  
 



 

7 

 Sixth, we fail to see how God establishes these activities for our joy and His glory.  
 
Again, the very idea of the “disciplines” sounds more like a “paddle” than a “lollipop.” If we 
look up the word discipline we find the following definition. 
 
dis�ci�pline6 

• The practice of training people to obey rules or a code of behavior, using punishment to 
correct disobedience. 

• "a lack of proper parental and school discipline" 
 
Unfortunately, discipline and discipleship sound “pretty close.” In the New Testament, a 
disciple is one who follows someone or something. A disciple becomes a “student” of a teacher. 
A Christian is one who becomes a follower of Jesus. As a student they learn from the teacher. 
 
We have made “good luck charms, genie lamps, and rabbit feet” out of church attendance, bible 
reading, prayer, giving, and missions, when these are things God does for us for our joy. 
Unfortunately, we use the activities to either feel good about what we do [i.e. works-based 
righteousness] or produce guilt in others who fail to do them in our prescribed way. Either end 
is wrong. 
 
When we speak of the Christian life, we often reference such thinking as the disciplines of the 
Christian life.    For years, I have questioned our approach to these areas. Even the labeling of 
the idea as a discipline does not set well with me.  Years before I came to understand the power 
of the gospel, I regularly taught on the importance of the disciplines in the life of the disciple.  I 
want to share with you what I once taught so I can contrast this with where I now am. 
 
Why the disciplines?  The disciplines enable the believer to . . .  
 
1. Separate from the deeds of the flesh (2 Cor. 7:1). 
 

“Having therefore these promises, dearly beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all 
filthiness of the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2 Cor. 7:1). 

 
2. To lay aside the works of darkness (Rom. 13:12). 
 

“The night is far spent, the day is at hand: let us therefore cast off the works of darkness, 
and let us put on the armor of light” (Rom. 13:12). 

 
3. To put off the old man (Eph. 4:22; Col. 3:9). 
 

“That ye put off concerning the former conversation the old man, which is corrupt 
according to the deceitful lusts” (Eph. 4:22). 
 
“Lie not one to another, seeing that ye have put off the old man with his deeds” (Col. 3:9) 
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4. To make no provision for the flesh (Rom. 13:14; Gal. 5:13). 
 

“But put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the 
lusts thereof” (Rom. 13:14) 
 
“For, brethren, ye have been called unto liberty; only use not liberty for an occasion to the 
flesh, but by love serve one another” (Gal. 5:13). 

 
5. To put to death the deeds of the flesh (Rom. 8:13; Col. 3:5). 
 

“For if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die: but if ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds 
of the body, ye shall live” (Rom. 8:13). 
 
“Mortify therefore your members which are upon the earth; fornication, uncleanness, 
inordinate affection, evil concupiscence, and covetousness, which is idolatry” (Col. 3:5). 

 
Notice something about the five reasons listed; all of them are negatives.  All of them have as 
their focus the putting off the old and our war against the sins of the flesh, the world and the 
devil.  None of them speak of Jesus and His place in the Story.  
 
When supporting this idea we often turn to 1 Tim. 4:7.  In fact, turn with me to 1 Timothy 4:7 
notice what it says: "Discipline yourself for the purpose of godliness."  (NASB).  Listen to the 
strength of the following verses.   
 

 “But thou, O man of God, flee these things; and follow after righteousness, godliness, 
faith, love, patience, meekness”  (1 Tim. 6:11). 
 
21 “If a man therefore purge himself from these, he shall be a vessel unto honor, 
sanctified, and meet for the master's use, and prepared unto every good work.  22 Flee also 
youthful lusts: but follow righteousness, faith, charity, peace, with them that call on the 
Lord out of a pure heart” (2 Tim. 2:21, 22) 
 
 “Follow peace with all men, and holiness, without which no man shall see the Lord” 
(Heb. 12:14). 
 

The Solution [Currently]: 
 
I want you to notice something.  I do not deny the verses, but I do believe we have replaced 
Jesus with holiness.  There is no holiness apart from Him.  We do not attain holiness.  Holiness 
is something received. In Christ, I am now separated from who I was, in Adam. That is the 
starting point of all “personal” holiness.   Jesus is holiness embodied and when we are in Him, 
we are holy. We receive His holiness when we are imputed with His righteousness. We receive 
holiness when we are given the Holy Spirit and are baptized by Him into Jesus (1 Cor. 12:13). 
The increase in holiness or becoming more holy should be understood as coming to understand 
more and more who God is, what He has done, and who we are in Him.  
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I do not wake up each day seeking to keep the commands of Scripture.  I wake up every day 
seeking Jesus.  I do not think about the commands, I think about Jesus.  I recognize there might 
be a grinding of gears in your thinking right now, but reflect on this for a moment.   
 
When 1 Corinthians 13 speaks of love, is it not speaking of JESUS?  When the Proverbs highlight 
wisdom, are they not speaking to us of JESUS?  When Paul tells us to think on these things in 
Philippians 4:8, is he not inviting us to think of JESUS? 
 

“Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever 
things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever 
things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these 
things” (Phil. 4:8). 

 
Often, we assume we agree on these things.  Nevertheless, I really believe people preach 
imperatives without preaching JESUS.  I believe Christians believe they are good because they 
obey rather than being good because HE IS GOOD.   
 
Could we not equally read the previous verses in the following manner and still make perfect 
or better sense of what they are saying if we change but one word? 
 

“Discipline yourself for the purpose of JESUS” (1 Tim. 4:7).     
 
“But thou, O man of God, flee these things; and follow after JESUS” (1 Tim. 6:11). 
 
21 “If a man therefore purge himself from these, he shall be a vessel unto honor, sanctified, 
and meet for the master's use, and prepared unto every good work.  22 Flee also youthful 
lusts: but follow JESUS, with them that call on the Lord out of a pure heart” (2 Tim. 2:21, 
22). 
 
 “Follow JESUS with all men, [for], without which no man shall see the Lord:” (Heb. 
12:14). 

 
The focus in all of the disciplines is Christ. He is the one whom you seek. Your exercising of self 
is only to know Him and the power of His resurrection. It is to know Him and to make Him 
known. Every discipline is simply structuring gospel fruit. The structure is not the fruit and the 
disciplines do not cause the fruit. The Holy Spirit causes the fruit. He is causing this in you and 
through you to those around you.   
 
What we commonly refer to as spiritual exercises are for nothing more or less than to keep us in 
Story. The absence or presence of such activities can be misused by producing guilt by their 
absence or pride by their presence, but no such activity on our part changes God’s perspective 
of us or our standing before Him.  God, in Christ, always loves us without condition, accepts us 
without requirement, forgives us without limit, blesses us without merit, and serves us without 
reward. This is the gospel and this is grace. The cross answers the issue of being better.  By 
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engaging in the disciplines/activities, you live life from God’s perspective and in so doing live 
His freedom, His peace, and His rest. 
 
Very popular people have written on these topics and for the most part, I disagree with them.  I 
believe their approach removes the gospel from the action.  Much of what these people write in 
other areas I would agree with, but anytime we deviate from the cross in our personal walk with 
God I differ with them.  
 
We speak of the disciplines with the intent of growing in JESUS.  However, what do we mean 
by Christian growth?  Think about this with me for the moment.  We mark growth in a child by 
their ability to do things on their own without help.  We speak of growth in terms of 
independence, the ability to take care of yourself and function without your parents.  But is this 
really our goal in Christian growth?  Christian growth is the awareness that everything comes 
from God, is sustained by God, and for the glory of God.  The Christian life is lived in complete 
dependence on the person and work of Jesus Christ.  Christian maturity does not produce an 
independent spirit, but a dependent spirit.  Christian maturity does not happen in one’s 
absence from the believing community, but rather by their presence in the Christian community.  
The Christian life is recognizing how every moment and every circumstance is from Him, 
sustained by Him and ultimately for Him.  If this were true, then why would I practice/pursue 
the disciplines? 
 
Consider with me the use of the word “growth” in the New Testament.  The word we are 
considering is auxano.  It is “a prolonged form of a primary verb; to grow ("wax"), i.e. enlarge 
(literal or figurative, active or passive):--grow (up), (give the) increase.”7 
 

1. Its first occurrence in the New Testament is Matthew 6:28 where we read, “And why are 
you worried about clothing? Observe how the lilies of the field grow; they do not toil nor 
do they spin.” Notice it is a growth without labor.  In several passages the word is used 
agriculturally (Matt. 13:32; Mark 4:8; Luke 13:19). 

 
2. It is also used of John the Baptizer (Luke 1:80) and of Jesus (Luke 2:40) as they grew as 

children.  John uses the word in his famous statement, “He must increase [grow – come 
to prominence], but I must decrease [fade into the background]” (John 3:30). 

 
3. Luke uses the word to describe the spreading of the Word of God in Acts 6:7; 12:24 and 

19:20. 
 

 “And the word of God increased; and the number of the disciples multiplied in Jerusalem 
greatly; and a great company of the priests were obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:7). 
 

 “But the word of God grew and multiplied” (Acts 12:24). 
 

 “So mightily grew the word of God and prevailed” (Acts 19:20). 
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It also is used of numbers expanding and increasing (Acts 7:17, “But when the time of the 
promise drew nigh, which God had sworn to Abraham, the people grew and multiplied in 
Egypt”). 
 

4. Paul uses the word to describe the consequence of the Word increasing as coming from 
God (1 Cor. 3:6, 7).  Only God can cause/produce “growth.”  He echoes this idea in Col. 
2:19. 

 

 “And not holding the Head, from which all the body by joints and bands having 
nourishment ministered, and knit together, increaseth with the increase of God” (Col. 
2:19). 

 
He also uses the word in the following manner. 
 

 “Now he that ministereth seed to the sower both minister bread for your food, and 
multiply your seed sown, and increase the fruits of your righteousness” (2 Cor. 9:10). 
 

 “Not boasting of things without our measure, that is, of other men's labours; but having 
hope, when your faith is increased, that we shall be enlarged by you according to our 
rule abundantly” (2 Cor. 10:15). 
 

 “In whom all the building fitly framed together groweth unto an holy temple in the 
Lord” (Eph. 2:21). 
 

 But speaking the truth in love, may grow up into him in all things, which is the head, 
even Christ” (Eph. 4:15). 

 
5. Peter likewise uses the word in the following two passages. 

 

 “As newborn babes, desire the sincere milk of the word, that ye may grow thereby” (1 
Pet. 2:2). 
 

 “But grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. To him 
be glory both now and for ever. Amen” (2 Pet. 3:18). 

 
Paul parallels this idea in Colossians 1:10. 
 

 “That ye might walk worthy of the Lord unto all pleasing, being fruitful in every good 
work, and increasing in the knowledge of God” (Col. 1:10).  [being fruitful and 
increasing are in synonymous parallelism] 

 
Notice how Peter also ties growth with Word/knowledge.  If understood correctly, there is no 
growth apart from Word/instruction/knowledge.  Hear me, Word/instruction/knowledge do 
not guarantee growth in the gospel; but without Word/instruction/knowledge one’s depth in 
grace/gospel is strained.  How can you love what you do not know? If, however, you’ve placed 
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yourself under the Word, God can use your circumstances to “trigger” 
application/understanding so that you read your circumstances in the context of it coming from 
God, sustained by God, and for God. 
 
Listen to one commentator on 2 Peter 3:18. 
“Seductive influences of new and forceful teachers were at work in the congregations and they 
were destabilizing the faithful, so a growth in grace and knowledge was urged upon them, not 
to impress the world but to rescue fellow believers from spiritual disaster. Knowledge of 
Christ and knowledge about Christ are both, if they keep pace with each other, the safeguard 
against heresy and apostasy, and the means of growth in grace. The best antidote to error is 
truth, and Christians must constantly be exposed to the truth, lest error creeps in unawares.”8 
 
As I have already stressed, my intent is to reprogram the way we apply the gospel in our 
relationship with God.  Think about how we shape this conversation.  Let us begin by writing 
down ten things that bring you joy, that can or would make you happy.  It can be anything.  
Now, put them in descending order.  Now pick out the very best one.  Listen to what John the 
Apostle noted as being his single greatest joy, to hear that his spiritual children walked in truth 
(3 John 4). 
 
John had seen a lot, but his greatest joy was to know that his spiritual children were living 
obedient lives.  Listen carefully to 3 John 4.   
 

 “I have no greater joy than to hear that my children walk in truth.”    
 
The idea of "to walk" means, “To regulate one's life, to conduct one's self, and to pass one's life."   
 
The source of John’s joy was that his spiritual offspring were regulating their lives by the truth 
of God’s Word.  Their lives were marked by obedience [I will explain this idea in a moment].  
He says the same thought in 2 John 4,  
 

 “I rejoiced greatly that I found of thy children walking in truth, as we have received a 
commandment from the Father.”   

 
John’s rejoicing was excessive and exceedingly beyond measure.  To say the least, it brought 
John great joy to know that his children were obeying the truths of Scripture.   
 
John uses one of our current buzzwords and it is obedience.  Two more of those buzzwords are 
discipleship and progressive sanctification.  Yet what is obedience, what is discipleship, and 
what is progressive sanctification? 
 
First, what is obedience? 
 
We have made obedience a very dark and foreboding act.  By making obedience something we 
do we strip from obedience the joy it was meant to bring.  By telling people they have to obey is 
like telling a child they have to hug and kiss their sibling or tell them they are sorry for some 
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wrong done.  They might “obey” out of sheer fear, but they have no love or joy in the doing of 
it.  Or telling a child to clean their room.  Both acts are necessary, but neither are caused by love 
but most probably by fear.  Yet, our obedience is nothing more or less than the fruit of the Holy 
Spirit.  It is our love for God produced by His love for us that makes our obedience descriptive 
rather than prescriptive.  All good work or righteousness done by us is simply a display of His 
righteousness given to us and working in us and through us to those around us. Anything other 
than this is a work of the flesh. In addition, there is also a collective fruit produced by the Holy 
Spirit in and through His community that we will attempt to note throughout our study.  Such 
fruit is good works and obedience.   
 
Second, what is discipleship? 
 
A disciple of Jesus is one who leaves off his own work and who affirms all that Jesus is and does 
in his behalf before the Father.  There is nothing mysterious about discipleship.  You either are 
or are not a follower of Jesus.  The followers of Jesus obey Jesus.  Such obedience is a 
consequence of the relationship not the cause of the relationship.  In addition, as it relates to 
our discipleship please keep in mind our previous thought concerning obedience.  The thought 
that we have varying levels or categories of discipleship speaks more to our failure at guarding 
the front end of the process [making sure the individual clearly understands the gospel] rather 
than the process itself.  Our failure sadly causes us to question whether someone is actually 
saved rather than simply being a poor disciple. 
 
Third, what is progressive sanctification? 
 

1. Part of our problem with progressive sanctification is its separation from the gospel. We 
treat it in the categories of systematic theology and hamartiology, rather than 
Christology and soteriology. We framed the idea wrong at the front end and then 
expected a right conclusion.  If we start wrong, chances are we will end wrong. 

 
Such things as obedience, good works, holiness, and progressive sanctification might have 
some differing shades of nuances, but they are all fruits of the Spirit. All such categories are 
consequences of being in Christ. 
 
2. Sanctification is the outworking of the indwelling Holy Spirit, thus what God has given 

to us He is working in us to those around us. Therefore, we are living “righteous” lives. 
 

3. Progressive sanctification is the continued and ongoing realization of one’s own 
inability and the gospel’s complete sufficiency. There is no point where I ever think, “I 
got this.” Life is a series of setbacks so that I come to cherish my daily reliance on the 
gospel. I never outgrow my need for the gospel. 

 
4. Progressive sanctification isn’t growing in independency, but dependency.  

 
5. Progressive sanctification shows itself in the Christian decreasing and Jesus increasing. 
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6. There is nothing one can do to affect their sanctification.  
 

7. Sanctification isn’t about you, but about JESUS. 
 

8. The Christian life isn’t something we work out. The Christian life is something we live 
in. 

 
9. I do nothing to gain. I do from done. Thus, the first word of the gospel is done; not do. 

 
An additional problem needing addressing is the individual and solitary nature of how we 
express them.  The Bible speaks of communion in community.  Salvation rescues individuals for 
community.  Thus, the exercising of the disciplines are not so much individual actions as much 
as community actions.  This does not mean the community does this for the individual.  
However, it does mean the individual is part of a community exercise when they engage in the 
disciplines.  This is a primary thrust of the study.   
 
In light of this lengthy introduction, I offer you several areas that can enable us in our desire to 
stay in Story and thus savor our joy in the person and work of Jesus Christ. 
 
In this booklet, we will consider five areas in our lives impacted by the gospel. There is already 
a familiarity to these areas because they make up a large part of our community activity. Many 
label such areas as Christian disciplines. They are as follows: 
 

1. Jesus and Church 
2. Jesus and Scripture 
3. Jesus and Prayer 
4. Jesus and Generosity 
5. Jesus and Mission 

 
If such an approach is wrong, then how are we to understand these areas? You are saved as an 
individual for community. You are born into a family.  
 

 We gather as community. God created a place where we can gather for our joy. 

 We read as community. God gives us the biblical text so we can learn of Him and His 
work. 

 We pray as community. God invites us to pray so that we might know the joy of intimacy. 

 We give as community. God gives to us and through us His resources so we might extend 
His joy.   

 We go as community. God works in us and through us to those around us in gathering 
others for our joy and His glory. 

 
No one in the early church would separate their faith in the Messiah from the gathering of God’s 
people in geographically distinct locations. No one in the early church would have separated 
his or her personal growth from the community of faith. 
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Every one of these activities you can do individually. Yet, their design is corporate. Moreover, 
the “ought” of this is for joy. Unfortunately, we often approach the activities like a triathlon. We 
swim, bike, and run always attempting to better our time. Nevertheless, the triathlon is not a 
team sport. Perhaps the activities are more like basketball. Without a team, the game does not 
happen. Each person comes with the necessary skills but each have strengths and weaknesses 
supported by the other players.  
 
The corporate enables us to enjoy all of the activities without us attempting to make weaknesses 
strengths.  
 
If I make the activity mandatory, you will feel guilt or shame in their absence or failure. You will 
try harder and you will fail. Moreover, I will “pitch” the solution to your failure and we will 
repeat the cycle. What is to be normal we often make necessary. The difference between the 
two ideas is one of fruit versus work. 
 
The emphasis is not on what we do for God, but on what He does for us. The disciplines enable 
us to enjoy what is already ours in Christ. Moreover, we do not believe anything we do merits 
favor from God. In addition, we also do not believe anything is essential to maintain our 
relationship to God. The only thing you need is Jesus. Friend, this is hard to grasp.  
 

 We teach that life is not about what we do for God, but about what God has done for us. 
 We teach that “Gospel” is not something you can live, but it is something you can believe. 

The gospel is JESUS. 
 We teach that grace is freely offered to all, and we need it just as much as everyone else.9 

 
Therefore, the disciplines do not make us Christian. Jesus does. Nothing we do or not do makes 
us any more or less Christian. However, the disciplines are there for our joy/life by increasing 
our understanding of God’s unconditional love for us.  The following chapters will explore what 
Jesus had to say about Church, Scripture, Prayer, Generosity, and Mission primarily using the 
Gospel of Luke. The intent is to show us what our relationship is to each of these “fruits.” May 
this journey prove to you a source of joy.         
 
The structures offered in the disciplines simply enable you to remember the story in which 
you exist. They remind you that God is moving His vision and mission forward in and 
through His Church. As leadership, we are offering you some structure as it relates to this 
gospel fruit. We are not measuring or marking. We are only desiring you to remember the 
story in which you exist. If you are desirous of this offered structure, please by all means join 
us. We would love to be a part of your journey. 
 
We invite you to enter into His joy by learning who He is, what He has done, and who you are 
in Him. Please read the following as a personal desire to grow in the grace and knowledge of 
our Lord Jesus. 
 

• I realize my identity and security is in Christ alone. I have appropriated who He is in 
His person and work as a gift from God by grace alone through faith alone. 
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• I love Him for saving me from sin and death and for joy and glory. 
• In a desire to live in story and to remember the larger Story in which we all exist, I will 

use the structures offered for 2020. I am not bound by these “things.” I don’t have to do 
anything to be fully loved, accepted, forgiven, and blessed by God. Yet, I get to read, 
pray, give, live, and participate in and through our family of families.  

• In light of this, I gladly accept the invitation to leverage the offered resources as a way 
of joying in His joy. 

• I accept this as a part of this family of confessing Christians. 
• I do this because I love Him. 
• No one from the church will monitor this invitation. I will not be judged for 

participating or in any of my inability to follow through. No matter what, nothing 
changes in my relationship to God. 

 
 

1 https://www.cslewisinstitute.org/webfm_send/6134  
2 https://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/what-are-spiritual-disciplines  
3 https://www.artofmanliness.com/articles/introduction-spiritual-disciplines/  
4 Word Pictures in the New Testament on 2 Peter 3:18. 
5 Currently cannot locate the source. Will add later. 
6 https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/discipline  
7 Strong’s Greek Dictionary for auxano. 
8 Opening Up 2 Peter on 2 Peter 3:18. 
9 http://www.christholdfast.org/about/ 
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STUDY GUIDE 
Theme:  
The intent of this study is to see (1) how Spiritual Disciplines are GOSPEL FRUIT. (2) 
How they might be enjoyed and (3) how we might protect ourselves from taking the 
good and making it bad. 

 
Outline: 

 
Study Guide: 
 

1. What has been your exposure to the idea of “Spiritual Disciplines” and what are 
your initial thoughts when you hear the idea of “Spiritual Disciplines?” 

 
2. How do we keep the Activity from becoming legalistic? 

 
3. What place do the “Spiritual Disciplines” have in the life of the believer? 

 
4. What place does measurement have in the Christian life? 
 
5. By what standards do we measure our own spiritual health and growth?  Who 

sets the standard? 
 

6. How can rethinking the way we view these activities change the way we think 
about our relationship with God and His view of us? 
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