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I’m one of those guys who loves motivational posters.  Here’s one that’s hanging in my office – it’s called “Opportunity.”  It’s a picture of basketball hoop and it says: “You’ll always miss 100% of the shots you don’t take.”  
Here’s one I have on my desk that fits our theme for the morning – it’s called “The Essence of Discipline.”  It’s a picture of a person running on an isolated country road covered with freshly fallen snow.  The saying is a little long, but I really like it; it says: “Make a point to do something every day that you find challenging.  This is the Golden Rule for acquiring the discipline to do your utmost without questioning the desire to apply yourself to be the best; for when you want what you’ve never had, you must learn to do what you’ve never done.”  

But a lot of people, I have learned, aren’t real fond of motivational posters.  In fact, there’s a whole industry that is based on making fun of motivational posters.  If you’re interested, check out the website despair.com, where you can find a whole series of demotivational posters and clothing.  Here are a few examples:
· “Fear: Until you have the courage to lose sight of the shore, you will not know the terror of being forever lost at sea.”
· “Mistakes: It could be that the purpose of your life is only to serve as a warning to others.”
· “Motivation: If a pretty poster and a cute saying are all it takes to motivate you, you probably have a very easy job.  The kind robots will be doing soon.”
· “Procrastination: Hard work often pays off after time, but laziness always pays off now.”
But whether we have a poster for it or against it, the reality is that none of us can make it in this world without discipline, and more importantly for we who follow Jesus, none of us can be a true disciple without discipline.  But let’s clarify something right from the start this morning – the point is not simply to be disciplined.  Jesus did not call us to be disciplined; he called us to be disciples.  You can be a very disciplined person and not be anything like the person Jesus called you to be.  Disciplines, the daily disciplines we’ll be talking about this morning, are simply tools to help us become more like Jesus.  And if they don’t work for you, if they aren’t helping you become more genuinely loving and more contagiously joyful, then try something else. 
Let me explain the value of a daily discipline this way.  John Ortberg writes about this in his book “The Life You’ve Always Wanted” in a chapter titled “Training vs. Trying: The Truth About Spiritual Disciplines.”  Let’s say that you decide that you want to become more patient, especially with your kids.  You realize that you get angry too quickly, and that when you get angry you say things that are sarcastic, hurtful and mean.  So what do you tell yourself the next time you get impatient?  Most of us say this to ourselves: “Next time, I’ll try harder.”  And then the next time comes, and we try harder, but sooner or later no matter how hard we try, we mess up. 

But as Ortberg points out, there’s a much more effective way to grow our character than to try harder, and that’s to train.  Let’s say you’re watching Dr. Oz and Dr. Oz says that a middle-aged man should be able to bench press his own weight.  And let’s say you haven’t lifted a weight or worked out in the last ten years.  But since Dr. Oz said so, you decide that you’re going to prove that you can bench press your weight, so you go to the gym, put 160 pounds on the bar, lower the bar to your chest, and then try to lift it back up.  Let me tell you, from some painful personal experiences, that you can try as hard as you possibly can, and you’re not going to be able to lift that bar.  And I’ve discovered that if you really want to make a guy mad, stand next to him while he’s trying to lift a weight he can’t lift and tell him real loudly, “C’mon, try harder!”  

But does that mean that it’s impossible for someone who can’t bench press his weight right now to ever bench press his weight?  Of course not.  So how does he do it?  He does it by training.  He disciplines himself to go to the gym three or four times a week and works out with lighter weights and adjusts his diet, and gradually his body gets stronger and stronger so that in time he is able to bench press far more than he could by simply trying harder.  That just makes sense, doesn’t it?  You don’t need me to tell you this. The way to get in shape, the way to learn a foreign language, the way to learn to play an instrument, isn’t by trying harder – it’s by training.  But as obvious as that is to us in so many walks of life, when it comes to our spiritual lives we somehow think that we can become more like Jesus if we just try harder, that we can defeat our addictions if we just try harder, that we can change our attitudes and our actions if we just try harder.  But let’s just admit it – trying harder to be more patient and more loving and more joyful just doesn’t work.

 And that’s where discipline comes in, the discipline we need to train ourselves in godliness.  In fact, that’s a command in the Bible, in a letter Paul wrote to his protégé Timothy: “Have nothing to do with godless myths and old wives’ tales; rather, train yourself to be godly.  For physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.” (1 Timothy 4:7-8)  Don’t try to be godly – train yourself to be godly.  
Now before we talk about some of the daily disciplines of the true disciple, let’s be sure we understand what the goal is; let’s be clear about the results we want to see.  Think of it like this.  Imagine you are standing before God at the end of your life – what do you think God will ask you?  How do you think God will evaluate you?  Do you think it might go like this: “OK, Craig, I see that last year you read your Bible nearly every day – you get a star for that.  And you had a quiet time 300 times last year – not perfect, but another star.  You memorized 15 verses last year – that could have been better, but I’ll give you half a star.  I see you went to church every Sunday, but that’s kind of your job, so I’m not sure I can give you much credit for that.  I see you only prayed on your knees 25 times last year – I’m going to have to ding you for that.  I do see some complaints about you being grumpy and selfish and mean, but hey, your disciplines were good so I’m going to let that go.”  I’m pretty sure that’s not how God would look at things, because the point isn’t how well I kept my daily disciplines; the point is whether I grew in godliness.  At the end of the day, here are the two questions that matter: “Do I love people more?  Do I love God more?”  The point of practicing whatever spiritual disciplines you choose are to grow in your love for people and in your love for God.  The two greatest commandments aren’t to know all 66 books of the Bible by heart and to listen to an hour of Christian radio a day.  The two greatest commandments are to love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself.  
But the fact is that we don’t grow in love simply by trying harder; we grow by training, and training involves the practice of certain disciplines.  So let’s spend a few minutes talking about the daily disciplines of the true disciple.

The Discipline of Turning Aside
The first discipline I want to suggest as part of your training regimen is the discipline of turning aside.  Let me take you back to the second book of the Bible, the book of Exodus.  Here’s the back story.  The people of Israel have been living in slavery to the Egyptians for about 400 years.  In response to the cries of his people, God raises up a man named Moses to be their leader.  But at the age of 40 Moses messes up; he kills an Egyptian, and as a result spends the next 40 years in hiding as a shepherd out in the wilderness of the Sinai Peninsula.  Then we come to the critical moment, when Moses is 80 years old, which is recorded in Exodus 3:

Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, and he led the flock to the far side of the desert and came to Horeb, the mountain of God.  There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush.  Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up.  So Moses thought, “I will now turn aside and see this great sight, why this bush does not burn.”  (Exodus 3:1-3)
Burning bushes are a common sight in the desert.  Moses saw them all the time.  Admittedly this was different, because this bush just kept burning.  But my strong hunch is that most shepherds wouldn’t have done what Moses did.  Most shepherds would have kept on walking.  After all, they had jobs to do, sheep to care for, food to put on the table.  They had their routine; they had a schedule to keep.  But Moses decided to interrupt his routine, to throw out his schedule and to “turn aside.”  He stopped everything he was doing that day to stop and check out this bush that just kept burning.  And you know what he found in that bush – he found God.  God had miraculously broken into the world in a bush in the middle of the desert, but Moses would have missed God if he hadn’t had the discipline to turn aside and pay attention.
Through the years Christians have used a number of terms to describe this discipline.  When I was growing up we called it “a quiet time.”  A quiet time was a time we set aside to look for God and to listen for God and to connect with God.  It’s a time to take a break from your routine and your schedule and your responsibilities to turn aside and to notice the God who breaks into our world.  For many this time includes reading the Bible.  For some it involves reading from a devotional book.  For some, like Moses, it involves taking a closer look at nature and admiring the handiwork of the Creator.  But in one way or another, if we want to experience God and grow in our love for him, we need to practice the discipline of turning aside.
Not long ago I asked someone about a decision he was facing – how, I wondered, was he going to know which choice to make?  His response, made mostly but not wholly in jest, was that he was waiting for God to show up in a burning bush and tell him what to do.  Later as I was thinking about that comment this thought occurred to me – I wonder if God ever does show up in a burning bush and I miss him because I don’t have the discipline to turn aside and pay attention. 
Did you ever miss out on something because you weren’t paying attention?  I almost missed taking my first law school final because I wasn’t paying attention.  A final in law school is a big deal because your whole grade is based on that one test – there are no quizzes, no midterms, there’s no homework to be turned in.  Everything rests on the final.  So I suppose I should have been paying attention when the professor explained some of the details of taking the final, like the special number we had to get from the administration to put on our test answers instead of our names, and the special blue books we had to get at the bookstore – those kinds of things.  I learned about those details from a friend the night before the test, and I thought he was kidding.  I even asked him, “Why didn’t the professor tell us about this?”  And he said, “The professor did tell us about this; you just weren’t paying attention.”

And I wonder if I’ve missed out on God’s leading in my life because I haven’t been paying attention.  I wonder if God has been trying to tell me things that would really help me in life but he hasn’t been able to because I haven’t taken the time to turn aside and listen.  I wonder if I’ve missed out on connecting with the God who loves me because I’ve walked right on by and not seen him trying to get my attention.  I wonder if I’ve ever walked right on by a burning bush and not even known it was there.
In one way or another, we need to learn the discipline of turning aside.  It’s not all about having what we call a quiet time, but I think it starts there.  A quiet time trains us to be aware of God’s presence in our lives.  It’s a time for us to say, “Here I am, God – I’m listening.  I’m paying attention.  I want to connect with you.  I want to connect with your heart and to discover your plans for me.”  It doesn’t need to be a long time – I think 10 to 15 minutes is a great goal to set.  The when and the where are going to be different for each of us.  But if we want to grow in our walk with God, it’s a discipline we need to practice with some diligence.  Learn the discipline of turning aside.
The Discipline of Taking Your Time
Here’s a second discipline followers of Jesus have long practiced – the discipline of taking your time, or the discipline of meditation.  I don’t know if any of you have used a Bible reading plan that has taken you through all 66 books of the Bible in one year.  I’ve used that kind of a plan many times in my life.  And while that’s valuable, and I encourage everyone to read through the Scriptures at some point, there’s a downside to that practice – in your attempt to make it all the way through the Bible, the Bible doesn’t get a chance to get all the way through you.  And the only way for that to happen is to practice the discipline of taking your time, to slow down and to meditate on smaller sections of the Bible.
God thinks meditation is so important that he mentions this practice more than 50 times in the Old Testament alone.  For example, in Joshua 1 we read: “Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it.  Then you will be prosperous and successful.” (Joshua 1:8)  In Psalm 1 the Psalmist writes this: “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.  But his delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law he meditates day and night.  He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither. Whatever he does prospers.” (Psalm 1:1-3)  

So what does it mean to meditate?  If you Google “meditation” you’ll get 26 million hits, including the Buddhist practice of meditation and the more formal classes offered by Transcendental Meditation, which takes four months and $1500 to learn.  Often you will hear those who teach meditation tell you that the goal is to empty your mind.  That’s not what the Bible means by meditation.  Instead of emptying our minds, God tells us to fill our minds with God’s laws and God’s wonders.  We’ve already read the commands to meditate on the law of God.  In Psalm 119 the Psalmist encourages us to meditate on God’s wonders and on God’s works.  So first of all, to meditate does not mean, in this sense, to empty your mind – it means to fill your mind with God’s truth, his principles and his works.
Secondly, when you think of meditation, think of these two words – visualize and personalize.  For example, let’s say you’re reading the story of Jonah and the big fish.  The book of Jonah is only four chapters long; you can read the whole thing in a few minutes.  But if all you do is read it, you might have gained some interesting information, but that’s not the goal, is it?  The goal isn’t information; it’s transformation.  And if we want the Bible to change our lives, we need to take our time, to slow down, and to meditate on what we’ve read.  So how might you meditate on Jonah?  Well let’s just take the first chapter.  In that chapter God tells Jonah to go to Nineveh and to warn them that unless they repent God is going to judge them.  Jonah doesn’t want to do it.  In fact, instead of heading to Nineveh, he gets a ride on a ship headed in the opposite direction.  Now it’s understandable that Jonah didn’t want to go to Nineveh; they were a brutal and vicious people.  We have writings from one of their kings who bragged about peeling skin off his victims and using human bodies to build a wall around his palace.  So it makes sense when we read this in Jonah 1:3 – “But Jonah was afraid to go and ran away from the Lord. He went down to the seacoast, to the port of Joppa, where he found a ship leaving for Tarshish. He bought a ticket, went on board, and climbed down into the dark hold of the ship to hide there from the Lord.”  
So here’s what you might spend a few minutes thinking about as you meditate on this verse.  First, let’s visualize the story.  Get a picture in your mind of Jonah as his heart is beating fast and he’s running down to the docks to find a ship, any ship, that will take him as far away from Nineveh as he can get.  Feel the ticket in your hand.  Picture Jonah scurrying down the steps into the dark hold of the ship.  Imagine what was going through his mind as he sat there in the dark trying to hide from God.  And then as you visualize the scene, personalize it.  Put yourself in Jonah’s place.  Ask yourself this: “Have I ever tried to hide from God?  Has God ever asked me to do something that I really didn’t want to do?  Has God ever asked me to go talk to people that I really didn’t like, that I really wanted to avoid?”  And then there’s the really hard question I had to ask myself in meditating on this verse: “Is there anything God is asking me to do now that so far I’ve said I just won’t do?”
Now I’m not suggesting that every verse you meditate on is going to be something that might make you feel guilty.  Far from it.  As an example, let me show you my son’s favorite verse; it’s from the Old Testament book of Zephaniah and it reads like this: “The Lord your God is with you, he is mighty to save. He will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love; he will rejoice over you with singing.” (Zephaniah 3:17)  That’s a verse you don’t want to read over quickly; that’s a verse you want to take your time with, a verse you want to visualize and personalize.  Take time to picture your Heavenly Father singing over you with great joy and with great passion.  Picture the Father taking delight over you.  Dads, do you remember those days when your kids were younger and you would stand by their door and watch them sleep, and you would feel so much love for them and so much pride in them?  Tonight, when you crawl into bed, look over to the door to your room and picture your Heavenly Father standing there looking at you with his eyes beaming and his heart swelling, so proud to call you his child.
 That’s how you meditate; that’s the discipline of taking your time with God’s Word and letting it not just fill your heart but change your heart.  It’s one way we learn to turn aside and pay attention to the God of the burning bush, the God who is so eager to break into our world and to transform our lives.  
The Discipline of Talking In Turn
And quickly here’s one more discipline of the true disciple, what I am calling the discipline of talking in turn.  There is a time to listen to God, and there is a time to talk to God.  We use the word “prayer,” but prayer is simply talking to God.  

Now I’ve always struggled a bit with prayer, and here’s one reason why – I’ve always figured that what God has to say to me is far more important than what I have to say to him.  And there’s no debating that; that’s just plain the truth.  

But guess what?  God really wants me to take my turn to talk.  God wants very much to hear what I have to say.  And maybe you think, like I sometimes do, “Well, why do I have to say it?  He’s God; he already knows what I’m thinking.”  Wives, let me ask you something – do you usually know what your husband is thinking?  Of course you do; we just aren’t that deep.  But do you like when we talk to you anyway?  Sure you do!  That’s called having a relationship.  It’s not a relationship if one person does all the talking.  And the reality is that God wants to have a relationship with us.  He wants us to listen to him, and he wants to listen to us.  He wants us to take our turn at talking.
Now let me offer this challenge about prayer.  Hopefully you talk to God often throughout the day – in the car, on a break at work, before meals, and so on.  But let’s be honest – while those are important and while they are great ways to stay connected with God, it’s really not enough to build a relationship.  I think of those kinds of prayers as being much like the text messages I send to my wife or my kids during the day.  Texting is a great way to stay connected and to let the other person know they’re important to you, but you can’t build intimacy via text messages.  So let me challenge you to set aside some regular time to do nothing but talk to God.  Start with five minutes.  Maybe it’s while you’re in your car sipping your morning coffee, before you turn the car on and head out into traffic.  Turn off the radio or whatever you’re listening to, turn aside and talk to God.  Ask him for wisdom.  Tell him what you need.  Let him know what’s bothering you.  Tell him what you’re happy about.  Talk to him about the people you love.  Talk to him about the people you’re having a hard time with, and ask for his help in loving them.  There are no magic words.  Just take your turn to talk, and let the Father know what’s going on in your heart and mind.
Do you remember my poster about discipline?  The poster ended with these words: “When you want what you’ve never had, you must learn to do what you’ve never done.”  If we want to grow spiritually and to become all that God has called us to be as disciples of Jesus, it may well be that we need to learn to do what we’ve never done.  So let’s learn these disciplines – the discipline of turning aside, the discipline of taking your time, and the discipline of talking in turn.  And may the Father use those disciplines to transform us into men and women who will make him proud as he delights in us and sings over us.
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