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The Way of The Spirit: 
Martial Arts as a Picture of Spiritual Growth
As a lifelong student of the martial arts, I have come to appreciate the values that translate so readily into helping my journey as a disciple of Jesus. Every journey of faith requires training. Just as a martial artist spends hours stretching, striking, blocking, and refining techniques, the Christian disciple is called to discipline mind, body, and spirit for the sake of Christ. The apostle Paul often reached for athletic imagery to describe the Christian life: “Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last, but we do it to get a crown that will last forever.”  (1 Corinthians 9:25, NIV)

Martial arts are more than combat; they are a lifelong pursuit of discipline, humility, respect, and mastery of oneself. These qualities echo the demands of the spiritual life. A fighter who lacks self-control becomes reckless; a believer who neglects discipline risks drifting into temptation. Both require perseverance, intentional practice, and submission to a higher way.

Bruce Lee once remarked, “I fear not the man who has practiced 10,000 kicks once, but I fear the man who has practiced one kick 10,000 times.” In spiritual terms, maturity is not gained by occasional bursts of devotion but by steady, daily obedience to God. Prayer, worship, and Scripture are the repeated “katas” of the believer, the consistent practices that form us into Christlikeness.

Dallas Willard, writing about spiritual disciplines, observed:
“Grace is not opposed to effort; it is opposed to earning. Effort is action: earning is attitude. You have never seen people more active than those who have been set on fire by the grace of God.”
(The Great Omission)
Like martial arts training, spiritual growth requires both effort and surrender. A martial artist bows before entering the dojo and to the Sensei (master or teacher) as a sign of respect and submission; likewise, a Christian bows heart and will before Christ, our true Master and Teacher.

In this devotional, you will be invited to see your walk with God through the lens of martial arts discipline. Each reflection will draw from the imagery of training, whether striking, blocking, or enduring, to point us toward greater strength, balance, and alignment with the Spirit. As the martial artist seeks harmony between body and technique, so the believer seeks harmony between faith and action.

The goal is not perfection of form, but transformation of character. In the words of Richard Foster, “The Disciplines allow us to place ourselves before God so that He can transform us.” (Celebration of Discipline)

So step onto the mat of devotion. Approach with humility. Train with perseverance. And above all, remember: I may facilitate the devotions, but the Spirit of God is your Teacher, your Sensei, shaping you into the image of Christ, the ultimate Warrior who has already secured the victory.
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Enter the Dojo of the Spirit

Welcome to the journey toward spiritual mastery. Just as a martial artist steps onto the mat to train, you are invited to enter the “dojo” of the Spirit. Here, the battles are real but unseen, the opponent is subtle yet formidable, and victory depends on discipline, awareness, and alignment with God.

This devotional series draws on principles from martial arts, discipline, strategy, flow, mastery, and others, and applies them to your daily walk with Christ. Each chapter offers Scripture, reflection, practical exercises, and prayer to train your heart, mind, and spirit. There are weekly overviews and daily breakdowns to help guide you toward a deeper and more fulfilling spiritual life.

Think of this as your spiritual training ground. The goal is not to impress others or earn merit, but to equip you to stand firm in faith, grow in spiritual authority, and navigate life’s battles with wisdom and courage. My various instructors would often highlight the fact that the only true opponent during training we were in competition with was ourselves. As you progress, you will experience the transformative power of consistent practice, the insight of strategic preparation, the strength of community, and the peace that comes from flowing with God’s Spirit.

I invite you to bow in, step onto the mat, commit to daily practice, and open your heart to God’s refining work. If you will earnestly embrace these ideas and put in the work, this will be more than just a devotional; it is a pathway to spiritual mastery.
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Week 1 

[image: ]


Mastery Through Discipline – Training the Spirit Daily

Scripture:

"Like newborn infants, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up into your salvation." – (1 Peter 2:2, NIV)

Reflection:

In martial arts, mastery doesn’t come overnight. Every kick, strike, and stance is honed through repetition and focus. The same is true for our spiritual lives. Discipline, daily prayer, meditation on Scripture, and worship are the training ground for spiritual strength. Just as a fighter practices their moves until they become second nature, we must practice obedience, faith, and communion with God daily.

In my own martial arts training, there have been days I don’t want to go and don’t want to practice. Sometimes I do skip. However, every missed day is a step backward in my personal development and training. When I find myself missing for various reasons and then return to the dojo, I can literally feel the difference that just a few missed days make: sore muscles and the need to stretch more. The key is consistency; it is what builds toward mastery, never giving up. The black belt is not the one who had the most talent or skill; they are the ones who never gave up.

The same has proven true in my own spiritual walk. Sometimes I don’t feel like getting up early to pray, and I miss a day of reading Scripture. After several missed days, I can feel the difference. The day isn’t as smooth, and I’m a bit too snappy. Thankfully, there is no condemnation. The mercies of God are new every morning, and I get back into the swing of it. The journey of faith is for the long haul; the key is never giving up. As Matthew 24:13 says, “The one who endures to the end will be saved” (NRSV). The key to spiritual mastery is never giving up.

Remember, spiritual discipline is not about legalism or guilt; it is about creating a space in our lives where God’s presence can flourish. If you miss, repent and get back to it. Do not beat yourself up over it. It is always about becoming better than we were yesterday. Through repetition, our hearts learn to recognize God’s voice, our minds develop discernment, and our spirits grow resilient against the schemes of the enemy.

Exercise/Spiritual Drill:


1.  Morning Scripture Drill: Begin your day with 5–10 minutes of Scripture reading. Focus on one verse or passage and write it down. Repeat it aloud. Let it anchor your mind.
2.  Prayer Pattern Drill: Set aside two specific times each day for focused prayer, morning and evening. Start small if needed. Consistency matters more than duration.


3.  Reflection Drill: Each evening, journal one way God moved in your life that day. How did He speak, protect, or guide you? This reinforces awareness and obedience.



Life Application:

Think of your spiritual life as a dojo, a training hall. You wouldn’t expect a fighter to walk into a tournament unprepared, and God doesn’t call us to battle untrained. Daily discipline equips us to respond to life’s challenges, to resist temptation, and to step confidently into spiritual authority.

Prayer/Declaration:

“Lord, train my heart like a warrior trains their body. Help me to seek You daily, to grow in faith, and to stand firm in Your truth. May my spirit be disciplined, my mind alert, and my actions aligned with Your will.”
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Day 1: The Call to Training
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Scripture:

“Train yourself for godliness; for while bodily training is of some value, godliness is of value in every way, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.” (1 Timothy 4:7–8, ESV)

Quote:

“Spiritual transformation is not a matter of trying harder, but of training wisely.” —Dallas Willard.

Devotional:

Every journey begins with a first step. In martial arts, the new student does not enter the dojo and immediately attempt flying kicks or advanced grappling. They begin with something simple: learning to bow, to stand, to breathe correctly. The master knows that the foundation must be laid before skill can be built.

Paul uses the same imagery when he urges Timothy to “train yourself for godliness.” He is not suggesting a one-time effort or an occasional burst of energy, but a life of disciplined training. The word “train” comes from the Greek gumnazo, the same root for our word “gymnasium.” It means to exercise, to practice, to condition. In other words, faith is not a hobby; it is training. Just as a martial artist must practice daily, a Christian must engage in the steady rhythm of prayer, Scripture, fellowship, and obedience. Without training, we remain spiritual beginners, full of potential, but weak in discipline.

Dallas Willard helps us understand the difference between effort and training: trying harder in our own strength will eventually lead to failure and frustration. Training, however, acknowledges that growth is a process. Small daily steps, empowered by grace, gradually reshape us into Christlikeness.

I remember how it felt as a beginner working in the backyard with my dad to learn how to throw a punch. It felt awkward and uncoordinated. I had to learn how to actually make a fist. At first, the muscles resist and balance wavers. But with repetition, the body learns. The same is true spiritually. Prayer may feel awkward at first. Reading Scripture may feel difficult. But the call of the Christian life is not to be instantly strong, but to commit to the training that leads to strength. It is about answering the call to discipleship, to come train daily, when we feel like it and when we don’t.

If we understand how valuable training is for our physical bodies, how much more valuable is daily training for our spiritual growth. As Timothy points out, godliness takes training; it takes commitment and dedication. It isn’t easy, but then again, nothing truly worth having is easy. Victory is found in showing up day after day, not always in big, grand gestures. The call of Jesus in Luke 9:23 was to pick up the cross and follow daily.

Reflection Questions:

	What spiritual disciplines have you neglected because they felt too small or “basic”?

	How might you reframe them as foundational training, not wasted effort?

	In what ways do you see a connection between your own experience with athletic training and your spiritual walk?


Practice:

Choose one simple, daily practice to be your “first stance” this week. It could be reading a short psalm each morning, pausing for prayer before meals, or spending five minutes in silence before God. Remember: mastery begins with the basics.

Prayer:

Lord, I confess I often want results without discipline. Teach me the way of training, that I may grow in strength of spirit. Help me to start small, be faithful, and submit to Your shaping hand. Amen.
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Day 2: The Power of Repetition
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Scripture:

“Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you.” (Philippians 4:9, NIV)

Quote:

“I fear not the man who has practiced 10,000 kicks once, but I fear the man who has practiced one kick 10,000 times.” —Bruce Lee.

Devotional:

When a new student enters martial arts training, they often want to learn something flashy, spinning kicks, intricate locks, or dramatic takedowns. I was no different. I wanted to do the cool things you see in the movies and on TV. Much like the Frantics said in their comedy sketch Ti Kwan Leep, I wanted to wear the fancy pajamas and be able to “boot to the head.” But every instructor I had insisted on repetition. “Again,” the Sensei says. “Again. Again.” The same punch, the same stance, the same block, over and over.

Why? Because mastery is not about novelty, but about consistency. A technique practiced once is soon forgotten. A technique repeated a thousand times becomes second nature. Repetition carves muscle memory; it engraves the body with skill. As I have heard stated many times, “Don’t practice until you get it right; practice until you can’t get it wrong.”

Spiritually, the same principle applies. Paul tells the Philippians not simply to hear, but to “put it into practice.” Faith is not a one-time declaration; it is a lived rhythm of obedience. Reading the Word, praying, confessing, and serving all require repetition. And in that repetition, the Spirit engraves truth into our hearts until it becomes our instinct, our very nature.

Bruce Lee’s quote captures this reality powerfully. The danger is not in someone who dabbles broadly, but in someone who commits deeply. One kick, mastered through repetition, becomes a powerful weapon. Likewise, one discipline, practiced faithfully, becomes a fountain of strength.

Richard Foster writes, “The Disciplines allow us to place ourselves before God so that he can transform us.” Repetition is not about earning God’s love; it is about creating space, again and again, where His Spirit can shape us.

At first, repetition feels boring, I get it. Reading the same psalms, praying the same prayers, or confessing the same weaknesses. But this is how God works transformation, through steady chiseling, daily shaping, and persistence.

Reflection Questions:

	Which spiritual practice do you find hardest to repeat daily? Why?

	How might you embrace repetition not as drudgery, but as training?


Practice:

Choose one practice (e.g., praying the Lord’s Prayer, reading one verse, or expressing gratitude) and commit to repeating it daily for seven days. Track how your heart shifts through the power of repetition.

Prayer:

Lord, help me not to despise repetition but to see it as the training ground of the Spirit. Engrave Your Word on my heart through daily faithfulness until obedience becomes my natural response. Amen.
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Day 3: Endurance in Battle
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Scripture:

“Let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.” (Hebrews 12:1–2, NASB)

Quote:

“The Disciplines are the means by which we place ourselves where God can bless us.” —Richard Foster.

Devotional:

Every fighter knows the moment when fatigue sets in, the legs grow heavy, the lungs ache, and the body screams to stop. This is where endurance separates the novice from the master. Strength alone is not enough; endurance is what carries a warrior through the fight. Many times, I found myself sweaty, lightheaded, wanting to give up, and I have even found myself throwing up. I would be reminded that in life, when I might really need my skills, it will not be at a convenient time. It will not wait until a convenient moment to hit me. The practice now is what gives me the ability to keep going when it really matters.

The writer of Hebrews reminds us that our spiritual race requires the same quality. Life is not a quick sprint, but a long marathon of faith. There will be moments when temptation presses hard, when prayers feel unanswered, and when hope feels distant. In those moments, endurance is the mark of maturity. It is so easy to give up and quit; true strength of character comes through the cultivation of endurance.

How do we cultivate endurance? By fixing our eyes on Jesus. He endured the cross, despising its shame, and is now seated in victory. When we keep Him as our focus, our own suffering is reframed. Look at the life of Paul and consider what he called “momentary light afflictions.” Training is not wasted pain; it is preparation for perseverance.

Richard Foster reminds us that the disciplines are not ends in themselves, but places where God can bless us. Endurance in prayer, even when it feels dry, places us where God can refresh. Endurance in service, even when unseen, places us where God can reward. It is all about doing whatever it takes to be in the place to receive the presence of the Lord. Jesus is the One who will make our faith perfect; being with Him is the prize.

Reflection Questions:

Where do you feel spiritually weary right now?

	How can you fix your eyes more intentionally on Jesus rather than your struggle?

	What areas do you need to work on to improve endurance?


Practice:

When you encounter a moment of fatigue today, whether spiritual, emotional, or physical, pause and whisper: “Jesus, my eyes are on You. Strengthen my endurance.”

Prayer:

Lord, when I feel weary, remind me of the joy set before me. Give me endurance through Your Spirit, that I may run with faith until the finish. Amen.
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Day 4: The Master’s Authority
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Scripture:

“Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” (James 4:7, NIV)

Quote:

“A true warrior bows not in defeat, but in respect.” —Martial arts proverb

Devotional:

Every martial artist begins training with a bow. It can seem so strange to us Westerners, as it is not part of our culture or understanding. Many of the styles I have trained in had very formal bows at the beginning of class and again at the end. There were bows when black belts and instructors entered the training area, bowing to each other before sparring, and bowing before stepping onto the mat, etc. The bow is not about weakness, but about recognizing authority and showing respect, not subservience. It acknowledges that the Sensei carries wisdom and skill beyond the student’s own.

James calls believers to the same posture: submission. To submit to God is not to lose freedom, but to align ourselves with the One who gives true authority. Notice the order: submit first, then resist. Authority in the spiritual life flows from submission to the Master, Jesus.

Many want victory over the enemy without surrender to Christ. But authority cannot be faked. Just as a student cannot claim to be a master of a particular style without years of bowing to instruction, a believer cannot stand strong against Satan without bowing to Christ daily. It is after this submission that we can then resist and see the enemy flee, not before.

Submission may feel costly, laying down our

Reflection Questions:

	In what area of your life is submission to God most difficult right now?

	How might bowing to His authority release new spiritual strength?


Practice:


Prayer:
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