
 

Introduction 
Since I was quite young I have had a commitment to unity. I don’t know exactly how or why this was so 
except I believe it was the work of the Holy Spirit in my life. After teaching for 17 years God called my quite 
dramatically into training to be a pastor and during my training I was appointed Pastor to a  small church at 
St Marys in Western Sydney. This church had been wracked with division and conflict and I was later told 
that before I started at the Church it was informed that if it continued to be disunited it would be closed 
down.  When I started there I found the Church was deeply divided. I remember kneeling down in the central 
aisle of this little Church and pouring out my heart asking for wisdom in handling the difficult issues. God 
answered these prayers dramatically and the church found a new sense of unity and began to grow rapidly. It 
was during this time that I began to seriously study the book of Ephesians and God put on my heart, in a 
deeper way, the importance of unity and of community in his kingdom. As I preached through Paul’s letter to 
the Ephesians the Church grew in unity and in size.  

By this time the church congregation had doubled several times and a vigorous community work had been 
established to reach out into the wider community. I remember saying to the Lord, "This is such a wonderful 
ministry why did you leave me teaching for seventeen years?" He answered that question a few months later 
in October 1974 when he called me to leave the Church I loved and to start the first Christian Community 
School in Sydney. When I asked the Lord for wisdom in developing a philosophy of education for this new 
school he  led me to the principles of growing in community found in Ephesians.  

In 1988, after 13 years as the principal of Christian Community High School, I took long service leave and, 
with my wife, Maryanne, travelled to Europe. Towards the end of the trip we visited Switzerland. As I sat in 
John Calvin’s church I asked the Lord “What went wrong with the Reformation that has left the city of 
Geneva such a godless city after such a wonderful start/” The Lord spoke to me through the words of 
Scripture from Ephesians 4:4-6, 

There is one body and one Spirit-- just as you were called to one hope when you were called--
one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and 
in all. 

I began to understand then the importance of the teaching in Ephesians on unity and growth into Christ that 
is into his Body, his Community. I came to understand more deeply why Jesus prayed in his high priestly 
prayer in the garden, for the people, like us who would later believe on him: 
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"My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their 
message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they 
also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory 
that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be 
brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as 
you have loved me. (John 17:20-23 NIV)   

If his people again discover the unity they have in Christ, we may again see revival and reformation break 
out in our world. This is my prayer. This paper looks at the way that teaching might be used by the Holy 
Spirit to see such transformation. 

Teaching for Transformation 
To speak of teaching for transformation is, to some extent, a contradiction in terms. Only the Holy Spirit can 
transform people and it is not something that the teacher can achieve. It is, nevertheless, a worthy aim to 
hope that  students may transformed. What teachers can do is to seek to encourage and build a learning 
community where students are loved by their teachers and may meet Christ and be transformed by the power 
of his Spirit. If Jesus put an emphasis on community and without doubt did, his followers should do the 
same. If love is the badge of discipleship (John 13:34-35), unity the criterion by which people will know that 
Jesus came from his Father (John 17:23) and forgiveness is an essential quality in all who claim to be God’s 
children (Matthew 18:35): then children from Christian homes need to grow up in a learning community 
marked by love, unity and forgiveness.  

While all teachers should be able to teach students information and skills, the most important changes in the 
students’ lives will come through the attitudes, values and example of their teachers and what they learn 
through the relationships that exist within the learning community. The teachers’ love for their students, the 
influence of a godly community and above all this the work of the Holy Spirit is what will bring about 
change, How can a teacher help to form a godly community? Jesus said that where two or three gather in his 
name, that he is with them (Matthew 18:20). So when teachers come together with Christian students in a 
classroom in the name of Jesus they form a Christian community and can ask for his help in transforming 
students (Matthew 18:19). 

The Change Process 
The romantic view of education encouraged students to become the people they wish to be and while it 
encouraged students to be active learners but it also was likely to lead to self-centred people with little vision 
for making an unselfish contribution to help the whole community. Those who teach with the aim, of the 
effective transmission of information or skill may make them well qualified but they will not change 
students or give them the motive to make a difference. Teachers who aim to help students to develop their 
potential and use their innate gifting might see strong individual growth but this will be unlikely to make the 
sort of change that will impact the student for eternity or their society for good. . Teachers with a vision for 
what their students can become with God’s help, have the potential to make a difference in them. Maryanne 
Frisken, an experienced kindergarten teacher, would often say at the beginning of the year about a 
particularly difficult  and fractious child, , “I don’t know how I’ll help that child” yet by the end of the year 
she would be talking about how lovely and cooperative that same child was. What made the difference? 
God’s power worked a transformation through her love, patience and hope for that child. Christian teachers 
should be aiming for transformation in the lives of their students. This occurs through prayer and reliance on 
the power of the Spirit in the lives of the teacher and students as they love each other. Students are 
transformed as they serve each other, and grow into an encouraging and worshipping community who are 
living for and reflecting God’s glory.  

Wilhoit (2000) presents a rather cognitive, teacher-centred approach that to me seems to have elements of the 
transmissionist and the developmentalist approach. He says, 
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If changing people from the inside out is to be reality and not merely a wish, educators must 
come to their task knowing what they must teach, how it should be taught, and who should 
teach it. The content used by the transformationalist is rich and varied. The transformationalist 
educator affirms the rule of Scripture over the entire educational process and seeks to construct 
a Bible-oriented program which is open to personal experience, rich in worship and reflective of 
his or her own devotional life. Such a program will comprise several major elements: 

 Guidance as to how best to follow Jesus 

 Knowledge of the Scripture and its practical application 

 Knowledge of God and appropriate worship 

 Critical reflection on life. 

Clearly these elements play an important role in seeing students transformed but the work of change will 
depend more on the Holy Spirit than the teacher’s skill and so prayer, humility and a servant heart in the 
teachers demonstrated in their own example in offering their bodies as living sacrifices will be more 
important. Paul, in Romans chapter 12 shows that it is when we operate in community and offer ourselves in 
sacrificial service and use our God-given gifts that transformation will occur.  

People are Transformed 
In his letter to the Romans, the Apostle Paul talks about the need for people to be transformed. This gives us 
some clues about how teachers can teach for transformation. People are transformed by the renewing of their 
minds as they present their bodies to God as living sacrifices and allow his Spirit to transform them: 

Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, 
holy and pleasing to God-this is your spiritual act of worship. Do not conform any longer to the 
pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to 
test and approve what God's will is-his good, pleasing and perfect will. (Romans 12:1-2 NIV) 

In view of God’s mercy 
All of the good things that God does in believers’ lives are done because of his mercy and grace not because 
they are deserving. If teachers want to help to transform lives, they must reflect God’s grace and mercy. If 
Christians were judged by God, according to what they had done, even the best of them would be doomed to 
eternity in hell. But God in his great love and mercy saved believers even when they were sinners (Romans 
5:8). Because he loves his people, he extends his grace and forgiveness to them. In response they have a 
responsibility to offer their bodies as living sacrifices to him. The prophet Micah (6:8) stressed the need for a 
balance between justice, mercy and service in a community. God’s people are to show righteousness, love 
mercy, and walk humbly as they serve God – this is their spiritual worship. Going to Church is only a very 
small part of this service. Spiritual worship is more involved with people’s daily walk with God and their 
sacrificial service to others.  

Offer your bodies as living sacrifices  

Paul tells believers that in view of God’s mercy they should offer their bodies as living sacrifices. This calls 
for a daily giving of themselves to do God’s will. They cannot serve God and at the same time serve money, 
possessions or any other idol. If Christians offer themselves to him in their daily living he will change them. 
The Bible says that the worship God asks for is obedience (1 Samuel 15:22). Christian teachers make a 
serious error when they think that teaching about God and the way of salvation and challenging students to 
make a decision to accept Jesus as their Saviour is enough. But Jesus said the call to discipleship involves a 
sacrifice of one’s personal interest and a willingness to follow him (Matthew 16:24-27). Transformation 
emphasises doing more than knowing.  
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Do not conform to the pattern of this world 
Christians need to be aware of how they can be influenced by what non-Christians think and act and repent 
when they have followed those ways. Paul tells Christians to stop acting in ways that are like those of the 
world’s ways and to “put on” those ways that are Christ-like (Ephesians 4:22-24). 

Be transformed by the renewing of the mind 
Christians need to be transformed by the renewing of their mind. The fact that Paul said that people must 
be transformed shows that this is not something people can do for themselves; rather it is something that 
must be done to them. Christians cannot transform themselves. Their minds are renewed by the power of the 
Holy Spirit when they live in fellowship with him and with each other. Although they don’t do the 
transforming, they are called to be active participants (Philippians 2:1-5). Being an active participant means 
that teachers and students together must learn from God’s Word and about God’s world.  The role of the 
Christian school is to look at society, history and all aspects of God’s world through the lens of God’s truth. 
As believers live and serve obediently in a godly community they will be transformed by the renewing of 
their mind. Paul says that the starting point is in a person’s attitude (Romans 12:3-5). 

The Results of Transformation 
Transformed thinking results in transformed people. If people’s thinking is transformed they are able “to test 
and approve what God's will is” (Romans 12:2). Transformed thinking must result in transformed action. 
God expects Christians to put his Word into action, to know his will and to do it. Notice that people will 
NOT be able to test and approve what God’s will is if they are not transformed. Notice too that God’s will is 
good, it is pleasing and it is perfect for his people. Many people fear God’s will because they do not 
understand the loving heart of their Father God.  

God’s will is done in Christ-centred learning communities where prayer is as natural as breathing; the 
presence of the Lord is recognised and teachers encourage their students “to fan into flame the gift of God” 
(2 Timothy 1:6). As people are transformed they will find that not only do they know his will, but will 
approve it and do it, and find it good, pleasing and perfect. Teachers will find ways of encouraging their 
students to help each other. Even very young children can be “encouragers” and can help each other in their 
lives together. 

Teachers too, should be encouragers and by their example show their students that they can work with other 
teachers and parents in love and unity, which are essential for the Christian life. Unfortunately, some 
teachers and leaders are selfish and unwilling to share their knowledge and skill or what they have been 
taught in case someone else gets more approval than them. This unwillingness is a mark of unspirituality that 
is sometimes found in Christian schools and is reflected in the way teachers keep to themselves. Only true 
discipleship will really make a difference. Jesus prayed for Christians today that they might be one as he was 
one with the Father (John 17:20-21).  

Think of Yourself with Sober Judgment, 
So many problems come from people thinking wrongly about themselves. Some people feel they are more 
important than others and get offended because others do not honour them. When others are recognised some 
people are upset because they feel overlooked. But there is an opposite problem, many Christians think too 
lowly of themselves. All Christians are God’s children. He has given them all gifts that they ought to use. 
Christians should think about themselves with sound judgment and use the gifts he has given them for the 
good of the whole Body without expecting the praise of others (Romans 12:3-5). 

Use Your Gifts to Serve Others  
Transformation does not come through knowledge about but through each person using their gifts to build up 
the body (Romans 12:6-8). It is in cooperative service, undertaken to help others and for God’s glory that 
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change can begin to happen. This is one of the reasons why students who get involved in mission to 
disadvantaged people will often find that their lives are transformed. In self-giving service to others they are 
using their bodies to serve God and making use of their gifts, many of which they only discover in 
undertaking such service.  

Love Is the Key 
Just using our gifts to serve others is insufficient; Paul says service must be motivated by love, 

Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. Be devoted to one another in 
brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves (Romans 12 9-10). 

Love that is sincere is love that is not motivated self interest, Jesus reminded us that  

"If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' love those who love 
them.  And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? Even 
'sinners' do that” (Luke 6:32-33). 

True love hates what is evil but does not give up on those who make mistakes. A godly community is 
devoted to each other in brotherly love and seeks to honour others. 

Be agents of change 
Paul reminds us that spiritual fervour and prayer are keys to transformation. While ever we have a consumer 
way of thinking, we will come to Church for what we receive rather than being motivated by a deep 
spiritual fervour for the Lord and a desire to serve him we will be the Church and work with others for 
change. A key part of this work will be prayer.  

Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.  Be joyful in hope, 
patient in affliction, faithful in prayer (Romans 12:11-12) 

Most Christians say they believe in prayer but act as if they don’t. Teachers sometimes use prayer as little 
more than a religious act or rite. God has given Christians prayer as the most powerful way to impact the 
lives of others. Sometimes a difficult problem with children and their parents can be fixed only through 
earnest prayer. Some teachers only pray when they have tried everything else, as a last resort. Teachers who 
love their students enough to pray for them will be rewarded in making a real difference in their lives. They 
will see transformation taking place in their students’ lives and through them hopefully the transformation of 
society.  

It is not only teacher’s private prayer that is important. Christian teachers should pray with their classes – not 
just first thing in the morning but during the day when difficulties come up. Teachers can also encourage 
students to pray together in small groups both in and out of classroom situations. 

Teachers should also pray with each other regularly, both formally and informally. Having a “prayer buddy” 
can make a big difference to a teacher. Finally remember: 

Pray continually: give thanks in all circumstances for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus (1 
Thessalonians 5:17-18). 

Live in Harmony with One Another 
Paul tells us (Romans 12;16-21) that living in harmony involves  not being proud but being willing to take a 
servant role, not being conceited and filled with our own self importance, not paying others back or taking 
vengeance into our own hands and always seeking to live in peace.  This whole chapter is a challenging call 
to be transformed and have our minds renewed. Paul’s final words in the chapter (Romans 12:21)  sum up all 
he has been saying, 

Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.  
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Transformation in Action 
This paper has looked at biblical teaching on transformation. This last section will consider how this may be 
applied in the classroom. Palmer (2007 page 172) argues that there are four stages in seeing transformation 
in a community occur: 

Stage 1. Isolated individuals make an inward decision to live "divided no more" finding a center 
for their lives outside of institutions. 

Stage 2. These individuals begin to discover one another and form communities of congruence 
that offer mutual support and opportunities to develop a shared vision. 

Stage 3. These communities start going public, learning to convert their private concerns into 
the public issues they are and receiving vital critiques in the process. 

Stage 4. A system of alternative rewards emerges to sustain the movement's vision and to put 
pressure for change on the standard institutional reward system.  

How do these ideas line up with what Paul said in Romans 12?   

Stage 1 

For Paul the starting place is similar to what Parker talks about decision to live “divided no more” finding a 
centre for lives outside of institutions. Paul calls on all disciples to make their lives living sacrifices and to 
find their centre in Jesus Christ. In a school situation, the teacher must first make the commitment not to be 
conformed to the world’s way of thinking but to allow his or her life to be transformed. The transformation is 
not automatic it requires a daily giving. (Luke 9:23 NIV)  Then he said to them all: "If anyone would come 
after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. He said his followers must “seek 
first his kingdom and his righteousness”(Matthew 6:33). 

Without this commitment transformation is unlikely. Transformed teachers will soon affect other teachers 
and the students they teach. 

Stage 2 

Palmer talks of forming communities of congruence by those whose thinking is being transformed.. In the 
school situation this will probably involve two or more teachers getting together to pray together for 
transformation. Paul talks about realizing that we are all one community, one Body (Romans 12:5) :”In 
Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.”  As Christian teachers 
are willing to give up their professional independence and to practice what Paul teaches here then we will see 
circles of trust (Palmer 2004 Chapter 2) or communities of congruence. Perhaps a second phase is when the 
teacher can pray with students. When I was a teacher in Government schools I found that the most 
productive areas of my ministry was working, fellowshipping and praying with students.  

Stage 3 

Going Public is the phrase that Palmer uses for this stage. Paul speaks about the necessity for people to 
maintain their spiritual vitality and their involvement in practical service. In Paul’s thinking transforming a 
community will not come about by what Christian say but by what they do (Romans 12:11-13): 

Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. Be joyful in hope, 
patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.  Share with God's people who are in need. Practice 
hospitality. 

While ever our spirituality is inward looking we may feel blessed but we will not bless others or see change 
happening. There needs to be a commitment to serve, to use gifts for building up the Body and to have a 
genuine concern for those who are lost.  This was what made the early Church so powerful; filled with the 
Holy Spirit they not only spoke fearlessly but the acted fearlessly in meeting the needs of those who were 
hungry, sick or in poverty.  
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Stage 4 

Palmer speaks of an alternative system of rewards. This raises a key question in Christian schools and indeed 
in Christian living. Are we motivated by the rewards of the world around us- good public examination 
marks, good jobs, promotion, good pay, getting a nice home and other material possessions. Those who 
operate from the worlds reward system will never see transformation. This is a real challenge because most 
of our students and their parents will be motivated by such rewards. A transformed community needs other 
rewards. Paul suggest an alternative motivation and way of action which can be summed up by “overcoming 
evil with good” we can only adopt the radical values that Paul suggests in Romans 12:16-21 if we have 
presented our bodies as living sacrifices to the Lord.  

If after all we do in Christian schools we do not see such transformation then we must ask ourselves  the 
question, “Have we been faithful servants of the Lord?”  
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