Word-Faith Movement
(Positive Confession Movement)

History, Beliefs, and Practices
Identity:

A movement (not a denomination as such) whose proponents teach that divine health and
prosperity are the rights of every Christian who will apply enough faith to receive them.
Popularized by television evangelists, the Word-Faith movement urges the appropriation
of faith through the making of a “positive confession.” The movement is otherwise
referred to as “Prosperity Gospel,” “Health and Wealth Gospel,” and “Name It and Claim
It.”

Founder(s):

The movement has no “founders” as such, though Essek William Kenyon (1867-1948) is
often credited with laying the foundation for the Word-Faith movement. Identified as
subscribing to Word-Faith teaching are personalities such as Paul and Jan Crouch (Trinity
Broadcasting Network), David Yonggi Cho, Kenneth and Gloria Copeland, John
Avazani, Joel Osteen, T. L. Osborne, Robert Tilton, Marilyn Hickey, Frederick Price,
Benny Hinn, Oral Roberts, Jerry Savelle, Morris Cerullo, Casey Treat, Dwight
Thompson, Rodney Howard-Browne,and Kenneth Hagin. Word-Faith ideas are featured
and promulgated through television principally by the Trinity Broadcasting Network.

Statistics:

No statistics on the number of followers is available.

History:

The beginnings of the Word [of] Faith or Positive Confession Movement can be traced to
the writings of the radio preacher and Methodist minister William Essek Kenyon (18671948). He wrote about fifteen books in which he “stressed the power of words spoken in
faith and the supremacy of a so-called revelation knowledge over knowledge obtained by
the senses: ‘A strong confession [of positive faith]…brings God on the scene…Faith
counts the thing done before God has acted. That compels God’s action.”1 He attended
Emerson College of Oratory in Boston, noted for its promotion of a New Thought
metaphysic and Mind Science. Kenyon’s ideas directly influenced a number of preachers
within the Pentecostal/charismatic movement in the 1960s. The movement grew rapidly
in the 1970s, in large part through the promotion of Word-Faith preachers by the Trinity
Broadcasting Network founded by Paul Crouch in 1973. Kenneth Hagin has been among
the more well-known promoters of Word-Faith teachings. Oral Roberts has also been
viewed as influenced by the movement. In recent years, names such as Joyce Meyer, T.
D. Jakes, Creflo Dollar, Juanita Bynum, and Randy and Paula White have been
associated with aspects of the Word-Faith Movement, and also publicly criticized for
amassing enormous wealth through donations given by followers.2 In 1974 Kenneth
Hagin founded the RHEMA Bible Training Center in Tulsa, OK, to offer training
programs that include Word-Faith teachings and practices.

Texts:

The Bible; the writings and media resources of other TV evangelists

Beliefs and Practices:
Word-Faith preachers (especially the more extreme), it has been argued, have departed from
fundamental teachings of the Christian Church and must be regarded as false teachers.3 Instances
are cited where these preachers hold to views directly at odds with historic Christianity, such as
1

Dictionary of Christianity in America (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1990), 611.
Bill Smith and Carolyn Tuft, “TV Evangelists Call Signals from the Same Playbook,” St. Louis Post Dispatch (November 19, 2003),
A1, 12-13.
3
See, for example, Hank Hanegraaff, Christianity in Crisis (Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, 1993); D. R. McConnell, A
Different Gospel (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 1995).
2

2
the possibility of redeemed believers becoming “gods” equal in power to the earthly Jesus or that
Jesus “died spiritually” when crucified and went to hell until he was “born again” in the
resurrection.4 Space does not allow a full discussion of the wide range of views—often
idiosyncratic—among Word-Faith promoters. Common to most Word-Faith or Positive
Confession preachers are the following emphases:
•
•

•
•

Faith is a force, released by words, by which one can create reality: “The force of faith is
released or activated by words. Faith-filled words put the law of the Spirit of life into
operation.”5
The “force of faith” is activated by speaking or positively confessing what one desires
and requests from God: “Your right confession will become a reality, and then you will
get whatever you need from God.”6 Negative words create negative realities in one’s
life.7
God wills that every Christian have financial prosperity; in fact, it is a right to be claimed
by the Christian (hence, “Name It and Claim It” is another term used for the movement).
Poverty is not God’s will for Christians, but represents a Satan-defeated life.8
God wills that every Christian have perfect health and experience complete healing: “God
intends for every believer to live completely free from sickness and disease.”9 God has
obligated Himself to heal every sickness for those who have faith. The promise to heal is
part of Christ’s atonement. The failure to be healed is evidence of a lack of faith. To pray
“thy will be done” is to destroy faith.10 In fact, when people die they bear some of the
blame, because did not have enough faith.11

A Lutheran Response
Lutherans understand the Scriptures to teach that faith in its essence is confidence or trust in the promises
of God, most especially His promise to be gracious to us for the sake of Jesus Christ. In the words of the
writer to the Hebrews, “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen”
(English Standard Version). That is to say, faith is heartfelt trust in the Gospel of Christ, in which He gives
grace and forgiveness, life and salvation, for Christ’s sake (things we do not literally see, but which we
believe belong to us now) (Mark 1:15; 2 Cor. 1:20; Eph. 1:13; John 3:38, etc.). Faith is the instrument by
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which we embrace Christ and His grace, a gift worked in us by the power of the Holy Spirit through His
powerful Word of grace (Phil. 1:29; Eph. 2:8-9; John 6:28-29; Rom. 10:14-17). Word-Faith most often
presents faith as an exercise or performance of human beings that empowers God to do what believers
demand by their words.12 Lutherans reject as unscriptural the teaching, either explicit or implied, that faith
is in its essence a human work or quality that humans perform in order to cause God to provide what they
need or desire.
Word-Faith teachers selectively and non-contextually use certain texts that they believe teach that God
intends all His children to be rich in material possessions (e.g., 3 John 2; John 10:10). The New Testament
teaches, however, that “one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions” (Luke 12:15). St. Paul
models great faith when he says: “I have learned in whatever situation I am to be content. I know how to be
brought low, and I know how to abound. In any and every circumstance, I have learned the secret of facing
plenty and hunger, abundance and need. I can do all things through him who strengthens me” (Phil. 4:1113). Similarly, in Hebrews 11 some who were destitute are nevertheless held up as models of heroic faith.
Word-Faith teachers often use texts such as Gal. 3:13 and Isaiah 53:4-5 to argue that God promises healing
to all believers as part of Christ’s redeeming or atoning work. Thus, the failure to be healed is regarded as a
lack of faith in the fullness of Christ’s redemption. While Christ’s redemption frees us from the curse of the
law (Gal. 3) and restores us to a right relationship with God, God has not promised in this life that we shall
be free from all the consequences of the Fall into sin, including illness and other human suffering. In fact,
God works through suffering to work His good purposes (Rom. 8:29-30; 2 Cor. 12:1-10), until that time
when we shall be free from the bondage to corruption (Rom. 8:18-25).
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Links and Websites
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