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Resources
Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, by Donald Whitney 

(NavPress June 1, 1997)

Habits of Grace: Enjoying Jesus through the Spiritual Disciplines, 
by David Mathis (Crossway February 29, 2016) 
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What is 
spiritual 
discipline?

1  T I M O T H Y  4 :  1 - 1 0 . 

1Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the 
faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons, 
2through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared, 3who forbid 

marriage and require abstinence from foods that God created to be received 
with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth. 4For everything 

created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with 
thanksgiving, 5for it is made holy by the word of God and prayer.

6If you put these things before the brothers, you will be a good servant of 
Christ Jesus, being trained in the words of the faith and of the good doctrine 

that you have followed. 7Have nothing to do with irreverent, silly myths. 
Rather train yourself for godliness; 8for while bodily training is of some 

value, godliness is of value in every way, as it holds promise for the present 
life and also for the life to come. 9The saying is trustworthy and deserving 
of full acceptance. 10For to this end we toil and strive, because we have our 

hope set on the living God, who is the Savior of all people, especially of those 
who believe.
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S ome versions use the language, 
“disciplined” here. If we think of 

the root word disciple as one who is 
taught, a student, than we can make the 
connection of one who is disciplined as 
one who is being trained. Let’s first take 
a look at verse 6 here.

6b “ being trained in the words of faith and of 
the good doctrine that you have followed”

Let’s hold that in our thoughts, while we 
flip really quick over to 2 Peter 1. Bear 
with me, as we go back an forth for a bit, 
I promise…at least I hope, by the end you 
will see the connection I'm making with 
these two passages.

3 "His divine power has granted to us all 
things that pertain to life and godliness, 
through the knowledge of him who called us 
to his own glory and excellence,4 by which 
he has granted to us his precious and very 
great promises, so that through them you 
may become partakers of the divine nature, 
having escaped from the corruption that is in 
the world because of sinful desire."

Here we are reminded, as we will get to 
in just a moment when we talk about 
how we are disciplined, HIS divine power 
has granted to us all we need for life and 
godliness.

So, let’s get a little more specific. What do 
we refer to as the “spiritual disciplines?” 
I’ll share at the end some helpful 
resources, but here is a quote from one of 
the books that was really monumental for 
me in the way I thought about spiritual 
disciplines.

“Those practices found in scripture that 
promote spiritual growth among believers 
in the gospel of Jesus Christ.” D. Whitney

They are:
 Habits (Habits of Grace David  
  Mathis)

 Personal & Interpersonal

 Things we engage in

 BY THE POWER OF THE SPIRIT  
  (v.10, 2 Peter 1)

They are not:
 Character qualities

 Only “doing,” but rather “being”

Examples of these are Bible Intake, 
Prayer, Worship, Evangelism, Serving, 
Stewardship, Fasting, Solitude…means 
the Lord uses to grow us up into our 
salvation.

“Those practices found in 

scripture that promote 

spiritual growth among 

believers in the gospel of 

Jesus Christ.” 

-D. Whitney
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W e see examples and exhortations 
to these in scripture as a means to 

bring about growth and sanctification. 
Even Christ in His High priestly prayer 
(is an example He gives us of communion 
with the Father) asks the Father, “Sanctify 
them in the truth; your word is truth.” 
We see the word of God is a means by 
which we are sanctified. There are many 
examples we have in the scriptures of 
how these disciplines are a means of 
sanctification of the believer. This does 
not mean, however, that our salvation 
is dependent upon them. They are not 
simply duties. 

Consider a plant. We know that plants 
are grown from seed, and those seeds 

must be buried, watered, and often must 
receive sun. However, we can do all of 
those things, and still a plant can fail to 
grow. We are dependent upon more than 

just our own actions. In a similar way, 
forming these habits of grace, or being 
spiritually disciplined is like this process. 
By all means, the Lord lavishes grace upon 
grace on us without our own effort, but 
we know that there are blessings, graces, 
promises of growth that come from these 
means of grace and growth that He has 
laid out for us. Like the seed, we know 
that this is primarily what brings growth. 
So we plant, we water, we pray, we gather, 
we take in His Word because we want to 
put ourselves in the path of God’s grace 
and blessing…where the end is Jesus 
Himself. As Paul says, “the surpassing value 
of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord…” And 
even though these things require, in some 
sense, effort and toil, Paul reminds us in 
Colossians 1 “for this I toil, struggling 
with all HIS energy, that HE powerfully 
works within me.” He provides the desire, 
the energy, and the result.

“...for this I toil, 
struggling with all 
HIS energy, that HE 
powerfully works 
within me.”
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It is a difficult thing to understand, and 
we will get into this in just a moment. 

But first, I want to take a minute to 
remind us of what Kelly pointed out to us 
last time. The word of God doesn't mean 
something to us that it can’t mean to our 
illiterate sisters. Or to our sisters in the 
early church who may not have had access 
to the scriptures in their own language. 
This isn't a formula. There is freedom in 
knowing that discipline in my life may 
not look exactly the same as it does in 
yours. And there is rest in knowing that 
the Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead, 
the one who lead him into the wilderness 
where he was tempted, yet perfectly 
disciplined, is the same spirit that dwells 
in us and strengthens us in our discipline. 
There is rest in knowing that Christ has 
been perfectly disciplined, and that our 
salvation, or even the Lord’s favor, is not 
dependent upon our ability to get up in 
the morning or stay up into the wee hours 
of the night to read our Bible. 

Discipline is not a burdensome yoke, 
we don’t fight the good fight for 

victory, but from victory. Let’s remember 
that as we discuss spiritual disciplines. 
I don’t want you to leave here with the 
idea that these are a long list of things 
we have to check off, and therefore leave 
discouraged and weighed down, or guilty 
because its just another list of things you 
aren’t doing. 

We talked last month about discipleship-
here we see a great example of Paul 
that coming alongside Timothy and 
encouraging him in spiritual discipline. 
So let’s look back at our text, now that we 
have a framework for spiritual discipline.

1Now the Spirit expressly says that in later 
times some will depart from the faith by 

devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and 
teachings of demons, 2through the insincerity 

of liars whose consciences are seared, 3who 
forbid marriage and require abstinence from 

foods that God created to be received with 
thanksgiving by those who believe and know 

the truth. 4For everything created by God 
is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is 
received with thanksgiving, 5for it is made 

holy by the word of God and prayer.

6If you put these things before the brothers, 
you will be a good servant of Christ Jesus, 
being trained in the words of the faith and 

of the good doctrine that you have followed. 
7Have nothing to do with irreverent, silly 

myths. Rather train yourself for godliness; 
8for while bodily training is of some value, 

godliness is of value in every way, as it holds 
promise for the present life and also for the 
life to come. 9The saying is trustworthy and 

deserving of full acceptance. 10For to this end 
we toil and strive, because we have our hope 
set on the living God, who is the Savior of all 

people, especially of those who believe.

11Command and teach these things. 12Let no 
one despise you for your youth, but set the 

believers an example in speech, in conduct, in 
love, in faith, in purity. 13Until I come, devote 

yourself to the public reading of Scripture, 
to exhortation, to teaching. 14Do not neglect 

the gift you have, which was given you by 
prophecy when the council of elders laid 

their hands on you. 15Practice these things, 
immerse yourself in them, so that all may 
see your progress. 16Keep a close watch on 

yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, 
for by so doing you will save both yourself 

and your hearers.
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So what 
is godly 
discipline? 

S o what is godly discipline? V.6 “being trained in the words of faith and of 
the good doctrine that you have followed.” It is not simply being physically 

disciplined (though that is still of some profit), rather godly discipline [v.8 
tells us] is valuable in every way, and it holds promise. We will get to that 
in just a minute. Godly discipline helps train us to know truth that we may 
recognize and rebuke error, just as Paul discusses in the first section of this 
chapter. We recognize false profits when we are trained in the truth. Kam’s 
sermon last week was such a great reminder of the importance of knowing 
the word of God. We are to be theologians. To know God, that we may be able 
to distinguish false doctrine as it arises.

We talked last month about being women who hold to sound doctrine, now lets 
talk about how we do that. In a society where the only meaningful experiences 
are those that happen spontaneously or the only valuable emotions are those 
which are free and untamed, we need to consider and examine what God’s word 
says about being disciplined. But on the flip side, note, that the false teachers 
in the first part of this passage are placing holiness in these outward exercises, 
not as acts of worship, but as law. There is this subtle lie that holiness is granted 
based on the performance of these acts, rather than the truth that we are made 
holy or set apart, by the work of Christ, and we are disciplined as we grow in that 
holiness. These disciplines are a means by which the Lord allows us to see the 
Spirit at work. So we know that discipline is good, it’t not the same as legalism, 
though I think in our free and feelings led society, we may get the two confused. 
On the contrary, we are given in these first few verses examples of this legalistic 
approach. 
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W e see in ch. 9 that godly discipline is to “toil and strive” but let us find 
comfort in what Paul tells us in Philippians 2 that we are to “work out 

[our] salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who is at work in you both 
to will and to work for His good pleasure.” And we see at the end of v.9 that 
we do this “because we have our hope set on the living God, who is the Savior of all 
people, especially of those who believe.” We CAN BE disciplined because of the work 
our savior has done, and by the strength of  His Spirit, and we ARE disciplined 
because our hope is set on the living God- who loves us, cares for us, and uses 
this discipline as a means to conform us into the image of His Son. We do this 
from a place of knowing what has already been done for us. We are disciplined 
in these “words of faith and good doctrine” because we know that His Word is at 
work within us, not because we think it is dependent upon our own effort. He is 
kind. I know there is in scripture this seemingly paradoxical idea of striving, yet 
resting. Phil. 2 as we talked about. Other places we are commanded to “walk in a 
manner worthy of the gospel” and so on. Also, the entire book of James! These two 
things are not to oppose each other, rather they are two sides of the same coin. 
These are means by which we worship God, but they are also means by which He 
holds us fast. 

Now that we have just totally figured out this concept that has perplexed 
generations of theologians (and in a about 20 minutes, no less!) let’s take a look 
at those promises. I’m only kidding, if this leads to greater questions, please 
please don't wrestle with them alone. Ask me, ask a leader in the church, talk to 
our pastors. As we read earlier, we see that this godly discipline is accompanied 
by promises….it “holds promise” as v.8 tells us. So let’s use 2 Peter to examine in 
a little more depth what these precious and magnificent promises are.

“work out [our] salvation with fear and 

trembling, for it is God who is at work in you both 

to will and to work for His good pleasure.”
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2  P E T E R  1 : 1 - 1 5

1Simeon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus 
Christ,

To those who have obtained a faith of equal 
standing with ours by the righteousness of our 
God and Savior Jesus Christ:

2May grace and peace be multiplied to you in 
the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord.

3His divine power has granted to us all things 
that pertain to life and godliness, through the 
knowledge of him who called us to his own 
glory and excellence, 4by which he has granted 
to us his precious and very great promises, so 
that through them you may become partakers 
of the divine nature, having escaped from 
the corruption that is in the world because 
of sinful desire. 5For this very reason, make 
every effort to supplement your faith with 
virtue, and virtue with knowledge, 6and 
knowledge with self-control, and self-control 
with steadfastness, and steadfastness with 
godliness, 7and godliness with brotherly 
affection, and brotherly affection with love. 
8For if these qualities are yours and are 
increasing, they keep you from being ineffective 
or unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. 9For whoever lacks these qualities 
is so nearsighted that he is blind, having 
forgotten that he was cleansed from his former 
sins. 10Therefore, brothers, be all the more 
diligent to confirm your calling and election, 
for if you practice these qualities you will 
never fall. 11For in this way there will be richly 
provided for you an entrance into the eternal 
kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

12Therefore I intend always to remind you of 
these qualities, though you know them and are 
established in the truth that you have. 13I think 
it right, as long as I am in this body, to stir you 
up by way of reminder, 14since I know that the 
putting off of my body will be soon, as our Lord 
Jesus Christ made clear to me. 15And I will 
make every effort so that after my departure 
you may be able at any time to recall these 
things.

F irst of all, we are told that for those 
in Christ (v.1), God has granted to us 

by His divine power EVERYTHING that 
pertains to life and godliness. How? Let’s 
read on…through the knowledge of Christ. 
This is a promise. And what else? That we, 
may become partakers of the divine nature, 
and that we may (by His Spirit) escape the 
corruption that is in this world. Ephesians 
tells us, that we are his workmanship, 
created in Christ for good works that HE 
prepared beforehand so that we may walk 
in them. “All that He asks, He provides.” He 
does not ask from us, that which He has 
not already supplied for us. And this-this is 
the truth that we are to rest in as we seek 
to be trained in the words of faith and good 
doctrine. 

So Peter reminds us what godliness looks 
like, what is the fruit of these disciplines 
or habits and the promises that accompany 
them. He then goes on to say “For this very 
reason make every effort…” We are to make 
every effort to supplement our faith with all 
of these things. We are to make every effort 
to discipline ourselves for the purpose of 
godliness, but it is not an effort we muster 
up from within ourselves. It is by the very 
power that raised Christ from the dead. It 
is by the power of the Spirit He has given 
us-the guarantee of our inheritance, the 
promise of His Spirit, and all the promises 
that entails. And it is His kindness that 
allows us to examine our lives and see 
if these qualities are in us. Peter tells us 
that for those of us who have these godly 
qualities we will be neither unfruitful nor 
ineffective. What sweet promise! This is 
the thing about His promises, they are true 
whether or not we feel them. We know that 
discipline leads to godliness, and godliness 
will render us neither fruitful for ineffective, 
and these godly qualities point us to the 
ultimate promise of an entrance into His 
kingdom that is fully provided for us. Why? 
Because we are both saved, and being saved. 
We are justified and counted righteous, and 
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we are being perfected and completed for 
a final day when we will dwell with our 
Lord unhindered forever. Let this spur us 
on to be disciplined so that these godly 
qualities may be present within us. Let us 
not be one who lacks discipline, who-as 
Peter says, “is so nearsighted that he is blind, 
having forgotten that he was cleansed from 
his former sins.” He exhorts us to “practice” 
these things. Discipline is not easy, but the 
promise is so rich. V.11 tells us that “there 
will be richly provided for you an entrance into 
the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ.” This is the ultimate promise.

So what might this look like for us? 
Well, I’ll start by confessing that most 
days of the week, I don't wake up with a 
burning desire to dive right into God’s 
word. I wish I did, but that’s not the reality 
for me. But regardless of me feeling that 
burning passion, I know that His Word is 
powerful and at work in me. So, if I wake 
up and don't feel like reading what do I do? 
I do it anyway. Or when we are struggling 
to find words to pray. Pray His word. Pray 
His will. Ask Him to bring joy in your 
discipline. I encourage each of you to dig 
into God’s word and see the examples and 
exhortations in things like prayer, fasting, 
solitude and silence, taking in God’s Word. 

I like the way David Mathis has broken 
down these habits or disciplines into three 
categories “Hear His voice, have His 
ear, belong to His body.” These can be a 
little more helpful than naming specific 
disciplines.

 Let’s think of hearing His voice. Why? 
Psalm. 119:11 “Your Word have I hidden 
in my heart that I might not sin against 
you.”  His word protects us from sin. Jesus 
himself uses the Word of God to combat 
the lies of the enemy by recalling that man 
cannot live by bread alone, but by every 
word that comes from thee Father. And as 
we talked about earlier, we know that His 

Word is a means by which we are sanctified, 
or made more holy as Christ shows us 
through his prayer in the garden. 

Why is it an important habit to have His 
ear? We have many examples of Christ 
himself communed with the Father, he 
talked regularly with the Father, He taught 
His disciples to pray. Many of the psalms 
themselves are a crying out to the Lord. 

And why is important to belong to His 
body? We are exhorted in Hebrews 10 
to gather as a means of encouraging one 
another to hold fast to our confession 
without wavering, and again in Hebrews 4 
we are called to exhort one other daily so 
that we would not be hardened by sin. These 
disciplines are means the Lord uses to grow 
us and hold us, and ultimately we see that 
the end is Christ himself as we talked about 
earlier.

I often come  to God’s Word with the prayer 
of Psalm 119:18 “Open my eyes that I may 
behold the wondrous things of your law.” Ask 
the Lord to give you eyes to see, ears to hear, 
and a mind to understand. Ask the Spirit 
to strengthen you in discipline. Find sisters 
to spur you on in these ways. And as far as 
the interpersonal disciplines go, use the 
community He has given you to work out 
these things. Sit under the teaching of the 
Word, speak it to one another around your 
tables, on your couches, and over coffee 
dates. When you are struggling to want to 
gather with the church, do it anyway. And 
don’t be alone, share these struggles with 
the body you’ve been given that we might 
fight with and for one another. 

Let us be women who are marked by 
discipline, who are trained in the words of 
faith and of good doctrine. Let us pray the 
Lord would give us grace. 



-011

Hear His Voice 

 H
av

e 
H

is
 E

ar
 

Belong to  
His Body


