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“What you keep before your eyes will affect you. You will produce
what you’re continually seeing in your mind….If you develop
an image of victory, success, health, abundance, joy, peace, and
happiness, nothing on earth will be able to hold those things

from you.” 1 —Joel Osteen

Osteenification is nothing short of the wholesale
transformation of american Christianity. The
fresh new face of “baptized” humanistic

psychology—a new Babel stretching to the heavens, all the
while promising “your best life now.”2 The commodifica -
tion of the divine. The reduction of Christianity to the crass
specter of pagan consumerism. Transformation through the
recital of mantras; hardly through the renewing of minds.

and while a host of pretenders follow in his train, Joel
Osteen is clearly the biggest of the bunch. according to
People magazine, “twice as big as the nearest competitor.”3

Prologue

‡
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charismatic and noncharismatic believers. This is both
counter productive and divisive. Osteen’s teachings are not
charismatic, they are cultic. 

We may legitimately engage in collegial debates over
such in-house matters as the perpetuity of spiritual gifts.
not so the dogmas espoused by Osteen, which involve
essential matters with real consequences for this world and
the next. The reality is this: Joel Osteen has subverted the
very essence of biblical faith in presenting a counterfeit
Christ and a counterfeit Christianity. 

Moreover, I find it unfortunate that Osteenian
predilections have been used to label charismatics as having
zeal without knowledge and enthusiasm without
enlightenment—of being keen but clueless. This, of course,
is hardly the case. Many within the charismatic movement
are wonderful examples of faith and practice. Dr. gordon
fee immediately springs to mind. While I may disagree

2 The OSTEENification of American Christianity  

The prime provocateur of a seductive brand of american
Christianity that reduces god to a means to our ends.
Which beckons multitudes to the table of the Master, not
for the love of the Master but for what is on the table. 

The glory of the cross transposed to the glory of
consumerism—a fast-food Christianity long on looks,
dreadfully short on substance. The triumph of technique
over theology. Style over substance. The preeminence of
psychobabble over precept and principle. 

In short, Osteen is the de facto high priest of a new
brand of Christianity perfectly suited for a feel-good
generation. and his claim to “america’s largest church
with more than 52,000 weekly attendees”4 is just a small
part of the story. Osteen’s “weekly television program
reaches more than 10 million households each week in
the U.S. and is seen by millions more in over 100
nations across the globe.”5

and even that only scratches the surface of his
popularity. Osteen “is the author of six #1 New York Times
bestselling books which have sold more than 22 million
copies and have been translated into 19 languages.” His

“weekly podcast is a perennial top-ten on iTunes, and he has
sold out more than 135 worship events in arenas and
stadiums across the U.S. and abroad. Joel was recently cited
as one of the most influential people on Twitter by the New
York Times, and generates more than 1 billion impressions
per month on facebook and Twitter combined.”6

What should be quickly added is this: Osteenification
is not synonymous with Pentecostalism or charismatic
renewal. Indeed, I am increasingly wary of those who use
Osteenian perversions to drive a wedge between

“Osteen is the de facto
high priest of 

a new brand of
Christianity perfectly
suited for a feel-good

generation.”
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robust emphasis on that which is negative. If you speak out
negative words, something bad will happen. “This is a
spiritual principle,” intones Osteen.8

His message is eerily similar to that of new Thought
Metaphysical practitioner Joe Vitale, contributor to the
wildly popular cultural phenomenon, The Secret. When
asked whether Jessica Lunsford, a nine-year-old florida girl
who was brutally raped and murdered, attracted this horror
to herself, Vitale did not obfuscate: “We are attracting
everything to ourselves and there is no exception.”9

In short, thoughts and words are primary causes of
everything that happens in the world. When Osteen
describes the horrific genocide of nearly one million
rwandans, the implications are never far from the surface.10

Wherever tragedy strikes, words are at the center of the
narrative. and Osteen does not merely use modern-day
anecdotes. With great bravado, he impugns biblical
characters including a hapless paralytic in the gospel of
John.11 negative confessions were central to the condition
he suffered with for thirty-eight years. “The moment you
speak something out, you give birth to it,” says Osteen.

“This is a spiritual principle, and it works whether what you
are saying is good or bad, positive or negative.”12

His message is unequivocal. as are the consequences.
What his message is not, however, is biblical. If god can be
controlled through positive or negative confessions, He is
reducible to the status of a cosmic servant subject to faith
formulas.  Indeed, Osteen would effectively be god, and
god would effectively be Osteen’s bellhop. Osteen would
sit on the throne of a universe centered on the pillow of
narcissistic delusion. The end result—a puny view of god

4 The OSTEENification of American Christianity  

with Dr. fee on numerous nonessentials, he is obviously a
clear thinker who has richly blessed the body of Christ by
both his life and doctrine.7 Lee grady, likewise, comes to
mind. anyone reading his columns in Charisma will not
only glean from his insights but from the gentleness and
respect with which he communicates them.  

Make no mistake. We are currently faced with a crisis
within Christianity. But this crisis is not the fault of the
charismatic renewal. rather, it is focused on a life-and-
death struggle between orthodoxy and heresy—between the
kingdom of Christ and the kingdom of the cults.

The message of Joel Osteen, while cloaked in
Christianese, is little more than new Thought Metaphysics
cleverly repackaged for Christian consumption. and amid
Osteenian self-affirmations—“I am blessed.” “I am
prosperous.”  “I am anointed.” “My god is a ‘supersizing
god’”—there lies a darker hue. Behind the smile lies a

“What should be quickly
added is this:

Osteenification is not
synonymous with
Pentecostalism or

charismatic renewal.”
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In concert with Proverbs 6:2, Proverbs 18:21 serves as
another poignant example of text abuse. “Life and death are
in the power of our tongue,” Osteen opines. Therefore,

“make sure the words you are sending out are in the
direction you want your life to go.”17

The text, of course, has nothing to do with positive or
negative confessions. While it is clear from Scripture that
the tongue can have a devastating impact on another person,
there is no biblical warrant for the notion that our
confessions have the power to create reality. Only god is
capable of that.   

as we will see, all of this is but the tip of the proverbial
iceberg. The greatest of Osteen’s heresies is not even the
prostitution of faith; it is his perversion of the centrality of
the gospel. far from atoning for our sins on the cross,
Osteen has Christ doing so in the caldron of hell. When
Jesus says, “It is finished,”18 Joel says it has just begun. 

exposing such darkness to light is not a pleasurable
experience. It is, however, a necessary one. My passion for
writing The Osteenification of American Christianity is best
summed up by abraham kuyper, who more than a century
ago penned the following words:

When principles that run against your deepest convictions
begin to win the day, then battle is your calling, and peace has
become sin; you must, at the price of dearest peace, lay your
convictions bare before friend and enemy, with all the fire of
your faith.19

6 The OSTEENification of American Christianity  

and a bloated view of humanity. 
Make no mistake. What is in view here is the complete

prostitution of biblical faith. In Christian theology, faith is a
channel of living trust between god and fallen humanity.
In the cultic theology of Joel Osteen, faith is a force, words
are the containers of the force, and through the force of
faith human beings can create their own realities. If you
speak words of faith, you activate the positive side of the
force; if you speak words of fear, you activate the negative
side of the force. In Osteen vernacular, “words are like seeds.
They have creative power. When we speak something out
we give life to what we’re saying. It’s just like we’re planting
that seed. and if we say it long enough eventually we’re
going to reap a harvest.”13

Like the makers of prescription drugs, Osteen adds a
warning to the potion. “We’re going to get exactly what
we’re saying. and this can be either good or it can be
bad.” 14 In evidence Osteen cites a multitude of examples.
One noteworthy illustration is that of a “kind and friendly”
church worker who Osteen contends died at an early age
on account of “prophesying defeat” over his life. Says
Osteen: “He didn’t realize that he was being snared by the
words of his mouth.” and so, tragically, “he got what he
was calling in.”15

This illustration serves to underscore a predictable trend.
again and again, Osteen twists the biblical text in the
process of deluding the faithful. as even the most cursory
reading of Proverbs 6 makes plain, being “ensnared by the
words of your mouth”16 has nothing whatsoever to do with
prophesying your own death and everything to do with a
divine warning against making rash pledges. 
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“I believe one of the main ways that we grow in favor is by
declaring. It’s not enough to just read it. It’s not enough to just
believe it. You’ve got to speak it out. Your words have creative

power. One of the primary ways we release our faith is through
our words. And there is a divine connection between you

declaring God’s favor and seeing God’s favor manifest in your
life. And some of you are doing your best to please the Lord.
You’re living a holy consecrated life, but you’re not really

experiencing God’s supernatural favor. And it’s simply because
you’re not declaring it. You’ve got to give life to your faith by

speaking it out.” 20 —Joel Osteen

If Joel Osteen is anything, he is polished and smooth. a
hip new personification of god-talk in america. a
fresh improved version of faith purveyors such as

Benny Hinn, Jan Crouch, and kenneth Copeland. gone

One  

The 
Faith Factor
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are the combovers, blue wigs, and weird intonations. also
gone are the words of Christ: “In this world you will have
trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” 21 no
room in the inn for talk like that! 

What essentially remains is a message of prosperity. Of
health and wealth in the present. Happiness trumping
holiness. and your best life now obscuring the hope of a
new Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from god. as
Hinn famously remarked, “I’m sick and tired of hearing
about streets of gold. I don’t need gold in heaven, I gotta
have it now!”22 Jesus lived in a mansion and wore designer
clothes and you should too.

Osteen’s Compaq Center is now the happiest place on
earth. Or so it seems. What is largely lost in all the hoopla
are the multitudes who have fallen from the bright lights of
the stadiums into the dark abyss. The baby died. The
spouse contracted cancer. foreclosure looms on the horizon.
and the hell of it all is that you are to blame. negative
words, intones Osteen, created your realities. 

for Osteen, words are downright magical. “In the
physical realm, you have to see it to believe it, but god says
you have to believe it, and then you’ll see it.”23 “Think
about it,” exhorts Osteen. “Your words go out of your
mouth and they come right back into your own ears. If you
hear those comments long enough, they will drop down
into your spirit, and those words will produce exactly what
you’re saying.”24

as proof, Osteen invokes the Bible: “The Scripture tells
us that we are to ‘call the things that are not as if they
already were.’”25 as the biblically literate well know,
however, Scripture says nothing of the sort. Indeed, the very

“Our words have creative
power. Whenever we

speak something, either
good or bad, we give life
to what we are saying….
The Scripture says, ‘We
will eat the fruit of our
words.’ That means we

will get exactly what
we’ve been saying.”
—Joel Osteen, I Declare: 31

Promises to Speak Over Your Life      

passage referenced by Osteen clearly communicates that it is
“the god who gives life”—not we—who “calls things that are
not as though they were.”26

for Osteen Scripture twisting has become a virtual art
form. Whatever the truth, he is bent on demonstrating that
the words we speak create the realities we experience. If that
takes turning a paralytic from a hero to a heel, so be it. In
Osteen’s version of the story, Jesus encounters a paralytic by
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abraham and Sarah. The moment god told Sarah she was
going to have a child, Sarah—who “saw herself as an older,
barren woman”—began making negative confessions.
Thus, says Osteen, “god had to change the image
abraham and Sarah had of themselves before they could
ever have that child. How did god do that? He changed
their names; He changed the words they were hearing. He
changed Sarai to Sarah, which means ‘princess.’ . . . every
time somebody said, ‘Hello, Sarah,’ they were saying,
‘Hello, princess.’ Over time, that changed her self-image.
now, she no longer saw herself as an older, barren woman;
she began to see herself as a princess.” as a result, writes
Osteen, “she gave birth to a child.”30

not only does Osteen torture the text but he also
makes a morally reckless application to the present. He tells
the story of a friend named Joe whose wife had five
miscarriages before “something clicked inside of him.” He
realized that his given name was Joseph, meaning “god will
add.” Joe then required everyone to call him Joseph,
believing that in doing so “they were speaking faith into his
life” and as a result god would add to him a son. Osteen
goes on to say that “several months after Joseph began
believing his name, his wife became pregnant again. and
for the first time in ten years, she carried the child to full
term, and gave birth to a healthy baby boy.” 

The moral of the story, concludes Osteen, is that “with
our words, we can prophesy our own future.”31 The
implication is hard to miss. Had Joe listened to “god
speaking to him”32 ten years earlier the lives of five children
would have been saved and he and his wife would have
been spared a world of hurt. not only so, but with millions

12 The OSTEENification of American Christianity  

the pool of Bethesda just “lying around feeling sorry” for
himself. In response to Jesus’ “simple, straightforward
question,” the paralytic begins “listing all of his excuses. ‘I’m
all alone. I don’t have anyone to help me. Other people
have let me down. Other people always seem to get ahead
of me. I don’t have a chance in life.’” 

With nary a hint of mercy, Osteen continues: “Is it
any wonder that he remained in that condition for thirty-
eight years?”27 By way of contrast to the paralytic, Osteen
says his sister Lisa arose from the ashes of a painful
divorce and remarried. Unlike the paralytic, she “wasn’t
going to sit around by the pool for thirty-eight years
feeling sorry for herself.”28

“Positively or negatively,” says Osteen, “creative power
resides in your words.”29 as such, Osteen cites the story of

“‘Is there anything too
wonderful for the Lord?’

God says, ‘If you’ll 
take the limits off Me 
I’ll amaze you with 

My goodness.’”
—Joel Osteen, I Declare: 31

Promises to Speak Over Your Life      
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is supreme in His authority and power. nebuchadnezzar
found this out the hard way. He had come to believe in the
sovereignty of his personal rule and command, thus god
gave him “the mind of an animal; he lived with the wild
donkeys and ate grass like cattle; and his body was drenched
with the dew of heaven, until he acknowledged that the
Most High god is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and
sets over them anyone He wishes.”35

as the mighty nebuchadnezzar acknowledged after
being reduced to eating grass like a cow, god’s dominion
(not nebuchadnezzar’s) “is an eternal dominion; his
kingdom endures from generation to generation. all the
peoples of the earth are regarded as nothing. He does as he
pleases with the powers of heaven and the peoples of the earth.
no one can hold back his hand or say to him: ‘What
have you done?’”36

14 The OSTEENification of American Christianity  

of Osteen books in print, one can only imagine the
numbers of people who must even now be superstitiously
fretting over the spiritual implications of their names.

from Osteen’s perspective the force of faith is so potent
that even the Sovereign of the universe is bound by its
irrevocable reality. In evidence, Osteen cites the birth of
John the Baptist. Zechariah doubted that his wife could
give birth to a son, thus god rendered him speechless
during the entirety of elizabeth’s pregnancy. “Why did god
take away his speech?” asks Osteen. “It’s because god knew
that Zechariah’s negative confessions—Are you really sure
this is going to happen? Do you see how old we are? I just don’t
think this could be possible—would stop His plan.”33 as such,
god had to take away Zechariah’s speech. 

Once again, however, we have entered the spin zone.
not only has Osteen added spin to the biblical text, but he
has left out significant portions of the biblical narrative. To
begin with, even though Zechariah “was startled and was
gripped with fear” at the presence of an angel (Luke 1:12),
god characterized Zechariah as “upright” and “blameless”
(v. 6). Moreover, gabriel specifically said to Zechariah,

“Your prayer has been heard. Your wife elizabeth will bear
you a son” (v. 13). In response Zechariah asked, “How can I
be sure of this?” (v. 18). The angel gabriel responded by
giving him a sign: “You will be silent and not able to speak
until the day this happens, because you did not believe my
words, which will come true at their proper time” (v. 20). 

Nowhere in the text is there any indication that God had
to take away Zechariah’s speech because “he knew that
Zechariah’s negative words would cancel out His plan.” 34 On
the contrary, if the Bible teaches us anything, it is that god
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“To catch monkeys years ago, hunters would take a large barrel
and fill it with bananas and other treats appealing to monkeys.
Then they’d cut a hole in the side, just large enough that the

monkey could barely get his hand and his arm through it. The
monkey would reach in the barrel and grab one of those treats.

But when he clenched his fist, it would be too big to back out of
the hole. That monkey would be so stubborn and so intent on
holding on to what he had in his hand, even when his captors
converged on him, he wouldn’t turn it loose.” 37 —Joel Osteen 

Despite stupendous successes, the sad reality is this:
Osteen’s sermons are plagued by undocumented
anecdotes and urban legends buttressed by

misinterpretations of the Bible. 
Sometimes the stories are just silly. as a classic case in

point, Osteen recites a common urban legend regarding
codfish. “Many years ago,” says Osteen, “fishing for codfish

Urban 
Legends

Two   
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they instructed this same volunteer to go a couple of doors
down and watch some violent scenes from an old war movie
on television. When this man watched the scenes, even
though the blood that was being tested was in another room,
when he got all uptight and tense, that lie detector test shot
off the page. It was detecting his emotional response even
though the blood was no longer in his body.40

Osteen adds that this was not an isolated experiment.
The United States “experimenters did this with person after
person with the same results. They concluded that the
blood cells seem to ‘remember’ where they came from.”41

While this tale is obviously bizarre on many different levels,
Osteen employs it to convince his readers that the problems
they encounter in the present can be pawned off on
proclivities of parents and grandparents in the past.

Some urban legends employed by Osteen are daffy

18 The OSTEENification of American Christianity  

up in the northeast had become a lucrative commercial
business. The fishing industry recognized that a great
market for codfish existed all over america, but they had a
major problem in the distribution.” The problem,
according to Osteen, is that the owners could not freeze the
codfish because “after the codfish was frozen, it lost its taste.”
further, shipping codfish across the country in huge tanks
of saltwater just made matters worse. “Because the fish were
inactive in the tank, they became soft and mushy, and once
again they lost their taste.” The owners finally solved the
problem by putting catfish in the tanks. Says Osteen,

“Catfish are a natural enemy of codfish, so as the tank
traveled across the country, the codfish had to stay alert and
active and be on the lookout for catfish.”38

Osteen’s takeaway here is actually quite good. Says
Osteen, “Like the catfish, perhaps your adversary was
dropped in your path for a purpose….To challenge you, to
strengthen you, to sharpen you, to keep you fresh, to keep
you alive and active and growing.”39

Undermining the point, however, is the presence of
legend. and oft times the takeaway of the legends he
forwards as fact can be downright dangerous. To buttress
his belief in generational curses, Osteen chronicles “an
interesting study done in 1993 by the United States military.
They were curious about what traits get passed down from
one generation to the next.” as Osteen recounts the story:

Researchers extracted some white blood cells from a
volunteer and they carefully placed them in a test tube. They
then put a probe from a lie-detector machine down in that
test tube, to measure the person’s emotional response. Next,

“Some urban legends
employed by Osteen are
daffy; others decidedly
dangerous; still others

downright deadly.”  
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“shivering almost uncontrollably,” nick scribbled these final
fatal words to family on an old piece of cardboard: “Getting
so cold. Body numb. If I don’t get out soon, these will probably
be my last words.”

Predictably, the next morning, nick’s body was
discovered in the boxcar. as Osteen tells the story, “nick
froze to death in slightly less than normal room
temperatures because he believed that he was in a freezing
boxcar. He expected to die! He was convinced that he didn’t
have a chance. He expected the worst. He saw himself as
doomed with no way out. He lost the battle in his own
mind.” Incredibly, “when the autopsy was completed, it
revealed that nick had indeed frozen to death.”42

What Osteen makes no bones about is that wrong
thinking not only leads to maladies such as diabetes and
cancer, but in some cases even death—and that within less
than twenty-four hours.  What he does not divulge is that
his story is wholly made up—a common urban legend
circulated by self-help gurus and preachers whose books
and sermons traffic in the bizarre. 

While spinning legends about bees dying in outer space
because of a failure to use their wings,43 or monkeys
captured with their hands in the proverbial banana bin,44

truth is a consistent casualty. But then so is Scripture. along
with urban legends and unsubstantiated stories is the ever-
present specter of “Scriptorture.” 

20 The OSTEENification of American Christianity  

(codfish/catfish); others decidedly dangerous (1993 U.S.
military study); still others downright deadly. In the latter
category is the gruesome death of a reliable, hard-working,
though “chronically negative” railroad yardman named
nick. The tragic reality, according to Osteen, is that nick
caused his own death through a series of negative
confessions. as Osteen recounts the tragic circumstances,
nick froze to death in moderate temperatures in an
unrefrigerated boxcar. “Investigators discovered that the
refrigeration unit for the car in which nick had been
trapped was not even on!” 

The problem, indicates Osteen, was wrong thinking.
“for nick, the thing he feared and expected to happen came
to pass.” nick began thinking he was cold, and therefore in
actuality he became cold. and “the more he thought about
his circumstances the colder he became.” although

“As Osteen tells the story,
‘Nick froze to death 
in slightly less than

normal room
temperatures because 

he believed that he was
in a freezing boxcar.’”
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“God is a faithful God. The promises He put in your heart—
that you will be healthy, that you’re coming out of debt, that
your family will be restored, that you’ll have a supernatural

year—God has every intention of bringing to pass. He is called
the author and the finisher of our faith. God will never start

something that he cannot finish.” 45 —Joel Osteen

Osteen’s unsubstantiated stories are one thing,
his torture of Scripture quite another. In his
latest offering, Break Out: 5 Keys to Go Beyond

Your Barriers and Live an Extraordinary Life, Osteen
abuses a Messianic prophecy from the mouth of Isaiah as
a promise that our success in the present is going to be
bigger, quicker, and more rewarding than we might
imagine in our fondest dreams. 

Says Osteen, “It says in Isaiah: ‘This is God’s year to act.’
not next year. not five years. not in the Sweet By and By.

Scriptorture

Three   
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suggest that our faith is made effectual when we
acknowledge all that is good within. Indeed, Paul says quite
the opposite.  rather than having confidence in positive
confessions, he prays that Philemon would have “a full
understanding of every good thing we have in Christ.”
Why? So that Philemon’s love for Christ would be made
manifest in his love for others. Most particularly, in context,
his love for Onesimus.  Thus, Paul urges Philemon to
accept Onesimus not as a slave but as a brother in the Lord.

Moreover, nowhere in Philemon, or for that matter in
the panoply of Scripture, is there a suggestion that
acknowledging our weaknesses renders faith ineffectual.
Indeed, our Lord and Savior says quite the opposite. “My
power,” said Jesus, “is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore,
says Paul, “I will boast all the more gladly about my
weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me.”50

far from making self-affirmations, Scripture exhorts
us to affirm our weaknesses and, as such, our utter
dependence on Christ. To boast in the flesh has nothing
to do with faith and everything to do with foolishness.
The great apostle to the gentiles, and an exemplar to us
all, was reduced to an utter state of weakness so that he
would no longer glory in himself. Weakness was his one
and only affirmation so that he might become, as it were,
an incarnation of the power of Christ. 

Sometimes Osteen’s prostitution of Scripture is so
excessive that it quite literally leaves one breathless.
Consider his rendering of adam’s fall in the garden of
eden. adam’s offense, according to Osteen, was not
rebellion against god but rather believing Satan’s suggestion
that there might be something wrong with him. “Back in

24 The OSTEENification of American Christianity  

This is the year god will shift things in your favor. He is
lining it all up. What you could not make happen on your
own, god will cause you to accomplish. It will be bigger
than you thought. It will happen quicker than you
imagined, and it will be more rewarding than you ever
dreamed possible.”46

as should be obvious to anyone paying attention,
however, Isaiah’s prophecy concerning “the year of the
Lord’s favor”47 is hardly reducible to a personal promise of
prosperity in the present. rather, as Jesus Himself explained,
it is the great and glorious truth that with His coming the
kingdom has been inaugurated and the era of salvation
ushered in.48

The extent to which Osteen perverts the Living Word
of god is virtually without parallel. The examples multiply
beyond belief. With virtually every turn of the page another
perversion emerges. Sometimes the perversions are blatant.
Other times they are seductively subtle. Take, for example,
Osteen’s parody of Philemon 1:6 as a pretext for making
positive self-affirmations. In Become a Better You: 7 Keys to
Improving Your Every Day Life, Osteen writes, “The
Scripture says, ‘Our faith is made effectual when we
acknowledge everything good in us.’” Conversely, he says, “our
faith is not effective when we acknowledge all our hurts and
pains. It’s not effective when we stay focused on our
shortcomings or our weaknesses.” as such, Osteen counsels
the faithful to continuously “declare affirmations such as ‘I
have a bright future. I am gifted. I am talented. People like
me. I have the favor of god.’”49

In reality, Philemon 1:6 has nothing whatsoever to do
with making positive self-affirmations. nor does the text
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biblical languages. Osteen does not so much as seriously
consider the english text. Indeed, that in essence is what the
Osteenification of Christianity is. It is conforming Scripture
to cultural norms as opposed to allowing the plain reading
of the text to transform. It is the recitals of mantras rather
than the renewal of our minds. The glory of the cross
exchanged for the paltry glory of consumerism.
Psychobabble over precept. In short, a rebranding of the
faith once for all delivered to the saints, and the gospel of
the kingdom traded for empty baubles of health and
wealth—they shimmer and glimmer but have little value.   

a classic case in point is found in It’s Your Time: Activate
Your Faith, Achieve Your Dreams, and Increase in God’s Favor,
where Osteen twists the text of Hebrews into a promise of
prosperity. “Hold fast the profession of our faith” 53 is
grotesquely distorted into a positive confession of health
and wealth. “When you speak god’s word, the moment
His promises come out of your mouth, something happens
in the unseen realm,” intones Osteen. “Too often, we cancel
our promises by speaking negative words. We start off right,
but when we don’t see anything happening over time, we
get discouraged. We cannot speak defeat and expect victory.
You can’t talk of sickness and expect health. You can’t talk
lack and poverty and expect an abundant life. That’s why it
says, ‘Hold fast the profession of your faith.’”54

In context the writer of Hebrews is exhorting converts
to Christianity to hold unswervingly to the hope of
salvation. To persevere in the midst of persecution. To live
with eternity in mind. To persevere despite suffering and
pain. To hold fast to Jesus and not return to Judaism or
bondage to the law—for great will be your reward in
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the garden of eden, after adam and eve ate the forbidden
fruit, they hid. In the cool of the day, god came to them
and said, ‘adam, eve, where are you?’ They said, ‘god,
we’re hiding because we are naked.’ I love the way god
answered them. He said, ‘adam, who told you that you
were naked?’ In other words, ‘Who told you that something
was wrong with you?’” 51

The application from Osteen’s perspective is quite
simply this. as with adam and eve in the garden, god
is saying to us, “Who told you that you don’t have what
it takes to succeed?” To get good grades, to flourish in
your career, to have a good marriage, to get a promotion,
and so on.52

from genesis to revelation, Osteen simply uses
Scripture to communicate whatever he wants. not even
Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses treat the Scriptures with
such disregard. They at least attempt to grapple with the

“Sometimes Osteen’s
prostitution of Scripture

is so excessive that it
quite literally leaves one

breathless.”
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In the Scripture, there was a lady who came to Jesus
and started begging Him to heal her daughter….
What’s interesting is that Jesus practically ignored
this lady who was begging. He didn’t give her the
time of day.

After a while, she realized begging wasn’t going to
do her any good. The Scripture says, “She fell at Jesus’
feet and started worshipping Him, started thanking
Him, started giving Him praise.”

All of the sudden, Jesus stopped what He was doing,
looked at the woman and said, “Your daughter is
perfectly well. You can go home. Everything is okay.”

Today, know that what begging won’t do, praise
will. Don’t be a beggar. Instead, be a believer. When
you pray, switch over into praise which is what opens
the door for God to act. Don’t get stuck year after year
begging, “God, please heal me. God, please give me
that promotion. God, I’m just begging You.” No,
instead; all through the day say, “Father, thank You
that I’m healthy. Thank You that my business is
blessed. Thank You that promotion is coming.”

—Joel Osteen, “Beyond Begging,” September 6, 2013,
http://blogs.christianpost.com/joel-osteen/beyond-

begging-17816/ 

Sounds good doesn’t it! After all, Joel says it’s
“in the Scripture.” But is this actually Scripture
or just the Osteenification of Scripture? Take a
moment to compare what Joel says the Bible
says to what the Bible actually says: 
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resurrection. He who is able will you keep you from falling.
He will be faithful in the midst of your trials and present
you with a crown of glory in the consummation of the age. 

How such a message on perseverance can be twisted
into a primer on making positive rather than negative
confessions is simply unfathomable. a tragic example of
how the theology of the cross is transformed into a pagan
theology of prosperity. and yet this is but an initial step
into the abyss of full-blown heresy.  

Beyond Begging 
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Leaving that place, Jesus withdrew to the region of
Tyre and Sidon. A Canaanite woman from that
vicinity came to him, crying out, “Lord, Son of
David, have mercy on me! My daughter is suffering
terribly from demon-possession.”

Jesus did not answer a word. So his disciples came
to him and urged him, “Send her away, for she keeps
crying out after us.”

He answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep
of Israel.”

The woman came and knelt before him. “Lord,
help me!” she said.

He replied, “It is not right to take the children’s
bread and toss it to their dogs.”

“Yes, Lord,” she said, “but even the dogs eat the
crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.”

Then Jesus answered, “Woman, you have great
faith! Your request is granted.” And her daughter
was healed from that very hour. 

(Matthew 15:21–28; cf. Mark 7:24–30)

The point Jesus made and the point Joel makes
might as well be polar opposites. Joel speaks about
a woman “in the Scripture” who was a beggar
rather than a believer. Jesus spoke of a woman in
the Scriptures who begged because she believed.
Indeed, Jesus praises the very greatness of her
belief. The wholeheartedness of her understanding
and acceptance of his Messianic mission was to
Jesus a sweet-smelling savor—and a grand
testament to her faith. Nowhere do the Scriptures
suggest that the woman “realized that begging
wasn’t going to do her any good” and therefore

“switched over into praise.”
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“The Bible indicates that for three days, Jesus went into the very
depths of hell. Right into the enemy’s own territory.  And He
did battle with Satan face to face. Can you imagine what a
show down that was? It was good vs. evil. Right vs. wrong.
Holiness vs. filth. Here the two most powerful forces in the
universe have come together to do battle for the first time in

history. But thank God. The Bible says Satan was no match for
our Champion. This was no contest. Jesus crushed Satan’s head
with His foot. He bruised his head. And He once and for all,

forever defeated and dethroned and demoralized our enemy.” 55

—Joel Osteen

Before delving into the atonement atrocities
forwarded by Joel Osteen, let me take a moment to
forge a working definition of atonement. Simply put,

atonement means that Christ, in His sacrificial death upon
the cross, dealt completely with the problem of humanity’s

Atonement 
Atrocities

Four 
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While Jesus said, “It is finished!”58 Joel, says, “It has just
begun!” This despite the fact that the greek word—
tetelestai—quite literally means “It is paid; the debt has
been paid in full.”59

and as with the heresy, the timing of its
communication is noteworthy. During the very season
that we celebrate the resurrection of the One who
conquered death and the grave, Osteen in dramatic
fashion tells his worldwide audience that Jesus did not
finish the work of redemption on the cross. While
Scripture says Jesus made “a public spectacle” of the devil
and his demons, “triumphing over them by the cross,”60

Joel says Jesus triumphed over the demonic hordes in
hell. While the Bible tells us that our Savior has always
had control of death and hell, Joel says Jesus had to rip
the keys of death and hell out of Satan’s hands. and
against the whole counsel of Scripture, Osteen
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sin. Upon the cross, He “redeemed [sinners] from the curse
of the law by becoming a curse for us.”56

as such, Christ, the paragon of virtue, is the sacrificial
Lamb upon whom the sins of the world were laid. While
practically He was perfect and sinless, positionally He was
accounted as sinful in that all of our sin was laid to His
account. Conversely, while we are practically sinners, all of
His righteousness is imputed to those who place their trust
in Him. Thus, through His atoning sacrifice, we are
accounted as positionally righteous before god.

I cannot emphasize too strongly that the atonement of
Christ upon Calvary’s cross is crucial to the historic
Christian faith. Indeed, the word crucial comes from the
Latin word crux or “cross.” Thus, in saying that the
atonement is the crux of Christianity, I am saying that just
as the cross stands at the center of all history, so our
understanding of the atonement is central to the faith once
and for all delivered to the saints. and tampering with this
precious truth is as direct a pathway from Christianity into
the kingdom of the cults as can be imagined. Indeed,
virtually all cults and world religions, in one way or another,
deny the doctrine of salvation by grace alone, through faith
alone, on account of the sinless sacrifice of Christ upon the
cross alone.57

In light of this most precious sacrifice, it is tragic to
think that anyone would blatantly tamper with the
centrality of Christ’s salvific work. Yet this is precisely
what Joel Osteen has done. He dogmatically contends
that it was in hell—not on the cross—that our salvation
was secured. as such, he has transferred the saving work
of Christ from the cross to the deepest dungeons of hell.

“Simply put, atonement
means that Christ, in His
sacrificial death upon the

cross, dealt completely
with the problem 
of humanity’s sin.”
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the undisputed Champion of all time!”62

It is almost inconceivable that anyone—particularly
someone who takes the sacred name of Christ upon his
lips—would so blatantly reconstruct the centrality of
Christ’s atonement upon the cross. Yet in the face of
Scripture, which plainly tells us that “by his death” Jesus
destroyed him “who holds the power of death—that is the
devil,”63 Osteen has Christ in the caldron of hell finishing
the work of redemption. 

Incredibly, in Osteen’s revision of Scripture, even
Christ’s victory in hell was insufficient to atone for our
sins. after the resurrection, “there still had to be a blood
sacrifice for our sins. There still had to be a price paid.”
That is why Jesus “presented His own blood in the high
court of heaven as a sacrifice for all our sins—past, present,
and future.” Indeed, according to Osteen, that is precisely
the reason that Jesus commanded Mary not to touch Him
after the resurrection. “Why didn’t Jesus want Mary to
touch him?” asks Osteen. “I’ll tell you what it was! Jesus
had just risen from the grave and He still had His holy
blood on Him. It was this blood He was going to use as a
sacrifice for our sins.”64

In reality, nothing could be further from the truth. far
from having some sort of magical efficacy, the blood of
Jesus Christ is emblematic of the death of Jesus Christ.65 nor
is there any warrant for suggesting that sometime between
His encounter with Mary and His encounter with
Thomas, Jesus went to heaven to sprinkle His blood upon
the mercy seat. 

Instead, believers throughout the ages have celebrated
the precious sacrament of communion as the broken
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pontificates that in hell “the two most powerful forces in
the universe have come together to do battle for the first
time in history.”61

In an imaginative reconstruction that has no basis in
the Bible, Osteen transitions the triumph of the cross into
the corridors of hell. There Jesus “did battle with Satan face
to face.” In direct contradiction of the biblical text, “when
Jesus bowed His head and died on the cross,” Osteen says,

“Satan and all those demons, they gathered in hell for a great
victory celebration. I can imagine it looked something like
the victory party in the locker room after the Super Bowl.”
In the end, however, the Savior overwhelmed Satan and

“ripped the keys of death and hell out of Satan’s hands. and
He grabbed Satan by the nap of his neck and He began to
slowly drag him down through the corridors of Hell, all
beat up and bruised because He wanted to make sure that
every single demon saw very clearly that Jesus was indeed

“Incredibly, in Osteen’s
revision of Scripture,

even Christ’s victory in
hell was insufficient to

atone for our sins.”
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body and shed blood of Jesus Christ for the complete
remission of sin. 

It was not Christ’s triumph over Satan in the caldron of
hell that atoned for sin—Jesus said, “father into thy hands I
commit my spirit”66 not “Satan into your clutches I submit
my spirit.” nor did the debt remain unpaid until Christ
ascended into heaven. The debt for all sin—past, present,
and future—was paid by Christ’s passion upon the cross.
and with His passion complete, no further debt remained
to be discharged in this world or the next. 

I should note here that some have wrongly argued that
the notion that Christ went to hell is consistent with the
beliefs of the early church fathers. In doing so, they
inevitably invoke the phrase “he descended into hell” from
ancient Christian creeds.67 This, however, is hardly
convincing. But even if the phrase “he descended into hell”
was invoked by the early Christian Church, the intent was
not to communicate that Jesus finished the work of redemption
there. If church history tells us anything, it is that early
Christians celebrated the broken body and shed blood of
Jesus Christ for the complete remission of their sins. Put
another way, to say that Jesus descended into hell may well
be wrong, but it is not heretical. Conversely, to replace
redemption on the cross with redemption in “the corridors
of Hell” is an atonement atrocity amounting to full-blown
heresy. (for an examination of the primary pretexts used by
Osteen and others to deny the sufficiency of Christ’s
atonement on the cross, see “Did Jesus go to Hell?”
appendix C).
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“You can break a generational curse. You have the power not
only to put an end to it, but you can start a generational

blessing. You can pass down things that will make it easier on
your loved ones. After all, our children have enough to

overcome without carrying around all of our negative baggage.
Even if you don’t do it for yourself, do it for your children. Do it

to make it easier on those that come after you. The Scripture
calls this negative baggage an iniquity.  And it talks about how

it can be passed down for four generations. The things you
struggle with—they didn’t just happen to show up. Somebody
in your family line opened the door.  I talked to a young lady
that deals with anorexia—she’s skin and bones. She told how
her mother has the same problem. Her grandmother struggled
with it as well. That’s not a coincidence—that is an iniquity
being passed from generation to generation. It will continue

until somebody rises up and puts a stop to it. Somebody has to
deactivate that gene. And God said in Deuteronomy chapter

Genera tional
Curses

Five 
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your descendants will live.”71

as the biblically literate well know, this text has
everything to do with obedience to god’s commandments
and nothing whatsoever to do with putting one’s foot down
so that such maladies as anorexia and diabetes will not be
passed on from one generation to another. Indeed, there is
no biblical basis for believing in either generational blessings
or generational curses to begin with.

Scripture communicates that consequences—not
curses—are passed on through the generations. In this sense,
the Bible says children are punished for the sins of their
fathers “to the third and fourth generation.”72 The children
of alcoholic fathers frequently suffer neglect and abuse as a
direct consequence of their father’s sinful behavior. 

Scripture explicitly tells us that “the son will not share
the guilt of the father, nor will the father share the guilt of
the son.”73 When ancient Israel quoted the proverb, “The
fathers eat sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on
edge,” god responded in no uncertain terms: “as surely as
I live, declares the Sovereign LOrD, you will no longer
quote this proverb in Israel . . . The soul who sins is the one
who will die.” 74

Yet in contradiction of the clear communication of
Scripture, Osteen offers up the story of a friend who
pastors several thousand people but desperately wants to
pastor “thousands and thousands” more. Despite the
reality that the average church has less than a hundred
members, every time this pastor drives by a church that is
larger than his own, he feels “as though salt were being
rubbed in a wound.” as a result, he begins to speak out
words of fear rather than words of faith—“god, it’s just
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30: ‘I set before you life and death, blessing and curses. Choose
life so that you and your descendants will live.’ Notice your

decisions don’t just affect you, they affect future generations.” 68

—Joel Osteen

a nother of Osteen’s egregious errors surrounds the
notion that both generational curses and
generational blessings are passed down via “the

bloodline being formed in your Dna.”69 In books and
sermons he forwards one anecdote after another to buttress
the belief that generational curses such as genetic
abnormalities, demonic influences, and the sins of the
fathers can be cured through the power of positive
confession. 

To those who say, “Well, Joel, my grandmother had
diabetes. My mother has diabetes. It looks like I’m going to
have it, too,” he has a brusque response. “When you think
like that, you‘re planning to be diabetic. You’re inviting that
malady into your life. You need to put your foot down and
say, ‘grandmother may have had it. Mother may have had
it. But as for me and my house, we’re redeemed from
diabetes. I’m going to live under the blessing and not the
curse.’” Osteen goes so far as to counsel devotees not so
much as to countenance such diseases. Says Joel, “Don’t
make plans for negative things.”70

Osteen not only writes in a rash and inconsistent
manner but routinely sanitizes his dangerous suggestions
through a misuse of Scripture. In counseling devotees to
reject genetic abnormalities, he goes so far as to distort the
very words of god almighty—“I set before you life and
death, blessings, and curses. Choose life so that you and
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former home of the Houston rockets . . . . I slowed down
and pointed. ‘Jonathan, look over there. One day, that’s
where you’re going to be preaching.’ He said, ‘Oh, no,
Daddy. When I get old enough, I’m going to preach in
reliant Stadium!’ (reliant Stadium is Houston’s seventy-
thousand-seat home of the Houston Texans football
team.)”78  This is precisely how Joel’s father, John, had
taught his son to think. Says Osteen, Whenever people
asked me, “‘Joel, do you think that you will be able to do
as much as your dad?’ . . . . I always would say, ‘I believe
I’m going to do more than my dad.’”79

While there is certainly nothing inappropriate in
dreaming big dreams for ourselves or for our children, there
is no biblical warrant for supposing generational blessings
are passed down via “the bloodline being formed in your
Dna.”80 nor is there any reason to believe that Osteen’s
acquisition of a big house is the result of his effectively
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not fair. I poured my heart and soul into the dream that
You gave me, but I don’t think I’ll ever measure up to this
man’s success . . . . I feel like I’m being laughed at. I don’t
even know if I should stay in the race.”75

One might think that god would chide this pastor for
seeing success from a worldly perspective or for succumbing
to the sins of envy and covetousness. Instead, the almighty
affirmed the pastor’s prideful proclivities by suggesting he
take solace in the possibility that he was “laying the
groundwork” for the future success of his grandchildren. In
other words, the almighty allegedly held out the hope that,
like generational curses, generational blessings “may be
harvested by your sons and your daughters.”76

Osteen writes about a circumstance in his own life
where, like this pastor friend, he uttered negative
confessions. He and his wife, Victoria, were living in a

“crooked” little house when one day they came upon a
beautiful home in the final stages of construction. Joel was
so convinced that owning such a home was beyond the
realm of possibility, that he continuously spoke words of
fear. Victoria, however, did not. “Over the next several
months, she kept speaking words of faith and victory.”
eventually Joel rid himself of “limited thinking” and started
agreeing with her. “We kept on believing it, seeing it, and
speaking it,” writes Joel, and “we saw it come to pass.”77 not
only so, but in doing so allegedly made provisions for
generations to come. 

In evidence the faith of Joel is apparently being
“harvested” by his son Jonathan. One day as we were riding
down the freeway, writes Joel, “we came upon the Compaq
Center, the sixteen-thousand-seat arena that was the

“Scripture communicates
that consequences—

not curses—are 
passed on through the

generations.”
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where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do
not break in and steal.”81

We must ever remain mindful that the basis of our
salvation is the finished work of Christ, but we can erect a
building of rewards upon that foundation. as Paul puts it,

“no one can lay any foundation other than the one already
laid, which is Jesus Christ. If any man builds on this
foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or
straw, his work will be shown for what it is, because the
Day will bring it to life. It will be revealed with fire, and the
fire will test the quality of each man’s work. If what he has
built survives, he will receive his reward. If it is burned up,
he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one
escaping through the flames.”82

Paul here illustrates the sober reality that some
Christians will be resurrected with precious little to show
for the time they spent on earth—they “will be saved, but
only as one escaping through the flames.” This conjures up
images of people escaping burning buildings with little
more than charred clothes upon their backs. This will be
the lot of even the most visible Christian leaders whose
motives were selfish rather than selfless. Conversely, those
who build selflessly upon the foundation of Christ using

“gold, silver, costly stones” will receive enduring rewards.
Indeed, a selfless Christian lay person who labors in virtual
obscurity will hear the words longed for throughout life:

“Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful
with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things.
Come and share your master’s happiness!”83
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wielding the inexorable force of faith. 
It is far more likely that he has what he has as a result of

telling people what they want to hear (i.e., the moment you
speak something out, you give birth to it). not only so, but
big is not always better. I have been privileged to have a
much bigger platform than my father had during his
earthly ministry, but it may be that in god’s economy my
father will have a greater reward in eternity due to faithful
service, self-sacrifice, and suffering. 

Such enduring rewards are not often the subject of crass
and carnal contemporary sermons; they were, however, a
constant theme in the sermons of Christ. His message was
crystal clear. rather than fixate on earthly vanities, we
ought instead to focus on eternal verities. as such, He
exhorted His followers to store up “treasures in heaven,

“There is no biblical
warrant for supposing
generational curses or
blessings are passed

down via ‘the bloodline
being formed in your

DNA.’”
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“Your words have enormous creative power. The moment you
speak something out, you give birth to it. This is a spiritual

principle, and it works whether what you are saying is good or
bad, positive or negative.” 84 —Joel Osteen

During a time of spiritual darkness, a crass and
carnal monk named Johann Tetzel conned the
commoners of his day into buying indulgences.

Tetzel took a complex Catholic creed on purgatory and
reduced it to a catchy couplet: 

As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, 
The soul from purgatory springs.

His pitch was intoxicatingly simple. People could
purchase a pardon from god that would purge them from
a place called purgatory. Unbelievably, thousands fell for the

Epilogue

‡
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his own money, rather than taking from the meager
resources of the poor.88

rome’s reaction was swift and severe. Luther was
labeled a “child of the Devil” and a “drunken german
who when sober will change his mind.” But Luther did
not change his mind.89 Under the ban of the empire and
a bull of excommunication, Luther displayed raw courage,
rare communication skills, and rich convictions. When
asked to recant, he responded with the famous words,

“My conscience is captive to the Word of god . . . Here I
stand. I cannot do otherwise. May god help me.”90

Luther’s courage established a mighty reformation that
exposed the “prosperity message” of his day. Today another
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ruse. In fact, the masses—from monks to magistrates—
hailed Tetzel as a messenger from heaven. Capitalizing on
spiritual insecurity and scriptural illiteracy, he fleeced the
flock in order to fund papal projects as well as his own
extravagant lifestyle.

although Tetzel’s methods for merchandising the gospel
were outrageous, no one seemed willing to expose him. His
popularity, backed by the power of rome, seemed too
formidable a foe. That is, until a monk named Martin
Luther came along. Luther could no longer go along with
the con. and so, in 1517, Luther nailed his famous ninety-
five Theses to the door of the castle church at Wittenberg.

In layman’s language, Luther’s ninety-five Theses
protested the pillaging of the poor by the pope. Luther
labeled the notion that a soul would fly out of purgatory
when money fell into the coffers of the church as a
perverted prescription for “avarice and gain.”85 He expressed
outrage that a person would attempt to purchase god’s
pardon with money. He called the “treasures of indulgences”
nets with which the preachers of pardon fished for the

“riches of men.”86

Luther contended that the real reason rome was selling
indulgences was not the spiritual well-being of the saints
but the financial well-being of the pope and his pet
project—the building of the Basilica of Saint Peter’s. He
wrote with great passion that the mother Church in rome
would be better “burnt to ashes, than that it should be built
up with the skin, flesh, and bones” of the pope’s sheep.87 He
added further perspective by asking why a rich pope,

“whose riches are at this day more ample than that of the
wealthiest of the wealthy,” would not build the Basilica with

“We need to remind
ourselves that while 

we have been promised
an eternal inheritance 
far beyond our wildest
dreams, God’s promise

for us on this earth
sometimes takes on 

a darker hue.”



Epilogue  5352 The OSTEENification of American Christianity  

reformation is sorely needed. We would do well to
remember that the accumulation of wealth is not the
purpose or the calling of any of god’s children. Yes, god
prospers some; but He places others in more humble
circumstances. 

Our attitude toward health and wealth should mirror
the apostle Paul’s outlook in the book of Philippians. “I
know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have
plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and
every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living
in plenty or in want. I can do everything through him who
gives me strength.”91

We need to remind ourselves that while we have been
promised an eternal inheritance far beyond our wildest
dreams, god’s promise for us on this earth sometimes takes
on a darker hue. “It has been granted to you on behalf of
Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for
him.”92 Moreover, we need to consider both the warning
and the glorious hope that the apostle lays out for us:

I have often told you before and now say again even with tears,
many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their destiny is
destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in
their shame. Their mind is on earthly things.

But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a
Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power
that enables him to bring everything under his control, will
transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his
glorious body. Therefore, my brothers, you whom I love and
long for, my joy and crown, that is how you should stand firm
in the Lord, dear friends! 93

Wealth comes from the Lord, says Paul. not from
positive confessions. But don’t get too attached to it. What
you have, use for the furtherance of the gospel and for the
betterment of those around you. expect that hardship will
come your way.94 and never forget that one day Jesus will
roll up this earth like a ball of yarn and will bestow upon us
a body that will never decay, never hurt, never be in need of
food or gold or earthly riches.95 In other words, lead your
life here below as a responsible steward so that one day, at
the judgment, god Himself will richly reward you.96

It’s your choice. You can swallow the nonsense of the
health and wealth gospel, or you can set your heart on the
deep satisfaction that comes only through using your
resources generously to further the gospel and improve the
lot of those around you. You can live responsibly as a
steward of god’s resources and expect to hear Him say,

“Well done, good and faithful servant,”97 or you can pervert
His message and let these words fall with full force upon
your foolish soul: “I tell you the truth, you have your
reward in full.”98
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“Stop judging by mere appearances, and make a right
judgment.” 99 —the Lord Jesus

not only is judging permissible, it is our
responsibility. nobody’s teachings are above
sound judgment—especially those of influential

leaders! Biblically, authority and accountability go hand in
hand.100 The greater the responsibility one holds, the greater
the accountability.101

first, the precedent for making right judgments comes
from Scripture itself. In the Old Testament the Israelites
were commanded to practice sound judgment by
thoroughly testing the teachings of their leaders.102 Similarly,
in the new Testament, the apostle Paul commands the
Thessalonians to test all things and to hold fast to that

Appendix A
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which is good.103 Moreover, Paul lauds the Bereans for
testing his teachings.104

furthermore, while our Lord cautioned followers not to
judge self–righteously,105 He also counseled them to make
judgments based on right standards.106 In the context of His
oft–misquoted command “Judge not, or you too will be
judged,” Jesus exhorts us to judge false prophets, whose
teachings and behavior lead people astray.107 Thus while we
are commanded not to judge hypocritically, we are
nevertheless called to judge.

finally, common sense should be sufficient to alert
us to the importance of making public as well as private
judgments regarding false doctrine. During the infamous
Tylenol scare in 1982, public warnings were issued by
the media and the medical community regarding the
physical danger of ingesting Tylenol capsules that
someone had laced with cyanide. In similar fashion,
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when spiritual cyanide is dispensed within the Christian
community, we are duty–bound to warn the public. as
such, Paul publicly rebuked Hymenaeus and Philetus
whose teachings “spread like gangrene.”108

“Common sense should
be sufficient to alert us

to the importance of
making public as well 
as private judgments

regarding false doctrine.”
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“Preach the word; be prepared in season and out of season;
correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful
instruction. For the time will come when men will not put up
with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will

gather around them a great number of teachers to say what
their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away
from the truth and turn aside to myths.” 109 —the apostle Paul

“Touch not god’s anointed” is a common refrain heard in
faith circles worldwide. The leaders of these groups are
commonly regarded by followers as having a unique gift
and calling that entitles them to unconditional authority—
sort of a heavenly carte blanche. To dispute their teachings
or practices is virtually indistinguishable from questioning
god Himself.

advocates of such unquestionable authority assume
that Scripture supports their view. Their key biblical proof

Appendix B
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text is Psalm 105:15: “Touch not mine anointed, and do
my prophets no harm” (kJV). But a close examination of
this passage reveals that it has nothing to do with
challenging the teachings and practices of church leaders.

first, it needs to be noted that the Old Testament
phrase “the Lord’s anointed” is typically used to refer to the
kings of Israel,110 at times specifically to the royal line
descended from David,111 and not to especially mighty
prophets and teachers. While the text does also mention
prophets, in the context of Psalm 105 the reference is
undoubtedly to the patriarchs in general,112 and to abraham
(whom god called a prophet) in particular.113 It is therefore
debatable whether this passage can be applied to select
leaders within the body of Christ.

even if the text can be applied to certain church leaders
today, in the context of this passage the words “touch” and

“harm” have to do with inflicting physical harm upon
someone. Psalm 105:15 is therefore wholly irrelevant to the
issue of questioning the teachings of any self-proclaimed
man or woman of god.

furthermore, even if we accepted this misinterpretation
of Psalm 105:15, how are we to know who not to

“touch”—that is, who god’s anointed and prophets are?
Because they and their followers say they are? On such a basis
we would have to accept the claims of Sun Myung Moon,
elizabeth Clare Prophet, and virtually all cult leaders to be
prophets. Because they reputedly perform miracles? no, god’s
representatives are known above all by their purity of
character and doctrine.114 If a would-be spokesperson for
god cannot pass the biblical tests of character and doctrine,
we have no basis for accepting his or her claim, and no
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reason to fear that in criticizing his or her teaching we
might also be rejecting god.

finally, if any individual Christian is to be considered
anointed, then every single Christian must be considered
anointed as well. for this is the only sense in which the term
is used (apart from Christ) in the new Testament: “You
[referring to all believers] have an anointing from the Holy
One.”115 Thus no believer can justifiably claim any sort of
special status as god’s “untouchable anointed” over other
believers. With this in mind, it is significant that the apostle
John does not use this term with reference to inspired or
dynamic preaching or teaching, but to the ability and
responsibility of each believer to discern between true and
false teachers.116

nobody’s teachings or practices are beyond biblical
evaluation—especially influential leaders. according to the
Bible, authority and accountability go hand in hand.117 The

“God’s representatives 
are known above all 

by their purity of
character and doctrine.”
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greater the responsibility one holds, the greater the
accountability one has before god and His people.

Teachers and other leaders of the Christian community
should be extremely careful not to mislead any believer, for
their calling carries with it a strict judgment.118 They should
therefore be grateful when sincere Christians take the time
and effort to correct whatever erroneous doctrine they may
be holding and preaching to the masses. and if the
criticisms are unfounded or unbiblical, they should respond
in the manner prescribed by Scripture, which tells them to
correct misguided doctrinal opposition with gentle
instruction.119

There is, of course, another side to this issue: criticism
often can be sinful, leading to rebellion and unnecessary
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division. Christians should respect the leaders that god has
given them.120 Theirs is the task of assisting the church in its
spiritual growth and doctrinal understanding.121 at the
same time, believers should be aware that false teachers will
arise among the Christian fold.122 This makes it imperative
for us to test all things by Scripture, as the Bereans were
commended for doing when they examined the words of
even the apostle Paul.123

not only is the Bible useful for preaching, teaching,
and encouragement, but it is equally valuable for correcting
and rebuking.124 In fact, we as Christians are held
accountable for proclaiming the whole will of god and
warning others of false teachings and those responsible for
them.125

We need to heed Scripture’s repeated warnings to be on
guard for false teachings,126 and to point them out to
brothers and sisters in Christ.127 With so much scriptural
support, such actions can hardly be considered unbiblical.

“Teachers should be
grateful when sincere

Christians take the time
and effort to correct
whatever erroneous
doctrine they may be

holding and preaching to
the masses.”
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“There is no textual basis in the New Testament for claiming
that between Good Friday and Easter Christ was preaching to

souls imprisoned in hell or Hades. There is textual basis for
saying that he would be with the repentant thief in Paradise

“today” (Luke 23:43), and one does not get the impression that
he means a defective place from which the thief must then be

delivered by more preaching.” 128 —John Piper

for many the question of whether Jesus went to hell
may seem odd. Yet it is a question in desperate need
of an answer. not only because millions invoke the

phrase “he descended into hell” as they recite the apostles’
Creed, but because multiplied millions have been caught up
in the notion that their redemption was secured in an epic
battle between Satan and the Savior in the cauldron of hell.
While the notion that Jesus descended into hell is not itself
heretical, the notion that in hell He completed the work of

Appendix C
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and everything in it will be laid bare. . . . But in keeping
with his promise . . . a new heaven and a new earth, the
home of righteousness,” will gloriously emerge out of the
ashes of devastation.133

In sum, 1 Peter 3:19 has nothing whatsoever to do with
Jesus going to hell during the days between His death and
resurrection to preach to demonic spirits or to disobedient
scoffers who disobeyed while the ark was being built.
Instead, the disobedient who died in noah’s day, in Peter’s
day, and who die in our day comprise “the spirits in prison”
(souls in hades) who await a final Day of Judgment in
which they will be summarily sentenced and sent to an
eternal prison designated in Scripture as hell.

furthermore, as with the words of Peter, so too the
words of Paul written in his epistle to ephesian Christians
are frequently taken to communicate that Jesus descended
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atonement most certainly is. Three texts in particular are
invoked to buttress the notion that Jesus was in hell
between His death and resurrection.

The first is 1 Peter 3:19–20. Here Peter writes that Jesus
“went and preached to the spirits in prison who disobeyed
long ago when god waited patiently in the days of noah
while the ark was being built.” Does this mean that Jesus
descended into hell? I think not.  What Peter communi -
cates here is that just as the Spirit of Jesus preached through
noah to the people of his day—who were then in the flesh,
but at the writing of Peter’s epistles were disembodied spirits
incarcerated in the prison house of hades—so too in the
days preceding the fall of Jerusalem, the Spirit of Jesus was
preaching through Peter and the persecuted to a pagan
world drowning in a flood of dissipation.

The parallels between the day of noah and Peter’s day
are striking. Like noah and his family, the faithful were an
insignificant minority in the midst of a wicked and perverse
generation.129 Moreover, as noah built the ark believing
that he would see god’s judgment befall the wicked within
his own lifetime, so Peter proclaimed that scoffers would
witness the destruction of Jerusalem within their very own
generation. as the world was deluged and destroyed in the
days of noah, so Jerusalem and its glorious temple were

“reserved for fire” in the day of a fledgling first-century
church.130 as noah “condemned the world and became
heir of the righteousness that comes by faith,”131 and as the
persecuted in Peter’s day were “being built into a spiritual
house to be a holy priesthood,”132 so too we are exhorted to
look forward in faith to an ultimate “day of the Lord” in
which “the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth

“While the notion that
Jesus descended into hell

is not itself heretical, 
Osteen’s notion that 
in hell He completed 

the work of atonement 
most certainly is.”
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mean the cauldron of hell, in reality Christ was speaking of
His death and burial in the tomb of Joseph of arimathea.
Jonah’s entombment in the stomach of a fish was the type;
Jesus’ entombment in the sepulchre of a friend, the antitype.
Moreover, there is not even a hint in Matthew’s gospel, or
for that matter in the rest of Scripture, that Jesus
experienced three days and three nights in mortal combat
with the forces of darkness. nor is there any warrant for
supposing that hades is located in the heart or the core of
the earth.

I would be remiss at this point if I failed to mention
that it is often wrongly argued that the belief that Christ
suffered under the demonic hosts in hell is consistent with
early apostolic teaching. In doing so, they invoke the phrase

“he descended into hell” from the oldest rule of faith—the
apostles’ Creed.

This, however, is hardly a convincing argument. Prior
to its crystallization as a confession, the creed was used in
rudimentary permutations as a rite of baptism—but
without the phrase in question. The creed began to take on
permanency as a rule of faith because of gnostic heresies
that arose in the early Christian church prior to the middle
of the second century—but still without the phrase “he
descended into hell.”

even in form of the Old roman Creed, codified by
Bishop Marcellus of ancyra in the late fourth century, the
confession did not contain the phrase “he descended into
hell.” Indeed, not until standardization as the received
Creed long after the fourth century was the clause
appended to the confession—and perhaps not officially so
until the eighth century. Moreover, we should note that

68 The OSTEENification of American Christianity  

into hell: “What does ‘he ascended’ mean except that he
also descended to the lower, earthly regions? He who
descended is the very one who ascended higher than all
the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.”134 The
question is, do the phrases, “he also descended to the
lower earthly regions” and “he descended into hell” have
equivalent meanings?

The unequivocal answer is—no! far from demon -
strating that our Lord went to hell, this passage contains an
idiomatic expression (an expression unique to the greek),
referring to Christ’s incarnation on earth. In evidence,
David uses the same expression (“lower parts” or “depths of
the earth”) in exclaiming, “My frame was not hidden from
you when I was made in the secret place. When I was
woven together in the depths of the earth, your eyes saw my
unformed body.”135 Surely no one rightly supposes that
David was born in the dungeons of hell! Indeed, far from
crying out something like, “Satan into thy hellish clutches I
submit my being,” as Word of faith teachers would like to
have it, Christ cried from the cross, “father into your hands
I commit my spirit.”136 as such, He did not spend three
days between death and resurrection experiencing the
horror of hell; rather, absent from the body, He was
immediately present with the father in heaven.

finally, the words of Jesus—“as Jonah was three days
and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of
Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the
earth”137—have been twisted in an attempt to shore up the
notion that between death and resurrection, Jesus

“descended into hell.”
While the phrase “heart of the earth” has been taken to
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even had the clause been invoked by the early Christian
church, the intent would not have been to communicate
that Jesus finished the work of redemption in hell.

If church history tells us anything, it is that the early
Christians celebrated the broken body and shed blood of
Christ on the cross for the complete remission of their sins.
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CRI International

P.O. Box 8500
Charlotte, NC 28271-8500

IN CANADA:
CRI Canada

56051 Airways P.O.
Calgary, Alberta T2E 8K5

BY PHONE:
Customer Service (U.S.): 704-887-8200

Toll-Free Credit Card Line: 888-7000-CRI

FAX:
704-887-8299

FOR INFORMATION (Canada):
403-571-6363

TOLL-FREE CUSTOMER SERVICE (Canada):
800-665-5851 (orders and donations  only)

ON THE INTERNET: 
www.equip.org

ON THE BROADCAST:
To contact the Bible Answer Man broadcast with your

questions, 
call toll-free in the U.S. and Canada, 888-ASK-HANK (275-4265), 

Monday–Friday, 5:30 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. Eastern Time.

For a list of stations airing the Bible Answer Man or to listen to
the broadcast via the Internet, log on to our website at

www.equip.org.



VIA EQUIP.ORG YOU CAN:
� Listen to the Bible Answer Man broadcast
� Watch video clips of Hank on the air
� Subscribe to the CHRISTIAN RESEARCH JOURNAL
� Browse our e-store for Hank’s books and 

many other resources selected by Hank
� Like Bible Answer Man on Facebook
� Follow us on Twitter:*

AND
Access a wealth of free articles that touch on most of the

questions people have about Christianity, cults, religions, and
aberrant religious teachings

Equip.org will help you to love the Lord your God with all your mind 

*@CRIBAM  @CRInstitute  @HankHanegraaff  @crjournal

To Equip You to 
Think Christianly

CHRISTIAN RESEARCH INSTITUTE

1-800-2-JOURNAL
WWW.EQUIP.ORG 

The CHRISTIAN RESEARCH JOURNAL equips Christ ians with the informa tion
they need to discern doctrinal errors, evangelize people of other faiths,
and provide a strong defense of Christ ian beliefs and ethics.  In every

issue of the JOURNAL, you will find:

Practical tips on sharing your Christian faith with nonbelieving
friends, coworkers, and cult members

In-depth feature articles with comprehensive research on cults,
religious movements, and current issues of theological concern

Reviews of the latest religion bestsellers you should be aware 
of and books you should have in your own library

Viewpoint articles that encourage dialogue on controversial 
Christian issues 

With your six-issue subscription, you will have timely, well-researched
information right at your fingertips when you need it — for only $39.50 U.S. 

Call toll-free 1-800-2-JOURNAL now for details 
or visit our Web site at www.equip.org for ordering information.

You can access many past JOURNAL articles online at
www.equip.org/journal

Subscribe Today!
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Live  Monday — Friday  6:00 pm — 7:00 pm Eastern 

Ask your Bible questions live: 888-ASK-Hank 

Listen at equip.org 
Live streaming, archived shows and podcasts 

Listen on Radio  
Broadcasting across the US and Canada 

Check equip.org for a station in your area 

Listen via Satellite 

T H E  H A N K  H A N E G R A A F F  T R I L O G Y

Three Great Apologetic IssuesThree Great Apologetic Issues

In Has God Spoken? Memorable Proofs of the Bible’s Divine Inspiration, bestselling
author Hank Hanegraaff provides a powerful demonstration that the Bible is divine

rather than merely human in origin.

A Gold Medallion winner, Resurrection offers historical and passionate proof 
of Christianity’s pivotal event—Christ’s resurrection.

Evolution is much more than a theory about humanity’s origins. It is a comprehensive
worldview that determines how you live your life. In The Face that Demonstrates the 

Farce of Evolution, Hank looks into the face of our supposed ancestor and exposes the
astonishingly weak arguments that support evolutionary theory. 

Together, these three books provide complete and compell ing answers to the most
critical issues facing Christians today. Hank has organized each book around his

popular and extraordinarily memorable “Hankronyms.” 

The Hank Hanegraaff apologetics trilogy will empower, equip, and encourage you to
always be ready to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for

the hope that you have—with gentleness and respect (1 Peter 3:15).

Available through the Christian Research InstitutePK1000 $49.99

Authority Resurrection Origins

Contact CRI toll free 888.7000.CRI or log on to Equip.org

Have you ever struggled with the haunting questions, 
“Is the Bible really the Word of God?”

“Did Jesus of Nazareth really rise from the dead?”
“Are we just products of an unguided and purposeless natural process, 

or are we designed by a loving Creator for a purpose?”



In The Creation Answer Book, Hank Hanegraaff, president of the Christian
Research Institute and host of the nationally syndicated Bible Answer Man

radio broadcast, brings to life the answers God has revealed about His
magnificent creation through a clear and concise Q&A format. Whether you are
a Christian who faces the argument of evolution or a seeker who is searching

for truth about our origins, The Creation Answer Book is a must-have.

AVAILABLE NOW FROM WWW.EQUIP.ORG

Can the Big Bang be harmonized with Genesis?
Can we be certain that evolution is a myth?

Can people of science be people of Scripture?
Did Adam and Eve really exist?

Is there evidence that humans and dinosaurs 
walked together?

HANK 
HANEGRAAFF

NEW
Now Available 

as an Audio 
Book! 

SmartPhone App

NEW
Now Available 

as a Droid 
app! 



Are Near-Death Experiences
Reliable?

What Happens after Death to Us 
and Those We Love? 

In his new book, AfterLife, Hank Hanegraaff, one of the most
remarkable theological minds of our time, explains how we were

designed to live forever, and how life in the present intersects with life
after life and, ultimately, life after life after life.

With laser-sharp clarity, this wonderfully insightful book demonstrates
that death is not the end—in fact, it’s just the beginning. 

AfterLife will forever change the way you view your eternal destiny!

AVA I L A B L E  AT  W W W. E Q U I P. O R G
and wherever books and e-books are sold






