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Abstract
If we establish that the meaning of theosis is to become like God through the 
process of becoming like Christ, and if the goal of discipleship is to become 
like Christ, then it becomes evident that these two concepts are closely re-
lated. The article briefly explains the concepts of discipleship and theosis, 
and the most common evangelical discipleship setting (one-on-one or small 
group). Then it suggests four modules for teaching theosis in a discipleship 
setting: created to be Godlike, Godlikeness lost, restoring Godlikeness, and 
becoming fully Godlike. This model brings together theosis and discipleship 
which provides a new and helpful approach for raising Christlike/Godlike 
disciples.
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Introduction

Discipleship and theosis are two of my theological interests. I am currently a mem-
ber of a team that is studying discipleship in the context of Croatian evangelical 
churches, and I am currently writing a thesis on theosis in Pauline writings. While 
engaged in these two themes, I have noticed a strong connection between the 
two. On the one hand, according to Paul, God is transforming disciples accord-
ing to the image of Christ (Rom 8:29; 2 Cor 3:18), who is the image of the invis-
ible God (Col 1:15). On the other hand, the goal of discipleship is to become 
like Christ (eg. Luke 6:40). Therefore, while being transformed into the image of 
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Christ, disciples become progressively like God. Because of this close connection, 
this article explores the possibility of using theosis for discipleship, to make God-
like disciples. Evangelicals mostly practice discipleship in a one-on-one or a small 
group format, where more mature disciples teach less mature disciples. Teaching 
theosis in such meetings can serve as a blueprint for setting a framework in which 
to practice discipleship. The article lays out a suggestion on how to use theosis in 
a discipleship setting.

This article does not engage in the doctrine of theosis as formed by the Eastern 
Orthodox theologians, but rather focuses on the concept of theosis as found in 
the Bible, and in the early church fathers, and adapted to the understanding of 
evangelical Christians.1 To understand the Orthodox doctrine of theosis one has 
to learn the concepts such as the essence of God (the attributes of God which can-
not be shared with humans), the energies of God (the attributes that God shares 
through grace with the believers), the uncreated light of God (God’s uncreated 
luminance that enhances theosis in those who encounter it), etc. This article will 
use a simple understanding of theosis as the restoration of the image and likeness 
of God in Christians, and a simple definition of theosis as believers becoming 
progressively Godlike, which helps make the connection to discipleship. Finally, 
since the author comes from an evangelical background, the view of theosis and 
discipleship will be presented from an evangelical perspective.2 

1. Defining Discipleship

Much has been written, discussed, and practiced regarding such an important 
Christian life topic as discipleship, and most Christians have some idea of what 
it means. However, if asked to give a precise definition of the concept of disciple-
ship in the New Testament, or the concept of discipleship in contemporary evan-
gelical Christianity, there would be a variety of answers.3 In my mind, the concept 
of discipleship in the New Testament immediately evokes thoughts of Jesus and 
his disciples; how he called them, how he spent time with them, how he taught 
them, how he built them up, and what he asked of them (brought them from 
non-disciples to mature disciples). On the other hand, the concept of disciple-
ship in contemporary evangelical Christianity brings to mind one-on-one dis-

1	 For more about the doctrine of theosis, see: Goran Medved (2019.), Theosis (Deification) as a 
Biblical and Historical Doctrine, Kairos: Evangelical Journal of Theology 13 (1): 7–38.

2	 For more about theosis from an evangelical perspective, see: Goran Medved (2019.), Theosis 
(Deification) as a New Testament and Evangelical Doctrine, Kairos: Evangelical Journal of Theo-
logy 13 (2): 159–182.

3	 For a brief discussion about what is a disciple, see: Jeremy Bohall (2019.), Making Disciples in 
Croatia, Kairos: Evangelical Journal of Theology 13 (2): 187–191.

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.17.1.4

https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/319716
https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/319716
https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/333536
https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/333536
https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/333536
https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/333537
https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/333537


59

G. Medved: Theosis in Discipleship: Becoming Godlike Disciples

cipleship, where a more mature Christian is meeting with a less mature Christian 
to go through a discipleship program set out in a discipleship manual, or a small 
group of Christians regularly meeting together to share life experiences with the 
Lord and hold one another accountable to following Christ.4 A fellow theologian 
who studied discipleship brought to my attention that it could be a much broader 
concept in the sense that everything that a church does ought to be a function of 
discipleship (including Sunday service, midweek service, etc.).5 However, I will 
focus on the more narrow understanding of discipleship, which is one-on-one or 
small group meetings for discipling Christians.

Another way that evangelical Christians perceive discipleship is through the 
Great Commandment given by Christ himself: “Go therefore and make disciples 
of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you” 
(Matt 28:19-20a). In my judgment, most evangelicals understand this in a way that 
a person becomes a disciple when she or he is baptized, which is then followed by 
a lifelong process of discipleship. Baptism is a one-time event and a visible sign 
that a person has repented, believed in Christ and decided to follow him, while 
discipleship is a lifelong commitment to learning and practicing the commands 
and teachings of Christ. In the process of discipleship, a person is progressively 
transformed to be more like Christ. Onyinah (2017, 1) states, “The mandate of the 
Great Commission, making people disciples, is the process of making someone 
become like Christ.” On that same note, Lancaster (2006, 50–51) observes the 
following: “In Judaism in the days of the apostles, the job of a disciple was well 
understood. A disciple’s job was to become like his or her teacher. So it is writ-
ten for us in the Gospel of Luke, ‘Every [disciple], after he has been fully trained, 
will be like his teacher’ (6:40). At its simplest, discipleship is the art of imitation. 
It is the art of walking after a teacher.” Hence, even though we might be tempted 
to think about discipleship in terms of “doing,” discipleship is primarily about 
“becoming.” In this paper, I will continue with the premise that discipleship is a 
process of learning and obeying the teachings and commands of Jesus by which 
Christians become more and more like Christ.

2. Defining Theosis

A fairly simple way to define theosis is to state that it is a process through which 
Christians become progressively Godlike. The first definition of theosis was given 

4	 One could argue that in the case of Jesus and his disciples, a similar format was established, 
where a perfectly mature disciple (Jesus Christ), successfully raised disciples from non-disciples 
to mature disciples (the Twelve minus Judas).

5	 Jeremy Bohall, conversation on discipleship, Zagreb, Croatia, 3 January 2023. 
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in the sixth century by a theologian whom we call Pseudo-Dionysius the Areop-
agite: “Deification [θέωσις] is the attaining of likeness to God and union with 
him so far as is possible” (Russell 2004, 1). Human beings were the only crea-
tures made in the image and likeness of God, but because of the rebellion against 
God, Godlikeness was seriously corrupted in three major ways – brokenness in 
the relationship of humans to God, in the relationship between humans, and the 
relationship between humans and creation. God had a plan of restoration and 
brought the nation of Israel into existence, and chose to bring the Messiah to this 
world through them. When God became human in the form of Jesus Christ (the 
Messiah), hope came to this world that humans could become Godlike again. 
Because of the death and resurrection of Christ, humans which believe in Christ 
and are baptized in Christ, are cleansed of all sin, inhabited by the Holy Spirit, and 
start the process of the restoration of likeness to God. Jesus teaches that we should 
be perfect as our heavenly father is perfect (Matt 5:48). Peter teaches that we are 
partakers of the divine nature (2 Pet 1:4). John teaches that through Christ we 
possess eternal divine life in this age. He states, “whoever believes in the Son has 
eternal life” (Jn 3:36), and “whoever has the Son has life” (1 John 5:12). Therefore, 
in John, the divine life is operating in the believers now, which implies the process 
of theosis.

Paul teaches that we are being conformed to the image of Jesus Christ (Rom 
8:29) and that we are being transformed into the image of Christ (2 Cor 3:18), who 
is the image of the invisible God (Col 1:15). Therefore, in Paul, being changed into 
the image of Christ, equals being changed into the image of God. Being Christlike 
is to be Godlike. This is theosis by the way of Christosis or Christification. Black-
well (2010, 253) asserts that “… christosis serves as a better description because 
believers are formed into Christ’s image in death and life through a participatory 
triune divine encounter.” Cho (2019, 55) states, “The Christification of a believer’s 
humanity refers not only to their moral likeness to Christ but also to the real trans-
formation of one’s entire humanity as far as possible for a creature-man in degree, 
not in kind.” Therefore, if the goal of discipleship is to be like Christ in everything, 
that goal can be reached through theosis. Theosis could be used as a blueprint for 
discipleship, particularly for studying the Bible and applying theotic truths in our 
lives to become like Christ, who is God. In the following section, I will briefly lay 
out a discipleship model for Bible study using the concept of theosis. 

2.1. Module One: Created to be Godlike 

We start with theosis in Genesis by learning that we are made in the image and 
likeness of God. God wanted to share his life, character, and rule, so he created 
human beings. First, he created us to be like him ontologically, in certain aspects 
and to a certain degree, and that is why we possess consciousness, intelligence, 
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creativity, morality, etc. Second, he created us to be relational beings like him, the 
triune God, so that we would live in a relationship with him, with other humans, 
and with the creation. Third, he created us to be like him functionally, because he 
is the supreme ruler, so he made us be servant rulers who spread the blessings of 
the righteous rule to others. This module would therefore mostly deal with the 
doctrine of Imago Dei.

2.2. Module Two: Godlikeness Lost

We continue with the first part of Genesis (chapters 3-11) to show how human-
kind fell away from God and lost the original Godlikeness which was instilled in 
them. Starting from the sin in the Garden of Eden to becoming mortal, to becom-
ing so evil that every thought in the human mind was evil (Gen 6:5). Even after 
the flood wiped out the evil human race, even after the righteous Noah and the 
beginning of new humanity, evil remained as the ruling power in human hearts. 
These biblical truths can be used for discussion about the state of human nature 
today, and the state of the world today, with so many problems stemming from 
corrupt human nature that they simply cannot be solved by any human means. 
Besides the first part of Genesis, many other biblical stories indicate the sin and 
evil which replaced Godlikeness in human nature. Pauline exposition in Romans 
1:18-32 is another text which vividly describes the downward spiral of the human 
race which rejected God and ended up utterly evil. This module would therefore 
mostly deal with the doctrine of the Fall of humankind.

2.3. Module Three: Restoring Godlikeness

God had a plan for rescuing humanity. He started by creating a nation of Israel to 
bring the Messiah into this world through their lineage. In the story of Israel, we 
see that obedience to God always brought blessings to people, while disobedience 
brought curses. However, the essential problem of the sinfulness of human nature 
remained unsolved and continued to create many other problems, even among 
God’s chosen people and their rulers. 

When Messiah came into the world, he showed what perfect union with God 
and perfect likeness to God looked like. His death and resurrection enabled oth-
ers, through baptism in his name, to put to death the old nature and receive a 
new heart, enter into union with God, and engage in the process of restoration of 
Godlikeness. He enabled people to restore their relationship with God and to be 
one with him again. He enabled people to restore relationships with one another, 
forgiving one another as God forgave them, doing good to one another, bringing 
blessings to one another, and building up a new community of God’s people to 
show what Godlikeness looks like. And he enabled people to be servant rulers like 
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him, who rule righteously over every area of life, and over the Earth which was 
originally given to them to rule, to show what Godlikeness looks like. 

According to Paul, God is bringing about restoration by transforming believ-
ers into Christlikeness (Rom 8:29; 2 Cor 3:18), which is the same as Godlike-
ness. Gorman (2009, Kindle location 1625) states that “…Paul’s soteriology is best 
described as theosis, or transformation into the image of the kenotic, cruciform 
God revealed in the faithful and loving cross of Christ…[emphases mine].” If we 
take Gorman’s definition of theosis in Paul, becoming like Christ, and therefore 
like God, means to think and behave kenotically like Christ (practice self-emp-
tying) and to accept the way of the cross (practice self-sacrificing) for the sake of 
others. In his volume on evangelical theology, Bird (2013, 511) states, “Christian 
discipleship is cruciformity, being conformed to the pattern of the cross, dying 
to self in service to God. That is what it means to take up your cross and follow 
Jesus daily (Luke 9:23) and to be crucified to the world (Gal 6:14).” Kapic (2017, 
237) argues that the cross is not only a symbol of what Christ has done but also 
“a key symbol of Christian discipleship in which believers are called to imitate 
Jesus’s self-denying love (e.g., Mk 8:34; Jn 15:12-13; Eph. 5:1-2; Phil. 2:1-18; 1 Pt. 
2:21; 1 Jn 3:16).” In other words, discipleship would mean to continue emptying 
ourselves of sinful desires and ambitions so that we can be filled with the desires 
and plans of God to accomplish his purposes for our lives, for his church, and the 
world. Discipleship would also mean to continue being self-sacrificing to be able 
to help others and serve others as Jesus did. This module, therefore, would mostly 
deal with the doctrines of justification, and even more so, sanctification. 

2.4. Module Four: Fully Godlike

To those who are in the process of the spiritual transformation of becoming like 
Christ, and therefore like God, a promise is given of final transformation: when 
Christ returns, their bodies will be changed according to his glorious body. They 
will receive immortality and imperishability, otherwise exclusive attributes of 
God. Paul writes, “For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imper-
ishable, and we will be changed. For this perishable body must put on imperish-
ability, and this mortal body must put on immortality” (1 Cor 15:52b-53), and 
“He will transform the body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the 
body of his glory, by the power that also enables him to make all things subject to 
himself ” (Phil 3:21). Disciples will become fully Godlike. Christ will finish what 
he started with them. They will be glorified. When this happens, the whole cre-
ation, which had also been corrupted because of the fall of humankind, will be 
restored (Rom 8:21). 

Paul states that we are “heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ if we suffer 
with him so that we may also be glorified with him” (Rom 8:17). However, in 
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some contemporary evangelical circles, the New Testament texts on suffering and 
the sermons on the significance of suffering have been replaced with sermons 
on domineering life circumstances and being successful in worldly endeavors. 
Suffering is avoided as much as possible, while domination is pursued in all cir-
cumstances. This leads to false discipleship because it does not follow the proper 
teaching of the New Testament, but a desire to have things under control. Suffer-
ing with Christ is the way to glorification with Christ. Disciples follow the way of 
the Master. This module would therefore mostly deal with the doctrine of glori-
fication. 

Conclusion

Raising disciples of Christ is a crucial theme for evangelical Christianity. This 
article briefly describes how the concept of theosis could be used in discipleship, 
to make Godlike disciples. If we think of theosis as a process in which disciples 
become progressively Godlike, and of discipleship as a process in which disciples 
become progressively Christlike, the two are inextricably linked. We were created 
to be Godlike and saved to become Christlike. Module one teaches the truth that 
humans were created to be Godlike and therefore disciples engage in the doctrine 
of Imago Dei. In module two, which teaches how Godlikeness was lost, the dis-
ciples engage in the doctrine of the fall of humankind. Module three teaches about 
the restoration of Godlikeness in humans, enabled by Jesus Christ, and the disci-
ples engage in the doctrines of justification and especially sanctification. Module 
four teaches about how humans become fully Godlike at eschaton and therefore 
the disciples engage in the doctrine of glorification. Using this model would bring 
together theosis and discipleship, and could provide a new and helpful approach 
for raising Christlike/Godlike disciples in evangelical circles.
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Teoza u učeništvu: postajanje bogoličnim učenicima

Sažetak

Ustanovimo li da je značenje teoze postati nalik Bogu procesom postajanja poput 
Krista te ako je cilj učeništva postati sličnima Kristu, bjelodano je da su ta dva 
koncepta blisko povezana. Članak ukratko pojašnjava koncepte učeništva i teoze, 
kao i najčešće evanđeosko okruženje odvijanja učeništva (sastanci udvoje ili u 
maloj grupi). Članak potom predlaže četiri modula za poučavanje teoze u okviru 
učeništva: stvoreni da budemo bogoliki, izgubljena bogolikost, obnovljena bogo-
likost i postajanje sasvim bogoličnima. Ovaj model združuje teozu i učeništvo 
čime pruža nov i koristan pristup podizanju kristolikih/bogolikih učenika.

https://doi.org/10.32862/k.17.1.4

https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/319716
https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/319716
https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/333536
https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/333536

