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Evangelism:
Theology, Message, and
Methods
by Samuel A. Owens

f one goes by the current evangelistic
statistics being bandied about in the
Christian conununity today, the
conclusion would logically follow
that revival is breaking out in various
places around the world. For example,
we hear that there are over 75 million
"born agam ·· persons in the United
States; tha t over !6.000 people per d:P,r
are being added to the church 111
sub-Sahara Africa . that Kenya is a
Christian nation. Mission groups and
individuals share fantastic "war stories"
of the vast numbers who " make a
decision" for Christ through their
ministries.
But where are the people who have
"made decisions?'' Where is the
evidence of these supposed "revivals?"
Surely if true God-sent revival were
taking place there would be tremendous
change in the life-style of individuals
and in the face of nations . 1 But, for the

I

most part, one searches in vain for such
evidence
What is the problem? How can so
many "make decisions for Christ" with
so little effect? It would appear to be
the case, as J. I. Packer has noted, that
much of modem rninistry/evanglism
may be characterized as "well meant,
God-shrinking, success-oriented ."2
Whil e not at all questioning the motives
of most of the current evangelistic
endeavors, far too often success has
come to mean, not obedience to God
and faithfulness to the message and
methods consistent with His Word, but
the numbers produced, how many
"decisions" can be counted.
It is the contention here that our main
problems in modem evangelism are
theological: either having a faulty
theology, or making a separation
between theology and practice. There is
an obvious correlation between belief
and practice. Our pactice demonstrates
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our true beliefs, and our beliefs should
govern our practice. And truth
(theology) should detennine our beliefs .
This article is an attempt to focus
anew on the theological foundation of
true evangelism, and the resultant
consequences for our modem
evangelical message and methods . It is
a message which has been sounded by
others; 3 we wish to bring it before the
eyes of the church afresh .

Theology and Evangelism
lt is evident in evangelical circles today
that there is a great disparagement of
theology. It is seldom preached from the
pulpit and infrequently read by
Christians . Indeed, A.N. Martin has
commented that modem evangelicals
suffer from a mentality that regards
doctrine and theology as a medieval
hobgoblin!'1 TI1ere is often an inability
to see how theology and practice fit
together, and when this happens it is
usually theology that gets thrown out.
From this theological dearth flow
improper evangelistic methods and
often a less-than-biblical evangelistic
message.
While there are obviously many
biblical doctrines that impinge on the
evangelistic mandate of the Church, the
following stand out as central to the
task: -the sinfulness of man, the grace of
God, the nature of regenerationn and
conversion, and the basis of assurance.
Let' s look at these in turn .

The Sinfulness of Man
Scripture is clear and unequivocal
that man is a sinner. Man is a sinner by
his actions (Rom. 3:23; Isa. 53:6;
Psalm 14:1-3 ; Ecc. 7:20) and by his
relationship to Adam (Rom. 5:12-21),
which includes the imputation of guilt5
and the impartation of a sinful nature.
This latter truth, traditionally spoken of
as the doctrine of "original sin," is the
aspect that has the most bearing on our
present discussion .

Original Sin Defined
Original sin may be defined as "the
sinful state and condition in which men
are born ." It is so designated because:
" 1) it is derived from the original root
of the human race (Adad); 2) it is
present in the life of every individual
from the time of his birth, and ; 3) it is
the inward root of all the actual sins
that defile the life of man." 6 Simply
stated it refers to the corruption of our
whole nature.
The Bible clearly states that all
aspects of man's being are corrupt. "By
nature" we are children of wrath - that
is, objects of wrath (Eph. 2:3). By
actions we are also objects of God' s
wrath, but this verse refers to something
innate. Psalm 5 l :5 teaches that this is
something that we have from
conception, not something acquired by
actions during our lifetimes .
Every facet of man's being is
affected by original sin.7 1) His intellect
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is blinded (2 Cor. 4:4). His mind is
reprobate or disapproved (Rom 1:28).
His lll1derstanding is darkened,
separated from the life of God (Eph.
4: 18). 2) His affections a re degraded
and defiled (Rom. 1:21 , 24, 26; Titus
I : 15) 3) His will is enslaved to sin and
therefore stands in opposition to God
(Rom. 6:20; 8:6-7). 4) His heart is
deceitful and "incurable" (Jer. 17 9).
This pollution has been ably
summarized by P.E . Hughes :
Original sin, however
mysterious its nature may be,
tells us that the reality of sin is
something far deeper than the
mere outward commission of
sinful deeds ... . It tells us that
there is an inner root of
sinfulness which corrupts
man 's true nature and from
which his sinful deeds spring.
Like a deadly poison , sin has
penetrated to and infected the
very center of man's being:
hence his need for the total
experience of rebirth by which,
through the grace of God in
Jesus Christ, the restoration of
his true manhood is effected 8

Result of Original Sin- Total
Spiritual Inability
When we speak about man's spiritual
inability, we mean two things : 1) the
unregenerate person cannot do, say, or

think that which totally meets with
God' s approval, and therefore totally
fulfills God's law; and 2) the
lll1regenerate person is lll1able apart
from the special working of the Holy
Spirit to change the basic direction of
his life from sinful self-love to love for
God. 9
Man since the Fall has no ability to
please God or to obey Him (cf. Jer.
13:23; John 3:3, 5; 6:44, 45, 8:34-36;
15 :5; Rom 3: 10-18; 5:6; 6:16, 20;
8:7-8 ; I Cor. 2:14; Eph. 2:1-3; Rom
9:16, et.al.). This means "(a) that the
radical moral dispositions of every man
[are] opposed to that
obedience/pleasing, and (b) man has
absolutely no ability to change these
dispositions or (c) to exercise volitions
contrary to thern." 10

In other words, man is as bad off as he
can be before God:

0 He is spiritually dead Eph. 2:1
0 He walks as a lifestyle in trespasses
and sin Eph . 2:1-2
0 He is an enemy of and alienated
from God Rom. 5:10; Col. 1:21
0 He is ruled and dominated by satan
and the world system Eph. 2:2
0 He is unable to please God Rom.
8:8
0 He is unable to be subject to the law
of God Rom. 8:7
0 He cannot understand spiritual
truth I Cor. 2:14
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power of God w1to salvation" (Rom
1: 16).
The Scripture clearly testifies that
salvation is by the grace of God (e.g. ,
Eph. 2:5, 8). From election 13 to God ' s
call of sinners to salvation, through
justification and its attendants to
Now, here is a threefold cord
sanctification, perseverance, and
against heaven and holiness,
glorification, salvation is of God and
not ea si! y to be broken; a blind
from God and to God. It is God' s call to
mind, a perverse will , and
disorderl y distempered
salvation which has the most intimate
bearing on the issue at hand, the
affections The mind, swelled
with self-conceit, says, the man message and methods of evangelism .
should not stoop ; the will ,
The questions arise: What is the
opposite to the will of God,
relationship of conversion to grace? of
says, he will not; and the
God' s call to salvation? Is grace
corrupt affections, rising
unnecessary, and man can naturall y
against the Lord, in defence of
respond to the general gospel call (a
the corrupt will, say, he shall
denial of original sin/depravity/
not. Tims the poor creature
inability)? Is "prevenient" grace given
stands out against God and
to all men (overcoming depravity in all),
goodness, till a day of power
enabling all to respond to the gospel
comes, in which he ts made a
call ? Or is there an effectual grace/call
new creature. 11
of God (given only to the elect), wherein
the Spirit powerfully works to change
M:om is helpless (Ram . 5:6) and
the disposition of the heart, leading the
hopeless (Eph . 2: 12). The power of God person so called to respond with
must intervene! It must be the power of repentance and faith?
God in sovereign grace.
Biblically, the call of God is seen in
two different facets. 14 Verbal
The Grace of God
(universal) calling (which is the
The total depravity/inability is true, the
emphasis of the word in the synoptic
human will cannot be the decisive factor
gospels) is the call which comes
in salvation . For the human will is in
through
the proclamation of the gospel,
bondage to sin. 12 God must come in
inviting (Matt. 11 :28; John 7:37),
power to save if anyone is to be saved .
urging (2. Cor. 5 20), and commanding
As Scripture says, "the gospel is the

condemnation of God Jolm 3: 18, 36
Ar d the result is an utter inability to
recover himself Thoma~ Boston
summarized man 's predicament thusly:

-
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(Acts 2 38; 16 3 I; 17 30) sinners to
repent and believe (see Matt. 22: 14)
The umversal call is genuine, serious,
and earnest:
It is the promise of the gospel
that whoever believes in Christ
cmcified shall not pe1ish but
have eternal life. This promise,
together with the command to
repent and believe, ought to be
announced and declared
without differentiation or
discrimination to all nations
and people, to whom God in his
good pleasure sends the
gospel. 15
The effectual call (nonnal use of the
word outside the synoptics) of God is
not merely a general invitation but that
mystenous yet effectual work of God
through the Holy Spi1it which b1ings
man to saving faith in Jesus Christ. It
always results in the salvation of God's
elect. To those not called this way, the
gospel remains foolishness (cf. I Cor.
I :21-25). See Rom. 8:30; 11 :39; 2 Tim.
1:9; Heb. 3:1; Col. 1:9; Acts 13:48;
Ph1l. I :29; John 6:44; 2 Pet. 1: 10; 2
Thes. 2:14, et.al. 16
God is thus the efficwnt cause of
regeneration/conversion. 17 Our
salvation is of the will of the Father
(James I. 18), through the resurrection
of the Son (I Pet 13; Col. 2:9), by the
power ofthe Holy Spirit (John 3:5, 6;
Tit. 3 5) Note the statement of the

relationship between the divine and the
human in the following verses: John
1:12-13; 3 16 (in the context of3:5, 6);
Acts 16:14; 13:48; Acts 5:31; 11:18;
18:27; 2 Tim. 2:25-26; Eph. 2:8-9; Phi!
1:29; Jolm 5:21; Eph. 2:5; I John 5:4;
2:29 (the one who "has been born ... "perfect passive); John 6:37, 44
("dragged"), 45, 64, 65; John 10:3-6,
16, 26-29; Matt. 11 :25; 16: 15-17;
13:10, 11, 16; Luke 8:10; 10:21; I Pet.
1:3, 23; James 1:18; the uses of"call"e.g, Rom. 8:30; 2 Tim. 1:9; I Cor. 1:9.
It is thus clear that, as the fourteenth
century saint Thomas Bradwardine said
(following Augustine), "When we act
we are the ones who act, but He acts so
that we may act." Salvation is a gift
offered to all; it is a gift given to His
elect.
Historically, the Protestant
Refonners all were at one in these two
points: the helplessness of man in sin
and the sovereignty of God in grace;
and in proclaiming these they were
following in the footsteps of Paul;
Augustine, Wycliffe, etc. (and of Jesus
as is clearly seen in the gospel of John e.g., 5:21; 6:37,44, 65; 10:26; 17:6).
Note the comments of Packer:
The doctrine of justification
by faith was important to them
because it safeguarded the
principle of sovereign grace;
but it actually expressed for
them only one aspect of this
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principle, and that not its
deepest aspect. The sovereignty
of grace fotmd expression in
their thinking at a profotmder
level still , in the doctrine of
monergistic regeneration-the
doctrine, that is, that the faith
which receives Christ for
justification is itself the free gift
of a sovereign God, bestowed
by spiritual regeneration in the
act of effectual calling. To the
Reformers, the cmcial question
was not simply, whether God
justifies believers without
works of law. It was the
broader question, whether
sinners are wholly helpless in
their sin, and whether God is to
be thought of as saving them by
free, unconditional, invincible
grace, not only justifying them
for Christ's sake when they
come to faith, but also raising
them from the death of sin by
His quickening Spirit in order
to bring them to faith. Here was
the crucial issue: whether God
is the author, not merely of
lUStification, but also of faith ;
vhether, the last analysis,
hristianity is a religion of
~ter reliance on God for
.alvation and all things
necessary to it, or of
self-reliance and self-effort.

'Justification by faith only' is a
truth that needs interpretation .
TI1e principle of sola .fide is not
rightly understood till it is seen
as anchored in the broader
principle of sola gratia. What
is the source and status of
faith? Is it the God-given
means whereby the God-given
justification is received, or is it
a condition of justification
which it is left to man to fulfill?
Is it a part of God's gift of
salvation, or is it man's own
contribution to salvation? Is
our salvation wholly of God, or
does it ultimately depend on
something that we do for
ourselves? Those who say the
latter.. .thereby deny man's utter
helplessness in sin ... and [is] a
betrayal of the Reformation
(because it denied the
sovereignty of God in saving
sinners, which was the deepest
religious and theological
principle of the Reformers'
thought). 18
As Spurgeon noted, "Tme religion is
supernatural at its beginning,
supernatural in its continuance, and
supernatural in its close .. . It is all of
grace." 19 This biblical tmth obviously
has ramifications for modem
~vangelicals in the message and
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methods of sharing the good news of
Christ

The Nature of Regeneration
Regeneration is the act of God whereby
spiritually dead persons are made alive
(impa1ted with spiritual life) through
the Holy Spirit. It is God's
transformation of individual believers,
His giving a new spiritual vilality and
direction to their lives. It is entering into
the blessings of the New Covenant
(Ezek 36:25-27 ; Jer. 31:31-34).
Regeneration is described variously in
the New Testament. It is a new birth
from above (John 3 3, 6-7); a
" quickening" (making alive) (Col. 2: 13;
Eph. 2:4-5); a renewal ofthe Holy
Spirit (Titus 3:5); a new creation (2
Cor. 5: 17); a "new man" (Eph. 4:24).
The nature of regeneration may be
described thusly: 1) It is solely the work
· of God (John 1: 13). It is a creation by
divine generation . 2) lt is an
instantaneous change of man's nature
from spiritual death to spiritual life 3)
It is decisive (2 Cor. 5:17). The
regenerate man has ceased forever to be
the man he was; the old life is over, a
new life has begun. 4) It is mysterious
(John 3:8).
From the nature of regeneration flow
many consequences 2 ° For example,
Regeneration involves a whole reversal
of the person ' s natural tendencies (Gal.
5 24-25) and a counteracti1mg of the
effects of sin (Eph. 2: 1-10). It is the

beginning of a process of growth which
continues throughout one's lifetime
(Eph. 2:10). And it produces a "new
sensitivity to spiritual things, a new
direction of life, and an increasing
ability to obey God" 21 (I John 2:29;
3 :4-9; 5: 18; 2 Pet. 1 :3ff; Rom 6:2).
In other words, when a person has
been truly regenerated by God, his life
changes. A life of faith and repentance
is begun. Although indwelling sin
remains and conflict is real (Rom 7;
Gal. 5), the dominion of sin is broken
(Rom 6), and he can no longer live a
lifestyle of sin (I John 3 :4-9). He does
not walk after the flesh, but after the
Spirit, being led by the Spirit (Rom. 8).
There is a God-consciousness and a
God-directedness characteristic of his
life, and he perseveres in holiness (Heb.
12:14; 3:6, 14).

The Nature of Conversion
Regeneration, the implanting of a new
life within us, is inseparable from
conversion, the action of a person in
turning to Christ. It is spoken of
variously as a "turning to God from
idols to serve a living and true God" (I
Thes. 1:9), "repentance toward God and
faith in our Lord Jesus Christ" (Acts
20:21), "believing in the Lord Jesus"
(Acts 16:31), etc. From Scripture it is
evident that conversion involves two
components- faith and repentance.
These are not to be separated, for true
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faith involves repentance and true
repentance involves faith.
True saving faith involves the whole
person. It involves the mind of
22
man~Certain truths must be known.
It involves the affections~an assent to
the revelation of God's power and grace
as applicable to the needs of the soul. It
involves the will and heart~trust which
shows itself in a surrender of the soul as
guilty and defiled to Christ (Matt.
11 :28-29) and a reception and
appropriation of Christ as the source of
pardon and life (John 1:12; Ram. 10:9,
10). True faith thus involves
self-renunciation, reliance on Christ,
and appropriation of Christ to
ourselves.
Likewise, true repentance includes an
intellectual aspect (a knowledge of the
holiness and majesty of God, Isa. 6:5),
an emotional aspect (a heartfelt sorrow
for sin, 2 Cor. 7:10), and a volitional
aspect (a tuming from sin and a change
of purpose and motivation, Matt. 16:24,
e.g.). Biblically repentance is metanoia,
a change of mind or heart, a change in
the entire person and in his outlook ori
life; and it is epistrepho, a total change
in behaviour, a reversal of one's life
style, a complete tumaround? 3
At their core, both faith and
repentance are mysteries: both are the
task of man, yet both are the work and
gift of God We are commanded to
believe, and justification ts by faith

(Rom 3:28; 1:16; 10: 17; John 3 16;
20:31; I John 5:4, Acts 16:31). Yet
faith is the fruit of election (Acts
13 :48): the result of regeneration (I
John 5:1; John 1:12-13) and an
operation ofthe Spirit (I Cor. 12:3).
The Father enables us to come to Jesus
(John 6:65); Jesus is the Author of our
faith (Heb. 12:2); and God is said to
bestow faith (Phi! 1:29; Eph 2:8-9).
Likewise, repentance is the act of man
(Isa. 55:7; Exek. 33:11; Matt. 4:17;
Acts 3:19; 17:30; 26:18; 26:20) and is
also the work/gift of God (Acts 5:31;
11:18; 2 Tim. 2:25). Conversion is a
deep miracle--a gift of God (e.g., Acts.
16:14) while at the same time the
response of the one called in faith and
repentance 24
Thus, simply put, conversion,
means commitment to God in
response to mercy from God,
and consists in repentance and
faith. In Scripture these two
overlap. Repentance is not just
regretful remorse, but a total
about-tum in one's thoughts,
aims, and acts, so that one
leaves the paths of self-willed
disobedience to serve God in
faith and faithfulness. Faith is
not just believing Christian
truth, but forsaking
self-confidence and man-made
hopes to trust wholly in Christ
and his cross for pardon, peace,
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and life, so that henceforth one
Jives to one's lover-God in
?6
.
thankful, pentient ob ed tence.-

The Basis of Assurance
From whence comes assurance of
,;1l vation. the settled conviction that one
is truly converted and is indeed a child
of God? In Scripture the assurance of
salvation is grounded in three areas: the
Word of God, the ministries of the Holy
Spirit, and a changed life.
The first foundation of assurance is
the Word of God. Involved in this
fotmdation are 1) the recognition of the
inunutability of the gifts and calling of
God 2) an acceptance of the promises
of God as true for me: and 3) an
intelligent understanding of the nature
of salvation: salvation reaches the
highest place of privilege and blessing;
the believer has been justified,
regenerated, redeemed, reconciled-all
by the propitiatory atonement of Christ
and all of grace.
The second foundation of assurance
are the ministries of the Holy Spirit.
There is first of all the inner witness of
the Spirit and the conviction He gives
27
that I am a son of God (Rom. 8:16). ·
Secondly, there is His special working
of making real the presence of God
(John 14:21-23).
The third ground of assurance is the
resultant life-style of the convert-ed
(2Pet 1:10; 2 Cor. 13:5 ; I John) 28
This life-style is ethical-obedience to

the commands of God (I John 2:3-6;
3:4-1 0), doctrinal-correct belief
regarding Christ (i John 2:18-27;
4: 1-6), and relational-love for the
brethren (I John 2 :7-11; 3: 11-18;
4:7-21). These lead to confidence and
assurance (J John 3:21; 5:13-21).
As we have noted in other areas,
there is the possibility of both true and
false assurance. True assurance
involves the interplay of the three
.
grounds mentioned above. 29 [ t ts
an
assurance that may be more weak or
strong at different periods of one' s life.
And an increase of assurance is
continually to be sought inn the
communion with God which is
on-going. But there is also a false
assurance which cann be had. We see
many professing a saving relationship
with Christ who are Jiving like the devil,
having no God-centered life nor a desire
for holiness. Note the following contrast
between true and false assurance:)
1). True assurance begets unfeigned
humility; false assurance begets
spititual pride (I Cor . 5:10; Gal. 6:14).
2). True assurance leads to increased
diligence in the practice of holiness; the
false leads to sloth and self-indulgence
(Ps 51:12, 13 , 19).
3). True assurance leads to candid
self-examination and a desire to be
searched and corrected by God; the
false leads to a disposition to be
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need, and made conscious of its own
satisfied with appearance and to avoid
utter helplessness even to trust, casts
accurate investigation (Ps. 139:23 , 24).
itself in the God-given confidence of
4). The true leads to constant
self-despair upon the mercy of Christ
aspirations after more intimate
Jesus ." 32 Either modem evangelicals
fellowship with God which is not true
have abandoned the Scriptural doctrine,
of false assurance (I John 3:2, 3).
or they are involved in practices which
5. True assurance rests upon what God
contradict it. Let' s examine this further.
. says; false upon what man says (Heb.
6:17, 18; Ps. 118:8; Pr. 28:26) .30
The Message of Modern
These doctrines-the sinfulness of
Evangelism
man, the sovereign grace of God, the
Differences between much oftoday' s
nature of regeneration and conversion,
preaching
and that of Jesus are not
the basis of assurance--are crucial in
petty: they are enom1ous. The chief
any evaluation of modem evangelistic
methods and the message which is being errors are not in emphasis or approach
but in the heart of the Gospel
shared. It is to these which we now
message.33
turn.
Modem evangelism is conspicuous
The Message and Methods of
by its distilling of the gospel into "Four
Modern Evangelism
Laws" or the "ABC ' s of New Life" or
"Steps to Peace with God," etc. There
As one surveys the message and
methods of much (most I?) modem
is no doubt that there are central and
evangelism it becomes readily apparent
elementary principles of the gospel: sin,
that what is being said or done is not in
redemption by the blood of Christ, and
the demand for faith and repentance.
congruence with the doctrine of
Scripture. To say the least, "it is rare
Yet, as Murray rightl y notes, two facts
today to hear proclaimed the diagnosis
must be kept in mind:34 1) The
of our predicament which Luther-and
Scripture pattern will not support the
Scripture-put forward: that man is
conclusion that the central message of
hopeless and helpless in sin, fast bound
the gospel is the exclusive content of the
in Satan 's slavery, at enmity with God,
message of evangelism, and; 2) the
blind and dead to the things of the
central message itself cannot properly
Spirit." 3 1 As a consequence, "how
be presented or understood except as it
rarely do we hear faith spoken of as
is presented in the context of the whole
Scripture depicts it- as it is expressed
counsel ofGod.
in the cry of self-committal with which •
In other words, the bihlicaf message
the contrite heart, humbled to see its
of evangelism is the whole counsel of
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God . The Spirit uses the truth of God to
change lives, whether it be to bring a
sinner to conversion or to build up and
instruct the saint. When God is
preached, the Spirit can use that truth to
convict men of their smallness and sin,
and of the greatness and holiness of
God. When Christ is uplifted, men are
pointed to the Saviour and Lord. When
sin is preached, men are shown their
state before a hol y God, their utter
helplessness and hopelessness. When
wrath, condemnation, and hell are
preached, men are shown their destiny
outside of Christ. When the cross is
declared, its saving efficacy is made
known. When heaven is proclaimed, the
hope of those in Christ is set forth .
What has been the result of our
distillation of the gospel into a few "key
points, " of our failure to preach the
whole counsel of God? In a nutshell,
the emphasis of evangelism has been
perverted (however unintentionally): it
has become man-centered rather than
God-centered. Let's analyze this further
by a series of questions 35
First, where is the preaching today
on the character of God? How is He
exalted and brought honor? Does the
sinner know who God is, this One with
whom he has to do, this One whom he
has offended, and who threatens him
with destruction? Does he know the
One who is able to save him?

Much of modem preaching is
anaemic, with the life-blood of God's
nature absent from the message.
Evangelists centre their message upon
man. Man has sinned and missed a
great blessing. If man wants to retrieve
his immense loss he must act thus and
so. But the Gospel of Christ is very
different. It begins with God and His
glory. It tells men that they have
offended a holy God, who will be no
means pass by sin. It reminds sinners
that the only hope of salvation is to be
found in the grace and power of this
same God. Christ' s gospel sends men to
beg pardon of the Holy One. 36
Is it not a great mistake to assume
that sinners know who God is? The
whole gospel message depends upon the
character of God . :'If you rush into four
easy steps to Heaven with a man who
has a defective view of God, you will
deceive him and yourself. You may lead
him to pray after you, and you will be
praying to the God of glorious holiness.
But when he repeats 'God' in his
prayer, he will be praying to another
God, or at best to his ' unknown
God. "' 37
Second, where is the preaching of
the law of God? In saying this, we are
also saying, where is the preaching of
the sinfulness and depravity of man?
For, "by the law is the knowledge of
sin" (Rom 3:20). We give lip service to
the concept of sin, but very rarely are
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God' s holy standards clearly set forth,
so that man may be shown to be a
sinner, ungodly, unrighteous, helpless,
under wrath and condemnation, and
indeed, an enemy of God (Rom.
5:6-10). We want to quickly get to the
cross of Christ, but a man will not flee
to a Saviour unless and until he sees
himself for what he is- an ungodly
person who deserves the condemnation
of God, a person who can do absolutely
nothing to save himself. It is only when
a man has been wounded by the law of
God that the balm of the gospel can
have its effect. 38 It is the sharp needle
of the law that makes way for the
scarlet thread of the gospel 39
Third, where is the preaching of
repentance toward God? Where is the
emphasis on the fact that Christ saves
from sin, not in sin? That salvation
means separation from this present evil
age? We tell people to "accept Jesus as
your personal Saviour" (a phrase not
found in Scripture); we speak of
"faith," but we do not speak of
repentance. Yet, as we saw above, there
is no true faith which is not a repentant
faith . We emphasize an "abundant life,"
"happiness," "fulfillment," "peace,"
We do not emphasize a break with sin
and repentance toward God.
Fourth, where is the preaching of
hell? Many who call themselves
evangelical have abandoned the historic
Christian doctrine of the eternal

punishment of sinners in hell. 40 Most
who say they believe it do not preach it.
When is the last time you heard a
sermon anything like Jonathan
Edwards' "Sinners in the Hands of an
Angry God" (which God used in the
conversion of many!)? And even when
we speak of hell, we water it down to
mean only "eternal separation from
God" rather than the biblical picture of
hell being the presence of God in eternal
wrath and torment. 4 1
The message of evangelism is
woefully lacking today. We must get
back to preaching the whole counsel of
God, and do away with our simplistic,
man-centered message, as well as the
idea that we have not really preached
"evangelistically" unless we give a pat
formula of content. We must return to a
God-centered gospel 4 2

The Methods of Modern
Evangelism
When we speak of methods of
evangelism, we do not mean the variety
of situations in which the gospel may be
presented (e.g. , one-to-one, large group,
small group, to specific target
audiences, etc.), but the manner in
which the message is shared, the
elements involved in the presentation,
and so forth. We have already touched
on the weaknesses/dangers of much
modem evangelism as it relates to the
content of the gospel message. To
methods we now turn.
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Foundational Principles

Historical Perspective

Before we evaluate these methods, it
is good to remind ourselves of some
foundational principles of evangelism .
D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones has identified
some of these for us :
l. The supreme object of this
work is to glorify God .. . The
first object of preaching the
gospel is not to save souls; it is
to glorify God. Nothing else,
however good in itself, or
however noble, must be
allowed to usurp that first
place.
2. The only power that can
really do this work is that of the
Holy Spirit.
3. The one and only medium
through which the Holy Spirit
works is the Word of God ...
The medium which is used by
the Holy Spirit is the truth.
4. The true urge to
evangelization must come from
appreheending these principles
and, therefore, of a zeal for the
honour and glory of God, and a
love for the souls of men .
5. There is a constant danger of
error, and ofheresy, even
amongst the most sincere, and
also the danger of a false zeal
and the employment of
unscriptural methods. 43

In addition, we must remember that our
theology detennines our methods. A
brief look at history can aid us in our
perspective. Charles Finney must get
the credit for introducing the "modem"
way of doing evangelism. We can
compare the "modem" type of
evangelism with the more "traditional"
evangelism by comparing the theology
and approaches of Finney and George
Whitefield. 14
For Finney, the sinner has natural
ability to turn whole-heartedly to God
once he is convinced that that is the
right, proper, and needful things to do.
Accordingly, the whole work of the
Spirit in conversion involves moral
persuasion, i.e., making vivid to our
minds the reasons for laying down our
rebel arms and surrendering to God.
Since everyone, if he will rouse up
his "dormant moral powers," can at any
time yield to God and become a
Christian, it is the evangelist:s duty
always to preach for immediate decision
and commitment.
Whitefield' s theology of evangelism
is different from Finney. For
Whitefield, the sinner is unable to turn
to God, being totally depraved. No one
seeks for God. Accordingly, the work of
the Spirit involves, not only conviction,
but effectually calling the dead sinner to
new life. Conversion is a gracious
sovereign work of divine power.
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In the manner and time of conversion
God is sovereign It is never man, but
always God, who determines when an
elect sinner shall believe. It is the duty
of the evangelist to preach the gospel ,
faith issuing from the preached Word
(Rom. 10 : 17), nnot from a "call to
decision. "

Methods of Finney and
Whitefield
Finney says of a typical mission
sermon, ''J tried to shut them upp to
present faith and repentance, as the
thing which God required of them ..
present and instant acceptance of
Christ. " For Finney evangelistic
preaching was a battle of wills between
himself and his hearers, in which the
task was to bting them to the
breaking-point. Evangelism in the
church involves a "campaign" of
meetings, or at least becomes an
activity which is additional and
auxiliaty to the regular functioning of
the local congregation.
In contrast Whitefield insisted on the
preaching of four truths: the duty of
receiving Jesus Christ as Saviour and
Master; the danger of settling in religion
for anything less; the impossibility of
coming to Christ without renewing
grace; and the necessity of seeking that
grace from Christ's own hand. The way
to the will is through the mind. Truth is
proclaimed and used by the Spirit to

effect the will and affections drawing
men to Christ.
Evangelism in the church is a normal
part of preaching and the life of the
church. Indeed, all sermons are
"gospel" sermons . Evangelism is
conceived of primarily as an enterprise,
often long-term, of faithfulness in
delivering the gospel message, and only
secondarily as a special gathering solely
for "witness." Here is where modem
evangelicals often fail to think through
the issues. For if Finney' s doctrine of
the natural state of sinful man is right,
then his evangelistic methods must be
judged right also, for, as he often
insisted, the ' new measures' were
means well adapted to the end in view ...
But if his view of man is wrong, then
his methods must be called into
question-which is an issue of
importance at the present time: for it is
Finney's methods, modified and
adapted, that characterise a great deal
of evangelism today. If Finney's
doctrine is rejected, such methods are
inappropriate to a degree, and actually
detrimental to the real work of
evangelism. 45
Flowing from this historical
perspective, we see that the
predominant modem methods which
must be called into question are
associated with how a sinner is
instructed to "close with Christ" at the
end of an evangelistic presentation.
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"Decisional Regeneration"
The first "method" of modem
evangelism which must be questioned is
that of "calling for a decision." The
sinner, after being told the "elements"
of salvation, is instructed that he must
initiate the work of conversionregeneration by becoming willing, and
God will complete it; he must do what
he can and God will do the rest. Once
he has made a firm "decision for
Christ," he is told (on the basis of such
texts as John 1: 12) that the Divine work
has also been accomplished 4 6
As Adams notes, 4 7 "The great
theological difference between modem
evangelism and biblical evangelism
hinges on this basic question whether
true religion is the work of God or of
man. At best, the doctrine of "ecisional
Regeneration' attributes the new birth
partly to man and partly to God."48
"The ultimate defect and error .. . is that
it excludes the Holy Spirit from the real
decision, and asserts that man is able to
convert himself." 49
Modem evangelistic methods
emphasize the "decision." 50 But by
doing so a pattern of conversion is
constructed which is sub-scriptural and
which the natural man can attain to.
When repentance and faith are depicted
as being possible to the unrenewed man
it "opens the way to an experience in
which the self-will of the sinner and not

the power of God may be the main
feature." 51
We must see the seriousness of the
dangers of this modem type of
evangelism. As Packer rightly observed
regarding Finney's method:
Believing that it is in
everyone' s power to accept
Christ at any moment, Finney
equated the immediate response
that the gospel requires of all
with instant conversion on the
part of all. But by making this
equation he made it impossible
to avoid doing damage to some
souls. If one tells people that
they are under obligation to
receive Christ on the spot, and
calls in God's name for instant
decision, some who are
spiritually unprepared will
"pray a prayer," accept
directions, "go through the
motions," and go away thinking
they have received Christ, when
in reality they have not done so
because they were not yet able
to do so. So a crop of false
conversions results from these
tactics in the nature of the
case. 52

The "Altar Call"
One ofthe staples of modem
evangelism is the "altar call ," the call
for public response on the part of those
professing Christ at the end of an
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evangelistic service. It is a surprise for
most to learn that the "invitation" as it
is given today has no precedent in
Scripture or in church history prior to
Finney. 53 We have seen Finney' s
doctrine that man has natural ability to
believe and repent, and that conversion
is the direct result of moral persuasion
by the appropriate use of means. He
also held that tme converts could be
identified immediately.54
But the "altar call" suffers from the
same dangers as noted above. In the
words of Lloyd-Jones,
The ·appeal,' or 'altar call,' to
use the American term, in
responsible for confusing
conversion with a decision to
come forward. Because
unregenerate people, for all
manner of reasons, are capable
of responding to the call to the
front, an impression of spiritual
results far beyond the reality is
being created. At the same
time, the virtual identification
of saving faith with the decision
to walk forward is bound, in
many cases, to confuse
individuals as to their real
spiritual condition . It is wrong
theology- · God has given to
every man the ability to
believe' -leading to a wrong
practice. Certainly the
evangelist is to appeal for faith

and repentance, but the time
when the tmth is made effective
unto salvation belongs to God
alone.55
The combination of a faulty,
man-centered message and the equation
of "response" with regeneration creates
many problems . The most serious error
is the many spwious conversions which
result. The evangelist must exercise
care lest by a mere appeal to
self-interest he induces a 'decision'
which, far from being saving, is
perfectly consistent with a person
remaining in an tmregenerate condition.
A presentation of the gospel chiefly in
ten11S of its ability to fulfill man's need
of happiness and other blessings, and
which fails to show that man's wrong
relationship to God is much worse than
everything else in his condition, may
well receive a considerable though
temporary success (cd Luke 8: 13-14)
A salvation conceived not as something
primarily that brings us to God but as
something that gives us something
requires no real conviction of sin in
order to its acceptance 5 6
The use of an "altar call" is also
denial in practice of the biblical
teaching on the question of, ' from
where comes faith? ' Romans 10:17
informs us that "faith comes from
heating, and hearing by the word
concerning Christ" (or as the NEB puts
it, "faith is awakened by the message,
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and the message that awakens it comes
through the word of Christ"). The Holy
Spirit uses the preached word to
produce faith in the sinner. It is not
produced by the invitational "extra"
which is added at the end of the
message (see, e.g ., Acts 10:44ff. ;
13:48; 16:14). In modem evangelism
the preacher/evangelist ''preaches the
Word of God, and then adds something:
a human appeal to the sinner to exercise
his freedom by deciding for Christ. This
appeal is added to the sennon because
the [speaker] believes that the Word
itseif does not have the inherent right
and power to bring the sinner to a
surrender to God unless his freedom
grants prior assent. " 57 There is no need
for the "added extra" at the end. Great
preachers such as William Perkins,
Richard Baxter, Jonathan Edwards,
George Whitefield, John Wesley,
Charles Spurgeon, and Martyn
Lloyd-Jones did not use the modem
public invitation system. And we do not
need it either 5 x The preaching and the
call for decision should not be
separated. The preaching is the call for
decision; the appeal is implicit
throughout.

False Assurance
As part of the doctrine of "decisional
regeneration" comes the giving of false
assurance of salvation to many.
Preachers, evangelists, sharers, and
counselors assure an individual that his

salvation is certain because he has
prayed the prescribed prayer and
answered "yes" to all the right
questions . He is told that his salvation
is secure because God will not lie and,
since he has made a decision, God has
fulfilled His promise to "come into his
life and forgive his sins." To doubt is
to bring the veracity of God into
question.
But on the basis of this counseling "a
man may make a profession without
every having his confidence in his own
ability shattered; he has been told
absolutely nothing of his need of a
change of nature which is not within his
own power, and consequently, if he
does not experience such a radical
change, he is not dismayed." 59 People
leave the evangelistic encounter with
assurance of salvation, but often
without regeneration having taken
place, still in an unconverted state. One
has only to be involved in the follow-up
of such professors to realize how
prevalent this situation is . " Results"
and "statistics" are emphasized at the
expense of regeneration.
However, as noted above, a decision
to "believe" without evidence of a
changed heart is no basis for thinking
that anyone has become a Christian.
Furthermore, the basis of salvation, the
death of Christ, is not to be made the
exclusive basis of the believer's
assurance. For "the salvation ofthe
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Christian includes Christ's work in the
believer and that work provides
evidence of salvation which is distinct
from what Christ has done for the
believer. This evidence does not mean
that sanctification is to be seen as the
fOtmdation of assurance but the Spirit
uses the evidence of experience to
strengthen and confirm assurance" (I
John 2:3; 3:14, etc.) 60
A person may indeed be assured of
possessing a saving relationship with
God. But that assurance must have a
Scriptural folmdation . As we saw
earlier, this involves the Word of God,
the ministries of the Holy Spirit, and the
changed life of the believer.

Result: The Need for
Something "More"
The theology of "decisional
regeneration" leads to another problem.
As noted above, many "converts" of
modem evangelicalism are often as
worldly after their "decisions" as
before. As a result, rather than
questioning their methods and their
theology, evangelicals have introduced
the concept of "categories" of
Christians: for example, those who have
taken the gift of eternal life without
tunling from sin vs. those who have
done both; those who have allowed
Jesus to be their Saviour but not as yet
their Lord; etc. We end up with a
"class" of Christians who have not
broken with sin, who give no evidence

of new life, yet are told that they are
secure and on the way to heaven.
"Trying to patch up a faulty
evangelism, the church has adopted a
faulty follow-up ." 61
In other words, the teaching of
"decisional regeneration" and its
attendants "depreciates the biblical
doctrine of regeneration/conversion by
implying that the change in the
regenerated sinner may amount to little
or notlling. It tl1en often goes on to say
that the important change which affects
a man' s character and conduct is the
second step wllich makes him a
'spiritual Christian. "' 62 However,
Scripture clearly teaches that it is
regeneration that makes the decisive
change(2 Cor. 5:17) 6 3
There are many other dangers to
such teaching, most of wllich have been
mentioned before 61 I) l11ere is a
separation of the blessings of the New
Covenant, which blessings (forgiveness
of sins and a changed heart) are
inseparable (see Jer. 31 :31-34; Ezek.
36:26ff.). 2) There is the failure to
distinguish between saving faith and
spurious faith . 3) There is often a
failure to emphasize repentance in the
Christian life. 4) There is the danger of
giving false assurance. 5) It promotes a
low view of sin . 6) And there is the
danger of a low view of Christ and the
cross.

Other Improper Methods
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The modem methods of evangelism
noted above constitute major areas
which need to be reconsidered in light
of biblical theology. However, there are
other methods which also must be
mentioned, although space prohibits any
detailed evaluation.
For example, what James Stewart
calls "Hollywood Evangelism"65 is all
too prevalent; preaching a popular
Jesus, dealing in Madison Avenue
technniques and depending on the
psychology of the world rather than
trusting the Spirit,66 an emphasis on
glamour and entertainment rather than
on the Word of God, a perversion of the
cross of Christ. 6 7
And we have changed the nature of
evangelism itself. From the mission of
the Body of Christ which is centered in
the local church, we have often divorced
it from the church and made it the
domain of parachurch groups and
individual men holding their own
"crusades." Mass evangelism has for
many replaced the normal way of life
evangelism characteristic of the New
Testament, whereby individual
Christians "gossip" the good news to
those around them in home and
workplace; it has also all too often
replaced the preaching of the church
1tself. 68 And even those who are
involved in personal evangelism believe
(and are told that) they have to be

"trained" in a certain technique in order
to be effective.69
We have also changed the theology
of revival . The biblical understanding of
revival is that of a work of God's
sovereign grace through His Spirit,
awakening the spiritually dead to living
faith in Christ and renewing the inner
life of believers . It is essentially a
corporate phenomena, the extension to
many, at the same time, of that same
divine power which is present in the
conversion of every individual. 70 ·w rule
God uses means (e.g. , stirring up His
people to pray; 2 Chron. 7 :14), the
bringing and timing of revival is of
God. Finney was influential in changing
this understanding to a more
man-centered outlook (and his
theological descendants have taken it
even further) . He spoke of the "law of
revival, " namely that the Church 's
praying, repenting, and seeking God
guarantees ~n outpouring of the Holy
Spirit in revival blessing, comparing it
to the way God guarantees the farmer 's
crop if proper sowing and care are
undertaken.7 1 And we thus have
"revival meetings" for a week or two
each year, as if these automatically
bring forth spiritual renewal .

Summary
Modem methods of evangelism are very
often contrary to, or at best,
incongruent with, Scriptural truth. They
have been developed with the
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assumption that God has already done
what He can to save man, and is now
idly standing by waiting to see what
sinners will decide to do with Jesus and
His salvation. It is as if the Spirit were
not in the world to convict of sin, reveal
Christ, and regenerate sinners. They
must exercise the power of their natural
wills. 72
The results have too often been
spurious conversions and false
assurance given to the unconverted.
This is not to say that genuine ·
conversions have not also resulted (for
God "graciously blesses truth even
when error sits alongside it"). 73 But the
dangers of the new methods go beyond
any benefits (for biblically the true
converts would have been converted
with the proper methods).
A few genuine decisions may occur
among the many ... There is, however, a
very grave harm done to any who are
thus suprficially affected, and this harm
might sometimes outweigh the good that
is d.one. In reply to this it is argued that
nothing can outweightne value of one
soul that is saved; yet when the harm of
a false decision is analyzed, it will be
• seen that the after-state of bewilderment
and discouragement which results in an
attitude that is almost unapproachable
and hopeless, has its unmeasured
results as well. 74
We must employ true, biblical
methods in our evangelism, methods

which are true to the biblical message.
These will be methods which
demonstrate a dependence on God in
our preaching, on the only One who can
save a sinner. 7s They will be methods
which do not urge or coax a person to
respond who has not first given
evidence of a divinely-wrought sense of
need, methods which do not give
assurance to a sinner who has not an
afflicted consciencc 76 And we will give
proper invitations, not inviting men to
come to an altar, but to Christ. 77
The gospel is "the power of God
unto salvation." All too often modern
evangelicals have tumed it into "the
power of man unto decision." We must
recover the message of evangelism, and
tmderstand that true evangelism
"preaches the whole counsel of God
with explanation and application to
sinners," 78 which includes preaching on
the character of God, the depravity and
inability of man, the propitiatory '
atonement of Christ. And we must trust
God by His Spirit to use the message
preached to give them new life, to
convert them. Sinners nitist see that
their only hope is to call on God to do
for .them what they cannot do for
themselves.
· ,
tr-here
must
be
no
divorce
between
\,
.
biblical theology and the message we
give,_.and the methods we use (cf. I Cor.
2:1-5\. We must realize that much of
the modem approach to evangelism,
'
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with its techniques and-methodS', is
tumecessary if we really believe in the
doctrine of the Holy Spirit and His
application of God' s message. and then
we must change our methods .79
Dr. J.I. Packer's small book.
Evangelism and the Sovereignty of
Gocf0 (written over 30 years ago!),
outlined the truth presented in this
article. In it, he included some very
helpful questions to ask ourselves in
bringing evangelistic methods into line
witl1 Scripture. These questions are in
need of being asked anew to us today.
Starting from the key principle that
there is only one method of
evangelism-the faithful explanation
and application of the gospel
message--the test for any proposed
strategy, or technique, or style of
evangelisticaction must be this : will it
in fact serve the word?8 1 " Is it
calculated to be a means of explaining
the gospel truly and fully and applying
it deeply ;md exactly? To the extent to
which it is so calculated, it is lawful and
right; to the extent to which it tends to
overlay and obscure the realities of the
message, and to bhmt tl1e edge of their
·application, it is ungodly and wrong." 82
l.n working this out, Packer asked
the following of any evangelistic plans
and practices: 82 ·
ls this way of presenting Christ
calculated to impress on people

that the gospel is a word from
God?
Is this way of presenting Christ
calculated to promote, or
impede, the work of the word in
men' s minds? 84
Is this way of presenting Christ
calculated to convey to people
the doctrine of the gospel, and
not just part of it, but the whole
of it?
Is this way of presenting Christ
calculated to convey to people
the application of the gospel,
and not just part of it, but the
whole of it?
Is this way of presenting Christ
calculated to convey gospel
truth in a manner that is
appropriately serious? 8 ~
In another place, Packer asks other
penetrating questions which can help
us:86
1. Do I believe the historic
biblical question of ruin,
redemption, and regeneration?
2. Do 1 hold to the vital
necessity of conversion?
3. Am I as real ~s I should be
in choosing means (means
fitting correct theology) to the
end that I desire, and am
charged to seek, namely, the
conversion of souls?
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4 . Am l·to be primarily and
almost exclusively concemed
with evangelistic campaigns
and with the attempt to make
them more efficient by new
methods and techniques? Or
shouiH we not concentrate
more, as the church has done
throughout the centuries, upon
praying for, and laying the
basis of Christian instruction
for, revival as it is described in
the Bible':>
The work of evangelism is a great
and glorious work l11e Church
corporately and Christians individually
have the wonderful privilege and the
awe-inspiring responsibility of being
involved in this mission. May our
message be the whole counsel of God,
and may our tnethods be consistent with
the message
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