Spiritual Disciplines #1

“The Desire for Depth”

Psalm 42:1-11


For years the United States has grown accustomed to being at or near the top of every global category. Our technology has made us stronger, faster, and wealthier, to the envy of many other nations. But one area in which America falls woefully short is in discipline. No, I am not talking about parental discipline or classroom discipline, but something much more basic and fundamental. I am speaking of self-discipline, the ability to say yes to what we should do and to say no to what we shouldn’t. To prove this many Americans simply need to look in a mirror.


Perhaps this is why so many New Year’s Resolutions deal with some area of self-discipline. We pledge to eat less, exercise more, stop smoking or drinking, budget our time and finances better—the list goes on and on. Of course, most New Year’s Resolutions don’t last much more than a week. Why? We are undisciplined, of course!


We as Christians often find ourselves in a similar situation. We know the truth about Jesus Christ and have placed our trust in Him. We know the Bible and believe that God can do anything. But when it comes to our own lives, we discover that we, too, lack the self-discipline to do the right things and avoid the wrong things. Paul writes in Titus 2:11-12, 

The grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age.

The first verse applies to us—we have experienced the grace of God that brings salvation. But it is that second verse that eludes many of us—that same grace that saves us also teaches us right and wrong, as well as how to live “self-controlled” (which is another way of saying “self-disciplined”) lives here and now. You see, God is not only concerned with our eternal destiny; He also desires our present character to reflect Christ.


We know this, and we also know that we fall short of this. Just as many make promises to diet, exercise, or give up bad habits, so we pledge to read our Bibles more, pray more, and sin less. But for many of us, these pledges last about as long as New Year’s resolutions do, and we find ourselves frustrated. 


If that describes your experience, than these next several messages are for you! This morning we will focus on a desire for depth, some things that hinder that desire, and some practices that will help us on our way to a deeper, more satisfying spiritual life.

The Hunger for Spiritual Depth


We begin with what I call the hunger for spiritual depth. This is reflected in the psalm read earlier, particularly Psalm 42:1-2, “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When can I go and meet with God?”

This word picture of hunger and thirst is a familiar Biblical image of the quest for fellowship with God and the satisfaction it brings.
 Jesus said, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled” (Matthew 5:6). This hunger for depth, though, also points to what Warren Wiersbe calls “a divine dissatisfaction [that] is essential for spiritual progress.”
 Once we become complacent in our spiritual lives, we will have no incentive to go deeper. But this intense hunger and thirst for God represents a total commitment to following after God; there is nothing half-hearted about David’s desire.
 C. S. Lewis observes,

[The Psalmists] express a longing for Him, for His mere presence, which comes only to the best Christians or to Christians in their best moments. They long to live all their days in the Temple so that they may constantly see “the fair beauty of the Lord” (Psa. 27:4). Their longing to go up to Jerusalem and “appear before the presence of God” is like a physical thirst (Psa. 42:1). From Jerusalem His presence flashes out “in perfect beauty” (Psa. 50:2). Lacking that encounter with Him, their souls are parched like a waterless countryside (Psa. 63:2). They crave to be “satisfied with the pleas​ures” of His house (Psa. 65:4). Only there can they be at ease, like a bird in the nest (Psa. 84:3). One day of those “pleasures” is better than a lifetime spent elsewhere (Psa. 84:10). I have rather—though the expression may seem harsh to some—called this the “appetite for God” than “the love of God”. The “love of God” too easily suggests the word “spiritual” in all those negative or restrictive senses which it has unhappily acquired.


Let me ask you this morning, how is your spiritual appetite? Do you look forward to the chance to meet with God and to know Him more? Do you wake up on Sunday saying, “Good morning, Lord!” or is it more like, “Good Lord, it’s morning!” When it comes time to go to church, read your Bible, and pray, are these activities indispensable to you, or can you “take it or leave it”?


Psalm 42:7 reads, “Deep calls to deep.” Perhaps somewhere in the subterranean chambers of your life you have heard the call to deeper, fuller living. You have become weary of emotional experiences and shallow teaching. Every now and then you have caught glimpses, hints of something more than you have known. Inwardly you long to launch out into the deep.
 Tozer concludes,

I want deliberately to encourage this mighty longing after God. The lack of it has brought us to our present low estate. The stiff and wooden quality about our religious lives is a result of our lack of holy desire. Complacency is a deadly foe of all spiritual growth. Acute desire must be present or there will be no manifestation of Christ to His people. He waits to be wanted. Too bad that with many of us He waits so long, so very long, in vain.

The Hindrances to Spiritual Depth


Desire for depth, though, is not enough. If desire alone was enough, we would all be skinnier, healthier, and have more control of our time and money. (Well, at least I would be!) But there are some very definite hindrances to spiritual depth that we must acknowledge and overcome. Three I will address this morning are selfishness, slothfulness, and superficiality.


Selfishness is a basic obstacle to anything spiritual, because it is the exact opposite of God. The essence of sin is selfishness, and the chief result of selfishness is pride. The spiritual person wants what God wants; the selfish person wants what he wants, when he wants, and how he wants it. Erwin Lutzer notes,

While God seeks worshipers, we continue to use Him for selfish ends. He is prayed to in emergencies, and His Son is used to forgive our sins. But we are satisfied with that much. We want a religion that is convenient, one that demands a min​imum of our time and effort. But those who have drunk deeply of the living water dis​cover that the world’s fountains are but muddy water holes in comparison.

When we allow our selfishness to get in the way of our spirituality, we will find ourselves satisfied with less than what Jesus Christ has to offer, and we will not even venture into the depths.

Another closely related obstacle is slothfulness. In short, we are lazy. The basic trouble in the human situation is that men wish to do as little as possible and to get as much as possible.
 If you don’t believe that, go to most workplaces in our land! But it doesn’t only apply to our work, though. David Jeremiah writes,
We have no desire to feel anything uncomfortable—the more padding in the pew cushion, the better. We build our churches today on the twin pillars of convenience and comfort. We don’t really go in for that “fanaticism” trip. No, we like all things in moderation, balancing work and hobbies and friends and God.
 

Remember Jesus’ parable of the three servants who were given a sum of money to invest while the master was away? Two of them put their money to work and doubled it, while the third buried his in the ground. How did the master respond? He said, “You wicked, lazy servant!” (Matthew 25:26)  Maybe we don’t usually think of laziness being akin to wickedness, but God apparently does! No wonder the author of Hebrews writes,

We want each of you to show this same diligence to the very end, in order to make your hope sure. We do not want you to become lazy, but to imitate those who through faith and patience inherit what has been promised (Hebrews 6:11-12).


A third hindrance to spiritual depth is superficiality. Richard Foster, in his book, Celebration of Discipline, writes,

Superficiality is the curse of our age. The doctrine of instant satisfaction is a primary spiritual problem. The desperate need today is not for a greater number of intelligent people, or gifted people, but for deep people.


We live in a culture of instant gratification. We want it and we want it now! Think of the millions of dollars that are spent by people who have to have the fastest computer processor, the bigger broadband for cell phones so that we can have everything at our fingertips faster than ever.


The problem with superficiality is that it is so shallow. There is just no depth in a superficial Christian or church. I have known of churches that are a mile wide and an inch deep. It may look fine on the surface, but when problems arise, that lack of depth will become painfully obvious.


Jesus spoke of seed that fell on four different kinds of soil. One of the four He called rocky soil, and the seed never gained any depth. He explained what happened to such seed in Matthew 13:20-21,

The one who received the seed that fell on rocky places is the man who hears the word and at once receives it with joy. But since he has no root, he lasts only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, he quickly falls away.


How many times has this happened to people we know? They come to Christ, they are all excited…until the first problem comes along. Then they bail out, disillusioned, thinking the whole Christianity thing was just a sham. What went wrong? They had no root…they had no depth.

Selfishness, slothfulness, and superficiality—these are hindrances to spiritual depth, and we must overcome them in order to enjoy the deeper, fulfilling life God has in store for us.

The Helps toward Spiritual Depth

We are not left on our own, however. There are helps toward spiritual depth, and these are the disciplines we will be considering over the next several weeks. Activities such as prayer, fasting, studying and meditating on God’s Word, and attitudes such as simplicity, submission, and servanthood assist us in growing deep in the Christian life.

For many, the very mention of the words “spiritual disciplines” conjures up ideas of monks locked away in a monastery, or mystics sitting in an ivory tower, far removed from the world. “That’s just for the super-saints,” some might conclude. But such is not the case. Foster writes,

We must not be led to believe that the Disciplines are only for spiritual giants and hence beyond our reach, or only for contemplatives who devote all their time to prayer and meditation. Far from it. God intends the Disciplines of the spiritual life to be for ordinary human beings: people who have jobs, who care for children, who wash dishes and mow lawns. In fact, the Disciplines are best exercised in the midst of our relationships with our husband or wife, our brothers and sisters, our friends and neighbors.


Another mistaken notion is that spiritual disciplines are complicated, and thus should only be attempted by the “experts.” In fact, spiritual disciplines are really rather simple…though that should not be understood as easy. Any kind of discipline is hard work. Ask the athlete who works year round to stay fit and ready for the game. Ask the musician who practices hours upon hours to be ready for the performance. No, discipline takes work, as Chuck Swindoll observes:

Discipline is something no one likes but everyone admires. Discipline is something that great women and men exhibit behind closed doors, away from admiring fans and cheering crowds. Discipline is hard work done in obscurity for the sake of excellence. And I have noticed that disciplined people are almost always humble. They don’t need cheering crowds to feed their hunger for excellence… What’s true of musicians, artists, and athletes is all the more true among the godly. If you have known an individual whom you respect because of his or her spirituality, you can be certain that person has cultivated the disciplines of godliness. He or she wasn’t born that way. The life you respect and hope to emulate didn’t automatically come with age or a promotion to some position. You can be sure that the person you admire paid dearly for his or her spiritual depth—hours of trying, failing, and trying again; suffering through hardship; learning to rely on God; yielding to the spiri​tual disciplines because he or she finds that life works better that way. Paul encouraged Timothy, his protégé, “Discipline yourself for the purpose of godliness” (1 Timothy 4:7).


“Hard work done in obscurity for the sake of excellence”—is that what you are willing to do in order to gain spiritual depth? Or are you willing to stay in the shallow end of the pool, content with splashy experiences and superficial faith?


A. W. Tozer was best known for his book, The Pursuit of God, which addressed this very subject of spiritual depth. But he wrote in another book, The Root of the Righteous,
Religious complacency is encountered almost everywhere among Christians these days, and its presence is a sign and a prophecy. For every Christian will become at last what his desires have made him. We are all the sum total of our hungers. The great saints have all had thirsting hearts. Their cry has been, “My soul thirsteth for God, for the living God: when shall I come and appear before God?” (Psalm 42:2). Their longing after God all but consumed them; it propelled them onward and upward to heights toward which less ardent Christians look with languid eye and entertain no hope of reaching.
Orthodox Christianity has fallen to its present low estate from lack of spiritual desire. Among the many who profess the Christian faith, scarcely one in a thousand reveals any passionate thirst for God. The practice of many of our spiritual advisers is to use the Scriptures to discourage such little longing as may be discovered here and there among us. We fear extremes and shy away from too much ardor in religion as if it were possible to have too much love or too much faith or too much holiness.

Occasionally one’s heart is cheered by the discovery of some insatiable saint who is willing to sacrifice everything for the sheer joy of experiencing God in increasing intimacy. To such we offer this word of exhortation: Pray on, fight on, sing on. Do not underrate anything God may have done for you heretofore. Thank God for everything up to this point, but do not stop here. Press on into the deep things of God. Insist upon tasting the profounder mysteries of redemption. Keep your feet on the ground, but let your heart soar as high as it will. Refuse to be average or to surrender to the chill of your spiritual environment. If you thus “follow after,” heaven will surely be opened to you and you will, with Ezekiel, see visions of God.

Unless you do these things you will reach at last (and unknown to you) the bone yard of orthodoxy and be doomed to live out your days in a spiritual state which can be best described as “the dead level and quintessence of every mediocrity.”

From such a state God save us all.
 

Amen and amen.
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