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The Third Wave: Movement of God or a Tsunami of Syncretism? 

As a student of church planting and evangelism this writer relates to the little child trying to 

jump the waves on the beach. Some waves lift and carry the child creating joy. Occasionally a 

wave snatches the child and later releases him bruised and battered. In the Americas, especially 

South America, a wave has embraced evangelical Christianity. It has provided excitement, 

attracted large numbers of people, and reenergized flagging churches. The wave, commonly 

known in North America as the Third Wave, has spawned debate. Proponents see it as the much 

needed work of God. Opponents disagree. This paper will examine Third Wave theology 

utilizing the writings of two of its best-known American proponents: C. Peter Wagner and John 

Wimber.
1
 Their hermeneutics and doctrines of pneumatology and soteriology reflect common 

Third Wave positions. Has evangelicalism been lifted by a benevolent and needed surge of 

God‟s power or has it been snatched by a syncretic tsunami?       

Since its inception from the writings of Donald McGavran, the Church Growth Movement 

has changed the landscape of American evangelicalism.
2
 Many of the changes revitalized 

plateaued or struggling churches and deserve praise. However, all is not well. The Church 

Growth Movement utilizes several principles including “Pragmatism.” Elmer Towns defines 
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 In examining the Church Growth Movement the writer agrees with Gary McIntosh that 
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Third Millennium”, Journal of Evangelism and Missions, Spring 2002, pp 59-76. 
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Pragmatism as “the principle that demands results from biblically sound strategies; when no 

results are recorded, the strategy is changed to another one that is equally sound theologically.”
3
 

Unfortunately, the definition of “sound theology” remains obscure.  McGavran's successor, C. 

Peter Wagner, exemplifies the case in point. As a formative leader of the Church Growth 

Movement, Wagner‟s theology and practice has influenced thousands of evangelical ministers, 

including this writer.  

In his introduction to The Third Wave of the Holy Spirit, C. Peter Wagner states, “The 

closing years of the twentieth century are seeing a major change in outlook sweeping across 

traditional Christianity.  An increasing number of observers are calling it the „Third Wave‟.”
4
 

Wagner identifies the Third Wave “as distinct from, but at the same time very similar to the first 

and second waves.  They have to be similar because it is the same Spirit of God who is doing the 

work.”
5
 In North America the Third Wave began in the 1980s.  If anything, the Third Wave 

increases emphasis on the dramatic manifestations of the two previous movements though many 

of its participants, such as Wagner, reject Pentecostal or Charismatic titles.
6
 Wagner‟s desire for 

evangelical acceptance of Third Wave pentecostalized theology is being realized as Laurence  
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Wood observes: 

 The greatest challenge . . . today is the trend toward the „pentecostalization‟ of many 

Christian denominations throughout the world.  By pentecostalization I mean placing the 

categories of spiritual gifts, physical manifestations, and spiritual warfare (demon 

possession) in the forefront of Christian meaning and ministry [emphasis added].
7
  

 

C. Peter Wagner sees Christianity facing “a major change in outlook.”
8
  Using his stature 

in the Church Growth Movement, Wagner facilitated the rapid growth of the Third Wave in the 

American church.  Wagner's former faculty position at Fuller Theological Seminary bestowed 

academic credibility and a platform that the two previous “waves” lacked. Since the beginning of 

his ministry Wagner has undergone a dramatic shift in his theology. How does Wagner verify the 

source of supernatural manifestations?  What has become the authoritative standard for Wagner‟s 

present theology?  It is this paper‟s thesis that Third Wave theology with its overemphasis of the 

demonic and elevation of personal experience has become a syncretistic faith comprised of 

orthodox Christianity, spiritualism, and metaphysics more at home in Brazilian folk religions 

than biblical Christianity.
9
 Wagner‟s sponsorship signals his acceptance of its theology. The 

writings of John Wimber, whom Wagner considers his “mentor,” also aid in understanding Third 

Wave theology.
10
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Peter Wagner‟s background prepared him for a paradigmatic shift. Although Wagner 

earned degrees from Fuller Theological Seminary, Princeton Theological Seminary, and the 

University of Southern California, his South American mission experience left the greatest 

imprint. He served in Bolivia with the South America Mission and Andes Evangelical Mission, 

leading the Andes Evangelical Mission as associate general director from 1964 to 1971.
11

  

Theologically Wagner espoused evangelical doctrines prior to his Third Wave conversion. 

In fact, in 1970 Wagner identified syncretic elements of “the new radical left” in the Latin 

American church. This syncretism by accommodation was due to their shifting the primary 

emphasis of the church from the gospel message to the social gospel.
12

 However, by 1988 John 

Wimber noted: 

Since 1980 I have noticed a dramatic transition in Peter‟s understanding and experience of 

the ministry of the Holy Spirit. No, he hasn‟t moved away from solid evangelical, biblical, 

and theological convictions, convictions shaped during seminary studies, sixteen years on 

the mission field, and many years as a faculty member at Fuller Seminary.  His feet are 

firmly planted in biblical orthodoxy, which makes his spiritual transition significant for you 

and me.
13

  

 

While it is true that Wagner has undergone a monumental shift over the span of his ministry, his 

present position is not “planted in biblical orthodoxy.” His Third Wave emphases radically alter 

the doctrines of Soteriology, Pneumatology, and the primacy of Scripture.  
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In 1973 Wagner wrote, “A decade ago I was one of the non-Pentecostals who militantly 

opposed divine healing campaigns.”
14

 In The Third Wave of the Holy Spirit Wagner further 

describes himself during that period, “I was a Bible-believing evangelical Christian minister with 

at least an average level of maturity and spirituality.”
15

 Wagner‟s words in Look Out!  The 

Pentecostals Are Coming sound confessional. In 1973 he writes:  

Instead of learning something new from the Pentecostals, many traditional churches did 

their best to destroy or discredit the movement, particularly during the first half of our 

century.  Pentecostals were frequently accused of „sheep stealing,‟ since a significant 

number of Christians, once they had the option, decided to leave their sluggish churches and 

cast their lot with the Pentecostals, because that‟s where the action was.
16

 

 

Later in the same text Wagner writes: 

I must have suffered from a combination of incredulity, envy, and perhaps just plain 

frustration at seeing those throngs of people gathering [for a divine healing campaign] . . . . 

We accused our rivals of sheep-stealing and false teaching (although we were hard-pressed 

when asked to explain . . . their heresy).
17

 

 

 It would be frustrating for someone as driven to experience church growth as Wagner to have 

people “cast their lot with the Pentecostals.” Prior to his Third Wave conversion Wagner claimed 

affinity with the other end of the spectrum. His initial position became untenable in the face of 

the numerical results of the Pentecostal methodologies necessitating a transition to a Non-

Pentecostal Pentecostalism, the Third Wave. 

Wagner does not leave the reader to wonder why he changed his convictions concerning 

the Pentecostal movement.  He states concerning the Pentecostal churches, “That‟s where the 
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action was,” and “I began to be aware of the tremendous surges in the Pentecostal movement in 

Latin America."
18

 He wrote, “When needy men and women can find something in other churches 

that yours does not offer, when there is something good, and when it has biblical support, a great 

deal of honesty and open mindedness is called for.”
19

 His words leave little room for opponents 

of his theology. Yet, they forget his own warnings concerning the syncretism common in South 

America.
20

 

The Church Growth Movement's principle of pragmatism drives Wagner‟s ministry and 

his standard for orthodoxy.  Wagner asserts, “Across the board, the most effective evangelism in 

today‟s world is accompanied by manifestations of supernatural power.” Wagner explains his 

change as a result of developing “church growth eyes.”  He continues, “One of the reasons I am 

so enthusiastic is that it is working.”
21

  

Wagner‟s attitude also changed toward Pentecostalism due to “an unforgettable 

experience,” when E. Stanley Jones healed him of a “runny sore” on his neck.
22

 Wagner‟s church 

growth interest and personal experience combined with a third and final element to promote his 

Third Wave participation.  His relationship with John Wimber, “whom God used to make me a 

participant rather than a spectator,” provided critical peer support for the shift.
23

 Wagner states, 
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“In the mid-seventies, neither of us knew anything about experiencing the miraculous power of 

God.”
24

 

In 1970 Wagner argued against “allowing theological considerations to be molded by 

relative and passing sociological factors rather than beginning with and building on the objective 

revelation of God in His Word.” He stressed that, “Accommodation to the „reality 

presuppositions of our age‟ is nothing less than devastating to Christian theology.”
25

 However, 

since Wagner equates numerical growth with validation now his hope for world evangelization 

rests in the pentecostalization of Christianity.  Taking the Apostle Peter‟s words as his own, 

Wagner writes, “„Since it was God . . . who was I to argue?‟ (Acts 11:17, Living Bible).”
26

  This 

reverses his earlier stance on Latin American syncretism.  

In The Brazilians Joseph A. Page discusses the syncretic patterns of Brazilian religions. 

One cannot read his chapters in “Part Four: Spiritual Brazil” without seeing the parallels between 

orixas, the belief in hereditary and territorial spirits, and spiritual mapping. Page writes, “More 

recently a new dynamic is underway, as candomble and umbanda worshippers from the lower 

classes have been abandoning their Afro-Brazilian faith to join Christian evangelical churches.”
27

 

In the following chapter Page states, “Moreover, it is evident that the most rapidly expanding 

Protestant congregations are those of the “new Pentecostals,” who not only claim direct 
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inspiration from the Holy Spirit and speak in tongues but also perform cures and exorcisms and 

preach here-and-now self-improvement through individual initiative.”
28

 Page contends:  

The relationship between Brazilian Pentecostalism and Afro-Brazilian religious 

beliefs is closer than one would imagine. Both share the same concept of the 

supernatural, except for the Afro-Brazilians the orixas are deities, but for the Pentecostals 

they are Satanic spirits. . . .The traditional Protestants originally tried to influence 

Brazilian culture but failed, because they did not connect with the local ethos. The new 

fundamentalists have adapted themselves to certain elements of Brazilianness and use 

these links to attract converts.
29

 

 

Unfortunately, the adaptation blends pagan cosmology with financial based spiritual 

blessings. Syncretic accommodation leads to theological error whether motivated by Liberation 

Theology, social gospel, or numerical growth and should still be rejected by Wagner. 

Wagner‟s writings reflect a tendency to which any Christian can succumb, a lack of 

theological reflection.  For example, Wagner‟s Third Wave views hinge on his non-critical 

acceptance of testimonies. He states, “As I heard the preaching of Pastor Javier Vasquez and felt 

the presence of the Holy Spirit in the boisterous worship services, I realized this was no fraud.”
30

 

Wagner continues, “Because I trusted John [Wimber], I never doubted that what was happening 

at Vineyard Christian Fellowship was authentic New Testament Christianity.”
31

 Wagner‟s trust 

extends beyond personal friends. 

Wimber and Wagner share a high regard for Pentecostal theology. Since these two men 

are so interconnected it is beneficial to examine Wimber.  Wimber writes concerning his 

pilgrimage to signs and wonders, “Their writings [faith healers] might not have convinced me 
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that they had great theological insight, but they did convince me that they were not frauds.”
32

 

Wimber, like Wagner, does not offer any objective reasons for his acceptance of the faith 

healers‟ teachings.  His verification seems based on numerical results. Wimber writes, “Because 

of my theological background, I was skeptical of their claims about healing.  But because of their 

undeniable growth, I could not write them off.”
33

  Although Wagner‟s and Wimber‟s trust in 

others is a commendable trait, it can be a snare. A closer examination of John Wimber‟s ministry 

illustrates the danger. 

Wayne Grudem credits Wimber for shaping his understanding of the “power and work of 

the Holy Spirit.
34

 However, Michael Green states that Wimber “is frequently and unnecessarily 

misunderstood . . .he is not a systematic theologian.” Green considers Wimber to be “orthodox,” 

but “not a professional theologian.”
35

 Yet, Wimber founded his own denomination based on his 

experienced-based theology, which is suspect due to his inconsistent accounts of his charismatic 

involvement.
36
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Wagner placed himself under John Wimber‟s mentorship partly basing his theology on 

their personal relationship.  When Wagner asked Larry Lea to forgive him for believing “Satan 

and his false reports,” Wagner displayed a disregard for Lea‟s proven ethical violations.
37

 

Wagner has been described as “an authority on worldwide church growth, a “top world authority 

on church growth,” and “a dominant voice.” He originated the term “the Third Wave.”
38

 Thom 

Rainer states, “Wagner provided the personal leadership to keep church growth at the forefront 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Wimber‟s Pentecostal pilgrimage timeline. In the mid-sixties he watched Kathryn Kuhlman on 

television ultimately endorsing her.  He states, “I could not believe the healings were genuine.  

This is not to belittle Kathryn Kuhlman‟s ministry.  Since that time I have come to appreciate 

and learn from her . . . . She never claimed healings came from herself; she always gave God the 

glory. Considering Wimber's exposure to Pentecostalism in the 1960's it is hard to accept 

Wagner's claim that, in spite of his healing by Jones, “neither of us [Wagner and Wimber] knew 

anything about experiencing the miraculous power of God [in the mid -seventies].” Wimber 

creates confusion by stating, “I must remind you that we were not a „Pentecostal‟ church with 

experience or understanding of the sort of things that began to happen.  What happened could not 

have been learned behavior [speaking of the „power encounter‟, that inaugurated the Vineyard 

signs and wonders ministry].” Yet, by his own account he had experienced charismatic 

phenomena at least fifteen years prior to the 1979 Vineyard service.  

Actually Wimber adds further confusion to his charismatic chronology and theological 

journey by relating how, prior to 1977, God “had filled her [his wife] with the Holy Spirit while 

sleeping” and that her arthritic shoulder was healed by Wimber's touch while he slept. In 1977 

Wimber admits that, “I had seen there was no place for healing in the church and Luke [the 

gospel] was bringing it to the center of my attention.” This runs counter to a 1995 interview in 

which Wimber expressed disappointment in not witnessing the miraculous in his first post-

conversion visits to church. He relates, “I was terribly disappointed. I said [to an usher] you 

don‟t understand. I gave up drugs for this. I gave up my career for this. You mean I don‟t get to 

do it. When I worked for the devil, I got to do the devil‟s stuff. If I am working for Jesus I want 

to do what Jesus did.” Contrary to Wimber and Wagner, the Vineyard ministry was not a 

spontaneous incident but rather the implementation of over a decade of Pentecostal experiences. 

See Wimber, Power Points, 22, 18. Power Healing, 3-5, Wagner, Third Wave, 23. Hanegraff, 

198. Power Healing, 31, 32, 46. And “In the Name of God,” Peter Jennings, ABC News, 1995. 
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of evangelical Christianity.”
39

  He is a charter member of the American Society for Church 

Growth. At Fuller he exposed over 1500 ministers to his paradigm through the Doctor of 

Ministry program.
40

 His earlier writings were both helpful and commendable gaining him 

prominence in church growth circles. He states, “I have had the privilege of being involved in 

leadership circles of worldwide evangelical Christianity for more than 30 years.”
41

 However, 

Wagner‟s metamorphose casts doubt upon his academic credibility.
42

 His fixation on the 

demonic, focus on numerical results, and his unquestioning acceptance of testimonies fitting his 

paradigm falls short of responsible scholarly standards.   

At least three areas of Wagner‟s theology are faulty: Hermeneutics, Pneumatology, and 

Demonology.  A study of Wagner‟s theology is problematic because of his focus on the 

pragmatic elements of church growth.  He does not claim to be a theologian, “My lifetime calling 

is to world evangelism, not philosophy or theology.”
43

 Therefore his piecemeal theology must be 

gathered from among his writings.  

Wagner utilizes an experientially driven hermeneutic. Wagner believes that charismatics 

have a more evangelistic approach to the Scriptures and sees the manifestations of Acts as 
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normative for today.
44

 In his search for validation of his biblical interpretations, Wagner accepts 

other sources as authoritative.  The apocryphal book Acts of John describes power encounters by 

the Apostle John in Ephesus.  Wagner asserts, “This remarkable book helped dispel possible 

doubts that the supernatural power of God continued after the days of the apostles.”
45

 He does 

not explain how this book answers the critics‟ doubts or why he would give it equal authority 

with canonical texts.
46

 The supernatural accounts are seemingly accepted at face value.   

Wagner‟s exegetical conclusions appear based more on conjecture than scholarship. In his 

passage on Euodia and Syntyche Wagner writes: 

Few commentators have recognized the high probability that Euodia and Syntyche of the 

church at Philippi were two of Paul's personal prayer partners . . . I quote these recognized 

biblical scholars not to pretend I am writing an academic monograph, but only to lend some 

credibility . . . I suggest a substantial possibility that Paul is implying these two women –

„did spiritual warfare on my behalfô [emphasis Wagner's.] . . . If nothing else, it helps me 

suppose that the apostle Paul would understand and approve of what I am trying to say 

[emphasis added].
47

 

 

Wagner‟s speculation continues when he states, “I have a hunch I am reading about a crisis 

intercessor . . . . That sounds like the kind of assignments intercessors . . . receive from God."
48

 

With the elevation of experience, Wagner accepts modern revelations and “words of knowledge” 

as a normal continuation of Acts instead of seeing a uniqueness in Christ‟s or the apostles‟ 

ministries. Apparently, Wagner does not consider the canon of Scripture closed. Laurence Wood 
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identifies the danger of Wagner‟s practice. He writes, “The appeal to experience as the primary 

method of interpreting the Scriptures is liberalism to the core.”
49

 

Several of Wagner‟s statements clarify the basis of his hermeneutics. He explains, “The 

two gifts I do add to the biblical list are exorcism (which might better be called deliverance) and 

intercession.  A major reason for doing this is that I have seen them in operation.”
50

 This position 

is in harmony with Wagner‟s axiom that “ministry generates theology.”
51

 He believes that 

“Paul‟s theology was much more rooted in what he experienced and what he did than in his 

rabbinical training [emphasis Wagner‟s].”
52

   

Peter Wagner has a high view of the ministry of the Holy Spirit as a church growth agent 

or tool.  He claims, “The basic dynamic behind Pentecostal growth in Latin America is the power 

of the Holy Spirit.”
53

 Baptism with the Holy Spirit “releases a spiritual power for Christian life 

and witness that other Christians do not have.” This is true because of “thousands of personal 

testimonies.”
54

   

According to Wagner, Pentecostals, whether they are traditional, charismatic, or Third 

Wave are more open to the Holy Spirit. Therefore, they are more effective evangelists, and 

experience personal and church renewal contrary to non-Pentecostals.
55

  This air of spiritual 
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superiority is reminiscent of the attitudes displayed by some Charismatics of the second wave. In 

Look Out! The Pentecostals Are Coming Wagner rarely considers theological liberalism, lack of 

contextualization, or carnality in church as reasons for lack of church growth instead Wagner‟s 

solution to world evangelism is the Pentecostal movement and charismatic activity now under 

the banner of the “Third Wave.” 

Wagner does recognize the Holy Spirit and preaching, but his writings focus on signs and 

wonders, or demons, or some other interest rather than the Holy Spirit. Demonology dominates 

Wagner's soteriology.  Most evangelicals affirm that spiritual warfare exists and Christians must 

pray for the lost.  Yet, Wagner maintains an unbalanced emphasis on the demonic.
56

 Wagner 

contends that the world is subdivided into demonic “feudal” kingdoms (Daniel chapter ten) 

making power evangelism a necessity.
57

  Wagner agrees with the Roman Catholic priest, Tom 

Forrest, who writes, “If signs and wonders were necessary in Jesus‟ own task of evangelization, 

how much more so for us?”  Anglican Michael Harper concurs, “Miracles help people believe.”
58

   

Wagner‟s Third Wave soteriology does involve Christ.  Wagner explains, “The object of 

healing for the unsaved is as bait.  It attracts their attention to the power of Christ, who can also 

save.”
59

 However, if Wagner‟s writings are any indication, soteriology has taken a back seat to 
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the miraculous.  The bait has become the focus. As he affirms the statement, “We, the 

Pentecostals, can cure your mother.”
60

  

Wagner‟s Christians are constantly oppressed, possessed, and tormented by demons.  One 

example among many is Phyllis, wife of a doctoral student at Fuller who had spent several 

months in India.  After Wagner failed to heal Phyllis of an ulcer his wife, Doris [who has the gift 

of exorcism], “gently but firmly pushed me to one side.  The Spirit of God had indicated to her 

that she was to take a different approach.  She told Phyllis to look into her eyes and almost 

instantly she locked horns in the unseen world with a demonic spirit that she knew Phyllis had 

picked up through a curse while in India.”
61

 A similar incident is related in Warfare Prayer: 

God told them [two intercessors] that Juana Fransiscol's attack was due to the invasion of a 

voodoo spirit.  Philippine voodoo had been spoken against the group and God had pulled 

back the protection enough to let the afflicting spirit reach the intercessor, much as He had 

allowed the enemy access to Job.
62

 

 

Wagner shows admiration for modern day power encounter practitioners while revealing his 

rather low esteem for Paul when Wagner deals with his current interest, demons, and their effect 

on Paul in Athens: 

Then a funny thing happened to Paul in Athens.  He deviated from his tried-and-true 

evangelistic strategy . . . Why Paul accepted their [the territorial spirits] challenge to do this 

is not clear, but it is not beyond reason to suspect that some sort of powerful and perverse 

spiritual influence might have been at work.
63
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Wagner never doubts Wimber and other charismatic leaders, but Paul was obviously duped by 

demons, although the Scriptures fail to support Wagner‟s conjecture. Wagner does have hope for 

Paul because at Ephesus he returned to power evangelism.
64

 Wagner‟s focus on demonology has 

seemingly supplanted the church growth principle of receptivity.   

Wagner demonstrates a proclivity for the extreme.  His unabashed acceptance of power 

encounters such as the “healing of the Bermuda Triangle” show his departure from a balanced 

Christian theology.  Wagner affirms Kenneth McAll‟s theological understanding of the demonic: 

 As an Anglican he is very much in tune with the power of God channeled though the 

sacrament of the Eucharist.  In 1972 McAll and his wife were sailing through the Bermuda 

Triangle, knowing that many ships and airplanes had disappeared in that area without a 

trace, and thinking that such a thing could not happen to them.  It did . . . . fortunately they 

were rescued.  McAll discovered through research that in the Bermuda Triangle the slave 

traders of a bygone day, in order to collect insurance, had thrown overboard some two 

million slaves. Sensing the leading of God to do something about this, McAll recruited 

several bishops, priests and others throughout England to celebrate a Jubilee Eucharist. The 

stated purpose was to seek the specific release of all those who had met their untimely 

deaths in the Bermuda Triangle. As a result the curse was lifted.  McAll reports, „From the 

time of the Jubilee Eucharist until now- five years no known inexplicable accidents have 

occurred in the Bermuda Triangle.‟ 
65

  

 

Contrary to any standard evangelical affirmation of the authority of the Scriptures, 

Wagner‟s hermeneutical matrix of personal experience and Third Wave theology eviscerates 

scriptural authority. Shipwrecked on his voyage to Rome Paul suffered a snakebite while 

ministering to his fellow passengers.  God‟s word does not mention demons as responsible for 

the storm, shipwreck, or snake.  Either God‟s word is lacking in crucial areas or demons are not 

as instrumental as Wagner would have Christians believe (Acts 27-28). If power evangelism and 

prayer warfare is so important, why does God's inspired word only state that Euodia and 

Syntyche “labored with me [Paul] in the Gospel? (Philippians 4:2, 3)” There are two alternatives: 
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effective execution of the Great Commission does not depend upon what is not known as “power 

encounters.” Or, the biblical writers left out information critical to our obedience to our Lord‟s 

commands. The former agrees with the first nineteen hundred plus years of church doctrine. The 

latter can not be avoided if Third Wave theology as espoused by C. Peter Wagner is correct. To 

depend upon conjecture, speculation, and implication counters Paul‟s words to Timothy, “All 

scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, 

and for instruction in righteousness. That the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished 

unto all good works (2 Timothy 3:16,17).”   

Wagner‟s Third Wave intertwines Pneumatology, Soteriology, and Demonology into a 

theology consisting of demons, curses, and enslaved souls dead and alive with God requiring 

exorcisms to “release” the dead. The New Testament model of Jesus in the gospels is one 

focused on the proclamation of the kingdom.  Jesus did not use signs and wonders to draw 

crowds.  Whether it was the woman with the issue of blood or the Gadarene demoniac, the 

“power encounters” were incidental to Jesus‟ ministry. In fact, fixation on the demonic is 

unscriptural. Wagner readily accepts the testimony of demons.  He agrees that, “Every time the 

words of a demon are recorded in the New Testament, they speak the truth [emphasis 

Wagner‟s].”
66

 However, Jesus identifies Satan as the father of lies (John 8:44). 

Jesus did not commit Himself to the crowds because he knew their hearts. The people were 

only interested in the signs (John 2:23-25). In fact, Jesus said, “Many will say to Me in that day, 

„Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in Your name, cast out demons in Your name, and done 

many wonders in your name?‟ And then „I will declare to them, I never knew you; depart from 

Me, you who practice lawlessness (Matthew 7:22-23).‟” Supernatural power does not, in and of 
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itself, validate the source.  Jesus warned his followers concerning the miraculous, “For false 

christs and false prophets will arise and show great signs and wonders, so as to deceive, if 

possible, even the elect (Matthew 24:24).” 

The Apostles continued the biblical pattern.  Signs and wonders were secondary to the 

gospel proclamation. The Holy Spirit empowered men who were conscious and cognizant of the 

Spirit's filling as Paul epitomizes (1 Cor. 14:32). Paul's ministry was not noteworthy for signs 

and wonders.  Paul faithfully proclaimed the gospel and was used by God to shape the fledgling 

church by his theological and practical epistles. (2 Cor.6: 4-11) Paul utilized spiritual gifts, but 

remained focused on the Giver. (2 Cor. 12) Paul‟s statement that the gospel came not “in word 

only, but also in power” requires affirmation of the Spirit‟s role in evangelism without 

demanding “signs and wonders.” (1 Thess.1:15) 

In Wagner‟s theology Christians are pitiful and helpless creatures that can only be delivered 

by Third Wave prayer. Wagner professes orthodoxy.  However, it is more experiential than 

biblical.
67

 Wagner‟s mentor, John Wimber, states, “It is when one adds practice to theory that 

you find out what people truly believe.”
68

 Wagner‟s actions reveal a theology that is far from 

orthodox.  This is seen in his hermeneutics, pneumatology, and demonology. Wagner declares, 

“Christianity is growing „out of control‟!”  He attributes this growth to the Third Wave.  

Based on his writings, it appears that Wagner validates his aberrant theology, not on 

scripture, but on personal experiences and pragmatism. The Third Wave‟s broad acceptance rests 

largely on C. Peter Wagner‟s promotion within the Church Growth Movement. Wagner‟s 
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pentacostalization rests upon his South American ministry, and reflects Brazilian syncretic 

characteristics.  

Unfortunately, due to the unintended, but still disastrous, marginalization of scriptural 

authority and the Third Wave‟s reinterpretation of Christian theology as demonstrated by C. 

Peter Wagner it appears the child has been snatched by a riptide of tsunamic proportions and 

ultimately will be harmed. The lesson of Wagner‟s paradigm shift is the importance of 

maintaining a doctrinal standard anchored in orthodox Christianity.  Our desire for world 

evangelism and church growth must not cause our sacrificing the authority of Scriptures on the 

altar of personal experience or adapting doctrines to suit pagan worldviews.  
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