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      Series Preface

      On a chilly January morning, two friends and I huddled around a coffee shop table to share life updates and prayer requests. One friend reflected on the previous year with frustration: “I feel like I didn’t accomplish anything.” The other friend and I, surprised by her assessment, rattled off a long list of worthwhile things she had done. But she persisted. It wasn’t that she truly believed she had accomplished nothing; it was that the things she had done weren’t the things she had hoped to do. Things she valued had been pushed aside by what seemed more urgent in the moment.

      I could say the same, and I bet you could too. As women living in a do-it-all culture, we tend to have a lot on our plates. We juggle work, husbands, children, aging parents, and friends. We manage households, serve in the church, and volunteer in the community. Year after year, many of our goals and good intentions get pushed to the back burner—especially when it comes to spiritual growth.

      We want to grow in relationship with the Lord. We want to know the Bible better, fight sin, and establish a consistent prayer life. But amid all the things we have to do, we often miss the one thing we really need. In Psalm 27:4 David said,

      One thing have I asked of the Lord,

      that will I seek after:

      that I may dwell in the house of the Lord

      all the days of my life,

      to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord

      and to inquire in his temple.

      As king, David surely had many things to do and many things he might have asked of God. But he knew that what he most needed was to dwell with the Lord. Similarly, Jesus explained to Martha in Luke 10:41–42 that she was “anxious and troubled about many things, but one thing is necessary.” What was the one thing? Sitting at his feet, listening to his teaching.

      As you consider your relationship with the Lord, are you more like David or Martha? Are you devoted or distracted? I suspect that many of us would admit that we identify with Martha’s distraction but also long for David’s devotion. So how can we grow in devotion to God in a world of endless distractions?

      We see from both David and Martha that a life devoted to the Lord won’t happen by accident. David resolved to seek after God’s presence. Jesus suggested that Martha needed to sit down and listen. You see, discipline helps us grow in devotion.

      In fact, throughout history Christians have used spiritual disciplines such as prayer, fasting, and Bible study to seek the Lord and grow in relationship with him. If the phrase “spiritual disciplines” sounds intimidating, don’t worry! It simply means practices that promote spiritual growth.1 And these practices can help you draw near to God whether you’re a new believer or have been walking with the Lord for decades.

      Perhaps the idea of cultivating a life of devotion to the Lord is new or confusing, and you don’t know where to start. You have faith in Christ, but you’re trying to figure out what it looks like to grow in relationship with him.

      Or maybe you’re going through the motions of spending time with God, but if you’re honest, he feels distant. You want the Holy Spirit to warm your affections for the things of God and restore the joy of your salvation.

      Or perhaps you have a vibrant relationship with the Lord, but you’d like to learn new ways to seek him. You’ve been wanting to try fasting or you’d like to learn about Sabbath rest.

      Whatever your situation, the Disciplines of Devotion series was written for you. Each booklet explores one thing—one practice to cultivate, one spiritual discipline to grow in—to help you draw near to the one true God. In each booklet, you’ll gain a biblical understanding of a particular discipline and why it’s worth cultivating. And you’ll explore three practical ways to get started.

      If you’d like to grow in these disciplines alongside other believers, we’ve included reflection questions to facilitate group discussion. Consider using this series in one-on-one discipleship, with a group of teens, in a neighborhood Bible study, or with a church small group. Also, Christians have a variety of perspectives on these disciplines, so if you’d like to continue your personal study, you can find a list of recommended resources at the end of each booklet.

      When you finish this volume, let me encourage you not to set it aside in a pile of good intentions. These booklets can be read in less than an hour, but the disciplines they recommend can help you seek the Lord for a lifetime—even as you go about all the things you have to do.

      Preaching about the “one thing” David desired in Psalm 27:4, Scottish pastor Alexander Maclaren observed, “Most of us seem, to our own consciousness, to live amidst endless distractions all our days. . . . But if we are true to the one purpose of serving and keeping near God, then we have a charm against the frittering away of our lives in distractions.”2

      The Disciplines of Devotion series isn’t about productivity or efficiency or doing less. It’s about pursuing a life of devotion to the Lord in an age of endless distraction. It’s an invitation to “taste and see that the Lord is good!” (Ps. 34:8) no matter how much is on your plate.

      Winfree Brisley

      Series Editor

    

    
      
        1  Donald S. Whitney, Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life (NavPress, 1991), 17.

      

      
        2  Alexander Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture: Psalms (Eerdmans, 1932), 146.
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      A Plan for Study

      When I was in my twenties and early thirties, I was an avid runner. I trained for several races, and part of my training plan required me to set out my running clothes and shoes and charge my devices (an iPod shuffle back then!) before I went to bed. Once I woke up, I had some coffee, studied the Bible, put on my running gear, and headed out the door. Making a plan once enabled me to simply enact the plan each day. I didn’t have to decide how or when to run. The plan was in place. I just followed the plan.

      That’s the practical approach I want you to take with Bible study. Choose your time and place and study plan now. Gather your supplies, and put them in your designated location. Then simply apply the plan tomorrow. And the day after that. And the day after that. This will go far in establishing a nonnegotiable habit to meet with your Lord each day or night.

      Here are a few practical considerations to help you structure your study time so that you don’t feel overwhelmed each time you open your Bible.

      How Often?

      The blessed, happy man in Psalm 1 delights in God’s word and “meditates” on it “day and night” (Ps. 1:2). While this isn’t a command, it is a principle we would be wise to observe. What brings the man spiritual growth and the ability to say no to sin is his regular, daily exposure to God’s word. His devotion goes beyond simply opening at random and reading. No, he meditates on Scripture, meaning he thinks deeply about it and even repeats it aloud to himself1—daily.

      I like to think about the frequency component of study this way: I need to study God’s word as often as I need him to help and transform me. That’s every single day of my life. So the principle set before us in Psalm 1 is to come to Scripture regularly, daily—really, all the time.

      But keep in mind that a principle isn’t a command. And sometimes life has a way of interrupting our best-laid plans. It’s normal to have days when we miss our study time. Illness, parenting young children, missing an alarm, work crises—these are all ordinary experiences that might force us to miss our study time. I’m a mom to two children who, when they were little, joined my study time on a regular basis or needed me to put down my Bible and hold them instead. I also suffer from some chronic illnesses that make sleeping incredibly hard, and I’ve had seasons when I had to opt for extra rest instead of deep study time.

      I don’t believe God sits in the heavens marking down all the days we missed our study time. Rather, his word describes him as patient, merciful, and compassionate. The key here is to treat the interruptions or derailments as temporary and seasonal and to know that God loves you as much on the days you study as he does on the days you don’t. When you do take time to study, though, you’ll be more certain and aware of his faithful love.

      How Long?

      If you’re new to Bible study, start small. The best way to avoid early burnout is to not start too strong. If you begin a new exercise regimen but start with lifting weights that are too heavy or running too far in the first week, you will likely quit within a couple of days or weeks. Start by spending ten to fifteen minutes in study and prayer. As you study regularly, your desire will deepen, and you’ll find yourself adding to that time. For me, what started as ten minutes a day fifteen years ago eventually grew into an hour each day. As you feed your soul with biblical nourishment, your appetite will grow, and you’ll expand your time with the Lord.

      When?

      The man in Psalm 1 meditated on God’s word day and night. While this implies that the word was on his mind all the time, it can also help us consider different times of the day as options for study time. Some texts refer to seeking God first thing in the morning:

      I rise before dawn and cry for help;

      I hope in your words. (Ps. 119:147)

      And rising very early in the morning, while it was still dark, [Jesus] departed and went out to a desolate place, and there he prayed. (Mark 1:35)

      Other texts, though, speak of seeking God at night:

      My soul will be satisfied . . . 

      when I remember you upon my bed,

      and meditate on you in the watches of the night. (Ps. 63:5–6)

      My soul yearns for you in the night;

      my spirit within me earnestly seeks you. (Isa. 26:9)

      The principle we can gather from texts such as these is that there’s no hard-and-fast rule about when we meet with the Lord. We can study and pray any time of day! The point is that we need to carve out time to study and pray.

      With that in mind, choose the time of day when you can most regularly show up to study. Make that time nonnegotiable. Don’t schedule other things for that time. Most people will find that the first part of the day works best. Your mind is free from other distractions if you meet with the Lord first thing in the morning. Personally, that’s the quietest hour of my day, so I go to bed early and set my alarm for 5:30 a.m. But if you’re a night owl by nature, morning might be your groggiest time of day. Perhaps you need to set aside that last hour before bed. Or if you have a regular lunch hour or your child’s naptime, that might be ideal for study.

      Where?

      Another helpful preparation for study is to make sure you have a space to do it. Find a place in your home or office where you can keep your Bible and notebook. A cozy reading chair or study nook is great but not required. A basket kept near the kitchen table can work just as well. You might have to get creative, but if you designate a space and leave your study tools there, you will find yourself more faithful to your study time than if you’re moving around all the time or looking for your notebook. So find or create your place to study. Put your tools there. Now just be sure to show up!

      What Should I Study?

      Perhaps one of the most intimidating parts of making a Bible study plan is knowing where to start. When it comes to starting any new habit, it’s helpful to give yourself an easy starting point so you don’t get discouraged early on. I suggest beginning with the book of James because it’s short, simple to navigate as a beginner, and easy to understand. The Gospel of John is another good place to start because it’s a good mix of narrative (recounting historical events) and theology (what we believe about God). Or if your pastor has recently started preaching through a book of the Bible, choose that book. You’ll gain so much more from the weekly sermons if you’re studying along during the week.

      What Supplies Do I
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The Gospel Coalition (TGC) exists to renew and unify the
contemporary church in the ancient gospel by declaring,
defending, and applying the good news of Jesus to all of life.

Guided by a Council of more than 40 pastors in the
Reformed tradition, TGC seeks to foster a mighty
movement of spiritual renewal. We want to see God bless
local churches with a gospel-centered ministry that fully
integrates corporate worship, expository preaching, joyful
obedience to God’s Word, effective evangelism, loving
community, and faithful engagement in the world.

Through its women'’s initiatives, TGC aims to equip, connect,
and encourage women’s ministry leaders and women in local
churches globally. We do this through in-person gatherings
and by producing resources including Bible studies, articles,
podcasts, cohorts, books, and curricula. We support the
growth of women in faithfully studying and sharing the
Scriptures, in actively loving and serving the church, and in
spreading the gospel of Jesus Christ in all their callings.

Join us by visiting TGC.org so you can be equipped to love
God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and to love
your neighbor as yourself.
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