Sanctification and Discipline
Reset

In my last article
, I left the distinct impression that the way we disciple new Christians leads to a works-based sanctification.  I also showed how the scripture teaches that sanctification is as much dependant on our works as justification was – which is to say that good works are a result of our sanctification, not the cause of it.  I ended by questioning the value and use of spiritual disciplines.  

Should we, then, even teach the spiritual disciplines to recent converts?  What then does it mean to go and make disciples?  These questions will be asked and answered in my next article.
In the way I ask the second question, I imply that my answer to the first will be, “No.”  Perhaps at the time, I thought that would be the answer.  Let me say right up front that I certainly do not believe that to be true now.

There is one other thing I need to mention before diving into the heart of this article.  In my last article, I stated the following deficiency in my understanding of sanctification:

Possibly without intending to do so, we move from a justification that is by grace through faith, to a sanctification that is by works.

That statement is fine and still represents how my view of sanctification was warped.  However, I implied that this erroneous view is a typical view.  That may or may not be the case.  It certainly is not the case in teaching among people who value the Bible.  However, it is still possible that there are others, like myself, who have confused the sanctification process in practice – even if in theory we have it correct.  But whether or not this is a universal problem or simply one that assailed me is neither known nor relevant.

The rest of this article will deal with the question of spiritual disciplines and their role in sanctification.
Spiritual Disciplines

WHAT DOES SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE DO FOR US?

BIBLE READING: 1 Corinthians 9:24-27

KEY BIBLE VERSE: Remember that in a race everyone runs, but only one person gets the prize. You also must run in such a way that you will win. (1 Corinthians 9:24)

SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE HELPS US EFFECTIVELY “RUN THE RACE."

Winning a race requires purpose and discipline. Paul uses this illustration to explain that the Christian life takes hard work, self-denial, and grueling preparation. As Christians, we are running toward our heavenly reward. The essential disciplines of prayer, Bible study, and worship equip us to run with vigor and stamina. Don’t merely observe from the grandstand; don’t just turn out to jog a couple of laps each morning. Train diligently-your spiritual progress depends upon it.

Discipline Distortion
Have you ever seen an athlete who has fallen in love with the discipline and lost sight of the original goal?  It is not a pretty sight.  Not that I want to be judgmental, but take a look at David Boston (WR in the NFL).  This person loves to work out.  He’s fast and strong.  When you see him up close, even other professional football players are impressed.  (LT of the SD Charges, for one, wanted to put his own shirt back on after seeing Boston for the first time.)
Boston had one great year in the NFL.  But now, I couldn’t even tell you if he is still in the NFL.  What went wrong?  It is possible that he loved the discipline of weight-lifting far more than producing as a WR on the field.  He built the top half of his body up so much that his lower half couldn’t handle it.  He kept getting injured – mostly ankle problems if I remember correctly.  People would publicly comment that Boston should back off on his strength training and work on other things, but Boston simply would not.  He said that he simply loved to work out.

We can look just as mutated if we fall in love with one of the spiritual disciplines and lose sight of the actual goal.  It sounds good to study the Bible as much as you can.  But if the study of the Bible becomes the end goal in itself, then the Christian could become as ineffective as the football player who can no longer make sharp cuts in his pattern.

A Better Way to Teach Disciplines

Clearly, however, disciplines are not to be abandoned just because they can be abused.  If Boston stops working out all together, then he will be just as ineffective as he is now.  If I stop studying my Bible, I too will become ineffective.  So how can we teach new believers the importance and value of spiritual disciplines without turning them into people that see the discipline itself as the final goal?  Here are some initial thoughts that still need to be developed.
· Teach doctrine while showing new believers how to study it for themselves.

· Invite new believers to join you in your ministry – telling them and modeling in front of them the importance of prayer or other disciplines within that ministry.

· Teach the goal of knowing God and becoming holy and how different disciplines help in different ways.

Spiritual Course Correction

So what if you are already a distorted Christian like myself?  

Wow – that, “like myself” comment really got to me.  The implications behind what I am saying are huge.  Is my desire to go to seminary the same as Boston’s desire to work out his upper body even more?  Is my focus on the Bible keeping me from seeing the good works that God has already prepared for me to do?  Am I always trying to prepare but never actually getting in the game?  The implications are, frankly, more than I can handle right now.  I need God.  I may never see this clearly on my own.

It has been over a week since I wrote the first part of this (April 1 to April 10).  People have been praying for me.  I have not even thought about seminary most of that time.  As a matter of fact, I don’t remember having much time alone with God either.  Of course, Johhny O. preached on spiritual laziness yesterday.  That seems to contradict some of my current thinking.  So I will need to listen to that again and study the scripture he uses.  But for now, I am going to finish this article.  I think there is some truth in here and some application for my life that I need to hear.  Perhaps my next article will simply be correcting where I overstep in this one, but it is important for me to keep going anyway.
Spiritual Course Correction – Continued

So what if you are already a distorted Christian?  I love to study the Bible.  Prior to starting this article, my thoughts had been consumed with going to seminary.  I had become convinced that God wanted me to do this and it was just a matter of finding the right place.  But wouldn’t that simply be to continue to strengthen my Bible knowledge while continuing to neglect other things like love and good works?
Luke 11:42 ESV  "But woe to you Pharisees! For you tithe mint and rue and every herb, and neglect justice and the love of God. These you ought to have done, without neglecting the others.

It is not that I should start neglecting Bible study while focusing instead on good works.  But I also should not continue to focus nearly exclusively on Bible study while neglecting love and good works.  As Jesus said, “These you ought to have done, without neglecting the others.”

The fear behind the change
Why is this idea of studying less and loving more so hard and frightening?  There are possibly many reasons.  Here are some:

· I like a regular amount of solitude
· I can study alone.  And I did study alone even to the point of excluding my daughter and driving her away when she would interrupt my morning Bible study.

· Bible study has become my lifeline.  I hold on to it like a life preserver.  And the more life’s storms rage, the tighter I hold on.  (That means I guard my study time even more diligently and with less compassion.)
· I feel as though my relationship with God is tied very closely to my time in his word.  So the idea of studying less is like having to tell a life-long friend that I will not be able to get together as much any more.  I am concerned that my relationship with God will deteriorate.
· I love to study.  I always have questions that only get answered when I study.  So either I will have fewer questions or I will carry unanswered questions around with me.

What does the new course look like?

First of all, this is not saying goodbye to a life-long friend.  On the contrary, God is still in everything I do.  The idea is that we will be doing more together instead of just talking.
There is a purpose that God has for me being here.  Even if that purpose necessitated great amounts of Bible study, the study itself would not be the purpose.  There are people that spend years learning a new language before heading into the mission field.  They may love studying languages, but they do not get confused regarding the reason they are learning the new language.  God has prepared works for them to do that involve learning a new language first.  There are more, but the following verses give a foundation for the belief that God wants us to be doers.
 (Titus 2:14 ESV)  who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works.

(Ephesians 2:10 ESV)  For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.

(Matthew 5:16 ESV)  In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.

 (James 1:22 ESV)  But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves.

(Hosea 6:6 ESV)  For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings.
These verses tell me to pray for God to:

1. Open my eyes to the good works he has prepared for me to do.

2. Purify me so that I will be zealous for good works.

3. Strengthen and empower me to do good in a way that will bring glory to him alone.

4. Change my heart so that I do what he teaches, including loving God and my neighbor.

The Christian life is not about knowing the Bible.  It involves living the Word of God in a way that is impossible for us to do on our own.  The spiritual disciplines are to us what the physical disciplines are to the football player.  They are tools to help us live the life God has prepared for us to live.  They are designed to bring us back to God time and time again because the Christian life is impossible without God.  So they are important as far as they go.  But they are not the end.  They are simply a means to the end.

Here are some tests for us – and they are not a fool-proof tests – to help us see if we are using the spiritual disciplines to help us live the life or if we see doing the disciplines as living the life.

1. Do you see things like reading the Bible, praying, journaling, witnessing. Christian fellowship and service as tasks to be checked off?  If you do, then it is possible you see them as the end instead of the means.

2. When you finish reading your Bible, do you feel relief for having that done?  If so, then it is possible you see it more as a task to be done.

3. When someone asks you how your Christian walk is going, do you respond by listing the spiritual disciplines you have been doing lately?  Or conversely, do you see yourself as not doing well because of the spiritual disciplines you are not doing?  If so, then it is likely you see the disciplines as the end instead of the means.

Final Thoughts

Spiritual disciplines are important.  Doing them is simply not the end goal.  If seen as tools to help us draw near to God and prepare ourselves for the good works he has prepared in advance for us to do, then they are very useful.  I still hold Bible study in high regards.  It would be foolish to give it up all together.  It’s just that I hold good works in high regard as well.  Perhaps more needs to be said about the place for good works.  For now, I would do well to remember that good works are always a result of God working in me, not a result of me working for God.
The discipline part of spiritual disciplines is also important.  My love for the word has developed over years of doing quiet time and Bible studies simply because it was the right thing to do.  The main thing I would change is my understanding of their place in the Christian life.  I do want to discipline myself to study and pray so that I can draw near to God, obey his commands and do the good works he has prepared.  The disciplines help us to put on the full armor of God.  Just remember that our goal is not simply to put on the armor, but to use it in battle.
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