PRACTISING SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES
The disciple needs to begin to practise spiritual disciplines. The spiritual disciplines are the personal and corporate means of spiritual growth (Colossians 2:20-23 and 1 Timothy 4:7,8). The way to spiritual maturity is through discipline. God uses three primary agents to bring change in the believer: people (Proverbs 27:12), circumstances (Romans 8:28) and spiritual disciplines. The word translated discipline in the New Testament is a Greek word gumnasia from which we get the English word gymnasium and gymnastics. The spiritual disciplines can be thought of as spiritual exercises.

Spiritual maturity is not primarily concerned with outward performance - it concerns who we are. When we substitute activity for communion with God, we live our spiritual lives on the surface. The primary method that God has given for the nurturing of the spiritual life is discipline. A disciple by definition is a disciplined person. Communion with God is not going to just happen - it is not spontaneous. Discipline is required if we are going to go deeper with God and have fellowship with Him.

The practise of spiritual disciplines have always been regarded as a vital part of faith development. By definition, a spiritual discipline is the intentional practise of some aspect of the Christian life (such as prayer or reading Scripture) in a regular and habitual manner. Practising spiritual disciplines is like learning to play the guitar: drudgery during the early stage, but in the long run the effort is worthwhile.

The benefits of spiritual disciplines: (1) They Help us Develop Intimacy with God - the goal of the disciplines is not salvation - we are saved by faith in Christ (Romans 10:9-10) but as we practise them, we are helped in our walk with Jesus and develop intimacy with God. (2) They Help us Become like Christ - they also shape us into godly people (1 Timothy 4:7). We need them because we are weak, enslaved to ingrained habits, and cannot live a Christlike life on our own. As we live under the discipline of God we are able to overcome these weaknesses and habits. (3) They Help us Receive the Grace of God - in a sense the spiritual disciplines are a means of grace - they put us in the path of God’s grace. 

Various books describe and help people to apply the spiritual disciplines, such as: Spiritual Disciplines for Ordinary People by Keith Drury; Celebration of Discipline by Richard Foster; Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life by Donald Whitney; The Spirit of the Disciplines by Dallas Willard; and Disciplines of the Holy Spirit by Dr. Siang-Yan Tan. Different writers suggest ways in which to categorise the disciplines:

Keith Drury divides the disciplines as follows: (1) Inner Personal Disciplines: grudges - releasing old hurts; thought life - overcoming impure thoughts; humility - putting off pride; ambitions - abandoning selfish ambition. (2) Interpersonal Disciplines: restitution - making things right; restoration - restoring a fallen Christian; honesty - speaking absolute truth; peacemaking - mending broken relationships.

Richard Foster divides the disciplines in this way: (1) Inward Disciplines: meditation; prayer; fasting, study. (2) Outward Disciplines: simplicity; solitude; submission, service. (3) Corporate Disciplines: confession; worship; guidance, celebration.

Dallas Willard suggests that the spiritual disciplines can be grouped into two categories: (1) Disciplines of Abstinence (things you do without): solitude, silence, fasting, simplicity, chastity, secrecy and sacrifice. (2) Disciplines of Engagement (things you do): study, worship, celebration, service, prayer, fellowship, confession and submission.

SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE #8: SERVICE
Service was the most distinctive quality of Jesus’ lifestyle and ministry (Matthew 20:26-28; Philippians 2:7-8). Service flows naturally out of a love relationship with God (Isaiah 6:1-8). It could be defined as a natural response of “holy obedience” that flows from our passion for God. According to Dr. Siang-Yang Tan it is “a concrete expression of our love for Jesus and our desire to be more like Him.”
Richard Foster says that service enables us to say ‘no!’ to the world’s games of promotion and authority. It abolishes our need for a pecking order. While we don’t do away with all sense of leadership and authority, we need to remember that Jesus redefined leadership and rearranged the lines of accountability. Then authority Jesus spoke about was not an authority to manipulate and control. It was authority of function, not of status. In Matthew 20:25-28 we read of how he stressed that it is an authority found in a towel and not a title or a position.

Foster contrasts self-righteous service and true service. Self-righteous service  (1) comes through human effort; (2) is concerned about making impressive gains; (3) requires external rewards; (4) is highly concerned about results; (5) picks and chooses who to serve; (6) is affected by moods and whims; (7) is temporary; (8) is  insensitive and demands to help even when to do so would be destructive; and (9) it fractures community. True service, on the other hand, (1) relies on divine energy; (2) indiscriminately welcoming all opportunities to serve, no matter how small; (3) rests content in hiddenness; (4) delights only in the service it self not the rewards; (5) is indiscriminate in ministry; (6) ministers faithfully because there is a need; (7) it is a life-style; (8) it often serves by waiting in silence for the appropriate moment; and (9) it builds community by caring for the needs of others.

When people choose to be servants they give up the right to be in charge. They become available and vulnerable. The image of a slave is used in the Bible for service. This often raises the issue of people becoming doormats and being taken advantage of. Service involves willingly allowing people to step on you. It is all about willingly enduring suffering, insults, hardships and humiliations for the love of Christ. This is certainly no easy task!!!

Every Christian is gifted to serve. God has given us spiritual gifts through His Holy Spirit to prepare us for works of service (1 Peter 4:10; Ephesians 4:7,11-13). We need to study the Scriptures that list the spiritual gifts; begin to experiment with the gifts that we feel drawn to; examine our motivation and feelings; evaluate our effectiveness as we use our gifts and expect confirmation of our gifts from the body of Christ.

Donald Whitney stresses that as we serve we should ensure that we ae motivated by: Obedience (Deuteronomy 13:4); Gratitude (1 Samuel 12:24); Gladness (Psalm 100:2); Forgiveness (Isaiah 6:6-8); Humility (John 13:12-16); and Love (Galatians 5:13).

Service is more a way of living than a list of things to do. But it must come to expressions as it takes shape in the world in which we live. Foster suggests the following areas: (1) the service of hiddenness - these are tasks that remain largely hidden; (2) the service of small things, where like Dorcas we make things for people (Acts 9:39); (3) the service of guarding the reputation of others (Titus 3:2); (4) the service of being served where we allow others to serve us; (5) the service of common courtesy; (6) the service of hospitality (1 Peter 4:9); (7) the service of listening; (8) the service of bearing others’ burdens (Galatians 6:2); and (9) the service of sharing the word of Life with another.

SERVICE WORKSHEET
Entering In:
Through the discipline of service, we become servants after the style of Jesus. He invites us all into this great, risky, vulnerable adventure of serving others in the same way that he has served us. He promises to be with us in our service to the very end. We enter into service by the power of the Holy Spirit, as his love is shed abroad in our hearts.

Right Now:
Pray: Lord, save me from the misery of self centeredness and fit me for the outgoingness of service in your kingdom. I surrender to you today. I want to be available to be shaped and empowered and used by you for your kingdom purposes. I want to be a river of living water, a worker of signs and wonders, to reflect the brightness of Christ. Fill my heart with such love that it sings with strange and wild joy. Fill me with yourself that my life may f low in natural service to others. In your name, Servant-God, I pray. Amen.
In the Coming Days and Weeks Ahead
* Each day this week, as you pray, ask God to bring you someone whom you can serve or give words of witness or encouragement. Determine to take action on the direction the Holy Spirit gives. Get excited! You are entering into a great adventure with the Holy Spirit.

* In the next week, take some time to reflect on the acts of service you have engaged in during the past few weeks. Ask yourself these questions: “Am I serving a genuine need or serving my own need to serve? In my service, am I seeking to gain control, merit, or appreciation for myself with this person or with God?” Ask God to help you to be aware of your motives and actions at the same time he is empowering you to be free as you grow in your service. 

* Service flows naturally out of a love relationship with God. Spend time daily this week in worship to God. Let the Spirit draw you from worship into holy service and give you fresh motivation for ministry and mission. Remember the words of Tozer: “Fellowship with God leads naturally to obedience and good works.”
* Develop a plan to earnestly desire and seek spiritual gifts to exercise in service. Review the five simple steps outlined above and begin to explore and experiment with spiritual gifts. Take time for the Holy Spirit to match spiritual gifts with your temperament, abilities, personality, and experience so that you can say, “This is what I really enjoy doing; this is how I want to serve!”
* “Nurture a love to do good things in secret,” says Jeremy Taylor. This week let your acts of kindness go unnoticed. Pray for your coworkers. Find some hidden way to serve them. Let your faithful response to the Spirit’s leading unleash a contagious tidal wave of love and service.
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Study says teen faith shaped more by hands on ministry than worship 
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WACO, Texas (ABP) -- Serving meals to homeless people at a church-sponsored shelter can have a greater impact than sitting in a pew every Sunday morning on how a teenager’s faith develops, a new study has concluded. “Involvement in community service is far more significant to the faith development of teens than involvement in worship,” said Michael Sherr, assistant professor in the School of Social Work at Baylor University.

But volunteer service in faith-motivated ministries to meet human needs has a direct impact on how involved teenagers become in a variety of religious practices -- including worship, Bible study and prayer, he noted. “The best scenario is involvement in worship and prayer, living out faith through service, followed by time committed to study and reflection,” he said. “The ideal is preaching the gospel and doing the gospel together.”

Sherr worked with two colleagues in the School of Social Work -- Dean Diana Garland and Associate Dean Dennis Myers -- and Terry Wolfer from the University of South Carolina on a study that examined how community service is related to the faith maturity and faith practices of adolescents in churches.

As part of a larger study funded by the Lilly Endowment, the researchers surveyed 631 adolescents from 35 Protestant churches in six states. They found an indisputable link between community service, faith maturity and faith practices. “The fact is that service that gives kids a sense of meaning and purpose in their lives has a profound impact on their faith,” Garland said. “Faith is deepened when they feel called out to do something. Far more than recreational activities or retreats -- or even Bible study and worship -- it really matures their faith.”

That realization should make a difference in the way churches seek to reach teens and help them develop as Christians, she noted. “Churches have tended to see service as an add-on. This study suggests they might think of it at the heart of ministry -- as a way of engaging young people who are looking for their lives to have meaning and purpose and who find it pouring themselves out in response to the needs of others,” she said.

It also offers a way for churches to influence the lives of young people who may be reluctant to attend worship services or Sunday school classes but who are willing to join their friends in volunteer service, Sherr added.

If mature Christian adults work alongside teenagers and help them process what they learn through service, those teachable moments can make a profound impact on teens, he noted. “Their faith is developing, and they don’t have to be in pews to do it,” Sherr said.

The greater the interaction between teenagers and the people who receive ministry -- and the deeper the relationship between the teens and adult Christian mentors -- the more profound the impact on faith development, Garland added. “It’s a continuum,” she noted.

A one-day project cleaning up a city park, where teens work alongside adult role models, can have some impact. However, a project that puts teens in direct contact with people in need -- such as volunteering in a homeless shelter or building a Habitat for Humanity house -- makes a deeper impression. And ongoing contact with the same people over a long time, such as making Meals on Wheels deliveries or regularly visiting particular nursing-home residents has the greatest potential for shaping faith, she explained. “In the depth of relationships, young people learn to find God in one another,” Garland said. “It’s the interaction that matters. We learn faith not only by acquiring knowledge, but -- more significantly -- through relationships.”

In their report, the researchers concluded: “Involvement in authentic service to real needs, alongside parents or other adults whenever possible, accompanied by reflection on the connections between service experiences and religious teachings and other practices -- perhaps with some pizza and ‘fun’ mixed in -- can serve as a fruit-bearing path for ministry to teenagers.

Moreover, this approach to ministry treats teenagers as partners in ministry rather than objects of ministry, an important and empowering distinction for developing new generations of spiritual leaders for today as well as tomorrow.”

The Fourth Wise Man

The Fourth Wise Man is a movie starring Martin Sheen that tells the story of Artaban, another wise man who was called, just as the other 3 wise men were, by the star of David, to go and serve and honour Jesus. He lives in Persia where he is a doctor and has missed the caravan of the 3 wise men, but is told that if he hurries he can catch up with their caravan on the way to Jerusalem and then to Bethlehem. He sells everything that he owns and buys 3 gifts of kingly value – a sapphire, ruby and pearl – to give to the King.

On his way he stops to help a man alongside the road who has been robbed and beaten up and is dying. He is able to restore the man’s health – but because of the delay of time, he misses meeting up with the wise men and has to sell his sapphire to buy camels and provisions to make the journey to Jerusalem on his own.

When he arrives in Bethlehem King Herod is busy killing all the children to try and kill the Messiah and he gives the ruby to a soldier to save the life of a woman and her baby. He then escorts the woman to the mountains to reunite the woman with her husband. He learns that the Messiah has already left for Egypt.

He travels to Egypt and has no luck finding Jesus and on the way back to Israel he comes across a colony of outcasts who are suffering. He ends up spending more than 30 years with the colony teaching them to stop thieving, start farming and he heals the sick. He can’t seem to leave because they are so dependant on him. 

When he hears that Jesus is in Jerusalem, he leaves the colony. In Jerusalem he leans that the daughter of one of his old friends has been captured by Roman soldiers to pay for her father’s debt, and he gives his last gift, the pearl, to set her free. Once again, this act detains him and he misses the crowds on the way to Calvary – and as he struggles to catch up with Jesus, he has a heart attack and falls to the ground. He recovers a bit, but not enough to go on. He hears the words of Jesus on the cross: “Father, why have you forsaken me,” and “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit”.

After the crucifixion Jesus appears to Artaban, who reaches for his bag of gifts, and realises he has nothing left to give to Jesus. 

Artaban says: “Lord, you are alive, I have long sought you. Forgive me, once I had precious gifts to give, but now I have nothing.”

Jesus says to him: “You have already given your gifts to me.” 

Artaban says: “I don’t understand, my God”. 

Jesus replies: When I was hungry you gave me to eat, when I was thirsty you gave me to drink, when I was naked you clothed me, when I was homeless you took me in.”

Artaban says: “O not so, my Saviour. I never saw you hungry, not thirsty. I never clothed you. I never brought you into my home. I have never seen you til now”.

Jesus said: “Whenever you did these things for the least of my brothers, you did them for me.”

Artaban turn to his companion and says: “We have found the king, we have found him, Orantes, and he has accepted all my gifts.”

He dies and is buried near the tomb where Jesus was laid. His companion, who had been Artaban’s unwilling servant throughout his journey, decides to return to the colony. He says: “They are many who need our help!”


