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P eople often ask me, “How 
do you actually do the job 
of pioneer church plant-
ing? When a missionary 

arrives on the ground what are they 
actually doing with their time?” This 
is a great question, and it is one that 
must be answered. It is one thing to 
be committed to the idea of church 
planting among the unreached, yet it 
is another to actually know what it is 
that you are doing when you arrive 
in country. 

Unfortunately, there are many 
people who have left their homes 
and traveled far to reach the un-
reached only to discover they were 
not welcomed by the people they 
came to serve, were rejected by the 
community, and now do not know 
what to do with their lives in this 
new and adversarial context. Many 
missionaries have felt the sting of de-
pression as they sit in a foreign land 
discouraged and frustrated with no 
path forward. It is important for me, 
as one who is responsible for prepar-
ing missionary teams to go to the na-
tions, to help missionaries learn how 
to understand the work of pioneer 
church planting. 

There is not a simple formula or 
program that can be employed that 
can reduce pioneer church planting 
into a nice neat system. The world 
is a bit more complicated than that, 
so trying to apply a cookie cutter ap-
proach to church planting will only 
leave the missionary frustrated and 
the unreached potentially inoculated 
to the gospel and hostile to the ef-
forts of the missionary. 

What is needed in the work of 
pioneer church planting among the 



unreached and unengaged are gen-
eral phases that serve as a mindset 
or framework that the missionary 
can use to govern the way they ap-
proach their work. Most of the time, 
a missionary finds themselves mov-
ing at God’s speed and the opportu-
nities that He gives for relationships 
and trust to be developed. We do not 
control this, God does. For that rea-
son, it is important that the mission-
ary be able to assess the real state of 
relationships so that they can move 
at the pace that God is taking their 
work. 

As I have reflected on how God 
has moved in the work in which I 
have participated over the years, I 
have observed the Lord moving me 
through eight different relational 
phases in doing the work of evange-
lism, discipleship, nurturing, plant-
ing, and sending. I view these eight 
phases as phases of relationships 
with people. One of the undeniable 
realities of ministry is that there is 
no way to fulfill the mission to make 
disciples absent of relationships. 
It is a very relational work teach-
ing someone to observe all things 
Christ has commanded. It is not a 
static transaction, but a dynamic re-
lationship requiring discernment to 
understand when someone is weak, 
fainthearted, or rebellious (1 Thessa-
lonians 5:14). It requires understand-
ing of the way people think, how 
they process the world, and how they 
understand God. Relationships do 
not come quickly; they take time. We 
must understand where we are at in 

our relationships with people so that 
we can invest and grow at the pace at 
which God allows us to move. 

When we cross a culture and move 
to a location to bring the good news 
of Christ Jesus to an unreached or 
unengaged people group we must 
take the time to build healthy rela-
tionships with people. These rela-
tionships are where trust forms so 
that we can move from the gospel, 
to maturity in Jesus, to the formation 
of a local indigenous church, to the 
sending of people to repeat this pro-
cess somewhere else. I see this work 
occurring through eight relational 
phases:

Phase 1: Arrival
Showing people you are here and 

you care, and taking the time to serve 
the community by coming alongside 
the people to live in their world and 
to serve them as you do. 

Phase 2: Trust
Building trust between you and 

the people through your actions and 
conversations. 

Phase 3: Spiritual Conversations
Taking the time to understand 

how people process God, religion, 
and spiritual things. 

Phase 4: Gospel Conversations
As the Lord opens doors, sharing 

the whole gospel, taking the time to 
show how Jesus deals with our shame 
and guilt and has overcome the evil 
that is in the world. 
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Phase 5: Nurture
As the Lord provides the converts, 

it is important to nurture the new be-
lievers in what it means to live as a 
follower of Jesus. 

Phase 6: Help
For many converts, following Jesus 

can cause problems in their life. Be-
ing a Christian can cause people to 
be at odds with their family, extend-
ed family, cultures, and even cause 
them to be killed. It is the role of the 
missionary to help people under-
stand how to apply the Bible to the 
complexities of following Jesus. 

Phase 7: Discover
Throughout the discipleship pro-

cess, it is important that the mission-
ary seeks the wisdom of the Lord to 
help converts understand their gifts 
and their role on the work of the gos-
pel and the body of Christ. One of 
the great joys of ministry is helping 
people find their place in the king-
dom. 

Phase 8: Affirm
Once a disciple has discovered 

their gifts it is important that the 
missionary publicly affirm that gift in 
front of all. In many cultures the idea 
of mutual submission and service is 
not accepted. The idea of a church, 
where all serve each other, is novel. 
We must affirm people publicly to 
make a way for people to serve in 
the new community. In addition, we 
also must affirm the leadership in the 
church. As we complete the church 

planting process, we must appoint el-
ders and deacons and give them the 
public affirmation they require.

These eight phases are nothing 
new to the missions world. There are 
many other people who have gone 
before me who have made similar 
observations.1 The distinction of 
these eight phases is that they do not 
measure activity, but relationships. 

Because these are phases of a rela-
tionship, it is possible that the Lord 
can move someone through these 
phases quickly or slowly—that is all 
in the hands of God. It is the role 
and function of the missionary to 
respond to these phases as the Lord 
moves rather than treat this like a 
checklist to be marched through in 
static order. 

In this edition of Ekballo we will 
be unpacking these eight phases with 
the goal of helping you understand 
the work of pioneer church planting. 
It is my prayer and deepest desire 
that this would help you engage and 
enter into the work of the mission-
ary with more focus, and to find your 
place in this mission. It is also my 
heart and desire that this be a guide 
for our prayers for our missionaries 
as they move through these phases. It 
is my heart that you would use this as 
a means of knowing how to pray for 
the development of the depth of re-
lationships with people so that disci-
ples are made, churches are planted, 
and these churches would reproduce 
until the Lord returns.
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T he first two phases of pio-
neering are the most crit-
ical aspects of missionary 
work, and often are the 

most neglected. The platform for 
your ministry is not your desire to 
make disciples, but the life and love 
that you show by living in the same 
world as they do. It is important that 
we view the people we are serving as 
future partners in the mission and 
not as projects. For this reason, it is 

important to break down the arriv-
al into a new community and trust-
building into two separate phases 
to help the missionary understand 
what they are doing upon arrival. 

Phase 1: Arrival
Showing People You 
Are There and That You Care

When missionaries arrive on the 
field, the common impulse is to jump 
into the work of ministry imme-
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diately. Yet, it is important that the 
missionary understands that the first 
days of arrival are very crucial be-
cause they set the tone for the min-
istry going forward. If a missionary 
does not take arrival seriously, then 
they have the potential of undercut-
ting their work in the future. By not 
taking the time to serve a communi-
ty it is easy for the missionary to see 
the people as projects who need to be 
converted rather than people whom 
God has made, placed in this context 
to live, and is calling to be part of this 
glorious mission to make the name 
of Christ known among the nations. 
For this reason, it is important that 
the missionary arrives showing a 
desire to live in the community with 
the people, sharing in their life, and 
serving them in any way that is ap-
propriate—thereby, modeling the 
gospel lived out in their context. 

Phase 2: Trust
Building Trust Through 
Actions and Words

Showing people that you are there 
and that you care, over time, builds 
trust. Ministry grows in the soil of 
trust. I have a good friend and col-
league from the Czech Republic, a 
national ministry leader and church 
planter, who says, “Ministry can 
only move at the speed of trust.”2 I 
agree with this. Once trust is earned, 
doors are opened. Where trust is not 
earned you will never know where 
people are really at with you and 
your ministry. It is natural for all hu-
mans to hide their real selves from 
people they do not trust. Just because 
you moved across an ocean to be a 
missionary does not give you auto-
matic trust. 

On one visit to a tribal communi-
ty I had a conversation with a chief 
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who told me “Our people know how 
to ‘repent.’ Every time missionaries 
come here for outreach events our 
people know how to come forward 
and ‘repent’ to get the free gifts. We 
know how to give them the pic-
tures they need for their letters back 
home.” 

Another factor in building trust 
is that many cultures are indirect 
in their communication. What this 
means is that many people will nev-
er tell you to your face what they re-
ally think or believe. What you will 
hear is what they think you want 
to hear. Therefore, if you are doing 
something that is offensive, there is a 
good chance that person will not tell 
you. So, if they think that you want 
to hear you are making an impact in 
their life, they might tell you that you 
are changing their lives when in re-
ality they are lying to you. Without 

trust, you will never know if they are 
hearing what you are saying. 

It goes without saying that trust 
is important and without it you will 
never know where you are truly 
at with someone. To reiterate this 
point, trust is not given because you 
raised support, went to training, and 
crossed the ocean to come and live 
with them. Trust is earned by living 
with people, serving them, taking the 
time to listen to them, and showing 
them that you are concerned about 
them as people and not just projects. 

If a missionary takes the time to 
build trust, then mission will eventu-
ally occur at an exponential rate. As 
trust is built, ministry happens, and 
as God changes people’s lives, more 
and more ministry will occur. A mis-
sionary who tries for movement and 
growth without trust will forfeit both 
movement and growth in the end.
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p h a s e s  t h r e e  a n d  f o u r

s p i r i t u a l a n d g o s p e l

A s trust is built, one of 
the main relational 
goals of a missionary 
is to understand how 

a person thinks about God, spiritu-
ality, life, death, meaning, etc. The 
reason this is important is that across 
the world there are terms used in 
the Bible that are also used by oth-

er religions. Yet, those religions do 
not mean the same thing a Christian 
means when using these terms. For 
example, if I say, “God created the 
world”, there are many people who 
would affirm that truth yet we would 
not be saying the same thing. There 
are many religions in the world that 
teach that there is a god who creat-
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ed the world, yet their god and our 
God are not the same God. If I do 
not understand this about a person 
I am talking to, then when I share 
truths about God they will use their 
definition of those terms, not the Bi-
ble’s definition. If this happens, what 
you have done without knowing it, 
is participated in syncretism.3 Syn-

cretism is the combining of different 
religious beliefs into one. When this 
occurs, Christianity becomes re-
shaped and reformed into something 
that eventually becomes contrary to 
the Scriptures and the gospel. For 
this reason, after trust is built we 
move into spiritual conversations. 
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Phase 3: Spiritual Conversations 
Understanding How People Process 
God, Religion, and Spiritual Things

To understand this phase we must 
first define what constitutes a spiritu-
al conversation. A spiritual conversa-
tion is a conversation in which you 
have an honest conversation with 
someone through which they share 
their understanding and beliefs 
about all things spiritual. It is a time 
when you, as a missionary, talk about 
what someone believes and conse-
quently how they behave in relation 
to their spiritual worldview. 

One of the benefits of a spiritual 
conversation is that the missionary 
can enter into the belief system so 
that they can eventually bring the 
gospel to the person. If a missionary 
is able to have this kind of conversa-
tion they are on track to do ministry 
in the same manner as the apostle 
Paul as recorded in 1 Corinthians 
9:19-23: “For though I am free from 
all, I have made myself a servant to 
all, that I might win more of them. 
To the Jews I became as a Jew, in or-
der to win Jews. To those under the 
law I became as one under the law 
(though not being myself under the 
law) that I might win those under 
the law. To those outside the law I be-
came as one outside the law (not be-
ing outside the law of God but under 
the law of Christ) that I might win 
those outside the law. To the weak I 
became weak, that I might win the 
weak. I have become all things to all 
people, that by all means I might save 
some. I do it all for the sake of the 
gospel, that I may share with them in 
its blessings.”

It takes an understanding of the 
Jews to become like the Jews, as it 
takes an understanding of those out-
side the law to be outside the law. This 
understanding is not so that Paul can 
change the gospel to fit the audience. 
God forbid! This was done so that 
Paul could present a gospel where 
no added offense would shroud the 
gospel. His heart was to make sure 
that culture did not get in the way of 
the gospel. We share the same heart. 
We want to make sure that we know 
and understand the culture so that 
we can bring the gospel with clarity. 

How do we do this? We look for op-
portunities to ask questions such as:

• Who made man?
• What happens when you die?
• Is there a spirit world and if so 

how does it work?
• What are some of the traditions 

and practices that are important 
to you?

• How do you connect with the 
spirit world?

• Who made the world?
• Who controls the world?
• How does mankind deal with 

their sin, shame, and guilt?
• Where does ultimate power lie?

These types of questions are de-
signed to aid the missionary in un-
derstanding the way people interact 
with the spiritual dimension of life. 
In understanding this dimension, 
the missionary has what it takes to 
comprehend the foundations that 
govern a person’s world and, when 
the Lord opens the door, they can 
frame Scripture and truth to address 
their heart and avoid syncretism. 

It is important for me to restate 
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that this kind of conversation moves 
at the speed of trust. As the Lord 
provides trust, the opportunity to 
address spiritual thoughts and ideas 
opens wider. In the West, it is easy to 
think that you can move to the spir-
itual questions right away because 
we open our hearts a bit faster than 
other cultures. Yet, in many cultures, 
religion and spirituality are private, 
sacred, and even ethnic realities that 
are not open for discussion. Cen-
tral to Christianity is evangelism, so 
reaching out to others is natural. In 
some cultures, religion is tied to their 
ethnic heritage and thus converting 
the nations is not part of the worl-
dview. Therefore, having someone 
come and ask you about what you 
believe and engaging you on this lev-
el is a foreign concept. Therefore, a 
Christian missionary must take the 
time to wait for trust to be built so 
that spiritual conversations can oc-
cur. When they do occur, the great 
thing is, doors open fully. 

As the Lord allows understanding 
to occur on a spiritual level, this will 
lead to an opportunity for the next 
phase: gospel conversations. 

Phase 4: Gospel Conversations
Sharing the Whole Gospel

The gospel is an amazing truth. It 
addresses all areas of human need. It 
addresses the fact that we disobeyed 
the law of God and stand guilty be-
fore Him; stand ashamed before God 
and man and have brought dishonor 
to our creator, family, and commu-
nity; and walked according to the 
power of the air, according to the 
ways of Satan. The gospel declares 

to us that Jesus died on a cross to 
take our punishment and forgive our 
sin and guilt; removed the reproach 
of sin and allows us to stand in the 
presence of God blameless and with 
great joy; and conquered Satan and 
disarmed the rule and authority of 
the evil one.

Our goal is to make sure that we 
share the good news of what Jesus 
has done. All that we do in all of our 
relationship building is to lead to this 
point and then beyond to making a 
disciple of Jesus. In Ephesians 1:10 
we are told that God’s plan of salva-
tion is motivated by His agenda to 
unite all things in Jesus Christ. We 
get the great honor of bringing this 
message to people so that they would 
be brought into Jesus, be part of His 
body, and join a new life and com-
munity in Him. 

As we bring the gospel we focus 
on the three great parts of the gos-
pel that we must proclaim. As you 
look at the previous statements made 
about the gospel you can observe 
that the gospel addresses:

Guilt - It is true that all have sinned 
and stand guilty before God. This is 
the aspect of the gospel message that 
we in the West are the most familiar 
with (Romans 3). Through Jesus we 
have our sins forgiven and our guilt 
removed. 

Shame - The gospel also address-
es shame. Shame was the first expe-
rience that Adam and Eve had after 
they sinned (Genesis 3:7). When 
Adam and Eve were first in the gar-
den the scriptures tell us that they 
were both naked and not ashamed 
(Genesis 2:25). After they sinned, 
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they knew that they were naked. In 
other words, their nakedness was 
now a source of shame before each 
other so they were motivated to cov-
er their bodies with leaves. Right af-
ter they sinned they hid themselves 
from God because they were naked 
(Genesis 3:10). God killed an animal 
to cover their bodies and remove the 
shame they felt toward each other 
(Genesis 3:21). The good news of the 
gospel is that Christ has removed our 
shame (1 Peter 2:6). For many people 
in many parts of the world, this is the 
news they need to hear and under-
stand. 

Power - The gospel is also the good 
news that Jesus has conquered Satan 
(Colossians 2:15). Christ crushed the 
head of the serpent (Genesis 3:15) 
and took away all the power of the 
evil one. For many cultures there is 

a fear of the spirit world. They need 
to know that Jesus has disarmed the 
rulers and authorities and is the one 
who controls all of nature. Mission-
aries get to declare to people who live 
in fear of the spirit world that Jesus 
is the one who controls both nature 
and the spirit world. There is noth-
ing to fear in this world when you are 
united to Jesus. 

The point of this phase is to bring 
the whole gospel to the whole world. 
The gospel is the power of salvation 
(Romans 1:16) and the good news 
that Christ has resolved all the con-
sequences of the fall of mankind. 
When we can take the time to un-
derstand the spiritual mindset of the 
people, we become armed to careful-
ly bring the truth of the gospel to the 
people and see the power of God at 
work saving people for His glory. 
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n u r t u r e a n d h e l p
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A s the missionary arrives in a com-
munity, works to build trust, takes 
advantage of spiritual conversa-
tions, and shares the gospel, one of 

the miracles that God does is save sinners. When 
God saves someone, the missionary is not done. 
The end goal of the mission is not just salvation, 
but a fully formed disciple of Jesus Christ that is 
using their gifts to build up the body of Jesus and 
advance the gospel. This is a tall order and, there-
fore, the next two phases of the pioneering work 
address the first steps in this process. 

Phase 5: Nurture
Discipling People to Follow Jesus 

The reason this phase is called nurturing rather 
than the more traditional word discipleship is be-
cause the word discipleship often carries the no-
tion of a program. Nurturing is not running new 
converts through a spiritual bootcamp or a disci-
pleship program. Instead, it is taking the time to 
care for the young believers, explaining to them 
what it means to love and serve God and to walk 



before Him as an act of worship. It 
is helping these new believers to un-
derstand the Bible and shepherding 
them through the process of think-
ing and acting like a Christian. 

Nurturing is critical to the work of 
disciple-making because it is com-
ing alongside the young believer as 
a guide, answering questions, and 
giving them a platform to learn and 
grow as a follower of Jesus. 

At the heart of the Great Commis-
sion, as recorded in Matthew 28, is 
the notion of teaching a disciple to 
obey everything that Jesus Com-
manded. This is a daunting task, es-
pecially with a convert who is from 
a culture whose values are opposed 
to the Scriptures. Special care and 
concern must be taken to truly help 
these new converts adjust to being 
part of the body of Christ. 

The words of the Apostle Paul to 
the Thessalonians resonates when 
thinking about nurturing: “For we 
never came with words of flattery, 
as you know, nor with a pretext for 
greed—God is witness. Nor did we 
seek glory from people, whether 
from you or from others, though we 
could have made demands as apos-
tles of Christ. But we were gentle 
among you, like a nursing mother 
taking care of her own children. So, 
being affectionately desirous of you, 
we were ready to share with you not 
only the gospel of God but also our 
own selves, because you had become 
very dear to us” (1 Thess. 2:5-8).

When Paul entered Thessalonica 

he did not come seeking glory for 
himself, but instead, came to this 
place and nurtured these people with 
the same heart as a mother who is 
caring for a newborn baby. This im-
age is what we are talking about when 
we speak of nurturing converts. 

The goal of this work is to establish 
the new believer in their understand-
ing of four great, foundational, and 
wonderful truths. From these truths 
stem the rest of the establishing pro-
cess—such as marriage, vocation, 
children, work, etc. The four founda-
tional truths are: 

• The Gospel - All that God has 
done to bring reconciliation to 
His people

• The Church - All those called 
out to be His body

• The Mission - All that we do to 
advance His kingdom

• The Scriptures - All that He 
has revealed to us for life and 
godliness 

When it comes to the Scriptures, we 
must keep in mind that in some con-
texts people do not have the Scrip-
tures translated into their language. 
For others, they might not be a lit-
erate culture and, therefore, do not 
read. In those cases we still teach 
them the Bible, but it would be done 
using an oral approach (which means 
to teach the Scriptures in a narrative 
fashion). Whatever the delivery sys-
tem, grounding the new believer in 
the Word of God is a non-negotiable. 

In the course of nurturing, the new 
believer will no doubt face a very 
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real hardship. For many converts 
to Christianity following Jesus cre-
ates more problems on earth than it 
solves. In other words, for some, fol-
lowing Jesus can cause them to be at 
odds with family, friends, communi-
ties, and even governments. Because 
of this, special care must be taken 
to help the new convert navigate 
through these waters. This leads us to 
the next phase, the phase of helping. 

Phase 6: Helping
Solving Problems that 
Emerge from Following Jesus

One of the most important pas-
sages a missionary must understand 
when entering into helping a new 
believer navigate the cost to follow-
ing Jesus is Mark 13:9-13: “But be 
on your guard. For they will deliver 
you over to councils, and you will be 
beaten in synagogues, and you will 
stand before governors and kings 
for my sake, to bear witness before 
them. And the gospel must first be 
proclaimed to all nations. And when 
they bring you to trial and deliver you 
over, do not be anxious beforehand 
what you are to say, but say whatever 
is given you in that hour, for it is not 
you who speak, but the Holy Spirit. 
And brother will deliver brother over 
to death, and the father his child, and 
children will rise against parents and 
have them put to death. And you will 
be hated by all for my name’s sake. 
But the one who endures to the end 
will be saved.”

For many new converts this pas-

sage defines what it is like to be a 
follower of Jesus. Some pay the cost 
upfront and deal with hostility and 
rejection from day one. It is import-
ant that the missionary take the time 
to help people deal with the potential 
loss of family, friends, jobs, etc. It is 
important that we help people un-
derstand that persecution is part of 
being a follower of Jesus and endur-
ing to the end has great rewards. 

It is critical that the missionary 
have an understanding of pain, suf-
fering, loss, and the kingdom of God. 
As people understand these very im-
portant issues we can shepherd new 
believers through the difficult waters 
of trials and suffering to show them 
that part of the mission is to make 
up what is lacking in Christ’s afflic-
tions (Colossians 1:24). In short, we 
want to tell people that when Christ 
invites us into the mission, we are in-
vited into all of it, both the suffering 
and the glory. We must be ready for 
it all. 

This is the hard part of missions. 
We must show people that the per-
son of Jesus and the glory of heaven 
are far greater than any loss we have 
on this earth. We must stand with 
people in the pain and suffering, 
shouldering some of the weight and 
encouraging them to endure to the 
end. 

When nurturing and helping are 
part of the foundational work of the 
missionary, then the new believer 
has a foundation that will support 
them as they serve Jesus. 
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p h a s e s  s e v e n  a n d  e i g h t

d i s c o v e r a n da f f i r m
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W hen a missionary goes to the field they should 
never go thinking that the people they are serv-
ing are projects. The people we minister to are 
our partners in the mission. As we go out, we are 

gathering more mission partners to exponentially expand the mis-
sion force. One of the great joys of ministry is seeing someone go 
from darkness to light, from being an enemy of God to being used 
by God to advance His kingdom. The work of the missionary is to 
see that believers are not only established but that their gifts are 
identified and that they are able to find their place in the kingdom. 

Our eventual desire is to see a healthy, reproducing, indigenous 
church be established. We seek to train obedience-oriented dis-
ciples who make other disciples in planting indigenous churches 
that are self-led, self-supporting, self-theologizing, and self-repro-
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ducing. How do we get to this step 
in the process? After we arrive, build 
trust, have spiritual conversations, 
share the gospel, nurture, and help 
new believers, we then help people 
discover their gifts and affirm them 
publicly in their role in the local 
church. 

Phase 7: Discover
Helping People Find 
Their Place in the Kingdom

Discipleship is ultimately about 
mission. That statement might seem 
controversial because it could easi-
ly be said that discipleship is about 
worship. In one sense, it is true that 
discipleship should lead people to 
live in a manner that all of life is done 
as worship towards Jesus. But, if you 
drill down, Jesus wanted us to think 
about discipleship in the context of 
obedience. We are to teach people 
to obey all things Jesus commanded 
(Matthew 28:18-20). It is the role of 
the missionary to see people follow 
Jesus, which means they will use 
their gifts, talents, and skills to serve 
the advancement of the mission. 
Ephesians 2:8-10 says that God not 
only saves us by grace through faith, 
but also that we are God’s workman-
ship, created in Christ Jesus for good 
works, that God prepared before-
hand, before the foundation of the 
world. God has saved us for works. 
As the Apostle Paul will say in chap-
ter 4 of Ephesians, the church is to 
be equipped for the work of service; 
ministry to the body of Christ. 

With this as an understanding, 
discipleship is about helping people 
find their place in the kingdom. Our 

mission is not done when we have a 
convert walking with the Lord - our 
goal is to help them serve the Lord by 
using all that God has given them for 
kingdom work. 

How do we do this? How do we 
help people find their place in the 
kingdom? The key to this kind of 
work is observation and equipping. 

Observation: to observe is to watch 
a person’s life to see what gifts and 
talents emerge. If people in the com-
munity are following them, then they 
might have leadership skills. If they 
seem to do well teaching and people 
go to them for understanding, then 
they might be a teacher. This is not 
difficult, but it does take time and pa-
tience. It is the fruit of a relationship 
built on time and trust. 

As we observe people we can share 
what we have witnessed in them and 
open up a dialog with the person. In 
this dialog, we hear their responses 
to our observations and see if they 
have any other latent gifts that they 
might have identified. In the course 
of this kind of interactive shepherd-
ing, we can come alongside them to 
help them discover their gifts. 

Along with observation, there is 
something else that we must do to 
help them discover their gifts, which 
is, equipping. 

Equipping: to equip means to give 
formal training on understanding 
their gifts and how they are used in 
the kingdom of God. It is important 
that we help the believer understand 
what leadership looks like in the 
kingdom of God. We must also show 
them what the Scriptures say about 
their gifts. Giving people an under-
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standing of how to use their gifts for 
God’s glory will help the convert be 
productive with their lives. 

We cannot assume that people will 
use their gifts and talents in a man-
ner that will be consistent with the 
gospel without help. The ethic of the 
gospel is counter to the ethic of the 
world. It takes time to understand 
this as a believer living in a culture 
where the ethic is in contradiction to 
the Scriptures. For example, leader-
ship in the world is marked by pride 
and honor, while in the church it is 
marked by humility and service. In 
the world, people use their talents as 
a point of comparison with others, 
while in the church we see all gifts 
and talents as necessary and useful 
for the building up of the body of 
Christ.

The role of the missionary is to 
help someone discover their gifts 
and talents and then help them to 
use their gifts for the advancement of 
the kingdom in accordance with the 
Scriptures.  

Once a gift has been discovered 
and cultivated, it is important that 
the missionary do the final step in 
our process, affirmation. 

Phase 8: Affirm
Publicly Affirming the Ministry

There are two aspects of the affir-
mation process that are important 
for the missionary to do. One is to 
affirm all people in their gifts public-
ly. The other is to affirm the next gen-
eration of shepherds for the church. 

Affirmation of Everyone: In a new 
Christian community, the idea of 
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people serving one another and us-
ing their gifts to build each other up 
can be a new concept. In many cul-
tures, the idea of mutual submission 
(Ephesians 5:20) is not a common 
ethic. It is important that as people 
emerge in their gifts that the mis-
sionary publicly identify the gifts to 
allow people to have a place of ser-
vice. We must make room for peo-
ple so that they can serve and work. 
Some cultures will not make room 
for people so we must, as mission-
aries, lovingly help people find their 
space. We do this by affirming some-
one in their gifts.  

For example, to honor a young 
man who has a teaching gift by giv-
ing him a platform to teach is so 
crucial to his development and to 
the mindset of the church. This will 
allow you, as the missionary, to give 
someone space to operate. 

One practice I like to have is to 
take some of the believers who have 
a teaching gift, and train them to 
teach through a book of the Bible. 
Then, I schedule a Bible study and 
announce that I will not be teach-
ing but the young man I trained will 

be. When the study begins, I leave 
the room, leaving him to teach the 
study. Because the teacher has been 
trained, I am confident that they will 
do well. Even if they do not, we will 
debrief after the study to talk about 
what happened. This introduces the 
notion of the body building itself up 
in love and helps train people to use 
their gifts to serve each other. It takes 
time for this kind of culture to be de-
veloped. 

From personal experience, it can 
take a while for this to become the 
norm, but when it does, it unleashes 
a church. 

Yet, there is one more aspect of 
affirmation—the affirmation of the 
next generation of leaders. 

Affirmation of the Next Generation 
of Shepherds: As the church body be-
gins to grow in love for each other, 
the Lord will raise up leaders, (elders, 
deacons, pastors, evangelists, etc). As 
these gifts emerge, it is important 
that the missionary helps the body 
affirm and appoint the leadership. 
1 and 2 Timothy and Titus unpack 
what is required for these gifts. This 
work involves helping the church 
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identify the men who fit the biblical 
qualification and are ready and pre-
pared for this important work. 

It is important that the missionary 
take the time to read through the 
Pastoral Epistles to understand what 
it means to prepare and affirm peo-
ple for this work. There is much writ-
ten about this process that is bigger 
than the scope of this article. My fo-
cus here is to make sure that the mis-
sionary recognizes the need to affirm 
the next generation of leadership to 
help cultivate a culture of leadership 
development in the church.  

I know of one church I worked 
with that was planted in a former 
communist country that decided to 
make this their culture. Several years 
ago, the current elders that have been 
serving in this role since the fall of 
communism, invested into the lives 
of their next generation of leaders. 
Then they gathered the new leaders, 
encircled themselves around them, 
and laid hands on them. This was 
a moment where the culture of this 
church was set—it is important to 
be equipping and affirming the next 
generation of leaders. The whole 

body witnessed the existing 
leaders affirming another 
generation of leaders. It was 
powerful!

When the missionary fo-
cuses on this work, they are 
reaching the final stages of 
the church planting work 
and should be preparing a 
team to move on to repro-
duce this work in another 
location. As we leave the 
church with healthy leader-
ship we are supporting the 
longevity of the church. 

Discovering and Af-
firming are essential to the 
mission. They are the keys 
to completing the process 
of the development of a 
healthy, reproducing, indig-
enous church. 

Part of the mission of To 
Every Tribe is to send out 
“missionary teams to plant 
churches among the un-
reached,” and so we take se-
riously this work. May God 
find us faithful as we do.  n
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