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Introduction 
 

After spending a few years in full-time ministry, I began to notice that two people could engage in the 

same practices, yet while one would mature spiritually, the other would be stuck.  It fascinated me, and 

it began in me a yearning to understand the dynamics of spiritual growth more deeply.  Almost 

immediately, I was struck by the wisdom and insight of ancient practices in the Church, and how they 

were built upon a deep and robust vision of spiritual transformation. 

 

The Anglican heritage approaches spiritual disciplines and formation through the practices of the ancient 

Church.  Believing that human beings are primarily driven by their hearts and desires, the Anglican 

tradition seeks to shape our desires through bodily practices that retrain the heart.   

 

What follows in this study is a foundation for the engagement of those bodily practices we refer to as 

spiritual disciplines.  Disciplines alone cannot change us.  Only a relationship with Jesus truly changes 

us.  But spiritual disciplines, rightly practiced, keep us connected to the One who renovates our hearts 

through the Holy Spirit.  This basic insight helps to explain why two people can engage in the same 

disciplines and find such diverging results.   

 

This small group series will be reading-based.  Each lesson will require reading and interacting with 

materials.  As we move through these lessons, we are seeking to build the foundation for spiritual 

growth and transformation.  Subsequent studies will build upon that foundation.   

 

I pray that this first installment of Disciple Making is a blessing to you as you seek to be transformed 

into nothing less than the image of Jesus. 
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Week One 

The Mission of the Church: Disciple Making 
 

The Mission of the Church 

 

When I was a boy, I loved to build things with Legos.  Back then, there weren’t so many custom 

building kits.  You got a big box of different blocks with a few suggestions on what you could build.  

But you could build whatever you wanted; at least so it seemed.  In reality, my visions of what I wanted 

to build rarely came to fruition.  The reason?  I didn’t have the right blocks, or enough of them, to build 

what I pictured in my mind.   

 

That’s not how we really build things in “real life,” is it? Instead, we make detailed plans of exactly 

what we want the finished product to look like, and then we work backwards, listing out everything it 

will take to build the finished product.  We don’t really build as we go, like with Legos.  We build with 

the finished product in mind.  

 

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations… 

 

This is the mission of the Church.  This is the calling given to all those who bear the name of Christ.  

We are to make disciples of all nations.  But what is a disciple?  What is the finished product supposed 

to be?  We can’t make a disciple until we understand what a disciple is. 

 

 

What is a disciple? 

 

It seems to be such a simple question.  Most of us already have some idea as to what we think a disciple 

is, and isn’t.  But when pressed to refine our vision, most of us quickly find that we have not thought it 

through in depth.  When we can’t clearly define what a disciple is, we not only cannot thoughtfully 

make disciples of others, but we will struggle to live as disciples ourselves. 

 

One of the challenges facing us is that we use the language of disciple and discipleship indiscriminately.  

Disciple and discipleship are hot terms these days.  If you want to dress up your teaching series or class, 

you tack discipleship on to give it greater importance.  It isn’t that the word is inappropriate, but when 

we use it for too many things, it can cause confusion as to exactly what the words actually mean. 

 

And if we don’t really know what they mean, we can’t make one.  Not in ourselves or in others. 

 

 

Different Models 

 

Learner 

 

The Greek word for “disciple” is mathetes.  It simply means “learner.”  Inherent in being a disciple is 

being a learner.  A disciple would attach him or herself to a teacher and learn what was taught.  The 

disciple would be an adherent of that particular teaching.  In the Jewish world of Jesus’ day, one could 

find disciples of Rabbis, Pharisees, John the Baptist, or military movements.  In the wider Greco-Roman 

world, one could find disciples of teachers like Socrates or Plato, or of philosophical schools like 

Stoicism.  Even though these concepts of discipleship differed, there was a common strand of being a 

learner of a particular person, movement, or thought system. 
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But did Jesus mean the same thing by disciple as all of these other options?  Did Jesus mean that a 

disciple is someone who has merely learned everything that He taught?  Or did He mean something 

more? 

 

Committed Believer 

 

This model says that we need to be more than just students of Jesus.  We need to be more than fans of 

Jesus.  We need to be committed followers.  Just as the Twelve left everything to follow Jesus wherever 

He went, so we need to give up everything to follow Jesus.  If we aren’t that committed, then we might 

not be disciples.   

 

We can see the difficulty with this model already.  What does it mean to be committed?  Where is the 

line between committed and uncommitted?  Different groups of Christians and different denominations 

have come into existence trying to identify that line.   

 

Ministers 

 

One possible way around that issue is to limit disciples to those called to be ministers in the Church.  

Some of this comes from the confusion between the Twelve as disciples and as apostles.  Which were 

they?  Are those two groups mutually exclusive?  To put the question another way, are all disciples 

apostles? 

 

The answer, of course, is no.  Not all disciples are called to be apostles.  Apostles, or more loosely 

speaking, ministers, are a subset of disciples.  Jesus had more than twelve followers.  He had a much 

wider band of followers at differing levels of commitment.  Some physically followed Him everywhere 

He went.  Others He specifically commanded to stay at home and be His disciple there. 

 

Once we recognize that the Twelve Apostles were disciples called to follow Jesus in a particular way, 

we see that there is no way around all the expectations placed upon disciples.  The high expectations 

were not just for the twelve, they are for all who follow Jesus.   

 

We are now getting closer to a helpful definition.  Disciples are followers of Jesus who are committed to 

learning how to live in accordance with Jesus’ teaching and will.  

 

Converts who still need discipleship 

 

On the one hand, this model doesn’t say anything surprising or controversial.  If we are called to make 

disciples of all nations, surely the process begins with conversion.  When someone chooses to follow 

Jesus, they become a disciple.  When they choose to get serious about following Him in a way that leads 

to a transformation in holiness, then they engage the process of discipleship.  But can be a disciple 

without engaging discipleship? 

 

In theological terms, this popular way of thinking seeks to separate sanctification from conversion.  

There are two primary dangers here.  First, it seeks to say that one can be a disciple of Jesus without 

making the commitment to be like Him.  Second, it denies the ongoing power and work of the Holy 

Spirit in the life of every disciple by pushing growth in holiness to the life of heaven.   

 

This way of thinking has been popular for quite some time in revival preaching that presents a reduced 

gospel that says when we put our faith in Jesus, we are forgiven and get to go to heaven.  While that is 

certainly true, it is anything but the full message of the gospel.  Jesus came not just to forgive our sins, 

but to give us the fullness of eternal life, to set us free from the power of sin and death so that we could 

finally become everything we were created to be.   
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Converts in the process of discipleship 

 

When we recover the full message of the gospel, we quickly discover that conversion and discipleship 

can never be separated.  At the moment of conversion, we become disciples.  Discipleship is simply the 

life that disciples live.  So disciples are those who are committed to following Jesus in a lifetime process 

of being made like Him, a process that will come to completion when He comes again. 

 

 

Jesus’ Version of Discipleship 
 

Discipleship was well known in Jesus’ day.  Pharisees had disciples who looked to them for instruction 

in the proper interpretation of the Law of Moses and how to live in accordance with it.  John the Baptist 

had disciples who appeared to travel with him and were devoted to his cause of preparing for the coming 

Messiah.  They turned to the Baptist for direction in how to live in preparedness.  Movements like the 

Essenes, who sought to separate themselves from the impurity of mainstream Israel by living in a dessert 

community, clearly had a significant number of disciples.  In fact, some scholars speculate that John the 

Baptist was part of the Essene community.  Rabbis had disciples who would be invited to follow them 

and study at their feet in order to become an expert in their knowledge.   

 

There is certainly some common ground to these different versions of discipleship.  Loosely put, a 

disciple was a follower of a person, ideology, or movement.  Jesus took this concept of discipleship and 

defined His own version.  As we survey Jesus’ distinctive calling of His disciples, we move closer to 

understanding His call on our own lives as well as His mission for the Church. 

 

The beginning of life with Jesus comes His invitation to follow.  Before the invitation, we find some 

who took the initiative to come to Jesus, like Andrew, and we find that Jesus took the initiative to pursue 

others, like James and John.  But for all of them, the invitation was simple: follow me.  Choose to be my 

disciple. 

 

In the beginning, it appears that Jesus had many disciples.  We are told in John’s gospel that after 

feeding the five thousand, they sought to make Him king by force.  While the test does not say that the 

whole crowd were disciples, it does go on to show Jesus calling those who will follow Him to come out 

of the crowd.  In that same discourse, those who follow must be willing to eat His flesh and drink His 

blood, both scandalous things to ask of a Jew.  The point, obviously, is metaphorical.  To follow Jesus is 

costly and requires humility in receiving His gracious work for us, especially on the Cross. 

 

Elsewhere, Jesus calls disciples out of the crowd by calling them to count the cost and take up their cross 

in order to follow Him.   

 

The call to follow is costly.  We cannot follow on our own terms.  To follow means that Jesus is our 

Lord, the Master we obediently serve, and that we will learn not only what He has to teach, but His way 

of life with the Father.   

 

As Jesus continued to move toward the Cross, fewer and fewer followers remained.  While many people 

were admirers of Jesus, not many were willing to pay the price to follow Jesus in the way that leads to 

eternal life. 

 

Michael Wilkins sums it up well: 

 

A disciple of Jesus Christ: one who has come to Jesus for eternal life, has claimed him as Savior 

and God, and has embarked upon the life of following him…to be a disciple of Jesus Christ 
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means living a fully human life in the world in union with Jesus Christ and growing in 

conformity to his image…” (Following the Master, p. 342.)  

 

Discipleship, Bill Hull says, “is what disciples do.” 

 

 

The Early Church: the emergence of believers 
 

Interestingly, the language of disciple/discipleship disappears in the letters of the New Testament.  

While there is no scholarly consensus, it seems possible that the words dropped out of usage for a couple 

of reasons.  First, as the gospel spread to Gentiles, it was likely helpful to contextualize the gospel in a 

way that avoided the misunderstanding that being a disciple of a philosophical school would create.  If 

one could be a disciple of Stoicism, one could also be a disciple of Christianity or the teachings of Jesus.  

But being a disciple of Jesus is all about following a Living Lord, not a dead teacher.  Using different 

language would help avoid this confusion in the Gentile world. 

 

The language of being a believer was easily understood by Gentiles and helped keep the focus on the 

person of Jesus.  The Greek-speaking world was saturated with philosophy and they understood the 

connection between belief and practical living.  You were to live out what you believe.  In this context, 

the language of being a believer was more easily grasped. 

 

Secondly, one of the great questions still with us today is how to follow Jesus when He is not physically 

with us.  Discipleship, for many people, brings to mind a one-on-one mentoring relationship, an 

apprentice and a master.  But how does this take place when we can’t see Jesus? 

 

The language of believer focuses us on the truth that Jesus is still alive, but is present with us by the 

Holy Spirit.  To believe that He reigns over the universe is to believe that He has poured out His Holy 

Spirit upon the Church in order to lead us into all truth and transform us from the inside out. 

 

And so, as the Church began to spread and grow, the language of being “in Christ,” of walking in the 

Spirit, and of imitating Christ and His followers began to emerge to describe the life of discipleship.  We 

follow Jesus as we learn to live in the empowerment of the Holy Spirit.  We see examples of what that 

looks like by remembering the earthly life and ministry of Jesus and by looking to the lives of mature 

Christians.   

 

So disciples are followers of Jesus who have made the costly decision to call upon Him as Lord and 

Savior.  Discipleship is what disciples do in following Jesus.  But what does that really mean? 

 

 

Discipleship 
 

What Discipleship Isn’t 

 

To begin with, we need to say what discipleship isn’t.  First, it isn’t a program.  It isn’t a course or 

training program that you begin and end.  You don’t get a certificate that says you have completed 

discipleship.  While programs are certainly helpful in growing as disciples, discipleship cannot be 

reduced to a program.   

 

As American Christians, we have a love for programs, for classrooms and courses.  We understand the 

incredible value and importance of being taught and trained.  But our love for programs brings with it a 
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weakness.  We tend to see everything as depending on the class.  If we get the right class, the right 

program, we will produce the right kind of disciple.  But following Jesus is a relationship.   

 

Marriage is a helpful analogy at this point.  We can take courses and attend seminars on how to build a 

healthy marriage, and yet still struggle in marriage.   That’s because marriage is a relationship, not a 

program.  The study can be invaluably helpful, but isn’t the same thing as being married.  Discipleship 

includes the invaluable gift of classes and programs, but is always much more. 

 

Second, discipleship, likewise, cannot be reduced to mentoring.  Many Christians have grown up with 

the language of “being discipled” or of “discipling others.”  The idea here is that discipleship is all about 

mentoring.  Clearly, Jesus mentored the Twelve Apostles.  But He also claimed hundreds more as 

followers and He expected them to be just as obedient to His will as the Twelve.  Mentoring is one 

aspect of growing disciples, but there is much more to be said and considered. 

 

If we take Michael Wilkins’ definition of a disciple seriously, we see that being a disciple is really about 

following Jesus.  In a strict sense, we don’t disciple anyone else.  Only Jesus does.  We can help one 

another along in being disciple by Jesus.   

 

Third, discipleship is not engaging a set course of discipline.  It is not a matter of writing what the 

Church has long called a rule of life, a list of spiritual exercises to be kept, a spiritual business plan, as it 

were.  The classic disciplines of the Church:  Bible study, prayer, fellowship, worship, service, and 

giving are extremely important in spiritual growth.  But, as before, while discipleship certainly includes 

disciplines, it cannot be reduced to them.  Discipleship is always something more. 

 

What Discipleship Is 

 

In short, discipleship is the costly life of following Jesus as Lord and Savior.  To follow Jesus as a 

disciple means that we conform our lives to His will.  We show our love for Him by our obedience to 

Him.  To be obedient to Him means that we are to love God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength, 

and that we love our neighbor as ourselves.  To love God is to pursue Him for who He is and respond to 

Him with surrendered obedience.  To pursue Him is to, at the very least, seek Him in Bible study, 

prayer, fellowship, and worship.  To pursue Him is to engage in those activities that bring us into His 

presence.  To live in surrendered obedience is to seek to be like Him, to seek to be holy. 

 

We show our love for Him as we love our neighbors as ourselves.  As we read the pages of the New 

Testament, it becomes clear that to love one another means that we engage in ministry in order to build 

up the Church, and in mission as we reach out to those who are in need, especially acknowledging the 

greatest need of all – the need for Jesus.   

 

This really sums up the teaching of the New Testament.  We are to live lives of holiness and love.  So 

discipleship is the life of following Jesus.  That means that we are active in pursuing Jesus in order to 

love Him.  We show our love for Him by obediently serving Him as we live lives of holiness and love in 

mission and ministry. 

 

 

The End of Discipleship 

 

There are two ways to use the word end: a conclusion and cessation, or a goal and completion.  I use the 

word to catch our attention.  But I use the word in the latter sense:  the goal to which everything 

proceeds.  The end result of discipleship is being conformed to the image of Christ.   
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This now brings us to a central and pressing question: can we become like Jesus?  Maybe put another 

way, can we actually change, be transformed? 

 

The good news is that the answer is a resounding Yes!  But that doesn’t mean it will necessarily be easy.  

We can really become like Jesus.  In fact, it is expected.  “Be holy as your heavenly Father is holy.”  

Jesus expects us to change.  He doesn’t expect it because we are capable of making ourselves like Jesus.  

He expects it because He has given us His Holy Spirit to change us from the inside out.  The process of 

being transformed, what we would call in theological terms, “sanctification,” is a life-long process that 

is not completed until Jesus comes again.  So while we are expected to become like Jesus, we know that 

it won’t fully come to pass until Jesus’ return.  On this side of eternity, we look for progress as we wait 

for perfection. 

 

But this really raises a couple of questions.  What does it mean to be made like Jesus and how can that 

come to pass? 

 

To become like Jesus doesn’t mean that we suddenly become God.  To become like Him means that in 

our spiritual life, we live in absolute obedience to and dependence upon the Father.  It means that in our 

ethical life, we live lives of holiness and purity.  It means that in our community life, we live lives of 

love and fellowship.  To be like Jesus, in this sense, is simply to become fully human, to become 

everything God created humanity to be.  But let’s look at this a bit more closely. 

 

To live in absolute obedience to and dependence upon the Father.  Jesus said, “I only do what I see the 

Father doing.”  Jesus was obedient to do the Father’s will.  “Not my will, by thine be done.”  But He not 

only did the Father’s will, He did so in the Father’s power.  “The words that you hear are not my own.” 

“If you have seen me, you have seen the Father.”   

 

But Jesus didn’t just obey the Father, He also lived in dependence upon the Father.  This means at least 

two things for us.  First, Jesus trusted the Father to provide for Him and trusted that the Father’s will was 

always for the best.  He depended upon the Father to work for good and provide all needed as He was 

obedient to Him.  Second, Jesus did not live in His own strength, but lived in the Father’s strength.  Life, 

true life, is only found in the source of all life: God.  We were created to have life, to live in union with 

God and so to draw upon His life.  To live in dependence upon God is to live in absolute obedience to 

and dependence upon Him. 

 

To live lives of holiness and purity.  To love God is to want to be like Him.  That means that we learn to 

love what He loves, and hate what He hates.  We learn to yearn to be holy and pure even as we learn to 

hate the sin that is destroying us.  Obedience to God must show itself in living by His standards of 

purity.  We are not free to decide what is right and what is wrong.  We want to live by His standards.  

That means that we pursue the knowledge of His will in Scripture, in prayer, and through the Church 

and that we commit ourselves to living out that same will. 

 

To live lives of love and fellowship.  Jesus clearly did not live in isolation.  The Christian life is always 

lived out in community.  We cannot live into the fullness of our Christian lives without community.  

Heaven itself is pictured as the community of the faithful.  We need the Church.  And the life of the 

Church is marked by love for one another and a true fellowship of shared life.  This love is not a 

sentimental feeling, but a decision to put one another first and seek to do what we can to help one 

another grow in Christlikeness.  This love is forgiving, patient, and generous.  This love is eager to serve 

in ministry that builds up the Church.  And this love leads us to share ourselves with others in such a 

way as to know others and to be known ourselves.  We come out of hiding in order to love and to be 

loved.  And as we come out of hiding we find that we are healed, that we are conformed to the image of 

Christ. 
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But we still have to answer the question as to how this happens.  Most of us have had seasons of great 

growth and change, and still longer seasons of stalemate.  We know we can change, but we don’t really 

understand why we grow at some times and not at others.  The short answer is that we are transformed 

by the Holy Spirit from the inside out.  We are transformed by what Dallas Willard called the renovation 

of the heart.  In other words, God does it and we don’t.   

 

The key to change, then, is understanding how God designed us and how we are broken in order to do 

those things that foster the Spirit’s renovation of our hearts even as we limit the work of sin in our lives.  

The key, not surprisingly, is to give God room to work and to not do what gets in the way. 

 

 

The Challenge 

 

The challenge in all of this is that we must really know Jesus and understand His work in our lives.  To 

know Jesus is more than intellectual assent.  It is more than knowing about Him, having all the facts 

right.  To know Him is to have a relationship with Him.  And to have a relationship with His is to accept 

Him for who He reveals Himself to be: our living Lord and Savior.   We are not free to make Jesus who 

we want Him to be, and we are not free to pick and choose what parts of Jesus we will accept.  It is all or 

nothing.  He is either both Lord to be unequivocally obeyed and the only One in whom salvation is 

found, or He is not.  There is no in-between.   

 

When we understand that Jesus is Lord and Savior, we are meant to understand what that means for our 

lives.  In other words, we come to understand the full meaning of the gospel message.   

 

For many Christians, the gospel has been reduced to the forgiveness or sins: put your faith in Jesus and 

you will be forgiven and will get to go to heaven when you die.  While this is definitely true, it is only 

one facet of all that Jesus has done for us.  To be forgiven means that we are set free from the terrible 

weight of the guilt of sin.   

 

But we are not only forgiven, we are reconciled to God, brought back into a right relationship with Him.  

We are brought into God’s family and have all the rights and responsibilities of His children.  We are at 

peace with Him and He looks upon us with favor.  We are also indwelt by the Holy Spirit, who leads us 

into all truth and begins renovating our hearts as He makes us holy from the inside out.  This is the 

process of sanctification, of being made holy, or sanctified, like Jesus.   

 

There is even more to be said, but this is enough to make it clear that the gospel, the good news, is much 

more than simply being forgiven.  Many people joyfully receive the message of forgiveness, but then 

live in the frustration, if not downright despair, of trying to be like Jesus.  Part of the problem is that they 

have not understood the whole gospel message.  We are not just forgiven and left on our own until we 

die.  We are forgiven in order to be reconciled, and being reconciled, we are indwelt by God Himself 

making us holy by His Spirit.   

 

Transformation is an expectation for disciples.  The life of transformation is the life of discipleship.  As 

followers of Jesus, we should always be progressing in holiness.  So how can that become a reality for 

us?  That’s what the next four teachings will begin to unfold.   
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Reading Questions 

 

1. Have you ever been to the county fair?  What is your favorite part? 

 

 

 

2. What is the mission of the Church?  What do you think that means? 

 

 

 

3. Think through the major components of our Sunday service through the lens of the mission of 

the Church.  How do hearing the Word and Holy Communion relate to making disciples of 

ourselves and others? 

 

 

 

 

4. Is there a particular model of discipleship discussed that fit your definition before engaging in 

this lesson?  If so, which one? 

 

 

 

 

5. What is a disciple?  What is discipleship? 

 

 

 

 

 

6. What is the goal, or end, of discipleship?  

 

 

 

 

7. How has this study clarified or perhaps even changed your understanding of disciples and 

discipleship? 

 

 

 

 

 

Connection Practice 

St. Irenaeus once wrote that “the glory of God is man fully alive.”  When our lives are fully what God 

intended them to be, they reflect God and thus bring Him glory.  Jesus’ disciples are meant to bear the 

fruit of His life (transformation).  As Jesus said, “by this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit 

and so prove to be my disciples” (John 15:8).  Read and meditate on this verse and how this aspect of 

discipleship is connected to mission.   
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Week Two 

How has God designed us? 

 
We were born to be loved.  That really is one of those facts that should never cease to amaze us.  God 

created us not so much for us to love Him as to love us Himself.  God does not need our love in some 

sense of being incomplete without us.  He is complete in Himself.  But God, who is love, created us in 

order to be the objects of His love.   

 

This is why we were made.  And it is really only as we allow ourselves to be loved by Him that we 

begin to live into the fullness of what we were created to be.  This allowing ourselves to be loved could 

also be described as surrendering to His grace, His unmerited love and favor.  When we receive His 

grace, then, we begin the process of being made truly human.  The end result of that lifetime process is 

to be made like the only one who ever lived the life of true humanity as God intended it to be: Jesus. 

 

With this incredible truth in mind, we can look back and view the whole sweep of salvation history as 

revealed in Scripture.  God created us to in such a way that we lived in perfect loving union with Him - 

Adam and Eve walked with God in the cool of the Garden.  Sin broke that perfect relationship with God 

and God began unfolding a plan to bring us back into union with Himself.  He created a people for 

Himself, Israel, and gave them His presence in the Temple.  He promised a coming day when His 

presence would no longer be external (a building), but internal (the heart).  He promised a restoration.  

In the fullness of time, God Himself, in the flesh of Jesus, came and walked in His Creation again.  

Through Jesus’ death on the Cross, sin was forgiven so that God’s Holy Spirit could be poured out upon 

those who put their faith in Him.  His presence now dwells in those who belong to Him.  The restoration 

has begun.  And when Jesus comes again, the Holy Spirit will finish the long process of making us truly 

human, of making us like Jesus our Savior, of restoring us. 

 

Paul picks up on this same line of thought when he wrote the Galatians.  “It is for freedom that Christ 

has set you free.” (Galatians 5:1)  “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, gentleness, faithfulness, and self-control.  Against such things there is no law.” (Galatians 

5:22-23) The Holy Spirit, working in us, restores the image of God, making us like the One who is God 

in the flesh: Jesus. 

 

In our struggle to live into Christ’s image, it is essential that we understand how God made us and for 

what purpose.   

 

We are whole persons 

 

We are whole persons: body, mind, spirit, heart, and will.  This might sound like a simple thing to say, 

but it isn’t.  It isn’t simple and it has huge implications.   

 

Before you can fix an engine, you need to understand how all the parts of the engine relate to each other.  

Otherwise, you can adjust one part of the engine only to find that you have impacted something else.  If 

I put a big stereo system in my car, but don’t change the alternator to provide enough power, I will soon 

kill the battery and won’t be able to start the car.  You have to understand how the car is put together in 

order to keep it running properly because it is an integrated system. 

 

Likewise, we are a complicated integrated system.  What we do with one part of our system will impact 

other parts.  So what does our system look like? 

 

In this area of inquiry, we owe a great debt to the monumental work of Dallas Willard.  Where many 

have been content to use the language of spirit, soul, mind, will, and heart loosely and without precision, 
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Willard offered a well-developed and consistent use of the terms.  Some, to be sure, find Willard’s 

understanding difficult to grasp or even objectionable, but his system is not only based in Scripture, but 

offers a powerful lens through which to understand Scripture. 

 

So what is the human system? 

 

At the very core of our being, we find the will, the spirit, and the heart.  The will initiates action, makes 

choices, and creates.  The spirit is that unbodily, personal reality at the center of who we are.  The heart 

has the power to determine what we think about and how intently we do so.  This core of will, spirit, and 

heart governs every other aspect of our system.  The core was also created to be in line with God’s will 

and intentions. 

 

Biblically, the mind is the seat of thoughts and feelings.  This can be confusing to the modern mind as 

we frequently speak of the heart as the seat of feelings.  The biblical idea, though, is that the mind is the 

interface between the external and internal world and the place of evaluating thought.  As the mind 

engages in thought, it determines what is true and real and good.  The mind is also the place where we 

evaluate thoughts.  Those thoughts can come to us through thinking or through our physical senses.  

Feeling, in this sense, is our evaluation of the desirability or goodness of those thoughts; how we “feel” 

about something. 

 

The mind is supposed to be ruled by the will/heart/spirit and dictate what is true and good and of God.  

Oftentimes, though, the mind holds sway over the heart. We can, with varying degrees of success, use 

the will to bring the mind into line, but generally, the will succumbs.  Instead of being driven by God’s 

will, our wills become driven by our senses and desires of the mind.  

 

The will and mind are integrally connected to the body.  Our bodies are directed by the will and mind.  

But it can work the other way, too.  What we do with our bodies can become ingrained so that we no 

longer have to think about what we do.  Through repeated actions of the body, we develop good, or bad, 

habits.  In more philosophical language, repeated actions have the ability to develop virtue and 

character. 

 

Uniting all these different but interrelated parts of the system is the soul. 

 

Moving from the outside in, then, the human system has a body which is directed by the mind which is 

directed by the heart/spirit/will.    
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As we look at this system, then, we can see how the different parts relate to each other.  Ideally, the 

will/heart/spirit works in union with God’s Holy Spirit in such a way that our mind directs our body into 

godly action.  But when sin entered into creation, our union with God was broken and a void opened up 

in our hearts.  We try to fill this void with the things of creation.  The Bible calls this idolatry.  We see 

this below as we shift from God’s design (left) to our fallen sinfulness (right).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How Sin Attacks the Heart 

 

Now that we have seen God’s design and how sin has corrupted that design, we can begin to understand 

how healing and transformation can take place.  Sin attacks the heart and seeks to fill the place created 

for the Holy Spirit with an idol.  This idolatry, or false worship of the heart, is at the root of the wrong 

things we do.  When the Holy Spirit reigns in our hearts, the result is the fruit of the Spirit: “love, joy, 

peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23).  

Will/ 

Spirit/ 
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Our Core under the 

direction of the Holy 
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Will/Heart/spirit 

I 

Holy Spirit 
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14 

When we fill the void with something else, the result is, “sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; 

idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and 

envy; drunkenness, orgies and the life” (Galatians 5:19-21).  Or, as noted in the preceding diagram: fear, 

rage, and lust.  Sometimes idolatry shows itself in licentiousness, sometimes in legalistic righteousness.      

 

This simple insight has profound implications.  It means that it is only when we deal with this root 

idolatry that we will be able to find lasting and significant change.  It also means that all behavior, 

whether “good” or “bad,” finds its root in worship.  Tim Keller identifies four prevalent idols of our age: 

 

• Power: wanting power to assert one’s will over others 

• Control: wanting to manage all the aspects of one’s life 

• Comfort: wanting to experience no pain, discomfort, or boredom 

• Acceptance: wanting to be loved and admired by those around us 

 

These idols manifest themselves in a myriad of ways.  For example: 

 

• Power 

Blatant sexuality or guilt used to manipulate others 

The pursuit of money or giving of money in order to force one’s agenda 

The pursuit of political influence for personal gain or agendas 

 

• Control 

Obsessive and inflexible management of time or money 

Worry over finances and health 

 

• Comfort 

Materialism and the need for “toys” 

Behaviors, including addictive ones, which help avoid pain, stress, or boredom 

Laziness 

 

• Acceptance 

Sexual promiscuity in an effort to feel loved 

The pursuit of money and materialism as a way to have friends 

Prideful competitiveness  

 

It is easy to see that any particular behavior could have a different idol at its root.  Consider the 

workaholic.  He may work long hours because he yearns for power, or because his quest for control 

makes it necessary, or because he needs more stuff to keep life interesting, or because he is desperate for 

the approval of his peers.   

 

We seek these idols because we believe that they will fill that void in our core.  But they won’t, because 

they can’t.  They need to be dethroned and God put back where He belongs, where we were created to 

put Him. 

 

But in order to dethrone an idol, we need to expose them.  How do we do that? 

 

Idol Hunting 

 

There are several simple questions one can ask in order to expose idols. 
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• What do I fear most?  What we fear happening or losing most is often what we value most.  

What we value most exposes idols.  For example, if you find yourself afraid that you will be 

rejected, you likely have an idol of acceptance.  If you are afraid that God is going to ruin your 

standard of living, you likely have an idol of comfort.  If you obsess about not having enough 

saved for retirement, you likely have an idol of control. 

 

• What do I think about when I’m not thinking?  What do I (day)dream of?  Our mind will often 

wander to what we love.  If our daydreams land on wealth or sex, we likely have an idol of 

comfort.  If we dream of fame, we likely have an idol of acceptance.  If we fantasize about 

getting even with someone who wronged us, we likely have an idol of power.   

 

• Why? This simple question cuts to what we really believe about ourselves and God.  For 

example, if I am fearful of losing my job, I ask, “why I am so bothered by this?”  Because if I 

lose my job, I could lose my home.  Why does that bother me? Because if I lose my home, I’ll 

have to live somewhere I won’t like as much.  Why does that bother me?  Because my home and 

my quality of living are what make me happy and I don’t trust that I will be happy without them.  

Why do I think that is true?  Because I’m not sure I trust that God is enough for me. 

 

These simple questions are powerful idol hunters.  At the heart of all idolatry is the matter of trusting 

God.  If we really believed that God loved us with a perfect love and that He created us in such a way 

that only He can truly make us happy, we would cast down idols as fast as we could.  When we find 

these idols, it should lead naturally to confession and repentance as we become aware of that fact that 

we have sought to replace the God who loves us with something else.  We become aware of the fact that 

we don’t really trust God’s love for us fully, and as a result, our love is shared with a thousand idols. 

 

But confession is the beginning of healing.  When we come before God honestly, admitting our sin, our 

lack of trust, our wrong deeds, our failure to act, we expose the idols.  And once they are exposed, they 

can be cast down and God can take His rightful place on the throne of our hearts.  In confession, then, 

we come out of hiding, from God and self, and place ourselves at the foot of the Cross of Christ seeking 

God’s saving grace and realigning ourselves with His love.  This is the life of repentance:  constantly 

coming back to Jesus for His saving help and to remember that we are loved like this.   

 

But is that all we need to do?  Is that all we can do? 

 

The habits of the body 

 

We come back, now, to the interrelatedness of body, mind, and will/heart/spirit.  We have been focusing 

on the core because unless we deal with it, nothing we do with our body and mind will have lasting 

effect.  But we also know that what we do with our mind and body impact our core.   

 

There has been a recent interest in recapturing virtue.  Virtue is not just having good character, virtue is 

about cultivating that character intentionally.  Virtue ethics teaches that if you want to cultivate a 

particular virtue so that it becomes automatic, you have to practice that virtue until it comes without 

thought.  The connectedness of our body to our core means that as we do things with our body we create 

habits, both good and bad, that then become automatic.  As they become automatic, they shape our 

character.   

 

While we will explore this more as the series goes on, there are two things to note at this time.  First, this 

is why we crucify the flesh with its desires.  If we continue to sin, we are actively working against our 

minds and hearts.  What we do with the body always impacts our heart.   
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Second, this is the power of spiritual disciplines.  By engaging in a discipline, doing something over and 

over and over, it actually changes our mind and our core.  The positive, or negative, reinforcement 

rewires us so that we no longer need to consciously choose them, they just come to us naturally.   

 

There are two sides to the one coin, then.  We stop doing wrong so that our hearts can be free from the 

harmful influence, and we start doing what is right so that our hearts can be actively rewired in accord 

with God’s virtue.   

 

Ready for details 

 

Pulling this all together, then, we see that we were created to live in union with God, to be Spirit filled.  

But sin has broken that relationship and we seek to fill the void with other gods.  We are factories of 

idols given to a thousand loves.  As a result, our will is set upon the desires of the fallen flesh with the 

result that our minds become darkened and we no longer understand the truth of who God is and who we 

are created to be.  With a darkened mind, our thoughts and feelings are set upon things that are not right 

or healthy, our wills succumb, and our bodies act.  The more we act, the more we impact and reinforce 

the darkened mind and core with the result that we drop deeper unthinking, automatic slavery to the 

fallen flesh. 

 

By understanding how we are made, we can understand the complex process of healing.  It is a 

complicated interaction of body, mind, and spirit/will/heart.  We are created for the Holy Spirit to direct 

our hearts/wills in such a way that the mind is held captive and directs the body to godly action.  Sin, 

though, attacks the heart and we live in the battle between the flesh and the Holy Spirit.  Because we are 

accustomed to living in dependence upon ourselves, and not God, and are not wholly obedient to Him, 

our bodies have habituated our minds to ungodly behavior.  As a result, we cover and hide our wrong 

and live as though we do not need God, all the while habituating ourselves to life without Him.         

 

The process of healing begins when we come to Jesus as Lord and Savior and He takes the throne of our 

lives.  When He does, He gives us the Holy Spirit to create a new heart in us and to help us crucify the 

flesh so that we can learn godly habits that make it easier to choose God’s will over the desires of the 

flesh.   

 

What’s next? 

 

While there is certainly much more to be said, with this basic understanding, we are ready to engage 

some of the details of spiritual transformation.  In the next three weeks, we will explore theories of 

transformation, obstacles to transformation, and tools for transformation. 

 

Reading Questions 

 

1. What was your favorite present received as a child? 

 

 

 

2. Why did God create us?  What difference does that make to how we look at ourselves, at life, 

and at discipleship? 

 

 

 

3. Describe the three major parts of the human system. 
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4. Why is it so important to understand that it is the love of our heart that directs our will?   

 

 

 

 

5. How does sin attack our hearts?  Describe how idolatry works. 

 

 

  

 

6. How can we find healing for our idolatrous hearts? 

 

 

 

 

 

Connection Practice 

Spend some time idol hunting this week.  Consider writing down some of your insights so that you don’t 

forget or can dig deeper with them.  As you expose idols in your life, confess them to God, turn away 

from them (repent) and ask for God’s grace to help you change your ways and to trust in His perfect 

love for you. 
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Week Three 

The Source of Transformation 
 

Now that we have briefly explored the complexity of how we are made, we are ready to turn to how 

transformation takes place.  As human beings, we are an integrated system of heart/will/spirit, mind, and 

body.  Our ability to find lasting change will come only as we address the entire system.  It all begins, 

though, in the heart. 

 

In order to change, we have to deal with our wandering hearts.  We are, as the hymn Come Thou Fount 

of Every Blessing puts it, “prone to wander.”  Or as another puts it, we wake every morning to find our 

“hearts given to a thousand loves.”  No matter how successful we are in restraining our bodies or 

retraining our minds, we will not find lasting change and peace until we change the love of our hearts, 

until we put God back on the throne of our lives. 

 

The challenge, though, is that even when know this (in our minds), we can often effectually live in 

another way.  We can know that something is true, but live as though it is not.  This is true when it 

comes to our functional theories for how we are transformed.   

 

In this teaching, we will explore theories of transformation.  As we understand these theories, we can 

identify them at work in our own lives and make appropriate corrections where necessary.  For each 

theory, we will explore how they work, how to recognize them, and the potential problems they bring.  

 

Theory One: Passive Change 

 

Theory 

 

This theory is what could be called the Divine Shazzam.  God zaps us and we are radically changed.  

The basic idea of this theory is that God will do everything.  We have no control of God’s power to 

change us.  God does it all and we just wait for Him to do it.  It might be that He changes us as we 

experience something at an event, or that He changes us as we do something like read the Bible or 

engage in regular prayer.  We don’t do anything to change.  God “miraculously” does it for us in His 

own time and way.  It tends to be a revolutionary, as opposed to evolutionary, understanding of God’s 

work in that it expects God to act in a moment instead of over a long period of time. 

 

How to Recognize It 

 

Those who subscribe to this theory of change will often use language like, “just let go and let God.”  In 

other words, we have nothing to contribute to the process of change and are often to blame for getting in 

the way of it.   

 

Many people, when they first come to faith, immediately see a difference in their behavior and attitudes.  

They change rapidly and with little or no effort at all.  It seems like God just zaps them.   

 

Problems 

 

One problem with this theory of change is that it can often lead to frustration with God as we are 

puzzled by why He acts powerfully in the lives of others, but not our life.  We find ourselves wondering 

why God doesn’t seem to care.  Often in our early days of faith, we find revolutionary change to be the 

norm.  We grow rapidly and it seems as though we are on the expressway to holiness.  Struggles seem to 

be going away and we find great peace and joy.  Everything is going well and we don’t even have to lift 

a finger.  And then the change stops and we wonder why. 
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Another problem with this system is that it ignores the clear teaching of Scripture that we do have a role 

in our spiritual growth and transformation.  “Submit yourselves, then, to God.  Resist the devil, and he 

will flee from you.  Come near to God and he will come near to you…” (James 4:7-8).  “Continue to 

work out your salvation with fear and trembling…” (Philippians 2:12). 

 

So, while this theory can describe our experience of God’s revolutionary work in our lives, it falls short 

in that it believes that we have no power to control God’s strength to change us, and therefore no role to 

play in our own transformation.   

 

Theory Two: Reward Theory 

 

Theory 

 

This theory is what some would call the Cosmic Vending Machine.  We do something and God rewards 

us with what we want.  Behind this theory is the belief that we have complete control of God’s power to 

change us.  God will either reward our good work or punish our failure.  If we are doing well in our 

spiritual lives, doing things like reading the Bible and praying, we deserve God’s blessing.  If we fail to 

do something, like share our faith with others, we feel guilty and wait for God to get us. 

 

How to Recognize It 

 

Sometimes it is easy to see.  I once worked with a woman who gave up a particular brand of soda for the 

season of Lent because she wanted a house.  She was convinced that God would reward her good work.  

  

Sometimes it is more difficult to identify.  Years ago, a man came to see me for pastoral comfort.  A 

loved one had been diagnosed with cancer and it didn’t look good.  His loved one had lived a good life – 

didn’t drink or smoke or overindulge.  Why was God letting this happen?  Underneath the statement was 

a belief that if you do all the right things, God is obligated to give you what you want.  The key word 

here is obligated.  While Scripture is abundantly clear that God blesses our obedience, it is also equally 

clear that He blesses us because He is loving, not because He is obligated to do so.  He is not a cosmic 

vending machine.   

 

Sometimes it is even more difficult to identity.  When I was fresh out of seminary, a devoted believer 

came to see me because she felt that she was struggling in her spiritual life.  She was faithful to pray and 

read the Bible every day.  But her schedule had changed and she had to be at work earlier now.  “I just 

can’t do all of Morning Prayer anymore,” she said.  “Why do you have to?” I asked.  She had come to 

believe that if she didn’t do every prayer, it wouldn’t really count.  She had come to believe that God 

would reward her performance. 

 

Problems 

 

The problems with this theory are fairly clear.  First, it makes it all about us and not about God.  Second, 

it leaves us living in works righteousness: everything hinges on our performance. 

 

Theory Three: Willpower 

 

Theory 

 

This is what Dr. Steve Porter of Talbot Seminary calls Nike Christianity.  Just do it.  You have the 

power to change yourself.  Not the huge shift here.  You don’t earn transformation by your performance.  

God doesn’t change you – you do!  Instead of responding to God’s love with our own love, we are 
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motivated to change ourselves out of guilt.  If we really appreciate what God has done for us, we would 

change. 

 

How to Recognize It 

 

Within this thought system, we believe that the reason we aren’t changing is that we aren’t trying hard 

enough.  We focus on our external behaviors and don’t think much about the state of our hearts.  If we 

really wanted to change, we could and would.  People who hold this belief tend to be very disciplined 

persons and have a naturally strong will.  They are accustomed to digging down deep enough to find 

fairly consistent success in controlling their behavior in many, if not most, parts of their life.   

 

But there will always be exceptions, exceptions that they usually keep hidden.  They don’t like to admit 

that those places exist because it makes them aware that their will is not strong enough to control their 

behavior.  They often find that they have good days and bad days when it comes to unwanted behavior.  

When they slip up, they often binge on the undesired behavior, then beat themselves up for being so 

weak, and then resolve to be stronger and never do it again. 

 

She came to me in desperation.  She felt defeated and worthless.  She had struggled with her appearance 

and her weight her whole life.  At one time, she had everything under control.  She ate good food and 

didn’t eat too much of it.  But lately, she had slipped up.  She was eating tons of chocolate and fast food, 

and she just couldn’t stop.  Why was her will so weak?  She wanted me to point her to some Bible 

verses that would inspire her and motivate her to get things under control.  She believed that she just 

needed to try harder. 

 

A young man called me to come in and talk.  He was struggling with lust.  It had been consuming him 

and had been taking a toll on his life.  He had repented and wanted me to hold him accountable, to check 

in on him to make sure that he didn’t slip up.  He knew that he would be victorious this time.  He had a 

firm resolve.  This time would be different.  This time it would work. 

 

Problems 

 

The biggest problem with this theory is that God is nowhere in the mix.  God tells us what it right and 

wrong and then we either do it or fail.  Transformation is our work alone.  As a result, we live a form of 

legalism where we clean the outside of the cup, but our hearts don’t change.  This, in turn, results in 

frustration because we are in a constant battle between the treasure of our unrenewed hearts and the 

desires of our flesh.  We find ourselves constantly going back and forth between godly and ungodly 

behavior and we keep trying to dig down deeper so that we can conquer our ungodly desires. 

 

Where These Theories Fall Short 

 

There is some truth in each one of these theories.  The first two theories are correct in understanding that 

God is the One who changes us.  As the Prayer Book collect says, they acknowledge that, “we have no 

power in ourselves to help ourselves.”  They understand that we need God’s gracious help.   

But they fail to do justice to the Biblical understanding of a dynamic relationship of love with God.  We 

either have no part to play in being transformed (theory one) or have all the power to force God to 

change us (theory two).  Neither one of these describes a dynamic relationship of love.  It is true that 

God can change us despite ourselves (theory one) and that He will bless our faithful obedience (theory 

two).  But they both fall short in acknowledging the relationship we have with God. 

 

The third theory (Willpower) is helpful in reminding us that we do need to choose change.  Too often 

disciples wait for Jesus to make us want to change.  This theory is good in that it reminds us that we 

need firm resolve.  But by ignoring the critical role of the heart, this theory is doomed to fail.  We do not 
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have the power to renew our hearts; only God does.  If the heart is not changed, there will be no lasting 

transformation.  

 

Theory Four: Relational Change 

 

We come back now to how we are created.  We are made for a relationship with God.  When we are 

united, or attached to Him, we are rooted in Life.  This relationship is inherently transformational.  It is 

God alone who has the power to transform us, but He does so relationally, and as with any relationship, 

both parties have a role to play.   

 

Now we are beginning to see why particular practices can at one time lead to transformation and at other 

times lead to nothing.  As in any relationship, it is the heart that matters.  If we are going through the 

motions, the relationship will always grow stale.  If our hearts are engaged and we are truly relating to 

the other, the relationship grows.  It isn’t that external behaviors don’t matter, they do, but they cannot 

necessarily be equated with a relationship. 

 

The key to transformation is the renewal of the heart, and that renewal takes place as a result of a 

relationship with God the Father through Jesus the Son by the Holy Spirit.  As more and more of our 

lives come under the rule of the Holy Spirit in our hearts, we are transformed.  Sometime the 

transformation is in a revolutionary moment of grace, but more often than not, it is a long slow process 

of gradual transformation. 

 

Moving Forward 

 

Now that we have explored these theories of transformation, we are ready to consider how to use this 

knowledge in moving forward in our discipleship to Jesus.  This brings us to a discussion of the God-

given gift of conscience.   

 

As we become aware of failing to do God’s will, our conscience is pricked.  The conscience is meant to 

bring us to Him.  But in our fallenness, it often takes us further from Him.  Drawing from what we 

explored last week, we will now see the interaction of the heart and mind. 

 

Consider for a moment what happens when you fail to do God’s will and become aware of it.  Here is 

what an unhealthy conscience does. 

 

Unhealthy Conscience 

The truth of failing becomes known 

 

We experience pangs in conscience manifest in feelings of guilt and shame 

 

The darkened mind falsely evaluates the failure 

I should have kept God’s commandments 

I can keep God’s commandments 

 

The heart/will makes a moral decision 

I will do… 

 

The mind then formulates a plan 

• If it succeeds in changing our external behavior, we reinforce our false belief 

that we have power to change 



22 

• If it fails to succeed, we experience further guilt and shame and we are led to 

either try harder or to fill our hearts with something that will get rid of the 

emptiness we experience 

 

The Unhealthy Conscience, you will note, really does not involve God.  Sure, He gives the commands, 

but He is not really involved in our moral formation.   

 

Now consider the Healthy Conscience 

 

 Healthy Conscience 

The truth of failing becomes known 

 

We experience pangs in conscience manifest in feelings of guilt and shame 

 

The spirit-filled mind evaluates the failure 

I cannot in my own power deal with this guilt and shame 

I do not want to deal with it in my own power 

Only Jesus can deal with this  

 

The heart/will then makes a spiritual decision 

God, I feel the shame and guilt of what I have done 

Search my heart, Lord, and show me where I have not loved you with my whole 

 heart 

I come to the Cross of Christ, where I know that I am loved and saved by You 

 

The mind formulates a plan 

I will respond to Your love by seeking to obey you as I depend upon Your Holy 

Spirit 

 

Discipleship 

 

This is at the core of the life of a disciple.  We seek to live in absolute obedience to and dependence 

upon God.  And when we fail, we do not hide ourselves, but confess and run to the Cross of Christ.  For 

we understand that we, “have no power in ourselves to help ourselves.”  We understand that we can do 

nothing without Jesus’ help.  We understand that we live by grace as we pursue the One, knowing our 

need, sent His Son to reconcile us to Himself and make us His children by the Holy Spirit. 

 

“I am the vine; you are the branches.  If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart 

from me you can do nothing.”  We are enabled to live the life for which we were created as we live in 

union with God the Father through God the Son by God the Holy Spirit.  We remain in Him as our 

renewed hearts and minds heal our unhealthy conscience and we learn to live at the foot of the Cross.   

 

“The Christian Life,” Dallas Willard once wrote, “is what you do when you finally realize you can do 

nothing.”  Knowing that we can do nothing, we are finally in a position to experience the reality that we 

“all things are possible with God,” (Matthew 19:26) and we can “do all things through Christ who 

strengthens” us.  (Philippians 4:13).  Discipleship begins when we end. 

 

Reading Questions 

 

1. What are some of your favorite hymns or spiritual songs? 
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2. Describe the three theories that fall short.  Have you ever subscribed to one of these theories? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Describe how the theory of Relational Change works.  How is this radically different than the 

other theories? 

 

 

 

 

4. What do you think of the “unhealthy conscience” process?  Have you ever experienced the end 

result of either reinforcing the belief that you can change, or feeling further guilt and shame? 

 

 

5. What do you thin of the “healthy conscience” process?  How does God’s love play a key role? 

 

 

 

 

6. What do you think of Willard’s insight that the “Christian life is what you do when you finally 

realize you can do nothing?” Have you experienced that in your own discipleship? 

 

 

 

 

 

Connection Practice 

This week as you pray the Lord’s Prayer, linger over the opening words, “Our Father, who art in 

heaven.”  As Dallas Willard notes, to say that God is in heaven is not only to say that He is transcendent 

and utter beyond us, but that He is in the heavenly realm which is nearer to us than our own breath. 

Repeat the phrase until the reality of those words sinks in and makes you aware of God’s presence.  

Once there, continue with the prayer and allow yourself to be bathed in God’s love. 
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Class Four: Obstacles to Abiding in Christ 
 

Commenting on original sin, Blaise Pascal claimed, “but for this mystery, the most incomprehensible of 

all, we remain incomprehensible to ourselves.”  In order to understand why it is so difficult at times to 

abide in Christ, we need to understand sin. 

 

For many people, the word “sin” brings to mind destructive and hateful behavior.  Sin is what bad 

people do.  But that begs the age-old question: do we sin because we are sinful, or are we sinful because 

we sin?  In other words, is sin an internal disease or an external behavior? 

 

The answer of Scripture, as we have seen already, is that sin comes from our heart.  We sin because 

there is something wrong, we are full of sin-sickness, we are sinful.  If we see sin only as an external 

behavioral issue, then our only help is our willpower.  And when we fail repeatedly, we are filled with 

shame and guilt that leads us to either hide how weak we are or to try even harder in the strength of our 

will to overcome that which drives us to wrong behavior.  Either way, though, we end up distant from 

the only One who can help us as we either hide from Him or resist Him in our own strength. 

 

St. Augustine discussed sin in terms of a disordered will.  We were created to live with our wills being 

directed by God’s Spirit in our hearts.  When we live in loving obedience, we experience God’s blessing 

as we stay in our relationship with Him.  But our hearts are infected with sin and now our wills, instead 

of being directed by God’s Spirit, are disordered and under the direction of our idols.  When we 

understand sin in this way, we are reminded that sin is not primarily about external behavior.  Sin is 

about the heart.  Sin is about a broken relationship with God.   

 

Every external behavior has its root in the worship of our heart.  Either it springs from our love of God 

or our love of idols.  When we view sin in this way, we begin to understand that we are born idolaters.  

But, thanks be to God, we are in the process of being healed of our sin-sickness as the Holy Spirit, 

restored in our hearts, gradually brings the whole of our lives under the Lordship of Jesus. 

 

Consider what is a familiar scenario as an illustration of the dynamic of sin.  Many people, when they 

try to lose some weight, see two basic options: either deny their appetite for those foods until they reach 

their goal, or try to gain an appetite for healthier alternatives.  The reality is that until we start craving 

healthier foods, we will never enjoy lasting change.  Why?  Because willpower will only last for so long.  

If we want to stop eating too much chocolate, it will help a lot to start craving fruit! 

 

That’s the dynamic of sin.  If we try to live on our willpower as we go on a diet from sin, we will likely 

fail, or at the very best live a life of experienced deprivation.  But, if we change our appetite so that sin 

no longer tastes so good and holiness begins to taste sweet, then we will see radical change in our lives. 

 

The Holy Spirit, reigning in our hearts, is both curbing our desire for the flesh and giving us an appetite 

for God.   

 

The Big Three 

 

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you use to live when you followed 

the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those 

who are disobedient.  All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful 

nature and following its desires and thoughts… Ephesians 2:1-3 

 

Do you renounce Satan and all the spiritual forces of wickedness that rebel against God? 

I renounce them. 
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Do you renounce the evil powers of this world which corrupt and destroy the creatures of God? 

I renounce them. 

Do you renounce all sinful desires that draw you from the love of God? 

I renounce them. 

Holy Baptism, Book of Common Prayer, p. 302 

 

Our sin sick hearts are prone to wander away from God and run after idols.  Paul, writing to the 

Ephesians, draws our attention to the three manifestations of sin in our lives: the world, the flesh, and 

the devil.  Sin, breaking our relationship with God and so making humans the living-dead, leads us to 

follow the big three.  Drawing upon Paul’s writing, the service of Holy Baptism in the Book of Common 

Prayer, calls us to renounce them in order to restore God to the throne of our hearts. So what are these 

big three really all about? 

 

The Devil 

 

Scripture is clear that our reality is more than we can see.  We are surrounded by spiritual reality, what 

the Bible calls the spiritual realm.  We need to understand that there is a demonic influence in the 

spiritual realm seeking to destroy us.  We have an enemy who knows where humanity is weak and preys 

upon those weaknesses.  “Submit yourselves, then, to God.  Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.  

Come near to God and he will come near to you.”  (James 4:7-8)  “Be self-controlled and alert.  Your 

enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.” (1 Peter 5:8) 

 

Being aware that we have an enemy who wants to destroy us, we are reminded that we need always to 

keep our guard up and that temptation, no matter how seemingly desirable or benign, always leads to 

death.  The devil’s tactic is to set our desire on the world and the flesh. 

 

The World 

 

In the Bible, the world is not really about the physical realm.  The world refers to the institutions, values, 

norms, mores, and social structures which distract from, discourage in, and twist our growth in God.  

The world, then, is that which is in rebellion against God and takes us away from Him.  The main 

battlefield of the world is in our minds, where we have adopted values, norms, and mores that are not 

from God. 

 

“Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy 

and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to the pattern of 

this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” (Romans 12:1-2) Our minds need to be 

transformed by the Holy Spirit who leads us into God’s truth.  When our minds are renewed, we relate 

to the physical realm in a proper way.  No longer do material things rule us and take us away from God, 

but the good gifts of creation take their proper place as they serve us and help us serve God. 

 

While many Christians rightly decry materialism and seek to shun the world, they mistakenly believe 

that the world is our primary problem.  It isn’t.  Our biggest problem is the flesh. 

 

The Flesh 

 

The flesh is what we experience as the inner propensity to do evil.  In Greek, the word is sarx.  In older 

translations of the New Testament, it is rendered “flesh,” but in newer translations, it is, “the sinful 

nature.”  The flesh, despite the way it sounds, is found in the heart/will.  For that reason, sinful nature is 

a more helpful translation.  Without God’s help, our hearts are set upon the desires of the sarx.   
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Through faith in Christ, though, the Holy Spirit now lives in our hearts and is at war with the sarx.  “So I 

say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.  For the sinful nature 

desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature.  They are in 

conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want.” Galatians 5:16-17. 

 

The sarx is attracted to the world for the wrong reasons.  The sarx hungers for the things of this world in 

keeping with the idols of our hearts, seeing the world as a way to find power, control, acceptance, or 

comfort.  The devil knows this, and actively exploits this weakness. 

 

So our primary problem is the residue of the sarx in our hearts.  As we examine the sarx more closely, 

we see that there are several dimensions to be considered. 

 

The Dimensions of the Sarx 

 

The Relational Sarx 

 

This is the idea that the flesh drives us to live outside of dependence upon God.  Instead of living in 

surrendered trust, we try to live in our own strength.  This is the very deepest dimension of sin: we do 

not fully trust God.  We don’t trust that He is what we were created for and that He is the only One who 

will truly satisfy our restless hearts.  We do not trust that His ways will bring us joy and satisfaction.  

We do not trust that He loves us and will take care of us.  We do not trust that He really knows what we 

need and what is best for us. 

 

Because we do not fully trust God, we turn to other things to fill the void.  We turn to our own strength 

as we try to be our own god.  Our lives begin to fill with arrogant pride as we compete with everyone 

around us and even try to prove to God that we don’t really need Him, that we are competent to care for 

ourselves.  But we really can’t, and our lives are inevitably filled with wounds.  Strangely, in our pride, 

we can even define ourselves by our wounds. 

 

I remember talking to two men who came to an Alpha Course I led many years ago.  I liked talking to 

people to see why they were there.  The one man said his life was just like he wanted it to be - he was 

successful and happy.  He was a good, respectable, kind man.  But he didn’t really need God, he just 

figured that God had expectations and he wanted to fulfill them.   He could do it – himself.   

 

The other man knew he needed God.  His life was not what it should be and he knew it.  In particular, he 

struggled with his job.  He worked in a field where he had to have flexible morals.  There were times 

when he had to bend the truth, threaten people, and take advantage of people.  He knew what he was 

doing was wrong.  But he couldn’t stop.  I asked him why.  Because then he would lose his job and 

consequently his lifestyle.  Couldn’t you do something else?  No, I don’t know how.  Don’t you think 

that if God wants you to do something, He’ll take care of you?  Well, yes.  Then why don’t you do it?  

I’m afraid God won’t take care of me. 

 

Neither one of them trusted God.  Both of them felt it was better to trust themselves. 

 

The Internal Sarx 

 

This is the involuntary readiness to act according to the desire to fill ourselves outside of God.  These 

are the desires of the flesh that are in opposition to the work of the Holy Spirit.  We crave things that are 

wrong.  “For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the 

sinful nature.  They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want” Galatians 5:17.   
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“But sin…produced in me every kind of covetous desire…I do not understand what I do.  For what I 

want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do…” Romans 7:8, 15.  Our idolatrous hearts are quick to run 

after things that we know will never satisfy us and even things we know are injuring us.   

 

The Behavior Sarx 

 

These are the deeds of the sarx shown in thought, word, and action.  “The acts of the sinful nature are 

obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, 

fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like…” 

Galatians 5:19-21.  The flesh manifests itself in sexual activity, religious activity, and personal 

relationships.  But as Paul makes clear, the behavioral sarx is rooted in the relational breakdown that 

causes our inner desires to become disordered.  Sin is not primarily a behavioral issue, it is a relational 

one.   

 

The external behaviors really exist to, “protect, defend, promote, indulge or enable our false self to be in 

control of our life” (M. Robert Mulholland, The Deeper Journey, 43).  The Behavioral Sarx reinforces 

the lie of the Relational Sarx that we don’t really need God.  It is important to recognize that to live 

according to the desires of the sinful nature encompasses a continuum running from licentiousness (I do 

whatever my sarx desires) to legalism (living in my own strength).  With time and repetition, we 

become more and more resistant to God and His love for us as we become accustomed to living in our 

own strength.  Even though we might know that God loves us, we would rather live our known 

disfunction than take the step into the unknown territory of surrendering ourselves to God. 

 

Where does the sarx come from? 

 

When we examine the sarx, we need to understand that it is not a static thing.  The sarx is spoken of in 

Scripture as though it has a life of its own.  There are three origins of the life of the flesh. 

 

Original Sin 

 

Original Sin is not about the first sin of Adam and Eve.  It is about the fact that all humans are born 

disconnected from God and already learning to live life without Him.  It is original in the sense that sin 

is with us from our beginning.   

 

Being Sinned Against 

 

While we were created to be loved perfectly, we do not experience that from one another.  Because we 

experience less than perfect love, we protect ourselves and internalize those experiences.  As a result, we 

carry them into future relationships, often causing further damage, and into our relationship with God. 

 

Personal Sins 

 

Within the framework of original sin and being sinned against, we are not passive victims.  We make 

choices.  Because we are broken, we often make choices rooted in lust, anger, and fear.   

 

When we look at the system, we see, once again, that we are the result of complex interactions of 

Original Sin, Being Sinned Against, and our Personal Sins.  All three combine to produce our own 

unique sarx.  What happens to us and what we ourselves choose to do are always shaping the sarx.  

When we live according the sarx, we strengthen it, but even when we seek not to live in accord with the 

desires of the flesh, the sarx remains and we live in the tension between the life of the Holy Spirit within 

us and the residue of the sarx He is seeking to destroy. 
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What can we do? 

 

Here is where we come to the good news and the bad news.  The bad news is that we can’t do much.  

The sarx is indeed very strong.  The good news is that while we can’t do much, God can.  As we have 

already seen, the Holy Spirit is actively battling against the sarx and is producing the fruit of Jesus’ life 

in us so that we slowly overcome the sinful nature.  But that work won’t be finished until Jesus returns.  

Until then, James reminds us, we are, “double-minded” men with divided hearts.   

 

Our part is to die to self, to the sinful nature, so that the Holy Spirit can produce fruit in our lives.  But 

the process of dying to self is painful, difficult, and slow.  Like so many things in life, we want 

immediate change and results because we want it to be easy.  But the sarx is powerful, complicated, 

subtle, and deeply rooted in our hearts.  So the work will be slow. 

 

“Imagine yourself as a living house. God comes in to rebuild that house. At first, perhaps, you can 

understand what He is doing. He is getting the drains right and stopping the leaks in the roof and so on; 

you knew that those jobs needed doing and so you are not surprised. But presently He starts knocking 

the house about in a way that hurts abominably and does not seem to make any sense. What on earth is 

He up to? The explanation is that He is building quite a different house from the one you thought of - 

throwing out a new wing here, putting on an extra floor there, running up towers, making courtyards. 

You thought you were being made into a decent little cottage: but He is building a palace. He intends to 

come and live in it Himself.”  (CS Lewis, Mere Christianity) 

 

The Pattern of Growth 

 

As we engage this slow, life-long process of change as we die to self, we will find that a particular shape 

to that life emerges.  There is a pattern.  This becomes incredibly important in understanding how God 

is, by the Holy Spirit, rooting out the idols of our hearts as He battles against the sarx in our hearts.  If 

we do not understand the typical stages, we run the risk of misdiagnosing what God is doing and so 

prescribing ineffective solutions. 

 

Dr. Bruce Demarest suggests the following journey of growth. 

 

The Converted Life.  We come to Jesus and experience new birth.  We are so aware of God’s 

grace that we feel inadequate and unworthy.  We can’t believe we are this loved. 

 

The Learning Life.  Learning and belonging become important.  Learning is exciting and brings 

about great change in our lives.  We come to understand more and more of who God is, who we 

are, and how He would have us live.  We sometimes believe that it is correct belief that is 

making the transformation possible, so it becomes very important to surround ourselves with 

people of like belief.  We can become rigid and legalistic. 

 

The Active Life.  We get busy.  We move beyond defining maturity as right knowledge and now 

equate maturity with productivity.  We are eager to serve in ministry and mission and experience 

the blessing of stepping out for God. 

 

The Wall of Crisis.  This is what St. John of the Cross called the Dark Night of the Soul.  

Something happens that takes us to a time of searching, questioning, disappointment, 

vulnerability or confession.  It could be a moral scandal, it could be physical sickness, it could be 

persecution.  Whatever it is, following God becomes dark and confusing. 

 

This is an important time as God is doing a deep work in our hearts.  Often, in the early stages of 

growth, we confuse pleasure with God Himself.  Bernard of Clairvaux understood that early in 
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our spiritual journey, God gives us the “bottle of spiritual pleasure.”  He knows that we need 

consolation as we begin dying to self.  As old desires like food, sex, education, and money are 

exposed as incapable of satisfying us, we find new desires for reading Scripture, praying, and 

serving in the power of the Spirit.  The pleasure of consolation makes it easy to follow Jesus.  

We go to Bible studies and prayer groups because they make us feel better.  We rate the service 

of worship on how well it “pumped us up” or made us feel peace.  We confuse God with the 

pleasure of being near Him and so become attached to the feeling of consolation instead of to 

God Himself. 

 

The great saints of the past have consistently noted that we need to grow from love of God for 

pleasure’s sake to love of God for God’s sake.  The Wall of Crisis is one of the ways God helps 

bring this to pass.  These trials can be circumstantial, as they are in many places where the 

Church is physically persecuted, or they can be spiritual.  God allows these trials to come our 

way in order to wean us from the bottle of spiritual pleasure so that we can mature into those 

who know God in a profoundly intimate way.   

 

These trials are meant to help us go deeper.  Many times, though, instead of moving through the 

Wall of Crisis, we either stop growing and stay there the rest of our spiritual life, or we move 

back to the first two stages of growth.  For some reason, we believe that the Wall isn’t supposed 

to happen, that it is wrong to have a Crisis.  So in response, we go back to conversion, or to the 

life of learning, or to more activity, believing that there must be something wrong with what we 

have done there.  Instead, God is calling us on. 

 

The Inward Life.  The Crisis moves us inward.  We pull away from productivity and defining 

ourselves by what we do to draw nearer to God in a more intimate and personal way.  We trust 

Him enough to know that He has not abandoned us, but wants us to know Him more deeply.  We 

learn to trust - even when it hurts and when we don’t understand.  We are finally learning to be a 

beloved child.   

 

In this stage of our journey, we often seek the counsel and guidance of a spiritual mentor, 

someone who has journeyed this far already.  We want to learn from them and are eager to learn 

how to surrender more of ourselves more fully to God. 

 

The Outward Life.  As the inward journey begins to take effect, we are moved back outward 

again.  We experience a sense of purpose, that we are uniquely shaped by God and for His 

service.  We study, learn, and serve out of who we are now.  We are not doing things for God as 

much as we are joining Him in what He is doing in our own lives. 

 

The Life of Love.  We act now in great maturity.  Living becomes selfless love.  We can love the 

unlovely, pray for our enemies, and hold our tongue when being abused.  We worry little over 

our reputation or worldly success.  We have peace in the midst of trouble and can do more than 

we ever thought possible because we know the God is always with us, especially in our 

weakness. 

 

Bernard of Clairvaux describes the path of growth in this way.  We begin by loving self for one’s own 

sake.  Life is all about us.  We then love God for one’s own sake.  God supplies what we are lacking and 

we find pleasure in what He gives us.  Then we begin to love God for God’s own sake.  We grow 

beyond consolation and find the incredible beauty of God Himself to be our reward.  Finally, we love 

oneself for God’s sake.  Knowing how much we are loved, we are not content to be anything less than 

what our loving God would have us be. 
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I once had the opportunity to speak to a friend of mature years who has been married for well over sixty 

years.  As he told the story of their love, I remember how refreshing it was to hear about what sounded 

like a normal marriage.  It wasn’t a Hollywood rendition of soul mates who never knew strife or 

struggle.  It was a story about being smitten and marrying his sweetheart.  And then it was a story about 

learning how to live with someone that he is always getting to know better.  And now, after sixty plus 

years of marriage, theirs is a home of deep mutual love and affection.  As wonderful as the courtship 

was, he wouldn’t want to go back, because what they had now, after years of growth and seasons of 

struggle, was so rich and deep that he wouldn’t trade it for anything.  And so it is with God.   

 

Understanding the pattern of growth allows us to embrace the challenges of the Wall of Crisis and to 

grow into deep spiritual maturity.  When we don’t understand, we see the Wall of Crisis as a sign that 

something is wrong with our life of faith.  So we miss God’s invitation to go deeper and instead turn 

back.  As a result, we at best remain in spiritual adolescence, but more frequently, slowly slide into 

frustration and despair as we wonder why things aren’t as wonderful as when we first believed. 

 

Reading Questions 

 

1. What are your plans for Halloween?  What is a favorite Halloween memory? 

 

 

 

2. What are the “Big Three” that draw us away from God? 

 

 

 

3. Describe the three dimensions of the “sarx.”   

 

 

 

 

 

4. The “sarx” is not static or simple.  What are some of the origins of the “sarx?”  As you think 

about your life, can you identify how they shape your unique “sarx?” 

 

 

 

 

5. How can we combat the “sarx?” 

 

 

 

 

6. How does understanding the stages of growth help you in your path of discipleship?   
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Connection Practice 

Dr. John Coe, Director of the Institute for Spiritual Formation at Talbot School of Theology, has 

developed what he calls the  

Prayer of Recollection (© Copyright 2009 John H. Coe. All rights reserved).  This week, engage this 

practice. 
 

Recollection 
 

To rouse our soul and prepare us to meet with God in truth (Ps.15:1-2). 

To open us to the flesh, falsehood, unbelief and idolatry in the presence of God’s love (Is. 44: 14-20). 

To awaken us to our true identity in union with Christ by the Spirit  

(Phil. 3:9-10). 
 

1. Present and open your heart to the Lord and intend to learn from Him. 
 

Prayer of Presenting: Lord, I am here; I present myself to you. Open my heart to the truth of what is 

going on in my life. (Rom. 12:1-2) 
 

2. Consider as loss all things that could tempt you to find gain outside of Christ; consider as loss all 

things in comparison to Christ. Detach from potential idols of the heart, both good and bad things, that 

your flesh might be tempted to find its identity outside of being in Christ. Open to the truth of these 

matters and talk to the Lord about this, whether you struggle with these matters of the flesh. 

Prayer of Detachment: At the core of my spirit, I am not a successful person or a failure, a wealthy or 

poor person, someone who needs to be honored, a good person or a bad person. At the core, my identity 

is not being a good or bad student-professor, a father or mother, a husband or a wife, a daughter or a 

son, a good or a bad student, a kind person or angry person. I am not a … (Confess any idolatry) 
 

3. Affirm to your soul and the Lord your true identity in Christ, that being in union with Christ, no 

longer condemned but accepted in Him, is your true self. Be open to the truth at this moment, whether 

this is truly what you experience or not and talk with the Lord about this. 
 

Prayer of Attachment: I was created for union with God. I came into the world in sin but longing for 

perfect love. I am now clothed with Christ’s righteousness, with full pardon from guilt and full 

acceptance from God. I am precious in God’s eyes. God calls me His beloved. That is who I truly am. 

(Confess any unbelief.) 
 

4. Resolve to keep your heart and mind attentive to the Lord. Be receptive, silent and still. 
 

5. Hear the Word of God (Lectio Divina). 
 

2 Cor. 5:21. He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, that we might become the 

righteousness of God in Him. 
 

Phil 3:8-10. More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing 

Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish in 

order that I may gain Christ, and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived 

from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the 

basis of faith, that I may know Him …. 
 

John 15:5. I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me, and I in him, he bears much fruit; 

for apart from Me you can do nothing. 
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Week Five 

Tools for Abiding in Christ 
 

 

As we approach the end of our foundations series, we are finally in a position to discuss the tools that 

keep us close to the One who changes us from the inside out.  Our contention so far has been that we are 

changed by a cooperative relationship with God.  Spiritual disciplines, therefore, do not in and of 

themselves change us.  They are, though, tools, a means of abiding in Christ so that we will be 

transformed.   

 

Spiritual Disciplines 
 

First, we need to distinguish between Discipline and Spiritual Disciplines.  As we have already 

explored, discipline can be very effective in establishing new habits.  This is a central concept in classic 

virtue ethics.  We identify a virtue and do things that cultivate that virtue.  By repeatedly practicing that 

virtue, we experience the goodness and blessing of it, and with time, it becomes natural.  The reason 

discipline can be effective is because we are made in such a way that what we do with our body impacts 

our mind and our heart.   

 

We can cultivate virtuous habits like hospitality, generosity, and kind speech through this kind of 

discipline.  If you want to be hospitable, hope you home and practice hospitality.  If you want to be 

generous, give even when it doesn’t feel good.  If you want to use your tongue to bless others, speak less 

and listen more, and when you do speak, don’t say anything you don’t want the angels to hear.  This 

kind of discipline can be very effective. 

 

But discipline can also produce bad habits.  By repeatedly lying, we become liars.  By pandering to our 

lustful greed and fleshly appetites, we become slaves to our desires.  By not being generous, we can end 

up being stingy.  The same habits that can be effective in cultivating virtue can also end up fostering 

vice.  Why is that so? 

 

Because external discipline can be effective in retraining the mind, but it doesn’t always reach the heart.  

And by not really reaching the heart, they can be driven by our idols and by our fleshly dependence 

upon ourselves.  To put it succinctly, we can exercise disciplines effectively and ineffectively without 

God at all. 

 

This is the key difference between disciplines and spiritual disciplines.  Spiritual disciplines are 

activities that keep us united to Jesus through the Holy Spirit.  Spiritual disciplines are the means of 

abiding in Christ.  They are not practiced because they change us, but because they keep us connected to 

the One who changes our hearts.  So what are they and how do they work? 

 

Worship 

 

Worship is, at its heart, a response to God.  God is the Almighty Creator of all things who is, in His very 

nature, Love.  We respond to Him all the time.  We respond either with loving trust (faith) or the lack of 

trust.  A proper response to God is to submit to His authority because we trust His love and His desire to 

bless and prosper us.  That is the heart of worship.  Worship cannot be diminished to music, or a 

message, a liturgy, or an uplifting feeling.  Worship is a life-consuming response to God’s love as we 

completely surrender ourselves to Him in loving obedience and trust. 

 

This response of worship is both personal and corporate.  In one sense, we live every moment as 

worshipers.  We are constantly pouring our hearts out to something: sometimes God, sometimes idols, 
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sometimes both concurrently!  This personal aspect of worship means that it is a way of life.  But as a 

way of life, it is rooted in the knowledge that God is always with us and is always active in our lives.  As 

a personal discipline, then, worship is cultivating the practice of opening ourselves to God’s presence in 

all areas of our life knowing that He is always at work in us.  It isn’t that we change what we are doing, 

but we begin to do everything from a different heart.  We live as though we are on holy ground all the 

time.   

 

Corporately, worship is also rooted in responding to God in His presence.  Biblical corporate worship is 

a ritual drama that invites the congregation to participate in the drama of salvation.  Ancient Hebrew 

worship was in the Temple, the place of God’s presence.  In order to enter God’s presence, the 

worshiper had to make atonement for his sins in the costly sacrifice of a spotless animal.  Sin cannot be 

in God’s presence.  And so the entrance into worship was a costly reminder of the need for the grace of 

forgiveness.  Ritual cleansing moved the worshiper from the realm of the common to the realm of the 

holy, set aside for God’s service and worship.   

 

The ancient liturgies of the Christian Church retain this aspect of ritual drama.  In our Anglican heritage, 

we all symbolically enter into God’s presence for worship as the Cross of Christ leads the procession to 

the Table.  We come into God’s presence through the atonement of Christ.  We listen to God’s gracious 

Word to us, and we respond to God’s Word by reaffirming our baptismal commitment to follow Jesus, 

by praying for His will to be done in the world, and by confessing our sin.  After we respond to God’s 

Word, we are assured of His promise of forgiveness and invited to the memorial meal that proclaims 

Christ’s death until He comes again and we respond to the invitation by coming to receive Jesus into the 

core of our being anew.   

 

It is clear when we look at corporate worship in this way that it is a means to fostering our union with 

Jesus.  Corporate worship really isn’t about what God gives us as it is about what we give God.  When 

we come into God’s presence and offer Him our worship, our worth-ship, restoring Him to the throne of 

our hearts, we are always blessed.  So it isn’t that we aren’t blessed in worship, but the measure of 

“good” worship is not how it makes us feel, it is how faithful we are to surrender ourselves to the 

Lordship of Jesus.  Everything about our service is meant to reinforce this.  From the entrance behind 

the Cross, to the hearing of and responding to God’s Word, to coming to the Table to be fed by Jesus’ 

presence in the Sacrament, to taking up our cross as we go forth into the world – all of it reinforces our 

need for God. 

 

Worship, then, is a means to abiding in Christ.  Not in an automatic way, though.  We can’t go through 

the motions and expect God to do something.  We need to surrender our hearts.  That doesn’t mean 

trying to stir up emotion, but it means being sincere.  As with so many things in life, you will get out of 

worship what you put into it.  If you really want to experience power in worship, one of the simplest, yet 

effective, things you can do is prepare yourself.  If you come to worship hoping to be surprised by the 

music or the sermon, it won’t always “work.”  If, however, you come to worship having already read the 

texts for the day, having thought about where you need God’s forgiveness, having thought about how 

much Jesus loves you, you will find great power in worship. 

 

Learning 

 

The renewal of our minds is a critical part of our transformation.  Many people treat the Bible like a 

magical book that somehow just changes them because they read it.  But there is no magic involved.  

When we read the Bible under the direction of the Holy Spirit, we are actually coming into contact with 

the WORD in the Word.  To call the Bible the Word of God is to say that every word is filled with the 

WORD, with Jesus.  This is why the Bible changes us.  But only if our hearts are open to the work of the 

Holy Spirit.  That’s why an unbeliever can read the Bible and not change while a believer reads the 

Bible and is transformed. 
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But learning extends beyond just reading the Bible.  As we digest God’s Word, God reveals Himself, not 

just information about Himself, and we get to know Him more intimately.  Theology, as it is rooted in 

Scripture and not the empty pride of man, is that study of God that opens our minds to behold more of 

the infinite grandeur of who God is.  Theology is not meant to be rigid dogmatism that draws the line 

between those of right belief who are going to heaven versus those of wrong belief who are going to 

hell.  Theology is that study of the Infinite Beauty of God that leaves us on our knees in worship before 

this Great God who loves us.  In the Eastern Church, the true theologian is the one who lives rightly.  

Theology is a matter of praxis, action.   

 

Learning, then, brings us into contact with God Himself as the Holy Spirit opens us to God Himself and 

to His truth.  That truth renews our fallen minds and teaches us Jesus so that we can evaluate true and 

false, right and wrong, according to God’s will and not according to the flesh.  But learning is often far 

more profound when we are with others, learning from and with one another. 

 

Fellowship 

 

This is perhaps the most neglected tool at our disposal.  As modern Americans, we are taught that 

maturity is self-sufficiency.  Children need others, adults don’t.  Nothing could be further from the truth!  

What we have been saying all along is that we are created to need God.  We aren’t complete.  We were 

never meant to be complete.  We were created to depend upon God, and we were created to be 

interdependent with one another.  We were created to help and to be helped.  It is a reminder that we are 

not autonomous or self-sufficient.  We all stand in need of grace. 

 

Fellowship, though, is not just having acquaintances.  The Greek word koinonia has to do with the 

sharing of life.  We share our lives with one another.  We let them in.  We learn to be vulnerable and 

honest with brothers and sisters.  So how does that help us grow? 

 

When we open ourselves to other disciples, we are actually allowing the Holy Spirit in them to minister 

to us.  So often, we hide what is really going on.  We don’t want to admit it to others, or to ourselves, or 

even to God.  We hide.  And because we hide, we put ourselves in a posture that is closed to God.  We 

must cooperate with the Spirit’s work in us and it begins by coming out of hiding and admitting that we 

need God.  But God also gives us the gift of each other, so that when we share our lives with each other, 

we are relieved of the burden of hiding and so open ourselves to the Spirit’s work.   

 

We were not created to follow Jesus alone.  We need each other.  Jesus made it that way!  When we stop 

pretending and open ourselves up in appropriate ways (we can’t indiscriminately share everything), we 

keep ourselves in a position of openness to God.  We hold each other accountable, we share our insights 

and questions as we learn, and we receive comfort and encouragement from our brothers and sisters in 

Christ. 

 

So fellowship is not a nice bonus for those who have time for some social activities.  Fellowship, the 

sharing of life, is an indispensable part of our transformation as it helps us come out of hiding and both 

bless, and be blessed by, others. 

 

Prayer 

 

Prayer is basically conversation with God.  When we pray, we open ourselves to God’s presence and 

both lay our hearts before him (honestly!) and listen to Him.  Clearly, prayer helps us abide in Christ as 

we talk to Him.  Like worship, prayer is both personal and corporate.   
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Personal prayer, like all conversation in relationships, varies according to the time and need.  There are 

short conversations and long ones.  There are heavy conversations and times of sharing.  And there also 

needs to be listening.  Listening is a challenge for most people. We are good at talking, but not so good 

at hearing God’s voice.  We will touch on this briefly later, but for the time being, let me suggest this: if 

you want to learn to pray, and in particular to listen, pray with someone who further down the road.  

 

Corporate prayer, then, is not only a time to pray in a group, but a time to learn to pray as we listen to 

the Holy Spirit lead and direct the prayers of others.  It is often in times of corporate prayer that we 

experience great power.  This should come as no surprise as Jesus promised to be where two or three are 

gathered and as it reinforces our need for each other. 

 

As we pray, both laying our hearts before God and listening to Him, we continue to foster our union 

with Christ.  Once again, prayer is a conversation with a living God, and not a rote exercise of going 

through the motions.   

 

These are the classic spiritual disciplines.  They do not change us in and of themselves, but they are a 

means to staying connected to Jesus.  Spiritual disciplines, when engaged from the heart, keep us in a 

posture of openness to the Holy Spirit.  Because they are tools for abiding in a relationship with the 

Living Lord, they are also dynamic.  They will change.   It is very easy to experience great power as we 

exercise spiritual disciplines, but then our flesh will seek to turn the means into the end.  We will start 

going through the motions as though it is the disciplines themselves that are changing us.  So we must be 

ever on our guard to use spiritual disciplines to draw near to Jesus as we constantly evaluate our 

relationship with Him. 

 

The Work of the Holy Spirit 
 

All of this brings us to the need to understand the person and work of the Holy Spirit.  Most Christians 

have a pretty good grasp of the Father and the Son, but the Holy Spirit is a bit of an enigma.  While there 

is much more to be said, we need at the least to understand that when we put our faith in Jesus, the Holy 

Spirit enters our hearts and gives us new birth.  We begin the life-long process of being restored to what 

we were created to be: depend upon and obedient to our Loving God.  So the Holy Spirit in our hearts 

produces the fruit of Jesus’ life as He destroys the sarx and renews our minds.  As Jesus’ life is 

produced in us, we are enabled to depend upon the Father, to live in holiness, and to live a life of love.  

That life of love seeks to bless others through works of kindness, ministry and mission.   

 

So the Holy Spirit is the key to our discipleship.  In order to experience transformation, we need to 

cooperate with the Spirit’s work.  What does that look like? 

 

Surrendered Cooperation 

 

First, we have to learn to live in surrendered cooperation.  We are not passive conduits for the Holy 

Spirit, but active partners.  He wills, and we will to follow.  It is the holy dance.  The Spirit leads, but we 

move in perfect union with Him so that the two dance as one.  There is no way to tell someone how to 

surrender.  You either do it, or you don’t.  But there are a few things that can help us surrender. 

• Remember that the Holy Spirit is in us.  He indwells every believer.  He isn’t just active in the 

super-saints, He is active in you. 

• Remember that He wants to work in your life and isn’t waiting for you to know enough or be 

good enough.  In fact, He knows that your growth in knowledge and holiness is part of His work. 

• Remember that you can trust the Spirit.  It is said that the Holy Spirit is a gentleman.  He will not 

ride roughshod over your will.  He waits for you to cooperate.  And He will not make you do 

something He hasn’t given you the desire (not necessarily the courage) to do.   
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The Fruit of the Spirit: Holiness and Love 

 

Second, as we live in surrendered cooperation, we allow the Holy Spirit the room to produce the holy 

and virtuous life of Jesus.  As we walk in the Spirit, we produce the fruit of His life.  We need to 

remember that the way to produce fruit, for example patience, is not to focus on the fruit, but upon the 

root, upon Jesus.  This inner transformation leads to that deep peace and holiness that allow us to 

experience qualitatively different life.  We not only curb our outer behavior, but we find our desires 

changed so that our automatic responses are no longer manifestations of fear, anger, lust, or shame, but 

love. 

 

Empowerment for Ministry and Mission 

 

Third, the Holy Spirit empowers us for ministry and mission.  An important thing to understand here is 

that we don’t just serve the Church in ministry and the world in mission out of gratitude, although that is 

involved.  When we serve, we are changed.  Why? 

 

When we engage in work in the Church, what we would loosely call ministry, we are asking for the 

Holy Spirit to work in and through us.  Many times, if we are willing to listen to the Holy Spirit, He 

calls us to do things beyond our own capabilities.  We have to depend upon Him.  When we depend 

upon Him, we experience His power and as a result, we are blessed and our faith is strengthened.  We 

also, by serving, are impacted by the power of giving love away.  We are always blessed when we seek 

to bless. 

 

Extending that love to the world is the work of mission.  Mission can be evangelism, sharing Jesus with 

others, or it can be working for justice, or it can be serving the downtrodden.  Just as with ministry, 

when we depend upon the Holy Spirit to work in and through us, we are blessed and our faith is 

strengthened. 

 

Working in ministry and mission, then, not only bless those we serve, but serve to aid in our 

transformation as we experience the transforming work of the Holy Spirit. 

 

Discerning the Spirit’s Guidance and Gifting 

 

For many, though, recognizing the Spirit’s work is a challenge, if not an outright mystery.  There are 

several reasons for this.  First, we often assume that we are all alone.  If we don’t think God’s Spirit is 

with us, we won’t look for what He is doing.  We must always remember that the Holy Spirit lives in us.  

Second, we take the Spirit’s work for granted because certain things come to us naturally.  We don’t see 

the Spirit working because we either think that it is all us, or we think that everyone else can do the same 

thing, so it couldn’t possibly be the Spirit.  Third, our culture is very poor in the exercise of holy 

imagination.  One of the common ways that the Spirit speaks and leads is through our imagination.  That 

random thought, that nagging desire, that voice that came out of nowhere.  The Spirit often speaks to us 

through our holy imagination.  To be sure, we need to exercise great discretion here, and this is an 

instance where fellowship becomes important as we ask others to help us discern, but many times we 

simply need to test what we are picking up.  If you see someone and suddenly have a burden to say 

something particular in order to bless them – do it!  And when they tell you why they really needed that, 

you’ll know that the Spirit was leading you. 

 

We also have a difficult time discerning the gifting the Holy Spirit gives us.  Again, I think there are 

several reasons for this.  First, we assume that only the great ones get gifts.  But the Holy Spirit gives 

gifts to every believer.  Second, we are afraid that we won’t like the gift we get.  This is yet another lack 

of trust.  When the Spirit gives us gifts, it is according to His wisdom and for our good.  Sometimes we 
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don’t get a “glamorous” gift because the Spirit is working on our pride.  Sometimes we get a gift of 

hospitality because the Spirit has already gifted us to love others deeply.  Whatever gifts we are given, 

they are always for our own good and we will experience blessing in exercising them.  Third, we have a 

tendency in the Western world to try to quantify and qualify everything.  Rather than learn our gifts as 

we journey through life, we want to take a class or a gifts inventory that tells us, definitively, what our 

gifts are.  We then lock ourselves in.  God cannot be boxed in that way.  Gifts tend to be discovered as 

we make the journey.  When we show God our faithfulness as we step out in trust and serve, He slowly 

gives us more and more to do.  We show ourselves faithful in small things, and He leads us into greater 

things.  We may begin serving in one area and end up in an entirely different one.  And as we serve 

willingly wherever there is need, we discover along the way, both by our own observation and the 

observations of those in fellowship around us, where God has given us gifts.  As we serve, then, we look 

for those areas of service that draw us closer to Jesus, that bring us joy and energy, and that bear fruit. 

 

All of this brings us to an important discussion of the pattern of grace made manifest in weakness. 

 

The Need for Weakness 
 

In ministry and mission, we are called to exercise weakness.  As Paul wrote about the thorn in his flesh, 

the Lord told him, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”  In many 

ways, this is what it means to abide in Christ, to be filled with the Spirit, to be a disciple.  We are called 

to live in weakness.  Most of us, though, would much rather life in perpetual blessing and consolation. 

 

As we discussed last week, young Christians are often blessed with a prolonged period of consolation, of 

experiencing the blessed rest and comfort of the Holy Spirit.  God eventually seeks to move us out of 

that consolation.  Why? 

 

Consolation, as wonderful as it feels, can cause problems.  It can, first of all, lead us to believe that we 

can make it on our own.  We grow to accustomed to the experience of blessing that we start to believe 

that life isn’t that hard.  We can do it.  We can do it on our own.  We forget what it feels like to live 

without the consolation.  Secondly, we can even begin to think that we deserve them.  This is what it is 

like to be loved by God.  I’m His child.  He’s supposed to do this for His children.  From there, it is a 

very short step to the third danger: God exists to make me happy.  He saved me so that He could make 

me happy.  When He fails to make me happy, either I have done something wrong or He doesn’t really 

love me.   

 

The hard news for a lot of people is that God is not as interested in our happiness as He is in our 

holiness.  In fact, when we rightly understand this, we find that the only real happiness is that which is 

found in being holy.  God loves us far too much to leave us as we are.  And we, being in the dire 

circumstance of being sinful, have a lot of work that needs to be done.  God loves us so much that He is 

willing to undo us.  And so we are called to live in that weakness that allows Him to radically transform 

us. 

 

We are called, then, to experience God’s power as we live in weakness.  There are four aspects of the 

experience of this weakness to discuss here: Personal Weakness, Temptation, Catastrophe, and Living 

Beyond Our Comfort Zone. 

 

Personal Weakness 

 

This is the simple idea that we are not God.  We are to live in the personal weakness of being a creature 

and not the Creator.  We are weak and frail.  We didn’t decide to exist and we don’t get to choose how 

or when we die.  We are not God.  We live in this personal weakness through consistent confession and 
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repentance.  Aided by the study of Scripture, by prayer, by fellowship, and by worship, we remember 

that we are saved sinners. 

 

Temptation 

 

Most people see temptation as a bad thing to be avoided.  But it is also an opportunity to run to the 

Cross.  While temptation is not a good thing, it also isn’t bad in and of itself because we can resist it.  

Temptation is reminder of our weakness, and so a constant reminder of our need to run to the Cross.  But 

in running to the Cross, we need to keep our eyes on Jesus, not the temptation.  All too often, we run to 

Jesus with our eyes fixed on the temptation that is becoming harder to resist by the moment.  When we 

fix our eyes on Jesus, though, the grip of the temptation will begin to slip until, by Jesus’ grace, we are 

no longer being drawn away. 

 

Catastrophe 

 

Most of us don’t like catastrophe.  We like comfort.  We like things going according to our plan.  But 

one of the ways that God invites us to come to Him in weakness is through catastrophe.  Whether God 

permitted it, caused it, or it was just a consequence of living in a fallen world, God nonetheless seeks to 

use it for our good.  These catastrophes can be physical (illness, etc.), emotional (grief, fear, etc.), or 

spiritual (dark night of the soul).  Our reaction can range from quiet acquiescence, resigning ourselves to 

a dark fate, to anger, railing against the injustice, to running to God.  Catastrophe can reach us when 

nothing else will.  It can be that loud blast that gets our attention and wakes us up out of our self-

sufficiency and complacency and reminds us that we are weak. 

 

Living Beyond Our Comfort Zone 

 

God calls us to step out in faith and do things that we cannot, in our own strength, do.  He calls us, in the 

picture of Scripture, to feed the five thousand.  Like the Twelve, we need to move beyond ”I can’t” to 

“He can.”  By calling to live beyond our comfort zone, God keeps us aware of our weakness, grounded 

in humility, and growing in our understanding of His mighty power at work in and through us.   

 

Practicing Weakness 

 

At the heart of all we have been exploring is the need to live in this kind of weakness before God.  By 

practicing weakness, practicing things that force us to trust God in areas of sarx weakness, we cooperate 

with the work of the Holy Spirit.  Now we are beginning to bring all our work together.  So what are 

some ways that we can practice weakness? 

 

Choosing places of trust 

 

If there are places in our lives where we do not trust God, one of the things we can do is choose to place 

ourselves in a place of trust.  For example, let’s suppose I do not like to fly.  I am invited to a conference 

that I know will be a blessing.  But I am afraid to go.  I ask myself why I am afraid to go.  I come to 

recognize that I don’t really think I deserve the blessing (I haven’t earned it – reward theory of change), 

and that God therefore must not really want to bless me.  God doesn’t really want me to go.  If I go, God 

will not protect me.  Now we are near the root.  I don’t really trust God.  So what should I do? 

 

The answer is that I should do something that forces me to trust God.  That could be taking the flight and 

so experiencing the lack of punishment.  It could be doing something smaller that causes me fear.  No 

matter what it is, when we put ourselves in a place of trust and then experience God’s faithful love, we 

find a bit of healing. 
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Let’s take another example; one from my own life.  I knew I had been called into the priesthood.  But I 

was shy and didn’t like to speak in front of people.  I was always afraid I wouldn’t have anything to say 

or that I would sound like a fool.  Preaching, obviously, was a bit of a challenge.  But inside, there was a 

fire to share my heart.  So I did what any reasonable person would do: I wrote it all down and read it 

from the pulpit.  And I didn’t enjoy it.  That burning in my heart was still there and wouldn’t go away.  

So how was I going to overcome the fear?  I took what I wrote into the pulpit, and then chose not to look 

down.  I just spoke.  And it was a completely different experience!  Not a sermon goes by that I wonder 

if I will sound like a fool, but I have learned that God provides.  Not because I earned it, but because He 

is faithful, He loves me, and He loves the people He sent me to talk to. 

 

Disciplines 

 

We have already explored some of the classic spiritual disciplines of the Church in our discussion of 

worship, fellowship, prayer, and Bible study.  We have noted that these disciplines do not, in 

themselves, change us, but keep us close to the One who does change us: Jesus.  Disciplines, then, are 

always exercises of weakness.  They are motivated by a heart of weakness, a heart that is aware of the 

need for grace.  Disciplines are exercised in a humble spirit of openness. 

 

When practiced in this way, the disciplines become a powerful tool in our life of discipleship.  They 

become a way of bringing ourselves back to the foot of the Cross daily as we renew our dedication to 

Jesus as Lord and Savior.  There are two things worth noting at this point about the practice of spiritual 

disciplines. 

 

First, as they are practiced, over and over, they create new habits.  They begin to shape our 

minds and hearts as they keep us close to Jesus.  Sometimes these new habits can be small, yet 

surprisingly powerful.  For example, once, when driving to work after a heavy rainstorm, I saw a 

bird up on a power line.  Immediately my mind was drawn to the dove sent out after the flood 

and to Psalm 84:3, “Even the sparrow has found a home and the swallow a nest for herself, 

where she may have her young – a place near your altar, O Lord Almighty…”  The disciplines 

create new habits that then change the way we interact with everything around us. 

 

Second, the disciplines are a dynamic exercise.  Just as with physical exercise, you can’t keep a 

workout routine forever unchanged.  You will choose your exercises based on what your needs 

are at the time.  Spiritual disciplines are dynamic in the same way as we constantly evaluate how 

they are functioning in keeping us close to Jesus and what needs we have in our lives at any 

given point in time. 

 

Fears 

 

Many times, fears can be a place of tremendous growth.  Not in a naïve or foolhardy way, but where 

those fears are keeping us from growing in faith.  As already noted, if there are places where we are 

afraid to fully surrender ourselves in obedience to Jesus, then we need to find ways to overcome those 

fears.  One simple way forward is to trust God in the “smaller” fears.  When we experience God’s 

faithful care in those fears of lesser consequence, like feeding the homeless, then we will grow in our 

ability to trust God in greater things.   

 

Ministry and Mission 

 

Far too many Christians stunt their spiritual growth because they don’t move into the life of service.  

Water that sits in a bucket becomes stagnant and unhealthy.  But when water is going out, fresh water is 

supplied and the things remain healthy.  The same is true of our Christian service.  Our Lord expects us 

to serve in Ministry and Mission.  Using the terms loosely, Ministry is work inside the Church, and 
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Mission is work outside the Church.  As we serve, we not only bless those we are serving, be we 

ourselves are blessed and changed.  

 

So often, though, we are afraid to serve.  We don’t feel that we are well enough equipped.  We don’t 

know if we are gifted in those areas.  We are afraid that if we give up that time, we will be forever 

shackled.  Fear stunts growth.  We are expected to serve in the Church in order to build the Church up 

and help her grow in depth.  In other words, when we don’t serve, we hurt the Church.  But we are also 

called to serve because we are changed in the process.  When we give ourselves, we are blessed and 

changed.  One of the reasons we are changed is that God will often call us to serve just beyond the edge 

of our comfort zone in order to help us grow in trust. 

 

The same is true in Mission.  We are afraid to reach out in love or to share our faith.  We don’t want to 

be rejected or taken advantage of.  We don’t know that we have anything worthwhile to share or give.  

This fear stunts our growth.  We are expected to serve in Mission in order to bless the world with the 

love of Christ and, by doing so, to draw people to a saving knowledge of Jesus.  When we work in 

Mission, we help the Church grow in numbers.  When we are willing to step out in faith, we find that 

God uses us and our faith is consequently strengthened.   

 

The beauty of God’s economy is that as we serve Him by serving the Church and the world, we are the 

ones who are blessed and changed.  We are blessed as we seek to bless. 

 

Stewardship 

 

There is more said about our relationship to financial wealth than any other topic in the Bible.  In the 

broadest sense, stewardship is about being a faithful caretaker of the whole of the gift of life.  

Everything we have and are is a gift from God and we are to use His gift to us for His purposes.   

Financial stewardship is one facet of our overall stewardship.   

 

Money is tied to what we love.  If we love comfort, money represents our ability to obtain toys and 

maintain a particular lifestyle.  If we love power, it represents the ability to wield power over others.  If 

we love acceptance, money represents our potential to make and retain friends who make us feel loved.  

If we love control, money represents our security for the unknown future. 

 

When we love God, money represents an expression of gratitude and trust.  We give back to God in 

order to acknowledge that it is His gift to us, to thank Him above all for salvation, and to show Him that 

we really do trust Him to continue to provide.   

 

God knows our hearts and calls us to give in a way that keeps us spiritually healthy.  The Biblical 

standard of the tithe, ten percent of income, comes from the Old Testament, where it helped provide for 

those in need.  An Old Testament worshiper would actually give offerings above and beyond the tithe, 

sometimes up to fifty percent of their income.  God set the tithe as an appropriate amount to 

acknowledge that it is His gift to us and to express our trust in His continued provision.  David 

expressed it well when seeking to buy property that would become the site of the Temple in Jerusalem.  

“David said to [Araunah], ‘Let me have the site of your threshing floor so I can build an altar to the 

Lord, that the plague on the people may be stopped.  Sell it to me at the full price.’ Araunah said to 

Daivd, ‘Take it! Let my lord the king do whatever pleases him…’ But David replied to Araunah, ‘No, I 

insist on paying the full price.  I will not take for the Lord what it yours or sacrifice a burnt offering that 

costs me nothing.’” (1 Chronicles 21:22-24). 

 

The New Testament does not explicitly command the tithe.  However, as we study the teaching of Jesus, 

nowhere does obedience to Him lessen the obligations of the Law of Moses.  The Law of Love, if 

anything, seeks to go beyond the letter of the Law of Moses.  The writers of the New Testament clearly 
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call disciples to generous sacrificial giving in order to further the spread of the Gospel.  For giving to 

express gratitude and trust, it needs to be intentional and significant.  CS Lewis puts it like this: 

 

“I do not believe one can settle how much we ought to give. I am afraid the only safe rule is to 

give more than we can spare. In other words, if our expenditure on comforts, luxuries, 

amusement, etc., is up to the standard common among those with the same income as our own, 

we are probably giving away too little. If our giving does not at all pinch or hamper us, I should 

say it is too small. There ought to be things we should like to do and cannot because our 

commitment to giving excludes them.” (CS Lewis, Mere Christianity) 

 

But can you ever give enough to show God that you are thankful and that you trust Him?  As the hymn 

When I Survey the Wondrous Cross puts it, “Were the whole realm of nature mine, that were an offering 

far too small…”  Viewed this way, the tithe, as a Biblical standard, allows us to know that our giving 

does indeed communicate just that.  It says, in essence, “You’ve done enough.”   

 

Financial Stewardship, more than most areas of life, offers us a tangible way to experience spiritual 

growth as we give in a way that helps us grow in trust.  By giving, we dethrone our idols.  We find that 

we still enjoy life (the idol of comfort dethroned), that God takes care of us and provides for us (the idol 

of control dethroned), that we more fully experience God’s love for us (the idol of acceptance 

dethroned), and that love is the greatest power of all (the idol of power dethroned).   

 

A Brief Recap 

 

We have come to the close of our exploration of Growing as Disciples of Jesus Christ.  As Disciples, we 

are those who have come to Jesus for salvation and have made the costly decision to follow Him as Lord 

and Savior in the lifelong process of being transformed into His image.  The life of following is 

Discipleship.  As we are conformed to Jesus’ image, we not only become like Him in our outward 

behavior, we are transformed in the heart so that we learn how to fully rely upon God. 

 

This life of reliance is a life of weakness.  Discipleship, then, is about cultivating a posture of weakness 

before God as we allow Him to slowly transform our lives.  From this posture of weakness, we exercise 

spiritual disciplines, not because they change us, but because they keep us bound to the Cross of Christ.  

They keep us connected to Jesus, they keep us in a position to trust until trust is our first response and 

holiness is revealed in the way we live. 

 

As we live in this way, our lives will show forth God’s glory.  We will live the truly abundant life for 

which we were created and, as a result, offer living hope to the world.  As we are transformed, we will 

become like Jesus and live the life He described in the Sermon on the Mount.   

 

When Jesus spoke again to the people, He said, “I am the light of the world.” (John 8:12) 

Let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in 

heaven (Matthew 5:16). 

 

O God, through you Son you have bestowed upon your people the brightness of your light: 

Sanctify this new fire, and grant that in this Paschal feast we may so burn with heavenly desires, 

that with pure minds we may attain to the festival of everlasting light; through Jesus Christ our 

Lord.  Amen (The Great Vigil of Easter, The Book of Common Prayer, 285). 

 

O God, whose blessed Son came into the world that he might destroy the works of the devil and 

make us children of God and heirs of eternal life: Grant that, having this hope, we may purify 

ourselves as he is pure; that, when he comes again with power and great glory, we may be made 
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like him in his eternal and glorious kingdom; where he lives and reigns with you and the Holy 

Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen. (The Book of Common Prayer, 236). 

 

Reading Questions 

 

1. How are spiritual disciplines different than disciplines?  What is their purpose? 

 

 

 

2. What do you think of the description of worship?  How is this description potentially different 

than popular ideas of what worship is? 

 

 

 

 

3. How does learning renew our minds? 

 

 

 

 

4. Why are fellowship and prayer so important? 

 

 

 

 

5. How is the Holy Spirit the key to our discipleship? 

 

 

 

 

 

6. What are the four aspects of the experience of weakness discussed?  What struck you from their 

description? 

 

 

 

7. What are the five places of choosing to trust discussed?  Which do you find easiest?  Hardest? 

 

 

 

 

Connection Practice 

Now that we have spent several weeks exploring the foundations of discipleship, spend some time 

meditating upon the Great Commission (Matthew 28:16-20).  The mission of the Church is to make 

disciples who make disciples.  Meditate on the simplicity and richness of these verses, and pray through 

how you are living into the reality of this call upon your life.  
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Compline 
  

The Officiant begins 

  Our help is in the Name of the Lord; 

People  The maker of heaven and earth. 
  

The Officiant continues 

Let us humbly confess our sins to Almighty God. 
  

Silence may be kept. The Officiant and People then say 

Almighty God and Father, we confess to you,  

to one another, and to the whole company of heaven, 

that we have sinned, through our own fault, 

in thought, and word, and deed,  

and in what we have left undone. 

For the sake of your Son our Lord Jesus Christ, 

have mercy upon us, forgive us all our sins, 

and by the power of your Holy Spirit  

raise us up to serve you in newness of life, 

to the glory of your Name. Amen. 

  

The Officiant alone says 

May Almighty God grant us forgiveness of our sins, 

and the grace and comfort of his Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
  

Officiant  O God, make speed to save us. 

People  O Lord, make haste to help us. 

Officiant  Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit; 

People   as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen. 

Except in Lent, add    Alleluia. 

 One or more of the following Psalms are sung or said.  

 Psalm 4  Cum invocarem 
  

1 Answer me when I call, O God, defender of my cause; * 

     you set me free when I am hard-pressed; 

     have mercy on me and hear my prayer.   
  

2  “You mortals, how long will you dishonor my glory? * 

     how long will you worship dumb idols 

     and run after false gods?” 
  

3 Know that the Lord does wonders for the faithful; * 

      when I call upon the Lord, he will hear me. 
  

4 Tremble, then, and do not sin; * 

     Speak to your heart in silence upon your bed. 
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5 Offer the appointed sacrifices * 

     and put your trust in the Lord. 
  

6 Many are saying, 

 “Oh, that we might see better times!” * 

     Lift up the light of your countenance upon us, O Lord. 
  

7 You have put gladness in my heart, * 

     more than when grain and wine and oil increase. 
  

8 I lie down in peace; at once I fall asleep; * 

     for only you, Lord, make me dwell in safety. 

 
Psalm 31:1-5  In te, Domine, speravi 
  

1 In you, O Lord, have I taken refuge; 

 let me never be put to shame: * 

    deliver me in your righteousness. 
  

2 Incline your ear to me; * 

     make haste to deliver me. 

3 Be my strong rock, a castle to keep me safe, 

 for you are my crag and my stronghold; * 

    for the sake of your Name, lead me and guide me. 
  

4 Take me out of the net that they have secretly set for me, * 

    for you are my tower of strength. 
  

5 Into your hands I commend my spirit, * 

    for you have redeemed me, 

    O Lord, O God of truth. 
  

Psalm 91 Qui habitat 
  

1 He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High * 

    abides under the shadow of the Almighty. 
  

2 He shall say to the Lord, 

 “You are my refuge and my stronghold, * 

     my God in whom I put my trust.” 
  

3 He shall deliver you from the snare of the hunter * 

    and from the deadly pestilence. 
  

4 He shall cover you with his pinions, 

 and you shall find refuge under his wings; * 

    his faithfulness shall be a shield and buckler. 
  

5 You shall not be afraid of any terror by night, * 

    nor of the arrow that flies by day; 
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6 Of the plague that stalks in the darkness, * 

    nor of the sickness that lays waste at mid-day. 
  

7 A thousand shall fall at your side 

 and ten thousand at your right hand, * 

    but it shall not come near you. 
  

8 Your eyes have only to behold * 

    to see the reward of the wicked. 

9 Because you have made the Lord your refuge, * 

    and the Most High your habitation, 
  

10 There shall no evil happen to you, * 

    neither shall any plague come near your dwelling. 
  

11 For he shall give his angels charge over you, * 

    to keep you in all your ways. 
  

12 They shall bear you in their hands, * 

    lest you dash your foot against a stone. 
  

13 You shall tread upon the lion and adder; * 

    you shall trample the young lion and the serpent 

 under your feet. 
  

14 Because he is bound to me in love, 

 therefore will I deliver him; * 

    I will protect him, because he knows my Name. 
  

15 He shall call upon me, and I will answer him; * 

    I am with him in trouble; 

    I will rescue him and bring him to honor. 
  

16 With long life will I satisfy him, * 

    and show him my salvation. 
  

Psalm 134  Ecce nunc 
  

1 Behold now, bless the Lord, all you servants of the Lord, * 

    you that stand by night in the house of the Lord. 
  

2 Lift up your hands in the holy place and bless the Lord; * 

the Lord who made heaven and earth bless you out of Zion. 

 At the end of the Psalms is sung or said 

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit; 

 as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, 

 world without end. Amen. 
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Bible Study occurs at this time.  
  

If time is short after Bible Study, consider taking prayer requests, praying for one another, and closing with one of the collects on 

page 6 or 7. 
  

Officiant   Into your hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit; 

People   For you have redeemed me, O Lord, O God of truth. 

Officiant   Keep me as the apple of your eye; 

People    Hide me under the shadow of your wings. 

 

Lord, have mercy [upon us]. 

Christ, have mercy [upon us]. 

Lord, have mercy [upon us]. 
  

Officiant and People 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy Name. 

Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread. 

And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass 

 against us. 

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. 

For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, 

 forever and ever. Amen. 
  

Officiant  O Lord, hear our prayer; 

People  And let our cry come to you. 

Officiant  Let us pray. 
  

The Officiant then says one or more of the following Collects. Other appropriate Collects may also be used. 
  

Visit this place, O Lord, and drive far from it all snares of the enemy; let your holy angels dwell with us to 

preserve us in peace; and let your blessing be upon us always; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.  
  

Lighten our darkness, we beseech you, O Lord; and by your great mercy defend us from all perils and 

dangers of this night; for the love of your only Son, our Savior Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Be present, O merciful God, and protect us through the hours of this night, so that we who are wearied by 

the changes and chances of this life may rest in your eternal changelessness; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  

Amen. 
  

Look down, O Lord, from your heavenly throne, illumine this night with your celestial brightness, and from 

the children of light banish the deeds of darkness; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 
  

A Collect for Saturdays 

We give you thanks, O God, for revealing your Son Jesus Christ to us by the light of his resurrection: Grant 

that as we sing your glory at the close of this day, our joy may abound in the morning as we celebrate the 

Paschal mystery; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 
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One of the following prayers may be added 
  

Keep watch, dear Lord, with those who work, or watch, or weep this night, and give your angels charge over 

those who sleep. Tend the sick, Lord Christ; give rest to the weary, bless the dying, soothe the suffering, pity 

the afflicted, shield the joyous; and all for your love’s sake. Amen.      or this 

 O God, your unfailing providence sustains the world we live in and the life we live: Watch over those, both 

night and day, who work while others sleep, and grant that we may never forget that our common life 

depends upon each other’s toil; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 
  

Prayer requests and free intercessions and thanksgivings may be offered. 

If time permits, the Officiant and People say or sing the Song of Simeon (Luke 2:29-32) with this Antiphon 
  

Guide us waking, O Lord, and guard us sleeping; that awake 

we may watch with Christ, and asleep we may rest in peace. 

Lord, now let your servant depart in peace, 

 according to your word. 

For my eyes have seen your salvation, 

 which you have prepared before the face of all people; 

to be a light to lighten the Gentiles, 

 and to be the glory of your people Israel. 

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit; 

 as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world 

 without end. Amen. 
  

Guide us waking, O Lord, and guard us sleeping; that awake 

we may watch with Christ, and asleep we may rest in peace. 

In Easter Season, add    Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia. 

 

Officiant  Let us bless the Lord. 
People  Thanks be to God. 

  

The Officiant concludes with the following 
  

The Lord Almighty grant us a peaceful night and a perfect end.  Amen. 
  

Or this 
  

The almighty and merciful Lord, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 

bless us and keep us, this night and evermore.  Amen. 
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PRAYER REQUESTS 
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