
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Simplicity sounds so simple—it isn’t. Solomon said it so well,   
“God made man simple, man’s complex problems are of his own 
devising.” Ecclesiastes 7:29 JB Phillips    
 
Whenever there are priorities to be maintained it seems complexity 
and duplicity invade what we wish would be easy.  Simplicity, this 
discipline is about wise letting go of things that control our lives.   
 
Two big areas that are easy to see are possessions and 
obligations.  These take our time and thought and may so dominate 
our lives that they inhibit our ability to access God. 

“When we are truly in this interior simplicity our whole appearance is 
franker, more natural.  This true simplicity…makes us conscious of a 
certain openness, gentleness, innocence, gaiety, and serenity, which is 
charming when we see it…O, how amiable this simplicity is! Who will give 
it to me? I leave all for this.  It is the Pearl of the Gospel.”                                                             
                 -Francois Fenelon 

sim�plis!dē/noun 
 
:the quality or condition of being easy to understand or do. 

  :the quality or condition of being plain or natural. 
:freedom from pretense or guile  
:the state of being simple, uncomplicated, or uncompounded 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Life Areas for Practicing Simplicity—Obligations 
 

• Family responsibilities-How do we manage in a way that 
fosters simplicity? 

• Work—managing career and job responsibilities so they do 
not consume life but allow simplicity 

• Civic, Church, Community—these are great opportunities to 
contribute but we need to make sure of motives and time 

• Friends—maintaining friendships takes energy and time but 
also they enrich our lives so we must learn balance 

 
Life Areas for Practicing Simplicity—Economics and 
Possessions 

• Making, saving, managing money—How do we engage with 
this massive life need and yet maintain simplicity? 

• Lifestyle—Can we live a more conservative lifestyle so we 
have more to share so simplicity benefits others? 

• More—the challenge of our culture is that we are trained 
and marketed to want more—How can we use Sabbath as 
reminder of limits to our self advancement? 

• De-clutter—Remind yourself that you are not controlled by 
your stuff by giving valuable things away. 

 
 
Ideas for parents to assist children in practicing this discipline    
 
For Younger Kids: 

• Help children reduce clutter and teach how having too many 
possessions can be a burden 

• Get “library cards” so they can check books out rather than 
just buying them 

• As they become involved in activities have a talk about 
which ones they really enjoy and which they are just doing 
to please you or friends—coach on reducing activities 

• Teach recycling 
 
 
 
 



For Older Kids: 
 

• Assist with closet cleanouts. If there are clothes they aren’t 
sure they are ready to let go hang back in closet backwards 
on hanger. If still hung that way in 6 months discuss 

• Create some projects that you can give older kids budgets 
to do project. They are free to spend within budget limits to 
complete project 

• Talk about priorities and how to make seeking God’s 
Kingdom #1 

 
 
Richard Foster shares the importance of not making “Simplicity 
Rules” for ourselves or each other because of the risk of legalistic 
satisfaction while our hearts remain unchanged.  But with that said 
he offers 10 guiding principles for the outward expression of the 
discipline of simplicity: 
  

1. Buy things for their usefulness rather than their status. 
2. Reject anything that is producing an addiction in you 
3. Develop a habit of giving things away 
4. Refuse to be sucked in by the sellers of modern technology 
5. Learn to enjoy things without owning them 
6. Develop a deeper appreciation for the creation  
7. Be skeptical of all buy now pay later schemes 
8. Obey Jesus’ instructions about plain, honest speech 
9. Reject anything that breeds the oppression of others 
10. Shun anything that distracts you from seeking first the 

kingdom of God. 
 
 

You cannot glorify God better 
than by a calm and joyous life. 

                                                                -Charles Spurgeon  



 
 

1. What is the first thing you think of when you hear simplicity? 
 
 
 

2. How is your life not marked by simplicity? 
 
 
 

3. What do you think is the greatest challenge you have to 
practicing the discipline of simplicity? 

 
 
 

4. How have people tried to force you into simplicity? 
 
 
 

5. What would you need to do differently to better “seek first 
the kingdom of God and His righteousness”? 

 
 
 

6. How can you best de-clutter your life? 
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With Christmas behind us and the New Year rushing at us it seems 
fitting that we come to the fifth in our Twelve Months to Grow Series.  
It is amazing how providence works.  When we set up this series we 
just took the 12 classic spiritual disciplines in the outlined order given 
them by Richard Foster, we didn’t purposefully place today’s discipline 
on the calendar for today it just happened to land here.   
 
But how appropriate that following the craziness that accompanies 
those weeks between Thanksgiving and Christmas, with all the wish 
lists and shopping worries and finding just the right gift that we would 
now come to this spiritual discipline of simplicity—uncluttering life! 
 
And then for many years each January we’ve taken most of that month 
to focus on our responsibility as stewards and there really could hardly 
be a better introduction to that grand topic then this discipline of 
simplicity. 
 
Of all twelve of these disciplines to help us grow from shallow, 
artificial, and trivial to deep, real, and profound this may well be one of 
the most challenging because of the culture in which we live.   
 
Today we live in a very cluttered culture.  The essence of success in our 
society today is to move to a world of affluence.  It seems that 
everywhere we look we are bombarded by Madison Avenue telling us 
that we will be better, more complete, happier, healthier if we just 
purchase their product.  And having and holding and possessing things, 
stuff, and really just more of anything has become for too many the 
source of our security.  
 
When you were at the stores at the mall or the big box stores or doing 
your online shopping did Jesus words every just pop into your mind in 
stark contrast to our behaviors—I’m talking about where he says so  
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clearly and so plainly that we’d have a hard time missing the message 
in the simplicity of his speech—“So I tell you, don’t worry about 
everyday life—whether you have enough food, drink and clothes. 
Doesn’t life consist of more that food and clothing.” Matthew 6:25 
 
Really! The Mall is full of shops which are primarily about clothes, and 
then there’s the huge food court and all the restaurants in the outparcels 
surrounding the mall! 
 
In our mail, just as the Christmas shopping was heating up back at 
Thanksgiving, we received in the mail an amazing magazine of adds 
from the Mall at Millennia.  The quality of paper, the design of the 
adds, the products that were offered were a testament to our insane 
attachment to things. 
 
One writer sums it up well: We crave things we neither need nor enjoy.  
We buy things we do not want to impress people we do not like.” 
Celebration of Discipline p. 80 
 
While Jesus uses food and drink and clothes our hunger for more, our 
departure from this discipline of simplicity can be fueled by lust for 
status, position, being noticed.  We can even clog the channels of 
service to others with the static of looking good to those who may see 
our good works. 
 
What does it mean to live within this discipline of simplicity? 
  It can’t mean that it is wrong to have stuff. 
   It must mean more than giving away all of our clothes! 
    It doesn’t mean we must exist on bread and water and that great food 
is somehow wrong. 
      It doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t seek to build a good reputation 
Paul even writes to Timothy about the importance of good reputation 
with unbelievers 
        It can’t mean that it is wrong to have nice things. 
          It isn’t about having no ambition and not wanting to make a 
difference. 
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Simplicity, at its heart is about making first things first.  It is about a 
return to the posture of dependence.  In simplicity we experience a 
reorientation that enables us to enjoy possessions without them 
destroying us. 
 
It makes sense that any discussion of simplicity will bump into 
affluence, riches, possessions, because their very nature is deceptive.  
 
In Matthew 13:22 in the parable of the sower Jesus talked about the 
deceitfulness of riches or wealth. 
 
What is this deceitfulness of riches?  And how does this impact the 
discipline of simplicity? 
 
Riches are deceitful precisely because they lead us to trust in them. 
Jesus didn’t tell the Rich Young Ruler to go sell all his possessions 
because possessions of themselves are inherently evil.  In that 
encounter we are told that the rich young ruler had great possessions 
but the story unfolds to reveal that more significantly the great 
possessions had him! 
 
My Dad used to say you don’t possess things, things possess you. 
 
Building bigger barns is anti faith—because we seek certainty in our 
barns, our stocks, our 401k’s, our investments.  There is the risk that if 
we have put away plenty by our own hand, no faith is needed because 
we are certain and confident and find our comfort in our resources 
rather than the one who provided them. 
 
There is nothing wrong with saving, investing, planning to be able to 
provide for our family and for ourselves.   But when we become 
infected with the idolatry of affluence that greed for more (more stuff, 
more money, more reputation, more of what I collect, more of another 
person, more stimulation, more pleasure, more fun, when we become 
infected with the idolatry of just having MORE) our lives loose the 
God ordained simplicity and life becomes more and more busy and all 
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of our decisions are pushed through the sieve of how will this decision 
get me more. 
 
Maybe this has happened to you.  You feel like you’re being pulled in 
different directions—Jerked back and forth maybe between business or 
career commitments and family responsibilities. 
 
Have you felt that guilt when you are responding to very legitimate 
needs of your children or spouse, that guilt that you are neglecting the 
demands of work.   
 
And then when you are responding to the pressure of the workplace the 
career demands, you have these haunting fears that you are failing 
family! 
 
God never guides us into an intolerable scramble of panting 
feverishness where we are continually plagued by these competing guilt 
producers. 
 
These feelings are a direct result of not practicing the discipline of 
simplicity. 
 
For us to become practioners of simplicity won’t likely mean selling all 
your stuff. It won’t mean going back to driving a horse and buggy.  It 
doesn’t necessarily mean getting rid of your cell phone, but in some 
ways it may be harder than those outward choices. 
 
To embrace this practice is about returning to a posture of dependence. 
And for many of us this really goes against the grain. 
  We want independence. 
   We love to do our own thing. 
     We believe in original thought, ideas, trying new stuff. 
        We love the image of the American cowboy, independent, self-
sustaining. 
         We like to think of ourselves as generative, causal,  



5 
 
            We love the idea of making our own way, pioneering, settling 
hostile territory. 
 
We idolize the Horiato Alger’s story of the young immigrant who 
comes to America with nothing in his pocket and who becomes a huge 
economic success. 
 
So we are challenged to embrace the reality that Jesus calls us to 
become like little children.  We are called to live posture of dependence  
in a spirit of childlike trust.   
 
It is, in many ways, to retrace the steps of the original fall.  What Adam 
and Eve did in eating the forbidden fruit was to say with their actions, 
“We will provide for ourselves.”  How insane!  It is equal to saying we 
will be God. 
 
In the book Freedom of Simplicity these words make a bold 
assumption. 
“We have no independent existence, no self-sustaining ability. All we 
are and all we possess is derived….What we have or ever will have 
comes from his gracious hand….and our value is not tied to wealth, 
status, accomplishments or position—it is rooted in the reality that we 
were created in the image of God.’ That’s the basis of our value.  
 
And so Jesus invites us back to the practice of simplicity which may 
best stated in  Matthew 6:33, the sermon on the mount,  “Don’t get all 
worried and caught up in the complexities and never ending hunger for 
more, (and here it is) But seek first the kingdom of God and His 
righteousness. 
 
The discipline of simplicity is about making first things first. Hear 
again Jesus’ call to simplicity.  He doesn’t use the word but as you hear 
his teaching imagine your life, and it’s move to greater simplicity were 
you to follow his will: 
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“Therefore I tell you,    do not be anxious about your life, what you 
shall eat or what you shall drink, nor about your body, what you shall 
put on.  Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?  
Look at the birds of the air:  they neither sow nor reap nor gather into 
barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you are far more 
valuable to him than they are.  Can all your worries add a single 
moment to your life? Of course not. 
And why do you worry about clothes? Look at the lilies and how they 
grow.  They do not work or make their clothing, yet not even Solomon 
in all his glory was dressed as beautifully as they are.  And if God cares 
so wonderfully for flowers that are here today and gone tomorrow, 
won’t he more surely care for you? You have so little faith! 
So don’t worry about having enough food or drink or clothing.  Why be 
like the pagans who are so deeply concerned about these things? Your 
heavenly father already knows all your needs.  But seek first his 
kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given you 
as well.” 
 
Simplicity is about uncluttering our lives of other “first” things.  
Everything hinges on making first things first.  Even seeking simplicity 
or a simpler life must not come before seeking the kingdom of God. 
 
Seeking God’s Kingdom seeking God’s righteousness as our top 
priority brings us into a wonderful place of contentment. I can let go of 
it all being about me, my performance or my accumulation.  Paul writes 
that Godliness with contentment is great gain.  
 
Seeking God’s kingdom first ordering our lives around that as our top 
priority enables us to live scandalously free from anxiety because our 
God who feeds birds and clothes lilies will care for us. 
 
Here’s the contrast between living with and without the practice of 
simplicity. 
If what we have we believe we have gotten, and 
  If what we have we believe we must hold onto  and 
   If what we have is not available to others, then we live in anxiety.  
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There is no contentment.  JD Rockefeller was once asked, “How much 
money would it take to be really satisfied?” He responded, “Just a little 
bit more.” 
You see 
If what we have we believe we have gotten, and 
  If what we have we believe we must hold onto  and 
   If what we have is not available to others,  THERE’s never enough 
 
But there is a better way.  There is the practiced discipline of 
simplicity, of making first things first. 
 
Under that discipline, 
 
If what we have we receive as a gift and 
  If what we have is to be cared for by God, and 
    If what we have is available to others, then we will possess freedom 
from anxiety as we experience the inward reality of simplicity. 
 
Of course that inward reality needs to leak out into our outward world 
but how that happens will have as many different faces as there are 
people. It is critical that we not lay down laws of simplicity.  That we 
demand that everyone drive a car at least 5 years old, or only wear 
black and white clothes, or any legalistic rules for one another.  
I have a cell phone, I find texting very helpful, and I love that I can 
check my emails in the palm of my hand.  It fascinates me that any 
question topic interest question can be googled from my phone and I 
can access information about anything anywhere anytime. 
 
But because I can doesn’t mean I should.  It may contribute to my 
knowledge but might subtract from my wisdom, and certainly can 
interrupt my pursuit of simplicity.  
 
In his book, The Making of an Ordinary Saint, Nathan Foster writes 
about pursuing the discipline of simplicity by taking a week break from 
his computer, TV, and cell phone. He talks about having to embrace the 
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boredom.  About the fears of people thinking he was ignoring them, of 
worrying about what he was missing.  But after a whole week of setting 
it aside he was amazed at how much of what stacked up in his inbox, 
and calls missed, that after a week were obsolete and hadn’t really 
demanded his attention. 
 
That may be a bit radical. But simplify some area so you can grab a few 
minutes alone in quiet, uninterrupted that you might remember in that 
quietness that all you have you have received as a gift, all you have is 
really cared for by God, and all you have isn’t just for you but is to be 
available to others, and in that recognition you will experience freedom 
from anxiety and the inward reality of simplicity. 
Foster shares Ten guiding principles for an outward expression of 
simplicity. 
 

1. Buy things for their usefulness rather than their status. 
2. Reject anything that is producing an addiction in you 
3. Develop a habit of giving things away 
4. Refuse to be sucked in by the sellers of modern technology 
5. Learn to enjoy things without owning them 
6. Develop a deeper appreciation for the creation  
7. Be skeptical of all buy now pay later schemes 
8. Obey Jesus’ instructions about plain, honest speech 
9. Reject anything that breeds the oppression of others 
10. Shun anything that distracts you from seeking first the kingdom 

of God. 
 
If today you’ve decided that you’d like to practice the discipline of 
simplicity, to make first things first, to live life from a divine center 
rather than self I would encourage you to begin by simply building 
some silent stillness into your routine that you might have opportunity 
to seek first things first. 
 
                                                                                                                                               


