
One time, early in my ministry, a
Christian preacher told me that
I had to get a vision for the

local church for which I was (and
remain) a pastor. In his view I needed
specific information from God regarding
why we exist and what our future should
be. I had no such vision, but, instead,
concluded that God determined the
definition and purpose of the church;
we needed only to comply with what He
revealed in the Bible. Why should our
church exist for some unique purpose
that does not apply to other churches?

That was 25 years ago. But today
people believe more strongly than ever
that a pastor must have a specific vision
for the local church. Dan Southerland
wrote Transitioning, a book based on the
idea that a pastor must obtain a special
vision he must apply to his local
church.1 With the goal of taking a Bible
church and turning it into a Purpose
Driven one, he lays out seven steps to
implement vision in the local church:
preparing for vision, defining the vision,
planting the vision, sharing the vision,
implementing the vision, dealing with
opposition, and making course correc-
tions.2 The vision, for Southerland, is
“doing church for the unchurched.”3

Here’s the problem: If you start with
a faulty premise, you will end in error.
Southerland believes that the church
does not exist for the saints, but rather
for the “unchurched” (his euphemism
for sinners) in a target community. His
vision is to make the church a place
where those in the grips of the sur-
rounding pagan culture would be com-

fortable going—an idea he got from
Rick Warren, who wrote the foreword
to his book. If that is not God’s inten-
tion for the church—if indeed it is a
faulty premise—then Southerland’s
process is in error no matter how suc-
cessful he is in filling the building.

EQUIVOCATING ON THE TERM
“VISION”

Transitioning draws on the book of the
Prophet Nehemiah for most of its
points. Southerland likens Nehemiah’s
vision for rebuilding the walls of
Jerusalem to the vision he believes pas-
tors should have in order to transition
their churches to the Purpose Driven
model that he (without any biblical sup-
port) claims is the biblical model.4 He
claims we need a second reformation to
get the church “back to a purpose dri-
ven model.”5 Purpose Driven was not
invented until the late 20th century, so
saying we are going “back” to it is non-
sense. But nevertheless, for
Southerland, Purpose Driven is the new
vision for the church and the book of
Nehemiah serves as a model for how to
implement it.

Southerland is apparently blind to a
huge contradiction: Nehemiah’s vision
came through infallible prophets.
Southerland’s vision came through falli-
ble men who do not speak authorita-
tively for God beyond scripture. This
disconnect deceives thousands of pas-
tors who have learned from
Southerland and others like him. The
term “vision” sounds good because it is

used in the Bible. It is also used in our
culture as a business term for a leader’s
understanding of an imagined optimal
future for his or her company. To use the
business term as if it were identical to
the biblical one is equivocation6 and
makes something sound godly and spiri-
tual that is, in fact, secular.

God had spoken through the
prophet Jeremiah that after 70 years of
captivity He would bring the people
back to Jerusalem (Jeremiah 29:10).
Nehemiah himself was an inspired
prophet who spoke for God. Dan
Southerland is not an inspired prophet
who speaks for God (beyond scripture).
So he can speak about Nehemiah’s
vision all he wishes, but he is equivocat-
ing. Unless Southerland can prove that
he and Rick Warren are infallible
prophets who speak binding words to
the church, we have no reason to listen
to him. Despite the fact he claims his
words are from God, his vision is from
his own imagination. 

The book of Proverbs speaks about
the sort of vision we do need: “Where
there is no vision, the people are unre-
strained, But happy is he who keeps the
law” (Proverbs 29:18). Notice that
keeping the law is the opposite of hav-
ing no vision. The vision comes from
revealed scripture. This passage is often
cited from the King James Version
(leaving out the last part) to promote
the idea that having a vision—in the
business sense—is required in order to
be successful. The King James is cited
because the word “perish” does not give
the same implications as the word
“unrestrained.” All of the current literal
translations such as the NASB, ESV,
NKJV, etc, use “cast off restraint” or
something similar, which shows the con-
trast to keeping the law. So the inspired
law of God is the vision.

In contrast, the Bible condemns
those whose vision comes from their
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own minds: “Thus says the Lord of hosts,
‘Do not listen to the words of the prophets
who are prophesying to you. They are lead-
ing you into futility; They speak a vision of
their own imagination, Not from the mouth
of the Lord’” (Jeremiah 23:16). Since
Nehemiah’s vision was from the mouth
of the Lord, and Southerland’s from his
own imagination, we have every reason
to disregard his book. Nehemiah does
not support the process of taking a Bible
church and converting it to one that is
popular with a certain target audience. 

It is clear from his book that
Southerland’s vision came from some-
where other than inspired Scripture. He
favorably cites Henry Blackaby’s mysti-
cal Experiencing God to this end: “We
must see what God is doing around us
and join God in His plan and His
vision.”7 That sounds pious, but it is a
useless concept. The problem is that
those who imagine what God is doing
base their subsequent actions on their
own premises. For example,
Southerland’s premise is that any large,
growing church is what God is doing,
without reference to their doctrines. I
heard him speak glowingly of Paul
Yonggi Cho’s church as a prime example
to follow. Yet Cho is heretical.8 How
does one find out what God is doing by
observing heretics? 

Southerland writes, “Vision is an
active process, an ongoing process. It is
a continual search for what God is doing
and wants to do.”9 But “vision,” as used
in the Bible, has already been given
once for all and is never going to
change. His equivocation is clear. Do
not be deceived. Southerland’s ever
changing “vision” has nothing to do
with the vision God has given once for
all for His church. We cannot find out
what God is doing by searching the cul-
ture; we find it out by reading the Bible
so that we know what He said He is
going to do. Once we know that, we
have discovered a valid vision. 

Southerland claims that God has a
specific vision for each local church that
must be discovered through some mysti-
cal means. He writes, “To lead your
church to be purpose driven, you must
discover God’s specific vision for your
church.”x He starts with the perceived

need for every pastor to lead his church
to become purpose driven. He then
moves to his view that God’s vision for
each church is specific to that church
and has to be discovered. Here’s the
problem: the Purpose Driven program,
devised by Rick Warren, was founded
on Peter Drucker’s business model and
is not revealed in the Bible. Also, the
need to find a specific vision that may
not apply to other churches pushes peo-
ple into mysticism in order to find some
“will of God” beyond Scripture. That
violates the principle of sola scriptura.
Equivocation with regard to vision is a
slippery slope.

“DOING CHURCH FOR THE
UNCHURCHED”

Let us consult scripture to see if
Southerland’s vision to “do church for
the unchurched” is biblical. We will
start with the very first church in the
book of Acts. Peter preached Christ to a
Jewish crowd who had gathered in
Jerusalem to keep the Feast of
Pentecost, and some of them were
“pierced to the heart” (Acts 2:37). They
were told to repent (Acts 2:38), and
when they did, three thousand people
were “added” to the church (Acts 2:41).
The next verse defines what the church
does: “They were continually devoting
themselves to the apostles' teaching and to
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to
prayer” (Acts 2:42). 
Were these practices designed to attract
the “unchurched”? No! And something
else Peter said supports my “no” answer.
Here is what Peter said: “And with many
other words he solemnly testified and kept
on exhorting them, saying, ‘Be saved from
this perverse generation!’” (Acts 2:40).
Obviously Peter expected believers to
remove themselves from the rest of the
Jews who rejected Jesus. Throughout
Acts there is separation between those
who believe and the rest. In fact the
unbelieving Jews became the first perse-
cutors of the early church.

Trying to make the early church as it
existed in Acts attractive to unsaved
Jews would have been impossible. The
early church owned no buildings. They

met in homes. As they gathered around
the apostle’s teaching, breaking bread
(the Lord’s Supper), fellowship and
prayer, they looked quite pathetic to the
unsaved Jews.

The temple, on the other hand, had
many attractive things that Christians
did not have to offer. The Jews had the
temple system, and the temple itself was
magnificent as described by the Jewish
historian Josephus.

This issue is addressed in the Book
of Hebrews. The Jewish believers who
were gathered in home churches longed
to go back to temple Judaism which
appeared to have more to offer. On the
Day of Atonement they could go to the
Temple and see the magnificently clad
High Priest offer the sacrifice. They
could smell the incense, see the blood of
the sacrifice and, with their senses,
enjoy a tangible religious experience—
all at a temple that could have qualified
as one of the wonders of the world.
What did some little house church have
to offer compared to that? The Book of
Hebrews tells us that Christ’s blood was
shed once for all, His sacrifice made
believers permanently clean and fit to
worship God, and that the unseen heav-
enly sanctuary is far superior to the
earthly one. But there was nothing
attractive about the church and its ser-
vices to Jewish people who had the tem-
ple. To “see” what the Book of Hebrews
describes, required faith (Hebrews
11:1). 

The Gospel encountered similar
resistance from the Gentiles as Paul
describes in his first letter to the
Corinthians. The church in Corinth
wanted to blend Christian practices
with pagan ones (including fornication
and participation in pagan feasts) and
desired pagan values (such as gnosis and
sophia—knowledge and wisdom). Paul
countered their desires by contrasting
the pagan values with his message of the
cross,  openly acknowledging that his
message was attractive to neither Jew
nor Greek: “For the word of the cross is
foolishness to those who are perishing, but
to us who are being saved it is the power of
God” (1Corinthians 1:18).
“Foolishness” to those who valued
human Sophia, that is. For Paul the cross
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is the wisdom of God (1Corinthians
1:24). 

1Corinthians reveals the Achilles
heel of the church growth philosophy
put forth by pastors like Rick Warren
and Dan Southerland: 

For indeed Jews ask for signs and
Greeks search for wisdom; but we
preach Christ crucified, to Jews a
stumbling block and to Gentiles
foolishness, but to those who are the
called, both Jews and Greeks,
Christ the power of God and the
wisdom of God. (1Corinthians
1:22-24)

If the idea of having the right “bait”
(their word) for the target audience is
correct, then the most essential
Christian doctrine of all—Christ’s work
on the cross—is off limits, at least pub-
licly. If the gospel of Christ is preached
every Sunday, as it ought to be, then
everyone but the “called” will be offend-
ed. The vision of “doing church for the
unchurched” turns out to be strategy to
remove preaching of the cross from the
church. They would deny this, but it is
true. 

Southerland tells us to go to school
on the unchurched in one’s area—find
out what they are like geographically,
demographically, culturally and spiritu-
ally.11 The problem is that if they are
either Jew or Gentile (which includes
everyone), they think the message of
the cross is either offensive or foolish.
None of the unsaved in any neighbor-
hood is going to love the message of the
cross before they are converted. So even
if you succeeded in getting them into a
church service, they will be offended,
according to Paul, unless they are the
“called.” 

Please know this: the called are the
church. The church consists of those
who hear the internal call of the gospel
and respond in faith. The only way to
identify the called is to preach the
gospel to everyone. If the gospel is
preached in church and there are visi-
tors who are lost, the called will respond
and the rest will be offended. But if we
redefine the church to be a meeting that
is not for Christians but for the average

person in the community, we will be
forced to stop preaching a clear gospel
message from the pulpit. If we preach a
true gospel message we will offend most
unsaved visitors because the gate is nar-
row that leads to eternal life, and few
walk through it.

For years this reality was understood
by evangelical pastors. They preached
the gospel faithfully, and whoever
responded became part of the church.
Southerland admits that his critics
accused him of not preaching the
gospel.12 To have a Purpose Driven
church, the gospel has to be veiled or
watered down in order to avoid offend-
ing the target audience. What Paul
taught in the passage above demands
that. I wrote a book about this and have
done everything I could to put this issue
in front of the church at large. No
Purpose Driven pastor has ever
responded to my writing with an argu-
ment that included exegetical work on
1Corinthians 1:22-24 showing my appli-
cation of it to be wrong. 

These pastors do point out that pas-
tors such as Rick Warren believe the
gospel and that, now and then, he has
preached it. But if the goal is the salva-
tion of lost souls, as they say it is, why
not preach it clearly and forthrightly all
the time, wherever they go? That was
what Paul did. Consider this: “And when
I came to you, brethren, I did not come
with superiority of speech or of wisdom,
proclaiming to you the testimony of God.
For I determined to know nothing among
you except Jesus Christ, and Him cruci-
fied” (1Corinthians 2:1, 2). Paul
specifically did not offer them what they
valued most—sophia expressed with
great rhetorical skill. He offered them
the message of a crucified, Jewish
Messiah. Those who responded in faith
became the church.

The church consists of those who
have been gathered together by God
through His work of redemption
through the cross. The message of the
cross is preached to all, but those who
hear the external, universal call and
respond to the internal call are the only
ones added to the church. To tell the
gathered church that they should “do
church for the unchurched” strikes me

as absurd, but that is precisely
Southerland’s vision that he is planting
in the minds of thousands of pastors.
Why they believe him makes no sense
to me. He even tells Christians, “The
church is not about you.” He makes
Christians feel guilty for desiring what
all Christians have hungered for since
the Day of Pentecost: Bible teaching,
fellowship, Christian communion, and
prayer. They also hunger to “offer the
sacrifice of praise” (Hebrews 13:15)
rather than to be entertained by an ear-
splitting rock band. Of course the
church is about Christians because only
Christians, comprise the church.

Consider this passage: “like newborn
babies, long for the pure milk of the word,
so that by it you may grow in respect to sal-
vation” (1Peter 2:2).  It is the nature of
Christians to hunger for pure Bible
teaching. But doing “church for the
unchurched” mitigates this because
unconverted pagans have no such
desire. When churches transition from
Bible churches to Purpose Driven
churches the messages preached from
the pulpit will always change. The mes-
sage has to be designed to appeal to the
target audience, which is not the church.
But the idea of a gathered “church”
which is not the church is absurd. So
not only does Southerland equivocate
on the word “vision,” he also does so on
the word “church.”

There is another passage in
1Corinthians that is important to this
issue:

Therefore if the whole church
assembles together and all speak in
tongues, and ungifted men or unbe-
lievers enter, will they not say that
you are mad? But if all prophesy,
and an unbeliever or an ungifted
man enters, he is convicted by all,
he is called to account by all; the
secrets of his heart are disclosed;
and so he will fall on his face and
worship God, declaring that God is
certainly among you.
(1Corinthians 14:23-25)

Notice that Paul wishes that any unbe-
liever who might enter would be con-
victed of sin. It is the church that
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assembles together, not the pagan com-
munity. But it might happen that lost
people come to the assembly. Since they
could not understand unknown
tongues, such speech would be mean-
ingless to them. Since prophecy is in
their native tongue, they could be con-
victed. I have argued elsewhere that
gospel preaching is a strong form of
prophecy whereby the terms of salva-
tion are preached.13 Prophecy of the
type that can be practiced in a church is
not the giving of new revelations on par
with Scripture, but applying Scripture
by bringing out valid implications and
applications. The conviction that the
unbeliever experiences comes from the
Holy Spirit through the gospel. Paul
does not imply that the contents of his
heart are revealed to individual
Christians who then convey them as a
sort of Christian mind-reader. Only God
knows the heart. But the Holy Spirit
uses the gospel to convict the sinner of
sin.

This reveals a totally different pat-
tern than “doing church for the
unchurched.” The gospel is preached,
and if persons come to a Christian
assembly they may become like some of
those at Pentecost who were smitten in
their hearts through the preaching of
the gospel. If so, they will become true
worshippers of God. Church is an
assembly of the redeemed, not a
planned meeting whose goal is to be
attractive to the surrounding pagan
community. So we have seen that
Purpose Driven as taught by Dan
Southerland equivocates on both the
concepts of “vision” and “church.” 

“Resisters” 

I do not exaggerate when I say that
since I first wrote an article about this in
2004, I have heard from hundreds of
people who were pushed out of their
churches by the Purpose Driven pro-
gram. Some of the stories reveal hard-
hearted pastors who care more about
advancing their careers than the well
being of the Lord’s flock. One example
came from an older lady whose husband
had such a bad heart that the doctors
could not operate. He was at home

waiting to die. She wrote a hand-writ-
ten letter telling this story. Their pastor
was trying to convert their church to a
Purpose Driven one in order to facilitate
church growth. They had been in the
church for many years and wished it to
remain a Bible church. They had
expressed that opinion publicly. The
pastor came to pay them a visit. The
lady thought he was there to visit her
dying husband, but instead came to tell
them that they should find another
church. He may as well have told them
that he did not care to perform the
funeral.

In 2010 I am still getting calls and e-
mails from people whose churches have
become Purpose Driven, and they are
being marginalized or pushed out of
them. Southerland’s book and his semi-
nars label such persons as “resisters”
who have placed themselves in opposi-
tion to God’s vision for the church. He
likens them to Sanballat (an opponent
of Nehemiah) who like them, was a
“leader from hell.”14 Having met more
of these people than I can recall, I have
yet to meet one with hellish ideas.
Southerland’s terminology abuses faith-
ful saints who want the Bible to be faith-
fully preached from the pulpit. In his
seminar he calls them “mean and
ornery.” In his book he calls pastors like
me (traditional pastors) who criticize
Purpose Driven, the “meaner ones.”15

Could it be that we value gospel preach-
ing and Bible teaching? Does that make
us “mean”?

In the six years since I first wrote
about this, I have always given the same
advice to those who write, e-mail, or
call. I tell them to go to their pastor and
plead with him to clearly preach the
gospel, and purely teach the Bible. Tell
him that you long for such preaching
and teaching. What is astounding is
that nearly universally they are
rebuffed. There have been only a couple
cases were churches were brought back
from the brink of Purpose Driven
destruction. At first I imagined that no
pastor would be so hard-hearted as to
tell Christians who hunger for the pure
milk of the Word that he would not give
it. But I was wrong. When these people
ask for gospel preaching and Bible

teaching they are usually told that they
should find another church. These pas-
tors are so deluded by their man-made
“vision” that they rebel against the
vision God gave to all churches in the
Bible.

The most egregious example came
from a man from another country who
had a meeting with the pastors and
elders about this matter. He first asked if
he could pass out gospel tracts at church
“outreach” events. They told him no.
He asked if he could share the gospel
with people who came: same answer. He
asked if he could share his Christian tes-
timony. Nothing doing. He asked if he
could share about Christ with visitors
who came to church. Again their
answer was no. An “evangelical” church
was forbidding one of its members from
sharing the gospel. 

When the gospel is not welcome in
a church, the institution is no longer a
“church” in the Biblical sense of the
word. Southerland’s approach is to sug-
gest that he and those pastors he trains
are taking the high road of pleasing
God, and that all who oppose them are
on a road from hell to oppose God’s
plan. When Southerland was confront-
ed at a deacons meeting, he said, “This
is where I have to go. I must do church
for the unchurched.”16 Where in the
Bible is the concept of “doing church for
the unchurched” found—an idea which
is merely the extension of good business
principles? It is foolish to think that
people who ask for gospel preaching are
in opposition to God, and those who
remove such preaching are following
God’s vision.

If this is happening to you, I want
you to know why I tell people like you to
plead for gospel preaching and Bible
teaching. Many times the first signs of a
church being “transitioned” show up in
other areas such as music. People like
Southerland want us to think that the
“resisters” are traditionalists who do not
want anything to change, who demand
that only 100 year-old hymns be sung. If
that becomes the battleground, he can
argue that the resisters are making prob-
lems over something that is not a
Biblical absolute (music style), and
make a valid argument that music can
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be updated in style. But a valid problem
remains: seeker churches often intro-
duce music that is devoid of the gospel
and is not focused God or His word.
They will claim that the opponents are
challenging only the musical instru-
ments employed, but the real issue is far
more substantive.

If you focus on gospel preaching and
Bible teaching, that is a far better
approach. That puts the pastor in the
awkward position of having to argue
against what the Bible clearly tells pas-
tors to do. What is a valid argument
against gospel preaching? There is none.
But know this: the Purpose Driven pas-
tor cannot consistently preach the
gospel in a Biblical manner and teach
the whole counsel of God. He cannot
because such things do not work as
“bait” for the fish they wish to catch. If
the pastor wanted to preach the gospel
and teach the Bible he would not be
transitioning away from being a Bible
church.

Southerland writes, “The second
great difficulty with opposition is that it
can distract you and drain you. It draws
your attention away from the main
thing to side issues.”17 As I have said, I
have told many dozens of people to
plead with the church leadership for
gospel preaching from the pulpit. In
nearly every case their appeal fell upon
deaf ears, and they were told they
should go to church elsewhere. How did
we get into such a horrible condition in
the so-called “evangelical” movement
that gospel preaching is a side issue that
likely would be a distraction? How can
these pastors not see this for the spiritu-
al wickedness that it is?

I practiced the strategy of asking
specific, direct questions and requesting
Bible preaching and teaching myself
when I met with Rick Warren several
years ago. As soon as I got a chance, I
pleaded with him to “preach Christ.”

Then I proceeded to preach Christ to
him to make sure he understood what I
meant. I specifically mentioned that
people needed to be warned about
God’s wrath against sin and the need for
the blood atonement. He did not
answer. History since then has shown
that the plea fell on deaf ears. Gospel
preaching is not part of Warren’s
PEACE plan.

Conclusion

Dear readers, I write about this to com-
fort you. You are not “mean and ornery,
wolves, leaders from hell,” or any such
thing because you want the gospel
preached and the Bible taught. You are
not selfish for desiring what every true
Christian desires. I know that many of
you have a hard time finding a church.
The reason for that is the success of the
church growth movement in convinc-
ing pastors to “transition.” When every
Bible church in town has been convert-
ed to “doing church for the
unchurched” there is no church that is
there because God added people to it
through conversion and the church
leadership feeds those people the pure
milk of the word. Nevertheless, seek the
remnant and gather with them. Practice
what the early church did in Acts 2:42,
in a home if necessary. Jesus promised to
build His church, and His church is not
about “doing church for the
unchurched.” It is about gathering His
sheep and feeding them. The Lord loves
His flock and promises to watch them as
the Good Shepherd who lays down His
life for the sheep. Human shepherds
may let you down, but the Lord will not. 
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Though my article about the errors
of Theophostic Ministry was
published several years ago1, I

still get e-mails from practitioners
accusing me of falsely attacking a won-
derful ministry that is helping many
people. Even today many claim that this
ministry, invented by Dr. Ed Smith, is
the key to emotional healing. My
response remains the same, “I never said
that Theophostics doesn’t work; I said
that it is not Biblical.”

The simple facts are these: the basic
theories of Theophostic Ministry are
not found in the Bible, and they have
not been proven by careful, scientific
research. 

Recently I received a document
called “The Essentials of Theophostic
Prayer Ministry2” that was distributed by
proponents of Theophostic Ministry at
a large Evangelical church that has
hosted their international convention.
This document confirms what my
research had previously uncovered
about the basic principles of this min-
istry. In this article I will examine the
basic premises of Theophostic Ministry
as listed in their own literature and
show that they are not Biblical.

Principle One: “The primary source of
our present emotional pain is rarely
caused by our present situation.”  

Interestingly, the first principle of
Theophostic Prayer Ministry (TPM)
concerns emotional pain. I searched the
NASB, KJV, NKJV, NIV, ESV, NRSV
and the RSV (the most prominent non-
paraphrased translations) versions of
the Bible and did not find the word
“emotional” even once! TPM is predi-
cated on the idea that emotional pain is
an evil thing from which every
Christian must find deliverance. But is
it? Note: Emotional is a psychological
term.

The closest Biblical word that may
describe what we now mean by “emo-

tional pain” is “sorrow.” If TPM does
mean “sorrow” when using the phrase
“emotional pain,” then its practitioners
are seeking deliverance from something
that the Bible says that we will all have
in this world. If it does not refer to the
sorrow, grief or something similar found
in the Bible, then “emotional pain” is
not even addressed in the Bible. If it is
not addressed, then Theophostic
Ministry is unbiblical at its core and
should be rejected on that ground.

Let us assume, for the sake of argu-
ment, that “emotional pain” as used by
TPM is roughly the same as the Biblical
word “sorrow.” Then let us consider
what the Bible teaches about sorrow.
Paul said this: “I am telling the truth in
Christ, I am not lying, my conscience bear-
ing me witness in the Holy Spirit, that I
have great sorrow and unceasing grief in
my heart” (Romans 9:1, 2). The cause
of Paul’s sorrow was the unconverted
state of many of his Jewish brethren.
Would some ministry deliver Paul from
his sorrow? Obviously not. In John
16:20-22 Jesus predicts that His follow-
ers will have sorrow while the world
rejoices, but that this would be resolved
when they see Jesus again. We are never
promised the complete absence of sor-
row until Christ returns and establishes
His kingdom. We have comfort in our
sorrows because we know our sins are
forgiven and we know that one day we
shall be with the Lord who wipes away
every tear. So the issue addressed by
TPM, emotional pain, is not a key issue
in the Bible. It exists because we live in
a fallen world filled with many sorrows,
but there is no ministry prescribed for
removing it. 

TPM claims that emotional pain is
not caused by our present situation. But
what difference does the cause of emo-
tional pain make if the Bible never
promises to deliver us from it in this life?
Furthermore, TPM gives no Biblical or
scientific proof that our present situa-
tion is not the cause of such pain. So

with TPM one chases down the rabbit
trail of emotional pain, seeking to find
its source, all for no good reason.
Whether or not we have emotional pain
at the moment is not a gospel issue. All
of us will have sorrows and tribulations
in this life, but we can know our sins are
forgiven and have the promise Jesus has
overcome the world (John 16:33).

Principle Two: “Everything we
presently know, feel, or are mentally
aware of has its roots in a first-time
experience.” 

This claim is offered without proof,
either Biblical or scientific, yet many
people take it seriously. Why? How do
we know that everything about our
mental processes, including our knowl-
edge, is caused by a single event early in
life? If this is a proven fact, then Ed
Smith has made an earth-shattering dis-
covery that touches the realms of psy-
chology, neurology, sociology, and
anthropology; and that without having
conducted any controlled research in
these fields. 

The Bible never addresses “first-
time experience” as an event we must
discover because it determines so much
of what happens in the rest of our life.
The Bible does say that sin and spiritual
bondage to lust is the root cause of our
problems: 

And you were dead in your tres-
passes and sins, in which you for-
merly walked according to the
course of this world, according to
the prince of the power of the air, of
the spirit that is now working in the
sons of disobedience. Among them
we too all formerly lived in the lusts
of our flesh, indulging the desires of
the flesh and of the mind, and were
by nature children of wrath, even as
the rest. (Ephesians 2:1-3)

A “first-time experience” does exist that
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is behind all that we experience—
Adam’s sin: “For as in Adam all die, so
also in Christ all shall be made alive”
(1Corinthians 15:22). We were dead
in sin before we had a first time experi-
ence of anything. 

This “principal” of a determinative
first-time experience is neither Biblical
nor scientific, but is a claim with no sub-
stance or evidence. Smith even claims
that pain causes sin: “We tend to act
out the way we feel. If we act out our
present pain, we will likely manifest sin-
ful behavior.”3 The Bible takes a differ-
ent view. It says that we sin because of
lust (James 1:14, 15). There is no rea-
son, based on either Scripture or reason,
to believe Smith’s claims. It is one thing
when the shaky “science” of psycholog-
ical theory tries to overturn the faith of
Christians (as in the theories of Freud
and Jung), but it is worse when an evan-
gelical Christian seeks to overturn the
clear teachings of the Bible based on
truth claims pulled out of thin air. At
least with the secular theorists many
Christians consider the source and do
not take them seriously. This is worse.

Principle Three: “If we try to
resolve our present conflicts without
resolving our historical lie-based
woundedness, we will at best find only
temporary relief. However, if we find
healing for our past we can redeem our
present.”

“Lie-based woundedness,” is anoth-
er category not addressed in the Bible.
Smith’s theory, that one’s interpreta-
tions of “first memory events” deter-
mines one’s present emotional respons-
es, is speculative. In his book, Smith
explains what these “lies” are like: “Lies
such as, ‘I am bad, no good, not lovable,
rejected, abandoned, shameful, evil,
and so on’ cause us to feel bad, not what
happened to us.4” The Bible says the
problem was much worse than thinking
we were no good, but evil; we WERE no
good and evil: “as it is written, ‘There is
none righteous, not even one; There is none
who understands, There is none who seeks
for God; All have turned aside, together
they have become useless; There is none
who does good, There is not even one’”

(Romans 3:10-12). If we believe what
the Bible says, we will flee to the cross
where the blood of Jesus averts God’s
wrath against our sin. If we believe that
our problem is simply thinking bad
things about ourselves because we
wrongly interpreted first memory
events, it is unlikely we will see the need
for the cross. 

Redemption is not the re-interpre-
tation of first memory events; it is a
work of grace that deals with sin. The
Bible says: “In Him we have redemption
through His blood, the forgiveness of our
trespasses, according to the riches of His
grace” (Ephesians 1:7). The forgive-
ness of our trespasses through His blood
is by grace through faith and is true no
matter what our past was like or what
interpretations we made of various
events in life. We do not need to inter-
pret or re-interpret our own histories.
We need to repent and believe the
gospel. Then we find redemption. If we
have this redemption from sin now, we
have the assurance that one day we will
also have “the redemption of the body.”
But in the meantime we “groan”
(Romans 8:23). Fishing around in our
own minds to find memories of first time
experiences and how we interpreted
them, is not prescribed anywhere in the
Bible. 

Principle Four: “The negative emo-
tions we currently feel are ‘echoes’ of
the past; they provide opportunities for
the wounds of our lives to be exposed.”

Smith goes on to say, “If we choose to
follow the ‘smoke trail’ of our stirred-up
emotions back to their original memory,
we can discover the lie-based belief that
is causing the emotional pain. It is here
we can find complete freedom as we
receive truth from the Spirit of Christ.” 

Here we see what happens when
one starts with a false premise. Without
the a priori belief that first memory
events are the cause of negative emo-
tional responses now, and the belief that
negative emotions are evil things that
we must be delivered from, there would
be no reason to devise a process to dis-
cover “original” memories. Having
believed an unbiblical and unsubstanti-

ated theory, the rest of the process
merely takes us further down the trail of
error. But this exposes the worst of
TPM—Jesus (or the Spirit of Christ) is
conscripted to enter the process. 

In TPM, once a first memory event
is identified (which is problematic in its
own right), Jesus is asked to reinterpret
the memory. So now we have more than
a false theory that was pulled out of thin
air; we have a “prayer” component. The
“lie-based pain” comes from a memory
that was falsely interpreted. The Spirit
of Christ brings healing by going back to
the memory with the person and giving
the memory a new interpretation. The
counselor’s role is to help the person get
their own personal revelations from
Jesus, not to get them for the counselee.
The counselor is supposed to determine
if the personal revelation that the per-
son gets is Biblical. The Bible never
addresses interpreting first memory
events, so how exactly is it going to
guide one in such a process?

This process is not “prayer” as
defined Biblically. Prayer is not asking
God for personal revelations about the
meaning of first memory events. Prayer
is not about getting revelations at all; it
is about bringing our needs to God and
knowing that He hears us. Furthermore,
the process involves tempting God
which the Bible prohibits. I say that
because it is asking God to involve
Himself in a process He has not
ordained. 

For example, God did not ordain
that Jesus jump from the pinnacle of the
temple. Had Jesus done so, expecting
God to send the angels to catch Him as
Satan suggested the Scripture promised,
He would have been tempting God. In
like fashion, teaching people that their
emotional well-being depends on iden-
tifying first memory events and gaining
personal revelations about the meaning
of such event makes them vulnerable.
They take the leap into the subjective
realm and think that God is going to
catch them by providing special revela-
tion. There is no good outcome for this
process. Either God gives them what
they are looking for and thereby rein-
forces the false teaching that this whole
process is Biblical, or He does not and



allows them to be deceived by spirits
that are all too ready to hand out secret
information. It is pretentious and dan-
gerous to ask God to give revelations
based on a man-made psychological
theory. The result is, that if the process
is deemed positive by the person who
submits to it, they think that God has
put His imprimatur on what amounts to
divination.

CONCLUSION

My claim is that TPM is neither prayer
nor ministry as defined in the Bible. The
first four key principles described by its
founder show themselves to be specula-
tive theories that have no relationship
to anything taught in the Bible. Dr. Ed
Smith lists 12 key principles all together,
and the last eight take their meaning
from the key ideas of the first four. If the
key premises are false, the whole process
is false. Must we believe that our per-
sonal interpretations of first memory
events are the key to happiness and
well-being? There is no ground to do so. 

In Philippians 3 Paul discussed his
memories of life as a zealous Pharisee.
He then tells his response to his own
past: “More than that, I count all things to

be loss in view of the surpassing value of
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I
have suffered the loss of all things, and
count them but rubbish in order that I may
gain Christ, and may be found in Him, not
having a righteousness of my own derived
from the Law, but that which is through
faith in Christ, the righteousness which
comes from God on the basis of faith”
(Philippians 3:8, 9). Paul did not rein-
terpret the meaning of his memories; he
counted everything he had in his previ-
ous life, whether it was good or bad in
the eyes of man, “rubbish.” He further
stated, “Brethren, I do not regard myself as
having laid hold of it [the resurrection
and conformity to Christ] yet; but one
thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and
reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press
on toward the goal for the prize of the
upward call of God in Christ Jesus”
(Philippians 3:13, 14). 

The Bible tells us to forget what lies
behind, not to reinterpret it. In verses
15 -17 of the same chapter, Paul tells us
to follow his example in this matter.
TPM teaches the opposite. So we either
follow Paul’s example and obey the
Bible, or follow a speculative man made
theory that causes people to wrongly
tempt God. The correct choice is clear.

END NOTES

1. Critical Issues Commentary issue 79;
November/December 2003:
http://cicministry.org/commentary/is
sue79.htm

2. The Essentials of TPM, Ed. M.
Smith, 7/07/2006 

3. Ibid. 
4. Dr. Edward Smith, Healing Life’s

Deepest Hurts, (Vine Books: Ann
Arbor, 2002) 86.

8M A R C H / A P R I L 2 0 1 0 I S S U E N U M B E R 1 1 7

Critical Issues Commentary
copyright © 2009

Twin City Fellowship
P.O. Box 26127
St. Louis Park, MN 55426
952-935-3100
www.twincityfellowship.com
www.cicministry.org

Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture taken from
the New American Standard Bible, © Copyright
1995 The Lockman Foundation. Used by
Permission

Listen to CIC Radio on Oneplace.com 

Listen to Sermons and Bible Teachings at twincityfellowship.com

Read Bob DeWaay’s book,
The Emergent Church: Undefining Christianity

Available at
www.cicministry.org “store”
or see blue insert to order

CIC Radio is podcast on cicministry.org


