
White Paper 2014 Transformational Discipleship Process 

A small group  
inner-life  

discipleship  
process that  

produces  
life-transformation 

When life is kind and we are experiencing little stress or pain, most of us are 
the “good Christians” we long to be. When life is good and the road is 
smooth, our ability to love others and God comes easily. Our inner life feels 
peaceful and we have time to reflect and intentionally choose our actions, 
thoughts, and words. We tend to be better communicators, with space and 
energy to invest people we love and all that matters most to us. 

However, when life is unkind and we experience times of long-term stress 
and pain, a new set of inner life and relational dynamics emerges. For most 
of us, when we experience relational, physical, emotional, and/or spiritual 
pain, our ability to love and be others-focused is greatly diminished. Our in-
ner life feels like it is in turmoil, or even complete chaos. The depth of our 
Christianity and our true character begins to reveal itself during life’s daily 
trials; it’s a prominent New Testament theme. 

Biblical Christianity should be a powerful, paradigm-shifting, mind-blowing, 
and life-transforming experience! A Christian should not thirst as the world 
does. Unfortunately, many of us experience a different dynamic. Statistically, 
Christians appear little different than non-Christians: we continue to suffer 

You desire to deepen your relationship with God. 

You feel your relationship with God is cold and mechanical. 

You feel stuck — spiritually, emotionally, or relationally. 

You have lost your joy and passion for life itself. 

You have struggled with anxiety or depression. 

You often feel critical of yourself and others. 

You have a non-intimate and unfulfilling relationship with your spouse. 

You have struggled with sexual integrity such as infidelity, porn, or abuse. 

You feel like you are failing or struggling as a parent. 

You often feel overwhelmed or stressed-out. 

You come out of a broken or divorced home or a dysfunctional family. 

You have been abused emotionally, physically, or spiritually. 

You struggle or have struggled with an addiction. 

Do some of these statements describe you?  

This discipleship process has been designed especially for you! 

The Immersion Experience 
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from stress, depression, anxiety, addictions, hopeless-
ness, overwhelming discouragement, and broken rela-
tionships. There are countless numbers of true, authen-
tic, Bible-believing Christians sitting in church pews, smil-
ing and saying “everything is fine” while in reality — at 
home and work and school and play — they and others 
around them are experiencing significant life issues on a 
regular basis.  

This begs the question, “WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?” 

ing and the development of a person’s Biblical 
knowledge. This group experience focuses on the heart, 
and how God’s truth (as expressed in the Bible) is inte-
grated into the believer’s psyche. Participants are taken 
through a process of discovery about themselves, looking 
through Biblical lenses, enabling the great truths of God 
to truly penetrate their souls and go to the depth of their 
deepest disappointments, pain, and need. In order to do 
this, a safe small group environment is created that gives 
participants an opportunity to process deeply - about  
themselves, others, and God. 

The Aphesis Group Ministries’ Immersion Experience is a 
Biblically-based small group discipleship process. It was 
developed by Tim Rule, drawing from materials devel-
oped by professor, author, and lecturer Dr. David Eck-
man of Becoming What God Intended Ministries. The 
Immersion Experience helps take the Gospel of Christ 
where it was intended to go: to the innermost parts of 
the human heart. The process does this by helping par-
ticipants identify their fallen default beliefs, instincts, and  
behaviors - and then begins the process of infusing back 
into the believer’s psyche the default beliefs, instincts, 
and behaviors that God intended for them to experience 
on a daily basis. The Immersion Experience effectively 
addresses common inner life and relational issues using 
Biblical principles and truths via uniquely presented con-
cepts that can be easily remembered and applied. 
 
In this transformational group process, participants com-
mit as a group to immerse themselves into the life-
transforming truths of the Gospel. The Immersion Experi-
ence is not a casual Bible study group where Biblical in-
formation is shared and the focus is more on fact gather-

Aphesis [af-uh-sis] is the Greek word 
meaning release from bondage or impris-
onment, forgiveness or pardon, of sins 
(letting them go as if they had never been 
committed), remission of the penalty, deliv-
erance, forgiveness, freedom, and liberty. 

What is the Immersion Experience 
discipleship process? 

Our family environments and the col-
lective culture in which we live can 
produce tremendous amounts of 
pain and stress. In many people’s ex-
perience, relational, emotional, and 
spiritual pain comes in truck loads.  

The twenty-two week process is divided into 8 modules: 
 
1. Understanding the Impact of Spiritual and Cultural Origins 

2. Understanding the Impact of Family Background 

3. Understanding the Good News about Your New Family / 
Relating to Your Heavenly Father 

4. Understanding Your Identity 

5. Understanding and Managing Your Emotions 

6. Understanding Pain / Managing Your Pain 

7. Understanding Your Relationships / Communication Skills 

8. Developing Life Skills: Forgiveness, Trust, Living Loved & 
Loving in Community, Outreach 

 
The Aphesis Immersion Experience discipleship process is 
cumulative. Concepts build one upon another.  
 
Optional, supplemental reading materials are also given 
to help participants go deeper in their understanding of 
particular issues or concepts.  

Overview of Content 
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Overview of the Aphesis Immersion 
Experience process 

Lesson 1 and the pre-registration meeting - We help es-
tablish a group environment where God can do his 
work. We try to create a safe group environment that 
encourages people to be real and deeply process 
God’s truth in light of what is really going on in their 
lives. We do this by asking group members to under-
stand and commit to a common set of group norms 
and values which provide a framework for this to 
happen. 

Lessons 2- 6 - We visit and reflect on our own back-
grounds and personal life experiences that have im-
pacted and shaped our default beliefs, instincts, and 
behaviors. The Bible constantly tells us to take off our 
“old self”. It is critically important for each of us to 
get a firm understanding of the powerful forces that 
have helped shape our instincts and default beliefs, 
both positively and negatively.  

Lessons 7-10 - We begin the process of immersing our-
selves into the family environment of the Trinity. We 
explore the environment God intended for us to per-
sonally experience with Him. God’s true family envi-
ronment should impact and shape our default beliefs 
and instincts about ourselves, others, and Himself far 
more deeply than our fallen world should. 

Lessons 11-17 - We will seek to better understand our 
inner life in light of what we have learned about our 
pasts and our new Heavenly Family environment. We 
explore our personal identity, emotions, and ap-
proach to life’s daily pain. We will learn perspectives 
and skills that will help align our inner life, instincts, 
and default beliefs to more of what God intended. 
We will introduce some important practical skills that 
help us become more aware of, and better manage, 
our inner life. 

Lessons 18-19 - We explore how issues of identity and 
learning how to better manage our inner life and pain 
affect our communication and relationships with oth-

The Immersion Experience usually involves a small group 
of both genders (usually 8-16 people) who meet together 
weekly. Each group time of 2½-3 hours is led by trained 
facilitators. The group begins each week with a review of 
the lesson/discussion, with additional questionnaires and 
exercises, to better understand key Biblically-based con-
cepts. During the last half of the group time, participants 
separate into gender-specific groups to interact with the 
material and make personal applications in an open and 
safe group environment. 
 
Participants are encouraged as they begin to see that 
they are not alone in their struggles and problems. 
Through the process, participants are able to develop 
new ways of understanding themselves and God. The key 
to the Immersion Experience’s effectiveness is that it is 
PROCESS-oriented. It is not just a Bible study! Group par-
ticipants are involved in an intentional process that is de-
signed to help them sort through their inner life and rela-
tionships in light of God’s truth and perspectives. 

What do I actually do in the Aphesis 
Immersion Experience group? 

ers.  We will also look at some new relational skills 
that help us relate better with God and others.  

Lessons 20-22 - We learn very important perspectives 
and life skills that God has given us.  These help us 
enter back into a chaotic, stress, and pain- filled 
world of relationships and painful circumstances, yet 
be filled with authentic love, joy, peace, and hope 
that God intended for us to enjoy. 
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The Aphesis Immersion Experience disciple-
ship process gives opportunity for the Gospel 
to infiltrate the remote places of the heart. 
God’s remedy for our shame, guilt, worth-
lessness, mistrust, doubt, fear, anxiety, pain, 
hurt, anger, sense of hopelessness, sense of 
loss, emotional pain, relational pain, hurt, 
uncontrolled appetites and desires, empti-
ness and discontentment . . . is the GOSPEL! 
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What people are saying about the 
Aphesis Immersion Experience 

discipleship process: 

“I accepted Christ as my personal Savior in my mid
-teens. I had a very healthy upbringing and faith-

fully attended my church for almost 30 years. I 
have been involved in countless Bible studies 

through the years, BUT, I would say that Aphesis 
Immersion Experience is such a different approach 
to so many areas in life that even the church does 

not address - on relationships (especially with 
God) and others - that I feel that this is a turning 

point in my life.” 

“It equipped me with skills to be able to change, 
to be closer to God, and family. EVERYONE 

should go through the Aphesis experience – may-
be more than once.”  

“This group saved me and my marriage. I am still 
hurting, but now I know how to deal with it with 

God’s help and the help of my Aphesis men’s group.” 

“I believe what sets Aphesis apart is the pro-
cess and the sequence of the material. I’ve 
been in Christian counseling and in small 

groups, so I had “tools”, but Aphesis was jaw-
dropping to me. I’ve read these Scriptures 

many times, but in this process and sequence, 
it was like hearing them for the first time.”  

“The material is basic Bible teaching, but its 
presentation is like nothing I have ever heard, 
in churches or otherwise. The fact that it gets 
down to the nitty-gritty, the issues most peo-
ple don’t want to address in their lives, helps 

this course to be unlike any other.”  

www.aphesisgroup.com 

During this group process you will . . . 

 learn solid Biblical concepts about 
inner life issues and relationships, 
both past and present. 

 learn more about how you are per-
ceived by others and by God.  

 learn specific reasons for why you 
may be hurting and/or struggling. 

 experience a sense of acceptance 
and belonging as part of a supportive 
group.  

 discover you are not alone in the 
difficulties you are experiencing.  

 learn life-changing concepts and 
skills which enhance your ability to 
make decisions, solve problems, and 
see yourself correctly in light of Bibli-
cal truths. 

 learn to communicate more comfort-
ably and effectively. 

 get honest, safe feedback from oth-
ers without feeling judged. 

 learn more about what it means to 
be close and intimate with others. 
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On the same page as . . . 

International  The Aphesis Immersion Experience 

and the local church ministry 

The Aphesis Immersion Experience discipleship process is 
designed to be an integral part of a local church’s overall 
discipleship strategy. Individuals who are actively strug-
gling with some area of their lives will find that partici-
pating in an Immersion Experience group will help them 
work through deep inner-life issues. Everyone in the local 
church will find these groups to be a valuable growth ex-
perience that draws them closer to people from different 
backgrounds. Most Immersion Experience group partici-
pants report coming to understand how the gospel is rel-
evant to areas of their lives they never envisioned before.  

The richness of the safe group environment experienced 
in the Immersion Experience groups gives church mem-
bers a taste of a deep relational connection that is rarely 
present in normal church small group settings. After par-
ticipating in Immersion Experience groups, individuals 
frequently reengage in their normal small groups with 
much greater depth of sharing, personal transparency, 
relational connection, and purposeful growth. 

As more and more people from a local church go through 
the Immersion Experience discipleship process, the 
church gains a shared vocabulary for talking about spir-
itual and personal growth that has deep meaning for eve-
ryone. Some large churches have had all their leadership 
staff go through the Immersion Experience discipleship 
process first, and then they have rolled it out for the rest 
of the body. One church used it as a key step to help the 
church heal after the moral failure of a leader. 

Some churches position the Aphesis Immersion Experi-
ence discipleship process as part of their divorce care or 
their recovery programs. It has been used as a follow-up 
to Celebrate Recovery programs. Some Christian counsel-
ling programs use the Aphesis Immersion Experience dis-
cipleship process as a key part of their counselling strate-
gy. Many pastors recommend that counselees participate 
in an Immersion Experience group when they finish their 
sequence of counselling sessions. Pastors report that the 
Immersion Experience in their church results in a signifi-
cant decrease in their pastoral counselling load. 

When the Aphesis Immersion Experience discipleship 
process was first introduced in the San Francisco Bay 
area, it was adopted by some Chinese churches. These 
believers found that the Aphesis material was more 
helpful in addressing some of their cultural issues of 
shame than other discipleship materials that they had 
used previously. On their prompting and with their 
help, the Aphesis material was put into Chinese (both 
traditional and simplified).  

Over the past three years, we have held multiple train-
ing events to prepare group facilitators in China and 
elsewhere in Asia. While we don’t require that they 
report numbers to us, it appears that Aphesis in Asia is 
larger now than in North America.  In 2015, the Alli-
ance Bible Seminary in Hong Kong will begin offering 
both seminary level classes as well as lay-leader classes 
in how to lead the Aphesis groups. Many Chinese 
churches in North America are beginning to use the 
Aphesis materials in Chinese as well. 

And — we’ve just begun developing a Spanish version 
of the Aphesis Immersion Experience material — as 
well as a special format designed for training Latin 
American missionaries. Please contact us if you are 
interested in any of these international projects. 

Often church leaders ask questions to try to categorize 
the Aphesis Immersion Experience discipleship process 
within the spectrum of 21st century Christianity. We will 
try to speak to that here. 

Some people have described this discipleship process as 
the intersection of truths and themes championed by the 
following authors: Timothy Keller, Jack Miller, Larry 
Crabb, John Eldredge, Robert McGee, Brennan Manning, 
Brené Brown, Tullian Tchividjian, Peter Scazzero, Henry 
Cloud, John Townsend, Bryan Chapell, Edward Welch, 
Paul Tripp, John Lynch, Bruce McNichol, Bill Thrall, Rich-
ard Foster, Dallas Willard, John Ortberg, David Powlison, 
Wayne Jacobsen, and Curt Thompson (to name a few). 

Page 5 



Frequently Asked 
Questions 

What is the church or Christian organization’s role?  

Their role is to select and oversee the Immersion 
Experience facilitators in addition to providing a 
place for groups to meet during The Immersion Ex-
perience process. Churches find that the Immersion 
Experience process is most effective if it is an inte-
grated part of their overall discipleship program for 
those who are part of their church family. 

When is the best time of year to start groups?  

Most groups begin in mid-September or mid-
January, but you can set your start date based on 
whatever works best for you. We don’t recommend 
running a group through the summer.  

Do groups take any weeks off or breaks? 

Most groups starting in the fall take one week off in 
November and two weeks off in Dec/Jan. Groups 
starting the beginning of the year will often take one 
week off in the spring.  

What day and time are most groups held? 

The majority of groups are held on Monday, Tues-
day, Wednesday, Thursday, or Sunday evening from 
6:30pm-9:30pm or 7:00pm-10:00pm. This decision is 
usually based on whatever works best for the facili-
tators and the church.  

What makes this different from a Bible study, home 
group, or Sunday school class?  

This is a special growth opportunity for people who 
want to go deeper in their understanding of and re-
lationship with God, self, and others. It is intended 
to supplement rather than replace any existing small 
group structure, materials, or classes. The commit-
ment is for 13,16, or 22 weeks.  There is a fee to par-
ticipate, and participants agree to a set of Norms & 
Values which helps set the group up for success.  
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Professional educators might be interested in knowing 
a bit of the instructional design that underpins the Aph-
esis Immersion Experience discipleship process. The 
primary instructional strategies utilize adult education 
transformational learning  theory to help group partici-
pants identify and address areas where their espoused 
beliefs differ from their practiced beliefs. A large num-
ber of scripture passages are studied in the Immersion 
Experience using participatory learning techniques and 
experiential elements that enable group participants to 
see truth afresh through familiar scriptures that they 
may have previously taken for granted. 

Emphasis is placed on helping participants learn how to 
pay attention to their inner life — and through personal 
reflection to discover what drives their sinful and self-
destructive behaviors. Life-mapping and other types of 
diagramming are used to help participants gain insights 
into their own lives and coping strategies. 

The printed lessons and other group materials are de-
signed so that leaders don’t need to be subject matter 
experts to effectively lead groups. Facilitation strategies 
rather than teaching strategies are used. Group leaders 
(facilitators) receive special training and extra resources 
to assist them. The staff at the Aphesis office are readily 
available to answer any questions that arise. 

A word on Instructional Design 

We don’t claim an official connection with any of these 
authors, but rather we have found significant common 
ground and often find ourselves recommending their 
books for supplemental or follow-up reading. 

Much of the core material used to create the Aphesis Im-
mersion Experience discipleship process came from Dr. 
David Eckman (M.Div., M.Th., and Ph.D. in Old Testament 
and Hebrew) who was a pastor for 16 years followed by 7 
years as Dean and Vice-President of Western Seminary in 
San Jose, CA and Portland, OR. Tim Rule, the founder of 
Aphesis Group Ministries, was one of Dr. Eckman’s semi-
nary students. Tim was on staff with Campus Crusade for 
26 years prior to creating the Aphesis Immersion Experi-
ence discipleship process and beginning this ministry. 
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What is the best way to invite people to participate in 
groups?  

By far, the best way of sharing this ministry is 
through one-on-one, heartfelt conversations and 
personal invitation. Once a church/organization has 
had groups going, word of mouth from the partici-
pants and facilitators is often what influences peo-
ple to participate in subsequent groups. In addition, 
we can provide many helpful aids for sharing this 
ministry such as video testimonies, presentations, 
and flyers via our website. These are great tools to 
use during a service, informational meeting, or in-
sert in bulletins. 

What does a facilitator’s weekly schedule look like?  

It includes reading/understanding the lesson includ-
ing doing exercises/answering questions (time var-
ies), attending weekly facilitators meeting 
(approximately 2 hours), and facilitating the group 
(approximately 3 hours). 

What do you do when someone misses a group?  

Some facilitators try to schedule a time to meet be-
fore the next group, if possible. If not, they some-
times go over the missed lesson on the phone or 
even 30 minutes before the next group session. 
Most groups do not have many people that miss 
because of the NORM that was established. Partici-
pants are invested and look forward to coming to 
the group.  

What support is provided to facilitators? 

The facilitator training conferences equip individuals 
with the basic knowledge necessary to facilitate Im-
mersion Experience groups. PowerPoint presenta-
tions and Facilitator Tips are available on the web-
site for facilitators.  These can be used as teaching 
tools for use during the weekly facilitators’ meeting 
and during the lesson review portion of each group. 
The weekly facilitator meetings provide an oppor-
tunity for mutual support and assistance in prepara-
tion for the week’s lesson. In addition, short, online 
videos are available on the Aphesis website in the 
facilitator resource section. When you become a 
facilitator, you will be given a login and password to 
access these videos. They give lesson-specific details 

and help clarify illustrations that are better under-
stood by listening / watching. And, most important-
ly, we want you to contact us anytime with any 
questions. We want to help. Call us at (208) 887-
9280 or write to groups@aphesisgroup.com. 

Should married couples be in the same group?  

We do not recommend that couples be in the same 
Immersion Experience group, but we highly recom-
mend they participate in different groups at the 
same time. The Immersion Experience is for a per-
sonal, individual experience that often positively 
affects the marriage relationship. It is not designed 
as a marriage encounter or growth-group for cou-
ples. Even in the best marriages, there can be factors 
that hinder a person’s openness and honesty. The 
relational dynamic can be difficult at times and im-
pact the entire group. Our goal is a safe group envi-
ronment where everyone is able to grow as individu-
als.  

How do we get the materials for our groups?   

Prior to the beginning of a group, churches estimate 
the number of Immersion Experience participants 
and order materials from Aphesis Group Ministry. 
Materials are shipped directly to the church/
organization prior to the beginning of the group. 
Standard shipping costs for this initial shipment is 
included in the participant fee. Orders may take 
from 2 to 3 weeks to receive. If your group has addi-
tional last-minute registrations and needs more Im-
mersion Experience notebooks, Aphesis Group can 
rush additional notebooks to you, but the recipient 
must cover the cost of shipping. 

Should we distribute the lessons week-by-week or by 
module?  

The concepts in the Immersion Experience process 
are presented in a purposeful and paced sequence.  
Truths that are learned and integrated become the 
foundation of later understanding. Reading ahead 
can be detrimental to the intentionality of allowing 
time to process each concept. Participants can 
sometimes become anxious and want quick answers 
which can tempt them to jump ahead, rather than 
experience some discomfort as they wrestle with 
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truth during their study of the weekly lessons. We 
have noticed that participants experience God in 
powerful ways as they walk through the lessons 
week by week.  

In order to create this purposeful and paced disci-
pleship process in your group, your facilitators can 
choose one of two ways to distribute the lessons: 1) 
Some facilitators prefer to hand out the lessons to 
the group participants week by week. At the end of 
one week’s lesson, the next week’s lesson is handed 
out. 2) Other facilitators hand out the lessons in 
packets as they proceed through the material. 
[Lessons are grouped 2-5, 6, 7-13, 14-17, 18-22.] For 
example, at the end of lesson 17, the participants 
are given the packet containing lessons 18-22. This 
option is easier for the facilitators since the materi-
als are shipped in those packet groupings. 

What is the typical format for a group?   

Groups can be organized according to different for-
mats. Most groups consist of 10-16 participants 
(both men and women) and 2 facilitators (one man 
and one woman). Larger groups may be formed, but 
they will maintain the same participant-to-facilitator 
ratio and be comprised of multiple small groups. 
Groups normally meet for 22 weeks, however, there 
is a 13-week or a 16-week format that combine 
weekly lessons with 2 Saturday sessions. If you are 
interested in one of the shorter formats, please con-
tact us for a more detailed explanation. 

Is there a cost for group participants? 

The cost for this discipleship experience is $95. In 
northern California, the cost is $135 but includes 4 
helpful books by Dr. David Eckman.  For those out-
side of northern California, these books are recom-
mended and available to be purchased at a dis-
count.  Limited financial assistance is also available 
upon inquiry.  

Can people go through the Immersion Experience group 
more than once? 

Yes. Many people find it helpful to go through the 
Immersion Experience multiple times. Some report 
God making significant breakthroughs in their rela-
tionship with Him on the third or fourth time 
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through the process! The cost for repeating the 
group is only $25 (with no new materials) or $50 
(with new materials). 

What do I do to start this in my church? 

1. Identify a church staff sponsor. 
2. Identify an Immersion Experience church coordina-

tor. 
3. Identify group leaders and send them to a facilitator 

training (at least one male and one female). 
4. Contact Aphesis Group Ministries to receive a start-

up kit.   

Bill Overton → billoverton@aphesisgroup.com  
Cell:208.340.8622 | Office:208.887.9280 

Why haven’t I heard of this discipleship process before? 

The Aphesis Group ministry began in Idaho in 2009 
and has grown organically throughout the western 
states (and into BC in Canada). The ministry has also 
grown rapidly in Asia. Through word of mouth, the 
ministry is beginning to take root in various parts of 
the eastern U.S. 

Do you have any Aphesis Immersion Experience disciple-
ship groups running outside of North America? 

The material is available in Chinese (both traditional 
and simplified). Currently, there are many groups 
running in China as well as in Taiwan. In Hong Kong, 
groups will begin (using a special version contextual-
ized to Hong Kong) in 2015. We are working on a 
Spanish version as well as a missionary-training ver-
sion. 

This sounds like an amazing ministry. How can I donate 
to your ministry?  

Great question! The best way is to give via our web 
site.  https://aphesisgroup.com/donate/ 
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Didn’t find the answer to your question? 

Please don’t hesitate to contact us directly at 
(208) 887-9280 or info@aphesisgroup.com. 

Aphesis Group,  
P.O. Box 1208,  
Meridian, ID  83680 

http://www.whatgodintended.org/ie
http://aphesisgroup.com/immersion/facilitator-training/
http://aphesisgroup.com/immersion/facilitator-training/
mailto:billoverton@aphesisgroup.com

