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For my descendants,
physical and spiritual,
present and future.

“This will be written for the generation to come,
That a people yet to be created may praise the LOrRD.”
Psalm 102:18
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FOREWORD

Do more and more with less and less—and do it faster and faster.
This is the oft-heard management strategy in our profusely over-
loaded age. But what would Jesus think? Can you imagine Him fly-
ing past the blind beggar, sweat dripping off His brow, yelling at His
lagging disciples because they were twenty minutes late for the
Jericho prayer breakfast? How would He respond if cell phones went
off within the assembled crowds at the Sermon on the Mount? Jesus
had little tolerance for clutter or complexity. Simply put, He would
not be distracted from His mission.

Jesus loved people and He loved truth. There was an unyield-
ing simplicity about His approach, yet the result was freeing rather
than onerous. His simplicity was all about focus. “One thing is
needful . . .” are the words we remember.

Jesus practiced disciplines like solitude, prayer, and Sabbath
because He sought the things above rather than the unfocused dis-
tractions of the world He came to save. And even though He was
disciplined and focused, He was winsome to those with spiritual
need. He served. He healed. He taught. He showed compassion.
People saw, and responded to His simple message.

“Every age has its own characteristics,” wrote pastor and author
A. W. Tozer. “Right now we are in an age of religious complexity.
The simplicity which is in Christ is rarely found among us.” Against
this problem, Simplify Your Spiritual Life confronts the clutter, com-
plexities, and distractions of our age and brings us back to the sim-
plicity of the kingdom of God. Don Whitney first bulldozes the
often jumbled landscape of our spiritual condition and then presents
Jesus before us front and center.

This book is not about an unsustainable perfection or an
oppressive legalism but instead about the kind of simple devotion
that sets us free. It is about the practical day-to-day of the Christian
devotional walk, lived in such a way that intimacy with Christ can
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shine through. It is a much welcomed book about intentional living
and the rediscovery of disciplines that have skipped generations but
now are dusted off and brought back into the light for such a mud-
dled time as this.

Richard A. Swenson, M.D.

Author of Margin and The Overload Syndrome
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INTRODUCTION

The world is more complex than ever, and it becomes more so by the
nanosecond. As a result, almost everyone eventually feels the need to
simplify. For many people, simplifying means nothing more than
“doing less.” But simplifying is not so much about doing fewer
things as it is about doing the right things.

This distinction is even more important when it comes to sim-
plifying the spiritual part of life. For even the “ideal” simple spiritual
life (whatever that is) will still be a busy one. Like Jesus and the apos-
tle Paul, anyone devoted to loving God and people will lead a full
and active life. But such a life will also be more focused, fruitful, and
satisfying because it emphasizes the right priorities. So, while this
book does have much to say about doing less, it says more about
doing the right things, and doing them with the right motive.

Moreover, Simplify Your Spiritual Life is not, strictly speaking, a
philosophy or theology of simplifying. While some of that is here,
presenting the arguments for simplifying isn't the primary purpose of
this book. These brief chapters are for people already convinced of
their need to simplify where they can. In particular, this book is for
those who want hope and help to start simplifying their spiritual lives.

I do not want to give the impression that | think everyone
should do everything suggested in these pages. To do that would
almost certainly result in further complicating your life. Rather, here
is a field of ideas in which you can mentally meander, stopping to
pick only those that will simplify your spiritual life.

As anyone who knows me well can testify, | write not as an
expert, but as a fellow struggler in the need to simplify. Much of
what's here has been forged by necessity as I've attempted to keep
from being crushed by the weight of my own sense of overload. May
the Lord use the fruit of this effort to refresh and strengthen your
soul, and to keep you in “the simplicity and purity of devotion to
Christ” (2 Corinthians 11:3, NAsB).

14
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i

SimpLIFY YOUR SPIRITUAL LLIFE

DOES YOUR SPIRITUAL LIFE SOMETIMES SEEM MORE LIKE A BURDEN
than a blessing? Does your spirituality seem to exhaust you as often
as it refreshes you? Have your spiritual practices become “just
another thing to do” in an already overcrowded, stress-filled sched-
ule? If so, then you need to simplify your spiritual life.

We should expect part of true spirituality to exhaust us, for it
exists not merely for our own edification, but to serve the glory and
purposes of God. Jesus’ spiritual labors occasionally so fatigued Him
that He could remain asleep in an open boat in the middle of a lake
during a life-threatening storm (see Luke 8:22-25). Likewise, the
apostle Paul knew the depletion of inner resources that results from
the willingness to “spend and be spent” for the sake of the souls of
others (2 Corinthians 12:15). All aspects of externalized spiritual-
ity—serving people’s needs, doing good works, taking the gospel to
the spiritually lost, working in church ministries—expend the
reserves of both body and soul.

There’s a problem, though, when the inflow of spiritual renewal
doesn't replenish the outflow of spiritual ministry. Our spiritual life
should be the source of inner recreation and restoration because it is
the way we most directly experience the Lord Himself in daily life.
Through our spiritual disciplines (rightly motivated and practiced)
come many of the most refreshing blessings of knowing Christ.

An example of how the spiritual disciplines can be an ongoing
means of reinvigorating the soul is depicted in Psalm 1:2-3.
Frequent meditation on (and not just reading of) God's Word so
continually refreshes the meditator that “he shall be like a tree
planted by the rivers of water, that brings forth its fruit in its season,
whose leaf also shall not wither; and whatever he does shall prosper.”

17
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18 TiTLe SimpLiFy YOUR SpIRITUAL LIFE 18

However, as everything else in our lives becomes more complex,
so can our spirituality. As one writer observed, “The pattern of over-
involvement, clutter, and busyness that is a part of our lives at home
and at work will follow us into our spiritual lives unless we are vigi-
lant.”* With increasing prosperity and technology come increasing
opportunities and options—even in our spiritual practices— that
werent available a short time ago. For instance, instead of simply sit-
ting in a comfortable chair by a sunny window with our Bible, jour-
nal, and pen, now we can

m receive devotional readings sent daily by automatic email.

m read the Bible in several of the many translations we possess,
including those on our computer.

m make journal entries on the computer by keyboard or voice-
recognition software, inserting interesting graphics along
with the text.

m develop our devotional experience with worship-enhancing
audio and/or video.

But it all needs to be done faster than ever before because of the
strangling demands on our time.

The growing frustrations of hurry and complexity affect the prac-
tice not only of our personal spiritual disciplines, but also of our con-
gregational spiritual disciplines (the ones we practice with other
Christians). There’s less time for church involvement than previously,
and yet there are more church activities to choose from. \We're so far
behind in so many things that sometimes we wonder if what we
receive from church is worth the overwhelming effort just to get there.

In some ways we're doing more than ever spiritually, but enjoy-
ing and profiting from it less. Many areas of our lives are productive
and prosperous, yet we've never felt so spiritually withered. Our cal-
endars are full, but our souls are empty.

The time has come to evaluate whether what we are doing in
our spiritual lives is taking us where we want to go. There is hope.
Read on.
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i

VERIFY BEFORE YOoU SIMPLIFY

THE PLACE TO START SIMPLIFYING THE SPIRITUAL LIFE IS TO MAKE SURE
you have one.

Jesus frequently challenged the spiritual presumptions of His
hearers. He did this constantly with an influential group of men
known as the Pharisees. Because of the unusual depth of their inter-
est in and commitment to the things of God (especially Bible study
and memorization, prayer, and fasting), they and everyone else were
sure that if anyone was right with God, it was these dedicated
Pharisees. Jesus once devoted an entire parable to warn against the
danger of the spiritual presumption of the Pharisees and people like
them (see Luke 18:9-14).

The apostle Paul—who was once a Pharisee himself— likewise
warned people about assuming that everything was okay between
themselves and God. It was to a group of people who had shown
great zeal as followers of Jesus that he wrote, “Examine yourselves as
to whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves” (2 Corinthians 13:5).

Paul once wrote the following to a group of people he himself
believed to have spiritual life: “And you He made alive, who were
dead in trespasses and sins” (Ephesians 2:1). While physically alive,
they had been spiritually dead. But, thanks be to God, “He made
alive” by grace through faith in Jesus those who had been spiritually
dead. When these people were spiritually dead, they probably
thought they were spiritually alive. They would have imagined that
they could have gotten as much out of the practices of Christian
spirituality as anyone— provided they had any interest in them. And
isn’t that what most people think today?

However, the Bible says that until a person is given the Holy
Spirit, he “does not receive the things of the Spirit of God, for they

9



Sample from Simplify Your Spiritual Life/ ISBN 1576833453
Copyright © 2002 NavPress Publishing. All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, come back to www.navpress.com.

20 TiTLE VErIFY Berore You SimpLIFY 20

are foolishness to him” (1 Corinthians 2:14). No one has spiritual
life who does not have the Spirit of God. And only those who know
Jesus Christ through repentance and faith have the Spirit of God.
So the reason some feel frustrated about their spirituality is
because they're assuming life and health when in actuality they're
spiritual corpses. Upon what do you base your assurance that the
Holy Spirit dwells in you and that you have eternal spiritual life? Do
you know the biblical marks of the presence of the Holy Spirit (as in
John 16:8-10,14 and Galatians 5:22-23) and the signs of God-given
spiritual life (as in the letter of 1 John)? Can you see these in your life?
Be sure to verify your spiritual life before you try to simplify it.
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