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We have proposed that our union to Christ is the founda'on for change, and more specifically, change that is 
deep, abiding, and directed toward ever increasing conformity to the character of Christ. We have seen that the 
bond of that union is the indwelling Holy Spirit who is the agent of this change that we are otherwise powerless 
to enact by ourselves. We now turn to consider the primary means through which the Holy Spirit works to 
produce this change, namely the spiritual disciplines.1  

The Necessity of Disciplined AcNon  

Why is it that knowledge alone does not produce changed lives? Why do we not study our way to holiness? It is 
a sobering thought, but the one who has mastered the doctrines of grace and even the dynamics of gospel 
transformaNon, may sNll be a stranger to the work of grace in the heart that produces Christ-like character. This 
is why disciples are not mass-produced in a classroom or on Sunday mornings, even when siQng under the 
most giRed of teachers. We need more, although never less, than cogniNve change if our target is the heart.  

So then, how do the truths of the gospel result in changed and changing lives? We know who is able to do it, 
but how does the gospel get in and get deep to produce real heart change? “How are the virtues formed so that 
they come to consNtute one’s character? The answer in ChrisNan tradiNon has been quite consistent: virtues 
are formed by acts . . . all acNons are habit forming or habit reinforcing . . . it takes intenNonal, repeated acNons 
of growing intensity for virtues to grow.”2 In other words, the deep character change that we seek occurs when 
the gospel is regularly and habitually applied and lived-out in and through acNons that become habits. It is as 
one teacher describes it, the pracNce of puQng in the rivet between truth and life;3 to regularly fasten as it 
were the gospel of grace to real life decisions and acNons.  

The First Tension  

If character is formed through intenNonal, repeated acNons, then what of the Holy Spirit? It sure sounds like if 
we apply ourselves diligently enough and commit ourselves to a formula of prescribed acNons, then we can by 
the sheer force of the will produce depth of character and inner heart change. Can we change ourselves simply 
by trying harder? Are the spiritual disciplines just a recipe for self-sancNficaNon?  

Our answer of course is emphaNcally no! And it is precisely because of this tension that we labored first to 
establish in the previous lesson that the indwelling Holy Spirit is indeed the agent of change. Only he can 
change hearts; it is sNll in every respect “an inside job.” But the deep, inner change that occurs as one is “. . . 
predesNned to be conformed to the image of his Son” (Rom. 8:29), does not just appear. There is no fast track; 
there are no spiritual prodigies. Rather, the lifelong process of change that is iniNated, superintended, and 
indeed enacted by the Holy Spirit, is one that “draws within its scope the conscious life of the believer” such 
that “our whole being is intensely acNve in that process which has as its goal . . . [conformity] to the image of his 
Son.”4  

This is the God-ordained means of change. God, by his Spirit, does the work to change us, but the means by 
which that change occurs is through the work that we have been enabled and empowered to do by the same 
Spirit. This is most clearly and concisely summarized by the apostle Paul in Phil. 2:12–13: “. . . work out your 
own salvaNon with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good 
pleasure.” Or as Luther comments, “It is true to say concerning ourselves that, inasmuch as God works in us, we 
work—though ‘work’ here means actually that the one doing the acNng is himself acted upon, moved and led.”5 
We are “acted upon, moved and led” to disciplined acNon through which the Spirit produces the inner heart 
change that we seek. The disciplines of prayer, Bible reading, service, and others, are some of the ac'ons—the 
work—through which the Holy Spirit changes us. Richard Foster captures the dynamic this way:  



A farmer is helpless to grow grain; all he can do is provide the right condiNons for the growing of 
grain. He culNvates the ground, he plants the seed, he waters the plants, and then the natural 
forces of the earth take over and up comes the grain. This is the way it is with the Spiritual 
Disciplines—they are a way of sowing to the Spirit. The Disciplines are God’s way of geQng us into 
the ground; they put us where he can work within us and transform us. By themselves the Spiritual 
Disciplines can do nothing; they can only get us to the place where something can be done. They 
are God’s means of grace. The inner righteousness we seek is not something that is poured on our 
heads. God has ordained the Disciplines of the spiritual life as the means by which we place 
ourselves where he can bless us.6  

The Hard Road of the Disciplined Life  

Consider the discipline applied by an elite athlete to her sport or a virtuoso to his instrument—the hours upon 
hours of pracNce in obscurity and the great measures of self-denial and focused intensity endured without 
immediate reward. Or perhaps we know by experience the degree of sustained, vigorous effort required to 
pursue a career or even a healthy body. Likewise, and as the terminology suggests, our apprenNceship as 
Christ’s disciples requires discipline. It must be said that the path to growth in Christ-like character—this path 
that all ChrisNans are called to tread—is lijered with thorns and thistles. It is a hard road and diversions 
abound. But, “holiness is not a condiNon into which we driR.”7 Paul’s language in 1 Cor. 9:24–27 (NIV) is telling:  

Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way 
as to get the prize. 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. Therefore I do not run 
like someone running aimlessly; I do not fight like a boxer beaNng the air. No, I strike a blow to my 
body and make it my slave so that aRer I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified 
for the prize.  

Paul understands the gospel. He knows that victory has been secured in Christ; that he cannot earn God’s favor; 
that grace is full and free; yet, he doesn’t coast or relent. Rather, he engages with even greater intensity: “I 
strike a blow to my body and make it my slave.” The gospel of grace demands disciplined acNon. Absent 
discipline, our only recourse is to get by on our natural giRs. But assuredly we’ll soon find that in small, almost 
impercepNble steps, our prayers get neglected, our ajenNon to the Word gets broken, and our parNcipaNon in 
corporate worship becomes less a celebraNon and more a criNque. Such is the tendency toward secret 
departure from God.8 

The Second Tension  

Does this emphasis on disciplined acNon diminish or even nullify the priority of grace? Again, our answer is no. I 
wonder if we are so fearful of obscuring grace in our desire to be “gospel-centered,” that we simply do not 
speak enough about the hard road of the disciplined life. But, “grace is opposed to earning, not to effort.”9 We 
do not and cannot by our own effort, even effort described with such terms as “focused intensity,” “maximal 
engagement,” and “vigorous exerNon,” thereby make ourselves more acceptable to God. We do not earn God’s 
favor through the disciplines; God’s favor is already over us! It is finished! By the work of another do we stand; 
to the work of another do we cling; because of the work of another do we work with everything we’ve got.  

Grace precedes, moNvates, enables, and empowers the effort. There is work to do, not to earn but because we 
have already received. And without this grace the spiritual disciplines are death. They become laws to abide, 
rules to follow, and burdens to bear, breeding externalism, formalism, legalism, Pharisaism, and every other 
death-nurturing “-ism” you might name. We will then exult in our willpower and condemn ourselves (and 



others!) when we fall short. That’s without grace. But by grace we are led to work and by grace is the effort 
made to bear fruit.  

The Spiritual Disciplines and Friendship with God 

We come now to the heart of the spiritual disciplines. They are not simply the means through which the Holy 
Spirit changes us as if a bejer “us” was an independent object of our pursuit. The disciplines are at the most 
fundamental level, the means by which we culNvate a friendship with God, our Creator, our Savior, and our 
Lord. We are on this hard road with him. And just as in any relaNonship, depth, inNmacy, and trust in friendship 
are not enjoyed except by ever-increasing, intenNonal, acNve pursuit. Absent this, there is leR only “a shallow 
associaNon of civility.”10  

Will we be saNsfied with “a shallow associaNon of civility” with the God who pursued us to death on a cross, to 
call us child and friend? It is not enough to affirm that the spiritual disciplines are the means to personal 
transformaNon; they are the means by which a deep, love relaNonship with our Savior is nurtured, honored, 
and protected. And with Nme, the iniNal hiddenness that might have characterized the relaNonship will give 
way, unNl it becomes more and more intolerable to not be in fellowship with him. This is why conceiving of the 
disciplines as laws or drudgery is so profane; they are not legalisNc obligaNons or duNes even as they are spoken 
of with the language of must. Rather, they are the means by which we find ourselves in conversaNon with God 
more habitually. They are the means by which we grow quicker to discern his voice; by which we develop a 
growing displeasure with the things that displease him; by which we begin to love the things that he loves; and 
they are the means by which the Holy Spirit changes us into the people God created us to be.  

The spiritual disciplines then could well be conceived of as the lived experience of friendship with God. It is a 
wonder, but “the majesNc Creator of the universe desires our friendship. In fact, he is more interested in this 
endeavor than we are; he has been contemplaNng it and planning it for a long Nme. God is personal and has 
created us to enjoy deep friendship with him.”11 He has pursued us with a furious love, so let us now also seek 
him on the hard road of the disciplined life. 
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