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Synopsis: Transformation is the process of becoming more like Christ, as individuals and as his body.  

An individual disciple is one who is engaged in the transformational cycle of knowing and experiencing Jesus more deeply 
(learner), discerning his will more clearly, obeying him more thoroughly (follower), and reflecting on this process and 
sharing within one’s community of faith. This cycle spins off increasing stories and evidence of faith, hope and love.  

When two or more disciples engage in this transformational cycle together, the body of Christ, the church, begins to 
function, advancing the Kingdom of God. The body matures as all are equipped for service, exercising the gifts given to 
the body by Jesus: apostolic, prophetic, evangelistic, shepherding, and teaching. 

 As the body matures and grows there is increasing opportunity for cultural awareness and an understanding of how to 
maximize positive aspects of the culture and minimize the negative ones.  

 

Transformational Cycle  

Transformational Cycle: Knowing and Experiencing Jesus 

To know Jesus or to know God differs significantly from knowing about Jesus or knowing about God. One can know a 
great deal about the Queen of England or the President of the United States without actually knowing them.  

On his last evening together with his disciples, Jesus said, “Now this is eternal life, that they [his disciples] might know 
you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent (Jn 17:3).” This “knowing” is not mental assent to facts 
about God or about Jesus, but knowing Jesus as a person, the third person of the Trinity. In Matthew’s gospel he says, 
“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, 
for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls (Mt 28-30).” The Bible is full of stories of people 
who came to know God and their lives were irrevocably changed and transformed.  

Throughout the history of Jesus’ work in the world, the way that disciples learn from him, and come to know him, has 
been through the practice of the spiritual disciplines that Jesus himself used, appropriately applied. These historic 
practices are how Jesus learned from his Father and carried out his will, and they are also how we learn Jesus (Eph 5:20-
21)) or grow to know him. These core disciplines include silence, solitude, fasting, prayer, listening, study, meditation, 
memorization, etc.  

When households or larger groups exercise these spiritual disciplines together, they begin to function as the body of Christ. 
Many churches emphasize only two or three of these disciplines, effectively reducing them to a) public worship through 
singing and b) preaching.  

Some key resources for knowing Jesus include J.I. Packer’s book, Knowing God; Richard Foster, Celebrating Discipline; 
Dallas Willard, Spirit of the Disciplines; and Ruth Haley Barton, Sacred Rhythms.  

 

Transformational Cycle: Discerning His Will 

To know Jesus, however, is not enough. Knowing him leads to understanding what he wants us to do.  

Paul reminds us in Ephesians not to be “foolish, but to understand the will of the Lord is (Eph 5:17).” He prays for the 
Colossians that God would “fill you [them] with the knowledge of his will through all the wisdom and understanding that 
the Spirit gives (Col 1:9).” Jesus prayed, “not my will, but thine be done,” when he was in the garden the night before he 
died. He taught his disciples to pray essentially the same prayer in the Lord’s prayer.  

The Bible is also full of stories of people who did what God told them to do. The famous “hall of faith” in Chapter 11 of 
Hebrews is about such people. Their faith was revealed because they obeyed and acted on what they were told. The book 
of Acts has story after story of acts of obedience led by the will of Jesus.  

Discernment involves submitting our will to his, just as Jesus submitted his will to the Father. When we do that, we take 
the first step towards listening to what he wants us to do. We may think of the word “conviction” as being the voice of 
the Spirit telling us not to do something, or of telling us when we have done something we ought not to have done. The 
same Spirit can speak to us about what we should do; what Jesus wants us to do.  



The will of God includes the “general” will of God, such as loving one’s neighbor, keeping the moral law, etc., but it also 
includes the “specific” will of God, which can be described as the specific nudges of the Holy Spirit to do something 
unique. The general will of God tells me to love my neighbor; the specific will of God might be, “Call up Mary,” or “Send a 
card to Joe,” or “Forgive Jim who offended you last week.”  

When the community of faith begins to discern the will of God together, then the body begins to function as the powerful 
entity that God created to live for his Kingdom in a broken and dying world. Instead of “Robert’s Rules of Order,” which 
presumes that a 51% vote can determine the will of God, Jesus himself begins to direct the work of the whole community 
of faith.  

The book, Pursuing God’s Will Together, by Ruth Haley Barton, is one of the first books that helps a group learn to discern 
God’s will in order to accomplish his work in the world.  

 

Transformational Cycle: Obeying Jesus 

To know what Jesus wants us to do does not lead to transformation unless we actually do what he says. Obedience is 
required, not to earn our salvation, but to follow him as his disciples, carrying out his will through action. As Dallas Willard 
says, through our obedience, God extends his Kingdom into whatever sphere of influence he has given us.  

When we are saved and regenerated by the Holy Spirit, repenting of our sins, we have taken the first step of obedience. 
But it is only the first step of many that must continue for a lifetime.  

Luke 12 records the story of Jesus’ mother and brothers who traveled from Nazareth to Capernaum to try and stop Jesus 
from carrying out his ministry. They thought he had lost his mind. When someone tells him they are outside, wanting to 
talk to him, he points to his disciples and says, “Everyone who does the will of my Father in heaven is my mother and 
brother and sister.” Without obedience to the will of Jesus (who also does the will of the Father) we are not disciples and 
we do not experience spiritual transformation.  

Earlier in Luke 6 he challenges those listening to him and says, “Why do you call me Lord, Lord, and do not do what I say?” 
Or a similar teaching in Matthew 7, “Not everyone who calls me ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only 
he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.” 

In the parables of the Kingdom in Matthew 13, the disciples ask Jesus why he is using parables, and he responds by 
referring six time to sight, hearing, and heart understanding. The key verse appears to be, “Otherwise they might see with 
their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts, and turn, and I would heal them.” Without obedience, we 
grow blind, deaf, and hard of heart. With obedience, we gain clearer vision, better hearing, and softness of heart. We 
become one or the other on a daily basis.  

When the household or the community of faith exercise obedience together, then they experience the power of God 
flowing through them to carry out his will in the world. (Eph 1 & 2) The body of Christ actually carries out the will of the 
Father under the headship of Christ and extends the Kingdom of God.  

 

Transformational Cycle: Sharing and Reflecting 

In this part of the cycle disciples tell their stories of walking with Jesus through the cycle. They think through what has 
recently happened, evaluate the results of their obedience or disobedience and talk about how they are learning to know 
Jesus better.  

When we share our own stories of transformation, we “spur one another on to love and good deeds.” (Hebrews 10:24). 
Many of the “one another” statements occur in this part of the transformational cycle: Teach one another. (Colossians 
3:16) Comfort one another. (1 Thessalonians 4:18) Encourage one another. (1 Thessalonians 5:11) Exhort one another. 
(Hebrews 3:13) 

This part of the transformational cycle is where disciples come alongside one another and the process of making disciples 
takes hold. Jesus came alongside the two disciples on the road to Emmaus and they reflected together on the meaning of 
Scripture (know), the events of the last few days and their actions during that time. He helped them understand and be 
transformed. 

Transformational Cycle: Summary 

As soon as two or more disciples begin to travel around the transformational cycle together, the body of Christ begins to 
develop and the love of Jesus is “spun out” into the community. Individuals, households and communities of faith grow in 
faith, hope and love.  



The enemy of our souls will attempt to impede any individual or group in moving to the next stage of this cycle.  

Note: A person may enter the transformational cycle at any point in the cycle.  

 

Five-fold Ministry Gifts: Apostol, Prophet, Evangelist, Shepherd, Teacher 

Every disciple of Jesus is gifted by the Holy Spirit to serve, to love, to bless. The five-fold functions represent multiple ways 
in which each disciple can be formed and then involved in the maturing, transformational growth of the body. The 
presence of these five-fold functions positively affect each individual’s wholistic transformation.  

Gifts are given by the Holy Spirit in order for the body to be fully functional. These five are all spiritual ministry gifts that 
help others in their growth in the transformational cycle. Many of the other gifts listed in Romans and Corinthians are 
related to these five in one way or another.  

The following definitions are borrowed from Alan Hirsch: 

Apostles extend the gospel.  

As the “sent ones,” they ensure that the faith is transmitted from one context to another and from one generation to the 
next. They are always thinking about the future, bridging barriers, establishing the church in new contexts, developing 
leaders, networking trans-locally.  

Prophets know God's will.  

They are particularly attuned to God and his truth for today. They bring correction and challenge the dominant 
assumptions we inherit from the culture. They insist that the community obey what God has commanded. They question 
the status quo.  

Evangelists recruit.  

These infectious communicators of the gospel message recruit others to the cause. They call for a personal response to 
God's redemption in Christ, and also draw believers to engage the wider mission, growing the church.  

Shepherds nurture and protect.  

Caregivers of the community, they focus on the protection and spiritual maturity of God's flock, cultivating a loving and 
spiritually mature network of relationships, making and developing disciples.  

Teachers understand and explain.  

Communicators of God's truth and wisdom, they help others remain biblically grounded to better discern God's will, 
guiding others toward wisdom, helping the community remain faithful to Christ's word, and constructing a transferable 
doctrine.  

 

Leadership  

"Good leaders are fervent disciples of Jesus Christ, gifted by the Holy Spirit, with a passion to bring glory to God. They use 
their gift of leadership by taking initiative to focus, harmonize and enhance the gifts of others for the sake of developing 
people and cultivating the kingdom of God.” (p171 Plueddemann, Leading Across Cultures.) 

This definition is thoroughly discussed in Plueddemann’s book, and it is a definition that works across cultures.  

Leaders must always remember that Jesus is the Leader of his church, as well as Lord and King. They must increase in 
humility as they grow in capacity for ministry.  

Leaders exegete culture: Affirming, redeeming, transforming culture.  

In order to “focus, harmonize and enhance the gifts of others” leaders need to correctly exegete not only the word, but 
also the world in which the body of Christ functions. This requires an understanding of culture and the various ways in 
which culture reflects the image of God and the ways in which it also reflects the fallen nature of man.  

At the end of Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians he brings up the subject of spiritual warfare and refers to “world forces of 
darkness and spiritual forces of wickedness.” World forces of darkness are the patterns within cultures of the world that 
are contrary to the glory of God and to the work of the Kingdom.   



When leaders identify cultural patterns that reflect the image of God and which are consistent with the Word of God, 
they amplify and use those patterns for the good of the body. Conversely, when they identify cultural patterns which are 
detrimental to the body, they develop responses which resist and diminish the influence of culture.  

The metaphor of slider switches in the book, Making Disciples Across Culture, is useful in this process. Leaders can discern 
which group of slider switches are causing the body to lose effectiveness and need to be adjusted.  

There are several books from IVPress which treat these cultural variables: Teaching Across Cultures, and Leading Across 
Cultures by Jim Plueddemann, Making Disciples Across Cultures, by Charles Davis, Cross-cultural Communication, and 
Cross-cultural Conflict by Duane Elmer.  

 

Definitions 

Within this document the term “body of Christ” refers to the organic, spiritual/relational entity of disciples connected by 
the power of Christ to carry out his will in the world, extending his Kingdom. In this document the word “church” refers to 
the traditional, institutional entity. These are not necessarily in conflict, but they are not the same. Hopefully, in every 
“church” the “body of Christ” is able to function.  

• “There is one body” (Eph 4). This “one body” operates in many forms and places as the “dwelling place God in the 
Spirit.” This body should be able to gather, connect and interact as the ekklesia, regardless of institutional church 
affiliation. In contrast, the term “local church” often implies that each local church is distinct and disconnected from 
others.  

• Culture is a combination of patterns that include products, behaviors, cognitive assumptions, affective assumptions 
and value assumptions. Positive patterns are those that reflect the image of God in individuals and in the community. 
The fallen patterns are the “world forces of darkness,” sustained by the “spiritual forces of wickedness.” (Eph 6) 

• This document uses a “centered set” definition for the word “disciple.” Anyone who is learning from Jesus, discerning 
his will, obeying, and reflecting on the process is his disciple. By the same token, anyone who is not learning from 
Jesus, discerning his will, obeying or sharing is not his disciple.  

 

Values underneath the transformational cycle 

• Jesus is King. He is in charge. He knows what to do. He leads disciples in making disciples. He is the head of the body, 
and he is the King whom we are sworn to learn from, obey, and serve as his disciples.  

• Jesus is the Living Word—as John say, the Logos that has come from heaven (Jn 1:14). Although he most often speaks 
to us through the written Word, he also uses circumstances, people, emotions, and other ways to communicate with 
us. what we hear through these other means must be in alignment with his written Word. As “learners,” we need to 
develop eyes that see, ears that hear, hearts that understand (Matt 13).  

• The Father, through Jesus, “gives us” the people with whom he wants us to work in making disciples. These people 
are often not the ones that we might choose ourselves. (John 17: 2,6)   

• Creativity runs through everything with which Jesus is involved. The work of the Holy Spirit is unique with every 
person and every “dwelling place of God in the Spirit.” He rarely does the same thing twice, just as he doesn’t create 
two humans who look exactly alike or have the same DNA. No matter the context or culture, the Holy Spirit can guide 
towards the next right step towards making disciples of Jesus.  

• The most powerful entity on the planet is the body of Christ, following the will of Christ, in the power of Christ—as 
long as it is working together in unity under the head, who is Christ. (Eph 1) By definition, any group not connected to 
Christ, discerning his will and taking instruction from him, is not part of the body.  

• Our identity is not found in what we accomplish (meritocracy), but who we are: disciples who together learn from 
Jesus, do what he tells us, and bear fruit for the Kingdom.  

• The fundamental unit of the body of Christ is the household. Equipping and empowering parents, and particularly the 
fathers to be spiritual leaders of their households is the primary building block for making disciples. All members of a 
household, especially the children, can learn from Jesus, discern his will, obey Jesus, and bear the fruit of that 
obedience in love. The role of parents is not only to teach the Bible but more importantly to lead the children in 
learning, discerning, following and loving like Jesus. All those who find themselves living alone (singles, widowed, 
divorced, orphaned) and who desire to live in community should find wide open doors into households of faith.   



• In the body of Christ, the best leaders can be identified by recognizing the best followers. A leader’s function may be 
to lead, but his or her identity remains that of follower of Jesus.  

• The body of Christ does not require buildings, programs, and budgets to exist. It can function equally well in the 
marketplace, the rural town center or any urban high-rise where two or more disciples gather in his name.  

 
Problems the transformational cycle addresses: 

• Western, institutional models of church and church planting have become largely infertile and are in long-term 
decline. (Patrick Johnstone, The Future of the Global Church) The worldview combination of self-actualization and 
meritocracy continually growing within Western culture have driven many in ministry to achieve personal success 
through “budgets, buildings and butts,” leaving many potential disciples more disconnected from the body than ever 
before.  

• Kenyan leader, Duncan Olumbe, has said: “To the extent that churches in the global South have adopted Western, 
institutional patterns, their collapse will be much more precipitous.” Or, as one TEAM missionary has put it, “We have 
planted congregations, rather than making disciples.” Sooner or later the emptiness will become apparent, and when 
it does, the entire organizational apparatus will fail.  

• The funding model for mission agencies has broken. Church donations and investment income have diminished 
consistent with the decline of the Western church. Increased growth in income for agencies can only come from 
more individuals in the organization. In the drive to get more people, missionaries are being sent with less 
preparation than before, and in the process the spiritual nature of “calling” is minimized or neglected altogether. We 
expect people to go and make disciples who have not first learned to be disciples themselves.  

• We live in an era of “methodological mix ‘n match” that is spiritually bankrupt.   

o Methods, methods, methods. Usually someone develops a new method because they are desperate for 
some kind of progress, and so they look to God for what to do. God graciously answers them, and they are 
able to make disciples effectively. The next person hears about their success and tries to imitate that 
method, rather than going to God and asking what to do.  

o Mass production motives. Many of our methods come from the desire to mass produce disciples, like an 
assembly line But God never makes disciples that way. He is always uniquely involved, knowing exactly the 
right moment and circumstances for each individual.  

o Pragmatism. Often our desire to find the next and greatest method is to find “what works,” inadvertently 
inserting pragmatism as the means of discovering God’s will and work in the world. Often, doing God’s will 
does not appear to “work” from a human perspective, but it does produce fruit in the long run.  

• God is always pruning and creating; we rarely want either. Scott Bessenecker in his book, Overturning Tables, has 
aptly pointed out that the Western models of church and mission have been trapped within a corporate institutional 
model. These models may give longevity to an organization but cannot produce continual fruitfulness.  

 

Inbuilt Tension in the Five-fold Ministry: 

APOSTLES extend the gospel.  

As the “sent ones,” they ensure that the faith is transmitted from one context to another and from one generation to the 
next. They are always thinking about the future, bridging barriers, establishing the church in new contexts, developing 
leaders, networking trans-locally. Yes, if you focus solely on initiating new ideas and rapid expansion, you can leave people 
and organizations wounded. The shepherding and teaching functions are needed to ensure people are cared for rather 
than simply used. 

PROPHETS know God's will.  

They are particularly attuned to God and his truth for today. They bring correction and challenge the dominant 
assumptions we inherit from the culture. They insist that the community obey what God has commanded. They question 
the status quo. Without the other types of leaders in place, prophets can become belligerent activists or, paradoxically, 
disengage from the imperfection of reality and become other-worldly. 

 

 



EVANGELISTS recruit.  

These infectious communicators of the gospel message recruit others to the cause. They call for a personal response to 
God's redemption in Christ, and also draw believers to engage the wider mission, growing the church. Evangelists can be 
so focused on reaching those outside the church that maturing and strengthening those inside is neglected. 

SHEPHERDS nurture and protect.  

Caregivers of the community, they focus on the protection and spiritual maturity of God's flock, cultivating a loving and 
spiritually mature network of relationships, making and developing disciples. Shepherds can value stability to the 
detriment of the mission. They may also foster an unhealthy dependence between the church and themselves. 

TEACHERS understand and explain.  

Communicators of God's truth and wisdom, they help others remain biblically grounded to better discern God's will, 
guiding others toward wisdom, helping the community remain faithful to Christ's word, and constructing a transferable 
doctrine. Without the input of the other functions, teachers can fall into dogmatism or dry intellectualism. They may fail to 
see the personal or missional aspects of the church's ministry. 

 
 
 
 
For more information write Charles Davis at sliderswitches@gmail.com. 
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