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Theological Foundation for Spiritual Disciplines  

What are the spiritual disciplines? The spiritual disciplines are, “those practices found in scripture that 

promote spiritual growth among believers in the gospel of Jesus Christ” (Whitney p.4). They are how we 

encounter the living God. Discipline sounds like a lot of work. In fact, it is. However, Scripture teaches that 

rather than discipline being chained to drudgery, it actually shows us that it leads to freedom, joy, and the way 

God intended life to be. Proverbs, for example, holds little hope for those who lack discipline (Prov. 12:1; 5:23). 

Consider this for a moment. The beginning artist will soon quit painting if they are never shown a work by Van 

Gogh, Monet, or Da Vinci. Likewise, a beginning carpenter who can’t draw a straight line with a level, will be 

frustrated if never shown a house fully framed, or dining room set at completion. Both cases above demonstrate 

that discipline in life leads to greater freedom and enjoyment. The more a painter learns and grows, the more he 

or she are able to create, the more beautiful the painting becomes, and the more enjoyable the work. Same could 

be said for the carpenter respectively. There are things the disciplined can do that the unruly cannot. This is 

counter cultural in an American society today that defies discipline and says, “No! Indulgence is how you really 

feel free!” However, Scripture reminds us to press in and pursue holiness, remembering and longing for our end 

destination. We must have a goal that pulls us into the future. Think eternally.  

“Discipline without direction is drudgery” (Whitney p.1). Thankfully, the creator God fashions things 

together for a purpose. Scripture speaks clearly and univocally, across the Old and New Testaments, as to the 

importance of practicing the spiritual disciplines. 1 Timothy 4:7-8 reads, “…discipline yourself for the purpose 

of godliness; for bodily discipline is only of little profit, but godliness is profitable for all things, since it holds 

promise for the present life and also for the life to come.” The ultimate reason one practices the spiritual 

disciplines is to grow in Christlikeness. They are not meant to build our own tower of Babel (Gen. 11), nor 

climb rungs on our own self-righteous ladders. Spiritual disciplines don’t save us, but they draw us toward the 

one who does. We must discipline ourselves, because it is a command. However, it is a command that carries 

with it promises. If we have been born again (Jn. 3:3-8), we have the hope and promise of becoming like our 

savior (1 Jn. 3:2; Rom. 8:28; Eph. 1:13-14). The Holy Spirit gives us new desires and causes us to walk in 

newness of life (2 Cor. 3:18; Col. 3).  
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Maturing and disciplined Christians understand that God has created us to do good works (Eph. 2:4-10). 

We were saved by the grace of God for a purpose, to grow in godliness by doing good works. We show our faith 

to be authentic by the fruit that our lives produce. What Paul is saying here in Ephesians is really twofold. First, 

salvation is from the Lord alone (Ps. 3:8; Isa. 12:2; Jonah 2:9). Second, we were created to function best when 

we do life as God had originally intended it. Adam and Eve were not created so that they could run around and 

do whatever they pleased. They were given commands, duties, and jobs (Gen. 1-3). When God saves us he 

expects for us to live distinctly from the world, with a purpose, doing good works, and growing more and more 

into the image of His son Jesus Christ. We practice the spiritual disciplines not to earn anything, but rather from 

a position of gratitude because we are already loved, accepted, and adopted by our heavenly father. Those who 

truly understand grace realize that they have full acceptance by the Father in Christ and are utterly dependent 

upon God. The practice of spiritual disciplines demonstrates our reliance upon the creator and sustainer of the 

universe.  

 God primarily uses three catalysts for effecting our growth in Christlikeness: people (Prov. 27:17), 

circumstances (Rom. 8:28), and spiritual disciplines (1 Tim. 4:7) (Whitney p.10-11). Donald Whitney, a 

professor as The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, explains that with the first two catalysts, God is 

working mainly from the outside in, whereas with spiritual disciplines God works primarily from the inside out 

(p.11). We generally have little choice when it comes to people and circumstances in life. However, we do have 

a choice as to how often we will pray, read scripture, attend a local church, meditate, fast, etc. The energy, 

power, and desire for the disciplines are a gift from God (Jn.17:14; 1 Thess. 5:23), but we must take the 

initiative to actually practice them. In Colossians 1:29 Paul demonstrated this relationship well when he spoke, 

“For this I toil, struggling with all his energy that he powerfully works within me.” Paul toiled, he worked 

tirelessly. And God was gracious in granting energy and power to Paul. The spiritual disciplines are the paths to 

experiencing God’s grace, because in them we are seeking to be with him and expecting him to show up 

(Whitney p.14).  

 1 Peter 1:15-16, echoing the command of Leviticus 11:44 reads, “but as he who called you is holy, you 

also be holy in all your conduct, since it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy.”’ This is a command just 
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like disciplining ourselves for the purpose of godliness (1 Tim. 4:7). Holiness is not an option for the believer. 

First, because it’s a command, and second because it is the almighty God who changes hearts and causes us to 

walk in his ways (Ezek. 36:26-27). Jesus also expects his believers to be disciplined. He uses the illustration of a 

yoked ox (Matt. 11:29) and a command to take up our cross daily and follow him in (Lk. 9:23). One of the 

greatest football coaches of all time, Tom Landry, of the Dallas Cowboys once said, “The job of a football coach 

is to make men do what they don’t want to do in order to achieve what they’ve always wanted to be” (Whitney 

p.14). Whitney uses this quote to explain how the Holy Spirit works in us much the same way. We are called to 

make ourselves do things we would not naturally do. Through the Spirit, we are given power to do these things 

in order to accomplish our new desire, also given us by the Spirit, to be more like our creator (Whitney p.14).  

Describing and Practicing Spiritual Disciplines 

In 1 Timothy 4:11-16 Paul is instructing his protégé to immerse himself in the spiritual disciplines. 

Dallas Willard writes, 

“The disciplines are activities of mind and body purposefully undertaken, to bring our personality and 

total being into effective cooperation with the divine order. They enable us more and more to live in a 

power that is, strictly speaking, beyond us, deriving from the spiritual realm itself… They are, simply put, 

cooperating with God’s desires to transform us into the likeness of His Son.” (p.68) 

 Willard is saying here that the disciplines are things that we do, things we practice to become more like 

God. It’s like going to the gym. Before we were saved we couldn’t even get into the gym, and thus were left 

flabby and out of shape. But the believer has twenty-four hour access to the gymnasium of the almighty God. 

But, we have to do exercises to grow our spiritual muscles. We were created for this purpose. And we were 

created to do more than just bench press, we need a leg day as well! Meaning, that our souls need and 

experience the graces of God through multiple disciplines. Worth noting, is that it’s not merely doing things 

Jesus did, but that I’m being like Jesus. In the gym I don’t simply do a certain lift just to do it or because Arnold 

Schwarzenegger did it. Rather, I do it because I want to be something I’m not. I want to be like Jesus, not just 

simply do the things he did. But, by doing the things he did with the goal of growing in Godliness (1 Tim. 1:7), I 

progressively become more like my savior. So what are some spiritual disciplines? There are both personal and 

interpersonal disciplines. There are many disciplines, too many to cover in this paper,and that are of great 

importance to practice. Here I will briefly share and examine eight key spiritual discipline from scripture that are 

very important and influential in my life on a daily and weekly basis.  
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Bible Intake 

 “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for 

training in righteousness,” (2 Tim. 3:16). Scripture intake consists of hearing, reading, studying, memorizing, 

meditating, and applying God’s word. We hear God’s word by listening to sermons and teachings at a local 

church, podcasts, audio Bibles, being in a small group where Scripture is being discussed etc. The purpose is not 

simply to hear, but to keep God’s word (Lk. 11:28; Rom.10:17), which we can’t do if we aren’t receiving it. 

How does this work practically? I have committed myself to a local church that I attend regularly to receive 

instruction and live in community. I commute to work from the suburbs of Portland, Oregon, into the city most 

days. So I have an audio Bible and I will have the robot guy read me God’s word. Typically I’ll hear three Old 

Testament chapters, a chapter from Proverbs, and one New Testament chapter each work day. This takes about 

20 minutes, but allows me to get through the entire Bible in about a year.  On longer trips I’ll listen to sermons 

or podcasts by some of my favorite teachers and pastors around the country, usually on topics I want to 

understand more deeply. The challenge is to concentrate while driving or doing other activities, so this can’t be 

our only intake of Scripture. 

 USA Today reports that only 11 percent of Americans read their Bibles every day, while the Barna 

Research Group reports that only 18 percent of believers report that they read their Bibles everyday (Whitney p. 

27).  In Scripture we learn that Jesus expected believers to have been reading the Word (Matt. 19:4; Mark 

12:10). No discipline is more important than consistently being in God’s word. We must carve out the time, 

have a plan, and actually read and mediate on the content. I’ll admit that being in seminary and working full 

time I haven’t always cut out the time to read, apart from classes. I would listen on my way to work, but my 

reading independent of my study was lacking. Feeling convicted of this, I started waking up fifteen minutes 

earlier and simply reading one verse before I do anything else. This week it has been Ephesians 1:4. I will read it 

slowly through a few times, and then I will begin to memorize it, and then meditate on it as I get ready for work. 

Memorization strengths our faith and reinforces truth. I’m not always successful, but I try to memorize 1-2 

verses a week. Memorization stimulates meditation for me as so these disciplines become woven together like a 

mixed material garment. This is how God designed them to be!  The struggle is to not check my phone for news, 
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weather, or scroll social media before I do this. I’ll admit I fail at times, but this practice has brought me great 

joy and has redeemed wasted time.  

 Jerry Bridges writes, “Reading gives us breadth, but study gives us depth” (p.51).  1 Timothy 4:13 

states, “When you come, bring the cloak that I left with Carpus at Troas, also the books, and above all the 

parchments” Paul had a desire to study. Ezra likewise in the Old Testament had the same burning passion as 

Paul did (Ezra 7:10). This desire is given us by the Holy Spirit, so why do we struggle so much? R.C. Sproul 

argues that it is not for lack of intelligence or passion but rather laziness (p.17). It is work. Studying the 

scriptures means we investigate them with pen and paper in hand, or fingers on the keyboard. We store our 

thoughts somewhere, write down questions, and seek answers from godly men and women in our lives. It’s 

helpful to have a mentor as well as a close friend to do life with and grow in Christ likeness. I recently did an 

interview with theology Professor Ryan Lister of Western Seminary, in which he couldn’t have recommended 

more highly, for the need of mentors and deep friendships to spur us on in a life oriented toward godliness. I 

meet with my mentor once a week for an hour or two on Monday mornings. He is a pastor at my local church 

and we discuss questions, prayer request, and study the word together. I also meet with two other guys my age 

both in seminary like myself, and we discuss our classes and pray together on a weekly basis. Studying on our 

own is vital, but studying together is just as important.  There are many study tactics such as word studies, 

character studies, book studies topical studies. There is a plethora of great books on nearly everything in 

scripture, incorporate this into your study, but first experience the joy of studying God’s word for yourself and 

allow other sources to be supplemental. For some, study might mean getting an advanced degree, diploma 

program, or taking local church- based educational programs. Being in seminary, pursuing a master of divinity 

degree is a major way I study. The tension seminarians must be conscious of is not letting study be our only time 

engaging with God. Yet, letting it be a time we do engage with him intentionally. Sometimes studying and 

reading anther book for classes after working a ten hour day feels more like checking of something from a list 

than encountering the living God, therefore it takes discipline, repentance, and the Holy Spirit’s power to make 

it God-honoring. I’m so thankful for a kind and generous God who abounds in steadfast love, even though I 

stumble and grow weary at times. 
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 Meditation is its own spiritual discipline, but is intimately woven into Bible intake. Whitney writes,  

“While some advocate a kind of meditation in which you do your best to empty hour mind, Christian 

meditation involves filling your mind with God and His truth. For some, meditation is an attempt to 

achieve complete metal passivity, but biblical meditation requires constructive mental activity.” (p.46).  

 Meditation is deep intentional thinking on the truths of what God has revealed in Scripture for the 

purpose of understanding reality, applying it to our lives, expressing worship toward God, and fueling our 

prayers. Joshua 1:8 and Psalm 1:1-3 teach us that meditation leads to obedience, and obedience to God’s 

blessing (Whitney p.48). How, when, and what form of blessing is not specified, but the fact that God blesses 

obedience is clear throughout Scripture. Meditation allows for the Holy Spirit to point out the idols of our hearts, 

correct, admonish, encourage, and light a fire in our hearts so that we may become more like Christ and take 

seriously our sins and seek to put them to death (Col. 3:5; Rom. 8:12-13). Our failure to remember what we read 

is not an intellectual problem for most of us. Rather, it is because of a lack of meditation on what we have read 

(Whitney p.53). If need be, read less, so you can meditate more. All that we do is for the purpose of growth. We 

need to eat to survive just like we need God’s word in order to grow spiritually in Christ, but if we don’t think 

about what we are consuming and we’re simply taking in calories, we will not be growing how the Lord 

intended. When meditating, find the main message of the passage and meditate on it. Ask questions. What is it 

commanding, explaining, or applying? How does that effect you today? In his book Spiritual Disciplines for the 

Christian Life, Donald Whitney list 18 different ways or ideas of how to meditate to have variety in our 

devotional lives in this area (p.59-68). I highly recommend checking this out and giving it a read.  

 We apply the Scriptures when we actually do what they say and are obedient to them. We show that we 

love God and belong to him when we obey him and live distinctly different from the world (1 Jn. 2:3; 2 Jn. 1:6; 

Jn. 14:23; 1 Pet. 2:11-12). Are we loving our neighbors well? Do we stop to have conversations? Are we serving 

others? Are we taking our sin seriously? Does our bank account reveal godly priorities and a heaven bound 

lifestyle? Do we give generously of our time and finances? Are our children growing up in homes where a 

devotional life matters? Are we growing spiritually and practicing the disciplines? Are we living in the context 

of a local church community? How are we planning to become more like Christ today? These are all questions 

of application and the Holy Spirit will lead us more specifically as we take in the words of the living God, 

drinking deeply of this everlasting well. 
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Prayer 

 Prayer is,  

“a sincere, sensible, affectionate pouring out of the heart or soul to God, through Christ, in the strength 

and assistance of the Holy Spirit, for such things as God has promised, or according to His Word, for the 

good of the church, with submission in faith to the will of God.” (John Bunyan 1628-1688)  

 Prayer is conversation with God where we express our thankfulness, hurts, needs, desires, ask for help, 

confess sin, and sometimes linger in silence. Why do we pray? What difference does it make? We pray because 

it is God’s preferred way to meet our needs (Dan. 6:10; Phil. 4:6; Hebrews 4:16). Dr. Rob Wiggins of Western 

Seminary weighs in, “prayer is something He asks us to speak so that He will act to show His kindness and 

grace.  No one should assume that God will do without prayer what He has promised to do in response to 

prayer.” Prayer fulfills our deepest need to know God an experience intimacy with God (Heb. 10:19-20; Num. 

6:25; Ps. 27:4). Paul Miller in his book on prayer states that often prayer is difficult for believers because we 

focus so much on “praying” and not on God himself (p.20). When I find myself scatterbrained in prayer, which 

is often, I like to pray the attributes of God back to him. For example, “Father, thank you that you are good, just, 

and abounding in steadfast love. Thank you that you are slow to anger. Thank you that you are sovereign. I’m so 

glad you know what’s best for my life, help me to see that.” I struggle at times compartmentalizing my prayers. 

I am working towards a lifestyle marked by praying without ceasing (1 Thess. 5:16-18). Talking to God about 

everything. This looks less like a phone call for five minutes at the beginning of the day and more like an 

ongoing, never ending text message from the minute I get up until my eyes close. Then I wake up and it starts 

over again! That’s what I desire and what I’m striving for it. 

Prayer was essential to our savior. If the Son of God needed to pray, we do too! (Mk. 1:35; Lk. 5:16; 

Matt. 26:36). Prayer was essential to the apostles, the church fathers, the reformers, the puritans, and it should be 

for us today. Prayer expresses our dependence upon God and transforms our hearts by the work of the Spirit 

(Jam. 4:13-16; 2 Cor. 12:7-10; 1 Cor. 2:1-5). Prayer is also a command (Rom. 12:12; Phil. 4:6-7; Lk. 18:1). God 

is a person. He wants to have a relationship like a father to his son or daughter. We can’t know who we are or 

who he is if we don’t talk to him. Most of us, myself included, struggle with prayer because or practical 

frustrations such as entertainment, boredom, laziness, activism, distractions, disillusionment, confusion, risk, 
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pride, lack of sleep, believing it doesn’t matter or work, etc. All of these reflect the resistance of both the flesh 

and Satan to faithful prayer. The Norwegian Theologian Ole Hallesby writes,  

“Helplessness is the real secret and the impelling power of prayer. You should therefore rather try to 

thank God for the feeling of helplessness which He has given you. It is one of the greatest gifts which God 

can impart to us. For it is only when we are helpless that we open our hearts to Jesus and let Him help us 

in our distress, according to His grace and mercy.” 

 

Journaling and Self Examination 

 A helpful practice is to journal our prayers, thoughts, and questions. Journals are not diaries. They read 

more like commentaries about our spiritual formation, what we’re learning, and insights from scripture, 

meditation, and prayer. I think primarily through writing, so I like to journal my prayers. It helps me slow down. 

Recently I was challenged by an aspect of a friend’s journaling method. He keeps a separate journal for prayer 

and prayer requests. He writes down how and when his prayers are answered, and dates them.. He said this gives 

him a record of how God has been faithful, provided, and intervened in his life. It’s something he goes back to 

during the dark night of the soul. Sometimes it’s painful and other times it’s beautiful. My goal is to incorporate 

this into my journal as well. Journaling helps us to see more of the presence of God in our lives and remember 

the grace he has shown toward us (Num. 33:2; Psa. 77:11-12).  

Journaling is most effective as a tool used in meditation, prayer, and self-examination. Am I periodically 

taking time for the Holy Spirit to use His Word to evaluate my heart thoroughly and thoughtfully? Am I 

recognizing the providential hand of God in my life? Am I living according to God’s standards and applying 

them correctly? These are all question we should be asking and journaling to help identify the steps we need to 

take in order to grow in godliness. The frequency depends a lot upon temperament and personality. I journal 

about once a week, whereas my wife journals 3-5 times a week. I know a guy who journals every day, another 

who journals during specific seasons in life, and another who maybe journals once a quarter. Find what works, 

but don’t neglect this discipline. I am currently challenged to be using my journal in my time of mediation and 

taking better notes there. I want my prayers, mediations, and study to be seamless. That’s what I’m praying for 

right now. 
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Slowing, Solitude, Silence, and Rest 

 Slowing and rest are the intentional habits of deliberately disengaging from the hustle and bustle of life, 

from hurry and work. Mark 6:31 says, “Then, because so many people were coming and going, they did not 

have a chance to eat, he said to them, ‘Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.”’ Why do 

this when society demands that we be producing all of the time? It brings, peace and rest, clarity, helps us 

straighten out our priorities, helps us have deeper relationships, and it helps us to live and love in the present 

moment. I don’t remember who said this or where I heard it, but I love this, “Intimacy with God, or with anyone 

important in our lives, is found in the present moment.” I struggle with slowing. My life right now is extremely 

busy as is most all our lives. One of the greatest gifts of grace to me from God has been my wife. Without her I 

wouldn’t slow down half as much. I’m thankful for that through her the Father draws me into slowing down for 

a bit. 

 Solitude is about withdrawing either physical or mentally to be alone with God free from distractions so 

we can be in a meditative state of mind. We see Jesus do this often (Lk. 6:12; Mk. 1:35; Mat 14:13, 23). 

Solitude frees us from being bound to the world and its agenda for us and allows us to connect with the living 

God and be restored and revived to go back into the world. For me this looks like getting up early to be alone. 

My wife sleeps in on the weekends so Saturday and Sunday at six a.m. I have a date with my maker. It’s cool, 

quiet, the coffee is warm, and I get to watch the sun come up. For a moment in time it’s just me and God. I love 

getting away to hike, fish, and camp whenever I can. I love the outdoors and my heart is most at home getting 

lost in His creation. I’m overcome by its beauty. Currently I am trying to practice solitude as a state of mind 

amidst people. For example, in line at the airport or waiting in traffic I’m trying to redeem that time I so often 

waste by not letting my mind wonder or listening to too much music. Mediation rather than random thoughts is 

what I’m aiming for. 

 Silence is abstinence from speaking. Often practiced to hear God more clearly or to emphasize another 

discipline such as journaling or reading. The goal is to eliminate our speech for a time so we can hear God 

speak. The emphasis is in listening to and reflecting on God’s voice and the prompting of the Holy Spirit.  

Lamentations 3:22-28 speaks to the importance of this discipline. We are an overly entertained and stimulated 
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society, and silence may be uncomfortable for some, but it is important to practice. It can be as simple as turning 

off the radio for ten minutes on your commute, meditating silently in the shower, getting up a few minutes 

before the kids to pray, listening for God’s voice, or walking the dog in the park without earphones on.  

 

Fellowship with Others 

  

God himself, in his triune nature, has eternally existed in community. For all of time the Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit have lived in perfect unity and community with each other. He has created us to reflect this in 

his church and in our relationships. In John 17 Jesus prays for unity between us and himself and the Father. 

Paul’s “you’s” are plural in his letters. Scripture is what God is saying to us as a community, not the individual. 

1 Cor. 12:13 tells us there is one body, and a body can’t be formed without all the parts. The body needs you and 

me; our gifts are not our own. If we are not in community we are robbing ourselves and others. We all need to 

be held accountable, we all need pastors and shepherds over us. The sacraments (Communion and baptism) 

happen in community (Cor. 10:16, 11; Matt. 28:16-20). It is impossible to live out the “one anothers” (which are 

commands) of scripture without community. Community draws us out of our self-centeredness (1 Jn. The call to 

love). In fact we are called into a local community when we come to Christ. The fact the church is going to let 

us down at times and is imperfect is not an excuse to not be a part of a community. The entire New Testament 

attests to a history of people becoming part of a local church community that looks different than anything else 

in the world around them. 

A Reminder of Utmost Importance 

  We cannot make ourselves more like Jesus. The Holy Spirit, through the spiritual disciplines, brings us 

closer to and makes us more like Christ (Whitney p.290). We place our hope and faith in God himself, not his 

means (spiritual disciplines) to make us more like him. We must rely on the Holy Spirit for transformation. His 

sole purpose is to magnify Christ, and He alone gives us the desire to want to be like Jesus and sees to it that we 

become like him (Rom. 8:29; Phil.1:6; Jn. 16:14-15).  Whitney writes, “So it is the role of the Holy Spirit to 

produce within us the desire and the power for the disciplines that lead to godliness” (p.291). What’s exciting is 

that the Holy Spirit develops this in every believer (1 Tim. 1:7). It is the Holy Spirit that ignites us and spurs us 
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on to practice the disciplines and illuminates the Scriptures, teaching us how to apply them. The Spirit is how 

we preserve in this endeavor. We can do this! We have a great and powerful God who works all things for his 

glory and our good. Let us lean into Him and allow the Holy Spirit to transform us into the image of our lord 

and savior Jesus Christ. 
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