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EDITORIAL
Welcome to the 2026 volume of  Malaysian Pentecostal Journal, on the 
theme “Biblical and Contextual Studies”, offering a wide spectrum 
of  Pentecostal scholarship, Spirit-led faith, practice, and experience. 
This journal seeks to advance scholarly engagements of  Pentecostals, 
contributing to the growth and development of  Pentecostalism in 
biblical, theological, missional, ministerial, and educational aspects. This 
scholarly research seamlessly engages with Pentecostal spirituality and 
practice. 

This volume explores the biblical, theological, and contextual 
conversations with panel speakers of  the 4th annual Pentecostal 
Conference on 20–21 July 2026 at Bible College of  Malaysia.  
Rev. Dr Victor Lee Tat Yan discusses the “Pentecostal Hermeneutics 
and Theological Interpretation of  Scripture: A Pentecostal-
TIS Proposal for Malaysian Pentecostal Preachers”, proposing 
a constructive hermeneutical framework combining pneumatic 
interpretation and the canonical, Christological, doctrinal, and ecclesial 
reading of  Scripture. This topic ties in with Rev. Dr Vincent Leoh’s 
two-part articles on “Pentecostal Preaching: A Pastoral Approach to 
Kerygma and Pneuma”, emphasising the dynamics and foundations 
of  Pentecostal preaching and the homiletical framework for Spirit-
empowered preaching. Leoh, an excellent Pentecostal preacher for five 
decades with a PhD in Pentecostal preaching, imparts rich experience, 
particularly to current and new generations of  preachers and leaders.   

In biblical and exegetical interpretation, Rev. Dr Andrew Lim Ling-Siew 
contributes an article on “Biblical Theophany in Ezekiel”, discussing a 
conventional procedure in speech-act theory concerning the spirit of  
God in biblical theophanies. In a biblical and contextual study, Rev. Dr 
Chen Chee Way speaks on “Naaman’s Faith Tension and the Ethical 
Situation of  Chinese Church: 2 Kings 5:18–19,” relating this scripture 
to the context of  faith tension of  believers in a local church where 
he once pastored, emphasising the integration of  faith and ethical 
decision-making in relationships and faithful witness to glorify God. 
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In contextual studies with a missional and ministerial approach,  
Dr Cheong Weng Kit examines the phenomena of  “Haunted 
Houses and Places in Asia: Theological, Ministerial and Missional 
Engagements”, relating a phenomenon he experienced in his growing-
up years in Malaysia. He explores the different understandings and 
interpretations between the East and the West from a cultural context 
and, with biblical data, provides missional and ministerial responses 
and Christian witness. Jeffrey Teow, serving in life group ministry in a 
local megachurch, shares qualitative research of  seven local churches on 
“The Strategic Role of  Cell Groups in Church Growth in Multicultural 
Environment: Equipped and Multiply”, proposing practical steps for 
continued church vitality and growth. 

In the final article, “Spirit of  Pentecost: The Promise, Fulfilment and 
Theological Significance in the 21st Century”, I present a biblical-
theological study with exegetical interpretations on the foundational 
texts of  the outpouring of  the Spirit from Joel 2:28-32 and Acts 2, the 
core of  Pentecostal theology. The Spirit of  Pentecost, the promise of  
the Father fulfilled on the day of  Pentecost, has enduring theological 
significance and global missions in the past, present, and future, until 
Jesus comes again.  

This journal volume brings the breadth and depth of  biblical and 
contextual studies to Christians far and wide, affirming that the Spirit-
empowered and Spirit-led Pentecostal scholarship encompasses solid 
biblical, theological, missional, and ministerial dimensions. May God 
use this collection to inspire readers and practitioners on the crucial role 
of  the Holy Spirit in theological education, the church and missions, 
social transformation, and holistic spirituality. We appreciate your 
continuous prayers and support for the ministries of  the Malaysia 
Pentecostal Research Centre toward advancing Pentecostal scholarship.

Rev. Eva Wong Suk Kyun, PhD
Director of  Malaysia Pentecostal Research Centre
Editor
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Pentecostal Hermeneutics and Theological Interpretation 
of  Scripture: A Pentecostal-TIS Proposal for 

Malaysian Pentecostal Preachers

Lee Tat Yan

Abstract

Malaysian Pentecostal preachers, particularly within the 
Assemblies of  God, face a widening disconnect between 
classroom method and pulpit practice—a tension between 
historically-grammatical exegesis and experientially-driven 
proclamation prone to proof-texting and uncontrolled 
spiritualisation. This paper argues that this tension cannot be 
resolved by choosing either modern evangelical method or 
unchecked experientialism. Instead, it proposes a constructive 
Pentecostal–Theological Interpretation of  Scripture (TIS) 
hermeneutical framework as a more adequate approach. By 
bringing key Pentecostal hermeneutical concerns—including 
pneumatic interpretation, sensus plenior, Lukan narrative priority, 
and communal discernment—into dialogue with TIS emphases 
on canonical, Christological, doctrinal, and ecclesial reading, 
the paper charts a five-movement framework for Malaysian 
Pentecostal preachers. This framework enables Scripture to 
be read historically, canonically, pneumatically, ecclesially, and 
missionally—at once exegetically responsible, Spirit-sensitive, 
and accountable to the church’s canonical and doctrinal 
commitments. 

Introduction

Classical Pentecostals have historically been identified more readily with 
revival, testimony, healing, and charismatic worship than with carefully 
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codified hermeneutical theory, yet Pentecostal scholarship over the 
last several decades has produced increasingly sophisticated proposals 
for reading Scripture in relation to Spirit, community, experience, and 
mission.1 At the same time, the wider movement known as Theological 
Interpretation of  Scripture (TIS) has sought to reconnect biblical 
interpretation with doctrine, spirituality, ecclesial practice, and the 
church’s mission by reading the Bible as Christian Scripture rather than 
merely as an artefact of  ancient religion.2

 
In the Malaysian Pentecostal context, these developments are especially 
significant. Many Pentecostal theological institutions depend heavily 
on Western evangelical hermeneutics textbooks, which emphasise 
historical-grammatical exegesis and often regard pre-critical, figural, or 
spiritual readings with suspicion. At the same time, many Pentecostal 
preachers continue to read and proclaim Scripture in highly oral, 
experiential, and performative ways, often prioritising immediacy, 
testimony, and congregational relevance over historical context or 

1 Marius Nel, “Current Classical Pentecostal Bible Reading Methods: A Critical 
Perspective,” Theology Today 80, no. 3 (2023): 285–96; Amos Yong, The Hermeneutical 
Spirit: Theological Interpretation and Scriptural Imagination for the 21st Century (Eugene, 
Oregon: Cascade Books, 2017); Harlyn Graydon Purdy, A Distinct Twenty-First 
Century Pentecostal Hermeneutic (Eugene: Wipf  & Stock, 2015); Craig S. Keener, Spirit 
Hermeneutics: Reading Scripture in Light of  Pentecost (Chicago: Eerdmans, 2016); L. William 
Oliverio, Theological Hermeneutics in the Classical Pentecostal Tradition: A Typological Account 
(Leiden: Brill, 2015); Kenneth J. Archer, A Pentecostal Hermeneutic: Spirit, Scripture and 
Community (Cleveland: CPT Press, 2005).
2 Craig G. Bartholomew and Matthew Y. Emerson, “Theological Interpretation for 
All of  Life,” in A Manifesto for Theological Interpretation, eds. Craig G. Bartholomew 
and Heath A. Thomas (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), 257–76; Daniel J. 
Treier, Introducing Theological Interpretation of  Scripture: Recovering a Christian Practice 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008); Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “Introduction: What 
Is Theological Interpretation of  the Bible?,” in Theological Interpretation of  the Old 
Testament: A Book-by-Book Survey, eds. Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Craig G. Bartholomew, and 
Daniel J. Treier (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 16–31.
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3 Keener, Spirit Hermeneutics, 27–30; Marius Nel, “Defining Elements and Challenges 
of  A Pentecostal Hermeneutics of  Experience,” HTS Theological Studies/Teologiese 
Studies 77, no. 2 (2021): 1–7. See Yong’s similar observation with the African 
Pentecostals, Yong, The Hermeneutical Spirit, 43–62.
4 For a discussion on the early Pentecostals’ hermeneutic, see Oliverio, Theological 
Hermeneutics in the Classical Pentecostal Tradition, 31–82.

canonical coherence.3 In practice, this has given rise not only to 
promise-claiming and pragmatic proof-texting but also to allegorical 
or highly figurative interpretations that, however well-intentioned, 
occasionally sit uneasily with the Assemblies of  God’s Fundamental 
Truths or ignore the broader canonical and Christological shape of  
the text. The result is a widening disconnect between classroom and 
pulpit, between institutional method and ecclesial instinct, and at times 
a tension between preached interpretations and the church’s own 
doctrinal and canonical commitments.

This paper argues that this tension should not be resolved by choosing 
either modern evangelical method or unchecked experientialism. Rather, 
Malaysian Pentecostals need a thicker hermeneutical framework that 
honours disciplined exegesis while recovering Scripture’s theological, 
experiential, ecclesial, and pneumatic character. Such a framework 
can be found by bringing Pentecostal hermeneutics into constructive 
conversation with TIS. TIS may help Pentecostal interpreters retain 
their emphasis on the Holy Spirit, testimony, encounter, mission, and 
the lived reality of  the biblical world, while also deepening attention to 
the rule of  faith, Christological coherence, canonical reading, ecclesial 
discernment, and theological formation.

The concern of  this paper is the hermeneutic approach used 
by Pentecostal preachers, more specifically, the ministers of  the 
Assemblies of  God in Malaysia. The goal is not to return or restore 
the early Pentecostal hermeneutical approach,4 nor to offer a purely 
philosophical account of  Pentecostal epistemology. The aim is the 

Pentecostal Hermeneutics and Theological Interpretation of  Scripture: 
A Pentecostal-TIS Proposal for Malaysian Pentecostal Preachers
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praxis of  interpretation: to propose a hermeneutical framework that 
can guide Malaysian Pentecostal preachers as they handle Scripture in 
the life of  the church, so that their readings are at once Spirit-sensitive 
and canonically, doctrinally, and ecclesially accountable.

Accordingly, this paper addresses the following research question: How 
can a Pentecostal–TIS hermeneutical framework guide Assemblies 
of  God Malaysia preachers toward interpretations of  Scripture that 
are exegetically responsible, pneumatically open, and accountable to 
the canon and the church’s fundamental beliefs? The paper begins 
by introducing TIS and providing a rationale for its engagement with 
Pentecostal hermeneutics. It then brings key Pentecostal hermeneutical 
proposals into conversation with corresponding components in TIS. 
This is followed by a suggestion of  a Pentecostal–TIS framework 
for Malaysian Pentecostal preachers and some practical implications 
of  adopting such a framework in Malaysian church and ministerial 
contexts.

1. Theological Interpretation of  Scripture

TIS may be defined as the reading of  the Bible as Holy Scripture within 
the economy of  God’s self  revelation, under the rule of  faith, in the 
communion of  the church, and for the sake of  Christian formation and 
mission.5 It is not a single method but a broad movement concerned 
with how Scripture functions as God’s address to the people of  God 
rather than merely as an artefact of  ancient religion.

5 Treier, Introducing Theological Interpretation of  Scripture, 199–205; Craig G. Bartholomew 
and Heath A. Thomas, “A Manifesto for Theological Interpretation,” in A Manifesto 
for Theological Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), 1–26; Joel B. Green, 
Practicing Theological Interpretation: Engaging Biblical Texts for Faith and Formation (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 1–8.
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The modern recovery of  TIS has emerged in part from dissatisfaction 
with the dominance of  historical criticism and the resulting separation 
of  biblical studies from theology.6 Historical-critical approaches have 
yielded indispensable insights into language, context, authorship, and 
historical setting, yet they often bracket precisely the questions most 
central to the church: how Scripture bears witness to the triune God, 
how it shapes discipleship, and how it addresses the present community 
of  faith. TIS protests this reduction, not by rejecting critical tools 
outright, but by subordinating them to the theological task of  hearing 
God’s living address through Scripture.7

Rather than inventing a novel practice, TIS retrieves and rearticulates 
patterns of  reading that have long characterised Christian engagement 
with Scripture.8 Pre-critical interpreters typically assumed that Scripture 
possessed a Christological centre, belonged to the church, and spoke 
within a broader doctrinal grammar provided by the rule of  faith.9 
Practices such as figural reading, typology, and Lectio Divina reflected 
the conviction that Scripture is to be read within the economy of  
salvation and the worshipping life of  God’s people.10 Contemporary 
TIS does not simply replicate these older methods, but it learns from 
their theological instincts and integrates them with the responsible use 
of  historical and literary tools.

Several core emphases are especially important for this paper. First, 

6 Treier, Introducing Theological Interpretation of  Scripture, 11–15.
7 Angus Paddison, “The History and Reemergence of  Theological Interpretation,” 
in A Manifesto for Theological Interpretation, eds. Craig G. Bartholomew and Heath A. 
Thomas (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), 27–30.
8 Treier, Introducing Theological Interpretation of  Scripture, 12–13, 39–57.
9 Denis Farkasfalvy, “A Framework for Theological Interpretation,” in A Manifesto 
for Theological Interpretation, eds. Craig G. Bartholomew and Heath A. Thomas (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), 218–36; Treier, Introducing Theological Interpretation of  
Scripture, 57–77.
10 Paddison, “The History and Reemergence of  Theological Interpretation,” 27–47.

Pentecostal Hermeneutics and Theological Interpretation of  Scripture: 
A Pentecostal-TIS Proposal for Malaysian Pentecostal Preachers
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TIS reads Scripture canonically, giving hermeneutical priority to the 
text’s final form as received by the church rather than treating biblical 
books only as windows into earlier stages of  tradition.11 Second, it 
reads ecclesially, insisting that Scripture belongs fundamentally to 
the worshipping and confessing community and that the church is 
the primary location for its reception.12 Third, it reads doctrinally, 
recognising that Christian interpretation always already operates within 
a theological grammar shaped by the triune God confessed in the 
creeds and the rule of  faith.13 Fourth, it reads teleologically: Scripture 
is given not only to inform but to form, to sanctify, convict, instruct, 
heal, and equip the people of  God.14 Fifth, TIS is not anti-critical but 
relativises historical-critical and other scholarly tools by placing them 
in the service of  the larger theological aim of  discerning God’s address 
through Scripture.15

These emphases make TIS a particularly fruitful conversation partner 
for Pentecostal hermeneutics. Pentecostals have long treated Scripture 
as living, Spirit-empowered, ecclesially located, and oriented toward 
encounter and mission, even where such convictions have not been 
articulated in explicit hermeneutical theory. Yet Pentecostal scholarship 

11 Stephen G. Dempster, “The Canon and Theological Interpretation,” in A Manifesto 
for Theological Interpretation, eds. Craig G. Bartholomew and Heath A. Thomas (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), 131–48.
12 Robby Holt and Aubrey Spears, “The Ecclesia as Primary Context for the Reception 
of  the Bible,” in A Manifesto for Theological Interpretation, eds. Craig G. Bartholomew and 
Heath A. Thomas (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), 72–93.
13 Michael W. Goheen and Michael D. Williams, “Doctrine of  Scripture and 
Theological Interpretation,” in A Manifesto for Theological Interpretation, eds. Craig G. 
Bartholomew and Heath A. Thomas (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), 48–71.
14 Heath A. Thomas, “The Telos (Goal) of  Theological Interpretation,” in A Manifesto 
for Theological Interpretation, eds. Craig G. Bartholomew and Heath A. Thomas (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), 197–217.
15 Murray Rae, “Theological Interpretation and Historical Criticism,” in A Manifesto 
for Theological Interpretation, eds. Craig G. Bartholomew and Heath A. Thomas (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), 72–93.
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has also recognised recurring dangers: uncontrolled subjectivism, 
proof-texting, an ahistorical use of  promises, insufficient attention to 
literary shape and canonical context, and the risk of  equating one’s 
own experience too quickly with the intention of  the Spirit.16 Bringing 
Pentecostal hermeneutics into dialogue with TIS offers a promising way 
to honour disciplined exegesis while retrieving Scripture’s theological, 
ecclesial, and pneumatic character for the sake of  contemporary 
proclamation.

2. Pentecostal Hermeneutics and TIS

There is no single, universally agreed Pentecostal hermeneutic. 
Pentecostal interpretation encompasses various approaches shaped 
by diverse traditions, church contexts, educational backgrounds, and 
preaching styles. Despite this diversity, many of  these approaches 
emphasise the Holy Spirit, Scripture, experience, community, mission, 
and the anticipation of  divine encounters.17 What unites Pentecostal 
interpreters is often less a fixed method than a shared theological 
posture toward the Bible as a Spirit-inspired, living word that addresses 
the gathered people of  God here and now.18 

For this reason, the present paper does not claim to describe a single 
totalizing Pentecostal hermeneutic. Instead, it examines a cluster of  
interpretive concerns that appear repeatedly in Pentecostal preaching 

16 Marius Nel, “Attempting to Define a Pentecostal Hermeneutics,” Scriptura 114 
(2015): 3–6.
17 Nel, “Defining Elements and Challenges of  A Pentecostal Hermeneutics of  
Experience,” 1–7.
18 Nonetheless, Harlyn Graydon Purdy rightly argues that Pentecostals (at least 
Classical Pentecostals) practice a distinct hermeneutical approach that gives rise to 
their unique identity among the various Christian traditions. See Purdy, A Distinct 
Twenty-First Century Pentecostal Hermeneutic, Chapter 1: Why A Distinct Pentecostal 
Hermeneutic.

Pentecostal Hermeneutics and Theological Interpretation of  Scripture: 
A Pentecostal-TIS Proposal for Malaysian Pentecostal Preachers
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and theological reflection, especially in the Malaysian Assemblies of  
God context. These include historical and grammatical exegesis, sensus 
plenior (fuller sense), spiritual readings, pneumatic interpretation, Lukan 
narrative priority, communal discernment, and literary or postmodern 
sensitivities. Taken together, these components reflect how Pentecostal 
preachers in Malaysia often approach Scripture in practice, even when 
they do not explicitly name a formal hermeneutical system.

Bringing these Pentecostal concerns into conversation with TIS is 
not an artificial exercise. Several Pentecostal theologians have already 
drawn on TIS categories to articulate a more robustly theological 
and ecclesial reading of  Scripture. Amos Yong’s proposal of  a 
“hermeneutical Spirit,” for example, explicitly adopts the language and 
aims of  TIS, reading Scripture as Christian Scripture within the rule 
of  faith and the church’s practices, while insisting that such reading 
must be pneumatologically and attentively to the global, pluriform 
work of  the Spirit.19 Craig Keener’s concept of  “Spirit hermeneutics” 
also emphasises the importance of  historically informed exegesis. He 
contends that interpretations influenced by Pentecost, expecting the 
Spirit to speak anew today, are both valid and essential for Scripture to 
serve as a living, dynamic canon within the church.20 In this sense, the 
question for Malaysian Pentecostals is not whether TIS is compatible 
with Pentecostal instincts, but how a Pentecostal–TIS dialogue can 
clarify and redirect those instincts for ecclesially accountable preaching.

A.	 Historical and Grammatical Criticism

The historical and grammatical approach remains indispensable because 
Pentecostal preachers need disciplined attention to language, genre, 
historical context, literary structure, and authorial communication 

19 Yong, The Hermeneutical Spirit, 1–38, 257–66.
20 Keener, Spirit Hermeneutics, 3–15.
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21 Craig S. Keener, “The Spirit and Biblical Interpretation,” Spiritus: ORU Journal of  
Theology 4, no. 1 (2019): 21–23.
22 Gordon D. Fee, Gospel and Spirit: Issues in New Testament Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 1991), 1–27; Keener, Spirit Hermeneutics, 111–18.
23 Fee, Gospel and Spirit, 18–21.
24 Gordon D. Fee, “Hermeneutics and Historical Precedent – A Major Problem in 
Pentecostal Hermeneutics,” in Perspectives on the New Pentecostalism, ed. Russell P. Spittler 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1976), 118–32.
25 Nel, “Current Classical Pentecostal Bible Reading Methods: A Critical Perspective,” 
289–90, 293–96. See also Bradley Truman Noel, “Pentecostal and Postmodern 
Hermeneutics: Comparisons and Contemporary Impact” (Ph.D. Dissertation, 
University of  South Africa, 2007), 124–56.

if  they are to avoid arbitrary readings.21 Pentecostal scholars such 
as Gordon Fee and Craig Keener have been particularly influential 
in insisting that a high view of  Scripture demands rigorous exegesis 
rather than devotional impressionism.22 Fee grounds meaning in 
authorial intention and the historical-grammatical sense of  the text, 
expressing suspicion towards uncontrolled spiritualization and toward 
appeals to sensus plenior that are detached from the text’s literal sense 
and historical location.23 In his classic essay on “Hermeneutics and 
Historical Precedent,” he warns Pentecostals against using Acts as 
a straightforward repository of  precedents for normative doctrine 
without attending to Luke’s communicative intent.24

Fee’s contribution has been salutary, especially in Asian seminaries 
where his hermeneutics texts are widely used and where Pentecostals 
need to demonstrate that their experience-led spirituality does 
not excuse sloppy exegesis. At the same time, several Pentecostal 
theologians have noted that Fee’s hermeneutic, while correcting 
Pentecostal subjectivism, often functions as a Pentecostal version of  
mainstream evangelical grammatical-historical exegesis, with minimal 
integration of  Pentecostal emphases on experience, community, and the 
ongoing work of  the Spirit.25 Oliverio, for instance, situates Fee within 
an “evangelical-Pentecostal” trajectory that privileges authorial meaning 
and linear movement from exegesis to doctrine, while other Pentecostal 

Pentecostal Hermeneutics and Theological Interpretation of  Scripture: 
A Pentecostal-TIS Proposal for Malaysian Pentecostal Preachers
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voices press for a more self-critical account of  how the Spirit, tradition, 
and community shape interpretation.26 If  Pentecostals were to limit 
interpretation to this approach, it could devolve into a technically 
competent but spiritually thin account of  the text.27

TIS offers a way of  receiving Fee’s insistence on historical integrity 
while resisting a reduction of  interpretation to historical reconstruction. 
Treier, Bartholomew, and others affirm the value of  historical-critical 
work but insist that it must be subordinated to the theological task of  
hearing Scripture as God’s address within the church’s rule of  faith 
and canonical confession.28 Historically oriented exegesis is therefore 
a necessary “first reading” but not the last word; the final form of  the 
canon, its Christological centre, and its ecclesial reception all belong to 
the proper sense of  Scripture.29 From a Pentecostal perspective, this 
resonates with Keener’s proposal that historical-grammatical exegesis 
is the baseline from which Spirit guided appropriation proceeds, rather 
than its competitor.30

For Malaysian Pentecostals, the most constructive position is thus 
not anti-historical but post reductionist. Historical-grammatical work 
should serve as a disciplined first movement in interpretation, but it 
must be joined to canonical, Christological, pneumatic, and ecclesial 
reading if  the sermon is to address the church as Scripture rather than 
merely as ancient religious literature.31 Pentecostal engagement with 
TIS can therefore be framed not as a rejection of  Fee’s legacy, but as an 

26 Oliverio, Theological Hermeneutics in the Classical Pentecostal Tradition, 168–77, 182–84. 
27 Clark H. Pinnock, “The Role of  the Spirit in Interpretation,” Journal of  the Evangelical 
Theological Society 36, no. 4 (1993): 492–93.
28 Treier, Introducing Theological Interpretation of  Scripture, 11–20; Bartholomew and 
Thomas, “A Manifesto for Theological Interpretation,” 1–26.
29 Treier, Introducing Theological Interpretation of  Scripture, 199–205. 
30 Keener, Spirit Hermeneutics, “Letter and Spirit” in chapter 16. Christological Reading 
or Personal Application?, 257.
31 Rae, “Theological Interpretation and Historical Criticism,” 179–96.
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32 Raymond Edward Brown, “The History and Development of  the Theory of  a 
Sensus Plenior,” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 15, no. 2 (December 1953): 141–62.
33 Oliverio, Theological Hermeneutics in the Classical Pentecostal Tradition, 78–82.
34 Fee, Gospel and Spirit, 19–20.
35 Yong, The Hermeneutical Spirit, 7–8, 258–60.

attempt to extend and recalibrate it so that historical rigour is integrated 
with explicitly theological and pneumatic concerns.

B.	 Sensus Plenior and Spiritual Interpretations

The concept of  sensus plenior refers to a “fuller sense” intended by 
God that may exceed what the human author consciously grasped 
and may become clearer in the unfolding of  redemptive history.32 
This notion has obvious appeal for Pentecostals because it resonates 
with the conviction that the divine author is active, that Scripture 
possesses surplus theological depth, and that later revelation and Spirit-
led insight can clarify earlier texts within the canonical whole. Early 
Pentecostal practices of  typology, allegory, and “promise-claiming” 
often presupposed such a fuller, Spirit-given sense even when the 
terminology was not used.33

Pentecostal scholars, however, are divided over how to articulate 
and regulate such fuller meanings. Fee sharply limits sensus plenior to 
predictive prophecy and resists its broader application, fearing that 
it would legitimise uncontrolled spiritualization and undermine the 
sufficiency of  authorial intention.34 By contrast, Amos Yong draws 
more explicitly on TIS and reception-historical discussions to argue 
that Scripture’s extended meaning is not merely problematic but 
theologically necessary if  the Bible is to function as Christian Scripture 
in diverse contexts.35 Yong’s notion of  the “hermeneutical Spirit” 
proposes that the same Spirit who inspired Scripture and guided its 
ecclesial reception continues to generate fresh yet accountable readings 
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that may go beyond the horizon of  the original author while remaining 
tethered to the canon and the rule of  faith.36

TIS offers conceptual tools that can mediate between these poles. TIS 
proponents often retrieve patristic and medieval practices of  figural 
reading, typology, and multi-level interpretation, yet they also insist 
that such readings must be controlled by the canonical context, the 
Christological centre, and the church’s doctrinal rules.37 Raymond 
Brown’s criteria for sensus plenior, which require consistency with the 
literal sense and support from the broader canon, align well with TIS’s 
emphasis on canonical and doctrinal boundaries.38 When Pentecostals 
adopt such controls, the appeal to fuller senses need not devolve into 
esoteric “Rhema” proof  texts detached from the text’s narrative or 
doctrinal shape. 

In the Malaysian context, this issue surfaces whenever a text such 
as Jeremiah 29:11 or Deuteronomy 28 is repeatedly claimed over 
individuals or congregations without attention to covenantal setting, 
Christological fulfilment, or the realities of  life as a minority church 
in a Muslim-majority nation. At least four norms should therefore 
discipline a Pentecostal use of  fuller sense: the final canonical 
form, the Christological centre of  Scripture, the rule of  faith, and 
the communal discernment of  the church under the Spirit. Here, a 
Pentecostal–TIS framework clarifies that the Spirit’s role is not to create 
idiosyncratic meaning ex nihilo but to lead the church more deeply 
into the one Christological mystery to which Scripture bears witness.39 
For Malaysian Pentecostal preachers, this means that familiar spiritual 
applications, promises, and typologies can be retained, but only as they 

36 Yong, The Hermeneutical Spirit, 261–67.
37 Treier, Introducing Theological Interpretation of  Scripture, 39–100.
38 Raymond E. Brown, The Sensus Plenior of  Sacred Scripture (Oregon: Wipf  and Stock, 
2008), 145–48.
39 Yong, The Hermeneutical Spirit, 261.
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40 Roger Stronstad, “Pentecostal Experience and Hermeneutics,” n.d., https://
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and Contemporary Impact,” 231–46; French L. Arrington, “Hermeneutics, Historical 
Perspectives on Pentecostal and Charismatic,” in Dictionary of  Pentecostal and Charismatic 
Movements, eds. Stanley M. Burgess and Gary B. McGee (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1988), 376–89.
41 Keener, Spirit Hermeneutics, 59–66.

are demonstrably aligned with the canon’s Christological and ecclesial 
trajectory, rather than with individual desire or cultural pragmatism.

C.	 The Holy Spirit and Pneumatic Interpretation

The role of  the Holy Spirit stands at the centre of  Pentecostal 
hermeneutics. Writers such as Roger Stronstad, Bradley Truman Noel, 
and French L. Arrington commonly argue that the Spirit does more 
than provide generic illumination; the Spirit renders Christ present, 
animates Scripture, guides the believing community, and enables 
faithful appropriation of  the text in contemporary life.40 This is why 
Pentecostal interpretation often seeks encounter, transformation, 
empowerment, and mission rather than information alone. Keener’s 
“Spirit hermeneutics” explicitly frames interpretation as a continuation 
of  the Pentecost event, in which the same Spirit who inspired Scripture 
now addresses the global church through it.41

Yet precisely here, critical engagement with TIS is necessary. Some TIS 
proponents, especially in more confessional Protestant circles, speak 
robustly of  the Spirit’s role in illumination and ecclesial reception but 
say little about the affective, experiential, and charismatic dimensions 
that Pentecostals regard as integral to pneumatic reading. From a 
Pentecostal standpoint, such accounts risk domesticating the Spirit, 
confining pneumatology to a fairly tame doctrine of  inspiration and 
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understanding, while neglecting the Spirit’s disruptive, prophetic, and 
charismatic agency in the concrete life of  communities.42 Conversely, 
Pentecostal appeals to the Spirit can easily become a theological “black 
box” that sanctifies whatever interpretive or homiletical move seems 
edifying or dramatic in the moment.

A genuinely pneumatic interpretation, therefore, cannot be defined 
as whatever feels spiritually immediate or rhetorically powerful. The 
Spirit who inspires and illumines is also the Spirit of  truth, the Spirit 
of  Christ, and the Spirit who forms the church. Pneumatic reading 
should reflect coherence with the gospel, holiness of  life, love, 
wisdom, and the canonical witness.43 For example, when Malaysian 
Pentecostals allegorise Israel’s conquest narratives as personal “victory 
over obstacles” or read every Old Testament promise as a direct 
guarantee of  material success, a TIS perspective presses them to ask 
how such interpretations fit the whole canon and the church’s rule 
of  faith, rather than only the immediate needs of  the congregation. 
TIS helps Pentecostal interpreters articulate the criteria for spiritual 
interpretations more clearly. By insisting that interpretation is ordered 
toward participation in the triune life, conformity to Christ, and 
communion with the church across time and space, TIS offers a richer 
theological account of  what it means to say that the Spirit “speaks 
through” Scripture.44 

From the other side, Pentecostal experience can press TIS to name 

42 Noel, “Pentecostal and Postmodern Hermeneutics: Comparisons and 
Contemporary Impact,” 233–34; Jackie David Johns and Cheryl Bridges Johns, 
“Yielding to the Spirit: A Pentecostal Approach to Group Bible Study,” in Pentecostal 
Hermeneutics: A Reader, ed. Lee Roy Martin (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 33–56.
43 Goheen and Williams, “Doctrine of  Scripture and Theological Interpretation,” 
48–71; Keener, Spirit Hermeneutics, 104–18. 
44 Joel B. Green, Seized by Truth: Reading the Bible as Scripture (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
2007), 94–101; Leulseged Philemon, “Pneumatic Hermeneutics: The Role of  the 
Holy Spirit in the Theological Interpretation of  Scripture” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Fuller 
Theological Seminary, 2018), 74–77.
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more concretely the experiential textures of  such participation. Yong’s 
work, for instance, calls TIS to attend to dreams, visions, testimonies, 
and charismatic utterances as potential loci of  the Spirit’s hermeneutical 
activity, while still subjecting them to doctrinal and canonical testing.45 
The question is not whether such phenomena belong, but how they 
can be integrated without supplanting Scripture or the church’s rule of  
faith. For Malaysian Pentecostal preachers, this means that appeals to 
“what the Spirit is saying” in a sermon must be measured by the canon, 
the confession of  the church, and the fruit of  transformed lives, not 
only by immediacy or congregational response.

D.	 Narrative and Lukan Priority

In Pentecostal discussions, “Lukan priority” usually refers to a 
theological and hermeneutical priority given to Luke–Acts for 
constructing Pentecostal identity, spirituality, and doctrine.46 Scholars 
such as Menzies and Stronstad have argued that Luke presents a 
consistent pneumatology in which Spirit baptism is empowerment for 
mission, narratively distinct from conversion, and paradigmatic for the 
church’s life.47 Pentecostal interpreters have therefore treated Luke–Acts 
as a normative narrative for understanding Spirit baptism, charismatic 
empowerment, prophecy, witness, and the missionary vocation of  the 
church.

This position has theological strength. Luke–Acts clearly foregrounds 
the Spirit’s activity in salvation history and presents a robust narrative 
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of  empowerment for witness.48 Pentecostal scholarship has rightly 
insisted that narrative texts can bear theological weight and should not 
automatically be subordinated to didactic passages.49 Oliverio observes 
how early Pentecostal hermeneutics, shaped by a restorationist and 
pragmatic realism, read Luke–Acts as a mirror of  their own experience 
and as a script for renewed apostolic Christianity.50

However, critics—both within and outside Pentecostalism—have 
warned that some uses of  Lukan priority risk isolating Luke–Acts from 
the wider canon or absolutising certain narrative patterns into rigid 
doctrinal schemes. TIS can help Pentecostals refine Lukan priority 
in at least two ways. First, it encourages respect for Luke’s distinctive 
theological voice without isolating Luke–Acts from the canonical 
witness. A canonical reading situates Luke’s pneumatology within 
the broader Trinitarian and Christological framework of  Scripture, 
including Pauline and Johannine perspectives on the Spirit, thus 
preventing Acts from becoming a self-contained systematic theology of  
the Spirit.51 Second, TIS stresses that narrative theology must be read 
in light of  the church’s rule of  faith and doctrinal confession, so that 
Pentecostal emphases on subsequence and empowerment are tested 
against the broader confession of  the triune God and the unity of  
salvation.52

From a Pentecostal–TIS standpoint, Luke–Acts remains central, but 
its priority is re-described as a canonical, Christological, and ecclesial 
priority rather than sectarian. In the Malaysian context, where Acts 

48 Stronstad, The Charismatic Theology of  St. Luke, 10–14.
49 Archer, A Pentecostal Hermeneutic, 187, 204–5; Stronstad, “Pentecostal Experience and 
Hermeneutics.” 
50 Oliverio, Theological Hermeneutics in the Classical Pentecostal Tradition, 51–82.
51 Dempster, “The Canon and Theological Interpretation,” 131–48.
52 Goheen and Williams, “Doctrine of  Scripture and Theological Interpretation,” 
62–71.
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53 Noel, “Pentecostal and Postmodern Hermeneutics,” 115–19; Peter D. Neumann, 
Pentecostal Experience (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 2012), 100–161.
54 Archer, A Pentecostal Hermeneutic, 247–60.
55 Mathew Spencer Clark, “An Investigation into the Nature of  a Viable Pentecostal 
Hermeneutic” (Th.D. Dissertation, University of  South Africa, 1997), 182.

is often preached as a collection of  isolated “power episodes,” a 
Pentecostal–TIS approach would invite preachers to read those 
episodes within Luke’s narrative arc, within the whole canon, and within 
the church’s confession, thereby retaining charismatic expectancy while 
resisting selective or polemical proof-texting.

E.	 The Community

Pentecostal hermeneutics has consistently emphasised the believing 
or worshipping community as a vital context for interpretation. Early 
Pentecostal reading happened largely in testimony, prayer, preaching, 
song, discernment, and mission, not only in the study or classroom, 
and this communal setting helped Pentecostals read Scripture as a 
living word addressed to a gathered people.53 Scholars such as Kenneth 
Archer have argued that Pentecostal hermeneutics is irreducibly 
ecclesial, shaped by practices of  worship, altar response, and shared 
narrative identity, and that this ecclesial “reading in the Spirit” has often 
been a key axis in shaping doctrine and spirituality.54 Moreover, the 
charismatic community also serves both “the filler and the criteria for 
evaluation of  the interpretation” to prevent uncontrolled subjectivism 
in individualistic discernment.55 

This communal emphasis is arguably one of  Pentecostalism’s major 
gifts to the wider TIS discussion. TIS proponents insist that Scripture 
belongs fundamentally to the worshipping and confessing community 
and that the church is the primary location for its reception, yet 
their accounts risk remaining abstract unless they grapple with 
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concrete patterns of  communal discernment, such as those visible in 
Pentecostal prayer meetings, revival services, and mission contexts.56 
For example, Melissa Archer’s study on Revelation and Pentecostal 
worship demonstrates the need to read the Scripture by discerning the 
community and the Spirit.57 In a similar approach, David R. Johnson 
engages “pneumatic discernment” through reviewing the reception 
of  Revelation by early modern Pentecostals in North America.58 Such 
works demonstrate that Pentecostal communal practices can enrich 
TIS’s vision of  the church as an interpretive body.

At the same time, Pentecostal experience shows that communal 
readings are not automatically Spirit-led. Local congregational 
interpretations can be shaped by personality cults, cultural assumptions, 
or pragmatic concerns, and appeals to “what our church believes” can 
mask significant divergence from the broader Christian tradition.59 
TIS strengthens the communal dimension by recovering the church as 
an interpretive body extended through time, under the rule of  faith, 
and across global contexts.60 Pentecostal preachers benefit when local 
discernment is placed in conversation with the wider communion of  
saints, creedal orthodoxy, historic doctrine, and the global church.
 
Although Pentecostals generally do not emphasise creeds, classical 
Pentecostals such as the Assemblies of  God adhere to the “16 
Fundamental Beliefs,” which, in many ways, parallel historic ecumenical 

56 Holt and Spears, “The Ecclesia as Primary Context for the Reception of  the Bible,” 
72–93.
57 Melissa L. Archer, “I Was in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day”: A Pentecostal Engagement with 
Worship in the Apocalypse (Cleveland: CPT Press, 2015), 46–54, 68–118.
58 David R. Johnson, Pneumatic Discernment in the Apocalypse: An Intertextual and Pentecostal 
Exploration (Cleveland: CPT Press, 2018), 24–27, 50–100.
59 Keener, Spirit Hermeneutics, 277–85.
60 Holt and Spears, “The Ecclesia as Primary Context for the Reception of  the Bible,” 
72–93.
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creeds.61 Moreover, the shared narrative identity of  the Fourfold 
Gospel (Jesus as Saviour, Baptiser, Healer, and Coming King)62 
serves as another layer of  the rule of  faith. These rules of  faith 
serve as guardrails against parochialism and help ensure that “Spirit-
led” interpretation remains recognisably Christian and ecclesially 
accountable.

In a Malaysian setting marked by ethnic, linguistic, and ecclesial 
plurality, this Pentecostal–TIS emphasis on the community suggests 
that interpretation should be dialogical and ecumenical, not confined 
to isolated local practices. The Assemblies of  God Malaysia consists 
of  diverse social contexts, with adherence from most non-Muslim 
ethnicities, including Chinese, Indian, indigenous peoples (Orang Asal 
and Orang Asli), and a handful of  missionaries from overseas. As 
minorities living in a Muslim-majority nation, Malaysian Pentecostals 
need to discern what the Spirit is saying to our unique social location 
when reading the Scriptures. 

In addition, listening to the experiences and readings of  other 
Pentecostal communities in Asia and worldwide, as well as to non-
Pentecostal traditions, can help Malaysian Pentecostals discern where 
their communal instincts reflect the Spirit’s expansive work and where 
they may need correction. The way forward is not compromised by 
dilution but integration by clarification: Pentecostal interpreters must 
show that while Spirit-led reading is experiential, affective, and praxis-
focused, it is also accountable, canonical, Christological, and communal. 
Such an approach helps Malaysian Pentecostal preaching gain a thicker 
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theological and ecclesial depth without losing its charismatic vitality.
	

3. A Constructive Framework for Pentecostal Preachers

A Pentecostal preacher can adopt an integrated interpretive framework 
shaped by the following sequence and posture. This framework is 
not intended as a rigid method that replaces pastoral sensitivity or 
the spontaneity of  the Spirit. Rather, it describes a set of  ordered 
interpretive movements that hold together disciplined exegesis, 
canonical coherence, pneumatic discernment, ecclesial accountability, 
and missional formation in a manner appropriate to Malaysian 
Pentecostal preaching.

A.	 Read Historically and Grammatically

The first movement is patient attention to the text in its historical and 
literary setting. The preacher asks what the passage communicated in its 
original context, how its language and grammar function, what genre is 
in view, how the literary flow unfolds, and what rhetorical purpose the 
author is pursuing. This movement reflects the important Pentecostal 
insistence, represented especially by Gordon Fee and Craig Keener, that 
spiritual vitality does not excuse exegetical carelessness and that faithful 
preaching requires disciplined attention to the text itself.

For Malaysian Pentecostal preachers, this movement checks the 
tendency to move too quickly from a phrase in the biblical text to 
a contemporary application or testimony. It is especially important 
where promise-claiming or miracle-oriented sermons can sometimes 
detach a verse from its literary context and then apply it directly to the 
congregation without regard for genre, covenantal setting, or authorial 
intent. Historical and grammatical reading serves as the first discipline 
of  humility before the text.
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B.	 Read Canonically and Christologically

The second movement asks how the passage functions within the 
whole canon and the economy of  salvation centred in Christ. Here, 
the preacher reads the text not as an isolated fragment but as part of  
the church’s Scripture, asking how it contributes to the broader biblical 
witness and how it relates to the person and work of  Christ. This is 
one of  the major gifts of  TIS, which insists that the Bible is properly 
read in its final canonical form and within a Christological and doctrinal 
horizon.

This movement is especially necessary in Pentecostal contexts 
where selected texts may be used to support immediate spiritual 
encouragement but without sufficient canonical balance. A prosperity-
oriented reading of  blessing texts, for example, can be moderated when 
those texts are read alongside the wider biblical witness concerning 
suffering, discipleship, holiness, generosity, and the cross-shaped life of  
Christ. Likewise, Pentecostal emphasis on Luke-Acts is best preserved 
not by isolating Luke from the rest of  the canon but by hearing Luke’s 
distinctive pneumatology in conversation with the broader New 
Testament witness.

C.	 Read Pneumatically

The third movement is explicitly pneumatic. The preacher reads 
prayerfully, seeking illumination, conviction, wisdom, discernment, and 
transformative appropriation under the lordship of  Christ. Pentecostal 
hermeneutics has rightly insisted that Scripture is not merely studied 
but encountered as God’s living address through the Spirit, and this 
expectation should not be surrendered.

At the same time, pneumatic reading must be disciplined. The Spirit 
who illumines Scripture is the Spirit of  truth and the Spirit of  Christ, 
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and therefore the claim that “the Spirit is saying” something in 
preaching must be tested by canonical coherence, doctrinal fidelity 
(such as the Fourfold Gospel and Fundamental truths), and the fruit 
of  holiness and love in the life of  the church. In practice, this means 
that impressions, prophetic insights, and charismatic promptings may 
accompany sermon preparation and proclamation, but they must 
remain under Scripture rather than alongside it as a parallel authority.

D.	 Read Ecclesially and Communally

The fourth movement places interpretation within the worshipping 
community and the wider church across time and place. Pentecostal 
reading has always taken place in prayer, testimony, song, altar ministry, 
and communal discernment, and this ecclesial setting is not a weakness 
but a gift. TIS reinforces this instinct by insisting that Scripture belongs 
fundamentally to the church and is best received within the communion 
of  saints rather than by detached individual readers.

For Malaysian Pentecostals, this communal dimension is especially 
important because the Assemblies of  God includes diverse ethnic, 
linguistic, and social locations. A preacher in Kuala Lumpur, Sabah, 
or Sarawak may find that a congregation hears a biblical text through 
different experiences of  marginality, social aspiration, suffering, or 
mission. Ecclesial reading, therefore, invites the preacher to listen across 
communities, to test interpretations in conversation with other leaders 
and with the wider Christian tradition, and to resist the assumption that 
one local reading automatically exhausts what the Spirit is saying to the 
church.

E.	 Read Missionally and Performatively

The final movement is missional and performative. Scripture is given 
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not merely to inform but to form a holy and witnessing people, 
and Pentecostal preaching has long recognised that sermons aim at 
response, encounter, and empowerment. A Pentecostal-TIS approach 
retains that strength while asking more clearly how the sermon forms 
the church for participation in the mission of  God.

This movement is especially valuable in contexts where preaching can 
become overly individualised. A text on blessing should not terminate 
only in personal expectation; it should also shape generosity, endurance, 
holiness, witness, and service. A sermon on healing should preserve 
expectancy for divine intervention while also forming congregations 
in compassion, perseverance, intercession, and care for the suffering. 
In this way, the sermon becomes a mode of  ecclesial formation rather 
than a moment of  religious excitement alone.

Integrative Value of  the Framework

Taken together, these five movements preserve classic Pentecostal 
strengths while correcting recurring weaknesses. They allow the 
preacher to seek encounter without abandoning exegesis, to affirm the 
Spirit without sanctioning subjectivism, to value testimony without 
minimising doctrine, and to maintain charismatic expectancy without 
losing canonical balance. In the Malaysian Pentecostal context, such 
a framework may help bridge the gap between classroom and pulpit 
by showing that rigorous interpretation and Spirit-filled proclamation 
belong together rather than in opposition.

Conclusion

This paper has argued that Malaysian Pentecostal preachers, especially 
within the Assemblies of  God, need a hermeneutical framework that 
is thicker than either a narrowly historical-grammatical method or an 
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uncontrolled experientialism can provide. The central challenge is not 
whether Pentecostal preaching should be spiritual or disciplined, but 
how Scripture may be interpreted in ways that are at once exegetically 
responsible, pneumatically alive, canonically coherent, and ecclesially 
accountable.

By bringing Pentecostal hermeneutics into constructive dialogue with 
TIS, the paper has shown that these concerns need not stand in tension. 
TIS helps clarify the importance of  canonical reading, Christological 
coherence, the rule of  faith, and the church as the proper interpretive 
community, while Pentecostal hermeneutics contributes an important 
insistence on the Spirit’s active presence, transformative encounter, 
communal discernment, and missionary orientation.

The resulting Pentecostal-TIS proposal offers a practical framework 
for Malaysian Pentecostal preachers: to read Scripture historically 
and grammatically, canonically and Christologically, pneumatically, 
ecclesially, and missionally. Such a framework does not weaken 
Pentecostal identity. On the contrary, it strengthens Pentecostal 
preaching by giving clearer theological and ecclesial shape to its best 
instincts while resisting subjectivism, proof-texting, and selective 
appropriation of  biblical texts.

This proposal has direct implications for ministerial formation and 
preaching practice in Malaysia. Bible colleges and seminaries should 
train students not only in exegetical method but also in theological, 
ecclesial, and pneumatic reading as integrated dimensions of  sermon 
preparation. Local pastors and preachers, in turn, should test their 
readings in conversation with the worshipping community, the wider 
Christian tradition, and the demands of  witness in a plural and minority 
context. In this way, Pentecostal preaching may become more faithful 
to both the Word and the Spirit as it serves the life and mission of  the 
church in Malaysia.
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Further work may refine this proposal through empirical study 
of  Malaysian Pentecostal sermons, interviews with pastors, and 
comparison across different ethnic and regional church settings. 
Nevertheless, the argument of  this paper remains that Pentecostal 
and TIS approaches are most fruitful not when kept apart but when 
brought into disciplined conversation for the sake of  contemporary 
proclamation. Such an integrated hermeneutic offers a promising path 
toward bridging the gap between the classroom and pulpit in Malaysian 
Pentecostal life.
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Pentecostal Preaching: A Pastoral Approach to 
Kerygma and Pneuma

Part 1: Dynamics and Foundations of  Pentecostal Preaching

Vincent Leoh

Abstract

This study proposes a Pentecostal homiletic that is fundamentally 
grounded in the inseparable integration of  “kerygma” (κήρυγμα)  
and “pneuma” (πνεῦμα)—the proclamation of  the Christ-centred 
gospel and the active, empowering presence of  the Holy Spirit.1 
This intersection defines the central dialectic of  Pentecostal 
homiletics. Preaching is not merely the transmission of  religious 
information but a dynamic event where the Word and Spirit 
converge to produce transformation. The study first provides 
an overview of  homiletics and defines the core dynamics and 
distinctives of  Pentecostal preaching. It then explores the 
theological, hermeneutical, and homiletical foundations of  
Pentecostal preaching. The second part constructs a practical 
framework built upon a proposed Pentecostal Homiletic 
of  Kerygma and Pneuma, integrating a three-fold homiletical 
framework centred on the Messenger, Message, and Method.   

Introduction

Historically, Pentecostal preaching is defined not merely by exegetical 

1 The term “kerygma” (κήρυγμα) refers to the core “proclamation” of  the early 
church as seen in the Acts of  the Apostles (e.g., Acts 2:22–24). “Pneuma” (πνεῦμα) is 
the Greek term for spirit, breath, or wind, central to Pentecostal theology.
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or rhetorical skill but by its unique pneumatological foundation—a 
commitment to the Word of  God delivered through the power of  the 
Holy Spirit. Bartel states, “Pentecostal experience is pervasive within 
Pentecostal preaching. The power and presence of  the Holy Spirit 
conditions the entire enterprise,”2 and Heisler succinctly captures 
this core conviction: “Preaching is the Spirit’s ministry.”3 Effective 
Pentecostal preaching is not just a spontaneous event but the product 
of  a pneumatologically integrated, robust theological conviction, 
disciplined hermeneutical processes, and faithful pastoral homiletics. A 
deliberate synthesis of  kerygmatic fidelity and pneumatic sensitivity is 
the essential grounded framework for Pentecostal proclamation.  

Dynamics and Distinctives of  Pentecostal Preaching

Overview

Preaching has been a primary means of  communicating the truth of  
God’s Word throughout the entire history of  the Christian Church. 
Preaching is powerful; its preeminence is recognised by most scholars 
and pastors. As famously noted: “with its preaching Christianity stands 
or falls.”4  (P. T. Forsyth); “preaching is indispensable to Christianity”5 
(John Stott); “Preaching is the Word of  God which He Himself  
speaks”6 (Barth); and “in the sermon the foundation for a new world 

2 LeRoy R. Bartel, “Pentecostal Preaching and Homiletics,” in Foundations for Pentecostal 
Preaching, ed. James K. Bridges (Springfield, MO: Gospel Publishing House, 2005), 77.
3 Greg Heisler, Spirit-Led Preaching (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2007), 1.
4 P. T. Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind (London: Independent Press, 
1907), 1.
5 John R. W. Stott, Between Two Worlds: The Challenge of  Preaching Today (Grand Rapids, 
MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1982), 15.
6 Karl Barth, Homiletics, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley and Donald E. Daniels 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1991), 44; Karl Barth, The Word of  God 
and the Word of  Man, trans. Douglas Horton (New York: Harper & Row, 1957), 186.
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7 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Theological Education at Finkenwalde: 1935–1937, vol. 15 of  
Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, trans. Douglas W. Stott (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013), 
457–58.
8 “Status of  Global Christianity, 2026, in the Context of  1900–2075,” Gina A. Zurlo, 
ed., World Christian Database (Brill), accessed January 2026, 
www.worldchristiandatabase.org.
9 Joseph Kendall Byrd, “Formulation of  a Classical Pentecostal Homiletic in Dialogue 
with Contemporary Protestant Homiletics” (PhD diss., Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary, 1990), 203.
10 Aldwin Ragoonath, “Pentecostal Preaching in North America” (PhD diss., 
University of  South Africa, 2000), 11; Aldwin Ragoonath, Preach the Word: A Pentecostal 
Approach (Winnipeg: Agape Teaching Ministry, 2004), 30–37.

is laid”7 (Bonhoeffer). For the Pentecostal preacher, this urgency is 
heightened by a pneumatological expectation—the belief that preaching 
is a vehicle for the immediate, miraculous activity of the Spirit.

The Pentecostal-Charismatic movement is the fastest-growing religious 
movement in the world, having grown from 981,000 in 1900 to 
57,630,000 in 1970 and to an expected 676,117,000 by 2026.8 It 
comprises three streams: Classical Pentecostals (originating at the turn 
of the twentieth century), Charismatics (beginning in the 1960s), and 
Neo-Charismatics (or Third Wave). Pentecostal-Charismatic Christianity 
is thus multifaceted, neither homogeneous nor monolithic, an incredibly 
diversified group or phenomenon with a variety of e xpressions, a 
range of theological positions and a diversity of preaching styles. The 
term “Pentecostal preaching” is used here inclusively to refer to the 
preaching of these various streams.

Byrd highlighted the vital role of preaching in Pentecostalism, where 
“Early Pentecostalism was shaped and carved out from its preaching 
and teaching … Pentecostals developed their oral theology… more 
through preaching than print.”9 Ragoonath maintains, “As preaching 
is the center of Protestantism, so too preaching is the center of 
Pentecostalism … However, prayer and experiences of the Spirit hold 
particular positions in Pentecostalism.”10 He consistently argues that 
preaching is central to Pentecostal identity and Pentecostalism is a 
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preaching-centred movement. 

Pentecostal preaching has been variously defined as: “The preaching 
of  the good news of  Jesus Christ with a conscious reliance on the 
Holy Spirit for practical results”11 (Jesse K. Moon); “Preaching is 
an inexplicable and supernatural happening executed by the power 
of  the Holy Spirit through the human agency of  the preacher”12 
(Heisler); Spirit-empowered act of  proclamation in which the Word 
of  God is publicly articulated through human speech, with the 
expectation that the Holy Spirit is actively present and operative in 
both the proclamation and its reception, bringing about conviction, 
consolation, and transformation within the hearing community.13 
(Amos Yong) Hughes understands Pentecostal preaching as Spirit-
empowered proclamation in which the preacher, under the anointing 
of  the Holy Spirit, becomes a yielded instrument through whom God 
communicates his message in power and effectiveness.14 At its core, 
Pentecostal preaching is not merely a style of  delivery or an exercise 
in public speaking; it is more than a transfer of  information; it is, 
fundamentally, an event. As Forbes puts it, “Preaching is an event in 
which the living word of  God is proclaimed in the power of  the Holy 
Spirit.”15 

11 Jesse K. Moon, “The Holy Spirit in Preaching,” Paraclete (Fall 1977): 26, quoted in 
Steve D. Eutsler, “The Characteristics of  Pentecostal Preaching, Part 1,” Enrichment 
Journal (Fall 2013).
12 Robert Smith Jr., foreword to Spirit-Led Preaching: The Holy Spirit’s Role in Sermon 
Preparation and Delivery, by Greg Heisler (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2018), xiii.
13 Amos Yong, The Kerygmatic Spirit: Apostolic Preaching in the 21st Century (Eugene, OR: 
Cascade Books, 2018); Amos Yong, “The Spirit and Proclamation: A Pneumatological 
Theology of  Preaching,” The Living Pulpit, 3 May 2015, https://www.pulpit.org/the-
spirit-and-proclamation-a-pneumatological-theology-of-preaching-part-i/
14 Ray H. Hughes, Pentecostal Preaching (Cleveland, TN: Pathway Press, 1983).
15 James A. Forbes Jr., The Holy Spirit and Preaching, rev. ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 
2004), 56. Forbes’ key thesis is that preaching is not just communication of  ideas, it 
is an event of  divine encounter. The sermon is a Spirit-event, not merely a speech 
act; the preacher functions as a witness, not controller, of  divine speech. The “living 
Word” is proclaimed, activated, and empowered by the Holy Spirit.
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The “DNA” of  Classical Pentecostal Homiletics 

Ragoonath makes the assertion, “Pentecostal and Charismatic preaching 
is a type of  preaching that is different from all other forms of  
preaching.”16 What makes Pentecostal preaching different and unique? 
Is there a “DNA” of  Pentecostal preaching, as much as Carter writes, 
“Belief  in the power of  the Holy Spirit to work in and through our 
lives is part of  our theological and experiential DNA.”17 Is there such a 
thing as “Pentecostal preaching”, or is it nothing more than Evangelical 
preaching with a twist of  the Holy Spirit?18 Hughes argues that 
“Pentecostal preaching is not different from the ‘normal’ understanding 
of  what preaching is … [it] means a type of  message and a style of  
delivery characteristic of  Pentecostal worship.”19 Gordy maintains 
that Pentecostal preaching is fundamentally distinctive, not merely a 
variation of  evangelical homiletics.20 It is possible to identify some 
important factors that may not play a part in non-Pentecostal circles, 
and that form the unique element in Pentecostal preaching. Pentecostal 
preaching distinctives should not absolutise Pentecostal identity or be 
interpreted as spiritual superiority, elitism, exclusivism, arrogance and 
pride. It is descriptive rather than judgmental, describing “what should 

16 Ragoonath, Preach the Word, 11.
17 John F. Carter, “Power and Authority in Pentecostal Leadership,” Asian Journal of  
Pentecostal Studies 12, no. 2 (2009): 185.
18 See Josh P. S. Samuel. “The Spirit in Pentecostal Preaching: A Constructive Dialogue 
with Haddon W. Robinson’s and Charles T. Crabtree’s Theology of  Preaching,” 
Pneuma 35 (2013): 199–200. Both Crabtree and Robinson approach the act of  
preaching from two different angles. In Crabtree’s work, the emphasis is on preaching 
being Pentecostal, that is, on the present work of  the Spirit in preaching. Robinson, on 
the other hand, emphasises the biblical nature of  preaching, that is, the past work of  
the Spirit inspiring Scripture, so that the written word is the authority in preaching. 
19 Ray H. Hughes, “Preaching: A Pentecostal Perspective,” in Dictionary of  Pentecostal 
and Charismatic Movements, eds. Stanley M. Burgess and Gary B. McGee (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1988), 722.
20 John Gordy, “Toward a Theology of  Pentecostal Preaching,” Journal of  Pentecostal 
Theology 10.1 (2001): 81–97. 
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be true … not what may be true,” as Eustler rightly explains.21 

The essential dynamics of  Pentecostal preaching can be summarised by 
several distinctives that define its unique texture. 

Pneumatic Experience 

There is a noticeable development in Pentecostal homiletics with 
regard to pneumatic experience.  Allen understood Pentecostal 
preaching largely in classical Pentecostal terms, where the preacher 
has experienced Spirit baptism with tongues. Duffield’s emphasis 
was generally not on the preacher’s experience of  tongues, but 
on the supernatural ministry of  the Spirit, Spirit baptism, and the 
manifestation of  spiritual gifts in the preaching event. Hughes shifted 
the focus toward the ongoing empowering and anointing work of  the 
Holy Spirit in the preaching event. Later Pentecostal homileticians 
such as Crabtree, Spence, Heisler, C. B. Johns, Ragoonath, and Eutsler 
likewise tended to shift the discussion from the preacher’s experience 
alone toward the Spirit’s active role in the entire preaching event.22 
Spence argues that the Holy Spirit is not an optional add-on but 
the very lifeblood and dynamic force behind authentic Pentecostal 
proclamation, and without the Spirit, preaching loses its distinctive 

21 Steve D. Eutsler, “The Characteristics of  Pentecostal Preaching (Part 1),” Enrichment 
Journal (Fall 2013), Introduction, https://enrichmentjournal.ag.org/Issues/2013/
Fall-2013/The-Characteristics-of-Pentecostal-Preaching-Part-1. See also Richard 
L. Dresselhaus, “Pentecostal Preaching and Exegesis,” in Foundations for Pentecostal 
Preaching, ed. James K. Bridges (Springfield, MO: Gospel Publishing House, 2005): 
33–35.
22 Chester L. Allen, Pentecostal Preaching Is Different (Los Angeles: L.I.F.E. Bible College, 
1961), 12; Ray H. Hughes, “Preaching, A Pentecostal Perspective,” in Dictionary of  
Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements, eds. Stanley M. Burgess, Gary B. McGee, and 
Patrick H. Alexander (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988), 722–23; Guy P. Duffield Jr., 
Pentecostal Preaching (New York: Vantage Press, 1957).
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23 Robert H. Spence, “Pentecostal Preaching and the Spirit,” in Foundations for Pentecostal 
Preaching, ed. James K. Bridges (Springfield, MO: Gospel Publishing House, 2005), 
80–85; Spence, in The Spirit and the Pulpit, eds. Mark L. Williams and Lee Roy Martin 
(Cleveland, TN: Pathway Press, 2009), 90-100.  
24 Jesse K. Moon, Principles for Preachers (Springfield, MO: Gospel Publishing House, 
1989), 65. 
25 Spence, “Pentecostal Preaching and the Spirit,” 120–160.

power and identity.23 This perspective is deeply rooted in the 
foundational experience of  Pentecost itself, where the outpouring of  
the Spirit was directly linked to empowered speaking and the birth of  
the early church’s witness (Acts 2). 

Divine Empowerment in Proclamation 

Perhaps the most distinctive, yet mystifying, characteristic is the 
“anointing,” “unction,” or “empowerment” of  the Holy Spirit. Jesse 
Moon defines the anointing as “the special presence of  the Holy 
Spirit … whereby there is produced … an enhancement of  his 
entire faculties.”24 Spence highlights how the Spirit empowers the 
preacher (providing boldness and inspiration), energises the message 
(beyond intellect, penetrating hearts), leading to conviction, response, 
and transformation.25 Pentecostal preachers prefer to refer to their 
preaching as “messages” rather than “sermons” to illustrate their 
reliance upon the Spirit.

Immediacy and Experiential Focus

There is a strong sense of  immediacy in Pentecostal preaching—the 
belief  that God will act “today” and “now”. Pentecostal preaching 
often aims to connect the biblical message with the lived experiences 
of  the hearers, fostering an encounter with the living God. The goal is 
not merely information but transformation. The message invites the 
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listener to experience the power and truth of  the Word proclaimed. 
The message is not complete until it is experienced, not merely 
heard. Pentecostals hold a strong utilitarian expectation that anointed 
preaching will produce a transformative response and tangible results, 
including emotional engagement, spiritual impact, conviction, healing, 
deliverance, and even miracles.

Kerygmatic Centre and Eschatological

The Pentecostal message remains fundamentally Christological, 
retelling the “Pentecostal story” or “central narrative” grounded in 
Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, ongoing activity, and imminent return.26 
For Menzies, Spirit-empowered proclamation in the Lukan tradition is 
prophetic, shaped by Pentecostal eschatology, emphasising the present 
in-breaking of  the Kingdom of  God, and present activity of  God 
through proclamation with a “sense of  urgency … and need.”27 

Narrative and Testimonial Texture

Sermons are often structured narratively; testimonies—whether of  
the preacher, the biblical characters, or the congregation—are integral. 
Personal testimonies of  divine provisions, healing, deliverance, and 
miracles are frequently woven into sermons to validate God’s present 
activity. It serves as an ontological validation, a contemporary witness 
that connects the eternal truth of  the kerygma to lived, empirical reality.

26 Kenneth J. Archer, A Pentecostal Hermeneutic for the Twenty-First Century: Spirit, Scripture, 
and Community (T&T Clark, 2009), 178. 
27 Robert P. Menzies, “The Holy Spirit in Pentecostal Proclamation: A Parabolic 
Prophecy,” in The Spirit and Spirituality: Essays in Honour of  Russell P. Spittler, eds. 
Wonsuk Ma and Robert P. Menzies (London: T&T Clark, 2007), 258–262.
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28 Daniel E. Albrecht, Rites in the Spirit: A Ritual Approach to Pentecostal/Charismatic 
Spirituality (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 258–259.
29 Wonsuk Ma, Mission in the Spirit: Towards a Pentecostal/Charismatic Missiology (Oxford: 
Regnum Books, 2010), 155.
30 Amos Yong, “The Spirit and Proclamation.”

Call and Response

Pentecostal preaching involves call-and-response dynamics and 
participatory proclamation. It is interactive, inviting a response. 
Vocal affirmations with interjections like “Amen,” “Praise the Lord,” 
“Hallelujah,” and “Glory,” have been part of  the dialogic characteristic 
of  Pentecostal preaching. Albrecht catalogues and interprets embodied 
kinesthetic practices like clapping, raising hands, dancing, within a 
broader framework of  ritual symbols that express meaning, shape and 
authenticate spirituality and mediate experience of  the Spirit.28 Wonsuk 
Ma framed Pentecostal preaching and mission within participatory 
spirituality, active engagement of  believers, and Spirit-led communal 
experience oriented toward experiential encounter with God.29 

Orality and Spontaneity

Pentecostal sermons often employ oral traditions and culture. Rhythmic 
speech, repetition, vocal modulation, gestures and improvisation form 
the rhythmic dimensions of  proclamation. Yong explicitly frames 
preaching phenomenologically: “the dynamic character of  Christian 
preaching should be explicated not only theologically … but also 
phenomenologically in terms of  its orality and ontologically in terms 
of  its audibility … both the oral and audible or sonic aspects of  
preaching …”30 Pentecostal messages include spontaneous moments 
of  “prophetic preaching,” where the speaker, responsive to the leading 
of  the Spirit, sometimes depart from prepared notes to follow divine 
prompting, delivering what they believe to be a direct word from God.
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Emotional and Energetic Delivery

Pentecostal preaching is dynamic, delivered with passion, utilising 
high levels of  emotional and affective rhetoric (pathos). Theology 
is lived and felt, not just understood intellectually. Pentecostalism is 
fundamentally experiential, grounded in affective and experiential 
engagement with God. This reflects the belief  that preaching should 
move the heart, not just the mind. Pentecostal preaching is most 
distinct in its emphasis on the Holy Spirit’s empowerment, experiential 
faith, and dynamic delivery.

Foundations of  Pentecostal Preaching

This foundational overview establishes the theological, hermeneutical 
and homiletical approaches that define and shape the unique 
Pentecostal preaching tradition.

Biblical Foundation 

In the Old Testament, the Spirit of  God empowered specific individuals 
for prophetic proclamation.31 Joel’s prophecy of  a future universal 
outpouring of  the Spirit, enabling sons and daughters to prophesy 
(Joel 2:28–29), establishes the intrinsic link between the Spirit and 
empowered speech. The ministry of  Jesus Christ serves as the ultimate 
model for Spirit-empowered preaching. Jesus explicitly defined his 
mission in terms of  Spirit-anointing, quoting Isaiah: “The Spirit of  the 
Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to 
the poor” (Luke 4:18–19). This declaration is programmatic, revealing 
that the Messiah’s ministry of  proclamation, healing, and liberation 
was fundamentally enabled by the Holy Spirit. The book of  Acts and 

31 See Ezekiel 37:1–14; Numbers 11:25; 1 Samuel 10:6–10.  
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the apostolic writings further cement this theological foundation. 
At Pentecost, the outpouring of  the Holy Spirit transformed fearful 
disciples into bold proclaimers (Acts 2:41). The early church continually 
prayed for and experienced boldness through the Holy Spirit’s filling 
(Acts 4:31). The Apostle Paul provides the most explicit theological 
articulation of  Spirit-empowered preaching (1 Corinthians 2:4–5).

Pneumatological Theology of  Preaching32 

The theological foundation of  Pentecostal preaching lies in the 
classical theological doctrines of  bibliology and pneumatology.33 Spirit-
empowered preaching underscores the inseparable and complementary 
relationship between the Word of  God and the Spirit of  God. For 
Pentecostals, as Nel points out, “The Protestant dictum sola Scriptura is 
revised to Spiritus-Word, and Scripture is understood within the context 
of  the ongoing revelatory activity of  the Holy Spirit.”34 Macchia argues 
that because Scripture is “Spirit-Word,” it transcends the subject–
object divide—it cannot be reduced to an external object of  study, nor 

32 Amos Yong, The Spirit and Proclamation: A Pneumatological Theology of  Preaching 
(Eugene, OR: Wipf  & Stock, 2019), 3–4. Yong distinguishes a confessional, 
tradition-specific “Pentecostal theology of  preaching” from his broader, constructive 
“pneumatological (Spirit-centered) theology of  preaching” that is phenomenologically 
attentive (especially to orality and sound). 
33 Discussions on Theology of  Preaching often focus on the character of  the 
preacher, the biblical message, a theological understanding of  preaching, the role 
and place of  preaching in the Church, and theological convictions about God, 
Scripture and Preaching. For a basic synopsis of  the scholarly situation, see John 
Gordy, “Toward a Theology of  Pentecostal Preaching,” Journal of  Pentecostal Theology 
10.1 (2001): 81–97. Gordy proposes that a theology of  Pentecostal preaching 
should include: A theology of  revelation (God speaks actively); A theology of  the 
Spirit (central to proclamation); An ecclesial dimension (preaching occurs within a 
worshipping community); A missional orientation (preaching calls for response—
conversion, healing, transformation).
34 Marius Nel. “God’s Work in Preaching,” Stellenbosch Theological Journal 3, no. 1 (2017): 
292.
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35 Frank D. Macchia, Baptized in the Spirit: A Global Pentecostal Theology. (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2006), 65.
36 Cheryl Bridges Johns, Re-Enchanting the Text: Discovering the Bible as Sacred, Dangerous, 
and Mysterious (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2023), chaps. 3–4, 7, cited by Taylor 
S. O. Drake,  “Towards a Pentecostal Homiletic: A Re-Enchanted Methodology,” 
Religions 15, no. 1 (2024): 63. Drake moves from Johns’ theology of  Scripture to 
construct  a Homiletic “Re-Enchanted Methodology” framing Pentecostal preaching 
as “discipline and discernment,” “method and mystery.”
37 Heisler, Spirit-Led Preaching, 62.

is it merely subjective experience; instead, it is a participatory reality, 
where knowing involves Spirit-enabled encounter.35 Johns critiques 
Enlightenment rationalism for “objectifying” Scripture and distorting 
interpretation. She emphasises Scripture as a living, Spirit-filled reality, 
not merely a rational object of  study and calls for a “re-enchantment” 
of  the Bible, recovering Scripture as an “enchanted” text, Spirit-
Word—sacred, dangerous, and mysterious.36 Likewise, Heisler 
articulates a theology of  Word-Spirit interdependence, describing 
preaching as the convergence of  Word (objective, written witness—
the source and substance of  preaching) and Spirit (subjective, inward 
witness—supernatural power of  preaching): “The word activates the 
spirit, and the spirit authenticates the word. The word is the instrument 
of  the spirit, and the spirit is the implement of  the word.”37 Hence, the 
preacher must seek to be filled with the Spirit and to be saturated with 
the word simultaneously and abundantly. 

The Homiletic of  Kerygma and Pneuma rests on three interwoven 
theological premises: 

1.	 Preaching as Proclamation (Kerygma) 

At the heart of  Pentecostal preaching is kerygma—the proclamation of   
the gospel of  Jesus Christ. The Greek term kerygma (κήρυγμα) refers to 
the public declaration of  a herald who speaks on behalf  of  a sovereign 



41

38 Yong, The Spirit and Proclamation, 1–2. 

authority. In the New Testament, this corresponds to the apostolic 
proclamation that “Jesus is Lord,” rooted in his death, resurrection, 
exaltation, and the outpouring of  the Holy Spirit. Pentecostal theology 
often frames this proclamation through the “full gospel” motif, which 
articulates Jesus in a fourfold salvific identity:

	Jesus as Saviour—delivering humanity from sin and reconciling 
them to God. 
Jesus as Healer—restoring physical, emotional, and spiritual 
brokenness. 
Jesus as Baptiser in the Holy Spirit—filling, empowering 
believers for witness and service. 
Jesus as Soon-Coming King—orienting the church toward hope 
and eschatological readiness. 

This fourfold confession is not simply doctrinal content but functions 
as a preaching paradigm. It shapes the tone, aim, and expectation of  
Pentecostal proclamation.

2.	 Preaching as Spirit-Empowerment (Pneuma) 

The Holy Spirit is central to Pentecostal preaching. Spirit-empowered 
preaching is not merely energetic communication; it is the proclamation 
of  Scripture under the dynamic influence and anointing of  the Spirit. 
The Holy Spirit is the true agent of  conviction, illumination, and 
transformation. Yong asserts that preaching (kerygma) is fundamentally 
“a pneumatological event”; it is not merely rhetorical or textual, but it 
is an act constituted by the Holy Spirit, Spirit-mediated, hence must be 
understood ontologically (event), not just epistemologically (content).”38 
Pentecostal preaching is Spirit-dependent, not merely method-driven; 
the Spirit is constitutive, not merely supplementary to proclamation; the 
Spirit is the source of  proclamation, not an enhancement to it.
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3.	 Preaching as Spirit-Encounter

Within this kerygmatic and pneumatic framework, preaching is 
understood as more than an explanation of  biblical truth. It is 
the Spirit-activated proclamation that makes Christ present to the 
congregation. As Heisler highlights, “The goal of  preaching is not 
merely to communicate truth but to facilitate an encounter with God 
through His Word by the Spirit.”39 The sermon is therefore not only 
evaluated by its structure or clarity, but by its capacity to mediate 
an encounter with the living Christ. The gospel is not only to be 
understood but responded to in faith, repentance, and openness to the 
Spirit’s transformative work. This forms the experiential dimensions of  
theology and spirituality. 

Land describes Pentecostal spirituality as “the integration of  orthodoxy 
(belief), orthopraxy (practice), and orthopathy (right affections/
experience).”40 Yong explicitly argues that Spirit-filled proclamation 
cannot be reduced to cognition alone but must integrate mind, heart, 
and embodied practice in the life of  the Spirit. He lays out his classic 
threefold integrative framework: “Orthodoxy”—right belief/verbal 
and kerygmatic proclamation; “Orthopathy”—right affections/Spirit-
formed desire and experience, and “Orthopraxy”—right action/
embodied participation in God’s mission.41 Lewis develops a triadic 
formulation of  theological education as an integrated framework 
of  belief, practice, and affect, describing “orthodoxy” as setting the 
boundaries for experience and work, “orthopraxis” supplies action 
to belief  and experience and “orthopathy” grants the heart and 
life to belief  and work.42 In this sense, Pentecostal preaching is not 

39 Heisler, Spirit-Led Preaching, 47.
40 Steven J. Land, Pentecostal Spirituality: A Passion for the Kingdom, Journal of  Pentecostal 
Theology Supplement Series 1 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993), 32–33, 56.
41 Yong, The Spirit and Proclamation, 20–23. 
42 Paul W. Lewis, “Explorations in Pentecostal Theological Education,” Asian Journal 
of  Pentecostal Studies 10, no. 2 (July 2007): 168–170.
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simply about what is said—it is about what God does through what is 
proclaimed.

4.	 Preaching as Spirit-Empowered Witness

Pentecostal homiletics emphasises that the power of  preaching lies 
not merely in content but in the Spirit’s work through the human 
messenger. The kerygma must be delivered by a human vessel 
transformed and empowered by the pneuma. Across Pentecostal 
preaching theology, the preacher is consistently understood as a 
“vessel”—yielded human agent; a “channel”—conduit of  divine power; 
an “instrument”—used by the Spirit; a “Spirit-empowered witness”—
the means through which God acts.

Preaching as proclamation (kerygma) is therefore the Spirit (pneuma) 
working through a Spirit-empowered witness announcing the full 
gospel of  Jesus Christ, making the message effective and immediate and 
hearers are drawn into lived encounter and response.

Pneumatic Hermeneutic of  Preaching

Pentecostal hermeneutics is distinct in its emphasis on the experiential, 
Spirit-led understanding of  Scripture. This pneumatological focus 
influences how Scripture is interpreted, placing significant emphasis on 
the role of  the Spirit in both illuminating the text and empowering the 
preacher. Pentecostal interpretation of  Scripture involves the textual 
and pneumatic dimensions, and accepts an element of  experience 
as a validating part of  the hermeneutical circle (text-interpreter-
experience).43 This theology of  encounter, central to Pentecostal 
spirituality and epitomised in the baptism in the Holy Spirit, clearly 

43 Dresselhaus, “Pentecostal Preaching and Exegesis,” 45–48.
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affects the Pentecostal preacher’s handling of  the hermeneutical task. 

Arrington emphasises illumination, experience, and narrative in 
interpretation. He maintains that interpretation of  Scripture is mediated 
through a “pneumatic epistemology,” Spirit-enabled knowing, Spirit-
enabled illumination, that involves more than cognitive or exegetical 
processes and occurs within a lived relationship with God.44 Dayton 
calls the Pentecostal hermeneutic a “subjectivizing” hermeneutic, 
where Scripture is appropriated personally and existentially and 
interpreted experientially, not only historically.45 Menzies implicitly 
rejects any “experience-first” or “experience-dominant” hermeneutic, 
arguing that Scripture must retain normative authority over experience. 
Interpretation begins with Scripture, not subjective encounter; 
experience is confirmatory, not foundational, and experience functions 
as a secondary witness.46 Spirit experience must be theologically and 
exegetically grounded, and experience must not override controlled 
exegesis.

Johns explains that Pentecostals interpret Scripture through a “praxis-
oriented,” “experiential epistemology” lens shaped by transforming 
experience with God, which becomes a framework for interpretation, 
but is still understood within a Spirit–Scripture relationship.47 Land 
uses the term “experiential fidelity” to refer to experience shaped 
by Scripture, not raw subjectivism, but experience tested within 
the Pentecostal narrative of  salvation, a form of  knowing where 
faithfulness (fidelity) is measured in lived participation in the kingdom 

44 French L. Arrington, Christian Doctrine: A Pentecostal Perspective, vol. 1 (Cleveland, TN: 
Pathway Press, 1992), 380–385.
45 Donald W. Dayton, Theological Roots of  Pentecostalism (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 
1987), 60–65.
46 William W. Menzies and Robert P. Menzies, Spirit and Power: Foundations of  Pentecostal 
Experience (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 33–36.
47 Jackie David Johns, “Pentecostalism and the Postmodern Worldview,” Journal of  
Pentecostal Theology 3, no. 1 (1993): 87–89. 
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2005), 46–48.
50 Kenneth J. Archer, “Pentecostal Story: The Hermeneutical Filter for the Making of  
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51 Marius Nel, “Re-enactment Leading to Transformation: A Critical Assessment of  
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story, a reading of  Scripture that is faithful to the biblical narrative 
and finds confirmation in the contemporary experience of  the 
believing community.48 Pentecostal spirituality is affective, narrative, 
eschatological and experientially grounded but theologically disciplined.

While the exegetical and hermeneutical methods of  Pentecostals 
may be similar to those of  any evangelical, Pentecostal hermeneutics 
is shaped by Spirit experience (experientially), rooted in Pentecost 
(historically).49 This hermeneutical approach affirms that the same 
Spirit who inspired the biblical text must illuminate its meaning for 
the contemporary reader and preacher. It is an act of  reading the 
“Word in the Spirit.” The Pentecostal story serves as the overarching 
“hermeneutical filter.”50 It acts as an interpretive framework for reading 
Scripture and shaping sermons. Pentecostal “narrative hermeneutic” is 
thus different from that of  non-Pentecostal because their hermeneutic 
does not arise out of  a rational reflection, but rather out of  lived 
experience. It is not anti-intellectual. Pentecostals fear, however, that 
academic work in exegeting the text may minimise the influence of  the 
Spirit. 

Nel argues that Scripture “only becomes the word when the life-
giving power of  the Spirit assimilates, enlivens, and transmits it.”51 
This is part of  his critique of  over-reliance on academic exegesis and 
under-emphasis on Spirit-empowered proclamation. This also reflects 
the Pentecostal-Charismatic understanding of  the transformation of  
the written word (logos) into a Spirit-activated, living word (rhema). 
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The modern Pentecostal sermon, while increasingly grounding itself  
in scholarly exegesis, seeks to integrate the logos of  the text with the 
dunamis of  the Spirit. This process requires a balance between critical 
engagement and spiritual submission. Exegesis and pneumatic insight 
must be held in tension, ensuring that Spirit-led interpretation always 
aligns with Scripture.

Paul Ricoeur’s hermeneutic theory provides a crucial foundation for 
understanding Pentecostal approaches to Scripture and preaching. 
Ricoeur describes interpretation as moving beyond mere explanation 
toward “appropriation,” moving from first naïveté, through critical 
distanciation, to a second post-critical engagement naïveté in which 
meaning is reappropriated existentially.52 Building on this framework, 
Byrd proposes that Pentecostal preaching requires a hermeneutic that 
facilitates “re-experiencing the text,” translating Ricoeur’s concept 
of  appropriation into an explicitly experiential and pneumatic key. 
Pentecostal hermeneutics, therefore, does not merely exegete a text in a 
historical-critical manner but rather focuses on the immediate meaning 
of  a text to mediate an encounter in which the Spirit enables hearers 
to participate in the world of  the text. Thus, Ricoeur’s philosophical 
hermeneutic of  appropriation becomes, in Byrd’s Pentecostal 
homiletic, a dynamic, Spirit-mediated re-engagement with Scripture, 
where interpretation culminates not simply in understanding but in 
transformative experience.53 Yong argues that Pentecostal preaching 
operates within a triadic temporal framework, three interrelated 
“moments” of  proclamation: Past (behind the text)—the historical 
events and divine actions that lie behind the biblical witness, Present (in 
the text/proclamation)—the Spirit-empowered act of  preaching itself  

52 Paul Ricoeur, The Symbolism of  Evil, trans. Emerson Buchanan (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1967), 347–351; Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of  
Meaning (Fort Worth: Texas Christian University Press, 1976).
53 Joseph Byrd, “Paul Ricoeur’s Hermeneutical Theory and Pentecostal Proclamation,” Pneuma 
15 (1993): 206–207; Joseph Byrd, Pentecostal Homiletic: A Structural-Narrative Approach 
(Cleveland, TN: Pentecostal Theological Seminary, 2019).
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and Future (in front of  the text)—the reception, embodiment, and 
transformation of  hearers.54 

In a reconstructed Ricoeurian schema, Pentecostal preaching is 
engaging the biblical event (history), the Scriptural witness (text), and 
the present work of  the Spirit (experience), thus reflecting a triadic 
hermeneutic framework that moves from and finds meaning “behind 
the text” (historical-contextual reality), “in the text” (linguistic-literary 
content), and “in front of  the text” (contemporary appropriation-
Spirit-mediated encounter).55 While it is true that Pentecostals tend 
to locate the meaning of  a text in front of  it, they also maintain the 
validity of  scriptural norms against which all experiences are to be 
tested. A hermeneutical model for ethical Pentecostal preaching must 
take into account the dialogical relationship and interplay of  experience 
and interpretation, integrating exegesis and experience, reason and 
revelation, Scripture and Spirit, kerygma and pneuma.

Homiletical Foundation: Structural Options

The two forms or classifications of  sermonic methods are the 
deductive and inductive:
Deductive preaching begins with generalities and moves to particular 
application. It states a proposition, central idea or theme, and then 
develops it structurally using particulars such as exegesis, exposition, 
illustration, and application. The main characteristics of  this kind 
of  sermonizing are that it is conceptual, discursive, idea-centred, 
point-oriented, and logically based. Within the homiletical tradition, 

Pentecostal Preaching: A Pastoral Approach to Kerygma and Pneuma
Part 1: Dynamics and Foundations of  Pentecostal Preaching



Malaysian Pentecostal Journal  •  Biblical and Contextual Studies48

the deductive method has long been established as “normative” for 
preaching. Most classical, orthodox, and Pentecostal preaching is 
deductive in nature.

Traditional topical, textual and expository categories typically fall 
under deductive sermons: Topical preaching derives its topic from a 
Scripture passage but develops a sermon independently, drawing from 
multiple scriptures. It focuses on a specific topic, theme, or subject 
matter. Textual preaching expounds and applies one or two verses which 
provide all the sermon’s main points. Expository preaching provides 
detailed exposition and application of  an extended passage of  Scripture 
(three or more verses), which provides all the sermon’s main points 
drawn from the text. 

Inductive preaching begins with the particulars of  life’s experience 
and moves toward general principles, concepts and conclusions. It 
utilises narrative, analogy, parable, questions and the experiences of  
people to work into the major thesis of  the sermon. It is a process 
of  mutual discovery instead of  dogmatic declarations. Although the 
inductive method leaves the question of  sermonic form and structure 
open, certain qualities may be discerned: movement, unity, and 
imagination.

Byrd highlights the need for a new homiletical paradigm that allows for 
greater emphasis on the inductive rather than deductive: “The goal is 
not to arrive at agreeing with a preacher’s proposition … Adoption of  
an inductive model will correlate with a distinctive theology and history 
of  the Pentecostal movement, contrasting the intellectual preaching of  
other Protestants with logical deductive reasoning.”56

56 Joseph K. Byrd, “Pentecostal Homiletic: A Convergence of  History, Theology, and 
Worship,” in Toward a Pentecostal Theology of  Preaching, ed. Lee Roy Martin (Cleveland, 
TN: CPT Press, 2015), 287. See also Dresselhaus, “Pentecostal Preaching and 
Exegesis,” 45–46. Dresselhaus notes that Graham Johnston emphasises the value of  
inductive exposition, narrative preaching, and effective communication techniques. 
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Narrative Preaching, popularly known as the homiletic new wave, is 
inductive in nature. The narrative genre basically builds the sermon 
around a storyline or character. Narrative preaching varies in its 
methodology. Some tell the biblical story and then point out the lessons 
learned from the points; some outline the experiences of  the person. 
The implication is that preaching involves movement and direction. 
The chief  proponent of  narrative preaching is Eugene Lowry with 
his “Homiletical Plot” consisting of  five sequential stages: ”Oops!”—
upsetting the equilibrium, “Ugh!”—analysing the discrepancy, “Aha!”—
disclosing the clue to resolution, “Whee!”—experiencing the gospel, 
and “Yeah!”—anticipating the consequences.57 Milton Crum sees 
the structure of  a story as consisting of  situation, complication, and 
resolution.58 

Other forms of  preaching include biographical, dramatic, and 
apologetic preaching. David Buttrick’s Phenomenology of  Preaching 
involves “plots and moves.”59

Pentecostal preaching, though generally not well-structured according 
to homiletical rules, does relate directly to where the people are living. 
The early Pentecostals employ allegorical preaching, which focuses on 
the spiritual meaning of  the text with little or no concern for history 
and exegesis. As Pentecostal preaching evolved, preachers began 
using deductive logic, with isolated cases of  inductive logic. Topical or 
thematic preaching is common, but expository preaching is growing in 
its adoption. Pentecostal preaching is very much focused on themes or 
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need-centred preaching to address contemporary needs directly. 

A Homiletical Framework for Spirit-Empowered Preaching

This foundational overview establishes that Pentecostal preaching is 
a unique event, born from the synergy of  Word and Spirit, grounded 
in a robust pneumatological theology, animated by a pneumatic 
hermeneutic, and distinguished by its experiential and transformational 
goals. It naturally follows that the next question to answer would be 
this: how do Pentecostals produce and preach their sermons? The 
second part of  this study will address what Pentecostal homiletics 
would look like, practically.

The proposed Pentecostal homiletic—A Homiletical Framework for 
Spirit-Empowered Preaching integrates three foundational pillars: 
Messenger-Message-Method. This triadic framework will help ensure 
that Pentecostal preaching remains both faithful to the kerygma and 
sensitive to the pneuma, producing proclamation that is theologically 
grounded, hermeneutically sound, and practically effective for 
contemporary pastoral ministry.

Vincent Leoh became a Christian in January 1975. He has 
been in the ministry for forty-eight years. He graduated with 
a Master of  Divinity (MDiv) from the Assemblies of  God 
Theological Seminary, Springfield, Missouri, USA, in 1985 
and a Doctor of  Philosophy (PhD) from The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky, 
USA in 1990. He served as the General Superintendent of  
the Assemblies of  God of  Malaysia from 2000 to 2008. 
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Pentecostal Preaching: A Pastoral Approach to 
Kerygma and Pneuma

Part 2: Homiletical Framework for Spirit-Empowered Preaching

Vincent Leoh

Abstract

This study proposes a Pentecostal homiletic that is fundamentally 
grounded in the inseparable integration of  “kerygma” (κήρυγμα) 
and “pneuma” (πνεῦμα)—the proclamation of  the Christ-centred 
gospel and the active, empowering presence of  the Holy Spirit.1 
This intersection defines the central dialectic of  Pentecostal 
homiletics. Preaching is not merely the transmission of  religious 
information but a dynamic event where the Word and Spirit 
converge to produce transformation. The study first provides 
an overview of  homiletics and defines the core dynamics and 
distinctives of  Pentecostal preaching. It then explores the 
theological, hermeneutical, and homiletical foundations of  
Pentecostal preaching. The second part constructs a practical 
framework built upon a proposed Pentecostal Homiletic 
of  Kerygma and Pneuma, integrating a three-fold homiletical 
framework centred on the Messenger, Message, and Method.    

Introduction

Pentecostal homiletics must be understood through the dialectical 

1 The term “kerygma” (κήρυγμα) refers to the core “proclamation” of  the early 
church as seen in the Acts of  the Apostles (e.g., Acts 2:22–24). “Pneuma” (πνεῦμα) is 
the Greek term for spirit, breath, or wind, central to Pentecostal theology.
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relationship between kerygma and pneuma. The proposed framework 
systematically integrates the spiritual dynamic of  kerygma and pneuma 
directly into the structure and methodology of  proclamation, positing 
the Holy Spirit as the central actor in every phase of  preaching.

Effective Pentecostal preaching requires both rigorous preparation 
and absolute dependence upon the Holy Spirit’s anointing; both are 
necessary and mutually reinforcing. The preacher is not merely a 
communicator of  truth but an embodied Spirit-empowered witness. A 
pastoral approach means the sermon addresses real needs and struggles; 
it seeks not only to inform but to care, guide, and restore. This pastoral 
identity gives depth and authenticity to Pentecostal preaching.

Pillar 1: Messenger – The Spirit-Filled Preacher

Ontological Preparation and Embodiment

The first pillar addresses the preacher’s being rather than merely 
the preacher’s doing. Pentecostal preaching begins not with sermon 
construction but with the spiritual formation of  the preacher, “man 
before message.” Preparation for preaching is not merely academic 
but existential and spiritual. It is ontological (who you are) before it 
is methodological (what you do). It involves the “whole life” of  the 
preacher.2 This encompasses spiritual formation, moral character, 
ministerial calling, and continual dependence upon the Holy Spirit. 
The preacher is not merely a communicator of  truth but an embodied 
witness through whom God speaks. The Spirit prepares the preacher 
before the preacher prepares the sermon. Heisler asserts, “Preaching 
is not so much about your preparing a sermon to preach; preaching 

2 James T. Bradford, “Pentecostal Preaching and Preparation,” in Foundations for 
Pentecostal Preaching, ed. James K. Bridges (Springfield, MO: Gospel Publishing House, 
2005), 31–32.
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6 Ragoonath, “Pentecostal Preaching in North America,” 95–105; Ragoonath, Preach 
the Word: A Pentecostal Approach (Toronto: ICI University Press, 2004), 16–20, 34–40, 
96–101.

is about God preparing you—his vessel—to preach.”3 Duffield 
emphasises that the preacher must be Spirit-baptised and Spirit-filled, a 
person of  character and a channel, vessel or instrument through whom 
the Spirit works.4 Hughes maintains that the preacher must be Spirit-
filled, as preaching requires Spirit empowerment, and effectiveness 
depends on anointing.5

The Call of  the Preacher 

The legitimacy of  Pentecostal preaching rests on divine calling. 
This calling is not simply vocational but experiential, often marked 
by Spirit baptism, which serves as a transformative encounter and 
an empowerment for proclamation. Ragoonath argues that within 
Pentecostal theology, Spirit baptism empowers the preacher for 
prophetic witness, while divine calling establishes the preacher’s 
authority and identity as God’s spokesperson.6

Character and Ethos

Classical rhetorical theory emphasises ethos as the foundation of  
persuasive speech, and Pentecostal homiletics affirms this principle. 
The maxim “preaching is not a man speaking good, but a good man 
speaking” captures this conviction. Personal holiness, moral character 
and profound dependence upon God are the essential ecosystem for 
Spirit-empowered preaching. The call to preach is simultaneously a call 
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to a life of  study, prayer, and integrity. Therefore, the preparation of  the 
preacher is as important as the preparation of  the sermon. As Spence 
puts it, “The Holy Spirit must first work in the preacher before He can 
work through the preacher.”7 It is a work of  God preparing a vessel 
through which He can speak. 

Charismata and Prophetic Preaching

Because of  its pneumatological base and emphasis on direct God-
experience, Pentecostal preachers move boldly in spiritual gifts. 
Pentecostal preaching is inherently charismatic and prophetic. It 
has historically been characterised as “prophetic”—not primarily in 
the sense of  future prediction but in the scriptural sense of  being 
empowered by the Holy Spirit’s authority to declare the mind of  
God. The “prophetic” purpose of  Spirit-baptism is acknowledged in 
Pentecostal scholarship. Menzies argues that Spirit baptism functions  
as a “gateway”, particularly to prophetic speech gifts (πνευματικῶν), 
rather than to all charismata indiscriminately.8 For Stronstad, the 
primary characteristic and purpose of  Spirit-baptism is the expression 
of  prophetic utterance and empowerment for mission.9 Wonsuk 
Ma maintains that the “prophetic” feature is the most significant 
characteristic that best describes the ideal Spirit-empowered leader. 
The prophetic dimension is characterised by intimacy with God, 
sensitivity to divine guidance and alignment with God’s will, rather 

7 Robert H. Spence, “Pentecostal Preaching and the Spirit,” in Foundations for Pentecostal 
Preaching, ed. James K. Bridges (Springfield, MO: Gospel Publishing House, 2005), 
114.
8 William W. Menzies and Robert P. Menzies, Spirit and Power: Foundations of  Pentecostal 
Experience (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2000), 50. Vincent Leoh, “Pentecostal 
Leadership: An Asian Perspective Part 1: Dynamics and Pneumatic Experience,” 
Malaysian Pentecostal Journal 2 (2024): 82
9 Roger Stronstad, “Pentecostal Experience and Hermeneutics,” Paraclete (Winter 
1992): 25.
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than merely empowerment for tasks.10 David Lim describes the gifts 
as “incarnational,” explaining that “God touches all our abilities and 
potential with supernatural power” and “the presence of  the charismata 
enhance natural capacities and function.”11 Rice defines charismata as 
“operations of  the Spirit” released through human agencies —free gifts 
whose sole source is the Spirit.12 Charismata enhance natural abilities 
rather than replace them, enabling the preacher to function as an 
instrument through whom divine power operates.

Pillar Two: Message – Spirit-Led Preparation

The second pillar addresses the preparation of  the sermon itself, 
encompassing both substance and structure. The entire process 
of  preaching, from text selection to delivery, is undertaken under 
the conscious leading of  the Holy Spirit. Heisler asserts, “Spirit-led 
preaching is preaching that is dependent upon the Holy Spirit from 
preparation to proclamation.”13 Spence emphasises that Pentecostal 
preaching is fundamentally the work of  the Holy Spirit from start to 
finish.14

Discovery: The Kerygmatic Substance 

The guiding principle is “substance first,” ensuring that the message 
arises from faithful engagement with Scripture. The foundation of  
all powerful preaching is its substance or “meat” of  the Word, which 
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must flow from diligent study and hermeneutical engagement with the 
biblical text, where scholarly exegesis is bathed in prayerful dependence 
on the Spirit’s guidance.  

Selection of  the Text/Word of  God 

The sermon begins with the selection of  a biblical text, which serves 
as the authoritative foundation of  the message. This selection is both 
intentional and Spirit-guided. The Holy Spirit plays a crucial role not 
only in inspiring Scripture but also in illuminating it for the preacher. 
Heisler contends that “without the Spirit we would have no text to 
begin with and without the Spirit we would have no illumined heart to 
discern the text.”15 Johns views Scripture as a living “enchanted” text; 
he rejects the Enlightenment’s rationalist invasion by re-embracing the 
Bible’s transcendent nature as “Spirit-Word.”16 

Threefold Meaning of  the Text17 

The process of  interpretation involves three interrelated dimensions:
Meaning Behind the Text – Understanding the historical and 
original context.
Meaning of  the Text – Interpreting linguistic and theological 
significance.
Meaning in Front of  the Text – Applying the text to 
contemporary contexts.

Thus, the three-fold meaning of  the text involves subjective intention 

15 Heisler, Spirit-Led Preaching, xvii.
16 Cheryl Bridges Johns, Re-Enchanting the Text: Discovering the Bible as Sacred, Dangerous, 
and Mysterious (Ada: Baker Academic, 2023), 55, 63.
17 Vincent Leoh, “A Pentecostal Preacher as an Empowered Witness,” Asian Journal of  
Pentecostal Studies 9, no. 1 (2006): 41–43; Vincent Beng Leoh, “Ethics and Pentecostal 
Preaching: The Anastatic, Organic, and Communal Strands” (PhD diss., The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, 1990), 123–126. 
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(of  the author), objective meaning (of  the text), and subjective 
appropriation (of  the reader). This movement from exegesis to 
application ensures that the sermon bridges the gap between the 
ancient text and the modern audience. Effective preaching requires 
both historical awareness and contemporary relevance. 

Gadamer describes interpretation as a “fusion of  horizons,” where the 
world of  the text and the world of  the interpreter interact to create 
fresh understanding.18 Stott argues that the preacher stands between two 
worlds: The biblical world and the contemporary world. The preacher’s 
task is to build a bridge between them through faithful exposition 
and relevant application.19 For Ricoeur, readers do not merely recover 
what the text meant; they enter the “world in front of  the text” and 
allow it to reshape their understanding and experience.20 This is why 
many homileticians describe appropriation as the congregation’s re-
experiencing or making the text their own. In a Pentecostal homiletical 
framework, more experiential and participatory, one could argue that 
the Holy Spirit enables this entire movement.

Illumination 

Illumination is the Spirit’s work in making Scripture come alive. It 
does not replace exegesis but complements it, guiding the preacher 
toward insight and application. The Spirit’s illumination ensures that 
the sermon is not merely informative but transformative. The key is 
spiritual sensitivity on the preacher’s part. This process does not bypass 
diligent exegesis but complements it. Heisler’s principle proves crucial: 
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“Whatever the Spirit illumines in the study, He will empower in the 
pulpit.”21

Construction: The Homiletical Structure

Augustine insisted that “sequential” and “eloquentia” are needed in 
effective discourse. Demosthenes recognised that persuasion depends 
on presentation order as much as argument strength. Structure does 
not hinder the Spirit but provides a framework within which the Spirit 
operates. Since Scripture itself  exhibits structure, sermons grounded 
in Scripture should likewise reflect order and coherence. Heisler argues 
against a false dichotomy often assumed in homiletics: structure vs. 
Spirit, exegesis vs. inspiration, order vs. spontaneity. He opines, “Our 
sermons can have clear structure and can be Spirit filled at the same 
time. The Spirit can and does work within good, clear sermon structure, 
especially if  that structure is shaped by and anchored to the biblical 
text.”22 Many early Pentecostal sermons seem to fall into Smith’s 
paradoxical “unstructured structure” or “forms of  disorder”—a way 
of  naming Spirit-led spontaneity within recognisable liturgical form.23 
Well-structured sermon outlines serve as roadmaps guiding preachers 
through key points, ensuring logical flow, maintaining focus, and 
upholding biblical integrity. 

The Central Idea

A sermon must be unified by a single central idea derived from the text. 
Cox defines the sermon’s core as the “emergent truth” from the biblical 

21 Heisler, Spirit-led Preaching, xviii. He distinguishes between the completed work of  
inspiration and the ongoing work of  illumination.
22 Heisler, Spirit-led Preaching, xviii
23 James K. A. Smith, Thinking in Tongues: Pentecostal Contributions to Christian Philosophy 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 123.
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text, the unified “central idea” that governs sermon structure, the 
controlling idea that shapes both exposition, application and sermon 
design.24 This emergent truth governs the content, ensuring clarity and 
focus. Effective preaching communicates one dominant message that 
listeners can grasp and apply. Powerful teachings have one main theme; 
urgent sermons say one thing. Although the form of  the sermon may 
vary, the content must always be governed by the singular, main idea of  
the sacred text—a principle fundamental to expository rigour.

The Outline 

The sermon outline functions as a structural skeleton, organising 
ideas into a coherent progression. A well-crafted sermon is composed 
of  several points to reflect the development of  the passage. Bartel, 
explaining how to move from exegesis to homiletical outline, suggests 
stating each point as a principle rather than as a descriptive summary 
of  the passage.25 Principle-based statements improve clarity, enhance 
congregational application and strengthen sermon structure. It’s text-
driven but application-oriented preaching.

Support and Forms of  Development

Dramatic tragedy contains beginning, middle, and end; a journey 
moves from start, travel, and arrival. This applies equally to sermons. 
Sermons need an introduction, body, and conclusion. Introductions, 
when brief  and interesting, capture attention and lead to the dominant 
idea. Conclusions bring satisfactory closure, contribute to wholeness, 
providing the hearer’s verdict moment. Sermon titles stimulate interest 
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and memory. Supporting elements such as illustrations, examples, and 
narrative enhance understanding but remain subordinate to the central 
message. 

Pentecostal preaching must avoid the false dichotomy between 
preparation and pneumatic dynamics. Authentic Pentecostal preaching 
integrates both. Preparation enhances rather than diminishes 
effectiveness. However, power does not come from well-crafted 
sermons encompassing both substance and structure alone. As Heisler 
points out, “The preached message always finds its true source of  
power in the theological fusion of  the Word of  God and the Spirit 
of  God joining together in Christological witness to the Son of  God, 
coming through the proclamation of  the man of  God.”26 The Spirit 
works in both the study in illumination and the pulpit in empowerment.

Pillar Three: Method – Spirit-Empowered Proclamation

The third pillar addresses the “how” of  preaching, encompassing both 
communication techniques and the Spirit’s empowerment. Forbes 
explains that the Holy Spirit is active in both the preacher’s preparation 
and the delivery of  the sermon, shaping the entire preaching event.27

Style: Communication Dynamics Using Language, Voice, and 
Body

The message demands a dynamic rather than static form. Pentecostal 
ministers use the whole person in communication, blending 
verbal, non-verbal, and gestural elements. Pentecostal preaching is 
melodramatic, using the whole person in presenting the gospel. The 

26 Heisler, Spirit-led Preaching, 13.  
27 James Forbes, The Holy Spirit and Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2004), 72–73.
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style of  delivery is compelling, translating scholarly exegesis into a 
powerful, living word from the pulpit. 

Language

Preaching language should be:
	 Clear: This requires choosing the right words (strong, 
action-oriented, suggestive, picturesque), short sentences (simple, 
uncomplicated), and using careful transitions (“first, second, third,” “to 
begin with,” “therefore,” “consequently”).
	 Pleasing: Proper grammar matters. Preachers should aim for 
correctness, use variety in sentence forms (statement, exclamation, 
exhortation, question), avoid abstractions and employ concrete 
language—words that can be seen, heard, tasted, felt. 
	 Vivid: Employ imagery across sensory domains—visual (sight), 
auditory (hearing), gustatory (taste), olfactory (smell), tactual (touch, 
texture, pressure, heat, cold), and organic (internal sensation).

Voice and Body

Preaching is incarnational—truth mediated through personality. 
Pentecostal theology affirms the body as the Holy Spirit’s temple (1 
Cor. 6:19). Pentecostal preaching is an oral event, a fully embodied act. 
It is distinguished by its expressive and affective style, reflecting the 
preacher’s internal engagement with the message.

The movement, rooted in a historical context prizing hearing over 
reading, has a strong oral tradition. “And spoke in such a way.” (Acts 
14:1)—It was not only what they said; it was the way they said it! 
Pentecostal preaching is marked by passion, intensity, and emotional 
engagement. 

Pentecostal preaching is distinguished by its expressive and affective 
style, reflecting the preacher’s internal engagement with the message. 
Preaching is dynamic. Spirit-led preaching produces not mere 
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excitement or mere explanation, but a synthesis—what Novak calls 
“passionate intelligence and intelligent passion.”28 Novak is arguing 
against any split between intellect and affect. Pentecostal theology 
makes a parallel claim, but grounds it pneumatologically—the Spirit 
illuminates the mind (understanding Scripture), and the Spirit ignites 
the heart (affection, conviction, response). Novak’s formulation also 
provides a philosophical vocabulary for correcting two extremes: 
“passion without intelligence”—emotionalism without exegetical 
grounding, often criticised in caricatures of  Pentecostal preaching, 
and “intelligence without passion”—theologically, technically sound 
but spiritually lifeless preaching, more common in highly academic 
traditions. Pentecostal preaching, at its best, refuses the dichotomy 
between intellectual rigour and spiritual fervour. Pentecostal preaching 
seeks more than intellectual comprehension or emotional stimulation; 
it aims at Spirit-enabled encounter in which biblical truth is both 
understood and experienced. As Steven Land argues, Pentecostal 
spirituality integrates cognition, affection, and practice through a Spirit-
shaped “passion for the Kingdom.” At the same time, Pentecostal 
proclamation seeks a transformative encounter rather than mere 
transmission of  information.29

Delivery involves strategic voice and body use. There are two 
important qualities of  the voice: the physical quality—volume, rate, 
pace, pitch, pause, enunciation, pronunciation, and the emotional 
quality—sincerity, earnestness, affections, enthusiasm, energy, passion, 
fervency, and conviction. All homileticians will agree that obtrusive 
shouting, screaming, and cheap emotionalism are out of  place in 
pulpit expression. This does not mean that the gospel is without 
its emotional or ecstatic concomitants. Ethical judgment needs to 

28 Michael Novak, Ascent of  the Mountain, Flight of  the Dove (New York: Harper & Row, 
1971), 87. 
29 Steven J. Land, Pentecostal Spirituality: A Passion for the Kingdom (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1993).
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be made concerning what is authentic passion and what is merely 
pulpit sensationalism. Delivery also involves strategic body use—
gesture, posture, facial expression, and movement. As Johns argues, 
“Pentecostalism privileges affective experience, which can be described 
as employing a rhetoric rich in pathos.”30 

Pentecostal preaching is not primarily literary or propositional—it is 
experiential, auditory, and testimonial proclamation. MacDonald states, 
“Pentecostal theology … has had the character of  a ‘witness’ experience 
… [which] tends to have at its deepest level an oral-aural rather than 
an optic-literary transmission.”31 Yong develops a pneumatological 
theology of  preaching that interprets proclamation phenomenologically 
(as oral), ontologically (as audible), and pneumatologically (as 
Spirit-constituted sonic embodiment).32 “Pentecostal sensorium” 
recognises that preaching engages multiple senses (hearing, speaking, 
embodiment), the Spirit mediates proclamation through sound, voice, 
and presence and theology is not only read (optic/literary) but heard 
and experienced (aural/oral). 

Pentecostal preaching occurs within a participatory and dialogical 
worship environment. Congregational responses contribute to the 
dynamic nature of  the preaching event. Eliciting congregational 
verbalisation of  agreement—“Amen,” “Praise the Lord,” “Hallelujah,” 
“Glory”—has been part of  Pentecostal preaching’s dialogic 
characteristic. Ultimately, anointed preaching claims that the Spirit’s 
anointing is not upon human emotions, experience, or the preacher’s 
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voice and gestures, but upon the Word of  God quickened in both the 
preacher’s and hearers’ hearts.

Praxis: The Altar Call

Pentecostal preaching is fundamentally encounter-oriented. Its goal 
is not merely intellectual understanding (gnosis) but transformation 
(metanoia). It emphasises not merely the form of  the sermon but its 
effect—what God does through it in the lives of  hearers. What is 
crucial in Pentecostal preaching is “not what the sermon is, but what it 
does, or what happens when the sermon is preached.” The experiential 
encounter with the Holy Spirit is the moment where the pneuma 
confirms the kerygma. When the word of  God is preached in the power 
of  the Spirit, it will accomplish something in the hearts of  those who 
hear, for “the Word will not return void.” 

The Pentecostal sermon typically culminates not just in intellectual 
assent, but in an invitation to experience the immediacy, power, and 
truth of  the Word of  God being proclaimed. This moves hearers 
beyond understanding the text to “re-experiencing” the text’s reality. 
The altar call provides an opportunity for response. The results include 
salvation, dedication, transformation, Spirit baptism, healing, miracles, 
spiritual gifts manifestation, and being “touched” in general or specific 
ways. “The phenomenon of  supernatural results forms the defining 
element that sets Pentecostal preaching apart from other evangelical 
entities.”33 

The danger in this teleological approach is that people’s faith may be 
based on results rather than God’s Word. An overemphasis on results 
can lead to undue pressure or manipulation on the preacher’s side. 

33 Charles T. Crabtree, Pentecostal Preaching (Springfield, MO: Gospel Publishing House, 
2003), 135. 
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Lloyd-Jones emphasises that the preacher’s task is to proclaim God’s 
Word while relying on the Holy Spirit to anoint both message and 
messenger, bringing conviction, regeneration, and edification.34 The 
preacher’s responsibility is faithful proclamation; the Spirit produces the 
results. This, of  course, requires sensitivity to the leading of  the Spirit 
and an expectation of  his direct involvement in the preaching event. 

The Pneumatological Distinctive: The Anointing

The concept of  anointing encapsulates the Spirit’s empowering 
presence in preaching. There is nothing more prized and held so dearly 
by a Pentecostal preacher than the Spirit’s anointing. It is also difficult 
to define. Burgess comments, “Pentecostals and Charismatics … have 
been less anxious to define the divine power of  the Spirit than to 
possess it.”35 Donald Gee defined the anointing as God’s touch upon a 
preacher. Hughes mentions “Pentecostal preaching is the best of  one’s 
study and meditation, warmed by the Spirit of  God and made to glow 
… by the anointing of  the Holy Spirit” and views the anointing as the 
“divine element of  preaching.”36 James Forbes describes the anointing 
as divine authorisation and empowerment: 

The anointing of  the Holy Spirit is that process by which one 
comes to a fundamental awareness of  God’s appointment, 
empowerment, and guidance for the vocation to which we are 
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called as the body of  Christ. The basic intent of  the anointing 
is the restoration of  power and might; it symbolizes and 
concretizes divine authorization and gives evidence of  the 
impartation of  wisdom and knowledge, and the communication 
of  the grace and power of  God.37 

Heisler prefers to use the term “empowerment” rather than anointing 
to describe the Spirit’s work in preaching, mostly because of  the 
subjective nature of  the anointing. And to be empowered by the 
Holy Spirit means to be filled and controlled by the Spirit’s power. 
Empowered preaching comes from a heart and mind dominated by the 
Spirit, not the flesh.38

However one defines the anointing, essentially it is a metaphor 
describing the Spirit’s presence. The Spirit inspires preparation, grants 
unction in delivery, and produces all significant results following the 
preaching event. Ultimately, it is not the right method, topic, style, 
or preacher’s skills, language, tone, or passionate delivery—but the 
anointing of  God’s Spirit that makes the difference. The greatest danger 
to the modern preacher is reliance on methodology over pneumatology. 

Pentecostal preachers see themselves as vessels, channels or instruments 
of  the Holy Spirit. They must always rely on the anointing and 
empowerment of  the Holy Spirit. Anointing cannot be manufactured 
but can be cultivated through prayer, humility, and dependence on God. 
Pentecostal preaching often acknowledges a degree of  indeterminacy 
and pneumatic unpredictability, hence dependence on the anointing 
and Spirit-led openness in preaching outcomes. Regardless of  message 
content and delivery style, almost all preachers agree that there are 
times when they have preached when they have been more keenly aware 

37 Forbes, The Holy Spirit and Preaching, 28.
38 Heisler, Spirit-led Preaching, 163-165. He describes empowerment with experiential 
descriptors like freedom, vitality, and authority.
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of  the Spirit than at other times. There are also moments when the 
Spirit’s empowering presence shows up in surprising ways. 

  
Challenges and Opportunities

Pentecostal preaching faces several internal and external challenges. 
Some common criticisms or concerns facing Pentecostal preaching are: 
theology lacking depth, hermeneutics lacking exegetical rigour, risking 
subjective interpretation, preparation bordering on anti-intellectualism, 
delivery depending on the preacher’s charisma, spirituality that sets 
up authority claims, messages massaging personal needs lacking 
engagement with contextual issues or biblical truth confrontation, 
misuse of  spiritual gifts, and overemphasis on emotional experiences. 
Some of  these concerns are valid, while others may be stereotypes. 
It has been only during the past three decades that Pentecostals have 
begun a process of  critical reflection. 

Pentecostal scholars have responded by developing more structured 
methodologies that retain spiritual sensitivity while engaging academic 
rigour. Macchia observes that Pentecostals have yet to situate their 
pneumatology within a broader theological framework and urges 
Pentecostals to move beyond narrow emphases and develop a 
broader theological framework to remain faithful to their calling.39 
Johns and Johns comment, “Pentecostals are only now beginning to 
formulate a hermeneutic which takes the dynamics of  the Pentecostal 
faith seriously. We have found the rationalism of  twentieth-century 
evangelical Christianity to be an inadequate vehicle for passing on 
a faith which honours the active presence of  the Holy Spirit in the 
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contemporary.”40 Pentecostal homiletics increasingly emphasises formal 
theological training. Future developments should aim for holistic 
approaches, maintaining Pentecostal dynamics while strengthening and 
deepening the theological, hermeneutical, and homiletical foundations. 
A homiletic of  kerygma and pneuma must always be aligned with God’s 
Word and the Holy Spirit’s working. When grounded in Scripture and 
submitted to the Spirit, Pentecostal preaching remains a powerful tool 
for spiritual renewal. 

The digital and technological revolution is creating unparalleled 
challenges and opportunities. In the digital age, preaching extends 
beyond physical spaces. Sermons proliferate through online platforms 
and multimedia tools. The preacher now competes with an endless 
stream of  polished, personalised, and constantly updating digital 
content. The rise of  Artificial Intelligence poses profound questions 
about authenticity and the role of  the human messenger. AI is capable 
of  generating sophisticated sermon content, exegesis, and rhetorical 
structure based on vast data sets. 

While the challenges in the digital age are myriad, opportunities abound 
as well. Pentecostalism has historically embraced media innovation, 
from print to radio and television. Digital Pentecostalism can capitalise 
on the new mediatisation. Technology can enhance reach and 
engagement. Digital platforms offer a new way to engage in this digital 
transformation. Extensive live streaming and “online services” have a 
global reach, creating a persistent homiletical footprint. AI can assist 
with research and structure, but the preacher’s moral integrity, lived 
experience, relational vulnerability, and spiritual anointing are definitive 
differentiators from any AI-generated sermon, and it cannot replicate 

40 Jackie David Johns and Cheryl Bridges Johns, “Yielding to the Spirit: A Pentecostal 
Approach to Group Bible Study,” Journal of  Pentecostal Theology 1 (1992), 110. However, 
while an intellectual Pentecostalism has emerged, by far the majority of  Pentecostals 
would still be more interested in experiencing the Holy Spirit than intellectual analysis. 



71

41 Quentin J. Schultze, High-Tech Worship? Using Presentational Technologies Wisely (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Books, 2004), 65–66. 
42 Spence, “Pentecostal Preaching and the Spirit,” 120–130.

the Spirit-anointed authenticity of  human preaching. 

Multimedia and visual aids have become integral to contemporary 
Pentecostal sermon delivery. Digital integration strategy in the use of  
media can enhance clarity, retention, and contemporary engagement. 
Presentational technologies can appropriately highlight sermon points, 
focus attention and aid communication.41 The risk lies in prioritising 
form over substance or replacing spiritual power with technological 
appeal. Spence warns that technological dependence, methodological 
efficiency and modern communication tools can undermine Spirit-
dependence in preaching.42 The “Cybernetics revolution” and 
technology’s rise can inadvertently lead to message “dumbing down” if  
preachers rely on media rather than the Spirit’s conviction. 

The preacher must adapt to new communication contexts, including 
blending digital technology with preserving traditional Pentecostal 
aspects. It also demands a “digital theology.” Following McLuhan’s 
insight that “the medium is the message,” digital theology argues 
that media are not neutral channels of  communication but formative 
environments that shape perception, meaning, and religious and social 
experience. Consequently, digital communication must be understood 
as constitutive of  theological formation rather than merely a vehicle 
for transmitting theological content. Extending this trajectory, Heidi 
A. Campbell and Stephen Garner develop a “networked theology” 
that situates Christian belief  and practice within digitally embedded 
cultures, arguing that theology is increasingly negotiated within 
networked environments that influence how faith is expressed, received, 
and embodied. Together, these scholars challenge the assumption of  
media neutrality and provide a framework for understanding digital 
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communication as inherently formative.43

Within this interdisciplinary horizon, Pentecostal preaching can be 
interpreted as a Spirit-empowered communicative event that is also 
deeply shaped by its media environment. If  digital media are formative 
rather than transparent, then Pentecostal proclamation in digital spaces 
is not simply the translation of  oral preaching into online platforms, but 
a reconfiguration of  proclamation within new sensory, participatory, 
and attentional structures. This insight sharpens the distinctiveness 
of  Pentecostal homiletics, which already emphasises encounter, 
immediacy, and experiential engagement with the Spirit. Consequently, 
digital theology provides a critical lens for recognising that Pentecostal 
proclamation in online spaces is not merely distributed differently, but 
is also experienced differently—mediated through networked forms 
that actively participate in the construction of  meaning, perception, and 
spiritual encounter.

The church must develop a theologically reflective posture that 
responds to media environments rather than simply using them.44 
The digital medium must serve the kerygma and does not supplant 
it. Technology must be used strategically, ensuring that it always 
complements human expertise and preserves core ethical, biblical, and 
spiritual principles. Ultimately, despite technological saturation, people 
long for authenticity, intimacy, God’s presence and “real” experience. 
Today, resources abound and are almost limitless. Kendall, before the 
dawning of  the digital age, posed a chilling question, “Could it be that 
the reason our sermons are so passionless and powerless today is not 

43 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of  Man (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1964); Heidi A. Campbell and Stephen Garner, Networked Theology: Negotiating 
Faith in Digital Culture (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2016). See also Peter 
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Cascade Books, 2015).
44 Justin Wise, The Social Church: A Theology of  Digital Communication (Chicago: Moody 
Publishers, 2014), 55–75.
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that we lack resources but that we lack power—supernatural power?”45 

More consequential are challenges from within Pentecostalism. For 
numerous reasons, the Spirit’s move and manifestations are decreasingly 
common in Pentecostal churches. Heisler asks, “Where is the Holy 
Spirit when we preach?”46 He observes that our generation is rapidly 
losing its grip upon the supernatural, and as a consequence, the pulpit 
is rapidly dropping to the level of  the platform. And this decline is due, 
more than anything else, to ignoring the Holy Spirit as the supreme 
inspirer of  preaching.  

The Pentecostal-Charismatic movement stands at a crossroads, 
moving into a new era in the second quarter of  the twenty-first 
century. Revivals, once common, have gradually taken a backseat 
in many sectors. Spirit baptism has become less and less a personal 
experience. Some pastors place less emphasis on experiential elements 
in services, opting instead for set programs, well-timed services, and 
high professionalism. Fewer pastors and congregants experience 
the range of  charismata found in early Pentecostalism. Pentecostal 
preaching within the movement has been dominated by charismatic 
preachers and bold personalities. Those most effectively operate 
within the Spirit’s charisma and empowerment, acquiring power and 
authority through pneumatic experiences and a personal relationship 
with God. But many have or are going to phase out, denoting torch-
passing from older pastors to younger ones, leading to potential 
preaching challenges for the next generation. Homiletical development 
needs intentional provision, formally and informally, so that younger 
leaders will likewise be enriched by deep spiritual encounter with God, 
resulting in charismata operation and Spirit-empowerment in their lives. 
The future of  Pentecostalism rests on a generation of  preachers who 
understand that the kerygma is indispensable content and the pneuma 
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is non-negotiable power. Undoubtedly, there is a need for spiritual 
renewal. The Pentecostal pulpit is called not to retreat into nostalgic 
charismatic practices but to integrate its core spiritual identity fully with 
contemporary needs. The path forward involves integrating kerygma and 
pneuma in Pentecostal Preaching. 

Conclusion

The proposed Homiletic of  Kerygma and Pneuma serves as a pastoral and 
practical roadmap for Pentecostal Preaching. The three foundational 
elements—pneumatological theology, pneumatic hermeneutic, and 
Pentecostal homiletic—establish a solid bedrock for preaching by 
adhering to kerygmatic focus, exegetical fidelity and pneumatical 
dependency. The three pillars—Messenger, Message, and Method 
provide a comprehensive framework for preaching. Effective 
Pentecostal preaching flows from a messenger who has been called 
by God, shaped by spiritual discipline, and whose life authentically 
embodies the transformative truth they proclaim. The message is 
rooted in the unchanging truth of  Scripture, discovered through 
prayerful exegesis and organised with homiletical skill. The method of  
delivery is with compelling clarity and passionate conviction, relying 
not on human wisdom but on the demonstrated power and unction of  
the Holy Spirit. When these three elements converge, and these three 
pillars are built up, preaching transcends mere religious communication 
or rhetorical persuasions and becomes what it was always meant to be: 
kerygma and pneuma, Word and Spirit!—the proclamation of  the Word in 
the power of  the Spirit!
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Biblical Theophany in Ezekiel

Ling-Siew Lim

Abstract

This article explores the biblical theophany from the perspective 
of  speech act theory. According to speech act theory, there is 
no “context-free” utterance. Austin, the pioneer of  speech act 
theory, contends that a certain accepted procedure governs the 
performance of  utterances. This article argues that there is a 
conventional procedure for a biblical theophany that governs 
the speech act in such theophanies. Secondly, this article will 
demonstrate how this conventional procedure generates the 
speech act related to the spirit of  God in the theophany in 
Ezekiel chapter one.   

Introduction

According to Austin, the pioneer of  speech act theory, the performance 
of  utterances is affected by the particular governing formula or form, 
that is, a generally accepted procedure, such as a marriage-officiating 
procedure. This procedure generates speech act forces when the 
procedure is either rightly executed or intentionally jeopardised. Given  
the role of                in the theophany in Ezek. 1:1–3:15, some questions 
may be raised in the course of  investigating the speech act forces: Is 
there any generally accepted procedure in, or for, a biblical theophany? 
If  yes, what is the content of  the procedure? In this study, I argue that 
there is a generally accepted theophany procedure, or formula, in the 
Old Testament. This theophany procedure also provides the linguistic 
and non-linguistic conventions that help in creating illocutionary forces. 
These illocutionary forces generate the intentions or purposes, the 
perlocutionary forces, which require the character or reader to respond 
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accordingly. Therefore, I will first investigate the biblical theophany 
in the Old Testament and argue for an accepted procedure of  biblical 
theophany. Then, I will demonstrate the speech act that is related to 
the spirit of  God in Ezekiel chapter one, according to the conventional 
procedure of  biblical theophany.  

1. Approaches to Biblical Theophany

Studies of  theophany have been flourishing, particularly since the 
beginning of  the 20th century.1 Savran points out that historically, there 
have generally been three approaches to the study of  theophany.2 
The first approach was to study the ancient Near East background 
of  theophany through the “mythic origins of  theophany motifs,” 
particularly in Hebrew poetry. The Divine Warrior in the ancient 
Near East’s theophany has been seen as the origin of  the language 
and imagery in the biblical theophany. The “theophanic language,” 
such as the “glory” of  gods that are used as a manifestation of  power 
to defeat enemies, has been used in theophanies of  the ancient Near 
East.3 The second approach was based on the description of  the divine 
council and proposes a relationship between the theophany and the 
throne vision (see Isa. 6; Dan. 7). The third approach was to study the 
prophetic call narratives through form criticism in order to identify and 
establish patterns of  commissioning a messenger. In addition to the 
abovementioned approaches, Savran proposes another approach: the 
narrative approach, which uses the idea of  “type-scene” by Alter. 

Among all these approaches, there are two critical works, representing 

1 Jeffrey J. Niehaus, God at Sinai: Covenant & Theophany in the Bible and Ancient Near East 
(Zondervan, 1995), 31. Niehaus traces the studies of  theophany as a literary form 
from Hermann Gunkel in 1901.
2 George W. Savran, Encountering the Divine: Theophany in Biblical Narrative (T&T Clark, 
2005), 1–2.
3 Mark F. Rooker, “Theophany,” in Dictionary of  the Old Testament: Pentateuch, eds. T. 
Desmond Alexander and David W. Baker (InterVarsity, 2003), 860–61.
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4 Niehaus, God at Sinai.
5 Savran, Encountering the Divine.
6 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 20–31. Niehaus concludes that there are nine characteristics 
in the Old Testament theophanies under the following topics: (1) divine initiation; 
(2) temporariness; (3) to save and to judge; (4) impartation of  holiness; (5) revealer-
concealer; (6) human fear; (7) natural upheaval; (8) adumbrated eschatology; (9) 
theophanic words.
7 Kenneth Kuntz, The Self-Revelation of  God (Westminster, 1967), 60.

the approaches of  form criticism and narrative criticism, that are 
beneficial for this study to investigate the linguistic convention of  the 
biblical theophany. I will first study Niehaus’s God at Sinai,4 a form-
critical approach, then Savran’s Encountering the Divine,5 a narrative-
critical approach, to provide a foundation for the concept of  theophany 
before exploring it as a linguistic convention. Using these two works, 
I will then demonstrate the generally accepted procedure of  biblical 
theophany and apply it to the first theophany in Ezekiel. 

1.1 Theophany as Gattung (Niehaus)

Niehaus’s interest focuses on theophanies in the Old Testament and 
the theology of  biblical theophany. His approach is to study every 
theophany in the Old Testament and describe the characteristics of  
the biblical theophany.6 He adopts J. Kenneth Kuntz’s proposal of  the 
literary Gattung (genre) of  the theophanies7 as follows: 
	 (1)	 Introductory description in the third person
	 (2)	 Deity’s utterance of  the name of  the (mortal) addressee
	 (3)	 Response of  the addressee
	 (4)	 Deity’s self-asseveration
	 (5)	 His quelling of  human fear
	 (6)	 Assertion of  his gracious presence
	 (7)	 The hieros logos addressed to the particular situation
	 (8)	 Inquiry or protest by the addressee
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	 (9)	 Continuation of  the hieros logos with perhaps some 
		  repetition of  elements 4, 5, 6, 7, and/or 8
	 (10)	 Concluding description in the third person  

According to Niehaus, form and content are two different ideas 
that must be studied together if  the reader wants to understand the 
significance of  the theophany.9 In other words, without content, the 
vision of  the theophany will be unexplained.10 This belief  causes 
him to contend for an understanding of  biblical theophany from the 
perspective of  “covenant,”11 which has many similarities between the 
documents of  the ancient Near East and biblical records.12 Niehaus 
argues that the content of  the theophanic Gattung centres on the 
covenant, which is established in the Mount Sinai theophanies during 
Moses’ time.13 However, he admits that “any proposed Gattung is a 
distillation of  actual exemplars … Not every element [of  the Gattung] 
will appear in every theophany.”14 This conclusion is where, later, 
Savran contends for a type-scene approach that will be able “to bridge 
the gap between formal structural connections between the narratives 
and the particular dynamics of  each story.”15 This narrative approach 
will be discussed in the next section.

9 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 39.
10 Rooker, under “Theophany,” 863.
11 Rooker, under “Theophany,” 860.
12 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 81–141. Niehaus spends two chapters to illustrate the 
background of  the ancient Near East to the biblical traditions.
13 Niehaus, 29–30. In Niehaus’s words: “So when [YHWH] revealed himself  in a fiery 
theophany to Abram, he explained that he was there to make a covenant with him 
[Gen.15:17-21]. When [YHWH] appeared to Moses, it was to raise him up as prophet 
and leader of  the people [Exod.3:10ff], and later to establish his covenant with all 
Israel [Exod.19-24]. When [YHWH] appeared to Isaiah [Isa.6] and Ezekiel [Ezek.1], it 
was to ordain them as prophets to carry God’s covenant lawsuit against his rebellious 
people.”
14 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 32.
15 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 12.
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16 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 262.
17 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 256, 260.
18 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 187.
19 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 256.

By applying the theophanic Gattung in the theophanies in Ezekiel, 
Niehaus identifies some “significances” of  Ezekiel’s theophany. 
Niehaus utilises the Sinaitic theophanies as a background to investigate 
the theophanies in Ezekiel by comparing the theophanies in these 
two corpora. Many connections are highlighted here. He identifies the 
Gattung of  Ezek. 1:1–3:15 as follows:
	 Formal Element	 Ezek. 1:1–3:15
	 (1) Introductory description, third person	 1:1–1:28
	 (2) Deity’s utterance of  name of  addressee	 2:1
	 (3) Response of  the addressee	 2:2
	 (7) The hieros logos	 2:3–3:11
	 (10) Concluding description, third person	 3:12–1516

As stated previously, the proposed theophanic Gattung references the 
generic formal features and options, as each passage will apply different 
aspects of  the Gattung. However, one of  the unique differences 
of  theophany in Ezek. 1:1–3:15 is the expanded portrayal of  the 
introductory description, which consists of  the whole of  Ezek. 1. 
In this introductory description, Niehaus identifies that the use of  
theophanic language in Ezek. 1 is similar to that used in Exod. 3:1–4:17, 
the Sinai theophany.17 Theophanic language refers to those descriptions 
and terminology frequently used in the Bible when YHWH or a 
heavenly being appears in the earthly realm. For instance, the “angel of  
YHWH” (              ) who “appears” (     ) as “flames of  fire” (             )  
in the bush that is “burning with fire” (             ) in Exod. 3:2,18 or  
Ezek. 1, the “cloud” (    ), “flashing lightning” (                 ), and “fire” 
(     ).19 This theophanic language is frequently used to describe the 
theophanic phenomena. Regarding the theophanic language used in 
Ezekiel, Niehaus further identifies the connections with other 
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theophanies before Ezekiel and the use of  theophanic language in 
the ancient Near East.20 Based on Niehaus’s findings, the biblical 
theophanic connections show that the later theophanies, such as 
those in Ezekiel, have a functional linguistic convention. The earlier 
theophanies shed light on the later theophanies. As will be discussed 
below, this kind of  description using the theophanic language carries a 
specific illocutionary force.21

Although form criticism has made many significant contributions to the 
understanding of  the biblical theophany,22 the rise of  narrative criticism 
arguably further advances this study, as shown in Savran’s type-scene 
approach that I will turn to now. 

1.2 Theophany as Type-Scene (Savran)

Savran takes a narrative-critical approach in studying biblical 
theophanies. He aptly notes that the form-critical approach focuses 
on the similarity of  various theophanies and thereby tends to brush 
over differences. Instead, Savran applies the type-scene approach 
in deciphering the biblical theophany,23 which is developed from 
a narrative-critical methodology. The idea of  “type-scene” is first 
introduced by Alter in his book The Art of  Biblical Narrative.24  

20 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 255–62.
21 Richard S. Briggs, Words in Action: Speech Act Theory and Biblical Interpretation (T&T 
Clark, 2001), 43. When Briggs summarises Austin’s achievements, he highlights that 
both performatives and constatives are speech acts that have different illocutionary 
force.
22 N. F. Schmidt and P. J. Nel, “Theophany as Type-Scene in the Hebrew Bible,” Journal 
for Semitics 11, no. 2 (2002): 262, 2. Schmidt and Nel point out that the contribution 
of  a form-critical approach is having “done much groundwork for a scientific 
interpretation of  the theophany texts of  the Hebrew Bible.”
23 See also Schmidt and Nel, “Theophany as Type-Scene in the Hebrew Bible.”
24 Robert Alter, The Art of  Biblical Narrative (Basic Books, 1981).
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25 Alter, The Art of  Biblical Narrative, 47.
26 Alter, The Art of  Biblical Narrative, 52.
27 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 14–26.
28 Alter, The Art of  Biblical Narrative, 52; Schmidt and Nel, “Theophany as Type-Scene 
in the Hebrew Bible,” 264. Schmidt and Nel further contend that “what is done in 
each individual’s application of  the schema to give it a sudden tilt of  innovation or 
even to refashion it radically for imaginative purposes” is more important than the 
type-scene schema.

A type-scene is “an elaborate set of  tacit agreements between artist 
and audience about the ordering of  the art work”25 that characterises 
the story with specific conventional recurrent motifs. For instance, 
Alter notes that the betrothal type-scene in the Old Testament has the 
following recurrent motifs:
	 The betrothal type-scene, then, must take place with the future 

bridegroom, or his surrogate, having journeyed to a foreign 
land. There he encounters a girl … at a well. Someone, either 
the man or the girl, then draws water from the well; afterwards, 
the girl or girls rush to bring home the news of  the stranger’s 
arrival … Finally, a betrothal is concluded between the stranger 
and the girl, in the majority of  instances, only after he has been 
invited to a meal.26

Savran follows Alter’s definition of  type-scene and argues for a 
theophany type-scene with these recurrent motifs: (1) preparation for 
theophany, the setting of  the scene; (2) the appearance and speech 
of  YHWH; (3) human response to the presence of  the divine; and 
(4) externalisation of  the experience.27 Some of  these motifs may be 
altered, suppressed, or omitted in various theophany scenes. However, 
even a modification of  this theophany type-scene may communicate 
something of  importance to the reader.28 Savran applies this theophany 
type-scene to several biblical texts, including Ezek. 1:1–3:15. 

According to Savran, the setting of  the theophany in Ezek. 1:1–3:15 
requires the separation of  the protagonist from the community. 
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However, despite this, Ezekiel is not aware of  the encounter that is 
about to take place.29 The meeting place between YHWH and Ezekiel 
becomes a sacred place because of  the encounter. This sacred place, 
where Ezekiel first sees the stormy cloud by the river of  Chebar, “owes 
its sanctity exclusively to the Deity, and his appearance at a given site 
reflects the autonomy of  the Deity, not the inherent sanctity of  the 
place.”30 

Then comes the second motif, the visual appearance of  YHWH. 
Savran points out that the common characteristic of  this second 
motif  is the limitation of  vision. There is a restraint in describing the 
appearance of  YHWH with precise language from both the narrator 
and the character.31 This lack of  precision is also applicable to Ezekiel, 
although Ezekiel is unique in “focusing upon some of  the aspects of  
divine manifestation prefatory to the actual appearance of  YHWH.”32 
The description of  the divine chariot and the firmament increases the 
intensity of  the connection and anticipation of  YHWH’s appearance 
through verbs of  motion that enable Ezekiel to see the objects and 
experience the auditory effect below and above the firmament (      ).33 
When Ezekiel finally notices that there is a “shape like the shape of  a 
man” (                      ), he can only use lengthy analogy and qualifying 
terms to describe the appearance of  YHWH.34 After all the descriptions 
of  the vision, Ezekiel concludes that “this is the appearance of  the 
likeness of  the glory of  YHWH” (                                 ). Then a 
sequence of  actions (                          ) is used to portray Ezekiel’s 
responses and his inner feelings after the identification. These reactions 
in Ezek. 1:28 are not Ezekiel’s only response. 

29 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 31. 
30 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 32.
31 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 53–54.
32 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 53.
33 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 55–56.
34 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 58–60.
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35 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 90–92.
36 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 91–92.
37 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 90.
38 Rudolf  Otto, The Idea of  the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-Rational Factor in the Idea of  
the Divine and Its Relation to the Rational, Second Edition, trans. John W. Harvey (Oxford 
University, 1950), 10.
39 Otto, The Idea of  the Holy, 12–24.
40 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 90–91.

According to Savran’s type-scene model, the third motif  is the response 
of  the protagonist to the presence of  the divine. According to Savran, 
there are two major types of  reactions in responding to the theophany: 
the expression of  doubt and the expression of  fascinans et tremendum.35 
For the former, two reactions occur in the process of  theophany. The 
protagonist may react by questioning their ability to perform the given 
task, which may also reflect their doubt about YHWH’s reliability. 
Alternatively, they may be sceptical of  the actual theophany before they 
can be fully aware of  the presence of  YHWH.36 

Similarly, for the second type of  response, the fascinans and tremendum, 
two reactions can occur within the process of  theophany. Savran draws 
from the famous conclusion of  Otto’s The Idea of  the Holy that what 
Ezekiel experiences is the mysterium tremendum.37 Otto argues that the 
creature-consciousness, which is “abased and overwhelmed by its own 
nothingness in contrast to that which is supreme above all creatures,”38 
arouses two seemingly paradoxical and non-rational feelings (in the 
sense of  intellectual conception) in encountering the divine: the 
daunting (tremendum) and fascinating (fascinans) feelings.39 According 
to Savran, the protagonist is attracted by the mysterious phenomenon 
at the beginning stage of  the theophany. The fascinating scene draws 
the protagonist closer to the numinous. However, fear and feelings of  
inadequacy will often strike the protagonist once they recognise the 
presence of  YHWH in the theophany.40 

Savran contends that the theophany in Ezek. 1:1–28 entails these two 
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reactions: the fascinans and tremendum. Interestingly, there is no direct 
description of  Ezekiel’s emotion in Ezek. 1:1:3–15. Unlike other 
protagonists of  the previous theophanies (such as Moses), Ezekiel 
acts as a passive observer by seeing, listening, and eating throughout. 
However, a sense of  curiosity and amazement at the vision is apparent 
in the depiction of  the chariot and firmament.41 The movement of  the 
scenes (from the stormy cloud, four-faced creatures, wheels, firmament 
above the creatures, to the throne above the firmament) gradually 
builds the intensity of  the vision, which is beyond Ezekiel’s experiences. 
When Ezekiel sees the appearance of  YHWH, he is not described as 
experiencing fear. Instead, Ezekiel falls on his face (               ), a  
reaction that “is certainly one of  experiencing the tremendum of  the 
numinous.”42 

The fourth motif  in Savran’s model is the externalisation of  the 
theophanic experience. The protagonist’s experience of  the theophany 
will not end as the encounter ceases. At least one of  the elements in 
the theophany will continue to extend its purpose and message to the 
“larger societal framework in which the protagonist functions.”43 The 
theophany will be “recrystallised into something that can be passed 
on, ritualised, or physically sensed by others who have not directly 
experienced the encounter with the divine.”44

 
Savran further explains three types of  externalisations in the biblical 
theophany. The first type is related to life and death, where a promise 
of  a new birth is given in the theophany. This externalisation of  the 
theophany will be the birth of  a new baby (such as the births of  Isaac 
and Samson), which is the realisation of  the promise to the parent in 
the theophany.45 

41 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 118.
42 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 117–18.
43 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 148.
44 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 148.
45 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 153–59.
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46 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 178–82. According to Savran, the eternalisation of  
the theophany in Jacob’s dream on the ladder, which connects the heaven and earth, is 
gradually extended from the theophany to the awareness of  the significant place (      ) 
as the house of  God, the setting up of  the stone as a pillar, the anointing of  the stone, 
and the naming of  that place as Bethel. A series of  actions by Jacob are recorded, 
such as taking, placing, and anointing the stone. A religious ritual is set up after the 
theophanic experience. Then the externalisation continues to develop from a place 
(      ) to vowing to build a temple and tithing as worship to God. This process brings 
the private theophany experience into the public world of  ritual worship.
47 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 183–86. According to Savran, the externalisation 
of  the theophany in Gen. 32 is different from that in Gen. 28. After fighting with 
a man until daybreak and receiving the blessing of  that man, Jacob realised that it 
was a divine encounter that he failed to recognise. Out of  this unusual theophany, 
Jacob named that place Peniel, the place of  the face of  God. His name also changed 
from Jacob to Israel, meaning “fighting with God”. The final externalisation is the 
prohibition against eating the thigh muscle so as to honour the divine touch and to 
admit the vulnerability of  Israel before YHWH as a nation.
48 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 187–89. Savran argues that the theophany experience 
that Moses had transformed Moses into the mediator between YHWH and the 
people. Moses’ shining face carried the divine presence, as well as making him a 
human leader. The veil was a temporary externalisation of  the theophany until the 
establishment of  the tabernacle in Exod. 40:34-38, the permanent stage of  the 
externalisation; Rooker, “Theophany,” 861. Rooker further argues that the Ark of  the 
Covenant and the tabernacle represent the portable Sinai.

The second type of  externalisation is related to a ritual behaviour that 
is a continuous development from the theophany experience, including 
establishing a ritual or cultic framework. One of  the forms is the 
establishment of  a religious ritual (e.g., Bethel, the house of  God, in 
Gen. 28)46 or a cultic place (e.g., Peniel, the face of  God, in Gen. 32)47 
as the externalisation of  the theophany. Another form is establishing 
a new cultic role that emerges from the theophany experience (e.g., 
Moses as the mediator between YHWH and the people in Exod. 
33–34).48 The externalisation of  the theophany also demonstrates the 
transformation of  the protagonist and, sometimes, the community that 
the protagonist is going to address.
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The third type of  externalisation is the emergence of  the prophet. 
The protagonist is called to be a prophet in this divine encounter with 
God. The new status of  the protagonist as a prophet of  God is one 
of  the externalisations of  the theophany. In the form of  prophecy, 
the prophet’s speech and action symbolise the presence of  God in the 
community. The prophet becomes the connecting factor between the 
theophany and the social world that they are commissioned to serve.49 
Ezek. 1:1–3:15 belongs to this type of  externalisation. 

Savran points out that, like other prophets, Ezekiel’s role as the prophet 
for his generation is the outcome of  the theophany in Ezek. 1:1–3:14. 
However, what makes Ezekiel special is the detailed description of  the 
theophany in these chapters. The separation from and re-joining of  
Ezekiel to the community in Ezek. 1:1–3:15 are meaningfully depicted.50 
The externalisations of  this theophany experience are first detected 
in Ezekiel’s response in Ezek. 3:14–15. This is followed by three 
consecutive pericopes (Ezek. 3:16–21, 22–27; 4:1–5:17) that reflect 
both separation and re-joining as the stages of  externalisation for the 
prophet. In Ezek. 3:16–21, Ezekiel is called to be the watchman for 
his community, yet he is apart from them as the prophet of  YHWH.51 
In Ezek. 3:22–27, Ezekiel is instructed to speak to the community. 
However, he is also apart from the community, under the control of  
YHWH.52 In Ezek. 4:1–5:17, the symbolic actions bring Ezekiel back to 
the community and demonstrate the same disaster they will experience, 
yet he is set apart from them again as YHWH’s mouthpiece.53 

In summary, both the form-critical and narrative-critical approaches 
demonstrate that there is a conventional procedure in the biblical 
theophany. The approach of  form criticism proposes that there is a 

49 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 159–60.
50 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 171–72.
51 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 172–73.
52 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 173.
53 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 173–74.
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recognised theophany form governing the meaning and the significance 
of  each theophany. By integrating all the elements shared in every 
biblical theophany, the form-critical approach contends for a form that 
includes the maximum similarity of  each theophany. Although not all 
elements will occur in each theophany, the form is still noticeable. 

In contrast, the approach of  narrative criticism to the theophany is 
developed by finding the shared motifs, that is, the minimum similarity, 
of  each biblical theophany. These common motifs form the type-scene 
of  biblical theophany, a conventional understanding of  theophany 
between the writer and the implied reader of  the corpus. Both 
approaches point in the same direction, such that there is a generally 
accepted procedure for the biblical theophany. On this basis, this study 
will apply speech act theory and contend for a conventional procedure 
of  biblical theophany in Austin’s terms, which will be demonstrated in 
the following section. 

1.3 Conventional Procedure of  the Biblical Theophany (Austin)

According to Austin, speech and action are governed by a conventional 
procedure, as the following description highlights: 

(A. 1) There must exist an accepted conventional procedure 
having a certain conventional effect, that procedure to include 
the uttering of  certain words by certain persons in certain 
circumstances, and further,
(A. 2) the particular persons and circumstances in a given 
case must be appropriate for the invocation of  the particular 
procedure invoked.
(B. 1) The procedure must be executed by all participants both 
correctly and
(B. 2) completely.
(Г. 1) Where, as often, the procedure is designed for use 
by persons having certain thoughts or feelings, or for the 
inauguration of  certain consequential conduct on the part of  
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any participant, then a person participating in and so invoking 
the procedure must in fact have those thoughts or feelings, and 
the participants must intend so to conduct themselves, and 
further
(Г. 2) must actually so conduct themselves subsequently.54

Before applying the description by Austin to the biblical theophany, 
there must exist an accepted “conventional procedure” that has a 
particular “conventional effect.” Both form- and narrative-critical 
approaches have established that there is an accepted conventional 
procedure in a theophany experience. Putting the form and the type-
scene of  theophany together, it is apparent that they have more 
similarities than differences (see Table 1). 

Table 1. The Comparison of  the Structure of  Theophany55

Form-theophany form56	 Narrative type-scene57

1.	 Introductory description in the	 1.	 Preparation for theophany, the
	 third person		  setting of  the scene
2. 	Deity’s utterance of  the name 	 2.	 The appearance and speech of
	 of  the (mortal) addressee		  YHWH
3. 	Response of  the addressee	 3.	 Human response to the 
				    presence of  the divine
4. 	Deity’s self-asseveration	 2. 	The appearance and speech of  
				    YHWH  
5.	 His quelling of  human fear	
6. 	Assertion of  his gracious presence	

54 J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words: The William James Lectures Delivered at 
Harvard University in 1955 (Oxford University, 1975), 14–15, Oxford Scholarship 
Online, 2011.
55 Table 1 is created by the author of  this article.
56 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 31–32.
57 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 14–26.
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58 Meredith G. Kline, Images of  the Spirit (Wipf  & Stock, 1999), 57–58; Savran, 
Encountering the Divine, 25. 
59 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 159–60.

7. 	The hieros logos addressed to 
	 the particular situation	
8.	 Inquiry or protest by the	 3. Human response to the 	
	 address		  presence of  the divine
9. Continuation of  the hieros 	 2. The appearance and speech of
	 logos with perhaps some 		  YHWH
	 repetition of  elements 4, 5, 6, 7, 
	 and/or 8	
10.	Concluding description in the 	 4. 	Externalisation of  the
	 third person		  experience 

Therefore, by considering the minimum similarity as the shared 
motifs, it is assured that the type-scene proposed by Savran is plausible 
in reflecting the accepted conventional procedure of  the biblical 
theophany. I will utilise Savran’s type-scene model as the basis for the 
following analysis. 

Most of  the biblical theophanies have a function in the changing or 
redefining of  the protagonist’s role or identity—the theophany in Ezek. 
1:1–3:15 belongs to this category.58 This transformative theophany 
has a function or purpose, which is to call the protagonist (Ezekiel) to 
be the prophet of  YHWH. The role and identity of  the protagonist 
will be transformed after the divine encounter. In other words, the 
conventional effect of  the transformative theophany is to transform 
the protagonist so that the protagonist can be the representative of  
YHWH in the community.59 The conventional effect of  the theophany 
is apparent in the externalisation of  the theophany experience. A 
genuine theophany will bring transformation upon the protagonist and 
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subsequently to the community.60 The transformation will bring new 
possibilities into the relationship between YHWH, the protagonist, and 
the community, for better or worse. 

There are two main characters in a conventional biblical theophany: the 
heavenly divine and the earthly human. YHWH, sometimes represented 
by the angel61 or            ,62 is the supreme God who manifests in glory,  
while the human (the protagonist) is the receiver of  the theophany. 
Sometimes the heavenly divine is accompanied by other members of  
the divine council (1 Kgs. 22; Isa. 6; Ezek. 1). Most of  the time, there 
is only one protagonist as the sole receiver (such as Moses, Isaiah, or 
Ezekiel). However, there are occasions when a group of  people is 
involved in the theophany (see Exod. 19–20). Both Niehaus and Savran 
notice that one of  the characteristics of  theophany is divine initiation.63 
This initiative is very much due to the purpose of  the theophany that 
can be known through the speech and action in the theophany, as the 
message of  the theophany explains its phenomenon.64 Furthermore, 
the initiative always belongs to God, contrary to the ancient Near East’s 
theophany, which sometimes can be initiated by a human.65 In this 
sense, the protagonist plays a passive role in the theophany concerning 
the location, timing, manner, and message of  the theophany. Although 
there may be some response from the protagonist, the purpose of  the 

60 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 148. 
61 Rooker, under “Theophany,” 863–64. Rooker contends that five facts support the 
equivalent of  an angel’s appearance in the biblical theophany to God himself. These 
facts show that the angel (1) is identified as God, (2) is recognised as God, (3) is 
described in terms befitting the Deity alone, (4) calls himself  God and (5) speaks with 
divine authority.
62 Surprisingly,              occasionally acts on behalf  of  YHWH, as in Ezek. 11:5. In 
other instances in Ezekiel (see Ezek. 2:2; 3:24; 8:3; 11:1),              also acts together 
with YHWH in the theophany. 
63 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 20; Savran, Encountering the Divine, 25.
64 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 29.
65 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 20; Rooker, under “Theophany,” 861–62.
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theophany will always be carried out.66 In Ezekiel, the spirit of  YHWH  
(            ) has a specific role in initiating the theophany. This role will be 
discussed further. 

The circumstances of  the theophany are also essential. Savran notices 
that the preparation stage for the encounter is always characterised 
by separating the protagonist from the community.67 The holiness 
of  God also characterises the separation. In each theophany, God 
reveals himself  and, paradoxically, conceals himself. The concealment 
is to protect the protagonist from being killed by the holiness of  
God, often in the form of  a thick, dark cloud.68 Furthermore, God’s 
presence sanctifies the meeting place. However, the ground returns to 
normal when God’s presence leaves that place.69 The circumstances of  
theophany are very much dependent on the presence of  God, whether 
in reality or a dream.70 This separation is evident in Ezek. 1:1–3:15 
as well, which describes Ezekiel being lifted and taken away into the 
theophany, then returning to the exiles who live beside the river of  
Chebar at Tel-Abib (Ezek. 3:14–15).             both initiates and does all  

66 One may argue that this is a negative assertion about the will of  the human—that 
the protagonist has no choice or that the theophany is designed to be irresistible. 
However, this study will show that, in Ezekiel, the emphasis is not on the will of  
the prophet. Rather, it is on the role of               in carrying out the purpose of  the 
theophany. 
67 Savran, Encountering the Divine, 31.
68 Rooker, under “Theophany,” 861.
69 Niehaus, God at Sinai, 25; Rooker, under “Theophany,” 862; Savran, Encountering 
the Divine, 32; Sara Japhet, “Some Biblical Concepts of  Sacred Place,” in Sacred Place: 
Shrine, City, Land (New York University, 1998), 55–72. Japhet argues that the biblical 
account of  a sacred place always has a direct connection with the deity. A common 
place becomes a sacred place either through the residence of  the deity or through 
the revelation of  the deity. Both incidences show that the sanctity of  a place is 
impermanent. She contends this argument by comparing the moving tabernacle in 
the wilderness and the stationary temple in Jerusalem. It is true that the holy city and 
temple become profane when YHWH is no longer residing in it.
70 In Gen. 28:10-22, Jacob saw in a dream that a ladder, on which the angels of  God 
ascended and descended, connected heaven and the earth. When Jacob woke up, he 
called that place the house of  God and the gate of  heaven. 
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the action of  separation and return.

In the conventional biblical theophany, the protagonist’s response is 
crucial. As noted above, Savran categorises the responses into two 
forms: the expression of  doubt and the expression of  fascinans et 
tremendum. On the one hand, these responses are the initial reaction 
when the protagonist sees the appearance of  God. On the other 
hand, the required attitude is beyond these responses. Eventually, 
obedience to God is the correct response that serves the purpose 
of  the theophany. Even for those protagonists who express doubt 
during the theophany, the protagonist will still carry out the irresistible 
command given by God in the theophany. In other words, God will 
help the protagonist to have the proper response regardless of  their 
weakness or unwillingness. This transformation can be seen through 
the externalisation of  the theophany, as the protagonist continues to 
perform as God instructed (see Ezek. 3:22ff).
 
Table 2 below shows the comparison of  Austin’s conventional 
procedure and theophany in Ezekiel. It demonstrates that the 
theophany fits the required conventional procedure that forms the 
convention of  speech acts. In other words, the theophanic convention 
is not just a model of  biblical theophany but also generates the 
illocutionary acts in the biblical theophany. The biblical theophanies 
that preceded Ezekiel, particularly the Sinai theophany, are intertextual 
connections that influence the speech acts in the theophanies that 
Ezekiel experienced. The mechanism will be discussed below. 

Table 2. The Comparison of  the Conventional Procedure71

	 Austin’s Conventional Procedure 	 Theophany in Ezekiel

(A. 1)	 There is an accepted conventional 	 Type-scene theophany:
	 procedure 	

71 Table 2 is created by the author of  this article.
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	 Austin’s Conventional Procedure 	 Theophany in Ezekiel

		  (1)	 the preparation for 
			   theophany 
		  (2)	 the appearance and 
			   speech of  YHWH
		  (3)	 the human response 
			   to the presence of  
			   YHWH

	 having a certain conventional 	 (4)	 the externalisation
	 effect,		  of  the theophany

	 that procedure to include the 	 YHWH’s speech (eg. 
	 uttering of  certain words by 	 Ezek. 2:1; 3:17; 8:5; 37:3)
	 certain persons	 and Ezekiel’s speech
		  (9:8; 37:3)

	 in certain circumstances, and 	 (1)	 the theophanic
	 further, 		  language; 
		  (2)	 the separation from 
			   the community; 
		  (3)	 the separation from 
			   YHWH in the form 
			   of  a cloud or the 
			   glory of  YHWH.

(A. 2)	 the particular persons	 YHWH and Ezekiel.
	 and circumstances	 The theophanic language 	
		  and the separations  
		  mentioned above.

	 in a given case must be appropriate 	 Ezek. 1:1–3:15; 3:16–24,
	 for the invocation of  the particular 	 8:1–11:25 and 37:1–14.
	 procedure invoked.
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	 Austin’s Conventional Procedure 	 Theophany in Ezekiel
	
(B. 1)	 The procedure must be executed by 	(1)	Theophany is
	 all participants both correctly and		  initiated by YHWH;
		  (2)	Ezekiel is the receiver 
			   of  YHWH’s Word. 

(B. 2)	 completely	 The theophany in Ezek. 
		  1:1–3:15; 3:16–24, 8:1–
		  11:25 and 37:1–14 fulfill 
		  the procedure of  the 
		  type-scene theophany, 
		  including the preparation,
		  the divine apprearance and 
		  speech, human response,  
		  and the externalisation. 

(Г. 1)	 Where, as often, the procedure is 	 fascinans and tremendum.
	 designed for use by persons 	
	 having certain thoughts or feelings,

	 or for the inauguration of  certain 	 Ezekiel’s obedience to
	 consequential conduct on the part 	 YHWH.
	 of  any participant,

	 then a person participating in and 	 cf. Ezek. 1:4–28 as
	 so invoking the procedure must in 	 fascinans and tremendum.
	 fact have those thoughts or feelings,

	 and the participants must intend so	 cf. Ezek. 2:1–2; 2:8 and 
	 to conduct themselves, and further	 3:2 as obedient to YHWH.

(Г. 2)	 must actually so conduct 	 Ezekiel carried out the
	 themselves subsequently.	 role of  a prophet
		  throughout the book of  



97

72 Abner Chou, I Saw the Lord: A Biblical Theology of  Vision (Wipf  & Stock, 2013), 
83–85.

	 Austin’s Conventional Procedure 	 Theophany in Ezekiel
	
		  Ezekiel, demonstrating 
		  his obedience to YHWH. 

With the understanding of  the accepted conventional procedure of  the 
biblical theophany through the type-scene model, it is ready to study 
the theophany in Ezekiel and to identify the illocutionary force, which 
is related to            .

2. Biblical Theophany in Ezekiel 1

The book of  Ezekiel begins with a theophany in Ezek. 1:1–3:15. 
According to Savran’s type-scene model, which this study has adopted, 
Ezek. 1:1–28 forms the setting of  the theophany, followed by the 
appearance and speech of  YHWH in Ezek. 2:1–3:11.              is part of  
this speech act of  YHWH by ensuring the obedience of  the prophet. 
The narrative, then, in Ezek. 3:12–14a, returns to focus on the setting 
of  the scene for the ending of  the theophany. Interestingly, the prophet 
has no verbal response, only actions that correspond to YHWH’s 
instruction. The externalisation of  the theophanic experience starts 
from Ezek. 3:14ff. 

As discussed above, the theophany in Ezek. 1:1–3:15 represents the 
accepted conventional procedure of  a biblical theophany that has a 
particular conventional effect. Ezekiel’s theophany is uniquely detailed 
in describing the divine figures, compared with other earlier theophany 
records, particularly those in Isaiah and Jeremiah. Ezekiel’s theophany 
and its messages are “zooming in,” using Chou’s term, on some specific 
aspects of  the throne and the presence of  YHWH in Isa. 6:1–13.72 
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This connection is especially true of  Ezek. 1:1–28, the setting of  the 
theophany. Ezekiel’s description of  the setting provides more content 
than Isaiah’s record. According to speech act theory, the descriptions 
(locutionary act) of  the storm cloud, the four living creatures, the four 
wheels, the lights and sound, the throne, and the figure who sits at the 
throne fall under the category of  assertive illocutionary force. This 
understanding is especially true since no dialogue is presented in the 
whole of  Ezek. 1. In other words, Ezek. 1 itself  performs an assertive 
illocutionary act, for no descriptions or statements are made in context-
free communication.73 As an assertive illocutionary act, the purpose 
of  Ezek. 1 is to tell others the state of  the world in the theophany.74 
The description commits the speaker (Ezekiel) to be situated in the 
psychological state of  believing (sincerity condition) the content in 
Ezek. 1.75 In other words, the description fits the state of  the world 
of  utterance (word-to-world direction of  fit). These are the major 
components of  the assertive illocutionary act. 

Ezekiel is the witness to the chariot throne scene that comes from the 
north (including the scenes below and above the firmament), to which  
he testifies as                   in Ezek. 1:1 in this first-person account.  
The description in Ezek. 1:4–28a is the witness’s report of  the chariot 
throne scene. The status as a witness commits him strongly to the 
reality of  the chariot throne, which causes him to testify that “I fell on 
my face” (                 ). The description must be true to Ezekiel in order 

73 John R. Searle, Expression and Meaning: Studies in the Theory of  Speech Acts (Cambridge 
University, 1979), 120. Searle argues that “for a large number of  cases the notion of  
the literal meaning of  a sentence only has application relative to a set of  background 
assumptions, and furthermore these background assumptions are not all and 
could not all be realized in the semantic structure of  the sentence in the way that 
presuppositions and indexically dependent elements of  the sentence’s truth conditions 
are realized in the semantic structure of  the sentence.”
74 John R. Searle and Daniel Vanderveken, Foundations of  Illocutionary Logic (Cambridge 
University, 1985), 37.
75 Searle and Vanderveken, Foundations of  Illocutionary Logic, 42.
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for the assertive illocutionary act to be performed successfully and 
non-defectively, unless Ezekiel intentionally lies in his testimony. A later 
editor seems to confirm the validity of  Ezekiel’s testimony in Ezek. 
1:2–3.76 

Searle and Vanderveken point out that “the speaker has reasons (or 
grounds or evidence) that count in favour of  or support the truth of  
the propositional content” in all assertive illocutionary acts.77 Such 
grounds are the preparatory condition of  an assertive illocutionary act. 
The setting of  the theophany in Ezek. 1, as discussed above, can be 
seen as the proof  of  the description of  a theophany. In addition, the 
sudden change of  personal pronouns in Ezek. 1:2–3 further testifies to 
the validity of  his witness in Ezek. 1:1–3:15. This insertion, expressed 
using a third-person pronoun, validates the testimony of  the prophet 
Ezekiel. Both testimonies by the prophet and the editor have stronger 
assertive illocutionary force than a mere statement.78 Although the 
testimonies here are not like the testimony in a law court whereby an 
oath is required, the whole scene in Ezek. 1 is testifying to the validity 
and occurrence of  the                   of  the “divine council and court 

76 Leslie C. Allen, Ezekiel 1–19, Word Biblical Commentary (Word, 1994), 17–19. It 
is apparent that the text shows the trajectory of  redaction. Allen is right to conclude 
that “while one must leave open the possibility of  redaction in this complex vision 
account, it does possess a degree of  coherence that is compatible with a writing 
down (or dictating) of  afterthoughts regarding an overwhelming experience.”; Ronald 
M. Hals, Ezekiel, The Forms of  the Old Testament Literature (Eerdmans, 1989), 
10–15; Walther Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1: A Commentary on the Book of  the Prophet Ezekiel, 
Chapters 1-24, eds. Frank Moore Cross and Klaus Baltzer, trans. Ronald E. Clements, 
Hermeneia—A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible (Fortress, 1979), 
100. Current scholarly consensus is that the book of  Ezekiel has gone through a 
redactional process; Moshe Greenberg, Ezekiel 1–20: A New Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary, Anchor Yale Bible (Yale University, 2008), 52. Greenberg, however, 
challenges the redactional stands which “go far in reducing the narrative to a 
hypothetical original terseness.”
77 Searle and Vanderveken, Foundations of  Illocutionary Logic, 54.
78 Searle and Vanderveken, Foundations of  Illocutionary Logic, 20.
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of  judgement” that is composed of  divine beings as its members.79 
These testimonies are more than mere descriptions of  the divine 
council. Instead, both the prophet and the editor are testifying to the 
authenticity of  the encountered experience. Therefore, their testimonies 
have stronger assertive illocutionary commitment than a description 
or statement but are double assertive illocutionary acts. It is under this 
strong assertive illocutionary act that            is introduced. The assertive 
reflects the perception of  the prophet. A strong assertiveness shows a 
deep understanding of  the prophet regarding the activities of            . 
Therefore, how Ezekiel describes his experience, an assertion, shows 
his perception of  the role of             in his personal encounter with 
the divine. In other words, the activities of             are recognised and 
affirmed.
 
In this description of  Ezek. 1 (locutionary act), which has a strong 
assertive illocutionary force, the narrative makes clear the authenticity 
and authority of  Ezekiel’s experience of  the theophany (illocutionary 
act), which has a strong intertextual link to the Sinai theophany as well 
as the Isaiah theophany. This acknowledgement is crucial. Firstly, the 
location of  the theophany seen by Ezekiel was in Babylon, which is far 
away from the temple and Jerusalem. In the later passage in Ezekiel, 
readers will encounter the consciousness that the exiles had no right or 
privilege to continue to enjoy YHWH’s presence and protection (see 
Ezek. 11:4–13).80 For Ezekiel’s community within the world of  the text 
(including the exiles with whom he is in Ezek. 1:1), the perlocutionary 
act of  Ezek. 1 ensures that the message received through Ezekiel 
genuinely comes from YHWH. Secondly, the appearance of  the 

79 Kline, Images of  the Spirit, 17–18.
80 Daniel I. Block, The Book of  Ezekiel, Chapters 1–24, The New International 
Commentary on the Old Testament (Eerdmans, 1997), 8. Block points out that 
Israel’s confidence in YHWH rested on four promises: the irrevocability of  YHWH’s 
covenant with Israel, YHWH’s ownership of  the land of  Canaan, YHWH’s eternal 
covenant with David, and YHWH’s residence in Jerusalem. This confidence is the 
consciousness shared by the Jerusalemites and the exiles.
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81 G. A. Cooke, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of  Ezekiel, International 
Critical Commentary (T&T Clark, 1936), 30; Walther Eichrodt, Ezekiel: A 
Commentary, eds. Ernest Wright et al., trans. Cosslett Quin, The Old Testament Library 
(Westminster, 1970), 59.
82 William H. C. Propp, Exodus 1–18: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, 
Anchor Yale Bible (Yale University, 2008), 549.

theophany in Babylon prepares the community in the narrative to 
accept that YHWH’s presence is not restricted to the location of  
the Ark of  the Covenant and the temple in Jerusalem (see Ezek. 
11:16; 37:26–28).81 In fact, YHWH’s glory will leave the temple and 
Jerusalem due to the abominations of  the people, crashing their false 
consciousness and sense of  security. Thirdly, the description provides 
further details of  YHWH’s throne, including the characters surrounding 
the throne, such as the living creatures, the wheels and           . With 
the connection to the Sinai theophany and the Isaiah theophany, the 
authenticity and authority of  the theophany are established, including 
the active role of            in the theophany. The author is certain about 
the involvement of             in the Ezekiel theophany.
 
There are two distinctive motifs in Ezek. 1:1–28: the light motif  and 
the mobility motif. These motifs first appear in Ezek.1:4, in the first 
description of  the                  . The mobility motif  connects all the 
scenes in Ezek. 1:1–28 as Ezekiel sees a moving theophanic storm 
cloud from the north (Ezek. 1:4). In the moving storm cloud, four 
creatures and wheels move together in the same direction without 
turning as they move (Ezek. 1:12, 17). The throne is carried by the 
moving creatures who move like the bolts of  lightning (Ezek. 1:14). 
This mobility motif  is repeatedly emphasised in Ezek. 1:19–21. 

As discussed above,            is active in all of  these scenes, closely 
connected with the mobility motif.            brings the presence of  
YHWH through a great cloud with fire and bright light surrounding 
it, which connects the storm cloud with the pillar of  cloud and fire in 
Exodus (see Exod. 13:21, 22; 14:19, 24).82 The pillar of  cloud and fire 

Biblical Theophany in Ezekiel



Malaysian Pentecostal Journal  •  Biblical and Contextual Studies102

is considered the same experience as the burning-bush theophany in 
Exod. 3:2–3, foreshadowing the Sinai theophany.83 Both incidences in 
Exod. 3 and 13 imply the presence of  YHWH through smoke and fire. 
In other words, YHWH is in the cloud.84 This is a key activity 
of            , which is completed by the united movement of  the 
creatures and wheels. Allen points out that there is a two-part structure 
in Ezek. 1:5–12 and in Ezek. 1:15–21. The first part describes the 
creatures (Ezek. 1:5–11) and the wheels (Ezek. 1:15–16). Then, the 
mobility motif  is mentioned in the second part (Ezek. 1:12; 1:12–21).85 
Significantly, the leading of  the movement by            is mentioned 
twice (Ezek. 1:12, 19). In other words, the indwelling of             in the 
creatures and the wheels (Ezek. 1:20, 21) is emphasised.86 Therefore, 
the description in Ezek. 1 intentionally highlights the idea that the 
“locomotive power is provided by the spirit.”87 

For the earlier intertextual theophany references in the Old Testament 
that Ezekiel seems to draw upon, the activity of             is solely 
manifested upon the human.               grants to Bezalel wisdom and 
skill in all kinds of  craftsmanship in the tabernacle (Exod. 31:1-5; 
35:30–33). YHWH gives the prophetic      to the 70 elders to help 
Moses to judge the people (Num. 11:16-17, 24–25).            empowers 
judges so that they can save the oppressed Israelites from the enemy 
(Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 13:25). Prophets receive YHWH’s instructions 

83 John I. Durham, Exodus, Word Biblical Commentary (Word, 1987), 3:186; Propp, 
Exodus 1–18, 222. 
84 Thomas B. Dozeman, Commentary on Exodus, The Eerdmans Critical Commentary 
(Eerdmans, 2009), 310.
85 Allen, Ezekiel 1–19, 16.
86 Daniel I. Block, “The Prophet of  the Spirit: The Use of  RWH in the Book of  
Ezekiel,” Journal of  the Evangelical Theological Society 32, no. 1 (1989): 36–37, 1; Block, 
The Book of  Ezekiel, Chapters 1–24, 101. Here,              is referred to as “the spirit of  
life” that is in the four creatures and the wheels, contrary to “the spirit of  the living 
creatures,” which some have argued for. See also Lloyd Neve, The Spirit of  God in 
the Old Testament (Seibunsha, 1972), 95.
87 Block, The Book of  Ezekiel, Chapters 1–24, 97.
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88 Daniel I. Block, “Empowered by the Spirit of  God: The Holy Spirit in the 
Historiographic Writings of  the Old Testament,” The Southern Baptist Journal of  Theology 
1, no. 1 (1997): 54, 1. In his search of               in the historiographic writings, Block 
admits that the descriptions of  the operation of                “open the door to the 
later development of  a Trinitarian doctrine”. The image of                in Ezekiel is 
more vivid and interactive, showing a clear personality, consistent to what Block 
found in the historical books. In Ezekiel,               is able to indwell in a human body, 
going beyond the image of  angels presented in the Old Testament. Furthermore, the 
promise of                given in Ezek. 36:27, 37:14, and 39:29 is a special gift that goes 
beyond the ministering angels. It is apparent that there is room for the development 
of  the Trinity in the Old Testament.

through            (2 Sam. 23:2; 1 Kgs. 22:24; Isa. 30:1; 42:1; 61:1). 
Surprisingly, Ezek. 1 is the most explicit record of  the activities of                  
           in the divine council (cf. 1 Kgs. 22:19–22). 

Ezekiel’s testimony of  the indwelling ability and directive mobility of            
           (locutionary act) is illuminating. The movement of  the chariot 
throne under the direction of             implies the omnipresent 
character of            , who is in the four living creatures and four 
wheels concurrently. The chariot thrones move in different directions, 
emphasising the fact that YHWH’s presence depends on his location, 
which is not static, in contrast to the immobile images in the temple. 
At the same time,            is closely related to YHWH’s presence, 
which is carried by the chariot throne mobilised by           . This 
understanding will be amplified in the vision of  the abominations 
when              leaves the temple (Ezek. 8–11), and later returns to the 
temple (Ezek. 43). In other words, the presence of             implies the 
presence of  YHWH. One of  the purposes of  the theophanic record in 
Ezek. 1 is to pave the way for            in the remaining messages of  
Ezekiel.            as a character is established in Ezek. 1, the beginning 
of  the book. This will become clearer when the narrative continues to 
reach the restoration promise in Ezek. 36 and the vision of  resurrection 
in Ezek. 37.88

 
Nevertheless, this assertive testimony in Ezek. 1 arguably has certain 

Biblical Theophany in Ezekiel



Malaysian Pentecostal Journal  •  Biblical and Contextual Studies104

effects on Ezekiel’s community (perlocutionary act). For Ezekiel’s 
community in the world of  the text, one of  the effects is to convince 
them to acknowledge the role and the abilities of            , especially her 
role in enabling the community to respond in obedience, just as Ezekiel 
experienced in Ezek. 2:2. This perception of  receiving            as
a community is significant in the Old Testament, as in the past, 
only particular leaders received            (judge, king, priest, prophet).            
           was one of  the signs of  leadership in previous times, but now, in 
Ezekiel, it becomes the sign of  restoration, perhaps pointing to 
the future democratisation of             realised at Pentecost. This is the 
perlocutionary force of  the testimony to Ezekiel’s community (the 
exiles present in Ezek. 1:1) on the appearance of            . 

Besides the mobility motif, the light motif  is another significant theme 
in Ezek. 1. The theophanic storm cloud is surrounded by bright light 
(Ezek. 1:4). There is the burning-coals-like fire in the midst of  the 
four living creatures (Ezek. 1:13),89 which makes their movement like 
lightning bolts (Ezek.1:14). Then the throne and the figure sitting on 
the throne are surrounded by a rainbow and fire (Ezek. 1:27–28). When 
the light motif  is finally presented, Ezekiel affirms that it is 
                            (Ezek. 1:28). 

The light motif  is clearly related to             .90 As discussed above, 
the theophanic storm cloud is connected to the pillar of  cloud and 
fire in the Exodus experience. This moving chariot throne, like the 
pillar of  cloud in Exodus, carries the presence and glory of  YHWH. 
Interestingly, this combination of  mobility and light motifs creates an 
indirect speech act. According to Searle’s understanding, an indirect 
speech act is an illocutionary act that “is performed indirectly by way of  

89 This is another connection with Isa. 6:6-7, in which the seraphim touch Isaiah with 
a burning coal they took from the altar. Ezekiel’s description further shows that the 
burning coal is placed between the four wheels that are under the throne (Ezek. 10:2). 
90 Cooke, Ezekiel, 22.
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91 Searle, Expression and Meaning, 31. 
92 Searle, Expression and Meaning, 31–32.
93 Donald D. Evans, The Logic of  Self-Involvement: A Philosophical Study of  Everyday 
Language with Special Reference to the Christian Use of  Language about God as Creator 
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94 Kline, Images of  the Spirit, 15–17.

performing another.”91 In certain speech acts, the primary illocutionary 
act indirectly entails a secondary illocutionary act. Searle explains the 
mechanism of  the indirect speech acts, which is that:

In indirect speech acts, the speaker communicates to the 
hearer more than he actually says by way of  relying on their 
mutually shared background information, both linguistic and 
nonlinguistic, together with the general powers of  rationality 
and inference on the part of  the hearer.92

The combination of  the mobility and light motif  entails, in Evans’ 
term,93 an emphasis on the role of             in carrying the presence 
and glory of  YHWH. By testifying that            is the locomotion of  
the pillar of  cloud and fire, the combination of  motifs indirectly asserts 
that the locomotion of  the chariot throne, which carries the presence 
and glory of  YHWH, is coming from           . The movement of  the 
living creatures, the wheels, the throne, and later Ezekiel himself  
are all caused by                                                        . Once again, the 
indwelling and locomotive abilities of             are further intensified. 

The connection between the pillar of  cloud and the chariot throne 
provides grounds for the creation and re-creation motif  in the 
subsequent passages. There is a close connection between the creation 
account in Gen. 1 and the re-creation motif  in the pillar of  cloud in 
Exod. 13. The hovering of             over chaos brings a re-creational 
effect.94 In this sense, the pillar of  cloud and the chariot throne usher in 
the salvation of  YHWH. This connection indirectly testifies to the 
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re-creational role of            , which will be the central theme in Ezek. 
37:1–14.            facilitates the re-creation and restoration of  YHWH. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, there is an accepted conventional procedure of  a biblical 
theophany. This conventional procedure is consistent throughout the 
Old Testament, including the theophany in Ezek. 1:1–3:15 has a 
particular conventional effect. In Ezek. 1,            plays an active role in 
initiating the theophany. The indwelling ability and directive mobility of   
           are introduced and emphasised. This vivid image of             in 
Ezek. 1 initiates her role for the remaining messages of  Ezekiel. 
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Haunted Houses and Places in Asia: 
Theological, Ministerial and Missional Engagements 

Cheong Weng Kit
Abstract

This paper examines the phenomena of  haunted places in 
the theological, ministerial and missiological dimensions to 
understand its causes and how Christians should engage it. Two 
major questions frame this examination: Can houses (or places) 
be haunted because it is visited or inhabited by evil spirits? Can 
houses (which are inanimate objects) be haunted if  it is cursed or 
bewitched? Characteristics of  hauntings from Malaysia and the 
United States are compared to identify different understandings 
and interpretations arising from the cultural context and its 
impact on local understandings and responses. Examinations 
from the biblical data, particularly on territorial spirits and objects 
that are energised are undertaken in relation to a missiological 
analysis, to provide a missional and ministerial response to the 
phenomena for confident Christian living and also as a witness 
for non-Christians who experience it.   

Introduction

I have lived in three haunted houses in my life. The first occurred when 
I was four in a house in Cheras, Malaysia. According to my mother, 
I would sometimes cry in the night due to unexplained noises that 
bothered me. At other times during the day, I would simply point my 
finger at something even though there wasn’t anything there. It was only 
later, when we packed to relocate to another house, that the neighbour 
told my mother it was haunted.

The second encounter occurred in a house we moved to in Petaling Jaya 
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when I was nine, a few months after my grandfather died. It was also 
the same year I accepted Christ into my life. One night, as I woke up 
to go to the bathroom, I saw a faint, wisp-like figure at the rear of  our 
house, which resembled my grandfather, seventy-two years old, with an 
almost balding forehead, white hair and spotty beard. It stood there but 
never moved or frightened me. Some days later, I asked my mother if  
she had ever seen something in the house at night. She told me she did 
– it was the same thing but on a different night! 

Some years later, when we moved to America, she would again 
experience another haunting in a house she and my sister lived in, 
Astoria, Oregon. Even though I had visited them many times and 
stayed there often, I only discovered this later, after they moved out of  
the house. It seemed that encounters with spirits haunting houses never 
left us. 

This paper partly arises from my personal encounters with haunted 
places, but it is also for theological, ministerial and missional reasons 
that I am interested in understanding its causes and how Christians 
should handle it. The issue is of  great relevance for people in Asia 
because such phenomena terrify people, even some Christians. When 
people experience a spirit haunting a house, most Asians turn to 
local mediums or shamans for help (unless they move out to escape 
it). Sometimes, Christians who face this problem are unsure about 
their own understanding of  the spirit world and how they come to 
occupy or haunt a home, and may also turn to the same people. If  
they are committed churchgoers, they will often turn to a pastor for 
help. However, if  a pastor or church leader is unable to deal with the 
problem (due to lack of  knowledge or inexperience), the home-dweller 
may fill in this gap with his or her own beliefs of  the spirit world and 
haunted places from their culture, rather than what the Bible says about 
it. Thus, it is pressing that we have sure answers from Scripture to offer 
sound theological understandings, wise ministerial counsel and a strong 
missiological witness for Asians so that others may know the power of  
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Christ.

This paper asks two questions. First, can houses (or places) be haunted 
because it is visited or inhabited by evil spirits? Second, can houses 
(which are inanimate objects) be haunted if  it is cursed or bewitched? 
Because I’ve lived in haunted houses both in Malaysia and in the US, 
I shall discuss characteristics of  hauntings from these two settings. By 
doing so, it shall provide useful points of  comparison to help us see 
the differences in the cultural context and the impact it has on local 
understandings. In the second half, I shall examine the biblical data 
on haunted houses and then proceed to a missional and ministerial 
engagement of  the matter.

A. Describing the Phenomena 

Stories of  individuals troubled or possessed by spirits haunting houses 
and places are commonly shared by people in Asia, whether Christians, 
Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus or otherwise. However, Western Christian 
writings on spiritual warfare have mostly focused on people being 
demon-possessed, but hardly on haunted houses. Among the few 
writers who have focused on places being demonised or haunted would 
include George Otis, Jr, C. Peter Wagner, and John Dawson, all of  
whom commonly write and teach about territorial spirits.1 Wagner, in 
particular, who is a missiologist, tackles this as strategic-level spiritual 
warfare (a subject I shall return to territorial spirits later).2

Houses in Malaysia and in the U.S. are said to be haunted due to a 

1 George Otis, Jr., The Last of  the Giants (Ada, MI: Chosen, 1991); John Dawson, 
Taking Our Cities for God: How to Break Spiritual Strongholds (Lake Mary, FL: Creation 
House, 1990).
2 C. Peter Wagner, ed., Territorial Spirits: Insights into Strategic Level Spiritual Warfare 
and Intercession (Chichester, UK: Sovereign World, 1991). Wagner’s Fuller seminary 
colleague, Charles Kraft has also written on it but calls it cosmic-level spiritual warfare.
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number of  reasons. In some cases, these reasons overlap, but in other 
cases, they do not. In the U.S., houses become haunted due to

•	 a violent deed or macabre murder/suicide that occurred 
there.3

•	 a person who died (from the previous cause) and returned as 
a vengeful spirit. 

•	 a spell or curse invoked towards the house from witchcraft.4 
•	 witchcraft or occultic activities practised there that draw 

(evil) spirits.
•	 cursed objects placed or found in the house that have 

negative energy and emanates its power towards the site.
•	 people infested by demons, having lived or spent time 

visiting the place.5 

With regard to haunted houses, Gerald Brittle, who researched the 
work of  Ed and Lorraine Warren (Catholic exorcists in the 1970s) that 
dealt with them, writes the following:6 hauntings often occur at 3 a.m.,7 
houses that are haunted need to be exorcised, and if  ghosts exist, it may 
be due to bad deaths or occult activities.

In Asia, three previous characteristics are present (i.e., spells invoked 
towards the house, witchcraft activities practised there and cursed 
objects placed/found there). However, two more are unique to Asia: 
deceased people who did not receive a proper burial and returned to 

3 Christine Ro, “Do We Have to Tell Them the House is Haunted?”, JSTOR Daily, 27 
October 2018, https://daily.jstor.org/do-we-have-to-tell-them-house-is-haunted/.
4 Francis MacNutt, Deliverance from Evil Spirits: A Practical Manual (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Chosen, 1995), 267–268.
5 MacNutt, Deliverance, 268.
6 Gerald Brittle, The Demonologist: The Extraordinary Career of  Ed and Lorraine Warren 
(New York: Prentice-Hall, 1980), 110, 240–242. 
7 This is the so-called “bewitching hour” and corresponds to the time Jesus died 
on the cross, at the darkest hour. According to Brittle, The Demonologists, 240, ghosts 
frequent houses because they like to be where people are – in houses.



111

8 There are two more – accident sites (e.g., roadside deaths, floods, etc.) and graves or 
holy places that became desecrated and disturbed the spirits. However, these two do 
not involve haunted houses.
9 Monica Janowski, “Stones Alive! An Exploration of  the Relationship between 
Human and Stone in Southeast Asia”, Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 176 
(2020): 112.

haunt, an untimely/misfortunate death of  a child in moaning, distress 
or anger.8 

To examine haunted houses, I shall pursue two lines of  questions to 
guide the analysis, then compare Scripture to assess which of  the two 
seems most consistent with the biblical data. The two questions are 
whether houses are haunted due to them being (1) infested or inhabited 
with spirits or (2) cursed/hexed with forces.
 

Houses as Being Infested or Inhabited by Spirits

In Asia, the belief  that spirits lie behind objects is closely associated 
with animism. If  haunted houses are viewed through the lens of  
animism, anthropologist Monica Janowski explains:

High-status, long-lived houses associated with a long and high-
status ancestral line are believed to be associated with, and 
sometimes inhabited by, ancestral spirits. There is a sense in 
which such houses are themselves regarded as conscious and 
sentient, through (italics mine) the spirits inhabiting them and 
probably also the vitality contained in the wood of  which they 
are made and the process of  their construction. Certain parts 
of  the house—the hearth and the central post—are regarded as 
particularly strongly associated with ancestral spirits.9

Here, houses themselves are not conceived as (spirit-)neutral places 
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that later become “infested” or “invaded” by spirits due to some 
unfortunate event or witchcraft. Rather, they are already imbued with 
some inhabitation of  the spirit(s) because the entity has coalesced with 
some degree of  thickness to enable it to become “alive” or spirited:

Many spirits are associated with, or inhabit, a material body … 
It would appear that as vital force accumulates, it is believed 
to eventually develop sentience. It is then associated with—or 
perhaps it ‘becomes’—a spirit. It seems possible that all matter, 
through its ‘aliveness’, is regarded as possessing some level of  
sentience; and that at a certain point this becomes so clearly 
evident that humans begin to interact with it as a sentient 
spirit.10

Another way that houses become haunted is the common view that 
a massacre occurred there. One example known among Christians 
in East Malaysia is where World War II Japanese soldiers massacred 
untold numbers of  people and dumped their bodies in a mass grave 
in a secluded hillside in Kota Kinabalu. Some years later, a Christian 
school was built near this site. For many decades, there seemed to be no 
problems until the last two decades, when a number of  cases surfaced 
among students staying in its dorms, hearing strange noises in the night 
and at least two cases of  seminary students being demonised.11 In one 
case, I was involved in, the Christian faculty and staff  responsible for 
handling the situation prayed over the students, who were eventually 
restored to sanity and well-being. However, the days following, gossip 
spread among everyone that such students were possibly weak in their 
faith and thus failed to have the spiritual strength to overcome any evil 
of  the nearby grounds thought to be plagued with lingering spirits or 
death.

10 Janowski, “Stones Alive!”, 110.
11 I use the word “demonised” in the broadest sense, which covers anything from 
demonic oppression to possession.
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12 In another related area, there is also a fear that technology will become “alive” and 
have some spirit behind it. See Ellen Walker, “Ghosts in the Machine”, JSTOR Daily, 
23 October, 2024, https://daily.jstor.org/ghosts-in-the-machine/.
13 Cheong Weng Kit, “Spiritual Vulnerability through Demonisation in Curses? 
A Critical Reassessment”, Jurnal Teologi Amreta 1, no.1 (December 2017): 70–71; 
MacNutt, Deliverance.
14 Robert J. Priest, Thomas Campbell, and Bradford A. Mullen, “Missiological 
Syncretism: The New Animistic Paradigm”, in Spiritual Power and Missions: Raising the 
Issues, ed. Edward Rommen (Pasadena, CA: William Carey, 1995), 9–87.          
15 Paul Hiebert, R. Daniel Shaw, and Tite Tiénou, Understanding Folk Religion: A 
Christian Response to Popular Beliefs and Practices (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1999), 45–47.
                                                                                                    

Houses as Being Cursed or Hexed

It is rarer for Asians to consider a house haunted or cursed due to a 
spell or a hex, perhaps because the object is too large for shamans 
or sorcerers to do so.12 If  Asians do believe otherwise, it occurs as 
a consequence of  a person who is bewitched and who lives in that 
house, either as a living zombie, half  vampire, or so on. In this sense, 
the haunting is not caused by spirit entities but by the living in such a 
state being there. However, if  some small objects such as necklaces, 
bracelets, hair, and so on have been cursed and placed in a house 
surreptitiously, those who live there might also become cursed and 
by default, the house also. A common solution to this situation is to 
identify and remove or destroy the object13 to restore harmony, peace 
and stability to the inhabitants of  the house itself. However, without 
a change in the home-dweller’s spiritual life, doing only these risks 
reinforcing the magical or pagan belief  that objects themselves can be 
energised or infused with evil powers or forces without addressing the 
root cause of  the problem.14

B. A Theological and Biblical Analysis of  Haunted Places

Anthropologically, there are two typologies that can be used to classify 
haunted houses. One is organic, and the other is mechanical.15 In the 
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former, spirits cause houses to be haunted, while in the latter, curses 
or bewitchment perform that function. In this section, we examine 
both types to assess which one best explains the phenomenon in a 
theological and biblical discussion.

Discussions on Houses as Haunted by Spirits

If  Scripture mentions haunted houses or places, the most pertinent 
possibilities that most directly relate to them are the following examples.

Example 1: The images of  their gods you are to burn in the fire. Do not 
covet the silver and gold on them, and do not take it for yourselves, or you 
will be ensnared by it, for it is detestable to the LORD your God. Do not 
bring a detestable thing into your house or you, like it, will be set apart for 
destruction (Deut. 7:25–26).16

Example 2: The Spirit lifted me up between earth and heaven and in 
visions of  God he took me to Jerusalem, to the entrance of  the north gate 
of  the inner court, where the idol that provokes to jealousy stood …. Then 
he said to me, “Son of  man, look toward the north.” So I looked, and in 
the entrance north of  the gate of  the altar I saw this idol of  jealousy. And 
he said to me, “Son of  man, do you see what they are doing—the utterly 
detestable things the Israelites are doing here, things that will drive me far 
from my sanctuary? (Ezek. 8:5–6)

In both examples, idols occupy a house or temple, not spirits that 
haunt it. There is no mention of  spirits, but these idols are “images” 
or “detestable objects”. These verses also refer to idols that are to 
be removed from a pagan temple (Deut. 7:25–26). Today, they are 
generally applied to non-Christians who, upon converting to Christ, are 

16 All Scripture references are from the New International Version.
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17 Andrew Daunton-Fear, Healing in the Early Church: The Church’s Ministry of  Healing and 
Exorcism from the First to the Fifth Century (Eugene, OR: Wipf  and Stock, 2009), 71, 77, 
115. 

asked to remove such items from their house and toss them. However, 
there is no mention of  hauntings.

Example 3: When an impure spirit comes out of  a person, it goes through 
arid places seeking rest and does not find it. Then it says, ‘I will return to 
the house I left.’ When it arrives, it finds the house unoccupied, swept clean 
and put in order. Then it goes and takes with it seven other spirits more 
wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of  
that person is worse than the first (Matt. 12:43–46).

 
In this passage, “house” refers to a human person, not a physical 
building. This point is obvious in verse 43, “when an impure spirit 
comes out of  a person”. If  Jesus intended to mention a physical house, 
he could have done so, but he did not. This indicates Jesus placed little 
importance on addressing the issue, even though the belief  among 
early Christians that places were haunted by evil spirits in the pagan 
world was prevalent.17 However, with regard to demon-possessed 
individuals, Jesus noticed their spiritual bondage and seriously dealt with 
it, exorcizing the demons (e.g., Matt. 9:32–33; Mark 1:21–28; 5:1–20; 
7:24–30; 9:14–29; Luke 13:10–13). If  Jesus seriously dealt with demon-
possession, we must ask why neither he, his disciples, nor the apostle 
Paul bothered with haunted houses. 

Example 4: “Fallen! Fallen is Babylon the Great!” She has become a 
dwelling for demons and a haunt for every impure spirit, a haunt for every 
unclean bird, a haunt for every unclean and detestable animal. For all the 
nations have drunk the maddening wine of  her adulteries. The kings of  
the earth committed adultery with her, and the merchants of  the earth grew 
rich from her excessive luxuries (Rev. 18:2–3).
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This text is perhaps the clearest of  the four examples that illustrate the 
haunting of  a place – Babylon; it “has become a dwelling for demons” 
and a “haunt for every impure spirit”. Here, three observations are 
key. Firstly, Babylon is an empire, not a house. If  an empire is inhabited 
by demons, this falls under the discussion of  territorial spirits (which 
I discuss later). Secondly, Babylon is a symbolic place, not an actual 
one. The symbolic, not literal interpretation is a better one because 
Revelation is an apocalyptic genre filled with “esoteric symbolism” that 
draws on “metaphors from the experiential world” to communicate its 
meaning.18 Consequently, we must exercise caution and not interpret it 
as an actual description of  a real haunted place. Thirdly, it is haunted for 
all the nations have drunk of  her sins (verse 3). The reason such spirits 
have inhabited the territory is that their sins have given the spirits room 
to haunt it. 

The basic conclusion regarding haunted houses is that (with the 
possible exception of  Revelation 18:2–3, which will be discussed 
again) Scripture’s silence about them indicates that haunted houses are 
unimportant. More important are idols or influences found in a house as 
material symbols or objects that represent the people’s own spiritual 
idolatry.

Haunted by Bewitchment or a Spell  

A second typology to examine haunted houses is whether the house as 
an object has been bewitched, cursed or hexed (and if  that bewitchment 
has cursed the structure with an evil presence or energy). To begin, I 
refer readers to an earlier discussion of  mine on whether objects can be 
energised. I use the word “energised” to examine if  God can invest his 
power in objects, and if  Satan or sorcerers can do the same. A related 

18 Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical 
Interpretation (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1991), 224.
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19 See Cheong, “Spiritual Vulnerability”. Elsewhere, I have also addressed why 
Amos Yong’s discussion of  spirits as “force fields” and Walter Wink’s “power” as a 
metaphysical aspect are unlikely. See Cheong Weng Kit, “The Holy Spirit and Other 
Spirits in Asia: Discerning the Spirits in non-Christian Religions with Respect to 
Christianity”, in Contextual Reflections from Asia (A Special Publication from the Faculty and 
Friends of  Sabah Theological Seminary in Honour of  its 25th Anniversary), eds. Cheong Weng 
Kit, Eleanor Perry, Roselyn Nelson and Kusam Yontok, 226–255 (Kota Kinabalu: 
Sabah Theological Seminary, 2013), 242–244, 255.
20 Charles H. Kraft, “Contextualisation and Spiritual Power”, in Deliver Us from Evil: 
An Uneasy Frontier in Christian Mission, eds. A. Scott Moreau, Tokunboh Adeyemo, 
David G. Burnett, Bryant L. Myers and Hwa Yung (Monrovia, CA: World Vision 
International, 2002), 301.
21 Lest we forget, God also breathed life into dust, creating Adam (Gen. 2:7).

question is if  both God and/or Satan (and his followers) can do so, 
what is the effect of  the energised object on people?19 A survey of  
Scripture does show the following examples of  such objects.

•	 Objects energised with power: God energises/invests places and 
things with his power, such as the Ark (1 Sam. 4–7), Jesus’ 
garment (Matt. 9:20), Paul’s handkerchief  and aprons (Acts 
19:11–12). Charles Kraft adds that if  objects are “dedicated 
in the name of  Jesus … the elements used in the Lord’s 
Supper can also be dedicated for specific purposes such as 
blessing and healing and thus empowered.20

•	 Objects energised with life: Sorcerers can also energise objects 
with life. In Exodus 7:11–12, Pharaoh’s magicians easily 
animate two rods into snakes. In response, God energises 
Moses’ rod, which swallows the magicians’ two snakes! In 
another example, the false prophet has the power to give 
the breath of  life to a statue (Rev. 13:15).21 

Interestingly, even if  sorcerers or false prophets openly demonstrated 
their power by energising or animating objects to intimidate or terrify 
people, Scripture shows that believers are unafraid. Rather, they exercise 
faith and courage against such challenges as God not only defends his 
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people but also overcomes the enemy (see Revelation 19). Because 
Satan’s power is limited, he can only do as much as God allows him to; 
even with the false prophet, he was given power to do so by God.22

Additionally, Scripture is silent whether the mere possession of  foreign 
objects (like idols or energised objects) brought into the presence of  
God’s people can harm them (e.g., Exod. 7:11–12). Conversely, when 
pagans or believers mistreat God’s sacred objects like the ark of  the 
covenant, they all suffer calamities or die (1 Sam. 5:1–5; 2 Sam. 6:6–7)!

A final example of  objects possibly inhabited by spirits is food offered 
to idols.23 On this, Paul holds two seemingly contradictory statements. 
In 1 Corinthians 8:4, he says an “idol is nothing at all in the world” 
and that “there is no God but one”. Later, he states, “the sacrifices of  
pagans are offered to demons, not to God, and I do not want you to be 
participants with demons” (1 Cor. 10:20, italics mine). On one hand, “it 
seems that Paul believed that the worship of  pagan gods put one in 
contact with maleficent forces and Christians were not immune to the 
baneful influences of  such forces” and that “there is a reality behind the 
wood or stone of  the idol, but as evil and unworthy of  veneration”.24 

However, an object or status by and of  itself  is “nothing” because it is 
lifeless and inanimate (1 Cor. 8:4). 

One way to reconcile both of  Paul’s views is to say that “when people 

22 Thomas R. Schreiner, Revelation, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2023), 711, states that though the subject (God) 
is absent, it is a divine passive verb that indicates God is the one who gives this power. 
Such passive verbs are prevalent throughout Revelation, indicating the hidden subject 
(God) is fully in control, even over evil persons that he gives power to do such things 
(e.g., Rev 13:14–15).  
23 Cheong, “Spiritual Vulnerability”, 70–71. For a detailed study on food sacrificed 
to idols, see Chuck Lowe, Honoring God and Family: A Christian Response to Idol Food in 
Chinese Popular Religion (Bangalore: Theological Book Trust, 2001).
24 Sydney H. Page, Powers of  Evil: A Biblical Study of  Satan and Demons (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker, 1995), 225.                                                                                                                                
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25 Cheong, “Spiritual Vulnerability”, 70–71.
26 Priest, Campbell, and Mullen, Missiological Syncretism, 60.
27 Cheong Weng Kit, “A settled debate? Reassessing spiritual warfare past and present 
for the 21st century”, EMS Occasional Bulletin 26, no. 2 (Spring 2013): 1-11, 9.

ascribe reality to an object that demons stand ready to receive their 
worship through their devotion of  such idols or to opportunistically 
cast fear upon those who believe that objects such as food carry some 
ontological spiritual reality or power beyond its own material essence 
(1 Cor. 8:7–8)”.25 In other words, the problem occurs “when people 
act wrongly toward such objects based on these meanings which the 
objects have for them, Satan has power in the lives of  those people”.26 
In fact, Paul makes this point: “Some people are still so accustomed to 
idols that when they eat sacrificial food they think of  it as having been 
sacrificed to a god” (1 Cor. 8:7). Thus, in the case of  food sacrificed 
to idols, rather than speculating how demons may be “behind them”, 
we need not spend time obsessing over them. We should practice the 
presence of  God (who is the most powerful one) rather than practice 
thinking about the presence of  demons.27 

This is consistent with the previous Bible verses that show no objects 
or artefacts whatsoever transmit any demons (e.g., Exod. 7:11–12, 
Deut. 7:25–26, Ezek. 8:5–6). The Bible, however, does show objects 
manifesting power when evil individuals unleash direct spiritual attacks 
towards God’s people and weaponise it in a conflict (Rev. 13:15).  

Even when Israel brings foreign idols into the land and are warned to 
not worship them, these idols do not constitute a demonic invasion 
as these objects are mere stones “made by human hands” (Psa. 
115:4–8) and are “worthless” and “a fraud” (Jer. 10:14). But if  they are 
worshipped, spiritual stumbling and belief  that demonic presence and 
attachment similar to that of  food sacrificed to idols occurs (1 Cor. 
8:7). Taken together, these verses again mean that any pagan religious 
objects (and by extension, any houses that are haunted) are nothing by 
themselves (Jer. 10:3–5, 8–9) but when given an undue attention that 
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raises it to a place of  worship or fear, it opens a foothold for demons to 
enter into the minds of  believers. 

C. Theological and Biblical Analysis of  Territorial Spirits  

A final assessment of  the ontology of  haunted houses must compare 
it to territorial spirits because houses might be considered a type of  
(physical) territory where spirits might “rule” or “inhabit” it. In a sense, 
a “haunted” house is simply a smaller territory or geographical area than 
a city or nation.

The concept of  territorial spirits centres on ruling spirits or 
principalities over nations or a large geographical expanse. Texts 
like Daniel 10:13, 20–21 are frequently cited as evidence to support 
territorial spirits. Here, we return to Revelation 18:2–3. In biblical 
literature,

demons live in deserts or lonely places (Isa 34:14; Tob 8:3; Matt 
12:43 par.) [and] the meaning of  this is expanded in the next 
two lines, where Babylon is transformed into a φυλακὴ (phylake, 
prison), an unusual term for ‘lair, haunt’, derived from the 
ancient view of  ‘the underworld as the prison of  evil spirits’.28 

However, we should note that Babylon became “haunted” for29 “all the 
nations have drunk the maddening wine of  her adulteries”. Thus, the 

28 Grant Osborne, Revelation, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand  
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2002), 636. The Greek κατοικητήριον δαιμονίων is a 
subjective genitive, meaning “demons ‘now make their home’ there” (Osborne,  
Revelation, 636). It is “common to see φυλακὴ as synonymous with “dwelling place”. 
Robert H. Mounce, The Book of  Revelation, revised (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1998), 325, states that in reference to Isa. 13:20–21, “Babylon once fallen will never 
again be inhabited except by creatures of  the desert (Isa 13:20–21). Satrys (RSV), 
demonic creatures having the appearance of  hairy goats, will leap about the ruins to 
the howling of  hyenas and jackals (Isa 13:21–22)”.
29 ὅτι hoti, is a marker of  causality, and can be translated as “because”, “since” or “for” 
(Osborne, “Revelation”, 636).
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30 One should note that Wagner’s belief  on this was informed by his missionary 
experience in India, where he witnessed specific Hindu deities “ruling” over specific 
territories.
31 Chuck Lowe, Territorial Spirits and World Evangelisation? (Kent: Mentor/OMF, 1998), 
42; David E. Stevens, “Daniel 10 and the Notion of  Territorial Spirits”, Bibliotheca 
Sacra 157 no. 628 (2000): 427–429. For a thorough critique of  the notion of  territorial 
spirits, see Lowe, Territorial Spirits.
32 Daniel I. Block, The Gods of  the Nations: A Study in Ancient Near Eastern National 
Theology (Eugene, OR: Wipf  and Stock, 2013), 21. 
33 Lowe, Territorial Spirits, 36.

reason why the place is infested or haunted with such spirits is because 
of  the people’s sins, not an invasion of  spirits.
	
The point is key because popular writers like George Otis Jr., John 
Dawson and Peter Wagner30 cite Daniel 10:13, 20–21 and 12:1 (Michael 
as the “great Prince” who protects Israel) as proof  of  territorial spirits. 
Based on this, they argue Christians should pray against territorial 
spirits so that God binds them so the gospel may spread unimpeded. 
However, demonic spirits or even “princes” (or high-ranking) that rule 
over territories are better understood as ruling over “socio-political 
units” (involving people) rather than geography.31 
 
Interestingly, Ancient Near Eastern religions and cultures believed each 
nation had a territory controlled or ruled by their national god(s), where 
the “relationship between a divinity and his/her land [was] primary”.32 
Consequently, if  they stepped outside their land to fight other nations, 
they were vulnerable to defeat because they believed their deity’s power 
might not extend beyond those physical territories ruled by other gods 
(1 Kings 20:23–28).33

Given this background, it is unlikely Scripture teaches the concept of  
territorial spirits, which is like what pagans believe – that spirits inhabit 
places, leading to control of  human behaviour. Rather, we see that 
when people give themselves over to worship them, such spirits then 
inhabit or “haunt” these places (Rev. 12:2–3). Such spirits are drawn to 
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the nations because people, as a socio-political unit, have given their 
allegiance to them. 

D. A Missiological Response to Haunted Houses

How should Christians respond when we encounter haunted houses? 
Firstly, careful reading of  Scriptures and not blindly following 
popular authors and speakers are important. If  Scripture has given us 
“everything we need for a godly life through our knowledge” of  the 
Lord (2 Pet. 1:3), there is no need to rely on others for “hidden” or 
“new” spiritual insights into the spirit world. Secondly, when reading 
Scripture to discern spiritual phenomena, we must be careful to avoid 
mapping “native beliefs about spirits” from our culture to superimpose 
them onto biblical understanding.34 

If  we compare the analysis of  houses as objects infested with spirits 
versus objects bewitched and energised, the latter typology finds 
greater biblical support. However, Christians need not fear such 
houses because God is our defender and protector, and no energised 
nor cursed objects can harm us unless God allows it to. But if  people 
(including Christians) still harbour previous animistic or cultural beliefs 
that carry over into their present spiritual life, their encounter with such 
houses or objects may reinforce deep-seated cultural beliefs that such 
houses are alive or sentient and perceive them as “haunted”. With such 
beliefs, what should Christians do? 

People: we must encourage believers (who may be weak in faith) to 
place their ultimate trust in Christ alone as their sole protector and 
defender if  they should encounter anyone (including themselves) 
residing in a haunted house that they need not fear staying there. If  
possible, we should investigate whether they (i.e., the Christian or the 

34 Priest et al, Missiological Syncretism, 33.
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35 Cheong, “A Settled Debate?”, 7.
36  Lowe, Territorial Spirits, 65.

unbeliever) hold animistic or cultural beliefs regarding the sentience of  
objects. If  this is the case, we must strengthen their faith to instil belief  
that Christ is the Creator of  all things and that no object, whether 
sentient or not, can harm him who holds all power and authority over 
them all. If  it is unbelievers who inhabit the house, we can ask if  they 
desire prayers for protection and cleansing of  the place. 

When praying for spiritual protection, there is “a difference between 
praying to God for protection from Satan versus praying against 
demons”.35 Scripture never shows anyone praying against any spirit,36 
but when expelling demons, they rebuke them in Christ’s name. Prayer 
is always directed to God for protection, never against Satan nor his 
demons. Doing otherwise is a tragic confusion. Additionally, we can 
share in the ultimate protection and peace from the phenomena that 
can only come from Christ. This becomes an opportunity to share 
God’s power and love when they come to salvation.

Place: We have previously seen how the God of  the Bible is not a 
territorial deity locked to a land or place but the God of  the whole 
earth (Isa. 54:5). However, Scripture also informs us that God inhabits 
the praises of  his people (Psa. 22:3, KJV) and that his Spirit indwells us 
(1 Cor. 6:19–20).

If  we understand that the presence of  territorial spirits ruling over 
people who reside in their land occurs through their allegiance to that 
spirit, and this makes a place for them to enter in and to inhabit their 
land or home, this view is more biblical. Conversely, when people 
forsake allegiance to these spirits, they no longer rule over their hearts 
nor as any socio-political unit. Consequently, such spirits leave the 
territory or geography of  the people they inhabit. If  this is the case, 
the solution to haunted houses (as places where spirits inhabit) is to 
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first turn the unbelieving hearts of  people who reside therein so they 
may receive Christ. When they do so, the spirits no longer find a place 
in their hearts as their allegiance is gone, and so are not able to be the 
prince of  the same house where these people dwell.37

  
In terms of  local ministry, we should first investigate the history of  the 
place. If  we hear reports of  such houses, we must take them seriously 
and not dismiss them as superstition or wild imagination. For example, 
was it a site of  great tragedy or evil, such as a massacre that would mark 
the place as “haunted” in the eyes of  nearby residents with memories 
of  the place? If  so, Christians can help any survivors or residents of  
the area who have been affected to talk about and counsel them on 
their trauma or fears. Otherwise, Satan can use such emotions to prey 
on people, using them to terrify and chain them to these wounds, and 
make these hurts fester and continue down to the next generation, 
causing deeper community wounds which may never heal over time.

Possessions: In some cases, the storage or placement of  a cultic or 
cursed object might be the cause of  such disturbances. However, the 
objects in and of  themselves may or may not harbour a real evil entity. 
However, objects may be energised or hexed to cause problems to 
terrify unbelievers.

In the U.S., a prominent exorcist, Francis MacNutt, believes we must 
rely on “the ancient Christian tradition that places, buildings, rooms and 
objects need to be exorcized and blessed”.38 After expelling the spirit 
from the room, Christians need to “bless the place, asking God to fill 
it with his godliness, the power of  the Holy Spirit and the presence of  

37 MacNutt, Deliverance, 267, believes various rooms may need cleansing if  people 
afflicted by evil spirits “seem to leave something behind” and that if  a “nefarious 
crime committed in a site dedicated to God occurs”, a place such as a cathedral needs 
not only spiritual cleansing but rededication.
38 MacNutt, Deliverance, 266.
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39 MacNutt, Deliverance, 267.
40 A practitioner of  magic (such as an exorcist or healer) in South India who navigates 
the spirit world.
41 Michael Bergunder, “Miracle Healing and Exorcism in South Indian 
Pentecostalism”, in Global Pentecostal and Charismatic Healing, ed. Candy Gunther Brown 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 293.

His holy angels”.39 

However one goes about this, the most important act is to instil 
confidence in people that Christ’s power is all sufficient for one’s 
protection – whether over cursed objects or over the actual house or 
spirits that reside therein. Doing this allows us to show confident faith 
and witness in the only saving Person and power.

In India, for example, when Spirit-filled believers trace sickness or 
misfortune to black magic performed by mantiravãtis,40 

special exorcising rituals include the visible elimination of  the 
presumed tools of  sorcery—whether by directly removing 
physically introduced cursed objects from an inanimate object 
or by inducing a person who has been attacked by black magic 
to spit out ritual objects that were presumably introduced 
through spiritual means. South Indian pentecostals [sic] 
occasionally report exorcising evil spirits from haunted houses. 
A prominent Tamil healing evangelist was called to pray over a 
beautifully whitewashed house that its owners had been trying 
to sell for five years [by] sprinkling holy water and assuming 
that the [objects] were ritually cursed objects [which] reflect a 
worldview shared by Hindu exorcists.41

If  such objects are kept as a personal memento or cherished object, 
the house-dweller(s) should be counselled regarding the nature of  
the object. If  a person is an unbeliever, the Bible does not promise 
any protection from such cursed objects or haunted houses. Even 
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if  the object or house itself  is not cursed, it might not be the object 
causing (or inviting) the “haunting” of  the house. Rather, it is the heart 
condition of  the person that kept that object as a cherished thing that 
concretises or symbolises the actual attachment that the person has 
towards it as an idol. When they become an idol, evil spirits are easily 
drawn towards the place, not to the object per se, but because of  the 
attachment that the object already has within the heart of  the owner. 
Conversely, when the owner or keeper of  the object destroys it, the 
power of  sin is broken because the attachment the owner had towards 
the object has now been broken. The act of  destroying the object is 
a visible manifestation of  the inward breaking of  the owner’s heart 
towards that thing and a sign of  his/her spiritual repentance. Once 
broken, we must invite them to trust in Christ, so God’s Spirit can 
fill them with his power and strength to reside in them and give the 
fullest confidence of  trust in his presence and protection. If  the house-
dwellers are Christian, they need not fear it, as any curses directed 
toward God’s people are ineffective (Num. 22:4–12).

Presence of  evil spirits in the physical structure. If  spirits reside or 
become attached to a house or object, they only have as much power 
to harm believers to the extent we ascribe a (frightening) reality to it. If  
we allow this, we let Satan instil us with the fear of  such houses, which 
weakens our faith and confidence in God. 

If  food offered to idols is considered another type of  “object”, we 
need not even fear it because such an object is “nothing at all in the 
world”. If  it is spirits roaming around the house (and not in the physical 
structure), Scripture does show territorial spirits are ontologically real 
(e.g. Dan. 10:13, 20–21; 12:1). However, the way to deal with them is to 
turn the hearts of  the inhabitants to Christ. In this way, when the spirits 
have no room in their hearts, they will eventually leave. If  it is the house 
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itself, we must dedicate it to God to take over the house and for him to 
cleanse it.42

Conclusion

Nobody desires to live in a haunted house, or one reported as such. If  
haunted houses constitute places of  great fear or harm to people, we 
should do all we can to deal with them as a witness to unbelievers living 
there about God’s power and presence to deliver the house from evil, 
either by destroying such idols or objects that represent their allegiance, 
and ask them to place their faith and trust in Christ as their Saviour.  

Prayers for their salvation and deliverance from such hauntings must 
also be accompanied by counselling people to talk about and disclose 
their fears to help them psychologically, whether they absorbed the 
historical trauma of  the place or believed in such reports. When people 
turn to God in such ways, individuals and communities can be freed 
from territorial spirits (that might “haunt” these places as well). When 
they shift their allegiance from the worship of  idols to the God of  the 
Bible, true freedom from evil occurs. 

Lastly, if  objects can be infused with an evil power or curse, God can 
also invest them with his power and presence when we pray for his 
blessing over any object, whether a house or a church building. If  God 
can do this with houses, he can also likely do this in the communion 
elements, where his actual presence and power are there in those 
physical materials. By believing that God’s presence and power are 
evident in all of  these things, we can walk confidently in his love and 
care in the place where we live and have our being.   

42 MacNutt, Deliverance, 271–276.
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Naaman’s Faith Tension and the Ethical Situation of  
Chinese Churches: 2 Kings 5:18–191

 

Chee Way Chen

Abstract

The account of  Naaman appears in 2 Kings 5 and belongs to 
the genre of  Old Testament (henceforth OT) narrative literature. 
This passage is at once historical and literary. Jesus’s own citation 
of  Naaman as a historical figure in the synagogue at Nazareth 
further underscores its significance—forming a pointed contrast: 
those who, as Israelites, ought to have been the natural recipients 
of  divine grace forfeited it through unbelief, whilst Naaman, a 
foreigner, received both healing and cleansing through faith (cf. 
Lk. 4:27). The focus of  this article does not lie in the narrator’s 
artful portrayal of  Naaman’s healing from leprosy, but in the 
tension that immediately follows his restoration—the intersection 
of  newfound faith with unchanged circumstance. As commander 
of  the Aramean army, Naaman was still obligated, even after his 
miraculous healing, to accompany his king into the temple of  
Rimmon. This created a sharply felt inner conflict: faith had been 
transformed, yet the situation had not. Against this backdrop, 
Naaman pre-emptively disclosed his predicament to the prophet 
Elisha and sought a response. Elisha replied with a single, open-
ended utterance: “Go in peace” (2 Kgs. 5:19). Whether this 
constitutes a form of  deliberate tension-holding in relation to the 
OT’s stringent prohibition of  idolatry, or an acknowledgement of  

1 Originally written in Chinese entitled 《从乃缦的信仰张力看华人教会的伦理出
境——列王纪下五章18~19节》. The original manuscript of  this article was written 
in Chinese. The English version was translated using AI assistance and stylistically 
refined by Andrew Lau Weng Loon.
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the complex realities facing a new believer during faith’s formative 
process—preserving space for growth—resists reduction to 
a single conclusion. It is precisely within this tension that the 
present article opens its inquiry.   

Introduction: Research Motivation and Contextual Framing

This article arose out of  the complex ethical situations the author 
encountered over many years of  pastoral ministry in Chinese township 
churches in Malaysia. Within Chinese religious and cultural tradition, 
ancestor veneration and idol worship constitute a highly prevalent 
and institutionalised religious practice, representing approximately 
twenty per cent of  Malaysia’s population.2 Most households maintain a 
domestic altar in the main hall of  the home—a space that functions not 
only religiously but as a carrier of  familial memory, moral order, and 
identity. These practices, perpetuated across generations and embedded 
in daily rhythms, gradually become internalised as part of  the Lebenswelt 
(lifeworld), subtly shaping religious sensibility and moral orientation. 
With an idol in the main hall and joss sticks burned morning and 
evening, family members absorb from childhood these ritual forms 
and symbolic systems until they are regarded as entirely natural—even 
morally and emotionally legitimate.

The author has encountered cases in which a deceased ancestor’s ashes 
were placed within an incense burner, veneration deeply interwoven 

2 According to a 2018 Malaysian census data: Islam 61.3%, Buddhism 19.8%, 
Christianity 9.2%, Hinduism 6.3%, Chinese folk religion/Taoism 1.3%, 
other 0.4%, atheism 0.7%, unknown 1.0%; see DOMO Group, accessed 
April 28, 2026, https://www.jvv-group. 關於馬來西亞/馬來西亞民族/. See 
also data: Buddhism 19.8%, Chinese traditional beliefs 1.3% in Malaysia, 
Chinese Evangelical Seminary, accessed April 14, 2026, https://wp.ces.org.
tw/%E9%A6%AC%E4%BE%86%E8%A5%BF%E4%BA%9Emalaysia/.
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with filial piety and family ethics, and cases in which idol worship 
spanning decades has bound entire family structures and systems of  
authority. In Chinese culture, the religious position of  elders frequently 
governs younger members’ response to the gospel, and even after 
conversion, continues to shape their interpretation and practice of  
Scripture. Furthermore, some believers held significant roles in a temple 
prior to conversion—as chairman or steward—or were involved in 
local politics in ways requiring attendance at temple-related activities 
to maintain social relationships and electoral support. Such situations 
produce tension between faith identity and social role, generating 
ethical dilemmas that resist easy resolution. When an individual within 
this cultural context receives the Christian faith, what faces them is not 
a simple change of  religious conviction but a multi-layered process 
involving religious practice, domestic power structures, and cultural 
identity—one that frequently gives rise to deep ethical tensions with 
lasting effects on both faith practice and communal belonging.

The situation is considerably more complex when the newly converted 
member is not the authoritative decision-maker within the family—
when they are a younger member, a student, or a wife whose husband 
remains unconverted. Within a cultural framework structured around 
the authority of  elders and the priority of  male headship, religious 
and value decisions are concentrated in the hands of  senior family 
members, leaving the believing member with little autonomous space 
for faith practice. In such circumstances, the believer must navigate 
not only the internal struggle of  faith identity but also the overlapping 
pressures of  family structure, ethical responsibility, and emotional 
relationships. 

This power asymmetry frequently produces what might be described as 
“constrained fidelity”—an inner commitment to Christian formation 
maintained even where outward expression of  faith is not freely 
possible. This family tension is therefore not merely a matter of  cultural 
adaptation; it is a question of  how faith is understood and practised 
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within concrete social structures and constitutes a vital concern for 
pastoral ministry and ethical theology in the contemporary Chinese 
church. It is against this backdrop that the present article returns to 
the biblical text, taking the situational tension of  Naaman in 2 Kings 
5:18–19 as the interpretive and theological point of  entry.

1. Narrative Analysis

1.1 Narrative Literature

The text of  2 Kings 5 opens with a carefully crafted, tension-laden 
introduction that establishes Naaman’s identity and circumstances with 
precision: he is the commander of  the Aramean army, held in high 
honour by his king and regarded by all as a hero.3 More strikingly, the 
text states that the LORD had given victory to Aram through him—
implying divine sovereignty extending beyond the borders of  Israel 
to encompass the nations. Yet beneath this backdrop of  honour and 
distinction, the narrator inserts a single, sharply contrasting observation: 
“but he was a leper” (5:1).4 This abrupt qualification shatters the 
accumulated glory of  the preceding description and discloses the 
fundamental lack at the centre of  Naaman’s existence.

Through careful scene construction, vivid characterisation, and 
progressively unfolding plot development—mediated through a specific 
narratorial perspective—the author gradually discloses his theological 
intention. The account traces Naaman’s journey from power and pride 
to humility and trust, and through the intervention of  Elisha reveals 
the LORD as sovereign over all the earth, whose grace and salvation 

3 The original Chinese version uses “Aram” and “Syria” interchangeably; this 
translation adopts “Aram” for consistency.
4 All Scriptures in this paper are taken from the English Standard Version (ESV).
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5 Paul Li, Kings (III), Tien Dao Bible Commentary (Hong Kong: Tien Dao, 2004), 171.

transcend ethnic boundaries, political enmity, and religious division. The 
chapter thus discloses something of  God’s ways: he frequently works 
salvation through the unexpected, so that men and women in their 
brokenness and incapacity come to know his incomparable sovereignty 
and mercy.

Naaman’s story is taken up in Jesus’s teaching as a warning to 
unbelievers and as a demonstration of  the universal reach of  divine 
grace beyond ethnic particularity (Lk. 4:27). Jesus’s citation of  Naaman 
also serves as an indirect affirmation of  his historical reality—he is not 
a fictional figure, but a concrete historical person from the period of  
the Israelite monarchy.

1.2 Historical Background

While 2 Kings 5 does not name the reigning king of  Aram, the broader 
literary context of  chapters 6–8 suggests that the king in question was 
most probably Ben-Hadad II (d. 842 BCE).5 Damascus served as his 
capital, and during the reign of  Ahab, he engaged in repeated military 
conflicts with Israel. Within the political landscape of  the ancient 
Near East (henceforth ANE), Aram was a significant military power, 
frequently clashing with Israel along their shared borders and capable 
of  population deportation. The young Israelite girl serving in Naaman’s 
household was herself  a victim of  such a raid.

The relationship between Aram and Israel may be characterised as 
one of  “adversarial equilibrium”—ongoing border tension punctuated 
by military confrontation, yet also by periods of  ceasefire and limited 
diplomacy. The very fact that the Aramean king could formally dispatch 
Naaman to the king of  Israel with a letter of  introduction indicates 
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that full-scale war was not in progress at the time of  Naaman’s illness: 
no king engaged in open hostilities could credibly request that his 
enemy heal his commanding general through official diplomatic 
correspondence. This episode reflects the co-existence of  conflict and 
negotiation characteristic of  ANE international relations.

1.3 Naaman’s Predicament

Naaman was a military commander of  exceptional standing within 
the Aramean court. The narrator’s parenthetical note—“by him the 
LORD had given victory to Syria” (2 Kgs. 5:1)—carries significant 
theological weight: though a foreign officer, his military fortunes were 
ultimately in God’s hands. It was God who employed this Gentile 
commander as an instrument of  discipline against a wayward Israel. 
Yet having established Naaman’s prestige and described him as a vessel 
of  the LORD’s purpose, the narrator delivers his arresting reversal: 
“but he was a leper” (2 Kgs. 5:1). This stark qualification ruptures the 
accumulated splendour of  what has preceded and exposes the deepest 
lack within Naaman’s life.

This very vulnerability became the fracture through which Naaman’s 
pride could be breached. The gifts he brought were staggering in their 
extravagance—a vivid indication of  his desperation to be healed.6 
Driven by that urgency, Naaman submitted himself  to a series of  
humbling moments: he heeded the counsel of  a young slave girl; he 
crossed some three hundred kilometres into a foreign and historically 
hostile land; he endured the prophet’s refusal to receive him personally; 
and at a critical juncture, he accepted the counsel of  his own servants 
and obediently dipped seven times in the Jordan. This movement 
from resistance to submission, from self-assertion to compliance, led 

6 The gifts included approximately 300 kg of  silver, around 70 kg of  gold, and ten sets 
of  clothing — carried by chariot and horses; cf. 2 Kgs. 5:5.
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7 Hobbs identifies Rimmon (also known as Ramman or Hadad-Rimmon) as the storm 
or thunder deity of  the Arameans, analogous to the Canaanite Baal. Others connect 
him to the “most high god” or Remphan (the god of  Saturn) of  the Phoenicians; T. 
R. Hobbs, 2 Kings, WBC 13 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1985), 66. Li notes that Rimmon 
functioned as Aram’s chief  deity; ANE kings worshipped in person, accompanied by 
senior officials—accordingly, Naaman, as the king’s close attendant, bowed out of  
obligation rather than belief; see Li, Kings (III), 171.

ultimately not only to physical healing but to a deep interior yielding 
before God—one commended by Jesus some eight hundred years later. 

1.4 Naaman’s Struggle

The narrator’s description of  Naaman’s healed skin—“like the flesh 
of  a little child” (2 Kgs. 5:14)—is vivid and deliberate. The contrast 
between ravaged, diseased flesh and the tender skin of  a child renders 
the thoroughness of  the healing palpable. Following this miraculous 
restoration, Naaman made his unambiguous declaration: “Behold, I 
know that there is no God in all the earth but in Israel” (2 Kgs. 5:15). 
This confession marked a decisive shift in religious identity.

Naaman then pledged that henceforth he would offer neither burnt 
offering nor sacrifice to any god but the LORD. Yet what follows 
immediately is a request laden with personal tension: “In this matter 
may the LORD pardon your servant: when my master goes into the 
house of  Rimmon to worship there, leaning on my arm, and I bow 
myself  in the house of  Rimmon, when I bow myself  in the house of  
Rimmon, the LORD pardon your servant in this matter” (2 Kgs. 5:18). 
Idol worship was already deeply entrenched in Aram, with the deity 
Rimmon as its central figure.7 This was the dilemma Naaman foresaw 
even in the moment of  his healing: to believe in the LORD while still 
being obliged to accompany the Aramean king into Rimmon’s temple.

Examined through the lens of  narrative analysis, Naaman’s experience 
presents what may be called a faith tension within transformation. His 
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declaration carries several layers of  meaning. First, it signals a 
movement from polytheism to monotheism: for a Gentile general, this 
was a profound revolution of  thought. Second, it acknowledges divine 
universal sovereignty—“no God in all the earth” (5:15). Third, it is an 
expression of  gratitude and awe: “I have experienced it for myself—this 
God is real.” For a foreign commander, this amounted to a transfer of  
allegiance—not without risk. The language of  his confession resembles 
an ancient version of  the “Pledge of  Allegiance,” akin to saying “I will 
acknowledge no other god but this one.”

Naaman’s healing immediately placed his faith in tension with his 
circumstances: he had committed himself  to the LORD, yet his official 
role still required him to enter the idol temple. From a narrative 
perspective, this is the passage’s pivotal tension—the moment that 
opens space for interpretation and theological reflection.

Before presenting his gift of  gratitude to Elisha—which Elisha firmly 
refused, invoking the name of  God in his refusal—Naaman requested 
two mule-loads of  Israelite soil. This was a symbolically freighted act: 
the soil represented land belonging to the LORD, and to carry it home 
was to establish a space consecrated to the LORD’s worship even 
within a foreign land. The request implied: though I leave Israel, I do 
not leave my God.

Yet immediately following this act of  devotion, Naaman raised the 
matter of  the temple of  Rimmon (2 Kgs. 5:18)—a genuine and 
unresolved tension.8 His words were not the expression of  a polished 
theology but the honest starting point of  a faith under trial. He knew 
the living God; he was still learning how to live out that faith in the 
world as it was.

8 Grammatically, Naaman seeks pardon not only for past occasions of  accompanying 
the king into the temple, but also for future instances when he must do so again. See 
Li, Kings (III), 173.
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9 In the ANE context, religious practice was not a matter of  private choice but a 
public expression of  political loyalty, accompanying the king into the temple signified 
allegiance to both state and sovereign. Naaman’s question, then, is whether fidelity to 
the LORD could be maintained without exclusion from Aram’s political and cultural 
order.

The tension thus pressing upon Naaman may be understood as a 
conflict between institutional role and personal faith. As commander of  the 
Aramean army and the king’s intimate attendant—the one who “leaned 
on his arm”—Naaman’s professional responsibilities directly involved 
participation in the worship of  Rimmon. His dilemma was this: to 
comply with the king’s expectations was to appear disloyal to God; 
to refuse was to endanger his position. This is precisely the tension 
between institutional role and personal faith experienced by newly 
converted believers across Asia.9

Naaman was also alive to the tension between outward action and inward 
conviction. He knew that his bowing in the temple of  Rimmon was, 
from his own perspective, purely a professional obligation—not an 
act of  personal worship. Yet from the outside, it could be construed 
as idol veneration. His question may therefore be stated precisely: can 
an outward religious act negate or undermine an inward loyalty to the 
LORD? Finally, he was keenly aware of  the challenge of  practising faith upon 
returning to his former context. In Israel, it was relatively straightforward to 
make a public confession of  faith; in Aram, the entire social structure 
was organised around idol worship, and there was no community 
to support allegiance to the LORD. The deeper question was: how 
does one hold fast to faith in the one true God within a culture and 
institution that does not acknowledge him?

2. Theological Implications of  the Narrative

Elisha’s response to Naaman’s request was brief: “Go in peace”  
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(2 Kgs. 5:19). These three words, though spare, carry deep theological 
weight. The OT’s prohibition of  idolatry is unambiguous and pervasive 
(Deut. 5:7–9; 27:15; Ex. 32:4–8; 2 Kgs. 17:7–12).10 What, then, does 
the prophet’s response imply? Elisha did not offer a closed verdict of  
right or wrong. His answer was open-ended—a response particular to 
a specific situation, not a universally applicable principle. He neither 
affirmed nor condemned Naaman’s predicament but returned him a 
word of  peace, leaving the ethical weight where it belonged.
	
Naaman, having completed his confession of  faith, remained 
structurally situated within the religious world of  Rimmon’s temple. 
His life was now oriented towards the LORD, but he had not yet fully 
extricated himself  from his former religious and cultural world. His 
faith thus bore the character of  transition and tension simultaneously.

Elisha neither sanctioned the idolatry nor issued an immediate 
condemnation. He simply stated, “Go in peace,” seemingly choosing 
to withhold judgment by avoiding an absolute or definitive verdict. 
While he did not “endorse” Naaman’s prospective actions, he likewise 
refrained from an immediate “condemnation.” Indeed, concluding the 
narrative with a neat resolution would have been a simple task for the 
narrator—a mode consistent with the moral education often found 
in Asian pedagogical systems, which prize “either/or” or “black/
white” clarity, immediate moral pronouncements, and neat systematic-
theological answers. However, the Hebrew narrative form intentionally 
preserves tension, maintains a sense of  incompleteness, and leaves 
room for the reader’s own struggle. As Meir Sternberg contends, the 
meaning of  a narrative is frequently forged within its “system of  

10 The essence of  idolatry lies not merely in worshipping the wrong god, but in a 
disordered allegiance—treating the creature as Creator, which Scripture regards as 
profoundly abhorrent.
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11 Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of  Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of  
Reading, Indiana Studies in Biblical Literature (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press, 1985), 186.

gaps.”11 This passage stands as a quintessential example of  such literary 
lacunae.

The most striking feature of  this pericope is that the narrator 
deliberately leaves the answer open—neither affirming nor resolving 
Naaman’s request. Did Naaman eventually participate in the ritual? 
Did God accept it? The text abruptly halts, offering no supplementary 
explanation. Such a narrative structure naturally compels the reader to 
consider: Is there a process to faith transformation? How does a new 
believer extricate themselves from old systems? How do political duties 
conflict with pure worship? Does God tolerate “grey areas” during 
the process of  conversion? By refusing to provide direct answers, 
the narrator provokes the reader to contemplate and interrogate the 
text. This is precisely the narrator’s intent and the inherent power of  
narrative literature.

2.1 Observations

Drawing on these scholarly perspectives and the author’s own close 
reading of  the text, three observations may be offered. 

First, “Go in peace” is an expression of  remarkable elasticity. It neither 
reduces to a binary verdict nor makes the final decision on Naaman’s 
behalf. Elisha gave him direction without supplying an answer; he 
returned the responsibility without removing the accountability. The 
matter rested with Naaman. Having made his confession before the 
prophet, the onus now lay upon him to answer to God upon his 
return—and to live out that confession across the whole of  his life.

Second, the prophet’s response carries the character of  deep spiritual 
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guidance, deliberately returning the burden of  choice to the individual 
so that he might stand before God as a responsible agent of  his own 
faith and action, constructing that faith progressively throughout his 
life. This mode of  response cultivates mature faith through tension 
rather than resolving it prematurely. For a general of  Naaman’s stature 
and experience, it was an especially fitting form of  engagement—a 
man of  his word who had already publicly declared that henceforth he 
would offer sacrifice to the LORD alone. His inner turning was real and 
decisive.

Third, Naaman had already demonstrated the basic capacity for ethical 
discernment and decision. “Go in peace” was not a prescriptive 
instruction about specific conduct but an open spiritual response—one 
that implicitly affirmed his faith maturity whilst entrusting to him the 
responsibility for living it out. It may be understood as a word of  trust 
and expectation: how you are to act has already been made discernible 
within your relationship with God.

3. Naaman’s Situation in the Twenty-First Century

In the contemporary Malaysian church, the life-transformation that 
follows conversion does not instantaneously place a person in a cultural 
vacuum. On the contrary, many new believers remain embedded within 
powerful family systems and idol-worshipping environments, navigating 
the overlapping tensions of  old and new cultural worlds. They must 
also negotiate the adjustment between former social networks and new 
life within the church, and sometimes face internal conflict between 
workplace ethics and former practices that were legally or morally 
ambiguous. These tensions are especially acute in the early stages of  
faith, and their depth is difficult for those outside to appreciate fully.

From a theological and pastoral perspective, though the new life has 
in its essence turned towards God, the outer life inevitably continues 
to face the overlapping pressures of  environment, culture, society, and 
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religion. For new believers, the condition of  “already turned toward but 
not yet fully detached” frequently constitutes a source of  intense inner 
struggle and practical pressure. The following three cases are drawn 
from the author’s own pastoral experience.

3.1 A Form Six Student Writing Lottery Tickets12 

One case from the author’s pastoral years proved particularly 
instructive. A male Form Six student, less than a year in the faith 
and with no independent economic means—the second child in his 
family—was required after school to help his father run an illegal 
lottery (4D) operation. On one side stood his newly formed faith and 
emerging moral consciousness, on the other, the demands of  family 
livelihood and paternal authority.

This was a classic “Naaman predicament”: faith had been confessed, 
but life remained tightly encircled by former structures. The inner life 
had turned towards God; the outer life was still governed by cultural 
and systemic forces. In this tension, faith was not an abstract idea, but a 
life continually pulled, tested, and gradually shaped.

3.2 A Woman Who Placed Her Mother’s Ashes in the Incense 
Burner13

This woman had placed her late mother’s ashes within the family altar’s 
incense burner—an act that was not merely a religious ritual but carried 
deep filial and affective significance. In Chinese culture, incense burning 
serves both a sacrificial and a family-continuity function, making the 
altar a vessel of  emotion, memory, and identity. Yet as she received 

12 This case occurred in 1985 during the author’s pastoral ministry at Semenyih 
Assemblies of  God.
13 This case occurred in 1985–86; same location as fn. 12.
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biblical teaching following her conversion, she became increasingly 
aware of  the tension between her former practice and her new faith: 
loyalty to the one true God on one hand, devotion to her mother’s 
memory and family ethical responsibility on the other. This situation is 
directly comparable to Naaman’s struggle within a pagan system (2 Kgs. 
5:18–19), demonstrating that faith practice frequently requires working 
towards coherence within cultural realities.

3.3 Malaysian Chinese Returning to China to Trace Their Roots

Some thirty years ago, a cultural phenomenon emerged among 
Malaysian Chinese communities—a widespread impulse to return 
to China to trace ancestral origins, especially visible among those 
with sufficient economic means and among older members of  the 
community. Returning to ancestral villages and clan halls, participants 
reconnected with family histories and identities within what might be 
called symbolic “spaces of  origin.”

Within clan courtyards and ancestral halls, activities typically included 
the revision of  genealogical records, the tracing of  surnames, and 
collective acts of  remembrance—often accompanied by the burning 
of  incense before ancestors’ tablets. “Bringing honour to the family” 
(Guang Zong Yao Zu) was enacted not merely in speech but as a concrete 
cultural narrative, bearing the overlapping meanings of  personal 
achievement, family glory, and historical continuity.

For many participants, this return was not only geographical but an act 
of  identity re-confirmation: in the context of  rapid modernisation and 
migration, reconnection with the ritual spaces of  the clan re-situated 
the individual within the family lineage. Yet this practice also disclosed 
a tension between contemporary personal faith, urban ways of  life, and 
traditional clan ethics. The act of  “root-tracing” was simultaneously 
a cultural return and a process of  identity reconstruction, forming an 
ongoing dialogue between collective memory and individual modernity.
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4. A Pentecostal Pastoral Perspective

Jesus told his disciples: “But you will receive power when the Holy 
Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem 
and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of  the earth” (Acts 1:8). 
He then ascended.

The “power” spoken of  here has a specific orientation—the power 
to bear witness to Christ. That witness extends from the near to the 
far, from the Jewish world to the Gentiles, from cultural familiarity to 
cross-cultural engagement; and throughout, the Holy Spirit is at work. 
The Spirit moves hearts to receive the gospel, and in the process of  
sanctification, the Paraclete (παράκλητος) accompanies the believer. As 
John 14:16 indicates, the term refers to “one called alongside to help”—
the Spirit sent by God, present with believers, actively intervening in 
their lives to provide guidance, advocacy, support, and renewal.14

4.1 Facing the Form Six Student

The year 1985 marked the author’s entry into pastoral ministry. Serving 
a congregation of  fewer than a hundred members and confronted with 
the situation of  the Form Six student described above, he had no ready 
solution—only the weight of  the matter lodged in his heart, turning 
over repeatedly in search of  an answer.

On a sweltering afternoon, the temperature approaching thirty-eight 
degrees, the author was about to leave for a pastoral visit. As his hand 

14 Marius Nel argues that παράκλητος encompasses not merely the sense of  “one 
called alongside to help” but also the forensic imagery of  advocate and intercessor; 
within the Johannine context, it points to the continuation of  Christ’s presence and 
the Spirit’s active indwelling in the believer’s life. See Marius Nel, “The Notion of  the 
Holy Spirit as Paraclete from a Pentecostal Perspective,” In Die Skriflig, vol. 50, no. 1 
(2016): 1–8, https://doi.org/10.4102/ids.v50i1.2095.
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closed around the door handle of  the church van, a verse of  Scripture 
suddenly entered his mind: “but when you grow restless, you shall 
break his yoke from your neck” (Gen. 27:40). In that moment, the text 
illuminated the situation like a shaft of  light. A “yoke upon the neck” 
could only truly be broken when the time of  “growing restless”—of  
sufficient inner strength and preparation—arrived. The young man was 
not yet at that stage; he was amid faith’s tension; his convictions being 
tried and shaped. The role of  the pastor was not to solve the problem 
immediately but to wait and accompany—to allow life to move towards 
the moment of  maturity that God had prepared.

The author therefore offered a transitional counsel: complete your 
studies; once you have economic independence, you can support your 
father through practical means rather than through morally conflicted 
participation. That young man has since established his own business 
and cares for his parents. Reflecting on this episode, one is increasingly 
persuaded: the Holy Spirit is the Paraclete of  pastoral ministry—not 
only guiding in the present moment but accomplishing his purposes 
within the unfolding of  time.

4.2 Facing the Woman with Her Mother’s Ashes

Confronted with this situation, the author adopted a gradual and 
processual pastoral approach: small group meetings, Bible study, and 
discipleship formation were established within her home, so that 
God’s word might enter her life context steadily and consistently. As 
biblical teaching deepened and spiritual life grew, her knowledge of  
God increased, and her value framework began to be renewed and 
reordered. The word of  God took root within her, becoming a new 
interpretive grid through which she came to understand the distinction 
between filial piety and worship. In this process, the cultural and 
emotional bonds that had once held her so tightly were not forcibly 
severed but gradually transformed and released; her attachment shifted 
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progressively from those former anchors to trust in and dependence on 
God.

The transformation, when it came, was not the product of  external 
pressure or a sudden decision, but the natural response of  a life shaped 
over time by truth. This renewal from within, rather than without, 
avoided a premature, violent collision between faith and culture and 
opened for her a path of  integration—one genuinely faithful to God 
whilst honestly engaging her emotional reality.

Conclusion

Naaman’s predicament in the temple of  Rimmon (2 Kgs. 5:18) presents 
the faith tension of  a believer embedded within a pagan institutional 
structure. Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians 10:28–29 regarding food 
offered to idols addresses the tension between freedom and love within 
communal Christian life. Though separated by different historical 
contexts, the two passages offer mutually illuminating interpretive 
resources on the level of  ethical principle.

Paul did not resolve the question with a simple “permitted” or 
“prohibited,” but proposed a multi-layered framework with greater 
doctrinal depth: at the level of  truth, idols have no real existence (cf. 1 
Cor. 8:4); at the level of  love, believers must attend to the consciences 
of  the weaker brother, lest they become a stumbling block (cf. 1 Cor. 
8:9); at the level of  ultimate purpose, all action is to be directed towards 
the glory of  God (cf. 1 Cor. 10:31). The centre of  ethical decision-
making thus lies not in the exercise of  rights, but in the maintenance 
of  relationship and the glorification of  God. The Christian’s guiding 
question is not simply “am I permitted to do this?” but “does this harm 
another, and does this glorify God?”

On this basis, Paul further states: “if  someone says to you, ‘This has 
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been offered in sacrifice,’ then do not eat it, for the sake of  the one 
who informed you, and for the sake of  conscience—I do not mean 
your conscience, but his” (1 Cor. 10:28–29). This makes clear that 
even when a believer’s own conscience is untroubled, self-restraint may 
be required for the sake of  another—love functioning as a regulative 
principle upon freedom. 

Applying this to Naaman’s situation: Elisha gave no specific legal 
directive regarding Naaman’s conduct in Rimmon’s temple (2 Kgs. 
5:19) but responded with “Go in peace”—returning to Naaman the 
responsibility for ethical discernment and entrusting him to work it out 
in his relationship with God. This narrative openness does not weaken 
the ethical demand; rather, it presupposes that the individual has 
entered a stage of  maturity in which self-judgement and the integration 
of  faith and practice are genuinely possible.

Read through the lens of  Paul’s principles, Naaman’s predicament may 
therefore be understood as a dynamic ethical process: on one hand, he must 
hold fast to his exclusive allegiance to the LORD within the context 
of  a pagan culture and political obligation; on the other, his specific 
actions may carry implications for the perceptions of  others and for the 
integrity of  his witness. Naaman’s question thus shifts from the surface-
level query, “May I enter the temple of  Rimmon?” to a far deeper one: 
in this particular situation, how does one act in a manner faithful to 
God while preserving the integrity of  one’s witness?
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The Strategic Role of  Cell Groups in Church Growth in 
Multicultural Environment: Equipped and Multiply

 

Jeffrey Teow

Abstract

This paper explores how churches in Kuala Lumpur, a 
multicultural context, implement cell group ministry to create 
evangelical and missional communities that nurture both spiritual 
and numerical growth. It highlights the strategic role of  cell 
groups in fostering discipleship, evangelism, and pastoral care, 
arguing that they are biblically grounded and historically validated. 
Drawing on examples such as Moses’ decentralised leadership 
and the early church’s house gatherings, the study presents cell 
groups as a timeless relational model for ministry. Addressing 
contemporary challenges like secularisation, individualism, 
and declining youth engagement, the study suggests that cell 
groups mitigate leadership fatigue and stagnation by cultivating 
accountability, spiritual formation, and authentic fellowship. 
Using a mixed-method approach, the research combines global 
surveys with qualitative data from seven local churches of  
varying sizes. Findings show that cell groups effectively nurture 
spiritual maturity, empower believers in evangelism and disciple-
making, and provide relational support. However, their long-term 
sustainability depends on intentional leadership, mentoring, and 
adaptability to ensure continued church vitality and growth.

Introduction

This paper examines how churches in Kuala Lumpur adopt and 
implement cell group ministry to foster spiritual and numerical growth 
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as evangelical and missional communities. In Malaysia’s multicultural 
context, cell groups serve as dynamic spaces for discipleship, pastoral 
care, and evangelism, enabling believers to grow spiritually while 
participating actively in the church’s mission.1

The study surveyed seven churches2 of  various sizes, in terms of  
congregations, explores the biblical and theological foundations of  
cell groups, assessing their role in cultivating spiritual maturity, holistic 
growth, numerical growth and Christlike living.

Historically rooted in early church practices, cell groups function as 
“church within a church,” and as “points of  light”,3 providing relational 
environments for worship, teaching, prayer, and service. They address 
limitations of  large congregational settings by fostering participation, 
accountability, and the development of  spiritual gifts. As such, they 
equip believers to live missionally, as a community, in everyday contexts, 
fulfilling the church’s mandate to equip believers to live as salt and light 
of  the world.4

Theologically, cell groups reflect New Testament models of  communal 
discipleship and mission. Effective, Spirit-led leadership is essential 
in nurturing trust, accountability, and outreach. Findings indicate 
that well-structured cell groups enhance relational depth, leadership 
development, and church vitality, while poor oversight may lead to 
stagnation. Ultimately, healthy cell groups integrate upward devotion to 
God, inward community building, and outward missional engagement, 
contributing significantly to sustainable church growth and the 

1 Interview with Moy How Tan (Pastor), Damansara Utama Methodist Church 
(DUMC), Section 14, Petaling Jaya, Selangor, 3 June 2025.
2 Interviews with senior pastors, pastors in ministry and person in charge.	
3 Ralph W. Neighbour Jr., Where Do We Go from Here? A Guidebook for the Cell Group 
Church (Houston, TX: Touch Publications, 2000), 39.
4 Matt. 5:13–16 (ESV).
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5 Matt. 28:18–20 (ESV).

fulfilment of  the Great Commission.5

1. Theological and Biblical Scholarship of  Cell Group Ministry

Biblical and Theological Basis of  Cell Group Ministry 

This study examines the biblical, theological, and theoretical 
foundations of  cell group ministry within the broader framework 
of  church growth and mission. The cell group model has emerged 
as a vital ministry for spiritual formation and sustainable growth, 
functioning as a missional strategy and a nurturing environment 
where believers are discipled, equipped, and sent to fulfil the Great 
Commission. It explores the scriptural roots, historical development, 
and contemporary applications, with attention to the multicultural 
context of  Kuala Lumpur.

The concept of  cell-group fellowship is scripturally rooted. In Exodus, 
Jethro suggested a model of  cell groupings, demonstrating the 
principles of  shared leadership, accountability, and pastoral oversight. 
He advised Moses to delegate leadership by appointing leaders over 
groups of  various sizes for effective care and governance (Exod. 18:17–
26). In the New Testament, Jesus modelled cell group discipleship 
with the twelve disciples (Matt. 4:19), emphasising relational teaching, 
mentoring, and mission. The early church continued this pattern by 
meeting in homes for teaching, prayer, and fellowship (Acts 2:42–47; 
5:42). House churches, exemplified by Lydia (Acts 16:40), Priscilla 
and Aquila (Rom. 16:3–5), and Philemon, became the foundational 
Christian communities.

Theologically, cell groups reflect the Trinitarian relational nature of  
Father, Son, and Spirit, where unity exists within diversity. The church 
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embodies this relational unity through shared life and mission. Howard 
Snyder describes early house churches as expressions of  organic 
ecclesiology, participatory rather than hierarchical.6 Ralph W. Neighbour 
Jr. affirms that cell groups restore New Testament koinonia and 
mission.7 Apostolic exhortations to teach and admonish one another 
(Col. 3:16) and bear one another’s burdens (Gal. 6:2; Eph. 4:15–16) 
emphasise mutual ministry as central to ecclesial life. The “priesthood 
of  all believers” (1 Pet. 2:9) reinforces this participatory ethos. Every 
believer, gifted by the Spirit (1 Cor. 12; Rom. 12), contributes to the 
church’s growth and mission. Thus, cell groups function as microcosms 
of  the church, where believers are nurtured, equipped, cared for, and 
commissioned, in alignment with the New Testament’s ecclesiology.

Theological and Historical Perspectives 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer viewed Christian communal fellowship as vital 
to sanctification, where believers confess, intercede, and encourage 
one another.8 Rick Warren adds that spiritual maturity thrives where 
individuals are known, loved, and supported in authentic relationships.9 
John Stott argued that healthy church life requires the necessity to 
balance corporate worship and intimate cell group fellowships.10 Bill 
Donahue and Russ Robinson likewise note that transformation occurs 
when biblical truth is practised within accountable relationships that 
promote obedience and mission.11 Hence, cell group ministry is an 
extended expression of  the church’s identity, integrating worship, 

6 Howard A. Snyder, The Problem of  Wineskins: Church Structure in a Technological Age 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1975), 45.
7 Neighbour Jr., Where Do We Go from Here?, 27.
8 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (New York: Harper & Row, 1954), 32–34.
9 Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Church: Growth without Compromising Your Message and 
Mission (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 324.
10 John Stott, The Living Church: Convictions of  a Lifelong Pastor (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 
2007), 42.
11 Bill Donahue and Russ Robinson, Building a Church of  Small Groups (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2001), 21.
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12 John Wesley, The Works of  John Wesley, Vol. 8 (London: Wesleyan Conference Office, 
1872), 269.
13 David Yonggi Cho, Successful Home Cell Groups (Plainfield, NJ: Logos International, 
1981), 16–17.
14 Carl F. George, Prepare Your Church for the Future (Grand Rapids: Revell, 1992), 112.

community, evangelism, and discipleship.

Historically, cell groups have catalysed a spiritual renewal movement. 
The early church relied on house gatherings, during times of  
persecution, for mutual support, teaching and catechesis. Reformers 
such as Luther and Calvin encouraged home meetings and personal 
discipleship. John Wesley established a prototype for modern cell 
group ministry, focusing on accountability, confession and spiritual 
growth. He organised “classes” of  twelve, facilitated by lay leaders for 
prayer, confession, and accountability, fostering holiness and gracious 
spiritual growth.12 His structure of  societies, classes, and bands proved 
highly effective in fostering both spiritual growth and rapid cell group 
multiplication.

In the 20th century, the cell church model gained renewed prominence. 
David Yonggi Cho’s Yoido Full Gospel Church in Seoul demonstrated 
the scalability of  the cell group for pastoral care and evangelism.13 
Ralph Neighbour, Carl George, and César Castellanos (G12 Vision) 
contextualised it globally, adapting it for diverse cultural settings,14   
while emphasising leadership development and lay participation. These 
developments reinforced the idea that cell groups are not merely 
organisational tools but essential expressions of  the church’s life and 
mission.

Contemporary Studies on Cell Groups

Donald McGavran affirms the key principles of  church growth theory 
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through social structures of  cell-group ministry.15 C. Peter Wagner 
and Eddie Gibbs included qualitative growth and spiritual maturity.16 
Cell group integrates fellowship, discipleship, and mission, creating 
a participatory multiplying framework, where individual members 
contribute to the whole,17 achieving numerical and spiritual growth, and 
contributing to congregational health.

Psychologically, cell groups foster inner change within nurturing 
communities, ultimately generating meaningful sociological 
transformation.18 Missiologically, cell-groups serve as incarnational 
expressions of  the church, witnessing within neighbourhoods, 
workplaces, and families. Research at Willow Creek by Donahue and 
Robinson revealed that cell group participants exhibit higher biblical 
engagement, service, and accountability.19 

Global and Contemporary Applications

Globally, cell-group-based churches have shown remarkable adaptability 
across diverse cultural contexts. In Latin America, Castellanos’ G12 
leadership model, emphasising multiplication,20 has enabled rapid 
expansion. In Africa, cell groups sustain pastoral care amid rapidly 
growing congregations. In the United States, Rick Warren’s Saddleback 

15 Donald A. McGavran, Understanding Church Growth (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), 
23.
16 Eddie Gibbs, ChurchNext: Quantum Changes in How We Do Ministry (Downers Grove, 
IL: IVP, 2000), 59.
17 C. Peter Wagner, Your Church Can Grow (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 1984), 98.
18 David R. Dunaetz, “Psychological Factors in Small Group Ministry Participation,” 
Great Commission Research Journal 11, no. 1 (2019): 23–25.
19 Donahue and Robinson, Building a Church of  Small Groups, 78.
20 César Castellanos, Dream and You Will Win the World (Bogotá: G12 Editors, 2003), 
52.
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21 Josh Hunt, “During COVID-19 Saddleback Church Small Group Ministry 
Started 3,000 Groups,” Church Leaders, 30 June 2022, https://churchleaders.com/
smallgroups/small-group-articles/375825-how-saddleback-started-3000-groups-
during-covid-19.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com.

Church grew extensively through its cell group strategy.21 Across Asia, 
Korean Yoido Full Gospel Church and Singapore FCBC successfully 
integrate evangelism, discipleship, and social concern through extensive 
cell networks. The growth depends less on rigid structure and more on 
spiritual vitality, intentional leadership and contextual relevance. Where 
lay members are empowered, and accountability is maintained, cell 
groups become living expressions of  the church’s mission, resonating 
with biblical fellowship, while addressing the realities of  urban 
multicultural ministry.

Challenges and Missional Implications

Despite their vitality, cell-group ministries face significant challenges 
in the contemporary era. The rise of  digital communication and 
the effects of  the COVID-19 pandemic have altered patterns of  
community engagement. Virtual gatherings are becoming a new norm, 
with risk in weakening relational depth and authentic fellowship, 
while contemporary individualism undermines communal relational 
discipleship. To address these challenges, churches must prioritise 
leadership development, spiritual formation, and intentional community 
building. An authentic, Spirit-led community must remain central to 
the cell group life to sustain long-term spiritual vitality. Missiologically, 
cell groups ministry addresses cultural fragmentation by embodying 
Christ’s presence, and relational evangelism in everyday life, integrating 
discipleship, fellowship, and mission, to equip members for world 
engagement.

Conceptual Framework and Research Gap

Much of  cell group ministry has been researched in relatively 
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homogeneous societal settings. This paper attempts to fill the significant 
gap in the studies focusing on urban, multicultural environments such 
as Kuala Lumpur. This research seeks to address that gap by examining 
the structures, leadership, and outcomes of  cell-group ministries in local 
churches. By integrating biblical theology, ecclesiology, and empirical 
research, this study explores how cell-group ministry can be effectively 
contextualised within Malaysia’s pluralistic and multicultural context.

Rooted in Scripture and informed by historical practice, cell group 
ministry represents a convergence of  theological depth and strategic 
innovation. It mobilises believers for mission while nurturing authentic 
community, embodying the New Testament vision of  discipleship and 
mission. 

2. Interview Data and Findings 

Research Approach and Church Types

A qualitative research approach was employed to examine the roles 
and organisational structures of  cell group ministry within seven 
selected churches in Kuala Lumpur. The study involved field visits 
and interviews22 with churches of  varying congregational sizes. The 
participating churches23 were categorised into two primary models:24 

22 Semi-structured pastoral interviews examining theological and practical dimensions 
of  cell ministry, including vision alignment, spiritual growth, evangelism, discipleship, 
leadership development, and church integration; participation was voluntary and 
confidential.
23 Typology of  small group-based churches categorised as church with small groups, 
church of  small groups, and cell church, distinguished by levels of  structural centrality, 
authority, accountability, and missional expectation.
24 Bill Donahue and Russ Robinson, Building a Life-Changing Small Group Ministry: A 
Strategic Guide for Leading Group Life in Your Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2012), 35.



157

25 Summary of  interviews with seven Malaysian churches indicating long-term cell 
ministry growth, multilingual engagement, and consistent multiplication across both 
cell and hybrid church models.
26 Five-level cell ministry leadership structure comprising senior pastor, zone leaders, 
cell leaders, assistant leaders, and members, facilitating oversight, care, development, 
and scalability.
27 Interviews with pastors and leaders from Calvary Church Kuala Lumpur, 
Damansara Utama Methodist Church (DUMC), Glad Tidings Assembly of  God (GT 
PJ), and others were conducted by author between May and June 2025.

(1) Cell Churches, where every member is required to be a cell-group 
participant, a prerequisite for other ministry involvement; and  
(2) Churches with Cell Groups, where cell participation is optional. The 
findings revealed a significant difference in growth patterns between 
these models.

Cell Churches demonstrated substantial numerical and spiritual growth 
over time.25 Damansara Utama Methodist Church (DUMC) expanded 
from five cell groups with twenty-two members in 1994 to four 
hundred cell groups with four thousand members by 2024. Sidang Injil 
Borneo Church Kuala Lumpur (SIBKL) grew from three cell groups 
with fifteen members in 1980 to three hundred cell groups comprising 
3,500 members by 2024. Glad Tidings Petaling Jaya (GTPJ) increased 
from four cell groups with twenty-five members in 1994 to 180 cell 
groups with 2,700 members in 2024. In comparison, the Churches 
with Cell Groups demonstrated moderate growth over similar time 
frames. Overall, Cell Churches with an integrated cell-based structure 
experienced stronger growth in congregational expansion, leadership 
multiplication, and missional engagement.

Organisational and Leadership Structures

Most churches studied adopted a hierarchical structured26 leadership 
for good governance on accountability, pastoral oversight, and effective 
communication. The common model27 of  leadership involves a cell 
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leader shepherding twelve to fifteen members, with eight to twelve 
cell-leaders reporting to a zone leader. Multiple zone leaders were 
shepherded by a district pastor. All district leaders in turn report to 
senior church leadership, who provide general pastoral direction. This 
layered structure fosters unity of  vision, leadership accountability, and 
spiritual care, ensuring that every member receives care and guidance. 
Such an approach ensures individual growth is not incidental but 
deliberately cultivated, leading to a spiritually empowered community.

Leadership Development

Leadership development forms the core of  the cell church philosophy, 
functioning as a continuous process of  identifying, equipping, and 
empowering emerging leaders. Typically, cell members who are 
recognised as core members and potential leaders are mentored 
through ministry responsibilities and pastoral engagement. Candidates 
are nominated by existing leaders, approved by supervising pastors, 
and trained in discipleship and ministry principles. The internship 
takes about a year, during which candidates are assessed for spiritual 
maturity, relational aptitude, and ministry readiness. Upon completion, 
candidates are formally commissioned as cell group leaders to assume 
some pastoral duties such as visitation, counselling, outreach, and short 
retreats. This structured pathway ensures leadership continuity and 
embodies the Pauline principle of  “equipping the saints for the work of  
ministry” (Eph. 4:12). Leader reproduction is an important means of  
sustaining ongoing growth.28

28 Overview of  the Daniel Plan, integrating faith, food, fitness, focus, and friends as a 
holistic, community-based approach to spiritual and physical well-being are adopted 
from Warren, The Purpose Driven Church, 187.
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29 Joel Comiskey, How to Lead a Great Cell Meeting (Houston: Touch Publications, 2001). 
30 Jim Egli and Dwight Marble, Small Groups, Big Impact (Houston: Touch Publications, 
2011).

Cell Group Meetings: 4Ws and BLESS Models

Most churches utilise Joel Comiskey’s “4Ws” framework29 of  Welcome, 
Worship, Word, and Witness, as the foundational structure for cell 
meetings. DUMC uses the “BLESS” model (Begin with Prayer; Listen 
to the Word, Edify, Supplicate or Serve, and Share the Gospel). Both 
models integrate relational, spiritual, and missional elements.

The Welcome phase fosters relationships through informal interaction, 
reflecting the spirit of  koinonia. Worship transitions the group’s focus 
toward God through songs and prayer, cultivating reverence and unity. 
The Word segment serves as biblical teaching, typically aligning with the 
Sunday sermon to ensure doctrinal coherence and practical application. 
The Witness stage extends the group’s focus outward through 
testimonies, prayer for others, and community service. Some churches 
also incorporate a culturally contextualised fifth element, with a shared 
meal to strengthen fellowship and community bonds.

Many groups meet bi-weekly, but weekly meetings30 have proven 
to enhance relational cohesion and leadership multiplication more 
effectively. Regular structured leadership meetings at different levels 
further ensure alignment, accountability and sustained momentum 
across the network.  

Equipping and Spiritual Growth

Ephesians 4:11–12 calls on the church to equip the saints for the work 
of  ministry, for building up the body of  Christ. Most churches studied 
invest heavily in equipping and discipleship programs to strengthen 
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theological foundations and inspire ministry engagement. Internally, 
churches conduct short-term equipping programs focusing on prayer, 
Christian doctrine, discipleship pathways and biblical interpretation. A 
notable model is SIBKL’s My SIBKL Journey, a structured discipleship 
pathway comprising three stages—i-Belong, i-Grow, and i-Lead. This 
reflects a commitment to holistic discipleship, equipping believers not 
only for personal growth but also for active participation in ministry 
and mission.

Multilingual and Multicultural Context

Reflecting Malaysia’s multicultural environment, many churches 
organise their cell groups according to language, age, or demographic 
characteristics. Groups operate through multiple languages, including 
indigenous dialects. enabling culturally relevant communication and 
deeper relational engagement, consistent with the biblical mandate to 
reach “all nations” (Mark 16:15; Acts 1:8). This contextual approach 
fosters relational depth and inclusivity, enabling believers to engage 
meaningfully within familiar cultural settings while remaining united 
under a common vision of  Christ. Consequently, the multilingual cell 
structure serves as an effective platform for evangelism, discipleship, 
and community building, embodying the church’s unity in diversity.

The findings establish that cell-group ministry effectively fosters 
spiritual formation, leadership development, and missional vitality. 
When supported by intentional leadership development, structured 
accountability, and contextual adaptability, it serves as a sustainable 
framework for holistic discipleship and long-term congregational 
growth. Rooted in biblical principles and shaped by historical 
practice, cell group ministry continues to serve as a vital expression 
of  the church’s calling, to make and mature disciples, build authentic 
communities, and fulfil the Great Commission in an increasingly 
complex and multicultural world.
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3. Discussion and Interpretation of  Findings 

The findings demonstrate that cell-based churches in Kuala Lumpur 
exhibit strong growth dynamics. Their structured leadership pipelines, 
emphasis on discipleship, and relational community provide a 
sustainable framework, promoting both numerical expansion and 
spiritual maturity. Additionally, their multicultural and multilingual 
composition further enhances their missional engagement within 
Malaysia’s pluralistic context. Through intentional leadership 
development, doctrinal alignment, and relational accountability, these 
churches effectively leverage cell group ministry to cultivate both 
community vitality and missional impact with deeper penetration into 
local communities. This, therefore, integrates inward transformation 
with outward witnessing, producing believers who are spiritually 
grounded and missionally engaged.

Historically, the cell church reflects early Christian house gatherings 
(Acts 2:42–47 and 5:42), where believers gathered for teaching, 
fellowship, and prayer. Contemporary expressions were shaped by 
influential models, pioneered by David Yonggi Cho’s Yoido Full Gospel 
Church (1974) and César Castellanos’s G12 Vision (1991), which 
integrate spiritual formation, pastoral care, leadership development, and 
mission. These frameworks have profoundly influenced the Malaysian 
churches studied.

Theologically, cell groups embody New Testament ecclesiology, 
presenting the church as a living, relational community rather than 
a static institution. They manifest incarnational witness by bringing 
Christ’s presence into everyday life. Lesslie Newbigin observed that the 
church serves as a sign, instrument, and foretaste of  God’s kingdom.31 

The Strategic Role of  Cell Groups in Church Growth in Multicultural Environment: Equipped and Multiply

31 Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 
124. 



Malaysian Pentecostal Journal  •  Biblical and Contextual Studies162

Empowered lay believers functioning as a “royal priesthood” (1 Pet. 
2:9), engaging the world with spiritual vibrancy to sustain qualitative 
and quantitative church growth. 

Spiritual Formation and Growth

Scripture-centred and theologically grounded cell groups foster 
sustained spiritual transformation. Within these cell-group gatherings, 
through engagement in Scripture teaching and sharing, prayers, and 
holding one another accountable (Acts 2:42–47 and 20:20), churches 
reported deeper discipleship, unity and spiritual growth. Such relational 
settings cultivate qualitative growth, as evident in transformed 
character and Christ-like living. Numerical growth emerges organically 
from transformed lives. Hence, the cell group functions as both the 
“household of  God” (1 Tim. 3:15) and a catalyst for mission.

Authentic Community

An authentic community emerged as a defining feature in the study. 
Participants consistently described their groups as “spiritual families” 
providing emotional and practical support amid urban isolation. As the 
first level of  pastoral care, the church empowers trained lay leaders to 
shepherd members through counselling, visitation, and intercession. 
This reflects the biblical vision of  the body of  Christ (1 Cor. 12:27), 
where mutual care and shared burdens (Gal. 6:2) cultivate genuine 
fellowship. Warren notes, “The church is not built on talent, but on 
community.”32 

The study affirms that discipleship thrives best in cell group 
accountable relationships rather than large gatherings. Without adequate 
pastoral support, conflict, fatigue, and apathy can weaken a group’s 

32 Warren, The Purpose Driven Church, 139. 
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cohesion. Churches that prioritise leader care, retreats, and conflict 
resolution foster healthier relationships, enabling cells to become both 
learning and healing communities.

Disciple-Making

All participating churches identified disciple-making as the central 
mission of  cell ministry. A senior pastor summarised, “Sunday worship 
inspires; the cell group transforms.” Cell groups move believers from 
passive participation to active discipleship for personal growth (Acts 
2:42–47). Practices, like inductive Bible study, peer mentoring, and 
prayer partnerships, foster theological understanding and character 
transformation (Romans 12:2). Bill Donahue asserts that cell groups 
exist “to raise up fully devoted followers of  Jesus Christ.”33 Edmund 
Chan stresses disciple-making involves intentional growth toward 
maturity and multiplication.34 Effective cell groups reproduce the cycle 
of  multiplication involving disciples making disciples.35

Missional Outposts

Cell groups also serve as missional outposts, bridging the gospel into 
homes, communities, and workplaces. Newbigin suggested cell group 
can serve as the visible expression of  the gospel,36  where it embodies 
the message of  Christ through relational evangelism to the world. 
Healthy cell-groups maintain a balance between inward spiritual depth 
and outward mission. M. Scott Boren reminds us that cell groups 
must “transcend inward fellowship and intentionally engage their 

33 Donahue and Robinson, Building a Church of  Small Groups, 24.
34 Edmund Chan, Building Deep Disciples: A Paradigm Shift for Discipleship in the Church 
(Singapore: Covenant Evangelical Free Church, 2011), 26.
35 2 Tim. 2:2 (ESV).
36 Lesslie Newbigin, The Open Secret: An Introduction to the Theology of  Mission (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 110.
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communities with the gospel.”37

Yoido Full Gospel Church exemplifies this balance, producing 
extensive multiplication38 through lay leadership and outreach. Similarly, 
Malaysian churches adopting these practices experience organic growth 
as members embrace a missional lifestyle (Matt. 28:19–20; Luke 10:1–
20).

Leadership Development and Multiplication

Comiskey describes cell groups as “leader breeders,”39 as “to equip 
the saints for the work of  ministry” (Ephesians 4:12). Effective 
leadership development involves mentoring, progressive responsibility, 
spiritual formation and structured training. Churches implementing 
apprenticeship systems exhibited stronger growth. Neighbour Jr. 
suggests that every believer is a potential leader.40

Healthy churches prioritise relational leadership and discipleship 
oriented, where leaders imitate Christlike character and invest in 
others (2 Tim. 2:2). An intentional training system enhances leadership 
readiness for succession for all members. Comisky preached that “God 
wants to use you to spot, train, and release a multitude of  leaders.”41 

This study affirms that cell groups are central to the church’s mission 
of  disciples-making, community building, and gospel advancement. 
Grounded in Scripture and empowered by the Holy Spirit, they 
become catalysts for transformation in the process of  raising leaders, 

37 M. Scott Boren, Missional Small Groups: Becoming a Community That Makes a Difference in 
the World (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2010), 45.
38 Cho, Successful Home Cell Groups, 27.
39 Joel T. Comiskey, Leadership Explosion: Multiplying Cell Group Leaders to Reap the Harvest 
(Houston: Touch Outreach Ministries, 2000), 56.
40 Neighbour Jr., Where Do We Go from Here?, 60.
41 Comiskey, Leadership Explosion, 53–64.
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42 Neighbour Jr., Where Do We Go from Here?, 45–47.
43 David R. Dunaetz et al., “Barriers to Leading Small Groups among Generation 
Z and Younger Millennials: An Exploratory Factor Analysis and Implications for 
Recruitment and Training,” Christian Education Journal 19, no. 1 (2022): 34–36.
44 John C. Maxwell, The 21 Irrefutable Laws of  Leadership: Follow Them and People Will 
Follow You (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2007), 12.
45 Cho, Successful Home Cell Groups, 56–58.
46 David Yonggi Cho, The Holy Spirit, My Senior Partner (Altamonte Springs, FL: 
Creation House, 1989), 7.
47 Daniel Ho, Building the Church through Cell Groups: The DUMC Model (Petaling Jaya: 
DUMC Publications, 2010), 23–24.

multiplying disciples, and expanding God’s kingdom. In Kuala 
Lumpur’s multicultural context, this decentralised model effectively 
bridges diversity, fosters belonging, and sustains holistic growth. 
In summary, cell group ministry remains one of  the most biblically 
effective strategies in fulfilling the Great Commission.

4. Key Success Factors and Barriers to Growth

Thriving cell groups are marked by Spirit-led leadership, clear vision, 
biblical teaching, prayer, intentional discipleship, and evangelistic 
focus.42 Yet many churches face recurring challenges that hinder the 
effectiveness of  both spiritual and numerical growth.43

Spirit-Led Leadership

Leadership remains the cornerstone of  effective cell ministry. John 
Maxwell notes, “Everything rises and falls on leadership.”44 The senior 
pastor’s conviction and commitment are key to the vitality of  the cell 
ministry. Leaders must be biblically grounded (Col. 3:16), Spirit-led, 
morally upright (1 Tim. 3:1–7), and servant-hearted (1 Pet. 5:2–3). 
David Yonggi Cho urged leaders to be “Spirit-filled, passionate, and 
committed,”45 making the Holy Spirit their senior partner.46 Churches 
ready to nurture potential leaders and empower them through shared 
leadership (Exod. 18:17–23).47 
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Unified Vision and Alignment

A clear, Scripture-based unified vision (Acts 2:42–47; Matt. 28:19–20) 
ensures cohesion with the church’s broader mission. Yonggi Cho 
emphasised that “unlimited church growth” requires clear, godly goals. 
Misalignment causes confusion and fragmentation. 

Biblical Teaching and Application

Scripture-centred teaching sustains transformation, moving members 
beyond knowledge to application (Jas. 2:17). When believers live out 
God’s Word, spiritual and numerical growth follow (Acts 2:42–47). 
Aligning cell-group studies with sermon themes strengthens theological 
consistency and discipleship continuity.48 

Prayer and Dependence on the Holy Spirit

Prayer fuels spiritual vitality. Yonggi Cho called the Holy Spirit the 
church’s “senior partner.”49 Prayer builds unity, courage, and divine 
dependence (Acts 4:31; Phil. 4:6). Churches cultivating corporate prayer 
often experience renewed zeal and breakthrough (Acts 2:42).

Intentional Discipleship and Multiplication

A core belief  is that “Everyone can be a minister”50 Cell groups exist 
not just for fellowship but for reproduction. Discipleship must be 
intentional, relational, and reproducible (2 Tim. 2:2). Edmund Chan 
defines disciple-making as bringing people into right relationship with 
God and growing them through intentional strategies to maturity 

48 Boren, Missional Small Groups, 89–91.
49 Cho, Successful Home Cell Groups, 42.
50 Cho, Successful Home Cell Groups, 119.
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51 Chan, Building Deep Disciples, 25.
52 Ron Bennett and John Purvis, The Adventure of  Discipling Others: Training in the Art of  
Disciplemaking (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2003).
53 Discipleship Process Model – The discipling process follows a relational and 
intentional progression of  evangelising, establishing, equipping, and multiplying 
disciples. This model emphasises the reproduction of  disciple-makers rather than 
mere participation, aligning with the framework proposed by Ron Bennett and John 
Purvis – adopted from Bennett and Purvis, The Adventure of  Discipling Others, 9.
54 My SIBKL Journey – The SIBKL Journey Program represents a structured pathway 
for spiritual growth, focusing on integration into community life, doctrinal grounding, 
leadership development, and ministry involvement. It is designed to guide believers 
from conversion to active participation and leadership within the church.
55 Ho, Building the Church through Cell Groups, 30.
56 Overview of  the Daniel Plan, integrating faith, food, fitness, focus, and friends as 
a holistic, community-based approach to spiritual and physical well-being – adopted 
from Warren, The Purpose Driven Church, 187.
57 Warren, The Purpose Driven Church, 138.
58 M. Scott Boren and Ralph W. Neighbour Jr., MissioRelate: Becoming a Church of  
Missional Small Groups (Houston, TX: Touch Publications, 2011), 102–104.

in Christ.51 DUMC’s Leaders Raise Leaders,52 and disciples raise 
disciples,53 SIBKL’s i-Journey54 systematise training for new leaders,55 
and Saddleback’s Daniel Plan56 exemplify structured leader training that 
edifies, equips, and evangelises.57

Evangelism and Missional Outposts

Cell groups serve as local mission outposts, reaching the unchurched 
through relational evangelism in homes, workplaces, and communities 
(Matt. 5:14–16; 28:19–20). When teaching, discipleship, and outreach 
converge, cell groups become agents of  gospel expansion.58

Ongoing Support and Leader Care

Sustained growth requires caring for leaders’ physical, emotional, 
and spiritual well-being. Pastoral oversight, mentorship, and retreats 
strengthen and renew them (1 Thess. 5:12–13).
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The mega churches surveyed celebrate and support their leaders 
through structured coaching and pastoral care systems with counselling, 
spiritual support and retreat.59 Churches like DUMC offer structured 
care systems and the “3-2-1” mentoring model,60 where pastors meet 
monthly with zone leaders for guidance and encouragement.

Barriers to Growth

Dunaetz et al. identify key barriers: unstable leadership, poor 
training, weak facilitation, limited support, shallow theology, and 
low motivation.61 Fear and inadequacy deter potential leaders, while 
weak guidance risks turning groups into social circles.62 Unrealistic 
expectations may also cause fatigue in weak leaders.63 However, 
thriving Malaysian churches show that structured equipping, pastoral 
involvement, and mentoring can overcome these obstacles.64

The sustainability of  cell group ministry rests on divine empowerment 
and wise stewardship. Its strength lies in Spirit-led leadership, biblical 
grounding, prayer, discipleship, and mission focus. Despite challenges, 
churches investing in leadership development, vision alignment, and 
pastoral care prove that cell groups remain a powerful model for 
spiritual maturity and missional vitality.

59 Ho, Building the Church through Cell Groups, 35.
60 Soo-Inn Tan, 3-2-1: Following Jesus in Threes, 2nd ed. (Singapore: Graceworks Private 
Ltd., 2024), 35.
61 Dunaetz et al., “Barriers to Leading Small Groups,” 34–36.
62 Joel Comiskey, Home Cell Group Explosion: How Your Small Group Can Grow and 
Multiply (Houston, TX: Touch Publications, 1998), 78.
63 Boren, Missional Small Groups, 120.
64 Ho, Building the Church through Cell Groups, 38.
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Conclusion

This study has examined the role of  cell group ministry in fostering 
spiritual maturity and numerical growth among churches in Kuala 
Lumpur. Drawing from church growth theories and case studies of  
seven local congregations, the research concludes that a biblically 
grounded, Spirit-led cell ministry is essential for promoting church 
growth through discipleship, leadership development, and missional 
vitality. Neighbour Jr. further affirms this perspective, noting that “the 
cell system cultivates participation, nurtures new believers, and serves as 
a proven biblical strategy for advancing church growth.”65

Summary of  Findings

The study identifies four major interrelated themes: (1) discipleship 
and spiritual formation, (2) leadership development and multiplication, 
(3) community and pastoral care, and (4) missional engagement. These 
themes collectively reflect New Testament ecclesiology, particularly the 
participatory life of  the early church (Acts 2:42–47). 

Discipleship and Spiritual Formation

Cell groups facilitate spiritual transformation through relational 
discipleship, intentional mentoring, and shared accountability, moving 
believers from cognitive understanding to Christlike character 
formation. Functioning as “spiritual families,” they provide pastoral 
care within large congregations while maintaining relational depth. 
Furthermore, they serve as missional outposts where evangelism is 
embodied within everyday community life. Through group activities 
of  prayer, Scripture engagement, and confession, cell groups cultivate 
spiritual maturity and form disciples who extend their faith beyond 

65 Neighbour Jr., Where Do We Go from Here?, 33.
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corporate worship gatherings.66

Leadership Development and Multiplication

Sustainable cell ministry requires intentional leadership development 
consistent with participatory ecclesiology (1 Pet. 2:9). Structured 
mentoring and training cultivate both spiritual character and ministerial 
competence while mitigating physical/mental fatigue and relational 
isolation.67 Leadership multiplication is further strengthened by 
empowering leaders to grow through failures, thereby fostering 
resilience and long-term servant leadership. 

Community and Pastoral Care

Within large congregations, cell groups bridge institutional gaps 
through intimate relational personal pastoral care. Members often 
describe these communities as “spiritual families,” a concept echoing 
Bonhoeffer’s theological vision of  Christian community as participation 
in Christ.68 Through sustained fellowship, they cultivate belonging, 
encourage mutual care, and spiritual support, enabling the church to 
remain both expansive in reach and intimate in care.

Missional Engagement and Outreach

Cell groups function as localised missional outposts where evangelism 
is relational, contextual and incarnational. As Newbigin observed, 
the church functions as the “hermeneutic of  the gospel.”69 Churches 
that integrate discipleship formation with outward mission experience 

66 Wesley, The Works of  John Wesley, 270.
67 Bill Donahue, Leading Life-Changing Small Groups (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2002), 45.
68 Bonhoeffer, Life Together, 26.
69 Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, 232.
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holistic growth, where new conversions are nurtured into mature 
discipleship and ecclesial integration.

Theological Implications

This study calls for a renewed ecclesiology that views the church 
primarily as the living body of  Christ rather than a programmatic 
institution. Cell groups embody the incarnational nature of  the church, 
where believers manifest Christ’s presence in everyday relationships 
and communal life. Spirit-led cell-group communities reflect the early 
church’s devotion to apostolic teaching, fellowship, and prayer (Acts 
2:42), forming disciples who embody Christ in homes, workplaces, and 
cities. Thus, cell ministry represents both the method and message of  
the church’s mission.

This study is limited to urban churches in Kuala Lumpur and does not 
account for rural or broader cross-cultural contexts. Future research 
may include quantitative studies examining discipleship outcomes, 
longitudinal analyses of  leadership development, and comparative 
studies across diverse ministry settings.

Cell group ministry remains vital for holistic church growth. It nurtures 
discipleship, develops leaders, and builds authentic community while 
advancing the church’s missional mandate. Rooted in Scripture and 
empowered by the Holy Spirit, cell groups function as both training 
centres and missional outposts. In an age marked by individualism 
and digital isolation, they embody a countercultural expression of  
gospel communities, providing an essential relational space beyond the 
corporate church gathering, where believers grow into Christlikeness, 
strengthened as the body of  Christ, and equipped for collective witness 
in the world.
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Spirit of  Pentecost: The Promise, Fulfilment, and 
Theological Significance in the 21st Century

 

Eva Wong Suk Kyun

Abstract

This study examines the foundational biblical texts of  Pentecostal 
Theology from Joel’s prophecy on the outpouring of  the Spirit 
and its fulfilment on the Day of  Pentecost, and the enduring 
theological significance of  the Spirit of  Pentecost in the 21st 
century. The research explores the biblical exegesis of  Joel 2:28–
32, the apostolic interpretation of  God’s promise on the coming 
of  the Holy Spirit fulfilled on the Day of  Pentecost, particularly 
Apostle Peter’s rendition of  the prophecy in Acts 2:16–21, 
and the theological significance in the church and gospel era. 
Exegetical interpretation with intertextual reading of  Scripture 
and engaging biblical and Pentecostal scholarship, this paper seeks 
to provide the core of  Pentecostal belief  and experience for the 
past, present, and future. 

Introduction

The global Pentecostal movements and Charismatic renewals under the 
inclusive term “Spirit-empowered Christianity” have grown significantly, 
reaching an estimated 644 million in 2020, of  which 86% are in the 
Global South. This includes the classical Pentecostals, Charismatic 
from mainline Christian denominations, and Neo-Charismatics or 
Independent Charismatics.1 These three subsets of  Pentecostalism are 

1  Todd M. Johnson and Gina A. Zurlo, Introducing Spirit-Empowered Christianity: The 
Global Pentecostal and Charismatic Movement in the 21st Century (Tulsa, Oklahoma: Oral 
Roberts University Press, 2023), 11–13. 
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projected to grow to a total of  1,031.5 million by 2050, and Wonsuk 
Ma’s study claims, “Pentecostal Christianity in East and Southeast 
Asia is poised to play a pivotal role in the growth of  Asian and global 
Christianity.”2 The phenomenon of  the Spirit of  Pentecost is centred 
on God’s love, presence, and redemptive plan.

This study examines Joel 2:28–32 (and Acts 2:16–21) as the 
foundational texts of  the Spirit of  Pentecost in Pentecostal theology. 
It aims to establish the relationship between the classical3 Pentecostal 
interpretation of  Joel’s prophecy on the outpouring of  the Spirit (2:28–
32) and the baptism of  the Holy Spirit, which has been and continues 
to be fundamental to the growth and development of  Pentecostalism 
and global mission. New Testament scholars see continuity in the work 
of  the Spirit of  God from the Old Testament to the New Testament, 
despite the long silence of  the prophetic voice during the approximately 
four centuries of  the Intertestamental period, between the last of  the 
writing prophets and Jesus and his apostles.4 

Richard D. Israel proposed the term “prismatic” to characterise the 
function which Scripture passages fulfilled in the “theologising of  the 
New Testament”.5 As we shall see, the Apostle Peter explained the Day 

2 Wonsuk Ma, “Asian Pentecostalism as a Growth Engine for Global Christianity: 
Potentials and Challenges”, in The Holy Spirit, Spirituality and Leadership: Essays in Honour 
of  Younghoon Lee, eds. Wonsuk Ma and Robert P. Menzies, Regnum Studies of  Missions 
(Oxford: Regnum Books International, 2024), 259, 263.
3 The holiness movement, which began in 1901, and American revivalism, which 
began with the Azusa Street Revival in 1906 and resulted in the establishment of  
the Assemblies of  God and other Pentecostal churches, are the origins of  classical 
Pentecostal. 
4 Despite widespread scholarly disagreement over the book of  Joel—specifically 
regarding its historical date, whether the locust invasion is literal or symbolic, and its 
intended audience—these debates largely stem from the text’s inherent ambiguity. 
Acknowledging these controversies, this study will focus exclusively on the theological 
truths directly relevant to a Pentecostal perspective.
5 Richard D. Israel, “Joel 2:28–32 (3:1–5 MT): Prism for Pentecost”, in Charismatic 
Experiences in History, ed. Cecil M. Robeck (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1985), 1.
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6 Roger Stronstad, “The Influence of  the Old Testament on Charismatic Theology of  
St. Luke”, The Journal of  the Society for Pentecostal Studies (1980): 32–50, 40.

of  Pentecost by adapting Joel’s prophecy 2:28–32, and Luke provided 
more information in the rest of  Acts. In a similar way and based on 
Peter and Luke’s adaptations of  the passage, Pentecostal scholars have 
also used Joel 2.28–32 as the foundation of  their theology of  the 
Spirit, of  the outpouring of  the Spirit, and of  Spirit baptism and its 
relationship to mission. Classical Pentecostal theology holds, firstly, that 
the Spirit of  God came upon charismatic leaders of  Israel in the Old 
Testament period and that the spirit of  prophecy was restricted to Israel 
alone. Secondly, it holds that the phase has been superseded by the age 
of  the prophetic spirit poured out on all, thus creating a charismatic 
community on a universal scale.6 Pentecostals view Joel’s prophecy as 
the definitive Bible passage on this future move of  the Spirit in great 
magnitude and with new dimensions.

The methodology of  this study involves biblical exegesis on the 
foundational text of  Joel 2:28–32 and the apostolic interpretation of  
its fulfilment in Acts 2. Exegetical interpretations engaging biblical 
scholars from both Pentecostal and non-Pentecostal backgrounds, as 
well as intertextual reading of  Scripture, provide a balanced view of  
the Spirit of  Pentecost. The exegetical interpretation of  the Spirit of  
Pentecost from the promise to the ongoing fulfilment seeks to unfold 
its theological significance in the 21st century and beyond.

1. Exegesis of  Joel 2:28–32

Joel refers to Judah (3:1, 6, 8, 18, 19, 20) and Jerusalem (2:32; 3:1, 6, 
16, 17, 20), addressing both priests/ministers of  the Lord (1:9, 13; 
2:17) and elders (1:2, 14; 2:16), inviting them to call a solemn assembly 
(2:15) of  all the peoples of  Judah and Jerusalem. The assembly was 
to be marked by consecration, fasting, lament and repentance, to 
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seek the LORD’s mercy in a time of  national calamity (2:12–17). Joel 
understood that both the economic disaster and the ensuing spiritual 
poverty were the result of  destruction caused by plagues of  locusts 
that attacked the vines (1:4, 7, 12) and the grain (1:10) and made it 
impossible for the impoverished inhabitants to take their offerings and 
sacrifices to the Temple (1:9, 13, 16). So, Joel urged, “Yet even now,” 
declares the LORD, “return to me with all your heart, with fasting, 
with weeping, and with mourning; and rend your hearts and not your 
garments” (2:12–13a, ESV). He promised that God would relent and 
restore (2:13–14). Not only that, the LORD promised his presence and 
salvation to mankind as a whole (Joel 2:28–32, ESV):

28And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my 
Spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall 
see visions. 29Even on the male and female servants in those 
days I will pour out my Spirit. 30And I will show wonders in 
the heavens and on the earth, blood and fire and columns of  
smoke. 31The sun shall be turned to darkness, and the moon 
to blood, before the great and awesome day of  the LORD 
comes. 32And it shall come to pass that everyone who calls on 
the name of  the LORD shall be saved. For in Mount Zion and 
in Jerusalem there shall be those who escape, as the LORD has 
said, and among the survivors shall be those whom the LORD 
calls.

John Barton suggests that the first part of  Joel (1:1–2:27) addresses 
the immediate crises of  that time, crises that are the result of  God’s 
judgment. When Judah lamented in repentance and called for God’s 
intervention, God’s response was one of  salvation, which leads Barton 
to categorise Joel 2:28–3:21 as an oracle of  salvation for the future, 
for the “age to come” extending beyond the confines of  the postexilic 
Jerusalem community. The section deals with themes of  Jewish 
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7 John Barton, Joel and Obadiah: A Commentary, The Old Testament Library (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 92–93. Barton views Deutero-Joel as part of  
redaction, revision, and editions of  the prophetic books, and the second part of  Joel 
being a collection of  oracles of  salvation, being prophecy in Second Temple Judaism, 
incorporated into the prophetic “canon”, with consistent patterns of  calamity, 
restoration and renewal. He also views Joel’s additional prophecies in Joel 2:28–29 as 
important eschatology to Judaism and Christianity.

eschatology.7  
 

1.1 Verses 28–29

Our exegesis starts from the premise that verses 28–29 may be read 
in the form of  a chiasm, a well-known literary device of  the biblical 
period, used both to facilitate memorisation and to focus on the central 
point of  a text. The suggested structure is as follows:
       a) And afterward
             b) I will pour out my Spirit
                 c)  On all people
                       d) Sons and daughters will prophecy
                       d) Old men will dream dreams
                       d) Young men will see visions
                 c1) Even on … servants, both men and women             
             b1) I will pour out my Spirit
       a1) In those days

According to this chiastic scheme “Afterward”                    (wühäyâ 
´a|Hárê-kën) (v.28) parallels “in those days”                  (Bayyämîm 
hähëºmmâ) (v.29) and refers to a time immediately after the promises 
given in verses 18–27. The LORD heard the people’s lament and 
answered their prayers (v.19), promising healing, restoration and 
blessings on the people (vv.18–20) and their land (vv.21–27). Such 
deliverance from the sufferings produced by natural disasters would 
also restore their honour and reputation among the nations (2:17, 27). 
Moreover, his blessings extend beyond physical and natural restoration, 
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including promises that they will be filled with his presence through the 
pouring out of  his Spirit (vv.28–32). 

Frederick A. Tatford, on the other hand, argues that “It shall be that 
afterwards” does not refer to Joel’s time but to a future period, the 
“latter days” as in Hosea 3:5.8 Similarly, Hans Walter Wolff  suggests 
that “afterward” is a conjunctive formula extending the prophetic 
promise to a future time, “a second phase of  Yahweh’s acting” which 
would go beyond the mere restoring of  earlier conditions.9 

“Pour out”           (´ešPôk) (vv.28–29) speaks of  lavish generosity, an 
abundant provision of  God’s Spirit of  grace (Zech. 12:10), and the 
renewal of  hearts and lives (Ezek. 39:29). God promises his people that 
he is coming to them in a way unknown to them before, and with an 
intensity never experienced before. Graham S. Ogden and Richard R. 
Deutsch describe God pouring out his spirit or breath as “energizing 
power given for use in his service … the energetic presence of  God 
within the entire community … God will bestow on all his divine 
presence.”10 Barton compares the promised out-pouring to the moment 
of  YHWH’s creation of  living beings by breathing into them the 
breath of  life (Gen. 2:7); to his turning death to life in Ezekiel’s vision 
of  the valley of  dry bones (Ezek. 37); to the Spirit of  YHWH rushing 
into people (Judg. 11:29; 14:19) empowering them to do great deeds, 
and particularly to the “empowerment of  prophets” such as Saul and 
Moses’ 70 elders (1 Sam. 10:10; Num. 11:25).11

8 Frederick A. Tatford, Joel: Prophet of  Judgement Day (Lisburn: Scripture Teaching 
Library, 2013), 80.
9 Hans Walter Wolff, Joel and Amos: A Commentary on the Books of  the Prophets Joel and 
Amos, ed. S. Dean McBride, Jr., trans. S. Dean McBride, Jr., Waldemar Janzen, and 
Charles A. Muenchow, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977), 65.
10 Graham S. Ogden and Richard R. Deutsch, eds., A Promise of  Hope – A Call to 
Obedience: A Commentary on the Books of  Joel and Malachi, International Theological 
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 37.
11 Barton, Joel and Obadiah, 94–95.
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12 David Allan Hubbard, Joel and Amos: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old 
Testament Commentaries, v. 25 (Nottingham: InterVarsity Press, 2009), 72–73. 
13 A. R. Hulst, “Kol basar in der priesterlichen Fluterzählung,” in Studies on the Book of  
Genesis, Oudtestamentische Studiën 12 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1958), 28–66, cited in Barton, 
Joel and Obadiah, 96.
14 Hulst, “Kol basar”, 28–66, cited in Barton, Joel and Obadiah, 96. 
15 Hulst, “Kol basar”, 28–66, cited in Barton, Joel and Obadiah, 96. 

“My Spirit”             (´et-rûHî) (vv.28–29) is the Spirit of  Yahweh 
himself. God will pour out his own power and vitality as at creation 
(Gen. 1:1), as when he empowered Samson (Judg. 14:6) and endowed 
Bezalel with artisan skills (Exo. 35:31).12 Isaiah has the expression, “till 
the Spirit is poured upon us from on high” (32:15, 44:3); Ezekiel has “I 
will put my spirit in you … I will be your God” (36:27, 28).

“On all flesh”                (`al-Kol-BäSär) (v.28). Although Joel was 
addressing the Jerusalemites and Judeans, the word “all” implies a 
much larger audience than the original one. It refers to all peoples. A. 
R. Hulst argues that “all flesh” or Kol-BäSär occurs 40 times in the 
Old Testament, and the only different meaning is between “all human 
beings” (Jer. 45:5) and “all living beings” (Gen. 7:16), on no other 
occasion with the meaning “all Israelites”. This makes Joel’s prophecy 
the most “universalistic” in the Old Testament (alongside Isaiah 
19:19–25). Taking into consideration that the occurrence of  the words 
“all flesh” in the Old Testament means “all human beings”, the use of  
the word “everyone”, and the inclusivity of  Gentiles in the rabbinic 
eschatology theme, the validity of  Hulst’s argument is strengthened 
with the “hint that is clearly present in the text”.13

Barton states: “It would presumably mean that knowledge of  YHWH 
would be available to all humankind without exception, an idea almost 
unparalleled in the Old Testament.”14 He further argues that although it 
is difficult to think at face value that Joel would have any “universalistic 
ideas” during the time of  crises, “signs of  the end” and the “gathering 
in of  the Gentiles” are recognised rabbinic eschatological themes.15 
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The centre of  the proposed chiastic structure is
                      d) Sons and daughters will prophecy
                      d) Old men will dream dreams
                      d) Young men will see visions.

An elaboration of  the promise, “I will pour out My Spirit on all flesh,”                                                                
                                    (´ešPôk ´et-rûHî `al-Kol-BäSär) in verses 28–29.  
“I will pour out My Spirit” on sons          (Bünêkem) and daughter
            (ûbünô|têkem), on both genders; and on both old       
(ziqnêkem) and young             (BaHûºrêkeºm); and on both male  
               (`al-hä|`ábädîm) and female servants                  (wü`al- 
haššüpäHôt). The promise cuts across all gender and social hierarchies, 
for God does not differentiate or segregate when he extends his saving 
grace and presence. His Spirit is no respecter of  human traditions, 
cultures, hierarchy, status, barriers, discriminations, prejudices or biases. 
Nor of  patriarchal, political, economic or social distinctions. God’s 
Spirit is endowed on his chosen servants, be they leaders or kings, 
artisans or individuals – as in Joel’s historical context. God’s Spirit will 
come upon all. 

Hubbard views the previous phrase “all flesh” in this context as 
qualified by the pronoun “your sons your daughters”. That is, the 
promise is confined to only Israel and not to the whole world,16 and 
speaks of  an era where there will be justice and a community of  
oneness in God’s new fellowship (Ezek. 39:29), a complete absence 
of  any and all distinctions.17 However, he does accept that this view 
expands to take on a larger meaning, the new Israel, when the prophecy 
is fulfilled in Acts 2.18

Barton states that although the general consensus is that “all flesh” 

16 Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 73.
17 Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 74.
18 Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 77.
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19 Barton, Joel and Obadiah, 96. Quoted A. R. Hulst, “Kol basar”, 28–66.
20 Leslie C. Allen, The Books of  Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, and Micah, New International 
Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 99.

signifies “all Israel” or “all Judah”, the prophecy does include “everyone 
who calls on the name of  YHWH” (v.32) and “‘male and female 
slaves’ might well have included non-Judeans.”19 Leslie C. Allen also 
understands that the servants may very well have been foreigners, as is 
documented in the Deuteronomic tradition (Deut. 5:14; 12:12; 16:11).20 

The second half  of  each line of  the centre of  the chiasm emphasises 
different aspects of  the Spirit to be poured out: 	prophecy
                                                  	 dream dreams
                                                  	 see visions.

The centrality of  these gifts in this key Old Testament text on the 
outpouring of  the Spirit is of  supreme importance for studying the 
subject from a Pentecostal perspective, as the remainder of  this study 
will aim to show. 

The Spirit to be given is a Spirit of  prophecy for the recipients  
(wüniBBü´û), of  dreams for others                   (Hálömôt yaHálömûn)  
and also of  the ability to see visions                (Hezyönôt yir´û) (v.28). 
As already mentioned, the Spirit of  prophecy had been given by God 
only to the prophets and his chosen leaders of  Israel. The promised 
Spirit of  prophecy will be given to all, regardless of  age or gender, and 
will enable them to receive revelation from God and communicate it; 
thus, the gift is no longer confined to appointed leaders or prophets 
who possessed an intimate relationship with God and received 
messages from him. The whole community of  God’s people will be 
empowered to have an intimate relationship with God and to receive, 
see, and hear directly from God. Effectively, the role of  prophets 
in Israel will be given to all who have a new spiritual relationship 
with God when they receive his Spirit poured out to them. Hubbard 

Spirit of  Pentecost: The Promise, Fulfilment, and Theological Significance in the 21st Century



Malaysian Pentecostal Journal  •  Biblical and Contextual Studies182

stresses Joel’s “emphasis is on fellowship with God of  his word 
and ways, as the references to prophecy and vision suggest.”21 This 
emphasis on relationship with God, on deeper knowledge of  him, is 
nothing less than “true knowledge of  God and the power to share that 
knowledge.”22 An emphasis present in Pentecostal interpretations, as 
this study will endeavour to show.

According to Ogden and Deutsch, “the Spirit’s presence will manifest 
itself  in prophecy, dreams, and visions, which traditionally are ways in 
which God communicates with his people … the physical reminders of  
God’s presence with them.”23 Barton notes that the outpouring of  the 
Spirit creates a new “inspired” community, and affirms that “dreams 
were indeed the normal vehicle through which divine inspiration was 
imparted.”24 This is indeed a promise of  spiritual restoration and of  the 
continuation of  God’s presence; God has not abandoned them nor cut 
short the prophetic expressions of  his Spirit, but the Spirit will yet be 
poured out in greater intensity and widespread measure on the entire 
community.

Birch views God’s gift to all of  a “direct relationship to himself ” as 
“the norm not the exceptional experience” for the Spirit enables all 
to have “direct communication and revelation from God”, all can 
“prophesy, dream dreams and see visions”, and “all will know the 
empowerment of  God’s spirit.”25 

Barton describes this change-over as the “extension of  spiritual 
endowment and empowerment in the end time from selected persons 
(such as the prophets) to all the people”, a kind of  “democratization of  

21 Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 73.
22 Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 74–75.
23 Ogden and Deutsch, eds., A Promise, 37.
24 Barton, Joel and Obadiah, 96–97.
25 Bruce C. Birch, Hosea, Joel, and Amos, Westminster Bible Companion (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1997), 154.
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26 Barton, Joel and Obadiah, 33.

the gift of  the spirit” whose “consequence is the knowledge that comes 
through dreams and visions” which are “normal expression of  being 
filled with the spirit.”26

1.2 Verses 30–32

Verses 30–31 are composed of  two trios, one of  cosmic signs and the 
other of  promises of  deliverance:
	 Wonders in the heavens and on the earth
	 Blood and fire and billows of  smoke
	 The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood 
BEFORE THE COMING OF THE GREAT AND DREADFUL 
DAY OF THE LORD
	 Everyone who calls on the name of  the LORD will be saved
	 On mount Zion and in Jerusalem there will be deliverance
	 As the LORD has said, among the survivors whom the LORD  
	 calls.

The focus and central message of  the simple structure is clear: the 
Day of  the LORD is coming. Such dramatic and universal signs and 
wonders in nature appear in other books of  the Old Testament (Isaiah 
2:12–13; 24:1–23; Joel 2:1–11; Zeph. 1:7–18; Amos 5:15–20, etc.), and 
are an eschatological description of  the impending judgement of   
God, of  “the day of  the LORD”            (yôm yhwh (´ädönäy)) when 
there will be world catastrophe and destruction. In this Joel text, the 
description is one of  God at work, the blood, fire and pillars of  smoke 
depicting both Egypt’s judgement and Israel’s liberation (Exo. 7:17; 
9:24; 19:18). It also describes God’s battle with his enemies, for example 
the blood and fire involved in the destruction of  Edom and Egypt (Isa. 
34:5–10; Ezek. 32:6–7; 38:22), and God’s judgement on all the nations 
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(Isa. 34:6, 10). The darkened sun and moon appear to refer back to the 
locust clouds and their disastrous consequences.27 

Birch notes that the central theme of  the proposed structure, the 
coming Day of  the LORD, is mentioned five times in Joel, and refers 
to a day of  both judgment (Joel 1:15; 2:1, 11) and salvation for Judah 
and Jerusalem (Joel 2:31; 3:14).28 These cosmic elements and portents 
are signs of  God’s presence and power, the climactic consummation of  
God’s purpose for the world in the end times; the whole cosmos will be 
affected.29

The second trio of  promises, as per the chiasm above, states that  
“everyone who calls                  (Köl ´ášer-yiqrä´) on the name of  the 
LORD              (Büšëm yhwh (´ädönäy)) shall be saved” and “among 
the survivors shall be those whom the LORD calls” (v.32). Here, 
God promises salvation and deliverance to his people whom he has 
called, and to all who call upon him, deliverance from the disaster and 
destruction which the day of  judgement will bring. Hubbard states that 
this promise of  deliverance and rescue is only for those who call on 
the name of  the LORD, for those with an “exclusive commitment to 
Yahweh, God of  Israel”, for those who deeply sense that they are called 
by God.30 “The name of  the LORD is a strong tower; the righteous 
man runs into it and is safe” (Prov. 18:10; 1 Kgs. 18:24, 26, 36, 39; Isa. 
26:20, 21; Zeph. 2:3).

These will be preserved as though in Jerusalem and Mount Zion, 
symbols of  God’s dwelling place, but in the context, not necessarily 
indicating a physical, geographical place. When God’s Spirit is poured 
out as promised, God’s presence and dwelling-place will be with, even 

27 Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 75–76.
28 Birch, Hosea, Joel, and Amos, 128.
29 Birch, Hosea, Joel, and Amos, 153.
30 Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 76–77.
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31 Birch, Hosea, Joel, and Amos, 130–131.
32 Birch, Hosea, Joel, and Amos, 152.
33 Birch, Hosea, Joel, and Amos, 153.
34 Wolff, Joel and Amos, 69–70.

within, his people, and they will be kept safe by the Lord. While the 
words do not explicitly suggest the salvation of  other nations, there is a 
strong possibility that “everyone” signifies their inclusion. Birch affirms 
that a central theme of  the book is the presence of  God, that despite 
their troubles and circumstances, God is present among his people to 
help, save, and deliver them when they call to him in repentance and 
trust (Joel 3:16b).31  

So Joel’s prophecy contains an eschatological focus with the cosmic 
signs (Joel 2:30–31) as the prophet tells of  God’s salvation in the 
future end times when his salvation will finally be complete,32 that the 
present salvation for “everyone who calls on the name of  the LORD” 
changes to “those whom the LORD calls” (Joel 2:32), where Paul refers 
to as salvation for all by confession of  faith, both Jews and Gentiles 
confessing Jesus Christ as Lord (Rom. 10:13). In this way Joel gives 
hope to the people that the present restoration they experience is only 
a foretaste of  God’s ultimate salvation; therefore they must continue to 
be faithful to call to God till they see the great day of  salvation in the 
end times.33 This gives to the prophecy a very long and as yet unknown 
span of  time until it is finally fulfilled.

It is generally held that Joel’s prophecy is in an adapted form in the 
New Testament, with “expanded meanings … reference to Jesus 
as well as the extension of  its validity to all humanity.”34 Many Old 
Testament scholars note the stark differences in context: the original 
audience was Jerusalemites and Judeans; the national crises of  the 
locust plague, economic disaster, and religious or spiritual decline; 
the declared original intention to bring the people of  Judah back to 
God in repentance; the message of  comfort to them in the midst of  
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their crises; God’s promise of  divine intervention and restoration. 
These were the elements of  Joel’s message; even so, the prophecy 
was intended for the generations to come, “Tell your children of  it, 
and let your children tell their children, and their children to another 
generation” (Joel 1:3). Notwithstanding, most biblical scholars still 
strongly affirm that Joel’s prophecy is for “Joel’s Israel” in its original 
context.35 Many scholars argue that the word “Gentiles” is not 
mentioned in Joel’s prophecy. Older commentators of  the book of  Joel 
write of  “Jewish particularism”, “fleshly and Jewishly particularistic”, 
Yahweh “pro-Israel and opposed to foreign nations”, and “the theology 
of  Joel is extremely Israel centred”, which is not so with other classical 
prophetic books with their “message of  universalism”,36 referring to 
all nations. However, to the contrary, as mentioned earlier, Barton’s 
and Hulst’s arguments hinge on seeing in Joel a hint that the words “all 
flesh” and “everyone” point to an inclusive salvation of  Gentiles in line 
with rabbinical eschatological teaching about universalism, the righteous 
among the nations or universal recognition of  God.

According to Birch, there are problematic elements of  Joel’s vision 
that are contrary to New Testament teaching. However, references to 
God as a warrior (Joel 2:20) fighting against Judah’s enemies, to give 
one example, must be read in historical context, for at that time Judah 
could only see her neighbours as hostile powers and political threats. 
Joel encouraged them, challenging them to find refuge and salvation in 
the God who is faithful, a stronghold in times of  crisis, and sovereign 
above all the violence and hostile powers in the world.37

Ogden and Deutsch state that the early Church used Joel’s text to 
establish a continuity of  faith from the OT and that “Paul’s expansion 

35 Christopher R. Seitz, Joel, The International Theological Commentary on the Holy 
Scripture of  the Old and New Testaments (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2016), 
199.
36 Barton, Joel and Obadiah, 34.
37 Birch, Hosea, Joel, and Amos, 161–162.
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of  Joel’s words represents a bold assertion that the wide embrace of  the 
gospel of  Christ and his church stood firmly in the old faith tradition. 
In addition, the early Church, by using a method of  interpretation 
familiar to the rabbis and other Jewish groups, claimed for the church at 
least an equality with the synagogue as inheritors of  the true faith.”38 

Therefore, this study moves on from the above examination of  
Joel 2.28–32 as given to his original audience in Judah to the New 
Testament reading of  Joel’s prophecy as in Acts 2. There, the essence 
of  Joel’s message moves into a whole new realm, to a wider theological 
spectrum and an expanded biblical understanding of  the Holy Spirit 
and the Christian faith. To touch on many subjects not literally 
mentioned in Joel’s text, topics such as the Day of  Pentecost, tongues 
of  fire, Spirit baptism, speaking in tongues, the gifts of  the Spirit, 
salvation for all peoples, including Gentiles and double-fulfilment. In 
the New Testament, Peter, Luke, and Paul gave new meaning to Joel’s 
original message.

2. The Apostolic Interpretation of  Joel’s Prophecy in Acts 2 and 
the Theological Significance in the Age of  Salvation

Peter’s rendition in Acts 2 refers to the fulfilment of  Joel 2 using the 
time phrase “in the last days” instead of  “afterward”. Peter’s adaptation 
of  the prophecy is secondary and occasioned by the new developments 
around Christ and the church, just as many Old Testament prophecies 
and texts are prismatic to New Testament theology. Here, Luke has re-
signified Joel’s text.39  
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Fulfilment of  the Promised Holy Spirit

One of  the main themes in the prophetic books and in Joel, the 
Day of  the Lord, particularly in Acts 2:19–20 from Joel 2:30–32 has 
not been fulfilled yet on the Day of  Pentecost.40 Charles K. Barrett 
describes, “Luke’s understanding of  eschatology: God has begun, but 
not completed, the work of  fulfilment; Christians are living in the 
last days, but the last day has not yet come.”41 Joel did not mention 
the way in which God’s Spirit will be poured out or when it will take 
place. There is no detail on the phenomenon nor any description of  
the manifestation but only God’s promise of  his Spirit through the 
prophets namely Joel, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Zechariah, and promise declared 
by Jesus Christ that the Father will send the Holy Spirit and that the 
disciples should wait for the Father’s promise in Jerusalem as they will 
be baptised with the Holy Spirit not many days from Jesus’ ascension 
(Luke 24:49; Acts 1:4–5, 8). 

On the Day of  Pentecost in Acts 2, when the Holy Spirit was poured 
out upon Jesus’ disciples, they were filled with the Holy Spirit and 
began to speak in other tongues (Acts 2:1–4). After being baptised 
by the Holy Spirit, Peter preached to the people that what had just 
happened was indeed the fulfilment of  Joel 2 as affirmed by NT 
scholars like I. Howard Marshall, David G. Peterson, C. K. Barrett, and 
others, as well as Pentecostal scholars, namely French L. Arrington, 

40 F. F. Bruce, The Book of  the Acts, New International Commentary on the New 
Testament, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 61–62. Also see Craig L 
Blomberg, From Pentecost to Patmos: Acts to Revelation: An Introduction and Survey 
(Leicester: Apollos, 2006), 27.
41 Charles K. Barrett, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Acts of  the Apostles: 
Preliminary Introduction and Commentary on Acts I – XIV, International Critical 
Commentary, Vol. 1 in Two Volumes (London: T&T Clark, 2004, repr. 2008), 135.
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Stanley M. Horton, The Book of  Acts (Springfield: Gospel Publishing House, 1981), 38.
43 James L. Crenshaw, ed., Joel: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, 
The Anchor Bible Commentaries, volume 24, part 3 (New York: Doubleday, 1995), 
171–172.
44 Blomberg, From Pentecost, 27. Also see Herbert F. Stevenson, Three Prophetic Voices: 
Studies in Joel, Amos and Hosea (London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1971), 30. 
Stevenson thinks the outpouring as prophesied by Joel was fulfilled on the Day of  
Pentecost. With the proviso that, although Peter uses the term “the last days” (Acts 
2:16–21), recognises the gospel era as extending from the day of  Christ’s ministry on 
earth to his Second Advent.

Stanley M. Horton, among others.42

“In the Last Days”

In the New Testament, and through intertextual interpretation of  
the Scriptures, “I will pour out my Spirit” as foretold in Joel 2:28–32 
indicates that God will bestow the “Holy Spirit” in a renewed and 
powerful manner, as acknowledged and confirmed by Peter during the 
Day of  Pentecost (Acts 2:17–21; 2:1–2). Jesus had promised to send 
the Holy Spirit through baptism of  the Holy Spirit (Luke 24:49; John 
14:16–17, 26; 15:26; Acts 1:5, 8) in the New Covenant age, which Peter 
refers to as “the last days” (Acts 2:17), from the Day of  Pentecost and 
continuing until Jesus Christ returns. 

James L. Crenshaw affirms that Peter’s rendition in Acts 2 changed the 
temporal expression of  “afterwards” to “in the last days”.43 “The last 
days” which have come through Jesus (Heb. 1:1–2), signify the “day 
of  salvation”, the time during which the Holy Spirit works in building 
Christ’s church until he returns.44 Marshall echoes, “Peter regards Joel’s 
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prophecy as applying to the last days, and claims that his hearers are 
now living in the last days. God’s final act of  salvation has begun to 
take place.”45 Jerome Kodell, in his examination of  Peter’s sermon that 
quoted Joel’s prophecy, “identifies the resurrection and ascension of  
Jesus as the occasion for the general bestowing of  this gift”.46 Arrington 
states, “As Peter affirmed, the period between the first and second 
coming of  Christ is the last days.”47 

“All Flesh”

                                                                “I will pour out my Spirit on 
all flesh” (Acts 2:17) means God pours out the Holy Spirit upon all 
peoples, a promise first fulfilled on the Day of  Pentecost among the 
120 believers assembled in the upper room (Acts 1:13) when the Holy 
Spirit baptised and filled all of  them. Strazicich views the function of  
the phrase “all flesh” (Acts 2:17) in Luke’s re-contextualization as only 
applicable to those who call upon the name of  Jesus.48 Significantly, 
that fulfilment on the Day of  Pentecost was the first of  many, the 
inaugural outpouring of  his Spirit, the beginning of  this supernatural 
phenomenon of  God pouring out his Spirit on all mankind. John 
Calvin explains that God pours his Spirit more abundantly in the “new” 
church and gospel era,49 on men and women of  all ranks, conditions, 
states and ages, from prophets to servants and slaves in the church.50 
Calvin views this as “the gift of  the Spirit given to the Church after the 
advent of  Christ”, and abundantly.51 Therefore, there will be a greater 

45 Marshall, Acts, 73. 
46 Jerome Kodell, Lamentations, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, Obadiah, Joel, Second Zechariah, 
Baruch (Wilmington: Michael Glazier, 1982), 146.
47 Arrington, Acts, 29.
48 Strazicich, Joel’s Use, 280.
49 John Calvin, A Commentary on The Prophet Joel: An Exposition by John Calvin (First 
Delivered as Lectures in The Theological School at Geneva), Geneva Series 
Commentary, The Book of  Joel (London: Banner of  Truth Trust, 1958), 83–84.
50 Calvin, Joel, 87.
51 Calvin, Joel, 80–82.
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134.
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and increasing fulfilment of  Joel’s prophecy in the last days of  the 
church (and gospel) era. 

Subsequent accounts in Acts record believers, Jews and Gentiles alike, 
being baptised or filled with the Spirit (Acts 8:17; 9:17; 10:44–47; 11:15; 
15:8; 19:6) for Christ makes no distinction between them (Rom. 10:11–
13, citing Joel 2:32). F. F. Bruce refers “on all flesh” as the “whole 
human race”, the “worldwide Gentile mission”.52 The outpouring of  
the Spirit as fulfilled in the New Testament is nothing less than the 
New Covenant with Israel as promised by Old Testament prophets (Jer. 
31:31–34; 32:14–26; Ezek. 34:25–31; 36:22–32), and Peterson affirms 
God’s promise is for “all” God’s people in the last days, including 
believing Samaritans and Gentiles.53 

“Democratization of  the Spirit”

Acts 2 is not only the fulfilment of  Joel’s prophecy but also Isaiah 
32:15; 44:3, and clearly in Ezekiel 36:27, where God promises “I will 
put My Spirit within you”. Wonsuk Ma stresses that Joel 3.1–3 (MT) 
speaks of  “the universality of  the prophetic gift”,54 highlighting the 
“democratization of  the spirit to the people” during the period of  
eschatological salvation. This is linked to the Spirit in exilic literature 
such as Isaiah 32:16–20; 44:3.55 Ma states, “the coming age of  salvation 
is envisaged as a time when prophecy is given to everyone in the 
community.”56 In essence, this future fulfilment is fundamental to 
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the Pentecostal interpretation of  Joel’s prophecy as directly linked to 
the outpouring of  the Spirit on the day of  Pentecost (Acts 2), with 
prophecies, dreams, and visions becoming universal phenomena which 
will continue until Jesus’ return. Lloyd Neve sees Joel’s prophecy as a 
watershed57 and a turning point for understanding the ministry of  the 
Spirit of  God, with this shift in form from a charismatic spirit given to 
certain individuals to the indwelling and filling of  the Spirit of  God for 
all believers.58 

The Holy Spirit Transcends Boundaries

God gives the Holy Spirit to your sons                 and your daughters  
                        , your youths                         and your elders 
                           , and they shall “prophesy”                      ,  
“see visions”                     , and “dream dreams”                  
(v.17) relates to the prominent Voice of  the Spirit as God 
communicates and speaks to his people through the Holy Spirit, 
with manifestation of  the works and gifts of  the Holy Spirit (Acts 
9:10; 10:3,17,19; 11:5; 16:9-10; 18:9; 2 Pet. 1:20–21). It is not a strict 
specification that only young people can see visions or that only old 
men can dream dreams. It is an emphasis that everyone can receive, 
see, and hear the Holy Spirit speak to them. Peter explains, “Being 
therefore exalted at the right hand of  God and having received from 
the Father the promise of  the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that 
you yourselves are seeing and hearing” (Acts 2:33). God pours out the 
Holy Spirit on all peoples, transcending all boundaries, giving them the 
gifts of  the Holy Spirit regardless of  social status and gender, where  
bondservants, male slave            and female slave          (v.18) shall be 
filled with the Holy Spirit and shall prophesy (Acts 11:28; 21:10; 1 Cor. 
12:10). 

57 Lloyd Neve, The Spirit of  God in the Old Testament (Tokyo: Seibunsha, 1972), 60.
58 Neve, The Spirit, 79.
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Crenshaw stressed that Peter’s rendition in Acts 2 added the word “God 
declares”; that he reversed the “old men and young men”, and added 
“they shall prophesy” after the inclusion of  male servants and female 
servants.59 The significance of  this is that prophecies, revelations, 
dreams, and visions are no longer the monopoly of  priests, prophets 
or selected leaders in the Jewish community. But, anointed by the Spirit 
and “unauthorised” as far as institutions or structures are concerned, 
all people, young and old, and even servants, will receive prophecies, 
dreams, and visions. All people are able to receive the Holy Spirit and 
have personal spiritual experiences with God.

A Prophetic Community and Empowerment for Missions

Jesus told his disciples about the Spirit-empowerment, “But you will 
receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will 
be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the end of  the earth” (Acts 1:8). On the day of  Pentecost, the Spirit-
empowered disciples spoke in other tongues and made proclamation 
of  “the mighty works of  God” (Acts 2:4–11). Peterson confirms the 
fulfilment of  Moses’ wish that the Spirit will enable all God’s people 
to prophesy (Num. 11:29) in Acts, where the Spirit of  prophecy is the 
knowledge of  God from the glorified Christ in the preaching of  the 
gospel and the basis of  ministry, and God guides Christians through the 
Spirit’s directing in prophecies, dreams, and visions.60

Scrazicich relates Luke re-signifying the gift of  tongues with prophecies 
in Acts 2 with an intertextual reading which was not in Joel’s horizon.61 
Marshall explains that prophecy and visions are evidence of  the Spirit 
being poured out even from the OT times, and broadly describes 
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tongues as a kind of  prophecy.62 More specifically for Pentecostals, 
Arrington contends that the first indicators of  the prophetic spirit 
(vv.17–18) are the Spirit’s enabling or spiritual experience of  “speaking 
in different tongues” (vv.9–11),63 which Horton explains as the 
utterance provided by the Spirit and not from the mind.64 Menzies 
affirms, according to Luke, that believers who receive the Pentecostal 
gift or are baptised in the Holy Spirit become “a prophetic community 
empowered for missions.”65

“The Day of  the Lord”

The description of  the cosmic phenomena that will take place before 
the day of  the Lord (vv.19–20) refers to the end times, where there 
will be tribulations.                                                       “the day of  the 
Lord … great and magnificent day” (v.20) is when Christ will finally 
return to judge the world and nations and it is the day of  redemption 
for those who belong to God (Matt. 24:29; Rom. 8:10–13, 23; 1 Cor. 
15:12–28; 1 Pet. 2:11; Heb. 2:5–9; Rev. 6:8–12; 8:7–11:19, 20:11). It 
is also called “the day of  the Lord” in 1 Thessalonians 5:2 and “the 
great day of  God the Almighty” in Revelation 16:14. These signs 
were not fulfilled on the day of  Pentecost, but will be fulfilled at the 
second coming of  Christ when God eradicates sin from the world 
and recreates a new earth (Isa. 65:17–25; 66:18–24; Zeph. 3:8–20; 
Rev. 2:1–27). For this reason, the prophetic books are often viewed 
as indicating a two-part fulfilment, some promises fulfilled and some 
not yet. Busenitz views that Peter quoted the supernatural display of  
terrestrial and celestial wonders as an incentive to call on the name of  

62 Marshall, Acts, 73.
63 Arrington, Acts, 23.
64 Horton, Acts, 33.
65 Robert P. Menzies, “Luke’s Understanding of  Baptism in the Holy Spirit: A 
Pentecostal Dialogues with the Reformed Tradition”, Journal of  Pentecostal Theology 16 
(Leiden: Brill, 2008), 100.
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the Lord,66 which signifies the second advent.67 Bruce views the cosmic 
signs as either figuratively referring to the crucifixion with lunar eclipse 
and full moon at Passovertide (Lk. 23:45) or yet to be fulfilled.68 

Salvation in Jesus Christ

The fulfilment of  Joel’s prophecy in the New Covenant was adapted by 
Peter for the New Testament community, therefore 
                                                       “everyone who calls upon the name 
of  the Lord shall be saved” (v.21) refers exclusively to the name of  
Jesus Christ. The Lord in Joel refers to Yahweh. In Acts 2, the Lord 
refers to Jesus Christ. Peter effectively made an equivalence between 
Yahweh and Jesus Christ, whom he called Lord. Therefore, the Acts 2 
passage in quoting Joel has very important Christological significance. 

Peter refers to David’s prophecy on the coming Messiah, and pointed 
to Jesus as “Lord and Christ” (v.36), the Messiah who has come and 
just as Jesus himself  had declared his messianic role (Acts 2:22–28; 
Psa. 16:8–11; 2 Sam. 7:12–16; Psa. 110:1; Mk. 12:35–57).69 Peter also 
proclaims, “in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy” (1 Pet. 3:15), 
alludes to “the LORD of  hosts, him you shall honor as holy” (Isa. 
8:13). Therefore, whoever calls on the name of  the Lord Jesus Christ 
shall be saved. 

Joel’s prophecy on salvation by calling on the name of  the LORD 
(Joel 2:32) is extended to all peoples and fulfilled in this ecclesiological 
age. Peter skipped the whole line of  Joel’s prophecy 2:32b, “For in 
Mount Zion and in Jerusalem there shall be those who escape, as the 
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LORD has said, and among the survivors shall be those whom the 
LORD calls.” For the simple reason that he is addressing people in the 
gospel era, where there is no limitation of  salvation to those who are 
in Jerusalem or Mount Zion. Blomberg refers to this as the first hint to 
the disciples in Acts that the gospel is also for the Gentiles.70 According 
to Hubbard, the key to “understanding God’s redemption activity is 
the prophecy of  the Spirit’s coming” (2:28–32 cf. Acts 2:14–41), that Joel’s 
prophecy may be described as the gospel invitation, “whoever calls on 
the name of  the Lord shall be saved” (Acts 2:21).71 

Paul preached salvation through confessing Jesus as Lord, “Kyrios”  
(         in Septuagint, and YHWH in Hebrew), is to confess that he is 
Yahweh, “if  you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe 
in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” 
(Rom. 10:9). Paul also alludes Joel 2:32 when he said, “everyone who 
calls on the name of  the Lord will be saved” (Rom. 10:13), giving new 
meaning to Joel’s prophecy that salvation includes Jews and Gentiles. 
Paul and Silas preached the gospel to the jailers, “Believe in the Lord 
Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household” (Acts 16:31). Paul 
also proclaims, “so that at the name of  Jesus every knee should bow, in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that 
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of  God the Father” (Phil. 2:10–11) as 
he uses the allusion from prophet Isaiah, “To me every knee shall bow, 
every tongue shall swear allegiance” (Isa. 45:23). Hubbard highlights 
that from Pentecost and the birth of  the church, this allegiance to the 
Lord refers to all believers as the new Israel, whether Jews or Gentile 
(Rom 1:16; 10:12; Gal. 3:6–9; 6:16; Eph. 2:11–22), means “to profess 
oneself  a Christian” (Acts 9:14, 21; 22:16; 1 Cor. 1:2; 2 Tim. 2:22).72 
Ogden and Deutsch made a distinct hermeneutic clarification between 
Joel’s text and Peter’s sermon is that Peter claimed this prophecy for 

70 Blomberg, From Pentecost, 27.
71 Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 39–40.
72 Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 77–78.
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all humanity.73 Crenshaw affirms Peter widened the scope of  salvation, 
shortening that particular verse (Acts 2:21), making it universal, and 
identifying YHWH with Jesus of  Nazareth and the end times.74

 
Having established the hermeneutical differences and similarities in 
texts and contexts between Joel’s prophecy and Peter’s rendition of  its 
fulfilment and its theological significance for the gospel era, it is pivotal 
to recognise the magnitude and continuous works of  the Spirit of  
Pentecost in today’s universal church and the future. 

3. Concluding Reflection: The Spirit of  Pentecost in the 
21st Century

The foundational biblical texts in Joel 2 and Acts 2 on the Spirit of  
Pentecost are the basis for Pentecostal theology and spirituality. There 
have been many outpourings of  the Spirit, or awakenings, revivals, and 
renewals around the world,75 and God continues to pour out his Spirit 
on all flesh. The gospel is central as the Spirit empowers believers as 
witnesses (Acts 1:8) and leads people to salvation in Jesus Christ: “And 
it shall come to pass that everyone who calls upon the name of  the 
Lord shall be saved” (Acts 2:21). 

The Spirit of  Pentecost is like the hinge of  redemptive history, a 
transition from the old prophetic order of  endowment of  the Spirit 
on certain leaders and prophets, to the new age of  the indwelling Holy 
Spirit, where God’s presence is immanent in the church era. Above all, 
baptism in the Holy Spirit is a theophanic experience of  God and a 
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relationship with the triune God,76 filled with God’s presence and love, 
and ignited by the power of  the Holy Spirit, the missionary Spirit, with 
zeal and “passion for the kingdom”.77

For the 21st century, the Spirit of  Pentecost remains the chief  catalyst 
of  ecclesial renewal and global mission crossing socio-economic, 
cultural, and linguistic barriers. The democratisation of  the Spirit 
as promised in Joel 2 and fulfilled in Acts 2, the Spirit of  Pentecost 
affirms that every believer, regardless of  gender, age, or socio-economic 
status, can receive Spirit baptism. This provides a theological basis for 
the explosive growth of  the church, particularly in the Global South, 
when people from all ethnicities beyond boundaries, including the 
marginalised and disenfranchised, are Spirit-filled and Spirit-empowered 
for witness, evangelism, and missions in this age of  salvation and 
gospel era. Pentecostals are known for their worldwide evangelism and 
contextualisation.78

As we rethink mission, worship, and ministry for the next generation, 
we must return to the apostolic conviction that the “last days” are 
characterised by a Spirit-baptised prophetic community where the voice 
of  the Spirit is heard through members of  the body of  Christ. Indeed, 

76 Simon Chan, Pentecostal Theology and the Christian Spiritual Tradition (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic, 2003), 49; Frank D. Macchia, Baptized in the Spirit: A Global Pentecostal 
Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), 86.
77 Steven J. Land, Pentecostal Spirituality: A Passion for the Kingdom (Cleveland: CPT Press, 
2010), 163–75. 
78 See the four volumes of  Global Renewal Christianity: Vinson Synan and Amos Yong, 
eds., Global Renewal Christianity: Asia and Oceania Spirit-Empowered Movements: Past, Present, 
and Future, volume 1 (Lake Mary: Charisma House, 2016); Vinson Synan, Amos Yong, 
and Miguel Alvarez, eds., Global Renewal Christianity: Latin America Spirit-Empowered 
Movements: Past, Present, and Future, volume 2 (Lake Mary: Charisma House, 2016); 
Vinson Synan, Amos Yong, and J. Kwabena Asamoah-Gyadu, eds., Global Renewal 
Christianity: Spirit-Empowered Movements: Past, Present, and Future, volume 3: Africa (Lake 
Mary: Charisma House, 2016); Vinson Synan and Amos Yong, eds., Global Renewal 
Christianity: Europe and North America Spirit-Empowered Movements: Past, Present, and 
Future, volume 4 (Lake Mary: Charisma House, 2017).
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Wonsuk Ma affirms that Pentecostals have been actively involved in 
saving souls since the early twentieth century and extended to caring 
for the needy in mercy mission, compassion mission, justice mission, 
engaging with society, holistic mission, and more.79 The Spirit-baptised 
church, being the prophetic community, needs to respond to crises 
in the 21st century with holistic and integral missions, addressing the 
ecological crisis, social fragmentation, economic issues, armed conflicts, 
pandemic, food insecurity, forced migration, human rights violations, 
human trafficking, gender equality, cybercrimes, and humanitarian 
catastrophes. The Spirit-filled community is also called to be a 
prophetic voice to powers, address suffering, advocate for justice and 
creation care.

The Spirit of  Pentecost, with enduring theological significance, from 
the promise to the ongoing fulfilment, continues to fill and empower 
believers across generations and nations and lead the church in faithful 
witness to Christ. Believers continue to seek God for new outpourings 
of  the Spirit for renewed passion for the kingdom in the 21st century. 
More than ever, the church needs the Holy Spirit to strengthen the 
synergy between churches and mission organisations to fulfil the Great 
Commission.80
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