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I. THE WHY OF SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES… 
 
 Quote:  G.K. Chesterton said, “Christianity has not so much been 
tried and found wanting, as it has been found difficult and left 
untried.” 
 
 REVIEW:  Donald Whitney has a very clear and concise 
definition: 
 
“The spiritual disciplines are the God-ordained means by which we 
bring ourselves before God, experience Him, and are changed into 
Christlikeness.”  Ten Questions to Diagnose Your Spiritual Health, 
pg. 92-93 
 
 Without GRACE we can do nothing!  Yet, our efforts MUST be 
seen within the command of Jesus… 
 
29 Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and 
lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke 
is easy, and my burden is light.”    Matthew 11:29–30 (ESV)  
 
 Which should be read in light of… 
 
3 For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And 
his commandments are not burdensome.   1 John 5:3 (ESV)  
 
 What then is the secret of entering into the “easy yoke”? 
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Disciplines of Abstinence such as:   
 
11 Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from 
the passions of the flesh, which wage war against your soul.  

             1 Peter 2:11 (ESV)  
• Solitude 
• Silence 
• Fasting 
• Frugality 
• Chastity 
• Secrecy 
• Sacrifice  

 
Disciplines of Engagement such as… 

 
11 “I say to you, rise, pick up your bed, and go home.”  

Mark 2:11 (ESV)  
 

• Study 
• Worship 
• Celebration 
• Service 
• Prayer 
• Fellowship 
• Confession 
• Submission 

 
 
 
II. THE FOUNDATION FOR SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES… 
 
 
 
 
 BOTH love and humility must be present in anyone’s life – the 
foundation for the spiritual disciplines.  In other words, IF love is the 
goal of the Christian life (Love God, Love Others, Love and Serve the 
World) – then it is the attitude of HUMILITY that is necessary to 
bring us toward it! 
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 A. LOVING… 
 
 
 
48 You therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is 
perfect.          Matthew 5:48 (ESV)  
 
 
12 “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have 
loved you.            John 15:12 (ESV)  
 
 
14 We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we 
love the brothers. Whoever does not love abides in death.  

1 John 3:14 (ESV)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
   WHAT IS LOVE?   
 
 The English language only has 1 word to describe two 
overlapping but very different states which we clump together. 
 
  a.  EMOTION – Love as an emotion is spontaneous! 
 
  c. DISPOSITION – “Love is more than just an emotion, it is 
also a deep attitude of the heart, or a disposition which is directed 
toward something or someone with which or with whom we are in a 
relationship with or have a commitment to.”  
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 Temperament is NOT that same as DISPOSITION!  
Temperament = “Our natural attitude toward the world” – 
cheerful, pessimistic, happy, violent, thoughtful, grudging, etc.   
 
DISPOSTION has to do with a chosen and cultivated long-term 
attitude of the heart. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 THEREOFRE, it is crucial to remember the difference 
between love as spontaneous emotion and love as a disposition 
which comes about as the result of God’s grace and our own 
choices and commitments lived out over a very long period of 
time.   
 
 Love as a disposition is a way of seeing habitually and 
responding to the real, separate, individual needs of each of the 
people we encounter in our lives every single day! 
 
 If LOVE is the goal of the Christian life, what will drive us 
toward LOVE and make it possible? 
 
 B. HUMILITY… 
 
 It is humility, immersed in God’s grace that paves the way for 
this world-transforming attitude of heart, or disposition of love.   
 
 
 
 

• REAL HUMILITY has nothing to do with low self-image – 
we are all loved by God and we are all made in the image of 
God. 

• REAL HUMILITY brings freedom and love to its recipients, 
not guilt and resentment.   
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• REAL HUMILITY can recognize incongruity with God’s 
image, repent, and move forward!   

• REAL HUMILITY mobilizes, it does not immobilize! 
• REAL HUMILITY accepts our human vulnerability and the 

fact that we sin.  It is not so overwhelmed by human weakness 
that it is left paralyzed! 

• REAL HUMILITY has nothing to do with feeling guilty; 
rather, real humility and repentance do not paralyze and cause 
us to wallow in guilt, but rather free us up to keep on going! 

• REAL HUMILITY has no self-image to maintain.  It does 
not, out of embarrassment, hide its sins from itself or others.   

• REAL HUMILITY does not end up in being judgmental of 
others; nor does it take secret pleasure in another person’s 
downfall.   

• REAL HUMILITY is HARD; but it is also powerful!   
• REAL HUMILITY has to do with taking and accepting 

radical responsibility for the things that happen in life.   
• REAL HUMILITY is the attitude of the heart which enables 

us to love; and also to FIGHT in ourselves what stands in the 
way of love – our PASSIONS! 

 
 C. PASSIONS 
 
  1). The Word Itself And How It Is Used. 
 
 Passion is from the Greek word pathos = “feeling or emotion”.  In 
French and Latin going back to the 12th century – it means “to suffer” 
– as used in “The Passions of the Christ” – the sufferings of Jesus.   
 
 Passions are destructive of our ability to love, and they are 
quite likely to cause harm to our neighbor who is supposed to be 
the object of our love, that neighbor that we are responsible! 
 
 
 
 
  2) Where Do Passions Come From? 
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  3) What Are Some Of The Passions? 
 
 The first and most popularly recognized systematic list of the 
passions came from a fourth-century monk named Evagrius 
Ponticus.  It is Evagrius’ list that forms the basis of the medieval list 
of the seven deadly sins.   
 
Roberta C. Bondi’s material in chapter 3 about “passions” for her 
book To Love As God Loves comes from The Sayings of the Desert 
Fathers: The Alphabetical Collection, translated by Benedicta Ward, 
S.L.G., copyright 1981 by A. R. Mowbray & Co., Led.  Cistercian 
Publications, Inc. 
 
 The first on Evagrius’ list was… 
 
   a) Gluttony 
 
 Evagrius was convinced, as were many in the ancient world, that 
the first sin of Adam and Eve was gluttony.  Gluttony was a very 
broad term for the monastics. It suggested an obsession with (in this 
case food) something that had nothing to do with actual physical 
need.  Gluttony is about letting food (or whatever) control us – 
occupying time and attention that could be given more profitably 
elsewhere.   
 
 IF it is an obsession that blinds us and prevents love, things such 
as anorexia nervosa or bulimia might appear as a very dangerous 
variety of gluttony!   
 
 Would we dare consider if gluttony is not as central to most of us 
as it seemed to be to our ancient ancestors, especially in the light of 
the starvation that is prevalent all over the world.  WHY do we not 
eagerly share our resources? 
 
   b) Avarice 
 
 Evagrius defines it as “Being unwilling to share your resources 
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with others.” 
 
 It may stem from a fear of the future:  If I give it away now, 
what will happen to me when I’m old?   Evagrius states that it 
possibly stems from an unwillingness to accept help from others if we 
should come to be in need later – the shame of receiving charity.  
(Pride) 
 
   c) Impurity 
 
 Evagrius calls it “lusting after bodies” – which in the context of 
monastic orders – it referred to the temptation to leave the monastic 
life for marriage.  Nevertheless, our sexuality continues to distort  
God’s view of holiness and purity. 
 
   d) Depression, Sadness 
 
 Most of us would NOT think of depression as a passion, but 
perhaps as a sickness or a debilitation.  What Evagrius meant by it 
was this, “When we are depressed or sad, we cannot see ourselves as 
beloved children of God, regardless of what we do or do not do.”   
 
 Our view of ourselves gets colored gray by our 
depression/sadness and then our vision gets distorted.  Evagrius 
mentions that this is felt by monastics who may grief for what they 
gave up in this present life, which may stem from the knowledge that 
he or she will never have a family! 
 
 Whether we agree with Evagrius’ analysis of where depression 
comes from, there is no question that it is one of the most painful 
of all the passions.   It’s the spiritual disciplines which will drive 
us back into the truth of who we are in Christ! 
 
   e) Anger 
 
 Evagrius calls anger “the most fierce passion.” There is more 
literature about the destructive nature of anger than all the other 
passions put together!  
 
 Anger is more potentially destructive of love than any other 
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passion.  Even in expressing it, the object of our anger deals with 
brokenness or damage by our expression.  In so doing, we have 
defeated our Christian goal of love!  Anger will never go away on its 
own, if a problem arises, we must talk with the person toward whom 
we feel that anger! 
 
   f) Acedia 
 
 Some people have mistakenly defined this passion as “sloth.”  
NO!  Sloth suggests laziness, which this is not!  Acedia is “Restless 
boredom” that makes our ordinary tasks seem too dull to bear.” 
 
 Acedia makes life seem like days are “50 hours long,” “nothing 
seems right,” “life has lost its savor,” “it’s someone else’s fault” – and 
NOW, the only alternative is to …  LEAVE EVERYTHING AND 
GO OFF SOMEWHERE ELSE! 
 
 It is Acedia which causes a restlessness that makes us hate our 
jobs, get bored with our marriage, change churches, change spouses, 
buy a new house, a new car, change residences, engage in dangerous 
hobbies, go out and spend money – without a real need! 
 
 Evagrius suggested that Acedia might stem from two sources: 
 
 Number 1:  Exhaustion – too little sleep or not enough leisure. 
 Number 2: trying to find meaning in life from things that do 
not give ultimate meaning in life: work, marriage, friendships, 
hobbies, material possessions. 
 
Evagrius writes of Poemen) – “Do not give your heart to that which 
does not satisfy the heart.” 
 
   g) Vainglory 
 
 Vanglory = “Liking praise or recognition, or needing to be 
liked so much that our actions are determined by our need.” 
 
 So, instead of the love of God and loving our fellow humans 
being the central drive of our life which requires humility; we would 
much rather the admiration from others! 
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 It is a passion that ministers or church leaders may fall into where 
their self-identity is bound up in the idea of service and being liked 
for doing “a good job at doing God’s will.” 
 
 Vainglory is one of the chief roots for a lot of burn-out as the 
desire for approval replaces the goals of the vocation! 
 
i.e.  In the case of a doctor/nurse:  Rather than the main goal in 
bringing healing and satisfaction for the patient, a person is driven to 
receiving accolades for being the best or the brightest. 
 
   h) Pride 
 
 Pride is the last of Evagrius’ passions.  It is the exact INVERSE 
of humility.  It manifests itself as a devaluing of others as we 
compare ourselves to those around us.  Its essential quality is MORE 
about having too low of an opinion of everyone else as it is having 
a high opinion of self. 
 
 Self-righteousness is one of its more obnoxious characteristics.  
The proud person wants others to pay for what they have done wrong.  
The proud person finds value in nothing in the universe, not even 
God, EXCEPT that which directly benefits him or her.   
 
 Human pride taints everything it touches!  It is the absolute 
and implacable enemy of love, and only HUMILITY is its 
antidote! 
 
 CONCLUSION: 
 
 As we practice the Spiritual Disciplines, we will become more 
and more aware of the little things which are inconsistent with the life 
and love of Jesus.  We may think that these “little things” don’t 
really matter – because – “Look how far I’ve come.”  Yet these 
little things is where passion begins to rear its ugly head and 
begins to squeeze love out.   
 
 i.e.  We are offended that someone should take a small act of 
inconsiderateness on our part as a sign of our lack of care or love for 
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them; when, in fact, they are right!  THIS is where our passions 
begin!  This is why GRACE is so necessary! 
 
See:  Roberta C. Bondi, Conversations with the Early Church:  To 
Love as God Loves, Fortress Press 



Spiritual Disciplines      Submission and Denial 

 

Last time I was here we talked about the need to discipline the flesh.  It is a principle of Lord’s 
teaching and life style, as well as the apostles’, that we need to keep our fleshly urges in check 
if we are to enjoy maximum communion with the Father.   

I mentioned as an example the life of Antony.  Born at the end of the 2nd century, Antony set a 
standard for spiritual practice for generations of Christians that followed.  His life is told in a the 
book The Life of St. Antony by one of my favorite theologians Athanasius.  What can we learn 
from him: 

• Observation and emulation are word we want to keep in mind as we study the desert 
fathers. 

• As he spent time with experienced masters of the spiritual life, he observed and 
imitated carefully the disciplined patterns of his teachers’ lives:  prayer, memorization of 
vast sections of scripture, silence, solitude, service to others, struggles against 
temptations and demonic attack, and manual labor. 

• Athanasius favorite term for Antony was that he was a “wise bee”.  He meant by this 
that Antony collected wisdom and practices (nectar) from various desert fathers 
(flowers) and enriched his own life and others (honey).  It should not be overlooked that 
at the same time he devoted himself to studying the word and learning theology.   

• He learned that the more one seeks to get closer to God, the more likely you are to 
encounter demonic oppression.  The temptations and struggles he faced are worth 
reading about as most leading Christians in the next thousand years (including Martin 
Luther), took this as a the common experience of the Christian pursuing God.  Antony 
mentions several temptations and struggles: 
1. Memories of possessions or lust for more.  Getting rid of property or downgrading 

what you already own is the example of Jesus and the apostles. 
2. Family considerations and concerns – Antony was concerned for his sister.   
3. Desire for money and glory – today we’d call that advancement and goals! (greed; 

vanity) 
4. The pleasure of eating and drinking (gluttony). 
5. The desire to relax and take life easy (sloth; laziness) 
6. The difficult, rigorous, and taxing discipline unavoidably entailed in developing a 

virtuous life related to the length of time involved in spiritual discipline and 
formation.  As time passed, things got harder not easier! 

• Antony learned that in his desire to grow in Christ he had to battle his thought life which 
often seemed like physical torment.   

• Prayer and fasting became his most powerful tools in this battle.   



• He also gives testimony to one day at a time!  He avoided measuring his progress or 
taking his spiritual temperature or comparing himself to others – “Forgetting what is 
behind and straining forward to what lies ahead” (Phil 3:13).  His goal each day was to 
appear before God – that is, pure of heart and prepared to obey his will, and no other. 

• When he left this desert experience, Antony was amazed to see the transformation of 
enemy ground into the realm of Christ’s kingdom, and the transformation of himself 
into Christ’s own image. 

 

Physical Demonstrations of Humility, Repentance and Faith 

Daniel 9:3     II Kings 6:30 

Esther 4:3     Neh 9:1 

I Kings 20:31-32    Rev 11:3 

Psalm 35:13     II Kings 19:1-2 

Jeremiah 4:8     Amos 8:10 

Is 58:5      Jonah 3:5 

Mt 11:21 

Sackcloth was uncomfortable to wear as clothing. Wearing sackcloth, especially as an act of 
penance, was practiced by men, women, children, servants (of the penitent), and priests; 
religious items and possibly even farm animals could also be covered in sackcloth as part of a 
community’s act of penance (1 Kgs 19:2; Jonah 3:8; Judith 4:10). It is probable that someone 
could wear sackcloth in several different ways, depending on the period and the occasion—as a 
small body cloth (Gen 37:34; Jer 48:37), an undergarment (2 Kgs 6:30; Judith 9:1), an external 
cloth meant to be seen (Judith 10:3; Josephus, Antiquities 5.37), or as a larger covering (1 Chr 
21:16). Sackcloth was unattractive and dark, if not black, in color.   

• What is your “sackcloth”?  How do you demonstrate repentance?   
• What would be the impact in your neighborhood if your neighbors could “see” that you 

had been convicted by God of your sin and now you were repenting?   

Notes From the Fathers: 

• Gregory believed that our senses are similar to “windows” through which the soul 
moves into the outside world and grabs those things it likes.  Thus, these windows 
“provide an entrance for death”.  All of the senses – sight, hearing, taste, touch – can 
easily become avenues for sin to enter our lives. 

• Has our curiosity concerning God’s world been numbed by overexposure to less 
demanding, inquiring voices?  Has an addiction to entertainment undermined our 



willingness to engage in the robust exertion and discipline inherent in intense 
intellectual exploration – Christopher Hall. 

• “The sea is often dangerous on account of its mighty waves, but not to those who are 
far removed from it.  Fire destroys, but only in flammable matter is near it. War is full of 
danger, but only to those who take part in the battle.”  We wisely keep our distance by 
dealing wisely with temptation and sin. 

• Tertullian encourages the believer to daily recite the Lord’s Prayer – sentence by 
sentence as you meditate on the truth of his word.  “Let us pray to be delivered from 
temptation, not that we should not be tempted – which is impossible, especially for 
those on earth – but that we may not yield when we are tempted.” 

• Evil attempts to remain hidden in the soul.  Macarius the Great – “Just as water runs 
through a pipe, so also sin runs through the heart and the thoughts. …  For evil tries to 
hide itself and remain undetected in man’s mind.”   

• Origen says, “Whatever may come, we must not be taken by surprise but show 
ourselves well-disciplined.  What is wanting to us because of human weakness will, 
provided we have done what is in our power, be made up by God who cooperates unto 
good in all things with them that love him.” 

• God delivers us, not be preventing the devil from attacking us, but by enabling us to 
withstand his wiles and the concrete instances of temptation they introduce.   

• Origen says that faith is the key element that protects the Christian in the midst of 
temptation.  Those who withstand do so “thanks to the shield of faith…  They extinguish 
all the fiery darts hurled against them by the Evil One.  They have within them fountains 
of water springing up into life everlasting, which prevent the fire of the Evil One from 
growing strong and easily extinguish it with the flood of inspired and salutary thoughts 
engraved through the contemplation of truth upon the soul of him who tries to be 
spiritual.”   

• Augustine tells Proba that genuine happiness is found in a healthy, reverent, expectant 
prayer life.  Spiritual disciplines such as “fasting and abstinence” are “great helps to 
prayer.”  He says, “strive in your prayer to overcome this world, pray in hope, pray with 
faith and love, pray insistently and submissively, pray like the widow in the parable of 
Christ.”   

I would like to imagine that I’m a patient person, patient, that is as long as I get what I want 
when I want it.  How quickly my patience evaporates when my body cries out, ‘feed me,’ and 
Christ says, “Not now.  Allow your hunger to increase your desire for me and your compassion 
for others.”   

 

 


