
a study on the spiritual disciplines
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If you’ve been hanging out in a locker room recently, or 
watched any late night infomercials, you’ve probably heard 
the buzz about building core strength. Core strength is 
what stabilizes our backbone, pelvis and shoulders—so 
basically it’s what keeps us upright and moving along on 
two feet. 

Since the core is so essential to daily life and regular 
activity, then clearly, we need to have a strong one. But 
achieving and maintaining a strong core isn’t about a few 
pushups and wearing a sweatband; it requires discipline. 
You’ve got to consistently work the muscles—challenge 
the muscles—so they become stronger.

Our spiritual muscles need the same kind of 
discipline. Having a meaningful relationship with 
God requires intentionality—a deliberate choice to 
pursue growth—and the decision to keep at it. 

So over the next six weeks we’re 
going to examine ways we can 
really build up this strength. We’ll 
look at the spiritual disciplines of 
prayer, solitude, service, medita-
tion, fasting and worship. 

Now, spiritual disciplines aren’t another set of rules 
or boxes to check off. And even though we’re using 
the metaphor of “working” to build strength, don’t 
mistake that for needing to work for God’s favor 
or love. We can’t earn that stuff. But we can get into 
some daily practices that keep us really tight with God, so 
that it’s a relationship that becomes organic to our lives—
not just something for Sunday morning or when Grandma 
asks you to pray. Spiritual disciplines help us remember 
what our heart really wants, and what God wants for us. 
Once you start incorporating spiritual disciplines into your 
day-to-day life, they begin to become second nature. And 
that’s what changes your life.  

“Discipline is remembering  
 what you want.”  
        —David Campbell 
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SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES  |  WEEK ONE   

[Read Exodus 19:7-13]

How’s that for an introduction to God? 

No wonder the Israelites told Moses that he was in charge of 
talking to God. They knew that this God meant business, and 
that if they weren’t careful, they’d end up dead.  

A lot can be said about this story, but what’s important right 
now is that the Israelites walked away knowing that God was 
real. They knew he was there—and their attitudes reflected 
it. So whatever else they can be faulted for, they never ques-
tioned whether or not God was real. 

However, this left them with a problem: How should they 
interact with God? With an understanding of prayer that is 
based solely on God’s existence, you end up with little in the 
relationship tank. In other words, you spend your “prayer 
time” trying to make sure that God isn’t ticked off and that 
you haven’t screwed something up.

It seems like this is the prayer framework that most 
of us operate from, regardless of our background. 
God is up there, we are down here, and you better 
know your place and speak only when spoken to. In 
that kind of setup, prayer becomes something that 
is done a certain way, at set times, for a specific 
reason. Prayer becomes simply another rule to fol-
low, another religious hoop to jump through. If this 
is prayer, no wonder most of us opt out.

Yet, Jesus seemed to do it differently.  [Read John 17:20-26]

prayer
  remembering to talk

“Hi, I’m God. Don’t touch my mountain   
    or you’ll die. Have a nice day!”

This is the spiritual discipline 

of prayer—the conscious 

decision to remind ourselves 

that God is our most 

important relationship, and 

that communication with 

him is the foundation of the 

life he made us for.
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Jesus prayed to God as if he was, well, 
talking to him. Just talking, like any of us 
would do across the table at Starbucks. 
Jesus didn’t speak to God on the basis of 
existence; he spoke to him on the basis of 
relationship. He talked to God like they were 
simply sitting and having a conversation—
and this rocked his disciples’ world. (In fact, 
they even asked Jesus to teach them how to 
pray at one point—thus the “Lord’s Prayer.”) 

As John shows, Jesus prayed on the 
basis of the relationship that he shared 
with God, and prayed that we would 
all have that same relationship. For 
Jesus, prayer was not just communi-
cation of needs or information; prayer 
was the lifeblood of a living, growing 
relationship. Prayer wasn’t a have to; 
it was a want to.

Jesus knew that this kind of intimacy with 
God is born out of the discipline of prayer—of 
intentionally focusing on and communicating 
with God. Brother Lawrence, a 17th century 
monk, said in his book The Practice of the 
Presence of God, “All we have to do is to 
recognize God as being intimately present 
within us. Then we may speak directly to him 
every time we need to ask for help, to know 
his will in moments of uncertainty, and to do 
whatever he wants us to do in a way that 
pleases him.” 

For those of us who think of prayer as that 
ritual you do only at church and before meals 
(although those are good times to pray), 
this is a revolutionary concept. Like Jesus, 
Brother Lawrence understood that prayer 
was not a ritual or a chore. He knew that it 
was the expression of a heart that is inten-
tionally directed toward God. Prayer became 
natural and relational for him, because he 
disciplined himself to always focus his mind 
on God, regardless of what he was doing.

This is the spiritual discipline of prayer—the 
conscious decision to remind us that 
God is our most important relationship, 
and that communication with him is the 
foundation of the life he made for us.

All of us have foundational relationships in our 
lives: spouses, family, close friends; these are 
the people who carry the most influence with 
us, and whose opinion of us has the greatest 
impact on our self-esteem and self-image. 
Yet none of the people who fill this role in 
our lives are the ones for which this role was 
designed. God designed us to seek him as 
our foundational relationship. So, it is only in 
relationship and communication with him that 
we will accurately understand who we are 
and what he made us to be.

The apostle Paul communicated this same 
kind of idea in a letter he wrote to one of 
the early churches. In 1 Thessalonians 5:17, 
as he’s wrapping up what he has to say, he 
tells them simply to “pray continually.” If our 
communication with God is a ritual based on 
God’s existence, then this kind of command 
is nothing short of impossible. It even seems 
like a daunting task within a relationship with 
God. But if you can focus on God as being 
the most important relationship in your life 
and you can be intentional about communi-
cating with him, continual prayer can become 
a natural part of your life. 

Here’s another way to think about continual 
prayer: you’re always talking to yourself, 
right? Maybe you keep your mouth closed, 
but you’re continually having a self-conver-
sation while you assess, consider and make 
decisions about what’s going on around you. 
So when you “pray continually,” you bring 
God into that ongoing conversation. And if 
you think about how natural conversation 
becomes with your close friends, you can 
imagine how natural and freeing that talk-
ing to God becomes when the conversation 
never ends.   
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group discussion

We have a tendency to think of prayer as very 
formal and ritualistic, whereas Jesus saw it as 
a conversation with a real, living person.
How do you see prayer? How would your prayer sound or feel 
different if you were sitting face to face with God? 

Brother Lawrence described his way of disciplining himself as “focusing on 
God being present within you.” How does that idea make you feel?   

What does it mean to you to pray continually? Share with the group 
how you will incorporate prayer into your daily life during the next week.

tips to help make prayer a natural part of your life

Be patient with yourself.  

Pick some task as a daily reminder—shaving, washing 

dishes, waiting in lines, driving—and pray during that time.   

Don’t worry about what you say, just talk to him. The 
kinds of words you use aren’t important to God. The 
desire of your heart is what’s important.
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SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES  |  WEEK TWO   

Now, many of enjoy this bad rendition from South Park’s little 
whiner Eric Cartman (at least we feel like they should—Mr. 
Cartman himself included), but there is some truth captured in 
those lyrics: we don’t like to be alone. Solitude scares the living 
daylights out of us. Loneliness or being alone is commonly 
cited to be one of the biggest fears of most people.

In truth, this is as it should be—after all, God made us for 
community. He hardwired us for relationships. We were never 
designed to function in solitude. The Bible repeatedly speaks 
of the need for us to invest in each others’ lives, to be honest 
and open with those around us, to surround ourselves with 
people who can guide and encourage us, and so on. So if all 
that is true, and God designed us for relationships, aren’t we 
going against his design by pursuing solitude?

In an ideal world, yes. But the world we live in is far from ideal.

We are indeed designed for relationships, but we are designed 
for relationships that encourage and draw us closer to God 
without misrepresenting who he is, or distracting us from 
him. Our relationships with one another were designed to be 
constant reminders of the love and character of God. However, 
even the best of our relationships can’t live up to that standard. 
A lot of our relationships and interactions with others all too 
often do nothing to encourage or push us to God, but rather 
leave us distracted, frustrated, and surrounded by stress, noise 
and temptation.

[Read Mark 1:35-37, John 6:14-15, Matthew 14:22-23, 
Luke 5:15-16]

solitude
  remembering to disconnect

[Cue horribly crackling and off-key voice] 
“All by myself, don’t wanna be all by 
myself, anymooooooore…” 
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These passages show Jesus repeat-
edly retreating to times of solitude and 
prayer to be refreshed, and to refocus 
on God and on his purpose and mis-
sion. Jesus understood that although 
he was God, he was also human, and 
was subject to all the weakness and 
temptation that comes with being 
human.  

[Read Luke 4:1-2]

For most of us, we read that story and 
assume that the temptation came at Jesus’ 
moment of greatest weakness. After all, he 
had been alone for 40 days. He was tired. He 
was hungry. Yet, while the hunger and fatigue 
would definitely contribute to the ensuing 
temptation (just think about how you get after 
one long work day and when the fridge is 
bare), what the Bible actually says doesn’t 
really match up with our assumptions.

In fact, the passages that we read earlier 
indicate that each time Jesus went away 
and spent time alone, it was followed by 
some kind of serious event—he walks on the 
water, heals people, and so on. Rather than 
moments of weakness, it seems much more 
likely that these moments of solitude are his 
moments of greatest strength, because they 
are the moments when he is most connected 
with the heart of God. In these times, he has 
tuned out all the other voices competing for 
his attention and focused solely on the one 
voice that matters—and gives power. 

So, if Jesus found his moments of greatest 
strength by disciplining himself to disconnect 
with the world around him and be alone with 
God, then it seems like it would be a good 
idea for us as well. And there are ways we 
can follow his lead and discipline ourselves to 
carve out time to spend alone with God.

First of all, start simply. Don’t get frus-
trated because you can’t clear out 30 min-
utes a day. Start with just five minutes. Try 
turning off the radio in the car, setting the 
alarm five minutes earlier, walking around the 
parking lot during lunch, or whatever works 
for you. Just start simply.

Second, go into it without expectations. 
Avoid devising a game plan of what you 
want to talk about or what’s on your mind. 
Because then you’ve missed the point of this 
solitude exercise. This is not time for you to 
talk to him; this is time for him to talk to you. 
As uncomfortable as it will be, learn to be 
silent, patient and attuned to listening to him.

how solitude helps

[Hearing God] Solitude helps you cultivate a listening 

heart.

[Building relationship with God] People often confuse 

solitude with loneliness, but they are different. You are 

never truly alone in solitude, because you are spending 

time with God. As you practice longer times of solitude, 

that daily “quiet time” becomes easier to squeeze in.  You 

love soaking in what God says, so you must have it every 

day. 

[Letting go of busyness] As you free yourself from the 

burden of being important, you also let go of hurry and 

busyness.  

[Learning how to be with others] Thomas Merton is 

famous for saying that “solitude is not turning one’s back 

on the world; it is turning our face toward God.” As we 

do this, God turns our face toward others, because we 

see them differently. 
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group discussion

Take a couple of minutes and share with the group how you did with your 
personal goal for “praying continually.” If it didn’t go so well, discuss what 
made it hard. 

Other people often influence us in ways that we don’t even realize. 
Describe a time when being around people made it more difficult 
for you to discern how God wanted you to act. (Examples: family 
vacation, a certain work environment, college life.)

Solitude is a time to clear away all distractions and focus on God. What 
distractions or “noise” (such as work, finances, family, sports, etc.) 
do you think will be the most difficult for you to avoid or turn off? 
What could you do to find the solitude you need?

Talk with the group about how you’re going to implement solitude 
into your daily life this week, and look for ways—big or small—to 
encourage each other’s goals.  
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SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES  |  WEEK THREE   

We all know that it’s a good idea to volunteer and to help 
others, whether it’s something involving children or cleaning 
up after children, filling a food basket or working at a soup 
kitchen. The problem is that we tend to see service as a nice 
but optional act done for someone else, rather than as a cru-
cial discipline of personal spiritual life.

But not today. Today that changes.

However, if we’re going to change our mindset on this, there 
are two things that we need to understand—the why, and the 
how.

Serving others should come naturally to us, but 
sometimes pride gets in the way. Regardless of our 
background, beliefs, wealth, position or ability, each 
of us struggles with pride—it is a natural fact of 
human existence. Because of pride, we forget that 
we are all equally dependent on the grace of God. 
Jesus was confronted by people’s pride many times; some-
times in his adversaries, but many times in his own followers. 

[Read Matthew 20:20-28]  

Jesus knew about our tendency to abuse our power, to jostle 
for position, and to allow our pride to dominate our actions and 
desires. His own disciples even asked him who would get the 
places of honor once they were all in heaven (see Mark 10:35-
45). Yet Jesus knew that if we are ever going to become the 
people we are made to be, it is essential that we get our pride 
out of the way.  

service
  remembering what to do

“Jesus took a towel and  
 a basin and redefined   
    greatness.” 
      —Richard Foster
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Service is the direct antidote to our 
overblown pride. It is impossible to 
be prideful toward people when you 
are genuinely serving them. When 
we open ourselves up and honestly, 
authentically serve others, we stop 
worrying about ourselves (which is the 
lifeblood of pride).

[Read John 13:3-17]

Given that we don’t live in a dusty area where 
everyone wears sandals, we can easily miss 
the significance of this story. In Jesus’ day, it 
was always flip-flop season. Forget modern 
sanitation, and people’s feet would get abso-
lutely filthy. Washing the feet of dinner guests 
was the job of the lowest of the household 
servants—it was demeaning, disgusting and 
embarrassing. Yet Jesus, the guest of honor, 
humbles himself and serves his disciples in 
the most significant way possible.  

Jesus is not only telling his disciples that 
they need to get over themselves and get 
their pride out of the way, he’s also making 
an incredible statement about the (big fancy 
word alert) hierarchy of his kingdom. While 
his disciples are busy figuring out where they 
rank in the pecking order, and fighting over 
who is more important, Jesus is saying, 

Now, if anybody had a right to say that they 
were more important, it would have been 
Jesus. Yet Jesus takes that right, pitches it 
out the window, and says, “I came to you to 
demonstrate the heart of God, to show you 
what God is like. He is a servant. He served 
you and cared for you before you even real-
ized it. You are all on the same level—now 
act like it.”

So if that’s the case—if it really is true that 
service is how we get rid of pride, how we 
remember the heart of God and how it’s the 
level ground we all stand on, then that disci-
pline is worth acting out.  

Serving will look different for every one of us, 
since we all have our own unique brand of 
pride and our own little circle of the world to 
interact within. But here are some sugges-
tions to help us figure it out.  

First, humility is key. Remember that serv-
ing is about getting yourself and your pride 
out of the way. If you are worrying about how 
you look to others, what they think of what 
you’re doing, or whether or not people are 
noticing the good thing you’re doing, you’re 
missing the point. This is about remember-
ing that we are not the center of the universe. 
Focus on the person you’re serving—what 
they’re feeling, what their life is like, and so 
on.  

Second, keep it simple. This will be a 
much more effective discipline if it is a part of 
your daily life than if it involves some kind of 
major planning or alteration. It will probably 
be a bigger lesson to you (and have a bigger 
impact on others) if you do something nice 
for co-workers on your lunch break than if 
you plan out and take some huge trip to a 
far-off country (although those are good, too).  

Finally, take stock of the way you see 
others. Do you notice that you have hostil-
ity or prejudice against certain people? Find 
a way to serve them and care for them. Use 
this to remind yourself that you are not more 
important or valuable to God than they are.

“Stop your fighting. Every one 
of you is equal. Nobody is more 
important than anybody else.”
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group discussion

Share your experience with solitude last week. 

Talk about your experience with the passage you chose to meditate on last week. What 
did you learn as the week went by, and did it change anything in your daily life?

Have you ever noticed pride in yourself when you are serving others? 

Jesus said that he demonstrated what God looks like—in other words, the character and 
heart of Jesus reflected the heart of God. With that in mind, do you have a hard time 
seeing God as a servant who serves you? 

Imagine Jesus sitting before you. What would you do, or how would you react, if 
Jesus were washing your feet? How would you like to be able to react?

Think about the signs of “good service” you might receive in a store or restaurant. Then 
list some ways that you can serve someone this week. Pick something specific and 
share it with the group. We’ll follow up next week.

Somebody read Isaiah 58:6-9:

“This is the kind of fast day I’m after: To break the chains of injustice, get 
rid of exploitation in the workplace, free the oppressed, cancel debts. What 
I’m interested in seeing you do is: sharing your food with the hungry, inviting 
the homeless poor into your homes, putting clothes on the shivering ill-clad, 
being available to your own families. Do this and the lights will turn on, and 
your lives will turn around at once. Your righteousness will pave your way. 
The God of glory will secure your passage. Then when you pray, God will 
answer. You’ll call out for help and I’ll say, ‘Here I am.’” The Message Bible

As a group, plan a special way to serve for the coming month. Try using the spiritual 
disciplines to remember and listen for God to work through you as a group.

taking it to the next level (optional)
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SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES  |  WEEK FOUR   

A question to consider as we start this week: 

 

Think back for a minute to when you were a little kid. There 
was likely one toy you wanted more than anything else. You 
know, the one where you told your parents, “If you just get 
me this, you never have to get me any presents again. Ever.” 
You probably stayed up at night thinking about it, or looking 
at it in the store every time you passed. More importantly, do 
you remember that feeling that you had—the feeling like you’d 
have done anything in the world to get that toy? It didn’t matter 
whether it was good for you or not, whether or not it would 
make you sick, or what you would give up to get it—you had 
to have it.

We don’t really like to admit it, but the Bible has a word for 
that craving for the thing we can’t (or shouldn’t) have—it’s 

called temptation. Temptation is not just this devil sit-
ting on our shoulders in a red suit and tiny pitchfork 
who’s trying to get us to do something mean or eat 
something fattening. Temptation is that feeling of “I’ve 
gotta have it, I’d give anything to get it,” and “If I just 
get THAT, then I’ll be happy.” In that moment, we’ve 
lost, because we’re seeking our happiness in some-
thing other than God.

[Read Matthew 4:1-11]

fasting
  remembering to be hungry

Have you ever craved something? 
Not just wanted it, but felt like you’d go 
crazy without it, or that you’d make big 
sacrifices just to get it?

Lent, in some Christian 

denominations, is the 

season of fasting and 

prayer that begins 40 days 

before Easter. The 40 days 

represent the time Jesus 

spent in the desert where 

he endured temptation by 

Satan. 

The purpose of Lent is 

the preparation—through 

prayer, penitence and self-

denial—for the remembering 

of the sacrifice of Jesus, and 

culminates in the celebration 

of his resurrection.



13

Keep in mind the scenario here. Jesus has 
been fasting for 40 days and 40 nights at this 
point. It’s probably pretty safe to say that he’s 
famished, and that’s putting it mildly. Most of 
us get cranky after missing a meal or skip-
ping our morning coffee, let alone 40 days! 
So he’s hungry, he’s physically and mentally 
drained, and the devil comes to him and 
says something very interesting: “If you are 
the Son of God, tell these stones to become 
bread.”

What’s wrong with that? Jesus is God, after 
all, and he’s starving. So what’s wrong with 
whipping up some fresh-baked rock bread? 
It’s not like he’s taking it from somebody else, 
or breaking any rules. Why doesn’t he just 
fulfill his craving?

Well, he doesn’t because there’s a problem 
here, and we see it in his answer. He says, 
“It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread 
alone, but on every word that comes from 
the mouth of God.’” Jesus understands that 
there is more at stake; there is a trust issue 
at work. Jesus is saying, “Yes, I am entirely 
capable of making bread and fulfilling my 
physical craving, but there are things that are 
more important than that physical craving.” 

He is saying that to use his power for 
his own gain and fulfill his physical 
craving is to say that he doesn’t trust 
God to take care of him.  

We’d be hard-pressed to say any of us crave 
anything more than Jesus craved food at that 
moment. Forty days will do that to anyone. 
Yet, Jesus knew that his physical desires 
would ultimately let him down. He knew that 
if he was truly going to find life, to find what 
he had been made to do, that it was going to 
be done by trusting in God alone.

And this is where fasting comes in. When we 
discipline ourselves to fast—to refrain from 
things that tempt us for a time and instead 
focus on God—we make the same kind 
of statement that Jesus did. We say that 
our trust is in more than the physical world 
around us. We remember that our trust is in 
God more than anything else.

Talking about temptation is not the easiest 
thing in the world, and sometimes it’s easier 
to process it if you can see it. Take out a 
sheet of paper and spend a few minutes 
making a list of five or so things that 
tempt you. These could be things that you 
know you shouldn’t do, but can’t help your-
self, or things that feel unnatural while you’re 
doing them. 

Many of our temptations and cravings 
are based on an underlying fear. For 
example, we may be tempted to get into 
a bad relationship because we are afraid 
of being alone. Or we might undercut a 
co-worker because we want a promotion—
because that is success for us, and we fear 
failure. What fears lie behind your tempta-
tions? For each of the temptations you 
listed, try to write down an underlying 
fear that might drive your craving.

Then, add another note alongside each 
temptation. Note what you think you 
can trust God to think or do about your 
what you’ve written. For example, if you 
fear failure, you can trust that God does not 
measure you by your bank account or your 
position in the org chart.

individual reflection
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group discussion

Last week you were asked to remember how God serves us by serving 
someone else. Take some time and check in with each other and talk about 
how that went for you.

Feel free to share from the lists that you made this week during Individual 
Reflection, but no one is under any obligation to divulge anything they don’t 
feel comfortable sharing. 

One of the benefits of spiritual disciplines is that they can help you remem-
ber what you really want. After looking at your lists of temptations and fears, 
list some things from which you might need to fast (i.e. television, the 
vending machine, your Facebook account). How do you think fasting 
from these things could help you remember what you really want?  

This may seem a bit backwards at first glance, but Jesus demon-
strates how depriving himself of food enabled him 
to remember where his food ultimately came from. 
As a result, He was able to trust God completely 
when crunch time came. With that in mind, how would fasting work 
with things besides food? 

If you were to fast at some point in the next week, what kind of dif-
ference do you think it would make? Pick a day (or maybe the whole 
week) and fast from something. Plan to talk about your experience next 
week. You might also discuss ways to help encourage each other in your 
fasting (e-mails, phone calls, etc. Be creative!)
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SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES  |  WEEK FIVE  

When you think about meditation, you might picture some 
weird, guru-looking guy in flowing robes, sitting in some impos-
sibly painful position that no adult of average flexibility should 
be able to contort their body into, chanting “ohmmmm.” Most 
of us tend to have this vague notion of meditation—that it’s 
about a deep thought or concentration on something—but for 
most, it holds no meaning in our daily lives. 

Or does it?

We all have a natural tendency to contemplate things: 

to reflect on the events, emotions and ideas that affect 

our lives, allowing us time and space to determine how 

we feel about these things and how they will impact our 

behavior and self-image. However, for most of us, this 

natural tendency does not incorporate any kind of spiri-

tual reality. Our meditation is purely on ourselves and not 

on God. As a result, meditation, for many, is little more 

than worrying.

As we have mentioned several times over the last few weeks, 
the spiritual disciplines are ways for us to help ourselves 
remember what it is that we really want. They are to help us 
weed out all the junk of life, and to focus on what is really 
important. Meditation is no different.  

[Read Psalms 119:9-16] 

In these verses, the writer of Psalms says that the way to live 
a pure life is to meditate on God. If we are going to become 
people whose lives reflect the heart of God for the world 
around us, he says it is essential that we transform our natural 
contemplation from being self-focused to being God-focused. 
We must discipline ourselves to change the daily habit of our 
life from constant worry about ourselves, to intentional contem-
plation on God. 

meditation
  remembering to think

Meditation is the prayerful, 

willful and persistent focus 

upon the works of God or 

the Word of God.
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As Jesus would often teach, our tendency toward sin doesn’t 
usually start with our actions—it begins in our mind, and with 
our mental willingness to consider temptation. Very rarely do we 
sin in outward actions where we haven’t already considered it 
internally. Whether it’s something as drastic as violence, or as simple as 
cheating on our taxes, our minds lead the way for our actions. The good 

news is that this tendency works in the other direction as well. When we 
discipline ourselves to meditate on (or remember) God in the 
midst of our daily life, it’s reflected in our outward actions. 

When we meditate on God, we allow his character, his truth, and his heart 
to define and shape who we are and how we live.  

[Read Psalms 1:1-2]

The writer of Psalms starts off this whole book saying that the person who 
meditates on the “law of the Lord” is blessed. The “law,” here, means on the 
words, instruction, and guidance that God has given. When we allow the 
words that God has said to become a part of our identity, then we will be 
blessed.

what meditation is what meditation is not

Filling your mind with God’s thoughts.

Focusing upon God’s reality.

Resting in God’s promises.

Involving two persons: You and God.

Actively pursuing God’s words in the Bible.

Moves your thoughts from yourself to God.

Emptying your mind of all thought.

Visualizing your own reality.

Fantasizing about your hopes and dreams.

Involving only one person: You.

Passively waiting for new insights.
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group discussion

Take a few minutes and share with the group how you did with your fasting 
exercise from last week.

All of us have a tendency to contemplate our lives and worry about things. 
Give an example or two of things that you spend a lot of time thinking 
about. How is that different from meditation?  

The Bible teaches in multiple ways that the condition of our minds is directly 
linked to what we allow to enter our minds—in other words, “you reap what 
you sow.” How have the things that you focus your mind on affected 
you? How do you think that meditating on God would change your 
life? 

What are some times during the day that you generally spend wor-
rying that you could use to meditate on God? Describe how you could 
change those specific worries into meditation on God’s goodness, care, 
love, etc.

The writer of Psalms repeatedly refers to meditating on the “law/word” of 
God. This has traditionally been a very fruitful way for Christians to focus on 
God, rather than themselves. Pick a passage of Scripture from the list 
below (or pick one of your own) to meditate on over the next week and 
share it with the group.

Psalm 1:1-2

Psalm 27:1

Psalm 34:8-10

Psalm 37:1-6

Psalm 46:1-3



18

SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES  |  WEEK SIX  

At the beginning of this study, we started out by talking about 
how disciplines are actions and steps that we take to remind 
ourselves of what we really want. We know that our natural 
tendency is to slide, to become distracted, to not recog-
nize the kind of life that God made us for. So we have these 
disciplines—these specific activities that we do—to help 
overcome that. It’s how we build core strength.   

This week, let’s consider the discipline of worship. We may 
tend to think of worship as something done in 
church and is usually associated with singing. In a 
lot of church circles, “worship” is a generic term for 
the time in church when we sing songs to or about 
God. Worship has become defined by one way of 
practicing it.

But that’s a limitation we would be better off without.

If we’re going to correct this misperception that worship is 
only about singing in church, it’s important that we step back 

and understand not just how we worship, but why. After all, 
the basic definition of worship is “to give reverence, 
honor, or love to something,” which is nice, but 
doesn’t really tell us much about our motivation.  

With that kind of definition, we could pretty much worship 
just about anything we wanted, provided that we thought it 
was worthy of our deference and honor. Theoretically, you 
could worship a person for how cool or smart they were, you 
could worship an organization for the good things it does, 
you could even worship an inanimate object. 

worship
  remembering to love

When we understand the 

“why” for worship, we find 

great freedom in the “how” 

of worship.  
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Jesus hit right at this issue of motivation 
when he talked about what’s most important.  

[Read Mark 12:28-34]

A little bit of backstory here. Prior to Jesus’ 
time, the religious scholars had picked 
out 613 different commands in the Jewish 
scriptures, and in the years that followed, 
teachers and leaders would sit around and 
argue about which of these rules were most 
important. This was not only entertaining for 
them; it was a way to find out where some-
one stood theologically and politically.

So in the midst of a conversation about 
something else, one of these guys asks 
Jesus the hot button question—“Which of 
the commandments is the most important?” 
Jesus nails it right away, saying that the most 
important one is to love God, and that the 
second one is to love others as you do your-
self, and that all 611 of the other commands 
hinge on those two.  

What’s really interesting though, is the guy’s 
response. He agrees with Jesus and says 
that to do those two things is more important 
than all the “burnt offerings and sacrifices.” 
In other words, he is saying that to love God 
and to love others is more important than all 
the stuff that they would have called worship.

Jesus is saying (and the guy asking, 
recognizes) that it is not about doing a 
specific thing—singing a song, offer-
ing a sacrifice, etc. Worship is about 
having the kind of heart that responds 
to the love of God; it is about training 
yourself to praise God for the things 
that he does and has done, and to 
give honor and reverence to him for 
who he is. The form that our worship 
takes is secondary. Not irrelevant, but 
secondary.  

Interestingly enough, when we under-
stand the “why” for worship, we find 
great freedom in the “how” of worship. 
There is definitely a reason that singing has 
traditionally been a major method of wor-
ship—there is something about music that 
naturally lends itself to conveying feelings of 
honor, love, and gratitude. Yet, that is not the 
only way that such a response can be con-
veyed, nor should we be limited to that.

nine ways to worship without music

1. [Pray.] Instead of praying for your needs or thanking 

    God for what he has done for you, thank God for who 

    he is, and tell him why you love him. 

2. [Read the Bible.] 

3. [Give back.] “For where your treasure is, there your 

    heart will be also.” (Matthew 6:21 NIV) 

4. [Build relationships.] We are designed to live in 

    community with one another. 

5. [Share your story.] We tell people about those who 

    we honor.

6. [Serve.] “When you did it to the least of these, my 

    brothers and sisters, you did to me!” (Matthew 25:40 NLT) 

7. [Be Thankful.] Thank God for all of the good things 

    in your life.

8. [Surrender.] Turn over to God the areas of your life 

    that you have never committed to him.

9. [Reorient.] God made you for a reason. Turn towards it. 
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group discussion

Go around the circle, or whichever geometric pattern you assembled in, 
and say what worship means to you. 

Everyone in the group shares attributes of God’s character. Focus on who 
God is, not necessarily what he has done. Once you finish, consider if 
that sharing was a form of worship. Why or why not?

Loving God is a no-brainer as far as worship goes. However, why do you 
think that loving other people is so closely related to loving God 
and worshiping? 

Just like the religious scholars in Jesus’ day, we sometimes make rules for 
our lives. Are there rules that you follow that might get in the way of 
loving others? (Examples: Don’t talk to strangers. Save up for a rainy day. 
He made his bed so now he has to lie in it.)

Without sharing out loud, think about a person or two in your life who you 
have a hard time loving. Maybe it’s someone you avoid, or wish the worst 
for, or feel jealousy toward. Keep that person in mind, and then consider 
how loving them would be a way to love God. Now, what would that love 
look like, in everyday practice? Share your answers. 

To close things out this week, as a group, brainstorm 
some ideas of new ways and times where you could 
worship God. Pick one that connects with you person-
ally, and describe to the group how you are going to 
incorporate that method of worship into your life in the 
next week.
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epilogue

Over the last six weeks you have experienced just six of the 20+ spiritual 
disciplines that are commonly used. Most likely, you experienced times of 
frustration, struggle, joy, connection with others and contentment. Hope-
fully you have connected with God on a level that you haven’t experienced 
before, or at least for some time.

If you or your group wants to have more in-depth discussions around the 
spiritual disciplines of reading the Bible, prayer, community and mission, 
check out the book “Welcome to the Revolution: A Field Guide for New 
Believers”. (And if you want to go through another small group study that 
specifically focuses on this book, check out the “Engage” study at 
crossroads.net.)


