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THE SEVEN F’S OF FORMATION 

OUTLINE 
 
Step One: Future 
Future is a biblically informed, Spirit-led description of our anticipated future that encompasses 
our identity, calling, and relationships. 
 
Step Two: Form 
Form is the internal and external practices that reshape us into Jesus’ image. 
 
Step Three: Failure 
Failure is the point at which Jesus shows us our resources are insufficient for the task appointed 
to us and how we’ve unknowingly relied on them. 
 
Step Four: Faith 
Faith embraces grace sufficient to empower a new level of surrendered obedience.  
 
Step Five: Fight 
Fight is a shift in perspective and practice that flows from the conviction that Jesus will keep his 
promises to us. 
 
Step Six: Freedom 
Freedom is the maturity to manifest automatically and naturally what was once deliberate. 
 
Step Seven: Fruitfulness 
Fruitfulness is the capacity to carry more kingdom responsibility in humility and faith.  
 

  



STEP ONE: FUTURE 
 
Future is a biblically informed, Spirit-led description of our anticipated future 
that encompasses our identity, calling, and relationships. 
 
The first step in the process of formation is future, which means we go somewhere and gain 
kingdom-gospel territory. Along with Paul, we acknowledge there’s more of God’s power to 
encounter, more opportunity for formation in the process of maturation (Philippians 3:7-15; II 
Peter 1:3-10).  
 
The concept of future is God’s invitation to imagine, wonder, surrender to, and embrace our 
identity, calling, and relationships. It describes our identity or who we’re becoming. It describes 
our kingdom call in terms of biblical fruit, not goals. While future often includes goals, the focus 
isn’t goals. And it describes the relationships we’re committed to develop in the process. 
 
However, we need a target, a specific peak to climb. We don’t want to climb any peak and we 
don't want to climb every peak. We want to climb the peak appointed us to. Imagining and 
describing our future gives us a sense of what peak we’re to climb and whether we’re making 
progress toward it.  
 
Hebrews chapters three and four describe the beautiful tension of our past, anticipated future, 
and present rest-labor. As believers, we’re called to live on the foundation of our past, in the 
present with faith, informed by an open-handed picture of the future. To paint an accurate 
picture of our future, we must know where we’ve been, where God’s hand has touched our life 
and redeemed us for his glory. And we must commit to paint a faithful, informed picture of the 
future, inspired by the Holy Spirit. When we live in the present faithfully, we connect our past 
and future to who we’re becoming today. 
 
Engaging Disciples with Future 
§ Write out a clear statement of your future.  
§ Write out the spiritual and relational fruit you expect to harvest as Jesus changes you. 
§ In writing, identify the spiritual and relational challenges you can expect to face.  
§ In writing, identify the practices necessary for your journey, called a Rule of Life. 
§ In what ways might my surrender open doors to clarity in my identity and calling? 
 
Key Questions 
1. Do you have a written description of the future, tangible and intangible? What is it? 
2. How does your picture of the future consider your identity, calling, and relationships? 
3. Does your picture of the future represent old or new paradigms and hopes? 
4. How is your past informing your picture of the future?  
5. In what practical ways can you expect your picture of the future to reshape your present life? 
6. How is the process of formation reshaping your perception of your future?  



STEP TWO: FORM 
 
Form is the internal and external practices that reshape us into Jesus’ image. 
 
The second step in the process of formation is form. In this step, we commit to specific postures 
and practices that help us rewire our internal and external habits. Most human response and 
action originates in automaticities or the habituated nonconscious inner life. Through internal 
and external form, humans engage Jesus’ invitation to be restored to his image. 
 
Since habits include the nine components of our humanity—thoughts, perceptions, conscience, 
will, attitudes, feelings, desires, motives, and actions—the forms we engage must touch on these 
layers of our person. Change, then, requires that we utilize forms that are comfortable and 
uncomfortable, easy and hard, familiar and unfamiliar. And change requires that we integrate 
forms that touch on the breadth of our human experience, everything associated with the broad 
expanse of our personhood. 
 
Paul’s discussion in Romans chapter six are helpful on this topic. Notice Paul’s use of “mortal 
body” and “members” in Romans 6:12-13. Mortal body refers to our entire humanity, the place 
where God’s Spirit dwells and, at the same time, where sin yet remains and seeks a foothold. 
Members refers to the myriad, interconnected components of our humanity. These are 
employed in the task of righteousness. None are inherently evil. All of them were created and 
gifted to us by the Holy Spirit. Formation, then, is living so these components of our humanity 
are reformed to naturally, automatically display the nature of Jesus.  
 
In a sense, form is the interconnected soft skills of character development, drawing on spiritual 
practices (thematic clusters of disciplines), spiritual disciplines (individual practices), liturgies, 
and rhythms. They’re soft skills because we don’t “do” character. No one does faithfulness. 
Rather, we show up on time, pay our bills on time, perform our responsibilities correctly, and so 
on. A great athlete doesn’t spend the bulk of their time playing the game. Practice doesn’t often 
look like what happens in a game at all. Instead, athletes utilize various techniques, habits, and 
mechanisms to prepare for the game. So, form is mostly the indirect practices by which our 
character is reformed into Jesus’ image.  
 
While form may include goals, its more concerned with the development of habits. That said, it’s 
helpful if the various form we implement conform to the SMAARTER acronym: specific, 
measurable, achievable, accountable, relevant, time-bound, evaluate, and readjust. 
 
Engaging Disciples with Form 
§ Meet with those you walk before you (spiritual authority) and beside you (friendships) and 

share with them your intentions for the year.  
§ Choose two-to-four resources (books, DVD’s, sermons, etc.) to aid you as you pursue change.  



§ Take two hours of solitude and remind yourself what you laid down and, as a result, what 
you’re embracing. Do you see fruitfulness? What themes are you seeing? Where do you 
want to see fruit that’s not growing yet? Use this experience to adjust your trajectory for the 
next three months.  

§ During your devotional time in the Bible, look for ways the Spirit works in those who follow 
and obey Jesus. How might these insights help you embody the change you’re seeking? 

§ As you spend time in devotional solitude, invite the Holy Spirit to show you how to develop a 
life of constant prayer. Throughout the day, learn to pray in short phrases (called “breath 
prayers”) to invite the Spirit to lead you into new expressions of faithfulness and obedience.  

 
Key Questions 
1. What forms have you committed to integrate into your life that address your formation? 
2. What practical resources are you using to help you shape your formation? 
3. Do your forms consider the expanse of your humanity: thoughts, perceptions, conscience, 

will, attitudes, feelings, desires, motives, and actions?  
4. How are these forms different than what you’ve done previously? 
5. What are you discovering about your heart’s desire as you integrate new forms? 
6. Have you leveraged the different forms of spiritual formation: spiritual practices (thematic 

clusters of disciplines), spiritual disciplines (individual practices), liturgies, and rhythms? 
7. Are you discovering the limits of form? What do you think they are? 
 
 
 
  



STEP THREE: FAILURE 
 
Failure is the point at which Jesus shows us our own resources are insufficient 
for the task appointed to us and we’ve unknowingly relied on them. 
 
The third step in the process of formation is failure. In this step, we come to see that we’ve 
unknowingly accessed our own resources to accomplish God’s purposes. Because the change 
process requires change in us before it flows through us, this is where God shows us the change 
he’s working in us can’t take place with yesterday’s grace. As God draws us forward in formation, 
we realize our capacity to harness and respond to grace must be developed in new ways, ways 
we don’t yet see or know.  
 
Our practices don’t work. Spiritual disciplines weary us. Rhythm is empty. Ministry is dry. Fruit is 
elusive. Faithfulness to God’s call is harder. And the deserts are hotter and drier. Different 
seasons of life manifest these patterns in different ways and to different degrees, we confront 
our tendency to misplace what we do with what only God can do.  
 
Each season of life has a cyclical element to it and, in this stage of formation, we confront once 
again the two-sided conundrum of grace and works. Of course, we can verbalize the biblical 
truth that God’s grace is the agency of our fruitfulness. And likely we’ve tasted grace in multiply 
ways and seasons. Yet, each cycle of maturation calls us to revisit the power and promise of 
God’s grace, to relinquish our agenda and surrender reliance on our own resources. 
 
Paul describes this duality in Philippians 2:12-13. Yes, we are to work out our salvation with fear 
and trembling. We’re active agents in God’s change process. Yet, Paul also unequivocally states 
that we’re vessels of God’s gracious work, that his presence empowers our inner (will) and outer 
(do) life to accomplish his purposes. Each season of growth requires a fresh encounter with 
God’s grace and a renewed encounter with our cross (Luke 9:23-27).  
 
It’s important we frame this stage within the overarching, biblical narrative of God’s covenant 
faithfulness and unconditional acceptance. To refer to this stage as failure is not to hurl an 
accusation against others our ourselves. In the Messiah, we’re completely accepted and our 
condemnation has been nailed to the cross (Romans 8:1-39). At the same time, we’re about the 
business of formation, of becoming like the one who saved us in his death and resurrection. The 
process isn’t complete. Failure, then, refers to the ways our flesh is influenced and sometimes 
dominated by sin and death and how God shows us ways we’ve relied on the flesh. This stage 
speaks to the failure of our weak, sinful humanity to accomplish the purposes of God. 
 
As Tim Keller writes, “The gospel is this: We are more sinful and flawed in ourselves than we ever 
dared believe, yet at the very same time we are more loved and accepted in Jesus Christ than we 
ever dared hope.” The failure stage of formation invites us into this experience again and again. 
Rather than resist, deny, and deflect the sinful, flawed manifestations of death in us, we learn to 



embrace this fact without shame, condemnation, or denial.  
 
Engaging Disciples with Failure 
§ In what ways is God revealing things to you about yourself you didn’t know were present? 

o What does this look like in your personal life, character, and behaviors? 
o What does this look like in your relationships?  
o What does this look like in your responsibilities? 

§ When God shows us things about ourselves, it can be painful and difficult. How are you 
handling the pain and difficulty of God’s revelation? To whom are you talking? Are you being 
honest about the pain and difficulty you may be experiencing? 

§ Assess the ways you are or aren’t successful with the practices you’ve chosen to help you. If 
things are going well, continue. If they’re not going well, reassess. 

§ As you meet with who are pouring into you and peers, talk about one area of your spiritual 
growth that might not be comfortable or natural. 

§ As Jesus reveals areas that need change, consider how you’re responding. Are you “trying 
harder” to please him or are you minimizing his instruction to you?  

§ Are your chosen resources helping you? 
§ As you meet with others in a Life Group or leadership, ask them to help you re-narrate your 

story in areas where you might be struggling. 
§ Where is there dissonance between what you say you believe and how you live?  
 
Key Questions 
1. What are some of the challenges and “impossibles” you now face as you pursue formation? 
2. In what ways do you see you’ve been relying on your own resources rather than God’s? 
3. What messes are you trying to clean up too soon? What messes must you clean up now? 
4. What new insights about God’s grace are you discovering as you embrace failure?  
5. Have you discovered ways your old man is influenced and even dominated by sin and death?  
6. In what ways is God revealing things to you about yourself you didn’t know were present?  
7. How are you handling the pain and difficulty of your failure?  
8. Are you being honest about the pain, frustration, and resistance you may be experiencing? 
9. To whom are you talking to about your failure?  
10. Where do you see dissonance between what you say you believe and how you live?  
 
  



STEP FOUR: FAITH 
 
Faith is an embrace of grace sufficient to empower a new level of surrendered 
obedience.  
 
The fourth stage of the process of formation is faith.  
 
When we step into this stage, the small, narrow, insufficient perspectives of Jesus are stretched 
and we now start to see that he’s bigger than what we previously knew. As this happens, we 
begin to experience a depth and breadth of grace we hadn’t previously knew. From this new 
taste of grace, we’re at peace to acknowledge our weak, frail humanity and, at the same time, 
accept the beauty of Jesus’ acceptance and power. We know we’re flawed but this fact no longer 
defines us or, more importantly, our view of God. In the faith stage of formation, God defines us, 
our relationships, and situations more than we define him.  
 
Until we walk through the failure stage and step into the faith stage, our obedience is the basis 
of our acceptance and our labor is the source of our fruitfulness. In the faith stage, we return 
once again to the inconceivable promise that Jesus is the only reason we’re accepted and grace 
is the only source sufficient to accomplish God’s purposes. Certainly, our obedience and service 
matters. But, they aren’t the foundation or source of grace and fruitfulness. To navigate this 
stage is to traverse a new level of trust that’s no longer anxious about what we do or don’t do, 
accomplish or don’t accomplish, or whether we success or fail. Rather, we’ve come to see that 
Jesus death and resurrection are sufficient to accomplish all he’s promised. Our posture, then, is 
to rest, to receive, and to respond as the Spirit leads. 
 
Paul discusses this tension of faith and works in Romans 7:1-25. We do what we don’t want to 
do; we don’t do what we know is right (7:13-20). We know a the law of sin and death is at work 
in us yet we delight in God and his ways, fighting for truth, mercy, and obedience (7:21-23). 
What’s Paul’s solution? He doesn’t try harder. He proclaims, “Thanks be to God through Jesus 
Christ our Lord!” (Romans 7:24,25). Jesus is our hope and, in him, we can trust that grace will 
overtake us and complete the work he started in us (Romans 8:1-4).  
 
It’s important we don’t confuse inspiration with faith. Feeling inspired is not synonymous with 
faith, although sometimes faith feels inspiring. Other times, faith doesn’t feel inspiring at all. It 
feels hard, confusing, and even impossible. God’s call seems so big and his invitations so 
demanding that we’re liable to shrink back in fear and doubt. Faith, however, invites us first into 
a new internal perspective consistent with the blessing and work God has already accomplish in 
us. It’s unwise to pump ourselves with trite truisms designed to hide our doubt. Instead, we 
surrender to God’s grace and receive what we don’t currently have. Cultivating this new 
perspective is so much more than inspiration because it moves us to biblical conviction, the 
place that God’s promise is true despite what our eyes see. And because it’s true, obedience is 
no longer optional.  



 
Key Text: James 2:16-24 
Abraham’s trust was evidenced by his works (sacrificing Isaac), which displayed complete 
allegiance. God’s faithfulness was the basis of Abraham’s. Faith is about complete allegiance, not 
perfection or works. “Works” must be perceived in the light of offering our what’s most valuable 
to us (Abraham offering Isaac); the works in James 2:14-26 are seen through this lens.  
§ There’s a difference between faith and presumption: presumption demands the reward of 

complete allegiance without giving complete allegiance. 
§ There’s a difference between faith and zeal: zeal doesn’t have the character base to fulfill its 

hopes and vision.  
 
Engaging Disciples with Faith 
§ As you progress through this month, consider ways your story is aligning with the gospel’s 

story of redemption, reconciliation, and restoration. Take time to write down the ways you 
can see your story aligning with the gospel’s. And take time to record how it might not be. 

§ Story includes five core elements: Setting, Theme, Plot, Character, and Conflict. When you 
think about these five elements, what one is prominent currently? Do you know why? 

§ What stories from God’s word are most helpful to you right now? And why?  
§ Explore how your life themes and current life are aligned. How are they out of alignment? 

What adjustments might be helpful? 
§ Make time to listen to the story of someone who doesn’t follow Jesus. 
§ As you progress through this month, revisit the many stories that convey the gospel like 

Abraham and Isaac (Genesis 22) and the Exodus (Exodus 1-20). Or, as you invest yourself in 
the Word in other passages, ask the question: am I deepening my trust in Jesus’ death and 
resurrection? How do I know? 

§ As you meet with those who pour into you and your peers, ask them to share ways they’re 
experiencing the gospel.  

§ Take time to share your gospel experience with someone who doesn’t follow Jesus.  
§ The Holy Spirit is God’s promised presence and power—and the seal of Jesus’ new life to us. 

How are you experiencing the new life of Jesus’ resurrection? 
 
Key Questions 
1. In what ways can you see new levels of obedience? Internal? External? 
2. What practical changes do you see in your daily life? 
3. How is your understanding of faith different now that it has been in the past? 
4. How does your new experience of faith help you reframe future, form, and failure? 
5. How is your new experience of faith reshaping your identity and calling?  
6. Are you discovering the difference between faith and inspiration? How is this impacting you? 
7. What fruit do you see from trusting God’s grace (rather than laboring to receive his grace)? 
8. How can you see new ways your story aligns with the gospel story? 
9. Story includes five core elements: Setting, Theme, Plot, Character, and Conflict. When you 

think about these five elements, what one is prominent right now? Do you know why? 
10. What stories from God’s word are most helpful to you right now? And why?   



STEP FIVE: FIGHT 
 
Fight is the shift in perspective and practice convinced Jesus will keep his 
promise. 
 
The fifth step in the process of formation is fight. From the rest and surrender we discover in the 
previous stage, we reengage obedience from new resources of grace. We’re convinced God’s 
promises are true and that he’ll keep them.  
 
Based on the conviction of faith, we engage patterns of obedience and spiritual practices with 
deliberate intention. We regularly choose what is right, good, and true. We set our will to seek 
God’s presence and he meets us. We consciously conform our thoughts to God’s way of seeing 
and thinking. We reject passions inconsistent with God’s nature. Though there are times of 
failure, they no longer debilitate us. Though we miss God’s voice, we know we’re not 
condemned. Though unfaithfulness finds its way into our life, we’re don’t fret. We’re learning to 
fight. Sometimes we win; sometimes we lose. But in the end, grace will complete the work 
started in us (Philippians 1:6).  
 
Paul discusses this pattern of fighting in Ephesians 4:22-24. He calls us to put off the old man—
our sinful identity—with its varied sinful patterns and practices. And he calls us to put on the 
new man—our identity in Jesus—with the patterns and practices of holiness and life. When we 
fight, we wage warfare to align our lifestyle with our identity in Jesus (Ephesians 6:10-17). As we 
fight in faith, trusting Jesus to keep his promises to us, grace-inspired victory invades the domain 
of sin and death.  
 
All this warfare takes place in the realm of our inner and outer habits. We do something: 
mediate, fast, read the word, speaking softly, speak when we might otherwise be silent, tell the 
truth even if it costs us something, forgive, give money sacrificially, pray honestly, train our 
children to clean their room, listen to our spouse’s criticisms, lights candles on Sabbath, show up 
at church when we’re offended, and so on. And then we do it again … and again … and again. 
The more we fight, the more maturity we claim.  
 
Engaging Disciples with Fight 
§ Take an inventory of your patterns and practices. For patterns, ask the question: what do I 

repeatedly do without thinking about it? For practices, ask the question: what ways do I 
behave that get me what I want or take me where I want? 

§ What insights and principles are you discovering about formation? To reinforce what you’re 
learning, share your discoveries with people you’re receiving from and giving to.  

 
Key Questions 
1. What new experiences of authority and power have you tasted? Be specific. 
2. How is your perception of spiritual growth and warfare different now? 



3. How are you learning to put off the old man and put on the new man? 
4. How do you taste God’s grace and acceptance despite areas of continued failure? 
5. What new habits do you see emerging in your life? 
6. What are you discovering about formation? How does this reshape your vision of the future? 
7. What new spiritual resources are you discovered as you practice formation? 
 
  



STEP SIX: FREEDOM 
 
Freedom is the maturity to manifest automatically and naturally what was once 
deliberate. 
 
The sixth step in the process of formation is freedom. As we learn to walk in faith, and from 
growing faith, learn to fight, we will pass into the stage of freedom. Freedom is what takes place 
when our deliberate, consistent efforts move into habit. We’re done enough work and warfare 
to rehabituate our character. No longer do we think about, plan, and choose. Our inner and 
outer person has become new and what was once deliberate is now automatic and natural. Our 
identity in Jesus and our lifestyle has aligned in new ways. We live as we are. To be and to do is 
synonymous to us.  
 
At this stage in our growth, what used to be natural—weakness, failure, sin—is now foreign to 
us. No longer does it make sense to harbor resentment, to gossip, to overeat, to accuse 
someone else. We don’t want to; more, we don’t think about it; and more, it would take work to 
regress to that spiritual and relational paradigm.  
 
Jesus speaks about this stage of development in John 8:31-32. First, we’re called to continue in 
his word, absorbing his nature and instruction as truth and life. And we respond to his word 
through obedience. Second, we become his disciples, those disciplined in his inner and outer 
way of life. Third, we then know the truth, meaning, we’re those who see Jesus as the one in 
whom life and reality are found and experienced. Finally, we’re free because truth sets us free, 
free to be and do what God created us to be and do.  
 
Engaging Disciples with Freedom 
 
Key Questions 
1. Do you have any new inner or outer habits that have developed yet? What are they? 
2. Do you see new ways your identity and character align? What are they? 
3. How are your new freedoms impacting your identity and calling? Relationships? 
4. What new doors have opened because you’re no longer wrestling in this area of your life? 
5. How has your new freedom impacted your intimacy with Jesus?  
6. What new picture of the future is emerging as you walk in new freedom? 
7. How does your new freedom impact your view of form, failure, faith, and fighting? 
 
 
  



STEP SEVEN: FRUITFULNESS 
 
Fruitfulness is the capacity to carry more kingdom responsibility in humility and 
faith, the effect of which is multiplication.  
 
The final step of the process of formation is fruitfulness. While we might conclude that freedom 
is the final stage of formation, Jesus calls us beyond freedom into fruitfulness. When we step 
into fruitfulness, we create, build, and multiply. We joyfully make work for ourselves. We 
embrace responsibility. We expand. We carry more. We plant one seed and harvest a hundred 
fruit. We invest and reap a large return.  
 
In fruitfulness, we invest one and get three, five, or ten (Matthew 25:14-30).  
 
From the beginning, God called humanity to be fruitful and multiply (Genesis 1:26-28). Though 
obscured by brokenness, bondage, and idolatry, humans were created to multiply life. Though 
not all disciples are fruitful to the same degree, and not all disciples are given the same 
capacities, all disciples can multiply kingdom fruit. Some are given one talent, some five, and 
some ten. Fruitfulness isn’t how many talents we’ve been given. Instead, fruitfulness is defined 
by what we do with what we received (Matthew 25:14-30).  
 
When we’ve labored toward fruitfulness, we function in a new sense of authority and power. 
Because Jesus has worked his image into us, we live with the conviction that his authority has, in 
part, been granted to us (Matthew 28:18-20). We have the right to labor and expect fruit. More 
so, we live with the conviction that the Spirit’s power dwells in us. Because it does, we’re 
operate from the conviction that obedience and faithfulness eventually overflow into great 
fruitfulness.  
 
Engaging Disciples with Fruitfulness 
 
Key Questions 
1. In what new ways are you creating, building, and multiplying? 
2. What new work are you pursuing? What new responsibilities do you now carry? 
3. What adjustments are you making to your priorities to account for your new fruitfulness? 
4. What new gospel burdens has God laid on your heart? How are these coming into being? 
5. How is interpersonal and communal accountability helping you taste new fruitfulness? 
6. What mechanisms are in place to ensure you’re not lulled to distraction or faithlessness? 
7. Are you guarding your heart through intimacy with Jesus and personal formation?  
 
 


