
Spiritual disciplines

The word ‘discipline’ relates to being a disciple, in that training is required to be an effective disciple. 
Thus, the Christian faith involves various means of spiritual training, self-discipline, and exercising our faith, 
without which we fail to grow spiritually. Typically, these include prayer, meditation on God and his Word, 
devotionals or  quiet times (QTs) as an important form of prayer;  reading and studying Scripture, and even 
memorizing parts of it; fasting; worship and attending regular church or fellowship meetings to worship and to 
be  with  other  believers.  You  could  also  add  observing  sacraments  or  ordinances,  such  as  baptism  and 
communion, and you might think of other minor examples of other regular practices (prayer meetings, holy 
lifestyle, witnessing, serving, etc., might be included in some people’s views of spiritual disciplines). 

John Wesley, the leader of the 18th century British revival movement and founder of the Methodist 
church, emphasized spiritual balance in how we live our spiritual lives, which applies here to our study of 
spiritual disciplines. When he trained other leaders, he insisted that they focus on all of the following means of 
training: (1) understanding the Bible and theology; (2) vital spiritual experience, including sanctification (growth 
in spirituality and holiness), growing in one’s relationship with God and meaningful personal experiences with 
God; (3) being in a small group as a spiritual support system and as a place for training, serving, developing 
spiritual gifts, accountability, and fellowship; (4) intellectual development – developing one’s mind for spiritual 
and intellectual understanding; and (5) an appropriate balance of all these. Failure to be balanced can lead to 
various problems, as he understood. For example, just theological and intellectual development without a vital 
relationship and  experience  with  God leads  to  cold religious  orthodoxy,  while  focusing on  experience  and 
relationship  with  God  without  theological  understanding  or  intellectual  depth  leads  to  mindless  religious 
fanaticism or emotionalism. 

As a result, balance is also important in our spiritual disciplines like prayer, meditation, worship, and 
studying Scripture. A lot of worship, prayer, and personal spiritual experience without biblical grounding can 
lead to misguided emotionalism, spiritual subjectivity, spiritual superficiality and a lack of understanding of the 
God that one worships, or forms of legalism or even heresy. On the other hand, an excessive focus on Bible 
study, reading, and theology without personal experience with God, prayer, and worship leads to cold orthodoxy, 
legalism, or cold religious intellectualism. 

In this study, prayer and related practices such as meditation are probably the primary focus, as the next 
studies will look at Scripture and worship. Spiritual balance is also another important point to get across. 

For  younger  believers,  it’s  important  to  understand the  conditions  for  proper prayer  that  we would 
expect to be answered; refer to notes for last summer’s Bible studies (e.g., faith, forgiveness, in accordance with 
God’s “name” or will  and nature).  This includes the important understanding that prayer is not designed to 
change God’s mind, contrary to the general non-biblical view of prayer in the world. This popular view of prayer 
goes  against  what  Scripture  teaches  about  God’s  sovereignty  and  unchanging  (immutable)  nature,  and  his 
transcendence – he is above creation, and cannot be influenced by anything else other than his will. Rather, 
prayer is a means by which we communicate with God and develop our relationship with him. Sometimes, 
especially in meditative prayer, God’s Spirit also communicates with us. 

Fasting may be an unfamiliar concept to some. It sounds intimidating, and this is made worse by the fact 
that some Christians can be legalistic or self-righteous about fasting. Some brag or put down other Christians 
who cannot fast as long, or cannot do an all-water fast. Some people just aren’t used to it, or have stomach 
problems, and may need to at  least  drink something other than water  or  do shorter  fasts.  At least  you can 
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introduce group members to the concept and encourage them that it is an effective discipline that can help us 
achieve  greater  spiritual  discipline  and  fellowship  with  God,  especially  in  difficult  times,  serious  prayer 
concerns, or discerning God’s will for something important. 

With  meditation,  it  may  be  important  to  distinguish  biblical,  Christian  meditation  from  forms  of 
meditation taught by other religions or New Age type movements. Christian meditation has a long tradition in 
church history and even the Old Testament, and is a God-centered and biblically focused prayer-like exercise. 
Meditation is focused contemplation on God and his Word, especially on a particular passage, along with prayer 
and silence, which allows for an opportunity for God to speak to us in the silence. It is similar to a devotional, 
and in fact a quality devotional or quiet time ideally includes some time for quiet meditation. Unfortunately, our 
QTs tend to be rushed and that  gets left  out.  But  quiet meditation at other times apart  from our usual QT 
schedule is an important exercise. You can even do meditation after you go to bed as you wait to fall asleep. You 
can also do meditation during your daily routine, e.g., as you walk to and from classes you can simply reflect on 
God’s goodness and his beauty in creation and pray. 

Also on the subject of prayer,  trouble-shooting our devotional /  QT habits,  and discussing different 
forms of prayer for different contexts may be helpful. For example, praying on one’s knees is best for serious, 
personal devotional prayer, but the Bible doesn’t prescribe physical postures for prayer. Other postures may be 
appropriate for other types of prayer, such as mediative prayer or public prayer. 

Some of the disciplines like worship are covered more in depth in later studies, so you need only touch 
on them briefly here; prayer and discipline are the main emphases here. 

1. Training & discipline
1 Tim. 4:7-8. Have nothing to do with godless myths and old wives' tales; rather, train yourself to be godly.  8For physical 
training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.

Luke 6:40. A student is not above his teacher, but everyone who is fully trained will be like his teacher.

1 Cor. 9:25. Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we 
do it to get a crown that will last forever.  26Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man 
beating the air.  27No, I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be 
disqualified for the prize.

Heb. 5:14. But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil. 

Discuss:
 what training refers to here
 how we train ourselves spiritually
 the relationship between training and discipline
 why these are important for our spiritual lives
 types of spiritual disciplines that Christians practice 
 how these spiritual disciplines help train us spiritually
 what they train us for 
 why they’re important for us to be faithful and effective disciples

Do you need more self-discipline in your life? In your schedule and time management? How might practicing 
spiritual disciplines help? Also, is there anything you could cut out of your schedule so you would have more 
time for spiritual things and studies? (like watching less Law & Order and CSI, less video games...?)
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2. Prayer.
Matthew 6:5-8ff. And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on 
the street corners to be seen by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. 6But when you pray, go into 
your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will 
reward you.  7And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their 
many words. 8Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him... 

1 Thess. 5:16-18. Be joyful always; 17pray continually; 18give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ 
Jesus. 

1 Tim. 2:1-3. I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone— 2for kings 
and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. 3This is good, and pleases 
God our Savior.

What are some inappropriate ways of praying that we may fall into? What does Jesus warn us about? E.g., 
 mindless, ritualistic repetition
 showing off
 self-centered prayer 

Discuss different forms of prayer. How do they differ? Why are they important?
 public prayer
 private prayer
 meditative prayer
 intercessory prayer
 others...

Does the Bible prescribe a certain posture for praying? But are some postures better for some kinds of prayer?
How should we pray, based on the above passages?
What does it mean to “pray continually”? (Hint: It doesn’t say, “pray constantly”) How do we do that? How can 
you be prayerful throughout your daily routine? 

[You may order the section on purpose of prayer here if you wish; for more, refer to notes for the summer series 
on prayer.]

2a. Quiet times / devotionals.

Mark 1:35. Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, 
where he prayed.

Luke 5:16. But Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed. 

Luke 6:12. One of those days Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent the night praying to God. 

Luke 9:28. About eight days after Jesus said this, he took Peter, John and James with him and went up onto a mountain to 
pray. 

Psalm 5:1-3. Give ear to my words, O LORD, consider my sighing. 2 Listen to my cry for help,my King and my God, for to 
you  I  pray.  3 In  the  morning,  O LORD,  you hear  my voice;  in  the  morning I  lay  my requests  before  you  and wait  in 
expectation. 

Why did Jesus pray as he did? Why was it important for him? How was he able to be so self-disciplined?
Why do Christians do devotionals or “quiet times”? Why is it important? How does it help you spiritually? What 
happens if you neglect this habit? 
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Do you have to do it in the morning? Why might morning be a better time for it? 
How long do you do it each day? How can it be longer? More meaningful? How long is too long? 
Do you feel like you should pray at least an hour in the morning, otherwise you feel bad about it if you don’t?
What troubles do you have with QTs? 
Discuss what  works for you and what doesn’t  – in terms of format,  selecting Bible passages, prayer style, 
location, etc. 
Is it a good idea to just randomly select Bible passages for your QTs?

Discuss practical and spiritual difficulties you have in personal prayer and quiet times. How can you deal with 
these difficulties?  E.g., 

 unconfessed sin
 difficulty in concentrating or staying awake
 roommates won’t let me pray in quiet
 no time for it  
 seeming lack of things to pray about 
 wondering if God is really listening
 God seems distant 
 frustration with unanswered prayer(s)
 not sure what posture is best
 incredible pain after praying on my knees for 10 min. (and unable to walk)

2b. Meditation. 
Psalm 1:2. But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night. 

Also: references to meditation in Ps. 39.3, 48.9, 77.12; Ps. 119:23, 27, 48, 78, 97, 99; Ps. 143.5, 145.5.

What is meditation? Generally, how is the word generally used? What other religions and movements teach 
meditation? How is Christian meditation different? 
When and how often do you meditate? What ways work well for you?  
Why is it important for our spiritual lives? What happens in your spiritual life when you do it? How does God 
work thru it? How do you get blessed by it? What happens if you don’t do it? 
How can it be an effective treatment for insomnia? (when you’re in bed trying to fall asleep at night...)

2c. Fasting. 
Matthew 6:16-18. When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they 
are fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. 17But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your 
face, 18so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who 
sees what is done in secret, will reward you. 

What is fasting? Why would people torture themselves like that? What good does it bring?
Did Jesus say, “if you fast...”? Under what circumstances do believers fast? 
How do you go about fasting? What are different methods of fasting? How should you begin? Does it have to be 
a 40-day water-only fast like Jesus did? Should you feel bad if you can’t? 
What  are  possible  dangers  of  fasting? For example,  in  comparing  your  fasting  habits  with others?  (That’s 
probably more of a danger than starvation!)
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2d. Worship.
Heb. 10:25. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and 
all the more as you see the Day approaching.

Why might attending church be considered a form of spiritual discipline?
Why is it commanded? What is the purpose of going to church? What does ‘worship’ mean, anyway? 
How do you worship at church?
Why is fellowship with others important? 
Why can’t you be a “Lone Ranger” Christian? Is it a good idea to just float from one church to another? What 
are the spiritual dangers of being a floater or a loner?
What are its benefits of going to church? Of corporate worship? Of fellowship with other believers? What does 
fellowship mean here, anyway?
What are the consequences if you don’t do these?  
How is corporate worship different from private worship? How do you worship privately? 
What are reasons that you, or other believers, skip church sometimes? 
What can others do to help those who start skipping church? 

2e. Purpose of prayer.
John 14:12-14. I tell you the truth, anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. He will do even greater things 
than these, because I am going to the Father. 13And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory 
to the Father. 14You may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it. 

Heb. 13:7-9. Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of God to you. Consider the outcome of their way of life and 
imitate their faith. 8Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. 9Do not be carried away by all kinds of strange 
teachings. It is good for our hearts to be strengthened by grace, not by ceremonial foods, which are of no value to those who 
eat them.

What is the purpose of prayer in the believer’s life? Why does God ask us to pray? Why is it not optional?
Is prayer supposed to be able to change God’s mind? Can you change God’s mind? If not, what is prayer for?
How then is the Christian view of prayer different from the general popular view of prayer, or its purpose as 
taught in other religions? 

3. Balance. 
1 Cor. 12:15-17. If the foot should say, "Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason 
cease to be part of the body. 16And if the ear should say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," it would not 
for that reason cease to be part of the body. 17If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the 
whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? 

[I had difficulty finding good verses on spiritual balance; 1 Cor. 12:15-17 and Heb. 13:7-9 above illustrate this principle somewhat. Mostly, this 
idea comes from church tradition and common sense. But it’s important, as the introduction indicates.]

What happens if your life doesn’t involve a balance among these disciplines? For example, what happens if you 
leave out some of these? If you focus excessively on one or two of these to the neglect of others? Think of some 
specific examples and discuss them. 
What does spiritual balance mean to you? Why is it important for a healthy spiritual life? How can imbalance 
hinder your spiritual life? Your growth? Your effectiveness? 

5


	1. Training & discipline
	2. Prayer.
	2a. Quiet times / devotionals.
	2b. Meditation. 
	2c. Fasting. 
	2d. Worship.
	2e. Purpose of prayer.
	3. Balance. 

