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ABOUT THIS ISSUE 
 
 

In several ways, this issue of the journal signals a new experiment 
for the editors and publisher. First, this issue features an individual, 
David Yonggi Cho, the pastor of Yoido Full Gospel Church, the largest 
single congregation in the world. In the past, the journal featured various 
topics. Past journals featured various topics including national 
Pentecostalism in Asian countries, such as the case of Indian 
Pentecostalism. We will continue to provide the academic world with 
collections of this sort, however featuring individuals may not happen as 
often. Cho, in this case, does stand out in the Asian and the global 
Pentecostal movement and thus commands exceptional scholarly 
reflection. Second, this issue will become the basis for the very first title 
in the AJPS Series. Three additional contributions to the present ones, 
but excluding the book review will form the team for the volume. It is the 
editors’ prayer that the new series will serve the Pentecostal scholarly 
community by providing valuable resources on Asian Pentecostalism.  

For this first effort to become reality, as in many works of this 
nature, the process began much earlier than even the editors realized. 
Three conferences supply the bulk of the current collection: the 
Youngsan International Theological Symposium (2002 and 2003) and the 
Youngsan International Church Growth and Leadership Conference 
(2003). The former events were organized by Dr. Hyeon-seong Bae, the 
dean of the Graduate School of Theology and also the director of 
Youngsan Theological Institute, Hansei University, Goonpo, Korea, and 
the latter by Dr. Young-gi Hong, the director of the Institute for Church 
Growth, Seoul, Korea. Footnotes indicate the conference where the 
original version of a chapter was presented. The editors acknowledge the 
gracious permission of the organizers. Most of the presentations have 
gone through an extensive process of revision.  

The editors also welcome our guest editor Dr. Young-hoon Lee to 
the editorial and publication process of the current issue of the Journal. 
His long experience with Cho and Yoido Full Gospel Church, and his 
extensive research on Korean Pentecostalism makes him rarely qualified 
for this job. He also brings a gracious financial assistance to make copies 



Asian Journal of Pentecostal Studies 7:1 (2004) 2 

of the current issue available to many universities, colleges and 
seminaries throughout the world. The editorial team expresses a deep 
appreciation to the contributors for their hard and tedious work to bring 
this important volume to light. We also would like to acknowledge an 
important financial contribution of the Boys and Girls Missionary 
Crusade (BGMC) through the Asia-Pacific Regional Office (director: 
Rev. Russ Turney), Assemblies of God World Mission, Springfield, MO, 
USA. This special assistance makes it possible to publish this extensive 
collection (much larger than the usual 160 pages).  

Several comments on this volume are necessary. Throughout the 
chapters, Asian names follow the western order, that is, the first name, 
middle name (if there is any) followed by the family name. The editors’ 
extend an apology to those who have customarily written their names 
otherwise. The contributors have been instructed to minimize references 
to Korean works by or about Cho, although an extensive use was 
unavoidable in two particular contributions. For non-English titles, their 
Roman transliterations are given along with their English equivalences. 
Books authored by Cho are referred to without the author’s name 
specified.  

It is the desire of the editors and publishers that the volume serve as 
an encouragement to Asian Pentecostal churches and emerging scholars 
to be diligent in preserving the Spirit’s work in our continent, and in 
reflecting them theologically. This effort will certainly enrich our 
understanding of the spiritual tradition of the Asian church, contribute to 
the future development of the movement, and ultimately provide the 
global Pentecostal circle with a valuable resource. The Spirit enabled us 
for this work; thus, to God be the glory. 

 
Editors 
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THE LIFE AND MINISTRY OF DAVID YONGGI CHO AND THE 
YOIDO FULL GOSPEL CHURCH 

 
 

Young-hoon Lee 
 
 
As the Korean church grew explosively in the 1970s, one 

congregation attracted the attention of the churches of the world. Yoido 
Full Gospel Church (YFGC) pastored by Rev. David Yonggi Cho had the 
largest congregation in the world with a membership of 700,000 by the 
end of 1994. Cho founded YFGC in 1958 and has pastored the church 
since. Many view YFGC as the base of the Pentecostal movement in 
Korea. This paper will discuss the history, development, characteristics, 
and influence of this church in relation to the ministry of Cho. 

 
 

1. The Life and Ministry of Yonggi Cho1  
 
It is impossible to understand YFGC and its ministry without 

considering the man behind it—David Yonggi Cho. Cho was born on 
February 14, 1936 in a small town in Wooljoo County, Kyung-nam 
Province in the southern part of Korea, while the country was under 
Japanese occupation. From the time that Japan invaded Manchuria and 
started a war with China (1931), the Japanese exploited most crops and 
requisitioned Koreans to harvest them. It was in this devastating situation 
that Cho spent his childhood. The country was liberated in 1945 but 
divided into south and north by American and Soviet forces: the north 
became a communist country and the south a democratic one. But South 
Korea was still going through major chaos both politically and socially.  

                                                           
1 His story was published by an American reporter, Nell L. Kennedy, Dream 
Your Way to Success: The Story of Dr. Yonggi Cho and Korea (Plainfield, NJ: 
Logos International, 1980). See also Woonhak Nyo, Chooyo Tutdaero Iroososuh 
[Thy Will Be Done: World Mission and Yonggi Cho] (Seoul: Kyujang, 1982). 
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Cho’s father, Doo-Chun Cho, ran for election to Congress on May 
30, 1950 but failed. The Cho family was suffering financially. Less than 
a month later the Korean War broke out. Young Cho witnessed the 
destruction and suffering caused by the war. In spring of 1953, when Cho 
was a sophomore in high school, he was injured in the chest while 
exercising. He gradually became weakened. Since it was still during the 
war and his family was poor, he could not get proper medical treatment. 
Later he was diagnosed as having a terminal case of tuberculosis. 
Without proper treatment, he became severely weakened and close to 
death. On what was thought to be his deathbed he was visited by a 
Christian girl who was a friend of his sister. His Buddhist parents had 
forbidden her to visit their home, but she persisted and gave Cho a Bible, 
preaching the gospel to him. Soon Cho became a Christian and his health 
began to improve dramatically. 

He happened to meet Kenneth Tice, an Assemblies of God 
missionary, and began to interpret his sermons for him and another 
missionary, Lou Richards. Richards taught the Bible to Cho. While Cho 
was reading about divine healing in the Bible, he was touched by it and 
repented for not having fully believed it. He prayed and fasted for three 
days. On the third day he had a vision of Jesus in which he was called to 
dedicate his life to preaching the gospel.2 After this experience, in 1956, 
he moved from Busan to Seoul and enrolled in the Full Gospel Bible 
College, which belonged to the Assemblies of God denomination. 
Although he was not in very good health, he managed to continue his 
studies. As his Christian faith grew deeper, his health also gradually 
improved. During these years of study, Cho met Jashil Choi, his 
classmate and a former registered nurse, who took care of him. She later 
became his associate pastor and mother-in-law. 

Cho started a tent church in 1958. Its 38-year history, although it 
assumed different names as the church moved from one location to the 
other, may be divided into three periods. The first is the pioneering 
period (1958–1961) 3  in which YFGC was the instrument of the 
Pentecostal faith’s taking root in Korea by its strong Full Gospel message 
and divine healing. The second is the developing period (1961–1973) 
when the church took the leadership in the Pentecostal movement of 
Korea and spread the Pentecostal faith in the Korean church. The third is 
                                                           
2 Kennedy, Dream Your Way, pp. 118–21. 
3 International Theological Institute, Yoido Kyohoeui Shinanggwa Shinhak [The 
Yoido Full Gospel Church: Its Faith and Theology], vol. II (Seoul: Seoul Books, 
1993), p. 96. (Hereafter, ITI stands for International Theological Institute.) 
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the current period of expansion (1973–). The church has taken the lead in 
the Holy Spirit movement of the entire Korean church, has become 
mature enough to show its concern for Korean society, and has greatly 
expanded the Holy Spirit movement. 

 
 

2. History of the Yoido Full Gospel Church 
 

2.1 The Pioneering Period (1958–1961) 

Cho, a new seminary graduate, put up a tent in a slum area of Daejo-
dong, Seodaemun-ku, Seoul on May 18, 1958 with Mrs. Jashil Choi and 
her three children. The tent church that had started with only five grew 
rapidly as Cho’s powerful message and healing ministry, with his ardent 
prayer and street evangelism, made a great combination. Many who had 
various diseases came and were healed. The news of the work of the 
Holy Spirit at this tent church spread among the people and, by 1961, the 
church had a membership of 600. 

The primary characteristic of this pioneering period was its ministry 
among city slum-dwellers. This was a post-war time of devastation and 
most people despaired in emptiness and frustration.4 To these city slum-
dwellers in Daejo-dong, Cho preached the good news of hope. He 
proclaimed that they could gain not only spiritual blessing but also 
material and situational blessings from God if they came to Jesus Christ 
and lived by the word of God. Cho’s message of salvation in body and 
spirit gave enormous comfort and hope to people who were poor and 
suffering. 

The second important characteristic of YFGC was the experience of 
Spirit baptism and divine healing. Cho preached Pentecostal faith, which 
emphasized Spirit baptism and the subsequent signs such as speaking in 
tongues, based on the prophecy of Joel that God would pour out His 
Spirit in the last days. The most outstanding manifestation of God’s 
power in Cho’s tent church was divine healing. Many were healed from 
various diseases. Cho’s sermons penetrated the lives of city slum-
dwellers. Divine healing and Spirit baptism were the driving forces 
behind the growth of the church. The explosive growth of YFGC was not 
only because of divine healing however, but also because members who 

                                                           
4 Kyung-bae Min, Hankook Kidokkyohoesa [Church History of Korea], rev. ed. 
(Seoul: Christian Literature Society of Korea, 1982), p. 470. 
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were changed by God’s power, went out, and preached the word of God 
to others.5 

The third was powerful prayer. The early apostolic church was born 
by the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the disciples, as they devoted 
themselves to prayer in the upper room.6 Cho stressed prayer and devoted 
himself to it. He prayed at dawn, fasted and prayed, and prayed through 
the night.7 Prayer became one of the most important elements of his 
ministry. 

 

2.2 The Developing Period (1961–1973) 

Cho interpreted the sermons of Rev. Sam Todd, an American 
evangelist, during revival meetings held for one month in September, 
1961, at Seodaemun rotary. A great number of people came to these 
meetings and experienced God’s grace. Many received Jesus and many 
were healed. After the meeting, Cho decided to establish a second church 
and held an opening worship service on October 15, 1961. “Full Gospel 
Revival Center” was the name of his second church. He started 
construction, and finished it on February 18, 1962. Cho was ordained as 
a minister on April 26, 1962. On May 13 of the same year, he changed 
the name of the church to “Full Gospel Central Church.” The 
membership reached 3,000 in 1964. 

Cho overworked to the point of fainting and suffered quite some 
time from bad health. One Sunday, while he was administering baptism 
to hundreds of people,8 Cho collapsed and spent a week in a hospital. A 
week later, he return to the pulpit to preach but collapsed again. He was 
hospitalized. While reading the Bible in the hospital, he received 
revelation from Exodus 18 and used it to organize a number of cell-unit 
system,9 which has become a trademark of YFGC.  

                                                           
5 Yonggi Cho, More than Numbers (Waco: Word, 1984), p. 87. 
6 Acts 1:14; 2:1–4, 42–47 
7 Dawn prayer was initiated at Changdaehyun Church in Pyungyang, during the 
1907 revival meeting and expanded by Sun-joo Gil. Fasting prayer and all night 
prayer were expanded by Yonggi Cho and Jashil Choi. 
8 The Assemblies of God churches approve nothing but baptism by immersion, 
following the traditions of the apostolic church in the New Testament and also 
the traditions of Anabaptists. 
9 ITI, The Yoido Full Gospel Church: Its Faith and Theology, pp. 185–86. 
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Cho appointed women as cell-unit leaders, a revolutionary attempt in 
the tradition of the Korean church or any Korean society with a strong 
Confucian background. Until then, the position of women in Korean 
society was not well recognized, if at all. The cell-group system brought 
liberation to the status of women in Korea. These women leaders devoted 
themselves to the growth of the cell groups by effective home visitations 
and street preaching. Cell units conceived as sub-churches grew rapidly 
having worship services, prayer and fellowship. The growth of cell units 
thus made a significant contribution to the growth of the church. 
Meanwhile, various departments of the church were organized, including 
men’s and women’s mission and service groups. The church started 
publishing a Christian monthly magazine Shinanggye [The World of 
Faith] in 1967 in order to expand the Holy Spirit movement based on the 
word of God. 

The primary characteristic of this period was the work of the Holy 
Spirit experienced in the community. If the work of the Holy Spirit in the 
pioneering period had been individual experience, the work of the Holy 
Spirit in this period was the revival and renewal of the church as a 
community. The outpouring of the Spirit restored the Christian lives of a 
discouraged people of God. By this experience, the church could follow 
the model of the church presented in the book of Acts. When the church 
acknowledged and worked with the Holy Spirit it became Spirit-filled 
and this partnership brought with it the rapid growth of the church.10  

The second characteristic of the period was the cell-group structure. 
Other churches had neglected cell-group structures but as employed in 
YFGC cells proved to be a great turning point. All members joined the 
cell system. Cho educated and trained the cell-group leaders so that they 
could take care of their groups. The structure of the cell-unit system 
contributed greatly to the effective training and pastoral care of the new 
members. With the help of this system, Cho can minister to the 700,000 
members of his church. This subject will be discussed further.  

 

2.3 The Expanding Period (1973 to the present) 

Since the church could not accommodate the rapidly growing 
numbers, it decided to build a new church and started construction in 
Yoido, an island with nothing but sand. Despite economic depression, 

                                                           
10 Yonggi Cho, “Naega Chehumhan Siljiljuk Kyohoesungjang” [The Practical 
Church Growth That I Experience], Church Growth 2 (Seoul, 1985), pp. 136-53 
(147-49). 
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opposition and hardships, they finished construction and dedicated the 
new church on September 23, 1973. Church growth accelerated after 
moving to Yoido. Its membership reached 100,000 in 1979; 200,000 in 
November 1980; 500,000 in 1985; and 700,000 in 1992.11 During this 
time, the church built a prayer mountain (1973), opened a publishing 
company (1976), and started a weekly newspaper, Full Gospel News 
(1978). To propagate Pentecostal faith and for the effective training and 
education of its members, YFGC established the Institute for Full Gospel 
Education, which became the International Theological Institute (ITI) in 
1993. 

YFGC also fully supports the Full Gospel Bible College to educate 
Christian leaders. The college later became Hansei University with full 
accreditation from the government.12 

The primary characteristic of this period was the explosive growth of 
the church. Some try to explain such growth in relation to the 
sociological, economic and political backgrounds in the 1970s.13 The 
following factors contributing to the growth are: the message and the 
leadership of Cho, divine healing, the baptism in the Holy Spirit, the 
proper training of the church lay leaders by the Holy Spirit movement 
leadership.14 

Second, the church began to take the primary role in the Holy Spirit 
movement of the Korean churches. In this period of expansion YFGC has 
dispersed the Holy Spirit movement all over the country and contributed 
greatly to the spiritual movement of the Korean church.15 

                                                           
11 Church Growth International, Church Growth Manual, No. 7 (Seoul: Church 
Growth International, 1995), p. 145. 
12 Full Gospel Theological Seminary later became Hansei University, a Christian 
university fully accredited by the Korean government. Its undergraduate school 
consists of the Departments of Theological Studies, Journalism, Computer and 
Information Management, Business and Management, History, Industrial Design, 
and Music. Its graduate school confers Master and Ph.D. degrees in Theology and 
Music. Hansei University, 2003 Hansei University Catalog (Gunpo: Hansei 
University, 2003). 
 13  Joon-shik Choi, “Hannkukeui Jongkyojuk Ipjanguesuh Barabon Kidokkyo 
Tochakhwa Shinhak” [Intercultural Theology from Perspective of Korean 
Religions], Shinhaksasang [The Theological Thought] 82 (1993), pp. 96-128 
(126–28). 
14 ITI, The Yoido Full Gospel Church: Its Faith and Theology, p. 111. 
15 ITI, The Yoido Full Gospel Church: Its Faith and Theology, pp. 125-26. 
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Third, the Pentecostal movement of YFGC has expanded into the 
world. Since the 1970s, YFGC has facilitated women workers and stirred 
a revival movement through the cell-unit system. They have brought the 
Pentecostal movement to thousands by concerted prayer, person to 
person evangelism, publications, broadcasting, and so on.16 Pentecostal 
mission theology puts stress on eschatological expectation and the 
realization of the kingdom of God.17 YFGC makes every effort to further 
the Holy Spirit movement with its eschatological expectation, thereby to 
fulfill the vision of the Lord Jesus: to evangelize the world before the end 
comes by reviving the church. 

Fourth, it emphasizes the renewal of the church and its participation 
in society. Realizing that the church must go before modern society to 
continue its growth, YFGC has concentrated on church renewal since 
1993.18  They practiced Christian love by broad charity work for the 
lower class and the underprivileged.19 The current standing of YFGC is 
as follows.20 

 
2.3.1 Worship services 

There are seven worship services each Sunday, three each 
Wednesday, and two each Saturday. The seven Sunday services have 
different focuses: Cho preaches in two services; executive assistant 
pastors preach in three worship services; one is with an emphasis on 
praise and worship; and one is a healing service. There also are daily 
early-morning prayer meetings and all-night prayer meetings. Sunday 
schools and various mission groups have their own worship services on 
Sundays. 

                                                           
16  Young-hoon Lee, “Hankuk Kyohoewa Sungrungwoondong” [Korean 
Churches and the Holy Spirit Movement], Shinanggye (October 1995), pp. 134-
39 (137). 
17 L. Grant McClung, Jr., “Truth on Fire: Pentecostals and Urgent Missiology,” 
in Azusa Street and Beyond, ed. L. Grant McClung, Jr. (South Plainfield, NJ: 
Bridge, 1986), pp. 47-54 (52). 
18 ITI, The Yoido Full Gospel Church: Its Faith and Theology, pp. 139-40. 
19 The charity work of YFGC includes: providing cardiac operations to children 
with heart disease; donating blood; “bread of love” (distributing food to the 
hungry); giving relief to foreign refugees; a sharing movement; the establishment 
of a training institute, and so on. For detail, see ITI, The Yoido Full Gospel 
Church: Its Faith and Theology, vol. II, pp. 141-44. 
20 Statistics are as of December, 2003. 
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2.3.2 Organization 

Centered on the leadership of Cho, its senior pastor, the church has 
ten departments and subordinate branch departments. There are 20 
regional chapels, 20 large districts, 309 sub-districts, 4,374 sections, 
11,214 cell units, and 700,000 members. 

 
2.3.3 Education 

The Department of Pastoral and Theological Studies of the 
International Theological Institute takes care of the continuing education 
and training of pastors and lay workers. A lay education institute 
ministers to the needs of lay people. Sunday schools and various mission 
groups have their own education programs.  

 
2.3.4 Evangelism and world mission 

Various mission groups and committees participate in evangelical 
programs. The Mission Department supports Cho’s foreign campaigns, 
sends missionaries and establishes and supports foreign Bible schools. As 
of 2003, YFGC has sent 600 missionaries, established seven Bible 
seminaries21 and one university, and expands its missionary work in the 
two-thirds world. 

 
3. Unique Features of the Holy Spirit Movement of  

Cho and YFGC22  
 

Cho claims that the Holy Spirit movement can bear fruit when it is 
accompanied by the fullness of the word, prayer and the Holy Spirit. If 
one is neglected or overly emphasized, the dynamic work of the Spirit 

                                                           
21
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will be impossible.23 Since the Holy Spirit movement of YFGC has been 
established and developed through the ministry of Cho, a discussion of 
Cho’s message, prayer, Spirit-baptism and speaking in other tongues, 
divine healing and cell unit system is in order. 

 

3.1 Message 

The distinguishing elements of the Holy Spirit movement of YFGC 
are: salvation of the spirit; faith centered on the word of God; experience 
of the Holy Spirit; and world evangelization.24 They are made concrete 
by Cho’s messages. 

Jin-hwan Kim described Cho’s message. “It is positive and hopeful 
with stress on Bible-centered genuine faith and on the work of the Holy 
Spirit.”25 Karen Hurston has said, “Cho does not prepare his sermons 
exclusively by his own planning but by calling on the Holy Spirit.”26 E. 
J. Peters wrote: “A preacher who is called by God and possessed by the 
Spirit becomes a powerful tool of God.” 27  Cho’s Bible-based and 
positive sermons have contributed not only to the growth of YFGC but 
also to the expansion of the Holy Spirit movement. 

The framework of Cho’s sermons is the fivefold gospel and threefold 
blessing. The fivefold gospel consists of: the gospel of salvation; the 
gospel of the fullness of the Holy Spirit; the gospel of divine healing; the 
gospel of blessing; and the gospel of the second coming of Jesus Christ.28 
The threefold blessing is based on 3 John 2 and describes the blessing 
that Christians receive by the work of the cross of Jesus Christ. It consists 
                                                           
23 Yonggi Cho, Sunggongjuk Kyohoesungjangeui Yulshue [A key to Successful 
Church Growth] (Seoul: Seoul Books, 1976), pp. 40-44. 
24  Young-hoon Lee, “Hankukkyohoe Sungrungwoondongeui Naahgalgil” 
[Suggestions for the Holy Spirit Movement of Korean Churches], 
Sungshinsaegye [The World of the Spirit] 1 (1992), pp. 26-27 (27). 
25  Jin-hwan Kim, Hankukkyohoe Buheungwoondongsa [The History of the 
Revival Movement in the Korean Church] (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1993). 
26  Karen Hurston, Growing the World’s Largest Church (Springfield, MO: 
Gospel Publishing House, 1994), p. 153. 
27  Eugene James Peterson, A Theology of Church Growth (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1981), p. 47. 
28 The structure of the fivefold gospel is similar to that of the fourfold gospel of 
the Holiness church. The Holiness church stresses regeneration, sanctification, 
divine healing and the second coming of Christ. 
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of spiritual blessing, physical blessing and the blessing of 
circumstances.29 Cho emphasizes that only with the help of the Spirit can 
such a message effectively reach people30 and change them to trust in 
Jesus completely.31 Hence, Cho’s Holy Spirit movement is based on the 
word of God and is a movement to proclaim Jesus. Since the Spirit 
testifies about Jesus (John 15:26), it is a “Jesus-witnessing movement,” 
because Christians testify about Jesus when they are filled with the Spirit.  

 

3.2 Prayer 

Cho is a man of prayer, saying that he learned in the early days of his 
ministry, that he himself should pray before telling people to pray.32 Cho 
has stressed that Christians must learn how to pray, discipline themselves 
to pray, and devote themselves to prayer, for prayer is a hard and long 
process.33 

The 120 disciples of Jesus devoted themselves to prayer before the 
descent of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost (Acts 1:14). They then 
received the baptism of the Spirit and became bold witnesses to the 
gospel. Therefore, any prayer movement is directly connected to the 
Holy Spirit. Many churches and Christians of other countries have 
learned the prayer patterns of YFGC and effective methods for running 
and managing houses of prayer. When they apply them correctly, they 
experience the power of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit movement of 
YFGC has thus expanded swiftly. 

 

3.3 Spirit-baptism and Tongue-speaking 

According to traditional Pentecostal faith, baptism in the Holy Spirit 
is an experience distinct from conversion. 34  The disciples of Jesus 

                                                           
29  See Yonggi Cho, Ojoongbokeumg-wa Sambakjachookbok [The Fivefold 
Gospel and Threefold Blessing] (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1983) and ITI, The Yoido 
Full Gospel Church: Its Faith and Theology, pp. 13–141. 
30 Yonggi Cho, Nanun Iruke Sulgyohanda [I Preach This Way] (Seoul: Seoul 
Logos, 1989), p. 173. 
31 Cho, I Preach This Way, p. 174. 
32 Paul Yonggi Cho, Prayer: Key to Revival (Waco: Word, 1992), p. 62. 
33 ITI, The Yoido Full Gospel Church: Its Faith and Theology, pp. 119-20. 
34 Yonggi Cho, Sungryungron [Pneumatology] (Seoul: Youngsan, 1980), p. 141.  



Lee, Life and Ministry of David Yonggi Cho 13

confessed “Jesus is Lord” by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 12:3) and Jesus 
confirmed that they were all clean—that they were already saved except 
Judas Iscariot, since Jesus had called them (John 13:10). Nonetheless, 
Jesus said that they should be baptized with the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:4–5). 
Since Cho emphasized this type of baptism as the second blessing after 
conversion, churches and denominations with different doctrines have 
long attacked him.35 John Wesley’s second blessing, which is described 
as sanctification or as the wholeness of Christ, points to Spirit-baptism.36 
Charles G. Finney, Dwight L. Moody, Reuben A. Torrey, and J. W. 
Chapman have supported this truth.37 The doctrine of Spirit-baptism is an 
integral part of the Holy Spirit movement. 

There has been a long-running debate on the signs of Spirit-baptism. 
Cho says that it has various signs but tongue-speaking is the most 
common and unique external sign. He also proposes strong testifying to 
Jesus Christ as an evidence of Spirit-baptism. 38  Cho divides tongue-
speaking into two categories: “sign” and “gift.”39  

YFGC encourages people to receive Spirit-baptism, edify the church, 
and be witnesses to Christ, armed with the power of the Spirit. 

 

3.4 Divine Healing 

Healing is an integral part of the development of YFGC and the 
expansion of the Holy Spirit movement. Cho preached the power of the 
Holy Spirit in the Book of Acts, to the despairing. This brought miracles, 
signs, and healings of those with various diseases, all contributing to the 
rapid growth of Cho’s tent church. The sick came and Cho provided 
them the opportunity to listen to the gospel. 

We may ascribe the continuous manifestation of divine healing in 
the tent church to Cho’s own experience of healing from the terminal 
stage of tuberculosis and his faith in the gospel of divine healing. Cho 
                                                           
35 See ITI, Sungryungi Nuheiegye Imhasimyun (When the Holy Spirit Comes 
upon You) (Seoul: ITI, 1994). 
36  John Thomas Nichol, Pentecostalism (Plainfield, NJ: Logos International, 
1966), pp. 5-6. 
37  Donald W. Dayton, Theological Roots of Pentecostalism (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1987), p. 101. 
38 Cho, The Five-fold Gospel and Three-fold Blessing, p. 117. 
39 Yonggi Cho, Soonbokeumeui Jinri [The Full Gospel Truth], vol. 1 (Seoul: 
Seoul Books, 1979), pp. 246-47. 
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claims that divine healing is the will of God, the prime ministry of Jesus, 
and the task and command that he gave to us, for God himself has said: 
“I am the Lord, who heals you (Exodus 15:26).”40  Jesus, moreover, 
devoted two-thirds of his ministry to healing. 

Some advocates of divine healing misused the healing ministry but 
Cho presented salvation as whole and entire: salvation through the 
healing of the spirit, the body, and the person’s circumstances. He 
retained a balanced theology in his healing teachings. Problems that arise 
among advocates of healing are due to a lack of correct understanding of 
the gospel. 

 

3.5 The Cell System 

One of the primary grounds of the explosive growth of the 
Pentecostal movement lies in the house church movement. This 
movement has its root in the Christian community of the early church. 
Meeting in houses was one of the foundations of the growth of the early 
church (Acts 2:42-47). Christians in the first century, through their small-
group house meetings, had fellowship, Bible study and communion 
service. They may also have shared an agape meal, although the 
evidence on this is not clear. 

John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist Church, developed the 
house church movement.41 Before John Wesley, the sacraments were at 
the center of the faith of the church but he wanted to practice the faith 
patterns of the early church of the New Testament. Wesley emphasized 
discipleship, small group meetings (classes), and circuit quarterly 
meetings. It is worth taking note of the circuit quarterly meetings. They 
were begun in 1748 to promote the unity and fellowship of Methodists. 
Wesley or another leading preacher was the chairman/leader of the 
meetings, which were attended by the class teachers and stewards of 
societies. Leaders discussed the financial support and spiritual activities 
of the preachers, while the stewards managed financial matters. Wesley 

                                                           
40 Yonggi Cho, Shinyouron [Divine Healing] (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 2001), pp. 22-
23. 
41 For the research on the house church movement, see: Arthur L. Foster, ed., The 
House Church Evolving (Chicago: Exploration, 1976); Tony Higton and Gilbert 
Kirby, The Challenge of the House Churches (Oxford: Latimer, 1988); Joyce V. 
Thurman, New Wineskins: A Study of House Church Movement (Frankfurt-am-
Main: Peter Lang, 1982); C. Kirk Hadaway, et al., Home Cell Groups and House 
Churches (Nashville, TN: Broadman, 1987). 
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wrote “circuit plans” and posted them at the head office. According to 
the plans, the preachers would become circuit riders and go to the 
churches and class meetings in their assigned district for a certain period. 

Wesley efficiently utilized the system of bands, classes and societies, 
and believed this type of system was taken from the early church. In their 
band and class meetings, they discipled edified and helped one another. 
The class meeting was the first step to becoming a Methodist and served 
to form well-disciplined and sincere members, leaving out less 
committed ones. 

Such small group meetings made a great contribution to the 
development of the Methodist Church. The circuit rider system was 
successfully practiced in the pioneering period of America. Asbury 
developed it and thus further added to the growth of the American 
Methodist Church. 

Small group meetings also had a significant influence on the holiness 
revival. In the nineteenth century, they were established weekly and 
considered important for the promotion of holiness. Phoebe Palmer 
began regular meetings on Tuesdays. Hence it became “Tuesday 
meeting.” 

Also influenced were the revival meetings of Charles G. Finney, D. 
L. Moody, as well as the twentieth century Pentecostal movement. 

Cho reorganized the structure of the small community of the early 
church into a cell system and made it a “permanent revival center,”42 so 
members may experience fellowship, renewal, revival of faith, and 
engage in evangelical work. In the early stages of the cell system, there 
were some difficulties because of the lack of places for gathering, the 
position of women in society (since the majority of the cell leaders were 
women), and the fact that lay leaders did not have confidence in the cell 
system. As the problems are being resolved, the cell system is considered 
an internationally registered mark of YFGC.  

People learn the word of God, pray together, and practice a fruitful 
Christian life through cells. The nature of the cell unit system is 
described as following.43 

Five to seven families in the same neighborhood form a cell group, 
where the strongest spiritual members are the leader and the assistant 

                                                           
42  Yonggi Cho, Kyohoesungjang, Jinjungwonhasipnika [A Secret of Church 
Growth] (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1995), pp. 221-42. 
43 Young-hoon Lee, “The Yoido Full Gospel Church: Its History and Structure” 
(A report for 95 Alliance World Fellowship [AWF] and World Congress of the 
Sungkyul [Holiness] Church, Seoul, Sep. 25–Oct. 1, 1995), pp. 3-4, 12-17. 
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leader. Metropolitan Seoul is divided into 13 large districts, 20 regional 
chapels and 150 prayer houses. In each district or chapel, a pastor is 
assigned as the senior district pastor. Each large district is divided into 
several sub-districts with sub-district pastors. Currently there are 309 
sub-districts. Each sub-district has several sections with sectional leaders. 
(There are 4,374 section leaders.) In addition, each section has several 
cell groups and leaders. (There are 11,214 cell groups.) 

About five cell groups form a section, 10 to 15 sections form a sub-
district and 12 to 23 sub-districts form a large district. Currently YFGC 
has 634 full-time pastors, who are in charge of districts and other parts of 
church education and administration. 

With their cell group leaders, members pray together and receive 
spiritual experiences. When a cell group grows to ten families, it is 
divided into two units, five families for each. The assistant leader of the 
original cell unit becomes the leader of the new one, and each leader 
appoints their own assistant leader. This procedure is repeated as the size 
of the cell grows. The focal point of each cell is its members and his or 
her needs. In reality it includes not only those already registered in the 
church, but also those who stand on the fringe of decision.  

YFGC consisted of 11,214 home cell units as of December 2003, 
each of which has its own leader and assistant leader. YFGC has 700,000 
members. Home cell group meetings are held once a week at each 
member’s home by turns. They study the Bible in seven steps by themes 
and each step is a year-long course.44 This study as a whole is repeated 
every seven years. At cell meetings, they also pray together for new 
members, Spirit-baptism, for healing, concerning their personal 
problems, etc. 

This system is the driving force of the unity and fellowship of the 
church and its growth, following the example of the early church.  

 
4. The Contribution of the Holy Spirit Movement of  

the Yoido Full Gospel Church 
 
Leading Korean theologians and religionists published a research 

report on YFGC in 1982. In the foreword of the report, Won-yong Kang 
pointed out, “The Holy Spirit movement of YFGC attracts the interest of 

                                                           
44 David Yonggi Cho, Home Cell Group Study Guide, vols. 1-2 (Seoul: Seoul 
Logos, 1990); Yonggi Cho, Guyoksunggunggongbu [Home Cell Group Study 
Guide], vols. 1-7 (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1980-1986). 
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the churches around the world, as well as the Korean churches, both 
positively and negatively.”45 

I will discuss some negative and positive effects of the Holy Spirit 
movement of YFGC and Yonggi Cho and their influence on the Korean 
church. 

 

4.1 Promotion of the Recognition of the Personhood of the Holy Spirit 

Although the Korean church recognized the Holy Spirit as the third 
person of the Trinity, it was almost ignorant of and uninterested in the 
ministry of and fellowship with the Holy Spirit. Cho’s Holy Spirit 
movement taught Christians how to minister and work with the Holy 
Spirit. Consequently, many of the Korean churches recognize the Holy 
Spirit as a distinct person of the godhead and experience the Spirit’s 
dynamic work. Cho frequently says, “Holy Spirit, we acknowledge, 
welcome, and trust you.”46  

 

4.2 Increased Understanding of the Holy Spirit Movement 

YFGC had to go through many difficulties due to the lack of 
understanding of the Korean church of the work of the Holy Spirit. One 
Presbyterian denomination, in its annual general assembly of 1983, said 
that Cho had heretical tendencies in his theology and ruled that its 
members should not have fellowship with Cho. Theological debates on 
this issue continued for about a decade, which caused increased, 
widespread knowledge of Pentecostal theology and the faith of YFGC. 
The publications of the International Theological Institute (ITI) and 
international seminars on the Holy Spirit, also organized by ITI, have 
changed the prejudices of the Korean church about the Holy Spirit 
movement of YFGC and Cho. This has provided the ground for other 
denominations to understand and accept Pentecostal theology.47 

 

                                                           
45 Won-yong Kang, ed., Hankuk Kyohoe Sungryungwoondongeui Hyunsanggwa 
Gujo [A Study on the Pentecostal Movement in Korea] (Seoul: Korea Christian 
Academy, 1981), pp. 3-4. 
46 See Benny Hinn, Good Morning, Holy Spirit (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 
1990) and Welcome, Holy Spirit (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 1995). Hinn 
adopts Cho’s conception of the Holy Spirit. 
47 See ITI, The Yoido Full Gospel Church: Its Faith and Theology, pp. 142–205. 



Asian Journal of Pentecostal Studies 7:1 (2004) 18

4.3 Church Growth 

Church growth means spiritual revival rather than just an increase in 
numbers,48 and is crucial. It gives glory to Jesus Christ, the head of the 
church.49 YFGC is a model church with a rapid growth rate. Cho has 
introduced the key factors of church growth in and out of Korea and has 
challenged churches by publishing books and lecturing at meetings and 
seminars.  

 

4.4 Renewed Thoughts 

Cho’s sermons are positive and active. Robert Schuller has said that 
positive thought is just another expression of the faith that Jesus spoke 
of.50 Cho presents a positive, active faith to his people and encourages 
them to practice it daily. This reformed thought has brought changes in 
many lives.51  Christians with renewed minds have contributed to the 
development of society as the country was going through swift changes 
in its political and economic aspects. 

 

4.5 Indigenization  

Indigenization is a process whereby Christianity adapts itself to the 
culture of a people for greater acceptance. Each country or nation has its 
own cultural background and traditions.52 Indigenization combines the 
harmonious growth of native culture, in the light of the gospel and 

                                                           
48 Donald A. McGavran, How Churches Grow (New York: Friendship Press, 
1959), p. 99. 
49  R. B. Kuyper, Jundoshinhak [Evangelical Theology], trans. Su-joon Park 
(Seoul: Hope, 1980), p. 113. 
50 Robert H. Schuller, Your Church Has a Fantastic Future (Ventura: Regal, 
1986), p. 76. 
51  Sung-hoon Myung, Gyohoesungjan-ggwa Sulgyo [Church Growth and 
Sermons] (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1992), pp. 70-71. 
52 “Tochakhwa” [Indigenization], in Kidokgyo Baekgwasajun [One-Volume 
Christian Encyclopedia] ed. Young-je Han (Seoul, Christian Literature, 1992), p. 
1446. 
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Christian principles, into a new Christian unity.53 Cho, with his belief in 
a good and sovereign God, presented fresh hope to despairing people. He 
proclaimed God as the One who solves han in the present and declared a 
future life.54 Balanced spiritual experiences, the prayer movement, cell 
structure, and lay activities have made it possible for the Holy Spirit 
movement of YFGC to take deep root into Korean culture.55  

 
 

5. Summary 
 
The Pentecostal movement as led by Cho, (often called the Full 

Gospel movement), may be positively evaluated in connection with the 
indigenization of the Holy Spirit movement in Korea. His message of 
hope has brought hope and joy to the poor and oppressed. Speaking in 
tongues has contributed greatly to release the han in them. By appointing 
women leaders in the cell-unit system, Cho has acknowledged their 
capability and thus raised the position of women in society. He has 
brought spiritual renewal while most churches have been 
institutionalized.  

This Holy Spirit movement may be viewed as a synthesis of the 
various Holy Spirit movements of Korean church history. Cho’s 
emphasis on prayer and the second coming of Jesus Christ follows the 
tradition of Sun-joo Gil’s Holy Spirit movement; his emphasis on 
mystical experience through the cross is in line with Yong-do Lee’s Holy 
Spirit movement; and emphasis on healing was also noted in Ick-doo 
Kim’s Holy Spirit movement. Cho’s Holy Spirit movement has made the 
most of the shamanistic background of Koreans to bring rapid church 
growth. He avoids syncretistic shamanism by adhering to the principles 
of the Bible. 

The Yoido Full Gospel Church and Cho have grown steadily in their 
thirty-eight year history. During this time, YFGC has been well 
organized. Harvey Cox points out that order, authority, and responsibility 
should be emphasized to continue growth in an organization. However, 
                                                           
53  Pong-bae Park, “Hankukkyohoeeui Tochakhwa” [The Indigenization of 
Christianity in Korea], Shinhaksasang [Christian Thoughts] (Jan. 1971), pp. 72-
81 (81). 
54  ITI, Osoonjulwoondong-eui Hankukgyohoeye Michin Younghang [The 
Influence of the Pentecostal Movement on the Korean Church] (Seoul: ITI, 
1993), p. 69. 
55 ITI, The Influence of the Pentecostal Movement, p. 52. 
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this brings with it the danger of lessening spirituality, Cox warns.56 
Furthermore he suggests that the Korean church may lose its power of 
ethical critique against Korean society if it takes too much interest in 
organization. 57  This presents a critical task for Pentecostals: how to 
balance the work of the Holy Spirit and the operation of organizations. 

It is possible to maintain balance only when quantitative growth is 
accompanied by qualitative judgment. This means that YFGC must 
broaden its interests to include wider social concern and social 
reformation. Previous Holy Spirit movements have been more concerned 
with personal salvation and church growth, and YFGC is to make a 
critical choice for its future. 

 
56 Harvey Cox, Fire from Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal Spirituality and the 
Reshaping of Religion in the Twenty-first Century (Reading, MA: Addison-
Wesley, 1994), pp. 236–37. 
57 Cox, Fire from Heaven, p. 237. 
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DAVID YONGGI CHO’S THEOLOGY OF  
THE FULLNESS OF THE SPIRIT:  

A PENTECOSTAL PERSPECTIVE1 
 
 

William W. Menzies 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 
I have watched with fascination the remarkable development of the 

Korean churches in the last thirty years. The Korean War devastated the 
country. The industrial, transportation, and communications 
infrastructure was virtually destroyed. Homes and businesses were 
shattered. Families were torn apart; many died. Few countries suffered in 
the twentieth century as did Korea. Virtually all had suffered severely. 
After the war, there was a great spiritual vacuum in the aftermath of this 
colossal tragedy. Disillusionment and hopelessness prevailed. I 
remember my first visits to Korea in the early 1970s, less than twenty 
years after the Truce. Few public buildings were heated in the bitter cold 
winter; the cities were dingy and dusty. The marks of poverty were 
everywhere. It was a time of gloom and sorrow for the nation.  

And, yet, I shall never forget my first night in Korea. I was hosted by 
kind missionaries on the campus of the Bible school in Seoul. It was very 
cold; my room was unheated. Well before daylight, I heard the sounds of 
feet crunching in the snow, just outside my window. Faithful Korean 
Christians were gathering in the school chapel for an early-morning 
prayer meeting—a practice which I learned was common by that time 
throughout Korea among earnest Christians. The commitment and 
dedication of Korean believers is one of the great stories of the modern 
church.  

                                                           
1  An earlier version of this study was presented in the Second Youngsan 
International Theological Symposium, May 2003, Hansei University, Goonpo, 
Korea. 
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What remarkable changes have occurred in the last generation! 
Korea has emerged from the ashes as one of the powerful economies of 
the modern world. The industrial and economic developments have been 
staggering. Shining cities with efficient transportation and 
communication are in remarkable contrast to the situation that prevailed 
just a few short years before. And, even more phenomenal than the 
physical re-birth of the nation has been the remarkable growth and 
influence of the Christian church. From a very small minority in the 
society at the end of the Korean War, Korean Christianity has reached 
virtually every segment of the population, growing at such a rate that it 
now comprises, I understand, more than one-quarter of the entire 
population.  

One individual, perhaps more than any other, has been at the center 
of this noteworthy revival—Yonggi Cho. Cho’s personal experience of 
the Spirit, which he attributes as the source of the empowering, led him 
to bring together the world’s largest church, Yoido Full Gospel Church 
(YFGC). In addition to his own pastoral leadership, Cho has been a 
major influence in the shaping of the teaching and life of many of the 
churches of Korea, certainly within the Pentecostal tradition, but also 
throughout much of Evangelical Christianity in the country.2 Several of 
the mega-churches in the Assemblies of God in Korea are pastored by 
those mentored by Cho. As the Chairman of the World Assemblies of 
God Fellowship, Cho has clearly been recognized by Pentecostal 
colleagues around the world as a major leader having great influence and 
significance. Therefore, to obtain better insight into the values that mark 
the Pentecostal churches of Korea, one must include the teachings of 
Yonggi Cho.  

There are some terms that Cho employs and emphases that he 
champions which are not always clearly understood within Pentecostal 
churches. It is my contention that it is important to see Cho’s theology 
within the context of Korean social history to avoid misunderstanding his 
teaching. And, as one reads his sermons and other writings, one must 
bear in mind that all of God’s truth cannot be articulated readily in a 
single setting. Because of the unique history of Korea, and the special 
circumstances surrounding the beginnings of Cho’s ministry, it appears 
that God raised up Cho at a strategic time in Korean history to highlight 
several key themes that the people desperately needed to hear—themes 

                                                           
2  Changsoo Kang, “An Analytical Study On the Life of Woon-Mong Na, 
Indigenous Korean Pentecostal” (Th.M. thesis, Asia Pacific Theological 
Seminary, 2003), p. 34. 
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of hope, of deliverance, of power, of high expectations. Such themes are 
certainly not all that God has revealed, but it does seem that God chose to 
use him to herald a positive message for very discouraged people who 
needed to hear about the possibilities, the hope that flows from the gospel 
of Jesus Christ. He must be seen as a man called by God for a special 
time with a special message. It is with this sense of the importance of 
context that we now address the teaching of Yonggi Cho on the Holy 
Spirit. 

 
 

2. Baptism in the Holy Spirit and Fullness of the Spirit 
  
Let’s begin with Cho’s own testimony:  
  
I prayed for an experience with the Holy Spirit whom I had studied and 
learned about. I asked the Holy Spirit to come and fill me with His 
power, His ministry and His message for a sick and hurting world….So 
daily I prayed for the filling of the Holy Spirit…. And then it happened. 
One evening while I was asking the Lord for the filling of the Holy 
Spirit, I felt His presence draw near. It was a wonderful experience. I 
was worshipping and praising Jesus aloud, telling Him audibly again 
and again how wonderful it was to know Him and how much I loved 
Him…. As I worshipped, I felt a warm glow touch my face, then my 
tongue, then my body, and without realizing it I began to speak new 
words that came to my mind and my tongue at the same time…. My 
heart was overflowing with praise and worship to Jesus in a new 
language…. That was my initial experience when I was baptized with 
the Holy Spirit.3 

 
Several things emerge from this brief personal testimony in Cho’s 

own words. First, he recognized that the experience of baptism in the 
Spirit is separable from new birth. He was already a committed Christian 
believer. As a student in the Bible school in Seoul, he earnestly desired to 
serve the Lord effectively. He had been taught to expect a subsequent 
experience, an “infilling” of the Holy Spirit. Cho acknowledges with 
appreciation the teaching he received at the Assemblies of God Bible 
college he attended in Seoul, a school that was the forerunner of today’s 
Hansei University. 4  He was mentored by sympathetic American 

                                                           
3 The Holy Spirit, My Senior Partner (Altamonte Springs, FL: Creation House, 
1989), pp. 8, 9. 
4 Kang, “An Analytical Study,” p. 2. 
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Assemblies of God missionaries in his early years. Consequently, it 
should not be surprising that his theology of the Holy Spirit resonates 
closely with standard Assemblies of God doctrine. 

Second, this subsequent experience he recognized, indeed, as a 
“filling” with the Holy Spirit. We will return to this terminology shortly, 
since it is central to the later teaching of Cho.  

Third, it is crucial to recognize that this experience of the Spirit, 
baptism in the Spirit, was understood by Cho to be an empowerment for 
service. This distinguishes Pentecostal teaching from historical Wesleyan 
or Holiness teaching. The Wesleyan understanding emphasized the role 
of the Holy Spirit in the sanctifying of believers. The latter quarter of the 
nineteenth century was punctuated with a strong emphasis throughout 
Evangelical Christianity of the term, “baptism in the Holy Spirit.” Before 
the birth of the modern Pentecostal movement, Fundamentalists and 
Holiness exponents freely used this term. The Fundamentalists employed 
the term to describe an experience of the Spirit subsequent to new birth, 
understood to be an enduement of power for witness and service, howbeit 
without tongues.5 Holiness advocates following the Wesleyan tradition, 
however, used this popular term in a different manner. By the end of the 
nineteenth century, many Holiness teachers employed the term “baptism 
in the Spirit” to speak of an experience commonly called sanctification.6 
Cho understood this experience clearly to be an empowering for service, 
clearly identifying with classical Pentecostal teaching—which followed 
the Fundamentalist teaching on the empowerment of the Spirit for 
service—rather than the Holiness teaching.  

Fourth, Cho recognized that this particular episode was his personal 
Pentecost, the event in which he was baptized in the Spirit, because it 
was accompanied by speaking in other tongues. We will return to the 
matter of tongues-as-evidence later. 

At this point, let us compare Cho’s understanding of baptism in the 
Spirit with commonly-accepted teaching among classical Pentecostals. In 
the recently-issued New International Dictionary of Pentecostal and 
Charismatic Movements, Professor J. Rodman Williams, widely-
respected Charismatic Presbyterian leader, outlines several aspects of 
Pentecostal/Charismatic understanding of baptism in the Spirit by which 
the reader can readily compare Cho’s teaching with that of standard 

                                                           
5 A. J. Gordon, The Ministry of the Holy Spirit (Philadelphia, PA: Judson Press, 
1894; reprinted in 1949), p. 69. 
6  Robert P. and William W. Menzies, Spirit and Power: Foundations of 
Pentecostal Experience (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2000), pp. 18, 19. 
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Pentecostals world-wide. First, the term “baptism” is listed as essentially 
the same as the term “filling,” disclosing not only totality, but also 
abundance.7 The term “filling” became the favored term among Korean 
Pentecostals, including Cho. It should be noted that it is virtually 
synonymous with “baptism.”  

J. Rodman Williams makes it clear that Pentecostals distinguish the 
experience of baptism in the Spirit from salvation: “It is a pentecostal 
distinctive, therefore, to affirm that salvation precedes baptism in the 
Spirit or, to put it a bit differently, that one may truly believe in Christ 
and not yet have received the gift of the Holy Spirit.”8 This is precisely 
what Cho taught. 

Williams readily acknowledges that the purpose of baptism in the 
Spirit is primarily “power for witness,” not a sign of superior holiness.9 
This is clearly the teaching of Cho. It is true that some classical 
Pentecostals follow a “three-stage” soteriology, identifying the initiation 
into the Christian life as salvation, followed by a crisis experience of 
sanctification, sometimes called a “second blessing,” and finally 
followed by an experience of being filled with the Spirit. This is the 
common understanding of that group of Pentecostals who are direct 
descendants of the Holiness tradition, those who are commonly referred 
to as “Holiness Pentecostals.” Most Pentecostals, however, are classified 
as “Keswickian” Pentecostals, who understand baptism in the Spirit to be 
an empowering for service, not a badge of holiness. For them, 
sanctification begins at new birth and continues throughout one’s life in a 
progressive fashion, even after the event of baptism in the Spirit. The 
Assemblies of God identifies with the Keswickian understanding. Cho’s 
teaching is in perfect harmony with Assemblies of God teaching on this 
point.  

Pentecostals generally acknowledge speaking in other tongues to be 
the normative initial sign of Spirit baptism. Williams states, “Whether 
evidence or sign, the point made is that the distinctive event of Spirit 
baptism is primarily exhibited through speaking in tongues.” 10  The 
American Assemblies of God employs the term “initial physical 

                                                           
7  J. R. Williams, “Baptism in the Holy Spirit,” in The New International 
Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements, eds. Stanley M. Burgess 
and others (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002), pp. 355, 356. 
8 Williams, “Baptism in the Holy Spirit,” p. 357. 
9 Williams, “Baptism in the Holy Spirit,” pp. 358-60. 
10 Williams, “Baptism in the Holy Spirit,” p. 358. 
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evidence” to indicate that the standard biblical sign to be expected as the 
accompaniment to Spirit baptism is speaking in other tongues.11 This 
understanding is articulated in a standard textbook used widely 
throughout the Assemblies of God, as well.12 It should be noted that 
although most Pentecostals adhere to this teaching, not all do. Also, most 
Charismatics do not emphasize the necessity of speaking in tongues as 
evidence of Spirit baptism, although many expect that tongues will 
normally follow.  

Although Cho does not seem to emphasize in his writings what 
Pentecostals call the “initial physical evidence,” it does appear that this is 
his own testimony and that this is, in fact, what he personally believes. 
He does state that tongue speaking is “an external, objective sign of the 
fullness of the Holy Spirit.”13 

Cho seems to prefer the term “fullness of the Spirit” over the term 
“baptism in the Spirit.” There may be an implied nuance of some 
significance here. The term “baptism” points to a specific event, the 
initial experience of being filled with the Spirit. However, the term 
“fullness” points beyond that initial moment to the pattern of life that 
follows. It seems to speak of the “Spirit-filled life.” Chang-soo Kang 
points out that Cho in later years has chosen to use the term “fullness of 
the Spirit,” a term he feels points more clearly to the pattern of life that 
follows the initial reception of the Spirit than does the term “baptism in 
the Spirit.” 14  Kang sees this term as the preference among Korean 
Pentecostals.15 

In virtually all respects, then, Cho’s teaching regarding baptism in 
the Spirit appears to resonate readily with classical Pentecostal theology, 
such as is found in the Assemblies of God. His favoring of the term 
“fullness of the Spirit” does not seem to contradict classical Pentecostal 
teaching whatsoever.  

 
 

                                                           
11 “Minutes of the 49th Session of the General Council of the Assemblies of God, 
Convened in Kansas City, Missouri, August 7-10, 2001, with Revised 
Constitution and Bylaws,” p. 92. 
12 William W. Menzies and Stanley M. Horton, Bible Doctrines, A Pentecostal 
Perspective (Springfield, MO: Gospel Publishing House, 1993), pp. 135-38. 
13 The Holy Spirit, p. 114. 
14 Kang, “An Analytical Study,” p. 2. 
15 Kang, “An Analytical Study,” p. 2. 



Menzies, Cho’s Theology of the Fullness of the Spirit 27

3. Prayer and Faith 
 
Cho’s strong belief in the empowering of the individual for witness 

and service is anchored strongly in his understanding of the importance 
of prayer. He writes, “Before the missionary era of the church began, the 
Holy Spirit revealed to the leaders gathered in Antioch that they should 
send Barnabas and Saul. Yet, the Holy Spirit only spoke after they had 
been in fasting and prayer.”16A strong commitment to prayer has marked 
Cho’s ministry from the beginnings in Daejo-dong, an impoverished 
district just outside Seoul in 1958. He pitched a tent and lived there 
through the cold Korean winter, “spending my nights in prayer.”17 Soon, 
others began to join him in prayer, until more than fifty were interceding 
for God’s mighty intervention in their community. Cho learned the value 
of intercession early in his ministry and has sought to carry this emphasis 
through in a variety of ways. In this respect, Cho exemplifies what is 
common practice throughout the churches of Korea—a strong emphasis 
on prayer, both private and corporate. Only through faithful prayer can 
one expect the Holy Spirit to operate effectively. This, Cho believes, is 
the key to revival.  

It may be difficult to trace with precision the source of current 
practices in Korean churches, but common to nearly all is the remarkable 
schedule of prayer meetings that mark the calendars of the churches, 
certainly including the Yoido Full Gospel Church. In fact, Cho’s church 
is likely the fountain of influence for much of the prayer meeting 
schedule in many of the churches. The daily regimen begins with a 5:00 
a.m. prayer meeting in the church, to which many laymen and lay women 
faithfully come. The pastoral staff is expected to be present. On Friday 
evenings, it is a common practice for the Pentecostal churches (and 
others, I am told), to feature an “all night” prayer meeting. These begin 
about 9 or 10 p.m., and run until 2 a.m., or thereabouts. As a visitor to 
one of these Friday night prayer sessions in one of the daughter churches 
founded by Cho, I was impressed with the number of men who attended. 
The pattern seemed to follow a cycle of a time for preaching, a time for 
congregational singing, and an equal segment devoted to concert, vocal, 
intense prayer. The meeting was characterized by solemnity and total 
earnestness. Surely these are the habitations of God the Holy Spirit! 
Visitors to Korea, looking in upon the disciplined pattern of prayer life, 
come away with a strong sense that this is the secret of the great growth 
                                                           
16 Prayer: Key to Revival (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1984), p. 10. 
17 Prayer: Key to Revival, p. 14. 
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of the Korean churches. And, certainly this is what Cho has taught for 
many years!  

Cho has provided a personal glimpse into his own prayer life. He 
describes the way he prays, how he prays, and how this impacts the 
course of his day. It is through this connection with God that the flow of 
the Holy Spirit rests upon his life.18 He reports, “How do we get to know 
the Holy Spirit? We only become aware of His nature as we enter into a 
life of prayer.”19 He spends time fellowshipping with the Holy Spirit, 
being renewed spiritually, mentally and physically. “Out of the one hour 
that I spend in prayer every morning, much of that time is spent in 
fellowship with the Holy Spirit.”20 Cho says, “The measure of our faith is 
in direct proportion to our communion with the Holy Spirit.”21 

There is an intimate connection between prayer and faith. In his 
book, The Leap of Faith, Cho illustrates how God works. In 1969, God 
told him to build a church that would seat 10,000 people. In the 
providence of God, space for one church had been allotted on Yoido 
Island, at the edge of Seoul (now it is not too far from the center of the 
metropolis). From the beginning of construction, many things seemed to 
go wrong, including the devaluation of the currency and skyrocketing 
inflation. Many people lost their jobs and the church income suffered. 
About this time, Cho had felt led to initiate his prayer mountain. Deeply 
discouraged, Cho joined the group at the prayer mountain. The people of 
his church had been interceding for Cho. He sensed, all at once, a change 
in the atmosphere. One poor woman offered all she had—a rice bowl and 
a pair of chopsticks. Cho, weeping, said he did not want to take these 
items from the woman, since she had so little. She insisted. One man in 
the rear of the room heard the conversation. He spoke up and said, “I will 
buy the bowl and the chopsticks for $1,000.” Others joined in the spirit 
of sacrificial giving. Cho and his wife sold their home and put the 
proceeds into the building fund. Miraculously, the church was saved 
from disaster and the new building was completed. Prayer was the key 
that produced faith, and faith prevailed!22 

It is appropriate to acknowledge the legacy of the great revival in 
Pyongyang in 1906. The Presbyterians had established the practice of 
                                                           
18 Prayer: Key to Revival, pp. 15-17. 
19 Prayer: Key to Revival, p. 43. 
20 Prayer: Key to Revival, p. 45. 
21 The Holy Spirit, p. 18. 
22 The Leap of Faith (South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, 1984), pp. 56-59. 
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gathering each morning for prayer. Revival broke out. Christians 
confessed their sins. “As a result, Koreans were converted in all parts of 
the country as the spirit of prayer prevailed.” 23  Cho would readily 
acknowledge that the pattern of prayer which has characterized the 
Korean churches really began in the great revival of 1906. He has been a 
faithful steward of that legacy. 

 
 

4. The Five-fold Message of the Gospel 
 
In a popular document prepared in honor of thirty years of Cho’s 

ministry, titled Ordeal and Glory through the Thirty-Year History of 
Yoido Full Gospel Church,24  an outline is provided that captures the 
special emphases in Cho’s preaching and teaching. What Cho calls the 
“five-fold message” is a listing of the “four cardinal doctrines” of the 
Assemblies of God, plus a fifth one he has added: “blessing.” The four 
cardinal doctrines, borrowed from American Evangelical Christianity, 
are: salvation, the baptism in the Holy Spirit (what Cho calls the 
“fullness of the Spirit”), divine healing and the second coming of Christ.  

3 John 2, a scripture passage that is central to understanding Cho’s 
ministry, is emblazoned on the wall in the reception area of the great 
Yoido Full Gospel Church. This verse is the Apostle John’s expression of 
desire that those to whom he wrote would “prosper and be in health.” It 
is critically important to keep in mind, as one evaluates the teaching of 
Cho, the situation into which he came. The Korean nation had suffered 
terribly. The Christians had suffered. Many were very discouraged and 
had lost all hope. It was into the dark night of post-war Korea that God 
raised up Yonggi Cho to elevate the horizons of his people. His message 
was the announcement of hope, of the victory there is in Christ, of the 
available empowering of the Holy Spirit. He saw the practical blessings 
of salvation embracing not only the spiritual dimension of mankind, but 
also the physical and the material dimensions, as well. It was this 
emphasis that caused Cho to be criticized, not only by non-Pentecostal 
Evangelicals, but by many Pentecostals, as well.  

In the United States, excesses in the “salvation-healing” crusades of 
some evangelists led to a reaction to those who proclaimed what was 
called the “prosperity gospel.” And, certainly a case can be made for the 
                                                           
23 Prayer: Key to Revival, pp. 13, 14. 
24 YFGC, Ordeal and Glory through the 30-Year History of Yoido Full Gospel 
Church (Seoul: YFGC, 1988).  



Asian Journal of Pentecostal Studies 7:1 (2004) 30

need for a balanced presentation of truth so that God’s desire for the 
prosperity of believers is not construed to mean that faith will guarantee 
paradise here and now with no suffering to be encountered by those with 
sufficient faith. However, an equally strong case can be made for the 
need to raise the horizons of deeply-discouraged people to dare to believe 
for God’s divine intervention into dark circumstances. It is in this context 
that Cho’s teaching on “the five-fold message of the gospel” must be 
understood.  

The influence of Oral Roberts is clearly evident in the teaching of 
Cho. One theme of Roberts with which Cho resonates is “God is a good 
God.” In a animistic Buddhist culture, in which works-righteousness is 
mixed with fear of the supernatural, Cho preached that God is a God of 
love, a God of grace, and that he intends for good to happen to those who 
will trust him. Jesus came to bring life and that more abundantly!25  

Based on 3 John 2, Cho sees three dimensions of God’s intended 
blessing for his people. The first is “as your soul prospers.” His primary 
focus is on the salvation of the individual, new birth. However, Cho 
moves beyond entrance into the family of God to the fullness of the Holy 
Spirit.  

 
The fullness of the Spirit includes: 1) speaking in other tongues under 
the control of the Spirit as a sign that we have received the fullness of 
the Spirit; 2) an overflowing blessing which touches the lives of others 
as we live for Him.26 
 
Cho moves beyond the initial reception of the Spirit, emphasizing 

that believers should seek to be filled daily. Instructive in this teaching is 
that the purpose of the fullness of the Spirit is to bless others. Spirit-filled 
believers are empowered to bring deliverance to others, to enrich and to 
bless. 

Cho refused to limit the blessing of God to the spiritual realm. He 
boldly challenged Korean believers to expect God to bless their lives 
materially. He stated,  

 
The prosperity God wants to see in our lives applies to the whole 
picture of living: child-rearing, our jobs, businesses, human 
relationships, the necessities of life, the stability of life, joy and so on. 
Consequently, if we are made whole in our spirits, souls and bodies, the 

                                                           
25 Salvation, Health and Prosperity (Altamonte Springs, FL: Creation House, 
1984), pp. 11-18. 
26 Salvation, Health and Prosperity, p. 49. 
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natural outcome is that we should prosper in every area of our lives. 
Jesus shed His precious blood and made out a deed—a certificate of 
title—calling for our prosperity in all things. The remaining work for us 
now is to exercise the rights and privileges that have already been given 
to us in order to obtain those provisions.27  
 
Again, we must bear in mind that this message was delivered to 

people who needed to hear that God, indeed, loved them and wanted his 
children to raise their vision to greater expectations. Critics could charge 
that this was a one-sided message, since no qualifications seem to be 
stated to allow for the difficulties and disappointments that come into 
every life. However, at the time this was delivered, Cho wanted to bring 
a strong message of hope to Christians who had been systematically 
taught to bear suffering and to expect suffering in this world.  

In the last generation, an extreme form of positive thinking 
abounded in the West, commonly labeled the “positive confession” 
movement. Advocates of this teaching promulgated the overly-simplistic 
belief that merely articulating a desire would put God into the position of 
having to supply whatever wish the individual expressed. It was taught, 
for example, that if one wanted a fine, large automobile, he or she should 
cut out a picture of the object and put it in a conspicuous place where the 
person could remind God of the need for him to fulfill the desire by 
granting this wish. This promoted a view of God as little more than a 
“cosmic bellhop.” It promoted materialism and self-centered living. 
Against such extreme teaching, it was felt necessary in the American 
Assemblies of God to produce a position paper on this matter, titled “The 
Believer and Positive Confession.” The document states, 

 
God’s Word does teach great truths such as healing, provision for need, 
faith, and the authority of believers. The Bible does teach that a 
disciplined mind is an important factor in victorious living. But these 
truths must always be considered in the framework of the total teaching 
of Scripture.28 
 
Cho did not allow his teaching to descend to that level of abuse. One 

must remember that his mission was to pull discouraged people out of the 
depths of despondency.  

                                                           
27 Salvation, Health and Prosperity, p. 55. 
28 “The Believer and Positive Confession,” in Where We Stand (Springfield, MO: 
Gospel Publishing House, 1997), p. 144. 
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Cho supplies this insight into his self-understanding about poverty 
and what God wanted him to do about it:  

 
I once thought that poverty had great moral value. In Korea ministers 
used to preach that poverty was a blessing, that the poor were those 
who reaped the most from life’s experiences. However, these same 
ministers were also continually asking their congregations to give more 
and more money to the church. Teaching the value of poverty, they also 
preached the merit of increased contributions. This contradiction 
bothered me. When I became a minister myself I volunteered to pastor 
in a slum area of the city of Seoul. People in that community lived lives 
of poverty, mostly eating only one meal a day. Children were sick from 
malnutrition, and many were starving to death. It was then that I read 
the Bible anew, searching for a solution. I wanted to know God’s will 
about poverty.29 
  
It is clear that Cho was addressing a very definite crisis need in the 

Korean situation. Certainly he emphasized strongly one dimension of the 
Christian faith—the possibilities for a better life. He should not be 
faulted for not tempering his message with all the qualifications that can 
be cited in a balanced message, since in the crisis of that time, he 
understood what emphasis was most desperately needed.  

In Cho’s understanding of 3 John 2, he also saw implications for the 
Christian and physical health. Categorically he states, “God desires that 
we may live in good health.”30 He taught that healing is not only in the 
atonement, but that the Holy Spirit has been given to the church by Jesus 
Christ to bring healing to the nations.  

 
The Holy Spirit, the other Comforter who dwells among us and 
continues Jesus’ work, enables us to understand and receive 
forgiveness because of Jesus’ work on Calvary. As an evidence that we 
have been forgiven, He heals us. Through the Holy Spirit we have the 
grace of salvation with healing as its sign.31  
 
Cho points out that there is a basic principle regarding healing: 

where there is strong faith, there will be more healing. He does not 

                                                           
29 Solving Life’s Problems (Plainfield, NJ: Logos International, 1980), p. 27. 
30 Salvation, Health, and Prosperity, p. 115. 
31 Salvation, Health, and Prosperity, p. 141. 
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guarantee that all will be healed, but that the Christian who desires 
healing has the responsibility to cultivate a life of prayer and belief.32 

The American Assemblies of God has from its beginnings held a 
strong conviction that divine healing is an essential component of the 
gospel message.  

As we observe the ministry of both Jesus and the apostles, it is 
evident that divine healing was not something peripheral. It was an 
important witness to Jesus, as the revelation of the Father, as the 
promised Messiah, and as the Savior from sin (see John 10:37, 38).33 

The position paper does acknowledge that, in spite of the strong 
affirmation about the privilege of all believers to enjoy the blessing of 
divine healing, there remain mysteries.  

In humility we recognize that we do not understand all that pertains 
to divine healing. We still see through a glass darkly. We do not 
understand why some are healed and others are not any more than we 
understand why God permitted James to be martyred and Peter delivered. 
Scripture makes it clear, however, that our part is to preach the Word and 
expect the signs to follow.34  

The American Assemblies of God position paper on divine healing 
resonates closely with the teaching of Cho, except for the reservation 
made in the concluding paragraph that acknowledges the mystery 
pertaining to the fact that not all for whom prayer is offered are, in fact, 
healed. I do not think that Cho would teach anything contrary to this, 
although this qualification does not appear to be explicitly stated. 

 
 

5. Conclusion 
 
Pastor Yonggi Cho is a preacher with a strong message. He rose 

from poverty and obscurity to a position of enormous influence around 
the world. His preaching over the years has been directed to people 
whom he felt needed to hear a positive message of hope for a brighter 
future. The great response of the Korean people to his preaching 
discloses in a dramatic fashion that his message, indeed, was heard. He 
has been a key leader during the years in Korean history in which a 
devastated nation rose from the ashes to become a major power, not only 
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33 “Divine Healing: An Integral Part of the Gospel,” p. 45. 
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in the world of international economics, but in the role of Christian 
statesmanship and missions. In my paper I have sought to demonstrate 
that Pastor Cho’s preaching is best seen in the light of the social situation 
in which he ministered. He indeed had an important message of spiritual 
and social transformation at a critical time in Korean national history. 
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KOREAN PENTECOSTAL SPIRITUALITY  
AS MANIFESTED IN THE TESTIMONIES OF BELIEVERS OF THE 

YOIDO FULL GOSPEL CHURCH  
 
 

Myung Soo Park  
 
 

One of the most widely used words during the last decade of the 
twentieth century was spirituality. This is evidence of human effort to 
find an escape route from the limitations and constraints of material 
civilization.  

This study will analyze the spirituality of the Korean Pentecostal 
movement. Until now, much research on the Korean Pentecostal 
movement has been published. However, many have limited their 
research to David Yonggi Cho’s life and sermons. Of course, no one can 
deny his importance. Aside from Cho, it is difficult, if not impossible, to 
explain the Korean Pentecostal movement. Nevertheless, there is 
something more that we need to explore to understand the Korean 
Pentecostal movement: the spiritual experiences of ordinary Pentecostal 
believers.  

Until this point, Pentecostalism in Korea has been researched by 
studying different leaders in the movement. We now need to learn the 
effect these pastors and their messages have had on their congregations 
and on individual believers.  

I think Cho understands market characteristics (i.e., suppliers/pastors 
and consumers/church-members) better than most religious leaders in 
Korea. He says that a church growth leader should be able to identify the 
needs of other people and meet them accordingly.1 What is important to 
Cho is not the systematic practice of a religious creed or doctrine but the 
effort to help poor, sick, struggling believers regain hope and courage. To 
meet this need, he speaks of divine healing, positive thinking and the 
power of faith in the Living God.  

                                                           
1 Institute for Church Growth, Charis and Charisma, eds. Sung-hoon Myuung 
and Young-gi Hong (in Korean; Seoul: Institute for Church Growth, 2003), p. 66.  
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If so, how have Cho’s messages been received by ordinary 
believers? Has his message given people hope and courage as he 
intended? In order to answer these questions, we have to examine the 
testimonies of ordinary believers, who listened to and have been led by 
Cho.  

 
 
1.  A New Dimension in the Study of the Pentecostal Movement: 

Testimonial Study  
 
Testimonies hold special importance in the Pentecostal movement.2 

In the early days of the Pentecostal movement, a testimony was treated as 
an important highlight in a service. There are several reasons for this. 

Firstly, the Pentecostal movement emphasizes religious experience. 
Neither conservatism, which stresses the absolute sovereignty of the 
word of God, nor progressivism, which understands a religion as ethics, 
treats a testimony equitably. Both conservatism and progressivism 
devalue testimony as a private religious experience. However, the 
Pentecostal movement regards true religion by one’s experience and 
magnifies it by testimony.  

Secondly, a testimony is narrative. Pentecostalism is a mass 
movement. Typically, a mass movement expresses itself through 
narrative rather than logic. A narrative can represent a vivid illustration 
of human life that logic can not portray. A testimony is a religious 
narrative about one’s self. Through narrative, the Pentecostal movement 
developed. However, the theology of the Pentecostal movement is less 
developed.  

Testimony has not been fully developed as an important resource for 
Christian religious study. That is because of the misconception that a 
testimony is a private matter rather than a formal resource for theology. 
This is the objection raised by both conservatism and progressivism. 
However, Evangelical theology recognizes this issue and understands the 
testimony from a new perspective. In Evangelicalism, a testimony does 
not replace the revelation in the Bible but confirms it. In other words, a 
spiritual experience should not transcend the authority of the Bible, but it 
reflects the content of the Bible in contemporary life in its meaning. On 

                                                           
2 Grant Wacker, Heaven Below: Early Pentecostalism and American Culture 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), p. 3.  
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this point, John Wesley understood such religious experience as an 
important source in Christian theology.3  

Recently, theologians have begun to study this topic; among them, 
Nathan Hatch. Hatch of Notre Dame University opened a new chapter in 
the study of the history of nineteenth century churches by analyzing the 
religious experiences of ordinary believers.4 Since then, many scholars of 
church history have accepted the religious testimonies and biographies of 
the public as important sources in their studies. This has opened a new 
horizon in the study of church history. This research method has 
contributed greatly in understanding the early history of American 
Methodist churches. 5  Recently it also influenced the study of the 
Pentecostal movement. Grant Wacker examined numerous religious 
experiences of Pentecostal believers and made a great contribution in 
understanding the early Pentecostal movement.6  

When we study the faith of Pentecost, it is important to study its 
leaders. According to the assertion of Max Weber, a famous German 
sociologist, all great religions were created and propagated by 
charismatic leaders whose movements were systematized and 
indoctrinated. Weber asserted that a religious movement could not 
continue without going through this process. However, the mentality and 
spirit of such charismatic leaders is better seen through the religious 
experiences of their congregational members than through systems, 
creeds, or doctrines. Thus, whether a religion can grow or not depends on 
whether its religious experience is dynamic and working. The validity of 
this approach is based on William James’ Variety of Religious 
Experience. He claims that the true nature of all religions can be found in 
its religious experience. Any creed, doctrine, or system is secondary.7 

In this regard, it is meaningful to study David Yonggi Cho, the 
founder of the world’s largest church. We can find many testimonies 

                                                           
3 Rex D. Matthews, “‘Religion and Reason Joined’: A Study in the Theology of 
John Wesley” (Th.D. diss, Harvard Divinity School, 1986). 
4 Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1997). 
5  Nathan O Hatch and John H. Wigger, eds., Methodism and Shaping of 
American Culture (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 2001). 
6 Grant Wacker, Heaven Below: Early Pentecostalism and American Culture 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001). 
7  William James, Variety of Religious Experience (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1985). 
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through publications of the Pentecostal movement. An exemplar 
Pentecostal magazine in Korea is Shinanggye [World of Faith]. It is a 
monthly magazine spreading the Pentecostal faith through literary 
mission. Cho established a society of literary evangelism in December 
1966 and published the first issue of Shinanggye in February 1967. 
Through this magazine, the Full Gospel has spread throughout Korean 
churches. Shinanggye currently has the highest circulation of all 
Christian magazines and stories of overcoming poverty and miraculous 
healings have been widely disseminated throughout Korea through it.8  

The author examines Pentecostal spirituality and the leadership of 
David Yonggi Cho based on the testimonies published in Shinanggye in 
the later half of the 1970s. The testimonies published in Shinanggye use 
the real names and detailed addresses of the confessors. Although the 
majority of the testimonies were from members of the Yoido Full Gospel 
Church (YFGC), some were from members of other churches. Included 
is a variety of socially well recognized people as well as ordinary people.  

 
 

2. The Starting Point of Pentecostal Spirituality:  
The Last Hope for Solving Problems of Life  

 
What kinds of people join YFGC? How does Cho lead non-believers 

to Christian faith? This is an important starting point in understanding 
Cho’s ministry.  

The central motive for registering in the church, as shown through 
the testimonies of Shinanggye, is to seek faith to overcome obstacles in 
life. This is very different from a traditional view that faith is part of 
social life and a means to maintain social status. In Europe and the 
United States, as Christianity came into the social mainstream, one 
motive for faith was to join conventional society. According to Herberg, 
an American religious sociologist, going to a church in America meant 
that one was joining mainstream society.9 However, believers of YFGC 
join with the strong purpose of overcoming life’s problems. To Cho, 
Christian faith is not a means of fellowship but is primarily God’s answer 
to life’s problems.  

                                                           
8 Forty Year History of Yoido Full Gospel Church (in Korean, Seoul: Shinanggye, 
1998), p. 124. 
9 William Herberg, Protestant, Catholic, Jew: An Essay in American Religious 
Sociology (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1960). 
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This motive is also distinguished from those who think of the life of 
a faith as a means of social reform. Korean Christianity was the 
forerunner of introducing Korea to western culture. In the early twentieth 
century, when Korea was undergoing a cultural and political upheaval, an 
escape was sought from oppression through the church. During the 
Japanese colonization, the church was also on the front lines of the 
independence movement and a place to teach Korean to many illiterate 
people. After the liberation in 1945, the church was also a place to 
distribute relief supplies after the wars. While many may have attended 
churches in the past for various reasons as noted above, Cho has always 
emphasized the powerful God.  

One testimony recounts the story of a brother of Seon-Won Song 
who suffered from an unidentified mental illness. He took medicines and 
sought help from a shamanist woman without relief. Doctors told him he 
needed brain surgery. The cost was too high, and the success of the 
operation was not guaranteed. At this time, a district pastor of YFGC 
spread the message of the power of the gospel. Their mother came to the 
church as the last resort. “Now let’s leave our last hope in the hands of 
God.” A work of God began to manifest in this family. And the brother 
was healed.10 We find many testimonies in the Shinanggye of those who 
came to YFGC as a last recourse “to leave our last hope to God.”  

A traditional church does not offer clear solutions to people who are 
at the end of their rope. They may view circumstances as fate. In other 
words, they offer consolation through giving up. However, this kind of 
answer is very passive. People want more positive and active answers. 
Thus, those who attended traditional churches left their long-time place 
of faith and came to YFGC or other Pentecostal (in Korea popularly 
called “Full Gospel”) churches.  

Myung-ja Lee was born into a non-Christian home but attended 
Sunday school from a young age. However, she gave up living with faith 
as she grew up and began to suffer from all kinds of diseases in the lung, 
stomach, heart, brain, etc., too numerous to mention. She spent ten years 
of her life suffering from these diseases. Then, Lee started to listen to the 
sermons of Cho through a broadcast and came to YFGC. Not by 
someone’s invitation, she came alone after listening to the program. As 
soon as she attended the worship service, she gained peace and bowed to 

                                                           
10 Seon-won Song, “On This Glorious, Joyful Day,” Shinanggye (October, 1975), 
pp. 86-87. All the testimonies published in this monthly magazine are in Korean. 
Instead of the conventional transliteration of the Korean titles, their English 
equivalents are given throughout this study.  
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the cross. Then she had a firm conviction that her diseases would be 
healed if Cho placed his hands on her suffering body. Soon after, Cho did 
this and she was set free from disease.11 We can see how Lee, who had a 
traditional faith, believed that she had found an answer to her problem 
through Cho’s sermon. I believe this has been the main reason many 
believers leave their churches and come to a Full Gospel church.  

Another reason some begin to attend a Full Gospel church is 
boredom with routine church services. Young-ui Kim became a Christian 
as a child and is a medical doctor licensed in the United States. To Kim, 
the lively faith of Cho and Pentecostal believers was a challenge; their 
lives were full of vitality, but his life was not. “I am a Christian also, yet 
why can’t I live fully as they do?” This thought caused him to come to 
YFGC where he received the baptism in the Holy Spirit. This experience 
fundamentally changed his life of faith.12 Many people, who have not 
found dynamic faith in a traditional church, have transferred to a Full 
Gospel church.  

In fact, the Full Gospel is a challenge to nominal Christianity. Faith 
is just a formality and a system to many nominal Christians. However, 
this kind of faith is not dynamic. Suddenly, they begin to be skeptical 
about their religion and desire to clarify what they believe. The Full 
Gospel challenges them to greater dimensions of faith and introduces 
them to a faith in God that is practical, relevant, and life transforming 
even for ordinary people with ordinary problems.  

 
 

3. Pentecostal Spiritual Training: “Cry out”  
 

To Pentecostal believers, a spiritual life is not an end in itself. Cho 
teaches the necessity of spiritual warfare in order to solve human 
problems. The believers of a Full Gospel church continue to make a 
diligent, spiritual effort in order to solve their problems. Cho also teaches 
that the problems of life are not limited to things that can be seen. At the 
bottom of all problems, there lies a spiritual problem. One may need 
spiritual warfare in order to solve such problems. 

This often requires all-night prayer, fasting, and hands-on prayer. Si-
sook Chung of Chicago Full Gospel Church testifies to the following. “I 
have desperately relied on God’s answer, praying all night, receiving 
                                                           
11 Myung-Ja Lee, “The Lord Who Recreated My Life,” Shinanggye (January, 
1976), pp. 84-87. 
12 Young-ui Kim, “The Living God,” Shinanggye (January, 1976), pp. 24-25. 
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hands-on prayer. After a week, while praying, the Holy Spirit was 
moved, granting me a fire baptism and the gift of speaking in tongues. 
Halleluiah!”13 This process forms the spirit of Pentecostal faith.  

One of the prominent characteristics of Full Gospel prayer is known 
as “crying out prayer.” It begins by calling the Lord three times, “Oh, 
Lord, Lord, Lord.” The biblical basis for this practice is found in 
Jeremiah 33:3: “Call to me and I will answer you” (NIV). Believing this 
verse, Full Gospel believers cry out to the Lord in unison. This prayer is 
not simply to talk to the Lord but desperately to hang on to God. As 
Jacob wrestled with the angel of God, this prayer wrestles with God. In 
fact, the churches in Korea have practiced “crying out” prayer since the 
1907 great revival.14 However, it is presently known as the Full Gospel 
style.  

Laying on of hands by ministers takes a special position in Full 
Gospel faith. Experiences in the Holy Spirit often happen through this 
practice.  

The husband of Ji-sook Chung of Chicago attended church regularly, 
but his faith was not firmly rooted. Jashil Choi, the mother in law of 
David Yonggi Cho, was leading a revival meeting in Chicago, and 
Chung asked Choi to lay hands on her husband in prayer. He received the 
fullness of the Holy Spirit and began to speak in tongues.15  

These phenomena are often manifested in YFGC. David Yonggi Cho 
is regarded as an extraordinary minister with unusual gifts of the Holy 
Spirit, and receiving a hands-on prayer by him is considered a special 
privilege. A majority of Full Gospel believers share this belief.  

Myung-ja Lee was growing in Christian faith, but she gave up. She 
became very ill and began to seek faith again in a Full Gospel church. 
One month after she attended YFGC, she desired to receive special 
hands-on prayer by Cho. She thought, “I wish to have spiritual 
counseling and hands-on prayer from Cho,” and with this clear goal, firm 
faith that a special prayer by Cho would solve her problem began to bud 

                                                           
13 Si-sook Chung, “Come, Come, Come to Me,” Shinanggye (December, 1975), 
p. 90. 
14  Myung Soo Park, “Syungkyul Undonggwa Chogi Hankuk Kyohoeui 
Daebuheung” [Holiness Movement and the Great Revival of Early Korean 
Churches], Christianity and History in Korea 14 (2001), pp. 47-77 (57). 
15 Ji-sook Chung, “Come, Come, Come to Me, 2,” Shinanggye (January, 1976), p. 
83. 
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in her heart.16 She later received hands-on prayer and a demon which 
caused sickness in her for ten years, was driven out.  

The Full Gospel faith stresses the importance of all night prayer, as 
do all other Korean churches. It is not known exactly when the all night 
prayer started in Korean churches. However, there were often all night 
prayer meetings during revival movements in the early part of the 
twentieth century. A majority of revival meetings were held in the 
evenings, and after the worship service, cry-out prayer continued. When 
the believers were moved and filled with the Holy Spirit, these meetings 
continued into an all night prayer. However, the Korean churches held all 
night prayer regularly on Friday nights after the liberation from Japan.  

Another special kind of prayer found in Full Gospel churches is 
fasting. Fasting prayer was especially emphasized by Jashil Choi and 
widely put into practice. Choi established a fasting prayer mountain in 
Osanni, where she trained believers for the Christian life and their 
illnesses were healed through fasting prayer. Pentecostals go to the 
Osanni Prayer Mountain when they are faced with difficult problems. 
There, they fast, cry out in prayer, and receive hands-on prayer from 
pastors. Then, they experience the wonderful grace of God. Choi 
believed and preached that over-eating causes most sickness. Thus, the 
practice of fasting can deal with the cause of the sickness. Speaking in 
tongues is also experienced in many cases along with divine healing.17  

Central in the spiritual life of Full Gospel believers is prayer. This 
characteristic is distinguished clearly when compared with the practices 
of the Catholic Church or other traditional Protestant churches. The 
center of their spirituality is the sacrament and the word of God 
respectively. If the sacraments and the word of God are regarded as 
indirect approaches in one’s relationship with God, prayer is a more 
direct approach. Prayer is conversation with God. Full Gospel believers 
talk to and receive God’s answers through prayer.  

In addition, prayer is a kind of spiritual warfare. Believers fight the 
schemes of Satan through prayer and fasting. When In-seong Kim 
received the Christian faith, his father was hitting his daughter severely. 
People said it was because the god of Jesus came into this family. The 
ancestral gods of this family were infuriated and afflicted many 
hardships. Kim confronted the demons of drunkenness and debauchery 
with prayer in tongues, fasting prayer, and all night prayer to drive them 
                                                           
16 Lee, “The Lord Who Recreated My Life,” p. 86. 
17 Jashil Choi, Kumshik Gidoui Neungnyuk [The Power of a Fasting Prayer] 
(Seoul: Seoul Books, 1977). 
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out. However, the situation did not improve. On the contrary, the 
hardships of the family worsened. Kim thought, “This is the last stand of 
the demons.” To Pentecostal believers, prayer is neither a kind of 
meditation nor cultivation of the character. It is a desperate warfare with 
demons. If one does not understand this perspective, he/she can not fully 
understand the spirituality of the believers of the Full Gospel church.18  

The reason that Christians can win in spiritual warfare is because the 
God of Christianity created the heavens and the earth while the other 
gods are demigods. Bok-hee Lim, who believed in  shamanism and 
strongly denied the Christian faith, finally gave up the life of the shaman 
because Christians gathered around her neighborhood to pray. She said 
later, “Because it was a confrontation between a demigod and the 
almighty God, the demigod could do nothing but to be defeated in a 
groggy state without even having a real fight.” Soon, Lim collected all 
the clothes and equipment that she used for her practice and burned them 
all. This amounted to five rear carloads. Then, she destroyed the little 
temple for her god of shamanism in her backyard.19  

The most important thing to remember in spiritual warfare is not 
only faith in the almighty God as the master of the heavens and the earth. 
The most important thing in spiritual warfare is the power found in the 
name of Jesus Christ. The Bible says God gave all sovereign authority to 
Jesus, which He promised to give to His disciples. When David Yonggi 
Cho prays for divine healing, he teaches one to say, “You, filthy Satan, I 
command you in the name of Jesus of Nazareth, be driven out from the 
saint.”  

The power of the name of Jesus is the strongest weapon in spiritual 
warfare. Nak-hyung Kim, who is a dentist and elder of YFGC, says that 
he can see when the power of bad spirits is harassing a patient during an 
operation. Then, he commands, “Filthy demons, come out in the name of 
the Lord, Jesus.” 20  In many cases, the patient regains faith, and the 
operation is finished successfully.  

Pentecostals understand the life of faith as a sort of spiritual warfare. 
The Traditional belief of Koreans is that the ancestral gods of many 
generations would be infuriated if they converted and began worshipping 
the One God. Thus, having Christian faith has been risky. Pentecostals 
                                                           
18 In-seong Kim, “It Be as You Believe,” Shinanggye (March, 1976), pp. 88-89. 
19 Bok-hee Lim, “Burning the Last Cloth of Shamanism,” Shinanggye (February, 
1978), p. 100. 
20 Nak-hyung Kim, “Faithfulness with All the Heart, Life, and Will,” Shinanggye 
(July, 1976), p. 62. 
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are trained to prepare for this process of converting a non-believer. They 
are told to tell the new converts, “There will be an attack from Satan. Do 
not be afraid of the attack, but stand strong and confront it. Never give up 
or be defeated.”  

Pentecostalism transforms believers into spiritual warriors. To them 
prayer is the most powerful weapon. The power of bad spirits is defeated 
through the power of the Holy Spirit. Cho leads believers of YFGC 
through rigorous prayer training.  

  
 

4. The Turning Point in the Spiritual Life of the Full Gospel:  
The Baptism by the Holy Spirit  

 
The essence of Pentecostal spirituality is found through the baptism 

in the Holy Spirit. The Pentecostal movement does not regard Christian 
faith as a simple transcendental faith rather as something that they can 
touch, feel, and experience. Experiential faith is emphasized. Cho teaches 
his members that there is a second grace of God called the baptism in the 
Holy Spirit, and he requests that they pray for it. In other words, a clear 
objective for Pentecostal believers that cannot be found in other believers 
is the baptism of the Holy Spirit.  

This is the very point that distinguishes a Full Gospel church from a 
traditional church. Being part of a Full Gospel church is not an end in 
itself, but only a beginning. Cho continuously preaches about the Holy 
Spirit, and each parish pastor leads in this direction. Additionally, they 
teach, that being armed spiritually through the baptism of the Holy Spirit, 
they will overcome hardships. All these elements make Pentecostal 
believers aggressive and strong.  

This spiritual experience may come as an inexplicable warm feeling. 
Eui-ja Eom, the director of a marriage counseling center in Seoul, 
describes the feeling-- “a light that has not been seen in this world shines 
and gives the feeling of being uplifted in the air.” In many cases, the 
baptism by the Holy Spirit is manifested by a concrete and specific 
spiritual experience. Jin-Hwa Kim says that “a hot fire of the Holy Spirit 
touched me” while in desperate prayer. This has been reported as a 
common experience of the baptism in the Holy Spirit. 21  Thus, the 
baptism of the Holy Spirit is often described as a “fire” baptism.  

                                                           
21 Jin-hwa Kim, “God Who Cured My Sterility,” Shinanggye (December, 1975), 
p. 83. 
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Often, the baptism in the Holy Spirit is manifested as light. A 
famous Korean musician, Myung-so Jeong was attending a revival 
meeting in the United States. The preacher prophesied that a person in 
this congregation would receive a great grace of God. After the meeting 
was over, she tried to fall asleep. Around 2 a.m., “a white light and a red 
light began to shine on me strongly. The brightness was something that I 
could not handle,” and she arose quickly. 22  Joy is also a frequent 
manifestation of the Holy Spirit’s presence. Jeong continues, “An 
indescribable joy sprang up. It was a kind of drunken feeling.” She 
expressed her great joy by singing  hymns. After experiencing the grace 
of the Holy Spirit, hymns continuously came. Alone, she started singing, 
“Jesus is All the World to Me” over and over. “In many cases, after 
receiving the grace of God, a favorite hymn is found, and the hymn is 
sung repeatedly.”23  

In the Pentecostal movement, the baptism by the Holy Spirit is 
accompanied by speaking in tongues. If the warm, hearty, indescribable 
joy is the inner evidence, speaking in tongues is a more objective 
evidence. Jeong, after experiencing the grace of the Holy Spirit, testifies 
that “a strange voice comes out of my mouth.” While awakened from 
sleep, “strange words come out of my mouth, and I am talking with God 
through such words.”24   

Byung-hyuk Chun was on his way home from an all night prayer 
meeting on the twentieth day of attending the church. Then, he 
experienced “a feeling of my heart swollen with joy and floating in the 
air. Out of so much joy and thanks, I prayed to God. Then, I started 
speaking in tongues and cried uncontrollably.”25 Speaking in tongues is a 
specific evidence of believers who have received the baptism by the Holy 
Spirit.  

Pentecostals believe that speaking in tongues is not only clear 
evidence of the living God but also specific evidence that God loves 
them. A notorious punk, Young-seok Jeon, managed to commit all the 
sins in the world. Nevertheless, he was led by his Christian wife to 
YFGC and attended all church meetings with zeal. “The Lord gave me 

                                                           
22 Myung-so Jeong, “God, You Are the Living God,” Shinanggye (August, 1976), 
p. 32. 
23 Jeong, “God, You Are the Living God,” p. 32. 
24 Jeong, “God, You Are the Living God,” p. 32. 
25 Byung-hyuk Chun, “Powerful God,” Shinanggye (February, 1976), p. 93. 
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the baptism by the Holy Spirit as the sign of His love for me.”26 Jeon was 
shunned by the society. However, with the baptism by the Holy Spirit, he 
began to have a firm conviction that he was a child of the absolute 
sovereign God. This conviction served as the turning point in his life.  

Speaking in tongues, however, has also been the subject of mockery. 
Rev. Jashil Choi was criticized by fellow students even in the Pentecostal 
Bible college to stop speaking in tongues. Out of disappointment, she 
stopped praying in tongues for a while. However, her heart was 
saddened. She thought that being ashamed of a spiritual gift was to be 
ashamed of God. From that point on, she began to pray in tongues again 
courageously and loudly. Then, her heart was refreshed and the sadness 
in her heart disappeared.27  

 
 

5. The Life of Being Filled with the Holy Spirit:  
New Heart, New Action and Powerful Work  

 
The Full Gospel Church teaches believers to continue being filled 

with the Holy Spirit after receiving Spirit baptism. Hearts are changed, 
behaviors are changed, and convictions are strengthened when people 
have been filled with the Holy Spirit.  

First, fullness is manifested by an absolute repentance for sins. This 
is a typical characteristic of the modern revival movement. Many people 
repent wholeheartedly despite the fact that sermons of the Full Gospel 
church often do not emphasize the law of God. In many cases, they do 
not receive the Holy Spirit after repenting, but the work of repentance is 
revealed when they receive the Holy Spirit.  

Chang-yeon Won was advised to go to a theological seminary by 
David Yonggi Cho and was agonizing over this issue. He prayed 
earnestly. Within 30 seconds after the prayer, he felt his heart and body 
suddenly warm, and joy and hope filled him. He started to weep, and felt 
as if his world turned upside down. At this point, all his sins were vividly 
revealed to him. He even saw himself stealing peaches in the backyard 
gardens of his neighbor. He then started to repent of his sins one by one. 
Before this, he had been cursing life in general, but now that he was 

                                                           
26 Young-seok Jeon, “The Joy of Working for Others,” Shinanggye (December, 
1976), p. 91. 
27 Jashil Choi, Nanun Hallelujah Azummayutda [I Was Mrs. Halleluiah] (Seoul: 
Seoul Book Center, 1978), pp. 139-40. 
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filled with the Holy Spirit, 28  he was filled with thanksgiving. Won 
repented of all of his sins only after receiving the grace of the Holy 
Spirit.  

This forceful work of the Holy Spirit was revealed to Il Kim. He 
started to attend a Full Gospel church at the advice of his friends while 
suffering from a dreadful disease. Kim did not know anything about 
Christianity nor the concept of sins that he had committed. He received 
the grace of God the first time he went to the church. “The day of 
receiving the grace, the day that the Lord showed his love for me was my 
attendance at Full Gospel Central Church. After hearing the pastor’s 
sermon and the communion service, a strange thing happened to me. 
Tears were pouring, and the place of pain was wrapped in strange 
warmth. I felt that Jesus was pardoning my sins. Since this day, I could 
taste the peace and joy of my mind that I have never felt before.”29  

Young-seok Jeon was a former gangster. However, since he received 
grace, his heart was changed as well as his behavior. “My life was 
transforming day by day. Liquors, tobaccos, bad temper, doubts, negative 
thinking, etc. began to leave its place in my life….The former gangster, 
Jeon was crucified on the Cross as well, and the changed Jeon resurrected 
and emerged out of the tomb that confined the gangster…. People, who 
used to know me, began to pay attention to me…. Then, I definitely 
testified, “there was no one in this world to save and change me, but 
Jesus changed me completely.”30  

One of the most specific changes in the lives of Korean Christians is 
that they quit smoking and drinking. The Full Gospel church continues 
this tradition with other Korean churches. The father of In-seong Kim 
exhibited a very bad temper when drunk. He would beat and harass his 
family members, who were converted Christians. He targeted Kim, who 
was diligent and faith-filled. Kim embarked on all night prayer, fasting 
prayer, and prayer in tongues eagerly. Then, one day, her father lost his 
job and was led to church by his daughter. However, he could not give up 
his drinking habit. While he was praying and fasting at the Osanni prayer 
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hall, he quit drinking and smoking in five days. Having a bad temper 
while intoxicated, he now began to live a new life.31  

Many believers testify that unreasonable fears began to disappear 
after receiving grace. Traditionally, Korean women have obeyed their 
husband and mother-in-law. Nevertheless, many wives, who have 
experienced the grace of the Holy Spirit, are persecuted at home. The 
mother-in-law oppresses the daughter-in-law saying that a hardship is 
happening in their home because of her faith. The husband threatens to 
divorce his wife, who does not listen to him anymore. Nevertheless, 
believers who have experienced the grace of the Holy Spirit do not yield 
to these persecutions.  

The testimony of Hee-jeong Kim is a case in point. She testifies, “a 
power or a force to pull and push sprang up in me.”32 With this power, 
faith is declared and persecution is overcome. One of the characteristics 
of Pentecostalism is power manifested through faith. This is not only 
power for the mission of spreading the gospel but also power to 
overcome the obstacles in life.  
  
 

6. Problem Solving:  
Divine Healing, Blessing and New Christian Life  

 
As people’s problems are overcome by the power of the Holy Spirit, 

they begin to ponder the meaning of life. The fivefold gospel and 
threefold blessing messages of David Yonggi Cho, suggest specific 
answers to these intrinsic life issues.  

Hardly anyone questions that one characteristic of the Full Gospel 
church is divine healing. It is the most important aspect of the ministry of 
David Yonggi Cho and has contributed to the phenomenal growth of 
Yoido Full Gospel Church. Most of the testimonies printed in 
Shinanggye are of healing experiences. To the believers of the Full 
Gospel church, sickness is not just a physical concern. They believe that 
the body belongs to a deeper dimension. Thus, they believe healing of 
sickness is possible with help from the supernatural world.  
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Many believers of Full Gospel churches consider that sickness is a 
punishment from God for disobedience. They presume that God punishes 
them with sickness if they are not living the life of faith. In many cases, 
after coming to church for a while, some begin to wander about again, 
and soon after they neglect keeping the Lord’s day holy and giving the 
tithe. Thus, some believe that it was part of the healing process to help 
them realize their mistake and to return to God.  

Jae-yeol Kim was a fervent believer in a Full Gospel church. 
However, her husband did not have faith and suffered from sickness. 
Moreover, he could not stand his wife’s life of faith. She started fasting 
prayer to avoid persecution. Several days later, during the early morning 
prayer, all her sins from a child were shown to her like a movie clip. She 
realized that she was the root of the problems. She desperately repented. 
After fasting prayer, she returned home to find that her husband was 
healed.33 This illustrates that the repentance of the wife wass very much 
related to the healing of the husband.  

Pentecostal believers claim that they experience divine healing 
during Cho’s healing prayer. David Yonggi Cho names several specific 
diseases during the healing prayer after his sermon, and then proclaims 
divine healing in the name of Jesus. Many are healed at this time.  

Myung-hwan Kim’s right eye was so weak that he could not see 
clearly. During an evening worship service of Yoido Full Gospel Church, 
David Yonggi Cho proclaimed, “the person with a weakening right eye, 
stand up at this time. You are healed tonight.” Immediately, he stood up 
and thanked the Lord. He was healed. Several months later, he decided to 
have an eye examination to see if this improved vision was for real or 
just a temporary illusion. His eyesight had been restored and he could see 
even very small letters clearly.34  

Healing is related to fasting prayer in many cases. Many come to the 
fasting prayer hall to seek healing as a last resort. Kwan-ock Kim had 
suffered from bronchial asthma for a long time. He went up to the Osanni 
fasting prayer hall at the suggestion of friends. After a week, he felt a 
twitching in his stomach and ran to the rest room. As soon as he sat on 
the stool, a fistful lump of feces was excreted, and he spotted a lump of 
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worms (probably parasites) in the bloody stool. After this incident, he 
was cured of the asthma and other miscellaneous diseases.35  

When we analyze divine healing, most people relate it to the 
experience of the Holy Spirit. The work of divine healing is revealed 
when a person experiences the fiery Holy Spirit, atones for his/her sins, 
and has a firm conviction of becoming a child of God. Some people are 
critical saying, that healings of the Full Gospel church only cure disease 
and do not produce changes in lifestyle. Nevertheless, when we read the 
testimonies we see that these are only superficial criticisms.  

Nak-Hyung Kim, a dentist and elder of a Full Gospel church, 
testified of his experience. He had to take a leave of absence his junior 
year in dental school due to tuberculosis. At this time, he was invited to a 
tent church meeting of Seodae-moon Full Gospel Church where he 
witnessed a miracle healing. He prayed that the same miracle would 
happen to him. “Without a single doubt, I implored God to heal me just 
like the person in front me. Then, the heaven opened and came into my 
body to operate on me. In a split second, my tuberculosis was completely 
cured. --- the fire of the Holy Spirit came into me like a flood.” Along 
with this healing experience, he continued to experience the grace of 
God, forgiveness, peace, joy, etc.36 In the testimony of Kim, we can see 
that the grace of divine healing does not end with the healing.  

David Yonggi Cho always stresses the blessings of the soul, material 
prosperity, and health. Material blessing is central in his ministry. 
Traditional churches shun way from this blessing; however, Cho takes it 
very positively. He believes that a good God will give good things to His 
children.  

Cho teaches that giving the tithe is like sowing a seed of blessing. It 
is so called the law of sowing. Just as a seed needs to be sown to reap 
fruit, the tithe has to be offered to receive material blessing. Korean 
Christians believe that the blessing is received through tithing. Ahn, 
Jeong-Soon heard Cho’s teaching that the tithe is the stock seed for 
blessing, and she determined to offer the tithe faithfully. Consequently, 
she and her family received abundant material blessing.37  

                                                           
35 Kwan-ock Kim, “Healing by a Fasting Prayer,” Shinanggye (November, 1975), 
pp. 87-89. 
36 Nak-hyung Kim, “Loyalty with All the Heart, Life and Will,” Shinanggye 
(July, 1976), pp. 60-61. 
37  Jeong-soon Ahn, “Condition for a Marriage that Required a Conversion” 
Shinanggye (January, 1977), p. 106. 
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Pentecostals believe that tithing keeps the home in blessing. Seong-
hye Park was well off financially, however she did not offer a 
wholesome tithe. She grudgingly thought the tithe was a waste. 
Whenever she withheld her tithe, her family suffered from disease, 
accidents, and miscellaneous incidents. She decided to offer the tithe. 
After that, she and her family were protected from hardships and their 
blessings increased day by day. Thus, she believes the tithe is the 
forbidden fruit of modern society. As Adam and Eve ate the forbidden 
fruit and were expelled from the Garden of Eden, someone, who does not 
offer a wholesome tithe, drifts away from the blessed garden.38  

Diligence is as important as tithing and keeping Sundays holy. 
Harvey Cox published an analysis of David Yonggi Cho’s sermon 
emphasizing diligence. In his opinion, this teaching has contributed 
greatly in helping Korean Christians attain a middle class lifestyle.39 If 
Korean Minjoong theology stressed liberation from poverty through 
changes in social structure, the Pentecostal movement encouraged the 
poor to strive for the middle class by living diligently. On this point, it 
can be said that the Pentecostal movement contributed to the 
modernization of Korean society.  

Sook Hwang’s business hit bottom and was on the verge of 
bankruptcy. Then, she listened to David Yonggi Cho. Cho always 
preached, “if you want blessing, sow the seeds of faith.” She then 
decided to give generously as he taught. He also speaks of the principle 
of sowing and growing. That is, one has to work hard. Hwang then made 
every effort in her business and in her life of faith and she endeavored to 
teach others. Hwang succeeded once more in her business. She has 
traveled around the world and come to the conclusion that Korea is the 
best country to live in for her.40  

Numerous testimonies printed in Shinanggye tell of those who have 
fallen into despair and regained the courage to start over. Instead of 
poverty they gain material blessings and often move into the middle 
class. In this regard, the evaluation of Harvey Cox seems to be justified 
and appropriate.  
                                                           
38 Seong-hye Park, “Tithe is the Second Forbidden Fruit,” Shinanggye (June, 
1978), p. 91. 
39 Harvey Cox, Fire from Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal Spirituality and the 
Reshaping of Religion in the Twentieth-First Century (Reading, MA: Addison-
Wesley, 1995), pp. 234-37. 
40 Sook Hwang, “Sow the Seeds of Faith,” Shinanggye (December, 1976), pp. 88-
89. 
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As much as material blessing is important, the blessing of the home 
is also important. If the home is not peaceful, one cannot speak of 
blessing. Kim, So-Ja was severely beaten by her husband because of her 
Christian faith. She planned to pray at the Osanni fasting prayer hall for 
ten days. On the seventh day, her husband appeared in a dream. But, the 
news she heard from home was that her husband was becoming even 
more violent. Then, on the ninth day of her fast, her husband came to the 
prayer hall with their daughter and promised her that they would live the 
Christian faith together. He became a faithful saint of the church.41  

Traditionally, Korean churches have told wives to obey their 
husbands and convert their husbands with faith and patience. However, 
in the majority of cases, this advice ends in failure. However, Full Gospel 
faith understands this kind of confrontation is spiritual warfare. They 
advise one to confront the issue courageously with faith. Here, the 
confrontation is not physical but spiritual through prayer. It seeks 
deliverance from darkness through a change of heart.  

 
7. Analysis: The Characteristics of Korean Pentecostal Spirituality 

 
We have examined the spirituality of believers in Full Gospel 

churches through their testimonies as recorded in Shinanggye. They 
reveal the typical spiritual life of Pentecostal believers. Most begin their 
spiritual journey in a desperate environment. This can be sickness, 
business failure, or discord in the family. They strive to solve their life 
problems with their whole hearts. Typically, they seek the Lord through 
many forms of prayer including, all night prayer, fasting, prayer in 
tongues, and cry-out prayer. 

During this process the baptism in the Holy Spirit, (the 
distinguishing substance of the Pentecostal movement), often was poured 
out upon them. A fiery hot feeling and speaking in tongues accompanied 
this. Many also experienced divine healing at the same time as receiving 
the baptism in the Holy Spirit. Through this, many began to have a firm 
conviction that God now recognized them. This religious experience 
continued also in their daily lives. That is, many quit drinking and 
smoking, began to keep Sundays holy, offered the tithe, and worked 
diligently. Through these processes and experiences, as well as the 
teachings on blessing of Cho, believers in Full Gospel churches grow in 
faith. They are convinced that they are children of God, and become 

                                                           
41 So-ja Kim, “Upon the Answering of God,” Shinanggye (March, 1976), pp. 86-
87. 
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deeply involved in the faith community through Full Gospel/Pentecostal 
churches.  

Next, is an evaluation of several characteristics of Pentecostal 
spirituality visible in the ministry of David Yonggi Cho and the Full 
Gospel churches in Korea. 

Firstly, is the aspect of primitive religion. Many religious scholars 
have understood the appearance of the Pentecostal movement as a 
resurrection of primitive religion. Harvey Cox, a religious scholar of 
Harvard Divinity School, has said that speaking in tongues is a primitive 
language and that a miracle represents primitive piety. In fact, primitive 
religion has been regarded as superstitious in existing society. However, 
it is captivating the minds of the common people. Primitive religion deals 
with the problems of sickness and disaster more specifically than modern 
religion. David Yonggi Cho deals with the basic needs and problems of 
people which existing traditional religions have neglected.  
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of the monastery in the Middle Ages. This eventually led to the 
institutionalization of the Catholic Church.  

In contrast, he goes on to say that the Pentecostal movement returned 
the church to the masses and that this is an appropriate expression of 
spirituality in contemporary times. Muehlen adds that one way the 
Catholic Church can meet modern needs is to follow the example of the 
Pentecostal movement. 44  David Yonggi Cho is an excellent religious 
leader for the masses in modern society.  

Thirdly, the spirituality found in the Full Gospel church is private in 
that it focuses on problem solving. As we can see in the testimonies, 
most believers of a Full Gospel church come to the church with private, 
individual problems. Their faith is matured during the process of 
overcoming numerous problems such as sickness, poverty, disaster, 
family issues, etc. David Yonggi Cho takes these concerns seriously and 
deals with them directly. Recently, Full Gospel churches have begun to 
speak out to/for society, but they have traditionally held a strong 
orientation toward the individual.  

Religious sociologists identified one element of modern religion as 
privatization. Religion no longer serves to function in public matters and 
is now limited to private matters. This is distinctly seen in the United 
States, where church and state are clearly divided. So, religion is 
evaluated not in the context of finding meaning in a public forum but in 
the context of how it satisfies the needs of religious consumers, the 
members of the church.45 From this perspective, the fact that Full Gospel 
churches have focused on the problems of individuals, is an indication of 
good understanding of the their role in modern society.  

 Fourthly, Pentecostal believers find meaning and a sense of 
belonging through the experience of the Holy Spirit. Many people, 
regarded as “losers” in life, receive the firm conviction that they are 
children of God after receiving the baptism in the Holy Spirit. Believers 
of Full Gospel churches care for their members through organizational 
zones. Spiritual assistance is provided through prayer and sharing rather 
than by financial aid alone. Through this process, a strong fellowship 
among the believers emerges. This sense of belonging serves as an oasis 
for lonely people during urbanization.  

                                                           
44 H. Muehlen, Reform of Christian Faith: Charisma, Gift, Reform, trans. Jung-
won Kim in Korean (Seoul: St. Paul Publishing, 1980). 
45 Peter Berger, Religion and Society, trans. Yang-gu Lee in Korean (Seoul: 
Jongno Books, 1981). 
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Wade Clark Roof, a religious sociologist of the University of 
California, Santa Barbara, asserts that the most important duty of a 
religion in modern society is to provide personal meaning for one’s 
existence and a sense of social belonging.46 Robert Wuthnow, a religious 
sociologist at Princeton University, agrees with Roof, likening its 
purpose to that of a support group. In modern society, where everything 
is specialized and done by a division of labor, people feel like lost 
children without a sense of belonging. Religion supports them and instills 
a sense of belonging.47 Full Gospel churches are serving this purpose in 
their congregations.  

Fifthly, David Yonggi Cho relies on the supernatural and emphasizes 
the transcendental works of God. Many people have lost all their 
resources and worldly hope before they come to a church as their last 
resort. They earnestly desire a miracle of God. In this regard, a miracle is 
the essence of Pentecostal spirituality. It is evidence that testifies of the 
living of God. Doubts vanish. 

John Locke, a British experiential philosopher of the eighteenth 
century, said, that in order for Christianity to remain vital in a modern 
society, a miracle needs to be manifested to prove that their religion 
(God) is alive. According to Locke, during the era of close relationships 
between church and state, the nation supported the religion for its 
survival. However, when support from national governments has 
officially ceased, support from believers is essential. Therefore, a miracle 
is imperative to prove that their religion is alive. In fact, the most revived 
churches of modern society are those where the supernatural miracles of 
God have been manifested. The transcendental spirituality of David 
Yonggi Cho is needed today.  

Finally, in understanding Pentecostal spirituality, some 
misconceptions of the Pentecostal movement need to be addressed. Being 
filled with the Holy Spirit is a holistic experience that changes the mind, 
heart, and life of a believer. Most of the accounts that have been 
investigated testify to a change in lifestyle, which accompanied the 
charismatic experience.  

However, this point has been neglected in the past. In my opinion, 
Pentecostal activists may have over emphasized the aspect of charismatic 
manifestations. Manifestations are outward, physical, objective 
phenomenon of the experience of the baptism in the Holy Spirit. We also 
                                                           
46 Roof, Spiritual Marketplace, p. 77 
47 Robert Wuthnow, Sharing the Journey: Support Groups and America’s New 
Quest for Community (Princeton, NJ: Free Press, 1994). 



Asian Journal of Pentecostal Studies 7:1 (2004) 56

see inner evidence of peace and joy overflowing in the lives of the 
testifiers. Pentecostal theology should stress this point more intently in 
the future.  

Historically, the Pentecostal movement originated from (came out 
of) the Holiness movement of the 19th century. They both believed the 
work of the Holy Spirit results in a change in the heart. Thus, if the 
Pentecostal movement is to remain faithful to its historical conception, it 
must emphasize the inner manifestations of a change of heart as well as 
the objective charismatic manifestations of speaking in tongues and 
healing.  
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THE MISSIOLOGICAL CHALLENGE OF 
DAVID YONGGI CHO’S THEOLOGY1 

 
 

Hwa Yung 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 

The story of Dr. David Yonggi Cho and the Yoido Full Gospel 
Church (YFGC) is well-known throughout the world. Cho comes from 
the Evangelical and Pentecostal tradition.2 His theological teachings and 
ministerial practices are many faceted. The concern of this paper is to 
focus on the implications of Cho’s theology for Christian mission today. 

The primary task here is therefore not to examine Cho’s teachings as 
a whole, but to critique those aspects of his theology that are relevant to 
mission in the twenty-first century. This paper will therefore begin by 
laying down what is deemed to be an appropriate set of criteria for a 
theology that would enhance mission. It will then go on to examine to 
what extent Cho’s theology fulfills these criteria. Suggestions will also 
be offered as to how a more careful reformulation of his teachings would 
increase the missiological impact of his theology. 
 
 

2. What Constitutes a Missiological Theology? 
 

In order to examine the missiological implications of Cho’s 
theology, we need first to look at what mission is and why Christian 
theology properly conceived must be missiological and pastoral in 
orientation.  

                                                           
1  An earlier version of the paper was presented in the First Young San 
International Theological Symposium, 26-27 Sept 2002, Hansei University, 
Seoul. 
2 The church belongs to the Assembly of God denomination. 
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What is mission? In the twentieth century there have been intense 
debates on this question. At one time, conservatives emphasized 
primarily evangelism and church growth, and liberals or radicals social 
concerns and political action. But it is increasingly recognized that 
mission is holistic. It involves both the vertical dimension, which 
concerns our need to be reconciled to God, as well as the horizontal 
dimension, which deals with reconciliation between human beings. 
Further, mission is the proclamation of the kingdom of God and the 
lordship of Christ over all of life. It involves calling individuals to 
repentance and faith in him, deliverance for those in bondage to demonic 
powers and diseases, and bringing Christ’s love to the weak, needy, 
broken-hearted and hungry, as well as God’s righteousness and justice to 
a world wherein suffering and oppression is rife. Thus mission involves 
evangelism, healing and deliverance ministries, social concerns and 
political action for justice in a broken world.3 

In what follows, we will examine this understanding of mission in 
greater detail. But before doing so, I would like to draw attention to the 
nature of theology, which is that it must be fundamentally rooted in 
mission and pastoral practice. 
 

2.1 Theology as Missiological and Pastoral 

One of the unfortunate aspects of theology today is that much 
theological writing has degenerated into an academic exercise, often 
unrelated to the life and mission of the church. In part this is due to the 
influence of Enlightenment thinking in the western intellectual tradition. 
Under the Kantian paradigm, building upon Greek idealism, “pure” or 
“theoretical” reason took priority over “practical” reason. This helps 
accentuate the shift from theology as “practical” to theology as 
“speculative.” Thus much of western systematic theology today is quite 

                                                           
3 What is stated here is representative of an increasing number of evangelicals in 
their thinking concerning the mission of the church. See e.g., John R. W. Stott, 
Christian Mission in the Modern World (London: Falcon Books, 1975); C. Rene 
Padilla, Mission between the Times: Essay on the Kingdom (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1985); Ronald J. Sider, One-Sided Christianity? Uniting the Church 
to Heal a Lost and Broken World (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1993); Vinay 
Samuel and Chris Sugden, eds., Mission as Transformation: A Theology of the 
Whole Gospel (Oxford: Regnum, 2000); A. Scott Moreau, et. al., Deliver Us from 
Evil: An Uneasy Frontier in Christian Mission (Monrovia, CA: MARC, 2002). 
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unrelated to the mission and pastoral concerns of the church. 4  But, 
properly understood, this is not what theology should be. Rather, at its 
best, theology has always been rooted in the mission and pastoral 
ministry of the church. 

This emphasis is clearly seen in the New Testament records. Every 
book therein was written in response to some evangelistic or pastoral 
need of the church. As George Peters puts it, “the Bible is not a book 
about theology as such, but rather, a record of theology in mission—God 
in action on behalf of the salvation of mankind.”5 Or, as David J. Bosch 
argues, the New Testament books were not written by the equivalent of 
modern-day scholars writing at leisure. Rather they were written “in the 
context of an ‘emergency situation,’ of a church which, because of its 
missionary encounter with the world, was forced to theologize.”6 

The same thing can be said of theology in the early church. 
Reflecting on the writings of many of the church fathers, Jaroslav Pelikan 
asserts that “when the church confessed what it believed and taught, it 
did so in answer to attacks from within and from without the Christian 
movement.”7 In other words, the Patristic fathers wrote out of the dual 
concerns, on the one hand, of dealing with heresies and other pastoral 
problems within the Christian community and, on the other, of defending 
the church from external attacks by pagans as well as commending the 
gospel to them. 

We may go on to point out that this emphasis of rooting theology in 
mission and sound pastoral practice has also characterized the church 
during the most vibrant periods of its history, including the Reformation 
and the eighteenth century Evangelical revivals.8 It is therefore not an 

                                                           
4 See discussion in David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in 
Theology of Mission (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1991), pp. 420-51; Randy L. 
Maddox, “John Wesley—Practical Theologian?” Wesley Theological Journal 23 
(1988), pp. 122-147. 
5  George W. Peters, A Biblical Theology of Missions (Chicago, IL: Moody, 
1972), p. 9.  
6 Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 16. 
7 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of 
Doctrine. The Emergence of the Catholic Tradition (100-600) (Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1971), p. 11.  
8 Cf. Maddox, “John Wesley,” pp. 122-47. 
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exaggeration for Martin Kahler to assert that mission is “the mother of 
theology.”9 
 

2.2 What Is the Measure of a Missiological Theology? 

If theology must be missiological how do we assess whether the 
works of a particular writer is indeed so? The test of such a theology 
would be whether it empowers and enhances the church in its life and 
mission. If that is so, then it must fulfill at least three criteria. The first is 
that it should help the church to be effective in its evangelism and 
pastoral ministry. Second, it should empower the church to act 
effectively in social transformation. And thirdly, it must take culture 
seriously. Briefly, I will give my reasons for each of these.10 

Except for those Christians who accept more radical interpretations 
of the faith, little needs to be said about the importance of evangelism. 
Until the advent of liberal theology in the modern period, it has always 
been taken seriously by the church—even if at times Christians have 
approached it in a spirit that is very different from that of Christ. It 
involves the verbal proclamation of the gospel, and the calling of men 
and women to repentance and salvation in Christ. Often it also involves 
power encounters through prophecy, healing, exorcism or some other 
supernatural acts. Converts must then be discipled, nurtured to maturity 
in Christ and brought into communities of faith through proper and 
effective pastoral care. This is what church growth is all about. The more 
liberal and radical segments of the church today continue to reject this as 
relevant to mission. But that does not change the fact that this is rooted in 
the ministry and teachings of Jesus Christ and the apostles in the New 
Testament. Therefore, the first criterion of a missiological theology is 
that it should enhance the work of evangelism and pastoral oversight. 

The gospel however is not only about personal salvation in a mere 
spiritual sense. It is also about Christ coming to redeem the whole world. 
Salvation therefore is personal, social, global and cosmic. As noted 
earlier, for much of the twentieth century, Evangelicals forgot Christ’s 
command to love our neighbor, and failed to recognize his concern for 
the poor and needy, and for social righteousness and justice in the world. 
But there has been an abundance of studies in recent years by 
                                                           
9 Cited in Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 16. I have also argued this point at 
length in Yung Hwa, Mangoes or Bananas? The Quest for an Authentic Asian 
Christian Theology (Oxford: Regnum, 1997), pp. 18-26. 
10 For a much more detail treatment, see Hwa, Mangoes or Bananas? pp. 61-145. 
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Evangelicals to point us back in the right direction.11  The Lausanne 
Covenant sums this corrective up succinctly in its paragraph on 
“Christian Social Responsibility”:  

 
Although reconciliation with man is not reconciliation with God, nor is 
political liberation salvation, nevertheless we affirm that evangelism 
and socio-political involvement are both part of our Christian duty. For 
both are necessary expressions of our doctrines of God and man, our 
love for our neighbor and our obedience to Jesus Christ.12  
 
Thus if a theology is missiological, it must also empower the church 

in the task of social transformation. 
The third criterion for a missiological theology is whether it takes 

the culture of the recipient of the gospel message seriously. This has 
emerged as one of the key issues in modern missiological discussions. 
Increasingly it has been recognized that western missions in the last two 
centuries have often been ethnocentric, with too much emphasis given to 
the supposed superiority of western culture and ignoring the integrity of 
other cultures. This resulted in the gospel often being given in an alien 
manner to those in the non-western world, thus causing unnecessary 
cultural offense. Chinese intellectuals in the early part of the last century 
used to mock Christians with the saying, “One more Christian, one less 
Chinese!” 

One of the key elements of the gospel is the doctrine of incarnation. 
Jesus Christ, though fully God in himself, took on human flesh within a 
particular human culture, at a specific point in space-time history, so as 
to bring the gospel to us in a way that we can understand. Without the 
incarnation there would have been no gospel. In the same way the gospel 
must be incarnated in every culture and historical context to which God 
sends us. As Andrew Walls has argued, all of us want the church to be “a 
place to feel at home.” The implication of the incarnation is, “Whenever 
He (Christ) is taken by men in any time and place He takes that 
nationality, that society, that ‘culture,’ and sanctifies all that is capable of 
sanctification by His presence.”13 He calls this the indigenizing principle. 

                                                           
11 E.g., Sider, One-Sided Christianity? esp. pp. 49-77. 
12  Para. 5 on “Christian Social Responsibility” in the Lausanne Covenant, 
International Congress on World Evangelization, Lausanne, Switzerland, July 
1974. 
13 Andrew F. Walls, “The Gospel as the Prisoner and Liberator of Culture,” 
Missionalia 10:3 (1982), pp. 93-105 (97-98). 
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This is what makes the gospel communicable and also much more easily 
acceptable! 

In other words, unless the gospel is incarnated into a particular 
culture, it will never effectively penetrate the people of that culture. But 
the principle goes even further than that. It is when a person becomes a 
Christian without losing touch with his or her own culture that the 
individual is thereby in turn empowered to proclaim the gospel in a 
manner that speaks with power to one’s own culture and people. Thus 
taking culture seriously is indispensable to effective mission.14 

This of course does not mean that the Christian accepts and baptizes 
everything within the culture of those to whom he or she brings the 
gospel. There will be some things that will need to be rejected outright, 
especially if they are clearly idolatrous and immoral. Others will need to 
be redeemed and transformed by the gospel. This brings us to the pilgrim 
principle, of which Andrews Walls also speaks. It reminds the Christian 
that “he has no abiding city and warns him that to be faithful to Christ 
will put him out of step with his society; for that society never existed, in 
East or West, ancient time or modern, which could absorb the word of 
Christ painlessly into its system.”15 Thus the Christian message, which 
must be intentionally incarnational, should also at the same time be 
counter-cultural when necessary. Taking culture seriously in theologizing 
requires us to hold both principles in proper tension always. Any truly 
missiological theology must do the same. 

Having outlined the three criteria for a missiological theology, I 
would like now to look at the missiological implications of Cho’s 
theology. I will begin with the evangelistic and pastoral dimensions of 
his theology. 
 
 

3. The Evangelistic and Pastoral Dimension 
 

Cho’s theology is clearly very strong in this area. The fact that he is 
the pastor of one of the largest churches in world should itself be 
adequate proof of this. However for the purpose of drawing out clearly 
the implications of his theology, I will look in turn at his emphasis on 
evangelism and church growth, his pastoral methods and the emphasis on 
“signs and wonders.” 
                                                           
14 I have argued this at length in Hwa Yung, Kingdom Identity and Christian 
Mission (Singapore: Discipleship Training Centre, 2000). 
15 Walls, “The Gospel as the Prisoner and Liberator of Culture,” p. 99.  
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3.1 Evangelism and Church Growth 

Evangelism and church growth is fundamental to Cho’s 
understanding of mission. In a paper titled “The Secret behind the 
World’s Biggest Church,” he states that his “ultimate purpose…is 
winning souls” and that his prayer is “that churches all around the world 
may grow so that they can glorify God through their ministries.”16 Much 
of his thinking on this subject is enunciated in his book, More Than 
Numbers, wherein he “shares the secret of church growth.”17 In this he 
distinctly differs from those, like the Minjung theologians, who espouse a 
radical political version of Christianity which denies a proper place to 
evangelism and church growth in the mission of the church. 

This commitment to evangelism and church growth is not only seen 
in his teachings but also in the ministry and programs of the YFGC. 
Before starting the current church he had pioneered at least two other 
large churches. His present church has also planted many other churches 
in Korea and elsewhere. For the purpose of disseminating principles of 
church growth throughout the world, Church Growth International was 
set up in 1976. 18  Furthermore, the latest count shows the church 
supporting 579 cross-cultural missionaries working in churches spread 
over 57 countries throughout the world.19 

There are some key elements in his church-planting method. To 
begin with, prayer is central. His response to the question, “How have we 
maintained such unusual growth in our local church?” is “The real 
answer is prayer.”20 This includes private prayer, regular and extended 
group sessions at the YFGC, such as the Friday night prayer meetings, 
and also fasting. As well as that, members and groups are encouraged to 
spend extended time at the prayer mountain near the North Korean 

                                                           
16 “The Secret behind the World’s Biggest Church,” in Azusa Street and Beyond: 
Pentecostal Missions and Church Growth in the Twentieth Century, ed. L. Grant 
McClung (South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, 1986), pp. 99-104 (104). 
17 More than Numbers (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1984). 
18 Cho and Harold Hostetler, Successful Home Cell Groups (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 
1981/1997), pp. 97-105. 
19 As stated in the video clip, “Through Hardship to Glory—Yoido Full Gospel 
Church, Sr. Pastor Dr. David Yonggi Cho,” distributed in September 2002. 
20 More than Numbers, p. 99. 
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border.21 The second is his emphasis on the power of Holy Spirit in 
working signs and wonders. More will be said about this below. The 
third is the extensive use of home cell groups for evangelism and pastoral 
nurture. He writes: “‘Do you think it is important to save souls?’ If the 
answer to that question is yes, then the cell system is for you.”22 The 
fourth is his strong emphasis on developing lay-leadership.23 

But Cho is also concerned that his ideas do not degenerate into a 
mere set of techniques for church growth. “Church growth is more than a 
series of ideas and principles which will, when put into practice, 
automatically make your church grow numerically.” 24  One needs to 
grasp the underlying theology and philosophy, and not just the surface 
principles and practices. In particular, church growth has a lot to do with 
the heart of the leader because that is where it all begins. This is clearly a 
corrective to what has been called by some as “managerial missiology,” 
which perceives church growth primarily in terms of the result of 
applying certain techniques properly. 
 

3.2 Pastoral Structures for Growth and Nurture: Cell-Groups and Lay 
Training  

For a church to grow, evangelism in itself is not enough. Proper and 
effective structures must be emplaced to nurture new converts. As 
already noted, the heart of Cho’s method here is the use of cell groups.25 
These are crucial to evangelism because that is where non-Christians can 
be brought into the life of the church through the non-threatening setting 
of home or work-place. It is where the discipling process takes place 
through the personal ministry of praying for one another and the study of 

                                                           
21 More than Numbers, pp. 99-108; cf. also Philip D. Douglass, “Yonggi Cho and 
the Korean Pentecostal Movement: Some Theological Reflections,” Presbyterion 
17:1 (1991), pp. 16-34 (20).  
22 More than Numbers, p. 46. 
23 Cho with John W. Hurston, “Ministry through Home Cell Units,” in Korean 
Church Growth Explosion, eds. Bong Rin Ro and Martin L. Nelson (Seoul: Word 
of Life Press; Taichung: ATA, 1983), pp. 270-89; More than Numbers, pp. 31-
38; “The Secret behind the World’s Biggest Church,” p. 103. 
24 More than Numbers, p. 11. 
25  For details see Cho & Hostetler, Successful Home Cell Groups; Cho & 
Hurston, “Ministry through Home Cell Units”; More than Numbers, pp. 39-54. 
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the Bible.26 It is also the place for developing of Christian community in 
the midst of the increasing anonymity of modern life.27 To enable the 
groups to gel quickly and effectively, Cho prefers homogenous groups 
with people coming from similar backgrounds to heterogeneous ones.28 

The YFGC is made up of tens of thousands of cell groups. 
Obviously for that to be possible the laity must be entrusted with 
leadership. Thus each group is led by a trained lay person who is in turn 
supervised by a more senior leader. Women are also included in 
leadership in spite of the inherited conservatism of traditional Korean 
culture where leadership has always been in the hands of men.29 By 
giving serious attention to the development and use of lay leadership, he 
shows the seriousness with which he takes the New Testament 
understanding of “body life” in the church, and turns it into an effective 
program of pastoral oversight. 

Here again Cho’s theology is soundly missiological. Twentieth 
century ecclesiological discussion has drawn repeated attention to “God’s 
frozen people,” referring to the laity who has been denied a meaningful 
role in the mission and ministry of the church. This has been one of the 
key reasons why many traditional churches have not grown. Cho’s 
approach not only takes the priesthood of all believers seriously, and 
thereby releases an abundance of energy for effective ministry. It also 
provides the only practical manner in which large churches can be 
pastured effectively with the needs of individuals met in the context of a 
caring community of believers. Further, Cho admits that one of the key 
motivations behind his use of cell groups is the Communist threat.30 In 
the event of a repeat of the Korean War, pastors can be removed and 
church buildings destroyed. But as the experience of the house churches 
in neighboring China testifies to so eloquently, the church can remain 
vital through the cell groups. 

                                                           
26 Out of the one hour for the meeting, 45 minutes is set aside for Bible study and 
praying for individual needs. See for example, The Homecell Group Study Guide, 
vol. 1 (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1990/1997). 
27  Cho & Hostetler, Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 49-56; More than 
Numbers, p. 49. 
28 More than Numbers, pp. 42-45. 
29  More than Numbers, pp. 43-44; Cho & Hostetler, Successful Home Cell 
Groups, pp. 23-29. 
30 More than Numbers, pp. 40-41. 
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Perhaps it would be appropriate to add a peculiarly Methodist 
observation at this point. In the eighteenth century revival in England, the 
two great leaders were John Wesley and George Whitefield. All 
contemporary records indicated that, of the two, Whitefield was the more 
powerful evangelist. But strange as it seems, it is Wesley’s work that 
have survived and thrived through the years in the worldwide Methodist 
movement, whereas the Calvinistic Methodist Church linked with 
Whitefield is today a small denomination restricted largely to Britain. 
Yet the reason is not hard to find. It lies in the genius of Wesley’s 
pastoral structures. All his converts were channeled into “classes” of 
about ten to twelve each. Here each member was nurtured to maturity 
and usefulness in ministry. More mature ones were channeled into 
“bands” where standards were even more demanding. And out of the 
class and band leaders came the lay preachers of early Methodism who 
went on to become the leaders of the next generation. From these 
emerged the worldwide Methodist movement. The unfortunate thing was 
that about a hundred years after the revival first began, Methodists in 
both Britain and in America began loosing interest in the class and band 
meetings. This was one key reason for the loss of spiritual vitality in 
Methodism. This observation clearly points to Cho’s wisdom in making 
cell groups an essential part of the pastoral structures in his church.31 
 

3.3 The Place of Signs and Wonders 

We now turn to Cho’s emphasis on divine healing through prayer 
which he links inseparably with church growth. To him, the lack of 
emphasis given to the miraculous is often a cover up for the 
powerlessness of the church. This is grievous to the Spirit. “Signs, 
wonders and the power of the Holy Spirit are essential for successful 
preaching of the gospel.”32 In his ministry he repeatedly finds that people 
turn to faith in the Christ when healing takes place. 
                                                           
31  For an introduction to this aspect of Methodism, see Snyder, Howard A. 
Snyder, The Radical Wesley and Patterns of Church Renewal (Downers Grove, 
IL: IVP, 1980). It should be noted that it is not certain that Cho’s cells approach 
the level of rigor, commitment and mutual accountability required in Wesley’s 
classes and bands. 
32  Salvation, Health and Prosperity: Our Threefold Blessings in Christ 
(Altamonte Springs, FL: Creation House, 1987), p. 143; cf. also More than 
Numbers, p. 87. It should be noted however that there is relatively little 
discussion on deliverance ministry of the demonized in Cho’s writings. It would 
be surprising if this is not common phenomenon within Korean Pentecostalism. 
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For Cho, healing is closely linked to the cross. In line with 
Pentecostal atonement teaching, Christ’s death not only brought us 
spiritual salvation but also physical healing.33 At the same time, unlike 
some Pentecostal and charismatic teachers who insist that all can be 
healed provided the necessary conditions are met, he is careful to point 
out that sometimes it may not be God’s will to heal.34  

Here again, Cho’s teaching and practice is consistent with what is 
clearly seen in the growth of the church throughout the world today. 
Wherever the church is growing rapidly, be it among Pentecostals in 
Latin American, African Independent Churches in Africa, or house 
churches in China, invariably we see the manifestation of signs and 
wonders through the work of the Holy Spirit. It is therefore evident that 
this emphasis, together with his teaching on evangelism, cell groups and 
lay leadership all contribute significantly to the growth of the church. In 
other words, measured by its evangelistic impact and pastoral efficacy, 
Cho’s theology cannot be faulted. In this area, his ideas and practices 
carry profound missiological implications for the global church. 
  
 

4. The Social Transformation Dimension 
 

We come now to the second criterion for a missiological theology, 
which is the extent to which it empowers the church to address the social 
problems and political challenges in its context. We will look at this 
aspect of Cho’s theology under three sub-headings: the social outreach 
programs of the Yoido Church, the sociological dynamics of 
Pentecostalism, and Cho’s teaching on the ‘treble blessings.’  
 

4.1 The Social Outreach Programs of Yoido Church 

The YFGC has a very strong social welfare ministry. It includes 
caring for the elderly, vocational training for underprivileged, financing 
hundreds of open-heart surgeries for children, outreach to youth and 

                                                           
33 Salvation, Health and Prosperity, p. 121, The Homecell Group Study Guide, 
vol. 1, pp. 225-28; How Can I Be Healed? (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1999), pp. 35-
37, 62-63. 
34 Fourth Dimension, 3rd ed. (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1996), pp. 108-13; How Can I 
Be Healed? pp. 135-140. 
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various other forms of welfare ministry.35 Two particularly impressive 
social outreach programs are the Elim Welfare Town and the Good 
People World Family. The former provides vocational and spiritual 
training for unemployed youth, housing for senior citizens, and care for 
socially depressed neighborhoods. The latter is concerned with global 
social outreach to developing countries. 

At the same time, however, Cho has not been noted for his advocacy 
of active sociopolitical participation. For example, during the difficult 
years of military dictatorship in the sixties through to the early eighties in 
South Korea, he kept away from all anti-government protests. One 
observer, Sung-Hoon Myung, however, comments that since 1987 the 
leadership of Cho’s church has begun to pay increasing attention to 
sociopolitical needs and challenges of Korea.36 One significant initiative 
in this direction is the Kukmin Daily which represents a serious attempt 
to influence Korean society through a national newspaper. In sum, Cho’s 
theology is clearly much stronger on social concerns than on 
sociopolitical involvement. 
 

4.2 The Sociological Dynamics of Pentecostalism 

To some observers, the above analysis of Cho appears to confirm the 
common perception of Pentecostalism as “the haven of the masses,” as a 
socially escapist religion in the midst of injustice and oppression. 
However, some recent studies have indicated that such a characterization 
of Pentecostalism is too simplistic and in need of revision. For example, 
Donald Dayton, on the basis of an analysis of the Pentecostal history in 
the North American context, has suggested that one can make a strong 
case for the power of Pentecostal and charismatic experience as a form of 
empowering and conscientization that both sustains in the face of 
oppression and enables resistance and movement toward change—and 
affects inner transformation that may have long range social 
significance.37 

                                                           
35  Daniel J. Adams, “The Life and Ministry of Cho Yonggi: A Theological 
Inquiry,” Chinese Theological Journal 3:1 (1988), pp. 31-57 (38-39). 
36 Sung-Hoon Myung, “Spiritual Dimensions of Church Growth as Applied in the 
Yoido Full Gospel Church” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Fuller Theological Seminary, 
Pasadena, CA, 1990), pp. 258-60. 
37 Donald W. Dayton, “Pentecostal/Charismatic Renewal and Social Change: A 
Western Perspective,” Transformation 5:4 (1988), pp. 7-13 (13). 
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Dayton’s study has found support from a number of other scholars. 
In a recent study on Latin American Pentecostalism, the sociologist, 
David Martin, has suggested that the evidence shows clearly that 
Pentecostalism, though existing at the margins of society, can through its 
inner spiritual dynamics bring about social transformation within that 
society. He argues that “poor and marginal people could initiate a 
revision of consciousness amounting to a cultural revolution.” 38 
Pentecostals may be morally conservative, “but sociologically, they are 
one of the forward factors of radical social change.” 39  In sum, 
Pentecostalism contains within itself powerful elements for the 
conscientization of the poor and oppressed. 

Radical Minjung theologians can rightly claim that they have been in 
the forefront of advocacy for social transformation, especially during the 
difficult years of military dictatorship, when theological conservatives 
have generally ignored the wider sociopolitical issues. But this claim 
must be balanced by another perspective on South Korean realities. This 
is found, for example, in Seyoon Kim’s comment on Minjung theology 
vis-a-vis Cho’s Pentecostalism. He pointedly asks: 
 

If it is in fact the case that some of the minjung draw consolation, 
encouragement, and strength from the charismatic fellowship of the 
Choongang Assembly of God Church...and in some cases manage to 
escape from sickness and poverty and to climb up the social ladder with 
the help of the ministry of the church, what right does...any...minjung 
theologian have to tell them that they are mistaken or duped and stand 
in need of the proper guidance of the minjung theologians? And if 
others of the minjung find that their faith in Jesus Christ as presented in 
the classic confessions of the Christian church gives them strength to 
escape the poverty and oppression—as often happens—what right does 
a minjung theologian have to tell them that they have been duped by a 
theology of the ruling class and must be taught the doctrine of self-
redemption through socio-political struggle?40 

 
In light of this, our perception of the sociopolitical significance of 

Cho’s theology would need careful reappraisal. It would be correct to say 
                                                           
38  David Martin, Forbidden Revolutions: Pentecostalism in Latin America, 
Catholicism in Eastern Europe (London: SPCK, 1996), p. 66. 
39 Martin, Forbidden Revolutions, p. 60. 
40  Seyoon Kim, “Is ‘Minjung Theology’ a Christian Theology?” Calvin 
Theological Journal 22:2 (1987), pp. 251-74 (262-63); the Yoido Church used to 
be called the Choongang Assembly of God. 
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that Cho needs to develop in his theology a deeper grasp of the 
sociopolitical implications of the gospel. In this he shares the same 
weakness of much of Evangelical and Pentecostal thinking of the 
twentieth century. At the same time, it could well be that over the long-
term, his Pentecostalism may have a far stronger impact on social 
transformation in Korea than Minjung theology. For, apart from the 
evidences adduced from studies on Pentecostalism above, there are other 
evidences and arguments which convincingly show that evangelism and 
pastoral nurture of Christian converts into strong counter-cultural 
communities are not antithetical, but complementary, to more pro-active 
approaches to the process of social change.41 
 

4.3 The Treble Blessings Teaching 

But before leaving this section we need to look at one more aspect of 
Cho’s teaching, the “treble blessings” that we have in Christ. For Cho, 
the Christian message is one of hope. He defines this hope in terms of 3 
John 2, translated in English as, “I wish above all things that thou mayest 
prosper and be in health, even as thy soul prospereth.”42 He interprets this 
to mean that salvation is holistic: it includes the salvation of the soul, the 
healing of the body and material blessings from God—a “triple 
salvation.” We have already looked at the first two blessings and have 
suggested that his teachings on these are fully consistent with the Bible. 
But it is that third aspect of this that have given rise to problems for 
others because it seems to be no more than a Korean version of the 
American gospel of prosperity or “health and wealth gospel” preached by 
those belonging to the Faith movement within North American 
Pentecostalism.43 

What does Cho actually teach on material blessings? It would be 
best to let him speak for himself. He argues that the Bible teaches that 

                                                           
41  Stephen C. Mott, Biblical Ethics and Social Change (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1982), pp. 107-208 argues that the “paths to justice” include 
evangelism, the church living as counter-cultural community, strategic non-
cooperation and political action. 
42  “The Secret behind the World’s Biggest Church,” pp. 102-103; Salvation, 
Health and Prosperity, pp. 11-12. The scripture quotation here is from KJV. 
43  Cf. B. Barron, “Faith Movement (Word Movement),” Dictionary of 
Christianity in America, eds. Daniel G. Reid, et al. (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 
1990), pp. 426-27. 
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God intends it that we through Christ’s “poverty might be rich” (2 Cor 
8:9). He further states that, 
 

If we do not receive the “riches” as stated in scripture, we make the 
poverty of Jesus of no effect. We have an important responsibility: to 
receive the prosperous life…which He make possible for us by living 
in poverty. If we live a life of poverty without a special reason, as 
described earlier, we are insulting Jesus. Here the legitimate reasons 
could be that we volunteer to become poor by giving all we have to the 
work of God, or that under a great persecution we become poor to give 
glory to God. Other than these reasons, if we do not enjoy the 
prosperity provided for us by Jesus Christ, but we live in poverty, we 
bring shame to the name of Christ who became poor so that we might 
become rich.…. Make up your mind that you will do your best to 
prosper, and God will help you. This is the way to glorify Christ 
scripturally.44 

 
Is this then another version of the American prosperity gospel? To 

answer this, we need to note the following. 
First, the historical context of the genesis of Cho’s teaching is of 

crucial importance in understanding his teaching. Unlike middle-class 
Americans pursuing the “American dream,” the people among whom 
Cho was ministering in the Korea of 1950s were trying to scrap out a 
living amidst the chaos of the aftermath of the Korean War. Cho’s 
struggle was that he appeared to be preaching merely a God of future 
salvation in heaven while his congregation lived in destitution and 
grinding poverty in the present! And in his despair he prayed: “Where is 
the God of the present? With what can I give hope and new life to these 
people who are in despair, starved and poorly clothed?”45 It was out of 
this struggle that his teaching emerged. Cho has insisted that his is a 
contextual theology arising out of widespread poverty and gross human 
need.46 

Further, elsewhere he has tried to clarify his teaching on the issue. In 
an interview with the magazine, Charisma & Christian Life, in 1988 he 
argues that American Charismatics tend to equate prosperity with money, 
which is undoubtedly problematic. They therefore need to redefine their 
understanding. He argues that,  
                                                           
44 Salvation, Health and Prosperity, p. 68. 
45 Salvation, Health and Prosperity, p. 11. 
46 In small group discussion on 27 Aug 2002, Seoul, at which the author was 
present. 
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…in the Orient we have a different idea. Prosperity means successfully 
fulfilling the goal…. One must not connect prosperity with financial 
success, because in many cases, having prosperity means losing all. For 
example, in order to have a prosperous church, I gave up my time, my 
home, my salary—everything…yet I prospered tremendously in church 
growth.47  
 
Prosperity is equated with success in fulfilling the goal that God sets 

before us in whatever sphere of life—whether spiritual. material, 
academic, social, political, and so forth—and whereby God is glorified. 
His teaching on material blessing must therefore be understood within 
this wider definition of prosperity with which he works. 

Thirdly, in so far as his teaching touches on material blessings, even 
there he lays down some very clear safeguards. He insists that our 
motivation must be right, and that it is God that we seek and not “money, 
fame and prestige.” As a corollary of putting God first, tithing must be 
practiced.48 Elsewhere he also argues that those who have received the 
threefold blessings of Christ should live in true Christian freedom, in 
particular, freedom from covetousness. 49  Finally, given the changed 
circumstances of South Korea today from that of the 1950s and 60s, he 
has suggested that we should now place greater emphasis on sacrifice 
than blessing.50 

What then are we to make of his teaching on “treble blessings”? 
Given the above clarifications, it would be unfair to accuse Cho of 
teaching a Korean version of the American gospel of prosperity. Indeed 
he has suggested that his own teaching is a “gospel of need,” in contrast 
to the gospel of prosperity which is a “gospel of greed.”51 However, Cho 
may have unwisely opened himself to that accusation by basing his 
teaching on 3 John 2, which is the same verse that American prosperity 
gospel teachers use. Quite apart from the questionable exegesis of the 
verse used by these teachers, it may be wiser if Cho builds his argument 
on other clear teachings in the Bible on God’s desire to bless his people. 
                                                           
47 Stephen Strang, “Cho’s Problems with Prosperity,” Charisma & Christian Life 
(March, 1988), pp. 69-71 (69). Cf. also his definition of success in Salvation, 
Health and Prosperity, pp. 97-98. 
48 Solving Life’s Problems (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1980), pp. 30-41. 
49 Salvation, Health and Prosperity, pp. 158-59. 
50 In small group discussion; see footnote 46. 
51 In small group discussion; see footnote 46. 
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He would then be able to place his teaching on a sounder exegetical basis 
with the necessary refinements, and at the same time without allowing it 
to be associated with a wrong teaching that he rejects. Perhaps Myung, a 
Korean scholar who has carefully examined Cho’s theology, sums up the 
matter well. He suggests that there is a danger that Cho’s theology is not 
as strong on sanctification as it could, and that a much stronger emphasis 
on sacrifice and self-denial is necessary if it is to avoid ending up as 
“another typical health and wealth gospel contributing to self-centered 
dreams.”52 

Yet having stated all these, we must return to our fundamental 
question: What are the missiological implications of Cho’s teaching on 
material blessings? I believe that it is far more important than it has been 
previously thought to be. Evangelicals in the main have rightly rejected 
the American gospel of prosperity as sub-Christian. But not many have 
developed a robust and sound biblical doctrine of God’s desire to bless in 
its place. After all, the Bible is replete with God’s promises on this, from 
the Old Testament teaching on shalom to the New Testament’s “Seek 
first his Kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things shall be 
given to you as well” (Mat 6:33, NIV). And if the God of the Christian 
faith cannot be called upon to “Give us this day our daily bread” then 
surely he does not deserve our worship and adoration at all. 

If this is right, then the missiological implications are immense. As 
we have argued, the gospel is not merely about spiritual salvation when 
we die. It is also about how the coming of the kingdom of God and the 
lordship of Christ over all of life. One of the most pressing needs facing 
us is that of hunger and poverty in the world today. Economic 
globalization has further aggravated these problems. This is true in much 
of Asia and Africa today. Further, missiologists have often noted that 
there is still today a large overlap between the areas of the world where 
people are poor materially and where the gospel has not yet been 
preached. And even in Africa where large parts have become at least 
nominally Christian, poverty still reigns. For example, the latest 
UNCTAD report shows that of the twenty-four poorest countries in 
Africa, almost nine out of ten people live on less than $2 per day (on a 
purchasing power parity basis) and two-thirds survive on less than $1 per 
day.53 Within the context of such widespread poverty, what gospel or 
good news does the church have for the suffering world? Many 
economists have given up on Africa as a basket case. But the Christian 
                                                           
52 Myung, “Spiritual Dimensions of Church Growth,” p. 258.  
53 “Poverty in Africa,” The Economist (July 13, 2002), p. 90. 
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missionary, armed with the gospel and the good news of God’s intention 
to bless, does not need to follow suit! For the gospel remains “the power 
of God unto salvation to all who believe” (Rom 1:16), even in the 
material and economic realm. 

But to facilitate this process and to make the gospel of God’s 
blessing one that is truly liberating for those living in the bondage of 
poverty, there is a real urgency to restate it more carefully to prevent it 
from leading us into false teaching. Part of this task includes making a 
serious effort at bringing together all the relevant elements—personal 
conversion, revival in churches and nations, God’s desire to bless, moral 
and cultural values and economic growth, and other related ideas—into 
an integrated understanding of the relationship between the gospel and 
sociopolitical transformation. I believe that this constitutes a fundamental 
missiological and theological challenge to all of us. Properly carried out, 
this will help the church to release the saving power of the gospel of 
Christ to bring about a powerful transformation in many situations of 
extreme poverty in the world today.54 

In summary, as we have already noted, in line with much of 
twentieth century Evangelical theology, Cho’s theology needs to develop 
a stronger grasp of the sociopolitical dimension of the gospel of Christ. 
At the same time, aspects of his theology have some very important 
missiological implications with respect to the gospel’s power to effect 
social change. 
 
 

5. The Cultural Dimension 
 

We come now to the third criterion for a missiological theology, that 
of whether it takes culture seriously. Cho’s writings do not say a lot in 
this area, but enough for us to see that he does take it with real 
seriousness. 

                                                           
54 I am not suggesting any simplistic approach to developmental economics here. 
The Korean church was able to build on Korean cultural values which in many 
ways helped to bring about the economic miracle that Korea experienced. I am 
simply saying that there is also a very important place for the spiritual dimension 
to be taken seriously, not least in its ability to bring about the inculcation of 
values like hard work, discipline, thrift, supportive family ties, and so forth, all of 
which contribute towards the “social lift” often observed in periods of revivals in 
church history. For this task to be done effectively, it will require a most serious 
effort in Christian social ethical rethinking. 
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First, he consciously seeks to develop Christian traditions which 
would help Korean converts to remain rooted to their own indigenous 
culture. In his book, More Than Numbers, he writes: 
 

We evangelical Korean Christians have developed our own traditions. 
This is very important because it makes it possible for us to be 
Christian without being less Korean. In the past, missionaries not only 
brought their religion but also their culture to the countries they 
evangelized. So it became apparent that the new converts lost much of 
their natural heritage. I believe that this produced an unnecessary 
hindrance to the acceptance of the gospel of Jesus Christ, which is for 
all people.55 

 
One cannot get a more explicit statement than that for the purpose of 

affirming the importance of culture in the development of our Christian 
teachings and practices. 

Secondly, we have earlier noted the same emphasis in his teaching 
on prosperity. He insists on a distinctively oriental understanding of this, 
which he argues is different from the western or American. 

Thirdly, we see this also in his emphasis on healing which is such an 
important component of his teaching. Western Evangelical theology in 
the last century had little place for healing, except within some 
Pentecostal and later charismatic circles. The influence of the 
Enlightenment and the development of modern science prevented many 
Christians from taking the miraculous seriously. However, it is not just 
forms of western Pentecostalism and charismatic Christianity that have 
reemphasized the place of healing in the life of the church. Indigenous 
churches in the non-western world have always taken it seriously. This is 
true of the African Independent Churches, the house churches in China, 
Asian Christian leaders like John Sung of China or Petrus Octavianus of 
the Indonesian revival, and so forth. Thus the strong emphasis on healing 
cannot be attributed merely to the Pentecostal tradition from which Cho 
comes. It is also a direct response on his part to the felt needs of the 
Korean people who needs to see the reality and power of God. 

One interesting point relates to the criticism by some that Cho is 
guilty of “shamanizing” Christianity. This accusation focuses especially 
on his healing and exorcism ministries. 56  I believe the criticism is 
misplaced. It appears that the proper understanding of Cho on this is to 
                                                           
55 More than Numbers, p. 9. 
56 E.g., Boo-woong Yoo, “Response to Korean Shamanism by the Pentecostal 
Church,” International Review of Mission 75/297 (1986), pp. 70-74. 
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see it as illustrative of his efforts to contextualizes the gospel in order to 
address the felt needs of a people. As Cho sees it, he is consciously 
seeking “to show the miraculous power of God to those who still believed 
in shamanism.”57 One of critics states, “The only difference is that a 
shaman performs his wonders in the name of spirits while Rev. Cho 
exorcises evil spirits and heals in the name of Jesus.”58 But this only goes 
to reinforces Cho’s defense of his own view, which is that the power that 
he exercises is not shamanistic power but that of the Holy Spirit. But 
more than that is the fact that what Cho does is to provide what 
missiologists call a “functional substitute” in the context of Korean 
culture, which demonstrate his seriousness in contextualizing the gospel! 

Fourthly, this does not mean that Cho follows Korean culture 
slavishly. Where the need arises, he is prepared to be counter-cultural as 
well. This is seen in his acceptance of women leadership in the church. 
He recognizes clearly that Korean culture “decisively puts women in a 
subordinate role throughout society.” 59  Yet when convinced of the 
theological rightness and practical wisdom of the decision, he was 
prepared to risk misunderstanding from his fellow male leaders in the 
church to seek their agreement to implement it. 

All these do not prove that Cho’s work has always been carried out 
in the most culturally sensitive manner. It may be that his church, like 
much of the Asian church, needs to be much more intentional about 
indigenizing the gospel in Asian soil. But it does points clearly to the fact 
that he takes culture seriously, and that in so far as it is possible he does 
not wish to give any cultural offense that may hinder the mission of 
Christ in the world today. And that is something that all involved in 
mission should affirm. 
   
 

6. Conclusion 
 

In the above we have attempted to look at aspects of Cho’s theology 
from a missiological perspective, and note that there are some very 
important lessons that we can learn if we are serious about the work of 
Christian mission in the world today. This is particular true of his 
concern for evangelism and cross-cultural missions, the use of cell 
groups for pastoral nurture, the healing and deliverance ministry, the 
                                                           
57 “The Secret behind the World’s Biggest Church,” p. 100. Italics are mine. 
58 Yoo, “Response to Korean Shamanism,” p. 74.  
59 Cho & Hostetler, Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 24. 



Hwa, The Missiological Challenge of Cho’s Theology 77

                                                          

social concerns of the YFGC in caring for the human welfare, the 
sociological dynamics of Pentecostalism, his teaching that God is 
concerned to bless us materially, and his stated concern to take culture 
seriously so that one can be Christian without losing one’s Korean 
identity. 

Given the significance of the various aspects of his thought, the 
challenge would be for him and his colleagues to refine them further in 
order to make them truly missiologically empowering for the church. In 
conclusion, I will restrict myself to one example to illustrate what is 
meant. Cho’s theology of blessing was first formulated in the 1950s 
when most Koreans were poor and destitute. Given the fact that the 
socioeconomic situation has changed completely, with Korea soon to join 
the ranks of the developed nations, the theology of blessing needs much 
more careful restating today. Otherwise, it will end up essentially 
encouraging Korean Christians to go after the American dream, or its 
Korean equivalent, and end up leading covetous and materialistic lives 
where God is increasingly pushed aside. When that happens—and there 
are clear signs that it has begun in various parts of the Korean church60—
it will only lead the church into serious spiritual decline. 

 
60 Cf. Young-gi Hong, “Nominalism in Korean Protestantism,” Transformation 
16:4 (1999), pp. 135-41. 



[AJPS 7:1 (2004), pp. 79-99] 

 
 
 
 
 

THE PNEUMATOLOGY OF PAUL YONGGI CHO1 
 
 

Simon K.H. Chan 
 
 
Going through the many writings of Yonggi Cho, one is left without 

a doubt that the doctrine of the Holy Spirit plays a very vital role in his 
understanding of the Christian life and mission. Cho refers repeatedly to 
the Holy Spirit throughout his writings.2 But his theology of the Spirit (in 
the sense of reflecting on the Spirit and expressing these reflections in a 
coherent framework) is largely implicit rather than explicit. My aim in 
this paper is to highlight some broad features of his teachings concerning 
the Holy Spirit, make explicit certain pneumatological motifs and offer a 
critique.  

 
 

I. A Classical Pentecostal Pneumatology 
 
Cho’s teaching on the Holy Spirit adheres very closely to the 

classical Pentecostal position. He believes in speaking in tongues as the 
“initial evidence” of baptism in the Holy Spirit and that it is an 
experience distinct from the new birth.3 He sees the Christian life as 
progressing towards a deeper faith as one is filled with the Holy Spirit. 
Through the Spirit one receives “revelational knowledge” in contrast to 
“sense knowledge.” Through earnest prayer one receives the gifts of the 
Spirit, but one needs also to have constant filling with the Spirit in order 
to mature in faith.4 For Cho, this traditional Pentecostal understanding is 
                                                           
1  An earlier version of the paper was presented at the Second Youngsan 
International Theological Symposium, Hansei University, Goonpo, Korea in May 
2003. 
2 For a book that brings all these teachings together see The Holy Spirit, My 
Senior Partner (Altamonte Springs: Creation House, 1989). 
3 The Holy Spirit, My Senior Partner, pp. 97-117. 
4 Born to Be Blessed (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1993), pp. 12-14. 
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not just a “tenet of faith” but a reality that he takes seriously. It is 
translated into an on-going practice, what he calls revival 365 days a 
year.5 It finds expression within a key institution in Cho’s church: the cell 
group system. Cho insists that every cell leader must be “filled with the 
Spirit” in this unambiguous, traditional Pentecostal way.6 

 
Dependence upon the Holy Spirit is essential if a person is to lead the 
members of his cell group. In our church that means the leader must be 
baptized in the Holy Spirit, with the evidence of speaking in tongues. 
Then we are assured of a person who can lead others to Christ and who 
can pray powerfully for the people’s needs. This is particularly 
essential in praying for physical and spiritual healing.7 
 
I would describe Cho as an “unreconstructed” Pentecostal as far as 

his doctrine of Spirit-baptism is concerned. I intend the term to be taken 
as a compliment, for I regard the traditional understanding as a strength 
rather than a liability. Much of Cho’s teachings are set within a basic 
framework of Evangelical and Pentecostal orthodoxy. This gives many of 
his teachings a solid grounding in the larger Christian tradition.  

Cho may be unwittingly traditional in other ways too. His Bible 
Study for New Christians shows that much of what Cho considers basic 
to new Christians is also widely shared by other Christians. I find it 
interesting that included in his “basics” for new Christians are the Lord’s 
Prayer and the Ten Commandments, two of the three components found 
in traditional catechisms.8 The Lord’s Prayer occupies a special place in 
Cho’s teaching on prayer.9 

Some of Cho’s teachings regarding the Spirit which have come 
under attack by some Evangelicals may have much deeper roots in the 
Christian tradition than his Evangelical critics realize. E.g., the 
controversial idea of “visualization” seems to have its counterpart in the 
medieval idea that what we see intensely would be impressed upon the 
soul and transform it. In Ignatius Loyola’s meditations, extensive images 
of gospel scenes are vividly visualized. Using “composition of place” as 
Ignatius calls it, one places oneself in the very scene that one creates 

                                                           
5 Successful Home Cell Groups (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1997), pp. v-vi. 
6 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 111, 112. 
7 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 112. 
8 E.g., The Catechism of the Catholic Church (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist, 1994). 
9 See his Praying with Jesus (Altamonte Springs, FL: Creation House, 1987). 
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imaginatively and in the process one becomes deeply affected by it. The 
final outcome is a transformed soul who is now in a position to be led by 
God’s Spirit to make a major decision. Similar techniques are also found 
in Puritan devotional manuals in the seventeenth century. The Puritan 
Isaac Ambrose describes what happens when the Christian “looks” 
intensely at Jesus:  
 

God receives none to contemplate his face but he transforms them into 
his own likeness by the irradiation of his light, and Christ hath none 
that dive into these depths of his glorious and blessed incarnation but 
they carry along with them sweet impressions of an abiding and 
transforming nature.10 

 
Cho’s understanding of the spiritual progress of the Christian owes 

much to earlier holiness and Keswick teachings. This is seen especially 
in his exposition of the first of the threefold blessing: the prosperity of 
the soul. Human nature is understood in trichotomous terms reminiscent 
of Watchman Nee. 11  Advance in the Christian life involves the 
progressive conquest of the “soulish” life by the Holy Spirit through 
hardships, trials, etc. until the Christian is totally surrendered to the 
Lord.12 Cho also insists that being baptized in the Holy Spirit is not 
enough; believers must also be led by the Spirit continually and have 
“continuous fellowship with God as the Holy Spirit leads them.”13 The 
fivefold gospel which includes Spirit-baptism must be applied to daily 
living as the threefold blessing which includes continuous filling with the 
Spirit.14  

There are a number of other promising ideas that are left largely 
undeveloped. For example, Cho recognizes not only different “kinds” of 
prayer but degrees of prayer, which reflect older strands of Christian 
spirituality. “Unison prayer together with others is more beneficial to 
young believers because one can hear what he is praying for and at the 
                                                           
10 Looking Unto Jesus (1658), p. 350. 
11 As seen in Nee’s popular study of theological anthropology, The Spiritual 
Man, vols. 12-14 of The Collected Works of Watchman Nee (Anaheim, CA: 
Living Stream Ministry, 1992). 
12  Salvation, Healing and Prosperity: Our Threefold Blessings in Christ 
(Altamonte Spring: Creation House, 1987), ch. 2. The book was first published in 
Korean in 1977. 
13 Born to Be Blessed, pp. 119-120. 
14 Born to Be Blessed, pp. 119-120, cf. pp. 123-24. 
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same time the sound of others praying together encourage him to pray 
fervently or learn to pray fervently at the same time.” “However, only 
those who have had disciplined prayer lives for years are able to pray 
quietly or silently.”15 Another example: when Cho refers to the Holy 
Spirit as the one who spans the ages by making present the great events 
of the past,16 there is much potential for such an understanding to be 
further developed, as can be seen in the pneumatology of Eastern 
Orthodoxy.17 I would like to suggest that if Cho’s pneumatology were to 
become an adequate basis for his other teachings and practices, these 
pneumatological motifs need to be systematically elaborated. 

 
 

II. A Practical Pneumatology 
 
I suppose Cho’s response would be that of a practitioner rather than 

a theologian of the Pentecostal faith. He is more concerned with 
implementing what he believes to be true rather than reflecting on the 
truth and drawing out its larger ramifications. This brings me to my next 
point. I would characterize Cho’s pneumatology as a practical 
pneumatology. 

I have just noted above that Cho insists that all his cell group leaders 
be filled with the Spirit in the classical Pentecostal sense. Quite clearly 
Cho’s pneumatology suffuses his organization and cell group system. 
The nature of the cell meetings includes “ministry to one another” and 
“making it clear to everyone that the Holy Spirit works in those meetings 
just as He does in the church services.”18 Pneumatology is a practical, 
working reality and not just a doctrine.  

This practical pneumatology is translated into a way of life that 
includes extraordinary and unpredictable features. Cho’s books are 
peppered with extraordinary but real-life stories. For example, when Cho 
affirms that the Spirit gives power and boldness, righteousness, peace 
and joy, all these are not just a matter of talk but are actual experiences. 
There is always a real-life story to confirm the teaching. The stories are 

                                                           
15 Born to be Blessed, p. 19. 
16 Praying with Jesus (Altamonte Springs, FL: Creation House, 1987), p. 18.  
17 On this, see my article “Mother Church: Toward a Pentecostal Ecclesiology,” 
Pneuma: Journal of the Society for Pentecostal Studies 22:2 (Fall 2000), pp. 177-
208. 
18 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 114. 
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not just of ordinary boldness, righteousness, etc., but boldness of an 
extraordinary kind.  

The story of Pastor Kim, an associate of Cho, who fell asleep in the 
snow and was kept warm through the night by a mountain tiger sleeping 
on top of him, confirms not any ordinary boldness but a distinctively 
Pentecostal boldness which can only be attributed to the work of the 
Holy Spirit.  

The moving story of a politician, Miss Park, who made her peace 
with God after being caught by a North Korean soldier, and her prayer 
for her executioner as she was led out to be shot that brought the soldier 
to his knees—this is not about ordinary peace and joy. It is a peace “that 
passeth all understanding” and a joy that borders on recklessness and 
defiance, something that is wrought unmistakably by the Spirit of God in 
the human heart.19 

 I am inclined to think that the attractiveness of Cho’s pneumatology 
owes much to his demonstrating that larger-than-life experiences can 
happen to any Christian through the powerful working of the Holy Spirit. 
The very size of his church itself is one such evidence.  

 
 

III. The Person of the Spirit in the Trinity 
 
When practical pneumatology plays such a critical role in so many 

aspects of the Christian life and ministry, it is understandable that the 
Holy Spirit should become the subject of Cho’s special attention. This is 
one of the great strengths of Cho’s pneumatology, especially when the 
person of the Holy Spirit is understood within the framework of a 
classical Pentecostal theology, as noted above. 

But there is one aspect of his emphasis with which one must take 
issue. Cho considers the Holy Spirit as the “senior partner” in God’s 
business of winning souls. 20  But if the Holy Spirit is to function 
effectively as the senior partner the Christian must learn to cultivate 
intimate “fellowship with the Spirit.” By this he means that Christians 
need to have an intimate relationship with the person of the Spirit. 
 

                                                           
19 A Call in the Night, pp. 92-98  
20  The Fourth Dimension, vol. 2, More Secrets for a Successful Faith Life 
(Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, 1983), p. 11-14.  
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He’s a person—but a person who lives inside me. To live with a person 
means to have fellowship with that person. It means recognition of each 
other. It means intimate fellowship and communication.21  
 
Cho seems to think that fellowship with the Holy Spirit is much like 

fellowship with the Father and with the Son (1 John 1:3).22 
 

…when we read the Bible, it not only commands us to have fellowship 
with the Father and with His Son, Jesus Christ, it also commands us to 
have fellowship, or communion with the Holy Spirit (2 Cor 13:14).23 
 
Thus he would encourage direct address to the Spirit just as one 

would address the Father and the Son: 
 

Nowadays I always force myself to recognize the Holy Spirit, to 
welcome the Holy Spirit and to worship the Holy Spirit, because He is 
a person…. Dear Holy Spirit, I welcome you, I recognize you and I 
love you. I depend upon you.… Dear Holy Spirit, now I’m starting. 
Let’s go. Supply all the knowledge and wisdom and discernment, and 
I’m going to give it out to the people…. Dear Holy Spirit, we did a 
wonderful job together, didn’t we? Praise God!24  
 
Cho seems to think of the triune God as simply three coordinates 

with whom we sustain an intimate relationship. Just as we pray to the 
Father and to the Son, we should also pray to the Spirit. But is this the 
way Scripture understands the place of the Spirit in the Christian life?  

There is no question that the scripture links koinonia specifically to 
the ministry of the Holy Spirit, but I have serious difficulty seeing the 
link in the way Cho does. It is almost certain that the Pauline benediction 
in 2 Cor 13:14 does not speak of communion with the Spirit but 
communion of the Spirit. Whether we take “of the Spirit” as a subjective 
genetive or objective genetive, the phrase cannot possibly be construed in 
the way Cho construes it. Most commentators favor the subjective 
genetive; that is to say, it is the Spirit who creates the fellowship of 
                                                           
21 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 120. 
22 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 121. 
23 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 124. See also The Holy Spirit, My Senior 
Partner (Altamonte Springs: Creation House, 1989), pp. 17-19. 
24 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 124. Cf. The Fourth Dimension, vol. 2, pp. 9-
11. Here, Cho speaks of “fellowship with the Holy Spirit” as a new thing God 
revealed to him in 1964.  
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believers. The subjective genetive would be consistent with the two 
preceding phrases: grace of Jesus Christ and love of God. 25  If it is 
understood as an objective genetive it has the meaning of the Holy Spirit 
as “the object in which Christian people share.”26 In brief, the Holy Spirit 
is not the one with whom we fellowship, but the one who creates or 
makes possible the fellowship of believers (subjective genetive) or the 
one in whom all believers have fellowship (objective genetive). The 
objective genetive is the obvious construction of 1 Cor 12:13: “we were 
all made to drink of one Spirit” (NASV). The idea here is that all 
Christians share the same Spirit. They are in fellowship with one another 
because of the one Spirit they all receive.27 In either case, the relevant 
texts say nothing about our personal fellowship with the Holy Spirit. In 
fact, there is not one instance in the New Testament where believers are 
said to have direct fellowship with the Spirit. 

Certainly we need to recognize the Holy Spirit as a person, but to do 
so is to recognize his distinctive role in the triune relationship. While the 
scripture is clear about directly addressing our prayer to God the Father 
and to the Son, there is no instance of prayer directed to the Spirit. 
Historically, there are few instances of prayer to the Spirit.28 This is 
because in the triune relationship, the Holy Spirit, as Yves Congar puts it 
in his magisterial study on the Holy Spirit, is always the one who points 
us to the Father and the Son. The Spirit is the person “without a personal 
face.”29 The Spirit’s role as the third person in the divine economy of 
salvation is not to draw attention to himself, but to point us to the Son. 
The Spirit is glorified precisely when Christ is glorified.  
                                                           
25 See commentaries by F. F. Bruce, Second Corinthians, New Century Bible 
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), in loc.; Jan Lambrecht, SJ, 
Second Corinthians (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 1999), in loc. 
26 Colin Kruse, Second Corinthians, Tyndale series (Leicester: IVP, 1971), p. 
224. 
27 See Gordon Fee, First Corinthians, New International Commentary of the 
New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987) in loc. 
28 The classic study of Josef A. Jungmann, The Place of Christ in Liturgical 
Prayers, trans. A. Peeler (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1965, 1989), p. 221 
shows that prayers to the Holy Spirit “attained significance only in Armenia (p. 
221). They are rarely found elsewhere, such as in the Byzantine liturgies from the 
seventeenth century (p. 84). They are found most frequently in prayers addressed 
to the Holy Trinity, and are motivated by the concern to protect the equality of 
the Spirit with the Father and the Son (pp. 220-21).  
29 Ives Congar, I Believe in the Holy Spirit, III (New York: Seabury, 1983), p. 5. 
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Again, when Cho refers to speaking in tongues as speaking the 
language of the Spirit, he sees it as the language of personal 
communication and intimacy with the Holy Spirit.30 But is this the way 
the scripture understands glossolalia? Glossolalia, as I have argued in my 
book Pentecostal Theology and the Christian Spiritual Tradition, is 
indeed the language of intimacy. But intimacy with whom? The intimacy 
is not with the Spirit, but with God the Father to whom we speak by the 
indwelling Spirit “with unutterable groanings” (cf. Rom 8:26). It is the 
Spirit who creates the intimacy between the believers and God the 
Father. The Spirit, as Augustine tells us, is the bond of love between the 
Father and the Son. He is also the bond of love between the children of 
God and their heavenly Father. The Spirit is the one who dwells within 
us to enable us to address God as “Abba, Father” (Rom 8:15). 

Unless we recognize the distinctive role of the Spirit in relation to 
the Father and the Son as revealed in the scripture, there is a danger of 
giving to the Spirit an independent status and to divorce the work of the 
Spirit from the Father and the Son. The result, as the history of the 
church has shown, can be an unbridled enthusiasm that places a special 
premium on extraordinary phenomenon and supernaturalistic 
manifestations. It is a short way to making special manifestations of the 
Spirit an independent object of interest. I am not saying that Cho is guilty 
of this. On other occasions Cho’s understanding of the Spirit comes 
closer to the truth, as when he rightly understands the Spirit as the one 
who brings to us the love of God and the grace of Jesus Christ, or, when 
he says, “God wants us to have intimate fellowship with Him through the 
Holy Spirit.”31 Unfortunately such understandings are not developed in 
his discussion on the Holy Spirit. 

The problem of Cho’s pneumatology is that it suffers from a lack of 
precision, with the result that the personal work of the Spirit is 
misconstrued. Cho’s point seems to be that because the Holy Spirit is a 
person, therefore, we ought to have the same relationship with him as we 
have with the Father and the Son. 32  This is to misunderstand the 
trinitarian relationship as revealed in the scripture. The problem with 
Cho’s construal of the Spirit will become apparent when we examine his 
teaching of the “threefold blessing.” A more nuanced pneumatology 
could have been derived by attending more closely to the language of the 
scripture and to the historic teachings of the Church.  
                                                           
30 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 132. 
31 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 132. 
32 Born to Be Blessed (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1993), p. 14. 
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IV. The Fivefold Gospel and Threefold Blessing 

 
The fivefold gospel with a threefold blessing is a central motif in 

Cho’s preaching, but it is also the most controversial. Its centrality can be 
seen in the fact that Cho regards the threefold blessing as an intrinsic part 
of the “full gospel.” As he puts it, the “truths of these threefold blessings 
of Christ are the foundation stones which formed my faith” and “the 
philosophical basis for my preaching of the gospel.”33 Cho finds support 
for the threefold blessing in the Abrahamic promise. God’s blessing of 
Abraham and the giving of that blessing to the gentiles is taken to mean 
that all Christians should receive the threefold blessing of salvation, 
health and wealth. But the locus classicus is 3 John 2: “Beloved, I wish 
above all things that thou mayest prosper and be in health, even as thy 
soul prospereth” (KJV).  

I think Cho is basically correct to see God’s blessing as not purely 
“spiritual.” There is much dualism underlying a “spiritualized” 
conception of the Christian life in much of Christian history that needs to 
be corrected. Salvation in the fullest sense includes the renewal of the 
physical realm. I think Cho is also right to see in the redemptive work of 
Jesus the reversal of the curse of original sin, and that God’s original 
blessing to Adam was not purely “spiritual” but had very much an earthly 
dimension. The relationship between the threefold blessing and the “full 
gospel” is well summed up in his book A Bible Study for New Christians: 
 

There are seven aspects of Full Gospel Faith. The doctrinal conversion 
of the message of the seven aspects of Full Gospel faith is now called 
the Fivefold Gospel. The applicational conversion is called the 
Threefold Blessing. As Christians, we can confirm through the 
Threefold Blessing the fruit of Christ’s redemption, the Fivefold 
Gospel.34  
 
I think Cho is again right in seeing pneumatology as undergirding 

the threefold blessing. 35  Cho believes that the Holy Spirit gives to 

                                                           
33 Salvation, Health and Prosperity, p. 5. 
34 A Bible Study for New Christians (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1997), p. 47.  
35 In the second volume of The Fourth Dimension, Cho begins his discussion 
with a chapter on the Holy Spirit, thus showing the centrality of pneumatology in 
the development of the threefold blessing. 
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believers “dreams and visions” to enable them to experience the blessing 
of Abraham in the threefold manner.  
 

Visions and glorious dreams are a part of our Christian walk. The Holy 
Spirit places them in our hearts to encourage us in our faith. All of a 
man’s activity is unfolded through his dreams…. Yes, the fundamental 
power to overcome hardships comes from having a dream in the 
heart…. You can be strong when you have a dream for a better 
tomorrow…. My prayer…is that you will have more abundantly 
according to the three-fold blessings of salvation and the five-fold 
message of the gospel.36 
 
The way by which the Spirit brings forth the threefold blessing is 

more fully elaborated in The Fourth Dimension. Cho believes that there 
is a spiritual realm, the “fourth dimension,” that controls the physical, 
three-dimensional world. It is a realm in which three distinct spirits can 
be identified: the Holy Spirit, the devil and the human spirit.37 
 

The spirit is the fourth dimension. Every human being is a spiritual 
being as well as a physical being. They have the fourth dimension as 
well as the third dimension in their hearts.… So men, by exploring their 
spiritual sphere of the fourth dimension through the development of 
concentrated visions and dreams in their imaginations, can brood over 
and incubate the third dimension, influencing and changing it.38 
 
But this ability to control the physical through the spiritual 

dimension can be done either through the evil spirit or the Holy Spirit. 
Cho believes that it is the former that accounts for the miracles in non-
Christian religions and philosophies.39 We, the Christians, however, “can 
link our spirit’s fourth dimension to the fourth dimension of the Holy 
Father—the Creator of the universe—we can have all the more dominion 
over circumstances.”40 The Holy Spirit does this by giving to us dreams 
and visions, and through “visualizing” them we could “incubate our 

                                                           
36 Born to Be Blessed, pp. 125-26. 
37  The Fourth Dimension: The Key to Putting Your Faith to Work for a 
Successful Life (Plainfield, NJ: Logos, 1979).  
38 Fourth Dimension, pp. 39-40. 
39 Fourth Dimension, p. 40. 
40 Fourth Dimension, p. 41. 
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future” and “hatch the results.”41 Cho is quick to point out that this is not 
a simple process, but requires us to speak the rhema-word which 
“releases Christ.”42 Rhema is a word from God: “a specific word to a 
specific person in a specific situation.”43 Rhema comes from “waiting 
upon the Lord.”44 Cho goes to great lengths to specify the conditions 
under which God’s rhema is received: the will needs to be surrendered to 
God; desires must be sanctified and “screened” by the written word of 
God; one must wait for God’s signal to move and be spiritually sensitive 
to God’s timing.45 One detects a robust asceticism which is characteristic 
of many traditional forms of spirituality. This is another commendable 
feature of Cho’s teaching that is often forgotten by many modern 
Charismatics looking for quick success in ministry. 

Cho’s threefold blessing—more precisely, the health and wealth 
components of it—is perhaps the least traditional aspect of an otherwise 
very traditional Pentecostal orthodoxy. One can understand why it has 
received considerable attention from both critics as well as sympathizers. 
The latter would often point out that Cho’s prosperity teaching should be 
understood in the context of poverty in Korea rather than in terms of the 
North American context where it has tended to be wedded to a 
consumerist culture.46 But it could be argued that if Cho’s teaching on the 
subject is contextual, so also is Kenneth Hagin’s. What makes the 
contextualization of Cho’s message right and the other wrong? What are 
the criteria by which we justify Cho’s teaching on prosperity and 
question Kenneth Hagin’s? Does the situation of poverty alone justify 
such a teaching? Are we to assume that there are no other options? These 
questions highlight the need for criteria other than sociological ones if 
Cho’s threefold blessing is to be properly evaluated.  

If we look into the history of the church we will see that the issue of 
poverty was also very real. The kind of prosperity that we know of today 
                                                           
41 Fourth Dimension, p. 44 
42 Fourth Dimension, p. 81. 
43 Fourth Dimension, p. 91. 
44 Fourth Dimension, pp. 97-100. 
45 Fourth Dimension, pp. 106-113. 
46 Papers presented in the first Youngsan International Theological Symposium 
in Hansei University, Gunpo, Korea in Sept 2002, under the theme, “Dr. Yonggi 
Cho’s Theology: A Theological Paradigm for the 21st Century.” See especially 
the articles by Allan Anderson (pp. 34-35) and Hwa Yung (pp. 98-100). The 
revised versions of these studies are now published in this issue of the journal. 
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was quite unknown in the ancient world and for much of human history. 
Why is it that the church in the past did not come up with the 
“prosperity” answer that seems to come so naturally to a number of 
modern Christians? We cannot rule out the fact that it is only in the 
modern world of mass production and distribution of goods that the 
prosperity teaching as it is understood today is made plausible. In other 
words, it is essentially a modern response to a modern situation and 
would not have been possible in the past. I am not saying that just 
because it is modern it is wrong; all I am saying is that we need at least to 
consider the wisdom of the ancient church and recognize other possible 
responses. One option in the past was the voluntary acceptance of 
poverty as a way of life. It is of interest to note that the acceptance of 
poverty was taught precisely in the context of mass poverty, whereas 
today, it is offered (quite rightly) as an antidote to a consumerist 
culture.47  

Another possible response has come from the Calvinist doctrine of 
vocation. According to Calvin, every person is given a calling by God 
and one must faithfully exercise oneself in his or her calling.48 Calvin 
makes no distinction between what we now call “full time” calling into 
the ministry and “secular” vocation. He recognizes the difference of 
callings, but insists that one is as much a divine calling as the other. 
There is no bifurcation of life into “sacred” and “secular.” It is this 
concept of calling that produced in the subsequent century what Max 
Weber calls the puritan work ethic which over time generated wealth.49 
But it must also be noted that the focus of the doctrine of vocation is not 
on wealth but on the need to be faithful to the divine calling. The fact that 
in time one becomes wealthy as a result of being diligent in the exercise 
of one’s calling is quite incidental. “Blessing” is never the focus of 
attention; it is only a by-product. Cho’s teaching, however, sometimes 
gives the impression of a fixation on “blessings” especially when 
blessings are seen as part and parcel of the “full gospel.” The problem is 
not the threefold blessing per se, as noted earlier, but the way it is 
understood in relation to the doctrine of the Spirit. 

In other words, besides learning from history, the threefold blessing 
needs to be evaluated according to theological criteria or, more 
specifically, the pneumatological criterion. Theologically, the real 
                                                           
47 E.g., Richard Foster, The Freedom of Simplicity (London: SPCK, 1981). 
48 Institutes of the Christian Religions 3.10.6. 
49 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott 
Partsons (New York: Charles Scribner’s, 1958), esp. 98-128. 
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problem with the threefold blessing is that it is set within an inadequate 
conception of salvation-history. This misconception of salvation-history 
is in turn due to a failure to understand the proper role of the Holy Spirit 
in the economy of salvation. What is needed in a more nuanced doctrine 
of the Spirit that steers between the extremes of an under-realized and an 
over-realized eschatology. In the Scripture, the Spirit is the “foretaste” of 
the new creation. What we have now is a “downpayment” not the 
fullness of the reality. We need to maintain the tension between the 
“already” and “not yet” if we are to maintain the threefold blessing 
biblically and with integrity. 50  In fact, this tension is implicit in the 
fivefold gospel. The fourth component of the fivefold gospel (namely 
“blessing”) must be seen in relation to the fifth component: the return of 
Christ and the fullness of the new creation. The presence of the Spirit 
now, is a reminder of the absent Christ.51 The basic mistake of Cho’s 
theology of the threefold blessing is that he sees it as confirming the 
fivefold gospel. What should be said is that the threefold blessing 
partially confirms the fivefold gospel. They are a foretaste of a reality 
that will only be fully realized at the second coming of Christ. This is 
what it means when the scripture refers to the Spirit as a “pledge” or 
“deposit” that guarantees the full inheritance which is still future (2 Cor 
1:22; 5:5; Eph 1:14). The fivefold gospel, therefore, cannot be simply 
resolved into the threefold blessing without distinguishing between 
present and future fulfillments. There is a dimension of the gospel, 
namely, the return of Christ and the full redemption of the body that lies 
in the future. The physical dimension of the divine blessing in this 
present age is given provisionally. If the provisional nature of divine 
blessing is recognized it would make a difference to the way it is applied. 
Take, for instance, the matter of prosperity. Although Cho acknowledges 
that there are “special reasons” for poverty, including the legitimacy of 
voluntary poverty, these are only given passing mention. Cho seems to 
think that if there is legitimate poverty in the Christian life, it is meant 
either to be temporary in order to test one’s faith or for a very small 
number of people who are given an exceptional calling, such as the 

                                                           
50 Cho acknowledges the present and future aspects of the kingdom of God, but 
in practice the accent falls almost exclusively on the present. See More Than 
Numbers (Waco, TX: Word, 1984), pp. 77-80.  
51 For a fuller account of this, see Douglas Farrow, Ascension and Ecclesia: On 
the Significance of the Doctrine of the Ascension for Ecclesiology and Christian 
Cosmology (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1999). 
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Apostle Paul.52 For all practical purposes, the positive reality is the only 
reality that matters; the negative reality is banished to the fringe of the 
Christian life, applicable only to a few exceptional cases. The “not yet” is 
virtually swallowed up by the “already.” This is not a faithful 
representation of biblical eschatology. 

The failure to take biblical eschatology seriously is seen again in the 
way Cho answers the question: why are not all healed? The reasons Cho 
gives are: 1) People do not wait on the Lord for the rhema to be given; 2) 
They are not right with God; 3) They must wait for God’s time; and 4) 
Sometimes God does not deliver us in order to accomplish a greater 
good, such as the salvation of others.53 Nowhere does Cho anticipate the 
possibility that God’s rhema—his specific word in a specific situation—
to a sick person may be: “Son/daughter, I am going to take you home in 
this illness.” (This was the case with Hezekiah’s illness in Isaiah 38.) The 
whole emphasis is on “thinking positively, thinking in terms of miracles 
and developing an orientation to success” as the conditions for receiving 
a rhema-word from God.54 How does such an emphasis square with the 
acknowledgment that healing is according to God’s sovereign will?55 
Does God’s rhema have no room for any results other than positive ones? 
While Cho in theory allows for God’s rhema to be decisive, in reality it 
is our own positive thinking that determines how God’s rhema will come 
to us. Properly understood, the rhema teaching could become a powerful 
means of opening up the Christian to a life described by Joyce Hugget as 
“listening to God” in life’s specific situations.56 This is how we can 
expect relationship with the personal, triune God to be; it is not just a 
matter of going by general principles and rules. The problem is not with 
Cho’s teaching on rhema as such, but rhema wedded to an over-realized 
eschatology. 

Another feature of the threefold blessing is that it tends to be applied 
selectively. For example, the environmental blessing that offsets the 
environmental curse is understood exclusively in social and 

                                                           
52 See Salvation, Health and Prosperity, pp. 55-56, 68. 
53 Fourth Dimension, pp. 100-104.  
54 Fourth Dimension, p. 151. 
55 Fourth Dimension, p. 101. 
56 Joyce Hugget, Listening to God (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1986), pp. 
28-31. A similar idea can be found in the seventeenth century spiritual writer 
Jean-Pierre de Caussade, The Sacrament of the Present Moment, trans. Kitty 
Muggerridge (New York: HarperCollins, 1989). 
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psychological terms; the ecological dimension is conspicuously missing. 
Speaking of the removal of the environmental curse he says, “we are 
removed from the curse of poverty; we are made rich.” 57 In place of the 
“thorns of hatred, anxiety, unrest, fear, and failure…our hearts will 
overflow with the ever flowing river of peace.” 58  This is clearly a 
selective understanding of environmental blessing. In Genesis the curse 
clearly covered the physical environment. Obviously, real thorns and 
thistles are not yet removed from the earth, although in recent years some 
“Third Wavers” are claiming that this is happening in certain parts of 
Latin America: the healing of the land is alleged to be taking place. But 
even if there is real healing of the physical earth as there is real healing of 
the physical body, such healings are at best “foretastes.”  

Much damage has been done when “divine healing” ministries 
highlight only the “already” but choose to remain silent about the “not 
yet.” Furthermore, when physical healing becomes the most prominent 
feature in the divine healing ministry, it will only raise false expectations 
and unresolved tensions. Pastorally, how are we to help people who 
come expecting healing but are not physically healed? Is there no place 
for a rhema from the Lord like Isaiah’s word to Hezekiah: “This is what 
the Lord says: Put your house in order, because you are going to die; you 
will not recover”? It is of interest to note that Hezekiah miraculously 
recovered after he prayed. But the consequences were grave. He became 
proud and callous (Isa 39, see esp. v. 8) and during that fifteen years of 
his extended life he sired Manasseh, one of the most wicked kings of 
Judah. When the starting-point of one’s theology is an over-realized 
eschatology, the question why all are not healed becomes an intractable 
problem. It is then rationalized away, sidestepped, soft-pedaled or 
ignored. Any responsible answer to this question must begin with a 
pneumatology that takes full cognizance of the provisional nature of the 
present age—the age of the Spirit between Pentecost and the Parousia.  

 
 

V. An Evaluation 
 
A congregation that continues to grow for the last forty years to 

become the largest in the world needs some explaining, even if one does 
not believe that size is proof of soundness. One way to account for the 
continuing dynamism of the Yoido Full Gospel Church is in terms of 
                                                           
57 Bible Study, p. 63. 
58 Bible Study, p. 64. 
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Bruce Reed’s “oscillation theory.” 59  Dynamic religions go through a 
pattern of oscillating between what Reed calls “intra-dependence” and 
“extra-dependence.” Intra-dependence is a phase in which believers are 
engaged in institutional religion with a sense of self-assurance, while 
extra-dependence refers to the sense of dependence on something outside 
of oneself for sustenance. The oscillation between the two is what he 
calls “process,” while the attempt to give meaning to or “institutionalize” 
the process is what he calls “movement.” There is a “symbiotic” 
relationship between “process” and “movement”: “Movement gives form 
to process; process gives life to movement.” Movement serves as 
“container” to what is “contained,” that is the “process.”60 What we see 
in Cho’s approach to “church growth” is to keep this oscillation pattern 
on-going with the emphasis on continuous revival (“revival is 365 days”) 
and a cell-group structure in which this revival finds meaningful 
expression.  

But what sort of pneumatology is implied in Cho’s attempt to 
maintain the 365-day-a-year revival? Surprisingly, it is the classical 
Pentecostal belief in baptism in the Spirit as a subsequent work of the 
Spirit distinct from the work of conversion, and evidenced by speaking in 
tongues, followed by continuous fellowship with the Spirit. The Spirit 
provides the dynamic for the implementation of his distinctive ordo 
salutis (that is, the fivefold gospel and threefold blessing). Cho faithfully 
keeps to this position, even though this classical Pentecostal belief is 
being questioned everywhere.61 Cho maintains the classical position and 

                                                           
59 I am indebted to David Reed for the application of the oscillation theory in 
another context. See his “From Movement to Institution: A Case Study of 
Charismatic Renewal in the Anglican Church of Canada” (Summary of the 
Proceedings of the Forty-Fifth Annual Conference of the American Theological 
Library Association, June 1991), pp. 173-94. 
60 Bruce D. Reed, The Dynamics of Religion: Process and Movement in Christian 
Churches (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1978), p. 121. 
61 While most Protestant Charismatics have rejected the classical Pentecostal 
distinctive, nonetheless most of them seem to have glossolalia as a central 
experience—some kind of “initial evidence” experience. See Henry I. Lederle, 
“Initial Evidence and the Charismatic Movement: An Ecumenical Appraisal,” in 
Initial Evidence: Historical and Biblical Perspectives on the Pentecostal 
Doctrine of Spirit Baptism, ed. Gary G. McGee (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson 
Press, 1991), pp. 131-41 (132). Studies on Charismatics in different contexts 
seem to confirm this observation. See We Believe In the Holy Spirit: A Report by 
the Doctrine Commission of the General Synod of the Church of England 
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insists on its being faithfully implemented especially among his key 
people: the cell group leaders. Cho’s stance has demonstrated the 
practical viability of the classical Pentecostal belief, even though that 
belief may not have been adequately expressed in the classical 
Pentecostal statements of faith or convincingly explained by traditional 
advocates.62 I consider the stance Cho takes as the greatest strength of his 
practical pneumatology. 

On the other hand, there is a danger that a practical pneumatology 
could easily become a pragmatic pneumatology when it is not properly 
developed under the strict control of the scripture and the scrutiny of the 
larger church. This danger comes through quite clearly in Cho’s many 
writings. There is a tendency to encourage the cultivation of certain 
virtues with the aim of gaining practical results. Some of them are:  

1) Humility and obedience will bring blessings.63  
2) When we have “special faith” we are “bound to” experience 

miracles.64 
3) Perseverance in faith and prayer, speaking affirmatively rather 

than negatively, forgiveness of each other will bring God’s 
miracles into one’s life.65 

4) We need to wait upon the Lord for his rhema in order to have 
real success.66 

This is not to deny that humility, perseverance, etc. will bring 
blessings. After all, the Bible does tell us that God will exalt those who 
humble themselves. The problem is that unless we consciously make the 
effort to distinguish between the aim and the result of an action, the two 
can very easily be confused. We are to be humble, not in order to be 
blessed, but because this is what we are meant to be: followers of the 

                                                                                                                       
(London: Church House Publishing, 1993), pp. 26, 27 and Reed, “From 
Movement to Institution,” p. 187, cf. p. 191.  
62  In my book Pentecostal Theology and the Christian Spiritual Tradition 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000) I have argued that the classical 
Pentecostal position in fact makes good sense in the light of the larger Christian 
spiritual tradition..  
63 Born to Be Blessed, pp. 23-33. 
64 Born to Be Blessed, p. 38. 
65 Born to Be Blessed, pp. 41-46. 
66 The Fourth Dimension, pp. 97-100. 
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One who humbled himself and became obedient unto death. Blessing is a 
result but not what we aim at.67 

The main weakness in Cho’s pneumatology lies precisely at the 
point where he introduces his own distinctive teachings into the “full 
gospel,” namely, the “blessing” in the fivefold gospel. It is a moot point 
whether Cho’s peculiar teaching on the person Holy Spirit in relation to 
the Trinity (see III above) is the cause or result of his peculiar teaching of 
the threefold blessing. What is certain is that when pneumatology hangs 
loose from the doctrine of the Trinity, the Spirit begins to take a life of 
his own instead of being seen in relation to the triune economy of 
salvation.  

The Spirit is God’s distinctive gift to the church between the 
ascension and the parousia. This is the period of redemptive history 
characterized by what Farrow calls “the ascension/parousia differential” 
in which the Spirit takes the place of the absent Christ. 68  It is the 
“interim” between Christ’s bodily departure and bodily return. The chief 
characteristic of this age is that the Spirit brings the past and the future 
together in the present; it is an age in which the church, especially in the 
eucharistic celebration, engages in anamesis and epiclesis, i.e., in 
remembering what Christ had done and in anticipating the fuller reality at 
the parousia through the Spirit. In short, in these acts the Spirit holds the 
“already” of Christ’s redemptive work and the “not yet” of Christ’s 
return in a healthy tension in the present age. The problem begins when 
the tension is resolved in favor of either the “not yet” or the “already.” 
Too much emphasis on the “not yet” produces an under-realized 
eschatology; the Spirit’s work is collapsed into the work of the Son, 
making it indistinguishable from Christ’s. Too much emphasis on the 
“already” produces an over-realized eschatology. The mission of the 
Spirit then becomes separated from the mission of the Son.  

The problem in Cho’s pneumatology, as I have pointed out, is that 
the tension is resolved in favor of an over-realized eschatology. The 
                                                           
67 A similar tendency can be seen in Benny Hinn: one fasts and prays in order to 
get “the anointing.” See his The Anointing (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1992). 
68 Ascension and Ecclesia, p. 46. It should be noted that Farrow’s concern lies 
elsewhere: he is more concerned with showing the difference between salvation-
history and world-history and to rebut a common tendency in modern theology of 
making the Spirit’s work in the world and in the church indistinguishable. In 
other words, while modern theology seeks to dissolve the ‘spatial’ differential 
between the church and world, Cho’s pneumatology (and this is also generally 
true of the “signs and wonder” movement), by contrast, seeks to dissolve the 
temporal differential between the “now” and the “then.”  
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Spirit’s person and work become an object of special attention. This is 
encapsulated in his designation of the Holy Spirit as “my senior partner.” 
Cho sees mission as essentially a partnership between the Christian and 
the Holy Spirit as the senior partner. This means that one follows the 
“dreams and visions” of the Spirit. “If you want to work with the Holy 
Spirit you must speak His language, the language of visions and 
dreams.”69 The issue is not the process of dreaming and visualizing, but 
what is being dreamed and visualized: it is the unlimited possibilities 
contained in the gospel of the threefold blessing of salvation, health and 
wealth. Cho’s fivefold gospel and threefold blessing will continue to 
generate controversy and suspicion unless the eschatological tension is 
restored; and it can be restored only if his pneumatology is re-rooted in 
trinitarian theology and sound biblical eschatology.  

Cho, however, consciously eschews theological categories and opts 
for the language of the practitioner of the faith. One could argue that this 
is the only way to communicate to the “populace” effectively—which is 
true. But however popular we make our presentation, if we value truth, a 
measure of conceptual precision is needed to undergird our practical 
teaching. This is what I find lacking in Cho’s teachings. This lack of 
conceptual precision has two serious consequences.  

First, some of Cho’s teachings are easily misunderstood because 
they are not well integrated into the broader framework of his own 
teaching. Many of Cho’s critics miss the mark because they fail to take 
this fact into account. As a result, Cho has been accused of false 
teachings that he may not have intended to teach. Dave Hunt and T. A. 
McMahon, for example, see Cho’s visualization technique as a case of 
shamanism.70 But Cho has explicitly distinguished between those who 
are linked to the Holy Spirit and those who are linked to the devil in the 
“fourth dimension,” and this must surely provide a context for 
understanding his visualization technique.  

Cho also recognizes a third possibility, namely, the capacity of the 
human spirit to operate in the fourth dimension apart from either the 
Holy Spirit or evil spirits (the “unconscious”).71 While I do not think that 
visualization as such can be equated with shamanism in light of the larger 
                                                           
69 A Call in the Night, Sermon series 1 (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1983, 2002), p. 83.  
70  Dave Hunt and T. A. McMahon, The Seduction of Christianity (Eugene, 
Oregon: Christian Life Publications, 1986). The authors simply lump together all 
forms of “visualization” techniques as dabbling in the territory of the devil (pp. 
112-31). 
71 The Fourth Dimension, pp. 41-43. 
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context of the Christian spiritual tradition, it does not mean that there is 
no danger either. If there is a case for the charge of shamanism it is not in 
the technique of visualization per se, but in the control that one is 
tempted to exercise over the objects visualized. In Cho’s case, the 
temptation to control is perhaps much greater, especially when the 
objects are invariably concerned with “blessings.” There needs to be 
adequate safeguards when one delves into the spiritual realm, whether 
Christian or non-Christian. Without an adequate conceptual framework 
to make these safeguards explicit—here we can learn much from men 
like Ignatius Loyola and Jonathan Edwards to “discern the spirits”—the 
possibility of abuse of power will always be present and the charge of 
shamanism will not easily go away.  

Perhaps a more pertinent example is when Cho says that rhema 
“releases Jesus” or use some such terms that seem to suggest the human 
ability to control God. This could easily be misconstrued as quasi-
magical and another piece of evidence of shamanistic influence. But Cho 
also tells us that rhema comes to those who are sensitized to the Holy 
Spirit through long waiting upon God. What he is saying, then, is not 
very different from the Desert Fathers, who believe that through close 
communion with God, one may be given a special prophetic word 
suitable for a specific occasion.72 Again, what I find lacking is an explicit 
theology that links rhema to a holistic spirituality that safeguards the use 
of rhema.  

Another consequence of theological imprecision is that some seeking 
to replicate his success might easily turn his teachings into “formulas for 
success” without considering the larger spiritual context in which these 
teachings are set. The rhema-word is a good example of a practice that 
can be easily abused (e.g., the Kansas City prophets). There is no 
assurance that the controls that keep Cho’s practical pneumatology from 
becoming purely pragmatic (such as his own personal integrity) will 
function effectively with those who try to replicate his strategy for 
success. This is why it is necessary for those controls to be consciously 
built in as part of a coherent theology. E.g., a proper theology of the 
threefold blessing must include, among other things, some warning of 
possible abuse (especially in the light of the human propensity to love 
things above God), and the recognition of the place of poverty and 

                                                           
72  Kallistos Ware, “The Spiritual Father in Orthodox Christianity,” in Spiritual 
Direction: Contemporary Readings, ed. Kevin G. Culligan, O.C.D. (Locus Valley, 
NY: Living Flame Press, 1983), pp. 21-23. 
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sickness as part of a holistic spirituality within the context of a sound, 
biblical eschatology.  

 
 

VI. Conclusion 
 
When I began the study of Cho’s pneumatology, I must confess to 

having strong reservations about it. My previous view of Cho had been 
formed more by what I had read about him than what I had read by him. 
But after going through many of his writings, my earlier reservations 
have been considerably reduced, but not entirely removed. I am hopeful 
that a strong underlying spirituality, expressed in terms of the classical 
Pentecostal doctrine of Spirit-baptism, continuous in-filling of the Spirit, 
and a rigorous spiritual discipline,73 could serve as a safeguard against 
abuses, but it needs to be made explicit and brought directly to bear on 
his threefold blessing. But I still have my remaining reservations. They 
have to do with a pneumatology that is so loosely conceived that it 
threatens to overwhelm the orthodox trinitarian doctrine, and an 
eschatology that tends to swallow up the future. I am also confident that 
within Cho’s overall scheme of things the threat can be overcome and the 
tendency corrected, but unless they are actually overcome and corrected 
my reservations will remain.  

 
73 I have not discussed this third element at length as it is not directly pertinent to 
this paper. 
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Allan Anderson 
 
 

Introduction 
 
The work of Dr. David (Paul) Yonggi Cho and the Yoido Full 

Gospel Church (YFGC) is known all over the world. Why this single 
congregation has been more effective in reaching Korean people than 
most others (if not all others) have been is due to several factors, of which 
the work of the Holy Spirit in this church is surely the most significant. 
In this article, I analyze how the context of Korea has affected the appeal 
of the message of Yonggi Cho, depending mostly on the eighteen books 
written by Cho (in English) in my possession, two visits to Korea, and 
working with Korean graduate students over eight years. Although Cho’s 
books are devotional and inspirational rather than theological, I 
concentrate on those writings that deal with Cho’s own context of Korea 
and attempt to draw out how his implicit theology may be regarded as 
“contextual.” He writes mainly about his understanding of the Bible and 
his own experiences as a pastor, but sometimes refers to the context in 
which these experiences and understanding were developed. His books 
abound with biblical illustrations and teaching, but he develops his 
theology in a particular context. It is important that Pentecostals in 
different parts of the world realize the important role of the “freedom in 
the Spirit” to formulate, often unconsciously, a theology that has 
meaning for people in different life situations, and Cho’s theology is a 
leading example of this. This contextual pneumatology is one of the most 
important features of Pentecostalism and is often overlooked. 
                                                           
1 This is a revised version of a paper presented at the Youngsan International 
Theological Symposium, Hansei University, Goonpo, Korea in September 2002 
and published as “The Contribution of David Yonggi Cho to a Contextual 
Theology in Korea,” Journal of Pentecostal Theology 12:1 (October 2003), pp. 
87-107. 
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In my research and work among Pentecostals in southern Africa I 
have found that theology is more than written, academic theology; it is 
also to be found in the preaching, rituals and practices of churches that 
have contextualized Christianity in such a way as to make it really 
meaningful to ordinary people. This “enacted theology” or “theology in 
practice” is found in Pentecostalism all over the world, 2  and Cho’s 
theology will be evaluated from this perspective. One of the main reasons 
for the phenomenal growth of Pentecostalism has been its remarkable 
ability to adapt itself to different cultural and social contexts and give 
authentically contextualized expressions to Christianity. Pentecostalism 
is inherently adaptable to contextualization: the vibrancy, enthusiasm, 
spontaneity and spirituality for which Pentecostals are so well known and 
their willingness to address problems of sickness, poverty, 
unemployment, loneliness, evil spirits and sorcery has directly 
contributed to this growth. We see these features in the ministry of David 
Yonggi Cho. 
 
 

1. The Importance of Contextualization 
 
Missiologists have promoted “indigenization” for a long time, and 

Pentecostal scholars like Melvin Hodges have written profoundly about 
an “indigenous church.” 3  These terms have become somewhat 
anachronistic because they assume that the gospel message and Christian 
theology is the same in all cultures and contexts, and they tend to relate 
this “constant” Christian message to so-called “traditional” cultures. The 
idea of a self-supporting, self-governing and self-propagating church has 
been an important feature of many Pentecostal missions. 
“Contextualization,” on the other hand, assumes that every theology is 
shaped by its particular context, and must be so to be relevant and 
meaningful. It relates the Christian message to all social contexts and 
cultures, especially including those undergoing rapid change. The ideas 
of “contextual theologies” were first formulated in the World Council of 

                                                           
2  Allan Anderson, Zion and Pentecost: The Spirituality and Experience of 
Pentecostal and Zionist/ Apostolic Churches in South Africa (Pretoria: University 
of South Africa Press, 2000), p. 2; Allan Anderson, African Reformation: African 
Initiated Christianity in the Twentieth Century (Trenton, NJ & Asmara, Eritrea: 
Africa World Press, 2001), p. 217. 
3  Melvin L. Hodges, The Indigenous Church (Springfield, MO: Gospel 
Publishing House, 1953) 
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Churches in 1972.4 In the West, particularly in North America where the 
evangelical/ ecumenical divide was most acute, these ideas were more 
difficult for evangelicals to accept, although many of them had used 
different words to describe the same ideas, some speaking of a “deeper 
indigenization” or words to that effect. The rise of particular contextual 
theologies like “liberation theology” in Latin America, “Black theology” 
among African Americans and South Africans, and “Minjung theology” 
in Korea increased evangelical concerns that this new trend in theology 
would lead to “syncretism” and a placing of the social context above 
God’s revelation in the Bible. But gradually, evangelical scholars like 
Charles Kraft and David Hesselgrave began to give prominence to the 
importance of culture. 5  Kraft spoke of “the constant message in 
alternative forms,” and of “dynamic-equivalence theologizing,” and that 
“all theologizing is culture-bound interpretation and communication of 
God’s revelation.”6 

All theologies are contextual theologies, but we should not confuse 
the essential and universal aspects of the Christian message from the 
local, contextual ones. 7  Lesslie Newbigin writes that “every 
communication of the gospel is already culturally conditioned,” but 
reminds us that the gospel “is not an empty form into which everyone is 
free to pour his or her own content,” but that the content of the gospel is 
“Jesus Christ in the fullness of his ministry, death, and resurrection.”8 
Evangelicals now more readily accept the importance of 
contextualization. Gilliland defines the goal of “contextualization” as “to 
enable, insofar as it is humanly possible, an understanding of what it 
means that Jesus Christ, the Word, is authentically experienced in each 
and every human situation.”9 He says that the Christian message must be 
                                                           
4 “Mission as Contextualization,” in Readings in World Mission, ed. Norman 
Thomas (London: SPCK, 1995), pp. 169-184 (175).  
5 Charles H. Kraft, Christianity in Culture (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1979); David 
Hesselgrave, Communicating Christ Cross-Culturally (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1978). 
6 Kraft, Christianity in Culture, pp. 257, 291. 
7 David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1991), p. 423. 
8 Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (London: SPCK, 1989), pp. 
142, 152-53. 
9  Dean Gilliland, “Contextualization,” in Evangelical Dictionary of World 
Missions, eds. A. Scott Moreau, Harold Netland, and Charles Van Engen (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker, 2000), p. 225. 
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proclaimed in the framework of the worldview of the particular people to 
whom it is addressed, it must emphasize those parts of the message that 
answer their particular questions and needs, and it must be expressed 
through the medium of their own cultural gifts. In assessing Cho’s 
theology, these considerations are very important, as we cannot try to 
understand his ministry from a western perspective. Culture and 
worldview, of necessity, include religious beliefs; and in a discussion of 
a “contextual” theology we cannot avoid questions of religious pluralism, 
especially in a country like Korea. Cho’s theology must be assessed from 
the perspective of the post Korean War context in which it was shaped. 

Christianity in general and Pentecostalism in particular had taken on 
a distinctive form in Korea, quite different from that found in the West. 
Observers who have tried to emphasize the “North American” nature of 
Pentecostalism throughout the world or the “Americanization” of 
Christianity in Korea and elsewhere often miss this important fact. 
Creative innovations and the selective transformation of foreign symbols 
are constantly occurring and naturally, a synthesizing process takes place 
as a new form of Christianity like Pentecostalism interacts with older 
Korean religions like shamanism and Buddhism. For example, the prayer 
mountain movement in Korea is well known, and YFGC has its own 
prayer mountain near the border of North Korea. There are now hundreds 
of Christian prayer mountains all over South Korea. Mountains and hills 
as places of spiritual retreat and pilgrimage have been a characteristic of 
Korean religions for centuries. Beliefs in the mountain as the place to 
which God descends,10 are not only part of Korean tradition but are also 
ideas fully at home in the Old Testament. Buddhist temples are usually 
built on mountainsides and Korean cemeteries are found on hills outside 
residential areas. Traditionally, the many mountains of Korea were 
believed to be places where good spirits lived, and both shamans and 
ordinary pilgrims would receive power from the particular spirit on each 
mountain. At the risk of oversimplification, the prayer mountain 
movement may be said to be a culturally relevant form of Christian 
practice that reflects the ancient spirituality of Korean people. Similarly, 
Korean people suffering from their accumulated grief or han seek healing 
and “blessings” from traditional shamans to alleviate their deep pain, 
such as in the years following the Korean War or more recently, during 
the IMF crisis. The fact that a prominent part of Cho’s message is to 

                                                           
10  Sunghoon Myung, “Spiritual Dimension of Church Growth as Applied in 
Yoido Full Gospel Church” (Ph.D. dissertation, Fuller Theological Seminary, 
1990), p. 156. 
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proclaim that God brings “blessings” and healings is a contextual 
message for Korean people that is readily accepted. These are two 
examples of how Korean Christianity is contextualized by taking the 
good practices of ancient religions and transforming them with new 
Christian meanings. 
 
 

2. Cho’s Detractors 
 
Yonggi Cho has been seriously criticized by various writers, 

especially those for whom the idea of contextualization is rejected or 
unknown. Some of the earliest criticisms were indirect and from within 
the US Assemblies of God, where Gordon Fee criticized the “alien 
gospel” of the “cult of prosperity” in the official magazine The 
Pentecostal Evangel. In 1980, the General Presbytery of the Assemblies 
of God officially condemned the “positive confession” teaching 
increasing in the USA at this time through the work of Kenneth Hagin 
and others.11 None of these documents mentioned Cho, but its criticisms 
were directed at the “wealth and health” movement in the USA. On the 
contrary, in the years 1967-2000, The Pentecostal Evangel published at 
least twenty-eight articles by or about Yonggi Cho.12 Later, Assemblies 
of God college professor Terris Neuman published an article condemning 
the “Word-Faith” movement and directly linking Cho to it.13 Criticisms 
also came from US evangelicals in 1985, when Dave Hunt and T. A. 
McMahon published The Seduction of Christianity, where Cho is 
accused of such fantastic charges as being part of “sorcery” and 
“occultism,” 14  of supporting “Eastern mysticism,” 15  of reviving the 

                                                           
11  Gordon D. Fee, “The ‘Gospel’ of Prosperity: An Alien Gospel,” The 
Pentecostal Evangel (June 24 1979), pp. 4-8; General Presbytery of the 
Assemblies of God, “The Believer and Positive Confession,” The Pentecostal 
Evangel (November 16, 1980), pp. 8-11, 18-20. 
12  Information gleaned from the website of the Flower Pentecostal Heritage 
Center (http://agheritage.org/research/periodicalsearch.cfm), checked: July 3, 
2002. 
13  H. Terris Neuman, “Cultic Origins of Word-Faith Theology within the 
Charismatic Movement,” Pneuma: The Journal of the Society for Pentecostal 
Studies 12:1 (Spring 1990), pp. 32-55. 
14  Dave Hunt and T. A. McMahon, The Seduction of Christianity: Spiritual 
Discernment in the Last Days (Eugene, OR: Harvest House, 1985), pp. 20, 33, 
102, 143-145. 
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ancient art of shamanism,16 and of promoting the teaching of “mind-
science cults,” 17  all this based on a western misinterpretation of 
“visualization.”18 Hunt and McMahon suggest that Cho’s teachings came 
from the prosperity gospel in the USA, and back through Robert Schuller 
and Kenneth Hagin to the “positive thinking” of Norman Vincent Peale, 
Jungian psychology, Christian Science, Mormonism, and Scientology—
all these declared to be evidence of a “New Age” conspiracy.19 Other 
evangelical scholars like Da Silva and Daniel McConnell (who called 
this a “different gospel”) repeated Hunt and Mahon’s criticisms in 
different forms.20 These allegations could be simply discounted if many 
evangelicals (including Presbyterians in Korea) had not taken it so 
seriously. Some of the presuppositions behind this “New Age” 
conspiracy theory and especially those of McConnell have been more 
recently exposed and refuted. 21  However, in keeping with most 
evangelicals, Cho expressly rejects Jungian psychology that leads to 
belief in the inherent goodness of humanity and the “humanistic 
theology” of Schleiermacher and other modern theologians, 22  ideas 
prevalent in the “positive thinking” school. 

A second form of critique came from more “liberal” theologians and 
included such famous names as Walter Hollenweger and Harvey Cox. 
The first critical study of Cho was conducted by Minjung theologian 
Kwang-sun (David) Suh and published by the Christian Academy of 

                                                                                                                       
15 Hunt & McMahon, Seduction of Christianity, p. 111. 
16 Hunt & McMahon, Seduction of Christianity, p. 123. 
17 Hunt & McMahon, Seduction of Christianity, p. 139. 
18 Hunt & McMahon, Seduction of Christianity, p. 113. 
19 Hunt & McMahon, Seduction of Christianity, pp. 24-25. 
20  Antonio Barbosa da Silva, “The ‘Theology of Success’ Movement: A 
Comment,” Themelios 11:3 (April 1986), pp. 91-92 (91); Daniel R. McConnell, A 
Different Gospel: A Historical and Biblical Analysis of the Faith Movement 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1988). 
21 Dale H. Simmons, E.W. Kenyon and the Postbellum Pursuit of Peace, Power, 
and Plenty (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow, 1997); Geir Lie, “E.W. Kenyon: Cult 
Founder or Evangelical Minister?,” EPTA Bulletin 16 (1996), pp. 71-86; Geir 
Lie, “The Theology of E.W. Kenyon: Plain Heresy or within the Boundaries of 
Pentecostal-Charismatic ‘Orthodoxy’?,” Pneuma: The Journal of the Society for 
Pentecostal Studies 22:1 (Spring 2000), pp. 85-114. 
22 The Fourth Dimension, vol. 2 (South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, 1983), 
pp. 52-53, 79. 
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Korea in 1981.23 These scholars did not as much accuse Cho of false or 
“heretical” teaching as to suggest a positive link between Cho’s theology 
and Korean shamanism. In this respect, these scholars might regard Cho 
as “contextual.” An entire chapter of Hollenweger’s 1997 book 
Pentecostalism is entitled “Korea: the oral shamanistic culture in 
Pentecostal transformation.” 24  Hollenweger acknowledges that the 
chapter is “heavily based” on the writings of his former PhD student at 
the University of Birmingham and Korean Presbyterian missionary in 
Kenya, Boo-woong Yoo.25 Yoo’s doctoral thesis was published in 1988 
as Korean Pentecostalism: Its History and Theology, and is not about 
Pentecostalism in its present form, but is a reflection on earlier revival 
movements, the “Korean Pentecost” of 1907 and the mystical 
“pentecostal movement” of the 1930s. The only mention of YFGC and 
Cho is indirect in a quotation from Suh’s critique.26 It is incredible that 
this academic work on “Korean Pentecostalism” only once briefly 
mentions the YFGC, the most visible and influential representative of 
Pentecostalism in Korea, and it mainly devotes itself to a discussion of 
the relationship between the Korean revival movement in the 
Presbyterian and Methodist churches and Minjung theology. At the end 
of his work, Yoo also makes a short reference to the need for “a 
pentecostal exploration of Shamanism.”27 At the same time that Yoo was 
doing his research in Birmingham, Jae-bum Lee did a very different Ph.D. 
study at Fuller Theological Seminary in the USA. The first academic 
work by a Korean Pentecostal in the English language, Lee’s thesis has 
set the pattern for many that followed, particularly his including the early 
twentieth century revival movement as “Pentecostal” and using revival 
leaders Sun-ju Kil, Ik-doo Kim and Yong-do Yi as paradigmatic of 
Korean Pentecostalism. 28  He draws attention to the fact that Korean 
                                                           
23 Myung Soo Park, “David Yonggi Cho and International Pentecostal 
Movements,” Journal of Pentecostal Theology 12:1 (October 2003), pp. 107-128 
(109).  
24 Walter J. Hollenweger, Pentecostalism: Origins and Developments Worldwide 
(Peabody: Hendrickson, 1997), pp. 99-105. 
25 Hollenweger, Pentecostalism, p. 99 n.1. 
26 Boo-woong Yoo, Korean Pentecostalism: Its History and Theology (Frankfurt 
am Main: Peter Lang, 1988), p. 206. 
27 Yoo, Korean Pentecostalism, p. 223. 
28 Jae-bum Lee, “Pentecostal Type Distinctives and Korean Protestant Church 
Growth” (Ph.D. dissertation, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, 1986), pp. 
180-86. 
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revivalism has always been accompanied by what he calls “Pentecostal 
type experiences” including Spirit baptism, healing, miracles and 
exorcism.29 

Several western writers suggest that Korean Pentecostals in general 
and YFGC in particular have succeeded because they have combined 
Christianity with shamanism. Yoo’s doctoral supervisor Walter 
Hollenweger was probably the first to do so. A footnote declares that the 
“famous Korean Pentecostal pastor Paul Yonggi Cho… could be 
considered a Pentecostal Shaman par excellence.”30  He suggests that 
Korean Pentecostalism should be interpreted “with the categories of a 
Shamanistic culture” rather than from historical and theological 
categories imposed from outside.31 Harvey Cox also takes up this theme 
in his Fire from Heaven in a chapter on Korean Pentecostalism (with 
particular reference to YFGC) entitled “Shamans and Entrepreneurs: 
Primal Spirituality on the Asian Rim.”32 He too acknowledges the thesis 
of Boo-woong Yoo in his bibliographical notes at the end.33 In what is 
now a well known passage, Cox says that in his opinion the YFGC 
“involves a massive importation of shamanistic practice into a Christian 
ritual.” 34  All of this is to support his overarching theory of 
Pentecostalism as “primal spirituality” that permeates his book. Cox 
assumes that religions succeed when they possess “two capabilities”: 
first, to include and absorb the “old” religions (in this case, shamanism), 
and second, to prepare people for living in a rapidly changing world. He 
declares, “Both of these key ingredients are present in Korean 
Pentecostalism.”35 

Cho does not dispute Cox’s second point, as he writes of the rapid 
changes in the world that are “not necessarily obstacles but 
opportunities.” He says, “The church cannot be a victim of change; she 
must be a guiding light in the midst of change.”36 He sees his “cell group 
                                                           
29 Lee, “Pentecostal Type Distinctives,” p. 169. 
30 Hollenweger, Pentecostalism, p. 100 n. 2. 
31 Hollenweger, Pentecostalism, p. 104. 
32 Harvey Cox, Fire from Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal Spirituality and the 
Reshaping of Religion in the Twenty-First Century (London: Cassell, 1996), pp. 
213-41. 
33 Cox, Fire from Heaven, p. 328. 
34 Cox, Fire from Heaven, p. 226. 
35 Cox, Fire from Heaven, p. 219. 
36 More than Numbers (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1984), p. 134. 
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system” with its use of women leaders as one way of accomplishing this 
relevance in the midst of rapid social change. 37  But Cox’s most 
controversial passage is probably the following: “One of the key reasons 
for Korean Pentecostalism’s extraordinary growth is its unerring ability 
to absorb huge chunks of indigenous Korean shamanism and demon 
possession into its worship,” of which the YFGC “is an especially vivid 
case in point.”38 This idea of a link between Korean Pentecostalism and 
shamanism has been assumed and perpetuated in western literature to 
such an extent that it is now almost taken for granted.39 But the so-called 
“link” with shamanism should be assessed in a quite different way. As 
Myung Soo Park has pointed out, it is more appropriate to see Cho’s 
reaction to shamanism and his teachings on healing and “threefold 
blessings” within the context of his contact with international 
Pentecostalism. 40  In other words, Korean Pentecostalism should be 
assessed not only from within the internal cultural and religious context 
of Korea, but also from the external influence of globalization. 
 
 

3. Cho’s Contextual Theology 
 
Cho’s theology may be presented as contextual from several 

perspectives. In his recent doctoral thesis in Birmingham, Chong-hee 
Jeong points out that Harvey Cox has overlooked two important elements 
in the appeal of Pentecostalism in Korea: “its emphasis on empowered 
contextual transformation through the Holy Spirit and the role of divine 
healing.”41 He writes of Korean Pentecostalism as having a “dynamic 
contextual theology” and of Cho’s “contextual ministry.”42  Similarly, 
Hyeon-sung Bae has written of Cho’s “Full Gospel theology” as an 

                                                           
37  David Yonggi Cho with Harold Hostetler, Successful Home Cell Groups 
(Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1997), p. 54. 
38 Cox, Fire from Heaven, p. 222. 
39 David Martin, Pentecostalism: The World Their Parish (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2002), p. 161; Mark R. Mullins, Christianity Made in Japan: A Study of 
Indigenous Movements (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1998), p. 175.  
40 Park, “David Yonggi Cho,” p. 110. 
41 Chong-hee Jeong, “The Formation and Development of Korean Pentecostalism 
from the Viewpoint of a Dynamic Contextual Theology” (Th.D. thesis, 
University of Birmingham, 2001), p. 201. 
42 Jeong, “Formation and Development,” pp. 196, 215. 
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“indigenized form of Pentecostal theology in Korea.”43 We must consider 
to what extent Cho’s Pentecostal message is a contextual theology that 
has adapted to and transformed its cultural and religious environment. 
Clearly, Cho himself has wanted to be seen as such, although he does not 
use the word “contextual”: 

 
Being a Korean and having been saved out of the Buddhist religion, I 
have been able to appreciate the distinctive position of Christians who 
come from the Third World… We evangelical Korean Christians have 
developed our own traditions. This is very important because it makes 
it possible for us to be Christian without being less Korean. In the past, 
missionaries not only brought their religion but also their culture to the 
countries they evangelized. So it became apparent that the new converts 
lost much of their natural heritage. I believe that this produced an 
unnecessary hindrance to the acceptance of the gospel of Jesus Christ.44 
 
Nevertheless, Cho does not advocate uncritical use of Korean 

cultural principles. This is especially apparent in his “revolutionary” use 
of women leaders. In spite of Korean culture being “male-oriented,” Cho 
took these steps because “God showed me.”45  The success of Cho’s 
Pentecostalism should not be attributed to a conscious syncretism, but 
should be seen as a response to the influence of the worldview of 
shamanism that permeates and underlies Korean society. Korean 
Pentecostalism and older Korean religions both acknowledge the world 
of spirits and respond to this, as Korean Pentecostal scholars have 
pointed out. Jae-bum Lee speaks of the “spiritual preparedness of the 
Korean people due to their animistic beliefs,” which he identifies 
particularly as an awareness of supernatural power, sins and evil spirits, 
and the need for blessings and healing. What he calls the “Pentecostal 
distinctives” found in many churches in Korea, met the needs of 
shamanistic people.46 Sung-hoon Myung speaks of shamanism as “one of 
the folk religious groups most responsive to the Gospel in Korea.” He 
says that shamanists are “aware of supernatural power…[and they] use 
magic and worship in order to reach out to their gods…[they] are aware 

                                                           
43 Hyeon-sung Bae, “Full Gospel Theology and a Korean Pentecostal Identity,” in 
Asian and Pentecostal: The Charismatic Face of Christianity in Asia, eds. Allan 
Anderson and Edmong Tang (Oxford: Regnum, 2003 forthcoming). 
44 More than Numbers, p. 9. 
45 More than Numbers, p. 43; cf. Cho, Successful Home Cell, pp. 23-29. 
46 Lee, “Pentecostal Type Distinctives,” p. 298. 
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of their sins, and they have a fear of spirits.” And significantly for this 
discussion, they also “want blessings and healings from their gods.”47 
Shamanism provides a praeparatio evangelica, a fertile ground into 
which the Pentecostal “full gospel” is more easily planted. If Pentecostal 
pastors sometimes appear to be functioning as “shamans,” it is simply 
because they are responding to the needs arising from a shamanistic 
world. Korean Pentecostal leaders, however, emphatically deny any 
mixture of shamanism and like Pentecostals all over the world, see 
shamanism as something evil to be rejected.48 Similarly, the dominant 
conservative Protestant Christianity with its strict moral law finds fertile 
ground in peoples whose cultures are heavily influenced by 
Confucianism—as is clearly the case with Korean and Chinese 
societies.49 Cho refers to the Confucian background of Korea often in a 
favorable light, and usually points out that Confucianism is not a religion 
but an ethical system observed by Koreans.50 

The writings of Cho demonstrate firstly that his “contextual 
theology” is born in the particular situation of Korean suffering; and 
secondly, they illustrate how Cho has advocated a “Pentecostal theology” 
that is standard classical Pentecostal theology throughout the world, 
influenced by Pentecostal healing evangelists like Oral Roberts and by 
his years of working with North American Pentecostals. 51  Cho is 
uncompromising and polemical with regard to the religious background 
of Korea: his former experience as a “devout Buddhist” could not help 
him solve his problems, he considered it foreign to the compassion of 
Christ, and he had known only what he calls “well-organized and sterile 
Buddhist philosophies and rituals,” which were “theoretically very 
profound,”52 but which he referred to as “heathenism”53 and “doctrines of 

                                                           
47 Myung, “Spiritual Dimension,” p. 235. 
48  Cf. Allan Anderson, “Pentecostalism in East Asia: Indigenous Oriental 
Christianity?” Pneuma: The Journal for the Society for Pentecostal Studies 22:1 
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devils.” 54  Zen Buddhism in particular is singled out for his critical 
treatment, and Cho compares and contrasts it with Holy Spirit “Fourth-
Dimensional Christianity.”55 But at the same time, Cho’s concept of the 
“fourth dimension” is linked to his knowledge of Eastern religions with 
their own miraculous powers, as in Buddhism, yoga and Japanese 
religions like Soka Gakkai. He refers to the “evil spirit world” in this 
“fourth dimension” that is “under the power and authority of almighty 
God.”56 Although these ideas have brought him severe criticism from 
evangelical polemicists, Cho is careful to maintain the distinction 
between the Asian religious world and the Christian revelation. But 
clearly his experience of this Asian religious spirituality and its element 
of the miraculous has brought him to the understanding of the “fourth 
dimension,” where visions and dreams are the language and “incubation” 
or “pregnancy” is the process through which believers receive their 
requests from God. This “incubation” in the “fourth dimension,” he 
declares, is also the way that miracles happen in other religions.57 This 
particular teaching can only be understood by reference to the Asian 
pluralistic religious background in which Korean Pentecostals are 
immersed. 

Korean Pentecostal scholars are beginning to appreciate the 
importance of the ancient religious system to Pentecostalism, but they are 
also aware of its dangers. Lee Young Hoon, one of Cho’s most senior 
ministers, points out that shamanism has influenced Korean Christianity 
in four ways. Firstly, it “made it easy for Koreans to accept the Christian 
God and the spiritual world.” Secondly, shamanism’s “emphasis on the 
present and on material blessings” made these a “major concern” of 
Korean Christianity and resulted in indifference to social concerns and a 
“self-centered Christianity.” Thirdly, shamanism “drove Korean 
Christians to focus on blessings”; and fourthly, it influenced an exclusive 
and conservative Christianity. 58  Korean Buddhism also influenced 
Christianity to yearn for present, material blessings and to focus on the 

                                                           
54 Fourth Dimension, vol. 2, p. 76. 
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other world.59 Lee says that “Cho’s Holy Spirit movement has made the 
most of the shamanistic background,” but that Cho “tries not to be 
syncretized with shamanism” by his “sticking to the principles of the 
Bible.” 60  He says that the challenge for the church was that the 
“shamanistic tendency” of Koreans made them vulnerable to “seeking 
healing rather indiscreetly” and that they might “focus only on material 
blessing in the present life.”61 Jeong says that shamanism not only gave 
Koreans a concept of a High God but through its rituals it offered “help 
and salvation from worldly suffering and pain of han” (a unique Korean 
expression roughly translated as bitter grief and despair); and it ensured 
health, fertility and success. He says that Korean Pentecostalism has a 
“similar ritual function within the same culture of han.”62 Korea has a 
“shamanistic environment” that is a “seedbed” for Cho’s “contextual 
ministry.” In this unique context, the gospel is interpreted as the healing 
of han through “this-worldly blessing, material wealth, good health, and 
other personal and familial well-being which Koreans desperately 
need.”63 Jeong suggests that the healing of han is achieved through the 
rituals of Cho’s preaching, prayer, worship with dancing and gospel 
songs, speaking in tongues, and the ministry to women in home cell 
groups.64 Another Pentecostal scholar, Dongsoo Kim, has also written of 
Korean Pentecostalism as the healing of han. He adds the important 
observation of Cho’s calling to the ministry in the midst of personal 
suffering and a terminal illness from which he was miraculously healed, 
a similar calling to that of shamans qualifying them to be “priests of 
han.”65 Many African Pentecostal church leaders have been called in 
similar circumstances, and this too is the way that traditional healers are 
called. This is another instance of the contextualization of shamanistic 
culture in Cho’s ministry. 

Mark Mullins refers to the “shamanistic orientation” that has 
“undeniably permeated Korean Christianity.” He says that the “threefold 
blessing” theology of Cho Yonggi, the exorcism practices of Kim Ki 
                                                           
59 Lee, “Holy Spirit Movement,” pp. 25-26. 
60 Lee, “Holy Spirit Movement,” p. 205. 
61 Lee, “Holy Spirit Movement,” 212-213. 
62 Jeong, “Formation and Development,” pp. 17, 26-27, 30. 
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64 Jeong, “Formation and Development,” pp. 246-56. 
65 Dongsoo Kim, “The Healing of Han in Korean Pentecostalism,” Journal of 
Pentecostal Theology 15 (October 1999), pp. 123-139 (135). 



Asian Journal of Pentecostal Studies 7:1 (2004) 
 
114

Dong (a Korean Baptist pastor), and the prayer mountain movement are 
all examples of this.66 However, I have tried to demonstrate that it is 
more appropriate to consider Cho’s Pentecostalism as a contextual form 
of Korean Christianity interacting with shamanism. Korean Pentecostals 
justify their practices of healing and doctrine of blessings by referring to 
the Bible as their prime source. This tends to confirm Harvey Cox’s 
contention that “primal spirituality now surfacing in Korea… also 
underlies the original biblical faith as well,”67 the main reason for the 
growth of Pentecostalism in Korea and in other countries of the world. 
But Cox may not have reflected on the enormous difference between 
interacting with shamanism (as Korean Pentecostals do) and becoming 
shamanistic. This is an untenable position for Pentecostals; Cho himself 
clearly rejects traditional shamanism and says that shamans “serve 
demons.”68 

Cho’s context clearly played an important role in the shaping of his 
theology. Several Korean scholars have written of the context of the 
1950s when Cho was converted from Buddhism to Christianity and the 
Full Gospel Central Church was founded in the slums of Seoul.69 This 
was a time, says Young-hoon Lee, when “most people despaired in 
emptiness and frustration,” and when “Cho’s message of salvation in 
body and spirit gave enormous comfort and hope to the people who were 
poor and suffering.”70 This message of hope in a good God solved the 
han of people.71 Cho refers to these years in most of his books; they are a 
very significant part of his message and the foundation of the theology he 
developed for a despairing people. He refers to the sufferings created by 
the Japanese occupation and the Korean War, and his own personal 
poverty and gradual healing from tuberculosis.72 This was a time when 
many were “struggling for existence,” when he identified himself with 

                                                           
66 Mullins, Made in Japan, pp. 175-177. 
67 Cox, Fire from Heaven, p. 226. 
68 David (Paul) Yonggi Cho, How can I be Healed? (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1999), 
pp. 98-100. 
69 Myung, “Spiritual Dimension,” pp. 111, 235-36. 
70 Lee, “Holy Spirit Movement,” p. 179. 
71 Lee, “Holy Spirit Movement,” p. 204; Myung, “Spiritual Dimension,” p. 111. 
72  Fourth Dimension, p. 110; Solving Life’s Problems (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 
1980), pp. 48, 73, 125, 135; Fourth Dimension, vol. 2, pp. xi-xviii, 20; Successful 
Home Cell, p. 3; More than Numbers, pp. 24, 97, 118; Praying with Jesus 
(Altamonte Springs, FL: Creation House, 1987), p. 91. 



Anderson, The Contextual Pentecostal Theology of Cho 115

the hundreds of refugees on the streets and became himself “one of the 
hopeless.”73 He mentions the aftermath of the Korean War when people 
lost families and businesses, had mental breakdowns, and became 
“completely possessed by the devil.”74 His ministry began in a poverty-
stricken area of suburban Seoul, where he himself was poor and where 
people were not interested in a message about heaven and hell in their 
daily struggle for survival. As Myung puts it, in this situation “the gospel 
had to be reinterpreted and renewed theologically” to meet the needs of 
people, so a “contextualization of the gospel was needed.” 75  Cho’s 
teaching on healing was closely related to the poverty and sickness 
rampant in Korea at that time.76 His teaching on blessings and prosperity 
was his “theological counteraction” to the han created by the ravages of 
the Korean War.77 For Cho, the message of Christ and the power of the 
Holy Spirit was a present contextual message that gave hope to a 
suffering and destitute community. Most of his members in these early 
years were extremely poor. 78  His views on poverty are clear, again 
determined by his context: 

 
Poverty is a curse from Satan. God desires that all His people prosper 
and be healthy as their soul prospers (3 John 1:2). Yet much of the 
world has not really seen poverty as I have seen it. Especially in the 
Third World, people live their lives in despair, struggling to survive for 
one more day. I am from the Third World. I know first-hand what it is 
not to have anything to eat.79 
 
Elsewhere he writes that it is because of his “oppressed 

background,” he has been able “to understand the plight of many 
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oppressed people who have no hope for a future.”80 It is important to 
understand that Cho’s views on poverty and prosperity come out of his 
own Korean context of poverty, Japanese occupation, and the Korean 
War; and should not be interpreted within the context of western wealth 
and materialism as might be done with the “prosperity” theology of 
Kenneth Copeland, for example. 

 
 

4. Cho’s Pentecostal Theology 
 
That Cho is a “classical Pentecostal” thoroughly influenced by US 

Pentecostalism is a feature of his theology that cannot be denied. He is, 
after all, a minister in the Korean Assemblies of God and Chairman of 
the World Assemblies of God Fellowship since 1992—thus he is 
arguably the most influential minister in this denomination globally. He 
was trained in the denomination’s Bible school in Seoul, where he 
received his own experience of “baptism of the Spirit.” Even though he 
may be regarded in many ways as a theological innovator within classical 
Pentecostalism (one of the reasons why his books have been so popular 
in the West), yet his theology is unmistakably Pentecostal. This is 
especially true of his theology of the Spirit, expressed in his 1989 
publication, The Holy Spirit, My Senior Partner. The influence of his 
Assemblies of God background is evident in that Cho stresses the 
importance of being “filled with the Holy Spirit” and the “initial 
evidence” of speaking in tongues. 81  Cho sees this as an experience 
subsequent to and distinct from regeneration or conversion, 82  and 
distinguishes between speaking in tongues as a “sign” and as a “gift.”83 
Like all Pentecostals, speaking or praying in tongues is very important to 
him.84 Cho sometimes uses the phrase “baptized in the Spirit” in his 
writings, but distinguishes between being “filled with” and having 
“fellowship with” the Spirit, between speaking in tongues and being 

                                                           
80 More than Numbers, p. 24. 
81 Holy Spirit, pp. 8-9; Successful Home Cell, pp. 131, 149. However, Myung, 
“Spiritual Dimension,” pp. 64-65 suggests that Cho does not insist on “initial 
evidence.” 
82 Holy Spiri, pp. 100-102. 
83 Holy Spirit, pp. 167-68. 
84 How to Pray: Patterns of Prayer (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1997), pp. 76-83. 
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filled with the Spirit, 85  and the latter results in people having an 
“overflowing blessing” to share with others.86 The fellowship with the 
Holy Spirit for every believer is an important emphasis,87 and perhaps 
one of the many theological innovations that might place Cho in a 
pneumatological centre. The Holy Spirit is the “Senior Partner” in his 
ministry, and Cho says that intimacy or communion with the Holy Spirit 
is “the greatest experience of my life.”88 

Cho’s understanding of evangelism and mission also is typically 
Pentecostal: motivated by and completely dependent upon the enabling 
of the Spirit.89 He says that his preaching is based on the goodness of 
God, the redemption of Christ and biblical “principles of success,” so 
that meeting the personal needs of people is his priority above “theology, 
history and politics.”90 His teaching on sickness and emphasis on healing 
is also typically Pentecostal: physical healing is seen as part of Christ’s 
redemption; sickness is “from the devil” and a “curse”; and God wants 
all people healed. 91  Like most Pentecostal preachers, Cho makes 
extensive use of personal experience or “testimony” to illustrate his 
theology. This is particularly noticeable on the subject of healing, when 
Cho often refers to his own sicknesses and how he was healed,92 and 
gives testimonies of people healed during his ministry to them. Cho 
makes much of the experience of being “born again” and all his books 
have a strong soteriological and Christocentric tone. His holistic view of 
salvation is in common with Pentecostals all over the world, and one of 
the reasons why the Pentecostal message has spread rapidly among 
people in great need. He even espouses premillennial eschatology like 
most classical Pentecostals do, complete with end-time apocalyptic 
predictions about the union of Europe, the revival of Israel, and anti-

                                                           
85 Holy Spirit, p. 111. 
86 Salvation, p. 49; Successful Home Cell, pp. 119-120. 
87 Salvation, p. 32; Great Businessmen (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1995), pp. 69-75. 
88 Holy Spirit, p. 13; Successful Home Cell, p. 131. 
89 Holy Spirit, p. 21. 
90 Successful Home Cell, pp. 153-56. 
91 Suffering… Why Me? (South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, 1986), pp. 6, 
13, 17, 33-41, 57-62; Salvation, pp. 115-56; How Can I be Healed? pp. 15-20. 
92 Suffering, pp. 89-93; Successful Home Cell, pp. 41-44. 
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communist rhetoric.93 In all these emphases, Cho is a true Pentecostal, 
clearly influenced by the ideology of the US Assemblies of God. 

Hwa Yung, a Chinese Malaysian evangelical, suggests that Cho’s 
theology goes beyond evangelical theology with three distinctives of its 
own: his ideas of the “threefold blessings” of salvation, the “fourth 
dimension” of the spiritual realm and “faith incubation.”94 As we have 
seen, the most contentious criticisms are those that see Cho as a preacher 
of a North American “prosperity gospel” and on the other hand, those 
that consider him a “Pentecostal shaman.” But his teaching on 
“prosperity” is based on his emphases, which Cho unashamedly 
proclaims in true Pentecostal fashion. Following the early Pentecostals 
who preached a fourfold “full gospel” of Jesus the Savior, Healer, 
Baptizer with the Holy Spirit, and the Coming King, Cho adds his 
“threefold blessings.” His most often quoted text is 3 John 2 (also a 
favorite with North American “prosperity preachers”): “Beloved, I pray 
that in all respects you may prosper and be in good health, just as your 
soul prospers.”95 His teaching on this subject is laid out in several of his 
books, but most comprehensively in Salvation, Health & Prosperity: Our 
Threefold Blessings in Christ, where he explains that this “aspect of the 
gospel” was emphasized during a particular time when Korea was 
“striving to join the ranks of the advanced countries of the world,” so that 
“Korean Christians should have an attitude which is more productive, 
creative, positive and active.” 96  But he was given the message of 
threefold blessings in the midst of poverty and destitution after the 
Korean War, and this was to become the foundation of all his preaching 
and ministry thereafter.97 The only way to receive the threefold blessings 
is to believe that God is a “good God” and that salvation includes 
forgiveness of sins, health and prosperity.98 His doctrine of “blessings” is 

                                                           
93 Praying with Jesus, pp. 115-26; Daniel: Insight on the Life and Dreams of the 
Prophet from Babylon (Lake Mary, FL: Creation House, 1990); Revelation: 
Visions of Our Ultimate Victory in Christ (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1991). 
94 Yung Hwa, Mangoes or Bananas? The Quest for an Authentic Asian Christian 
Theology (Oxford: Regnum Books, 1997), pp. 206-207. 
95 Solving Life’s Problems, p. 47. Myung Soo Park, “David Yonggi Cho,” p. 108 
suggests that this teaching emanates directly from North Americans, especially 
healing evangelist Oral Roberts. 
96 Salvation, p. 5. 
97 Salvation, pp. 11-12. 
98 Salvation, pp. 16-18. 
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not however a selfish, individualistic “bless me” teaching, but one 
intended to bring “overflowing blessings” to those people who are in 
contact with each believer.99 

The threefold blessings doctrine is the most emphasized of all Cho’s 
teachings. The official brochure of the Yoido Full Gospel Church states 
that the “five-fold message of the Gospel” includes: (1) renewal, or 
“salvation,” expressed in classical Pentecostal terms; (2) the fullness of 
the Spirit, the doctrine for which Pentecostals are well known; (3) 
healing, another emphasis of early Pentecostals and one of the main 
emphases throughout Cho’s ministry; (4) blessing, Cho’s addition to the 
“fourfold” gospel, which is declared to be “an abundant life of blessing 
which would be enough to share with others”; and (5) the Second 
Coming of Christ. The “three-fold blessings of salvation” are further 
explained to include “soul prosperity,” “prosperity in all things” and “a 
healthy life,” based on the 3 John 2 text.100 This is clearly a promise of 
health and prosperity in the present life for Christian believers, but Cho 
says clearly that happiness does not come from outward wealth (“mere 
material gain”), but from “solutions to our deep, inner problems,”101 and 
he condemns those who think that happiness comes from power and 
wealth.102  The fourfold/ fivefold message of the “full gospel” of the 
Pentecostals is strongly Christocentric and soteriological; and so is Cho’s 
theology. The focus of page after page of his writings is Jesus Christ and 
his redemptive work as Savior from sin, sickness, demon possession, 
poverty, and trouble of every kind. He contrasts his message with that of 
other denominations: 

 
I believe it is necessary to preach the full gospel, the total work of Jesus 
Christ and the Holy Spirit in the life of a believer. The message from 
our church is about the saving Jesus, the sanctifying Christ, the 
baptizing Savior, the “blessing” Son of God, the healing Jesus and our 
soon coming King!103 
 
It is important to realize that Cho did not develop his teaching on 

success and prosperity from the context of the affluent West and the 
                                                           
99 Salvation, pp. 49-50. 
100 Yoido Full Gospel Church, Yoido Full Gospel Church (Seoul: Yoido Full 
Gospel Church, 1993), p. 1. 
101 Solving Life’s Problems, pp. 15-16. 
102 Praying with Jesus, p. 26. 
103 Fourth Dimension, p. 91. 
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North American “health and wealth” preachers. As far as I have been 
able to ascertain, Cho does not even refer to Kenneth Hagin and other 
“Word of Faith” teachers in his writings, if we exclude Oral Roberts from 
this group. In spite of some scholars’ suggestion of a connection between 
Cho and the “Word of Faith” school of Hagin,104 I did not find reference 
to this in any of his writings. However, he does not hide his admiration 
for and the influence of Roberts (in common with many Pentecostal 
preachers) and he mentions Robert Schuller, a “possibility thinking” 
preacher with whom Cho has shared platforms, in a favorable light.105 
More controversially, but probably innocently from his perspective, Cho 
once referred to mind-power writer Napoleon Hill and “positive 
thinking” advocate Norman Vincent Peale. 106  However this must not 
detract from the fact that it was in the context of the slums of Seoul 
among people recovering from the horrors of the Japanese occupation 
and the Korean War when Cho began to preach that poverty was a curse, 
and that God was interested in setting people free from this by giving 
them “the full blessing of prosperity.”107 At the same time, he questioned 
the motives of those, including preachers, who desired prosperity but did 
not put God first.108 For Cho, “prosperity” as an end in itself is evil, for 
God blesses his people only so that they may meet the needs of the poor 
and the needy.109 Because his “contextual theology” is also dynamic, 
keeping up with the modernization of Korea that occurred from the 1980s 
onwards, Cho adapted to the changing context and also attracted the 
emerging middle class with his message of overcoming success in all 
circumstances, including business ventures. 110  Yet Cho condemns 
modern western culture with its rapid pace, pleasure-loving activities, 
and entertainment-centered churches. These things, he declares, hinder 
people and churches from having “the full blessings of the Lord,” as they 
need time for prayer (“waiting upon the Lord”), worship and the 
preaching of God’s Word, the emphases of Cho’s services.111 He says 
                                                           
104 Park, “David Yonggi Cho,” p. 118. 
105 Salvation, pp. 91, 104-105; Park, “David Yonggi Cho,” p. 116. 
106 Successful Home Cell, p. 160. 
107 Solving Life’s Problems, 27, 31; Hwa, Mangoes or Bananas, p. 209; Myung, 
“Spiritual Dimension,” pp. 249, 250-51. 
108 Solving Life’s Problems, p. 38. 
109 Fourth Dimension, vol.2, pp. 153-54. 
110 Park, “David Yonggi Cho,” p. 120. 
111 Fourth Dimension, pp. 33-34, 105-106. 



Anderson, The Contextual Pentecostal Theology of Cho 121

that many “traditional churches” in the West have “forgotten the vitality 
of Christianity and have become dead and sterile,” and that this is the 
reason that many western young people turn to Eastern mysticism.112 
Early Pentecostals too were a world-denying movement who saw the 
churches of the day as dry, formal and lifeless, who needed to be restored 
so that they could experience the power of God. There are passages in 
Cho’s writings that theologically are hard to swallow, such as his 
teaching that in the kingdom of God there is no poverty.113 Cho has also 
been criticized as being unconcerned with social change and structures of 
oppression, but the YFGC has extensive social care programs. 114 
Although the Korean liberation theology known as Minjung theology has 
espoused the concerns of the poor and oppressed, it is to Pentecostal 
churches like YFGC that the poor and oppressed have flocked for relief. 

Christianity, particularly in its Pentecostal emphasis of the 
transforming power of the Spirit, purports to offer more than traditional 
religions like Korean shamanism did. Likewise in Africa, thousands of 
independent Pentecostal churches have changed the face of Christianity 
because they have proclaimed a holistic gospel that includes deliverance 
from all types of oppression like sickness, sorcery, evil spirits and 
poverty. This central message has often met the felt needs of Africans 
more fundamentally than that of churches founded by European 
missionaries, who left a message that is sometimes over-spiritualized and 
intellectualized.115 So, if Cho’s theology has been born in the context of a 
deeply suffering nation reeling from the aftermath of Japanese 
occupation and a devastating civil war, then this message is good news 
for the poor and oppressed, and provides incentives for people struggling 
to make a living. Unlike some American “prosperity preachers,” Cho 
does not deny the role of suffering in the purposes of God.116 The “thorn 
in the flesh,” he says, enables believers to live with “persistent 
perplexity” and thereby know the grace of God.117 This is somewhat 
ambiguous, as Cho distinguishes between suffering and sickness and 

                                                           
112 Fourth Dimension, pp. 2, 76-77. 
113 Praying with Jesus, pp. 50-51. A more nuanced teaching on this is given in 
Cho, Salvation, p. 68. 
114 Lee, “Holy Spirit Movement,” p. 214. 
115  Allan Anderson, Moya: The Holy Spirit in an African Context (Pretoria: 
University of South Africa Press, 1991), p. 30. 
116 Fourth Dimension, pp. 108-112. 
117 Solving Life’s Problems, p. 97. 
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does not think that sickness is the will of God,118 but there is no “cheap 
grace” in his theology. His own experiences of sickness came often and 
lasted long, but through these he learned to “trust even more,” and he was 
“able to live above despair and continue to walk with God until [his] 
healing came.”119 He was himself seriously ill for ten years while he 
preached healing in Christ, and Cho believes that this experience enabled 
him to be “completely broken” and “helpless” before God.120 He views 
on suffering are clear: 

 
Concerning suffering and endurance of many kinds of trials, we must 
discipline ourselves to maintain tenacious trust and confidence in the 
love of God when our lives are shaken by the winds and storms of 
suffering. Then we will overcome and receive victory…. Though 
everything may look dismal and suffering become worse, God will 
ultimately cause all these things to work together for good because His 
Word says so. We must have absolute trust in Almighty God even in 
times of suffering, because there is no power greater than the power of 
Almighty God.121 
 
It is not clear whether by “suffering” in these and other similar 

passages include physical sickness, but Cho’s ideas here are a world 
away from the crass statements of the purveyors of a gospel of health and 
wealth. 

 
 

5. Conclusion 
 
Those who censure Korean Pentecostals like Cho for their alleged 

“shamanism” often fail to see that the parallels with ancient religions in 
these practices are also continuous with the biblical record. Furthermore, 
these Pentecostals define their practices by reference to the Bible rather 
than to shamanism, but see their activities as creative adaptations to the 
local context. At the same time, Asian Pentecostals might also need a 
greater appreciation for the rich diversity of their cultural and religious 
past. Demonizing this past does not explain the present attraction of 
Pentecostalism for East Asian peoples deeply influenced by their ancient 

                                                           
118 Successful Home Cell, p. 152; Suffering, p. 104. 
119 Suffering, p. 96. 
120 Successful Home Cell, p. 43. 
121 Suffering, pp. 101, 102. 



Anderson, The Contextual Pentecostal Theology of Cho 123

religions and cultures, even though such a demonization might help in 
the religious competition that is a feature of these pluralist societies. But 
one conclusion that is incontrovertible is that Korean Pentecostals have 
found both culturally and Biblically acceptable alternatives to and 
adaptations from the practices of their ancient religions and are seeking 
to provide answers to the needs inherent in their own context. 

I live in the western world and my understanding of religious 
phenomena outside my context will always be partial. There are 
unanswered questions about Cho’s theology that are better debated by 
Koreans themselves. But Pentecostal theology in countries like Korea 
should not be a reflection of a theology born in the totally different 
context of the USA, even though cultural radiation from this country has 
invaded South Korea for over a generation. A theology “made in the 
USA,” whether Pentecostal or otherwise, is a form of cultural 
colonialism. I believe that Asian Pentecostals must develop a theology 
that speaks with a different perspective of the voice of the poor, a 
theology of hope for a suffering people, a genuinely contextual theology. 
The good news, Cho declares, is that God meets all the needs of 
believers, including their spiritual salvation, physical healing, and other 
blessings for material needs. As Hwa Yung has pointed out, Cho is “an 
excellent example of how the gospel must be appropriately 
contextualized to address the felt needs of a people.”122 East Asia, like 
Africa and Latin America, also has the phenomenon of mass 
urbanization, and the Pentecostal churches have provided places of 
spiritual security and personal communities for people unsettled by rapid 
social change. As Korean church becomes more relevant to their cultural 
and social context, they become more able to serve the wider society. 
This is evident in the contextual ministry and Pentecostal theology of 
David Yonggi Cho. 
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A MISSIOLOGICAL EVALUATION OF  
DAVID YONGGI CHO’S CHURCH GROWTH1 

 
 

David S. Lim 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 

As the founding and senior pastor of the largest mega-church in the 
world so far, Rev. Dr. David Yonggi Cho (hereafter, Cho) has clearly 
been an effective leader of church growth (CG) in Korea and the world. 
What were the various factors that contributed to such phenomenal 
growth in Yoido Full Gospel Church (YFGC)? What other factors could 
have helped make it more effective in terms of evangelism and missions? 

This essay critically evaluates six distinct characteristics of Cho’s 
CG model: From missiological (theological and practical) perspectives, 
what are the positive and negative aspects of Cho’s model of CG? My 
data are collected from published literature, especially Cho’s, and 
includes some interviews with YFGC leaders as reported in Hong.2  
 
 

2. Definition of Church Growth 
 

“Church growth” (CG) may be defined as “a consciously planned 
effort to affect increase in membership in a local church.” This was 

                                                           
1 This work is a major revision of a paper entitled “Cho Yonggi’s Charismatic 
Leadership and Church Growth” that was presented at the First Youngsan 
International Church Growth Conference, Seoul, Korea in August 2003. 
2 Young-gi Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi and Its Routinization in the 
Yoido Full Gospel Church of Korea,” Journal of Asian Mission 2:1 (2000), pp. 
65-90. Hong is a scholarly participant-observer, being an ordained minister of 
YFGC who grew up in this church. 
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popularized by the Fuller School of World Mission,3 but found one of its 
best models in the YFGC. But unknown to many, Cho had already 
established Church Growth International (CGI) as a training and 
publishing institute in his church campus as early as 1976 to promote and 
share his CG experience with the global church. 

The emphasis of CG is “conversion growth,” not “biological 
growth” nor “transfer growth,” as the main means of increasing 
membership through an ongoing program of evangelism and discipleship 
in a church.4 Based on a 1998 survey, the membership increase through 
“transfer growth” at YFGC was only 52%, lower than that of the average 
church in Korea (60.7%).5 

I consider 1964 as the starting point of Cho’s mega-church type of 
church growth based on his creative cell system. He can therefore be 
considered the first church leader to conceive of and implement such a 
structure, which has gained global impact, providing the inspiration and 
a good model for subsequent ones.6 Cho started his church with five 
members in a small tent in 1958, which grew to 800 in 1962; 2,000 in 
1964; 18,000 in 1973; 200,000 in 1981; 503,000 in 1986; 593,000 in 
1990; 671,000 in 1993; 709,070 in 1997; and 720,000 in 1998-99.7 In the 
latest statistics that I have (1998-99), YFGC had 667 assistant pastors 
(ordained and non-ordained), 1,159 elders, 80,759 deacons, 831 overseas 
missionaries, 16,993 home cell groups in 25 large districts and 13 local 
sanctuaries, and 230,000 regular adult church attenders.8  
 
 
 
 

                                                           
3  Cf. Donald A. McGavran, Understanding Church Growth (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1980); C. Peter Wagner, Your Church Can Grow: Seven Vital Signs of 
a Healthy Church, rev. ed. (Glendale: Regal, 1984). 
4 Cf. Wagner, Your Church Can Grow. 
5 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 86 n. 81. The rates of “conversion 
growth” and “biological growth” are not given. 
6 Cf. Joel Comiskey, Groups of 12 (Houston: Touch Publications, 1999). 
7 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 105. YFGC also branched off two 
mega-churches: Eunhye wa Chilli Church in 1981, and Full Gospel Inchon 
Church in 1983. 
8 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 70. 
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3. Positive Aspects of Cho’s Church Growth Model 
 

This study proceeds to show the four positive aspects of Cho’s CG 
model that are worthy of emulation: spiritual leadership, empowering 
structure, constant renewal and holistic witness. 
 

3.1 Spiritual Leadership 

Foremost is the spiritual quality of Cho’s leadership that sustained 
the CG of YFGC. Though only God can read hearts and motives, Cho’s 
integrity may be discerned from the fruit of his life (or lifestyle). Based 
on the pattern of his life in more than forty years of ministry, he has 
remained humble in spirit, as evidenced by the simplicity of his lifestyle. 
Pride has not gone into his head. In spite of the success and popularity 
gained from his CG, he has remained not just humble and simple, but 
also teachable and servant-like, open and willing to share his experiences 
and insights with other colleagues. 

It seems clear that Cho has used his gifts with a very spiritual 
motive: “in the Spirit” for the glory of God and not “in the flesh” for 
self-glory. He also exercised his leadership in a most spiritual manner: in 
servanthood for the good of his co-pastors and church members, and not 
in domination and exploitation for the good of himself and his family. 

Though Cho does not directly refer to himself as one possessing 
“charisma,” his church members perceive him to be “spiritual” and 
“charismatic,” that he speaks God’s words as God’s chosen servant. In 
fact, according to Hong’s 1998 survey, YFGC members rate Cho as 
more charismatic than how other Korean church members (even of other 
mega-churches) perceive their senior pastors!9  

His spiritual leadership is seen foremost in his experience of special 
supernatural endowment. His strong sense of divine calling and mission 
in life is built on his supernatural experiences, 10  particularly his 

                                                           
9  Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 72 notes that he compared the 
charismatic perception, religiosity and CG, with a sample size of 110 from 
YFGC, 640 from other mega-churches, 265 from large churches and 245 from 
small and medium-sized churches. 
10 On the significance of spiritual experiences in the emergence of religious 
leaders, cf. Max Weber, Economy and Society, 3 vols. (New York: Bedminster, 
1968), pp. 1112, 1117; H. M. Trice and J. M. Beyer, “Charisma and Its 
Routinization in Two Social Movement Organizations,” Research in 
Organizational Behavior 8 (1986), pp. 113-64 (141); L. R. Rambo, “Charisma 
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miraculous healing from a terminal disease and his dramatic 
conversion.11 He must have used these events to not just remind himself 
constantly, but also to repeat them to his constituents and the public. In 
many of his messages, he claims (and has been seen to have) direct 
contact with God and given his abilities by God. He proclaims that he 
ministers with the help of God, and calls the Holy Spirit as his Senior 
Partner.12 He always attributes the secret of his fabulous CG to God’s 
sovereign grace and will.13  

With regards to CG, he also emphasizes the divine dimension: the 
need for prayer and fasting in bringing revival.14 He also taught about 
“visualized” supernatural guidance. When he began to pioneer a church 
in 1958, he gained a “burning desire” to build the largest church in 
Korea.15 In 1960, he started to ask God for 1,000 more members each 
year; in 1969 for 1,000 more members each month; and in 1979 up to 
20,000 more per year.16 In 1969, he had the assurance or “substance” 
even before plans were made that he will be able to build a 10,000-seat 
church sanctuary at $5million.17 He recalls that in spite of his hesitance 
to believe in 1974 that he can build a center for CG International (CGI), 

                                                                                                                       
and Conversion,” Pastoral Psychology 31:2 (1982), pp. 96-108 (100); Anthony 
Storr, Feet of Clay: A Study of Gurus (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1996). In 
the OT cases of Saul and David, cf. Tamas Czovek, “Three Charismatic Leaders: 
Part One: Saul,” Transformation 19:3 (July 2002), pp. 169-182 (179-80); and 
“Part Two: David,” pp. 182-98 (196-97). 
11 On Cho’s dramatic healing and conversion story, see David (Paul) Yonggi 
Cho, The Fourth Dimension, vol. 1 (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1979), pp. 9-12; Cho, 
The Fourth Dimension, vol. 2 (South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, 1983), 
pp. xii-xvii; YFGC, The 30-Year History of Yoido Full Gospel Church (Seoul: 
YFGC, 1989), pp. 289-90. 
12 Cho, The Holy Spirit, My Senior Partner (Altamonte Springs, FL: Creation 
House, 1989). 
13 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 77. 
14 Cho, More than Numbers (Waco: Word, 1984), pp. 96-99, 108. 
15 The Fourth Dimension, p. 31. 
16 The Fourth Dimension, p. 31.  
17 The Fourth Dimension, pp. 34, 191-94. At that time, the Board of elders and 
600 deacons objected because the church had only $2,000 in hand; but with his 
faith and his church’s commitment, they moved to the new sanctuary in Yoido in 
1973 (The Fourth Dimension, pp. 191-94). 
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his request for a “fleece” of $1million was collected in the exact full 
amount in just one Sunday.18  

Then in 1984, he also envisioned to build an additional 15-story 
building for $10 million, expand the Prayer Mountain for $3 million, and 
enlarge the existing sanctuary by building a larger church complex 
around it for another $10 million. 19  In 1988, he visualized the 
establishment of the nationally circulated Kookmin Daily newspaper with 
a Christian section, which has become the third largest circulation daily 
in Korea.20 He also got the assurance in early 1991 that his church will 
reach 700,000 members soon.21 In all these, what was visualized looked 
almost impossible to be achieved, yet they all came to pass! 

Corollary to this is Cho’s passion and enthusiasm for his ministry.22 
Leadership requires one to be passionate about what s/he is doing. Such 
leaders speak enthusiastically and excitedly about their dream and 
mission in life. They breathe it, study it, talk about it, and teach it.23 Cho 
invested time in praying and thinking about his goals and took confident 
action to be sure that others will share his passions also. 

The foundation for spiritual leadership is a person’s spiritual 
discipline. It is the outward measure of one’s determination to have 
integrity of character and fitness for the long haul. Like most Korean 
pastors and perhaps also exceeding them, Cho has lived a life of strict 
self-discipline and hard work. Cho himself clearly understands that the 
pastor’s personal, especially his/her spiritual disposition is a key factor 
that affects the life and growth of his/her church. So he emphasizes this 
right in the first chapters of his books.24  

Cho believes in the importance of intimate communion with the 
Holy Spirit, since the latter is his “senior partner” in ministry; so he 
teaches this to all his leaders.25 He claims that he has the habit of rising 
                                                           
18 Successful Home Cell Groups (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1997), pp. 98-99. 
19 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 171-72.  
20 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 82. 
21 The Fourth Dimension, p. 36.  
22 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 71. 
23 Stephen R. Covey, Seven Habits of Highly Effective People (New York: Simon 
& Schuster, 1990). 
24  Cf. The Fourth Dimension, vol. 2, pp. 1-34; More than Numbers, 15-30; 
Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 1-12. 
25 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 119-34; cf. More than Numbers, p. 117. 
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very early each day and spending at least one hour with God before 
doing anything else. 26  He has taken periodic prolonged retreats, 
sometimes to the Prayer Mountain. He also prays and dreams (with 60% 
of his prayer times) in tongues.27 This kind of self-discipline extended 
also his family time, diet, exercise regimen, etc., and even to the way he 
learned foreign languages.28 With such a lived example, he has been able 
to encourage and teach his members to have similar spiritual 
experiences. When his members experience such themselves, it adds to 
their perception of his charisma and intensifies their loyalty to his 
ministry, thereby contributing to CG.29  

The most important mark of spiritual leaders lies in their great 
dedication to serve people. They work hard to serve those whom they 
lead so that they can develop their talents, grow as persons and work in 
service themselves. In short, spiritual leadership is also “servant 
leadership.”30  

Cho believes that love is the highest motivational force in life, which 
can free people from stress and anxiety, and thus can keep them 
physically well.31 This he shows in his preaching: the goal in his sermons 
is “to introduce Jesus and help people succeed in life.”32 His intention is 
not to be eloquent, but to turn his pulpit into a counseling room, to meet 
the needs of his audience and to uplift and encourage them.33 He has also 

                                                           
26 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 130-34. 
27 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 131. 
28 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 131-32. 
29 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” pp. 84-85; cf. Young-gi Hong, “The 
Backgrounds and Characteristics of Charismatic Mega-churches in Korea,” Asian 
Journal of Pentecostal Studies 3:1 (2000), pp. 99-118. 
30 Cf. Covey, Seven Habits; Nelson Price, Servants, Not Celebrities (Nashville: 
Broadman, 1989); Lawrence Richards and C. Hoeldtke, Church Leadership 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988); Viv Thomas, Future Leader (Carlisle: 
Paternoster, 2002); Walter C. Wright, Relational Leadership (Carlisle: 
Paternoster, 2000). 
31 The Fourth Dimension, vol. 2, pp. 147-81; cf. Successful Home Cell Groups, 
pp. 140-41. 
32 The Fourth Dimension, vol. 2, pp. 147-60. 
33  The Fourth Dimension, pp. 156-60; cf. Charles Camic, “Charisma: Its 
Varieties, Preconditions, and Consequences,” Sociological Inquiry 50 (1980), pp. 
5-23. 
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used proper rituals in the dynamic worship services to provide 
psychological upliftment for the member’s spiritual needs.34  

Cho also trains his associates and trainees in “authority with love,” 
to not “exercise too much control over their members.”35 The leader’s 
authority is not based on the power of his/her position or on human 
maneuvering. In YFGC’s case, they follow Cho, “because they know I 
genuinely love them. If I make a mistake, I publicly confess it to them 
and ask them to pray for me. When a pastor can be open to his 
congregation like that, they will respect him and obey him. In 
Christianity all authority must be based on love, just as God’s authority 
over us is based on love.”36 Hence he also teaches, “I never encourage 
our members to become dependent on the cell leaders, because that 
would be as bad as Communism or the Moonies. Anything that destroys 
personal independence and the individual’s personality and responsibility 
is from the devil. God never created us to be puppets.”37  

His servanthood extends to his unselfishness to share the principles 
and practices that he found to be helpful for CG, without trying to 
control or strongly influence the decisions of the pastors and churches he 
ministers to. This is what effective leadership is all about. 

Another major mark of spiritual leadership is “simple lifestyle” that 
reflects their commitment to the cause that they are working for. Unlike 
many televangelists and pastors, Cho testifies that he lives a “simple yet 
comfortable lifestyle.” 38  Although he receives much donations for 
personal use in the various conferences and crusades where he had been 
invited to speak, he has refused to “live like a king:” He says, “My 
heart’s desire is to give” to those in need, and the remainder to the 
church’s international outreach ministry funds. He is very conscious that 
he should set an example to his church about giving, as well as that he 
should avoid being accused of ill motives in ministry.39  

                                                           
34  Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 84; cf. S. L. Carlton-Ford, 
“Charisma, Ritual, Collective Effervescence, and Self-esteem,” Sociological 
Quarterly 33:3 (1992), pp. 365-87. 
35 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 93-94. 
36 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 94-95. 
37 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 94.  
38 More than Numbers, pp. 37, 119. 
39 More than Numbers, pp. 37, 119. 
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In all these, we can even surmise that in the future, he will remain 
“broken before the Lord.” In the continuous exercise of leadership, there 
will be limits to CG as has been shown by the cessation of rapid increase 
in membership, perhaps except for biological and transfer growth, and 
even the possible decline in YFGC’s membership since 1996.40 He will 
have to face the growth of nominalism in his church (as is all ready 
happening in many Korean churches) 41  and eventual decline in the 
spiritual quality of his members.42 He will have to wrestle with the issues 
that will arise from the limits to the effectivity of his version of “positive 
thinking” and “prosperity gospel,” as expressed in his Fourth Dimension 
teachings of “The Fivefold Gospel” and “Triple Salvation (Blessings).”43 
His parishioners’ ill-health and eventual death will have to be explained 
by not only spiritual causes (their lack of faith, and sin), but also natural 
ones (gradual decay of aging, viral attacks, etc.), which may conflict with 
his present beliefs so far.44 There may also be a possible decline in “signs 
and wonders” like in other Pentecostal-charismatic churches. These 
apparent “setbacks” will serve as checks to possible temptations for him 
to become proud. 

Nonetheless, Cho’s spiritual leadership enhanced the productivity of 
his church, since it elicits greater dedication to the organization and its 
goals from the constituents.45 The high quality of his spiritual leadership 
has undoubtedly been a major factor in YFGC’s growth. 

                                                           
40  Cho claims 700,000 members by 1996, The Fourth Dimension, 3rd ed., 
preface.  
41 Young-gi Hong, “Nominalism in Korean Protestantism,” Transformation 16:4 
(1999), pp. 135-141. 
42 Weber, Economy and Society, p. 242 notes, “If proof and success eludes the 
leader for long, if he appears deserted by his god or his magical or heroic powers, 
above all, if his leadership fails to benefit his followers, it is likely that his 
charismatic authority will disappear.” 
43 The Fourth Dimension; The Fourth Dimension, vol. 2.  
44 Cf. Solving Life’s Problems (Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1980); How Can I Be Healed 
(Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1999). 
45  Cf. Robert J. House, “A 1976 Theory of Charismatic Leadership,” in 
Leadership: The Cutting Edge, eds. J. G. Hunt and L. L. Larson (Carbondale, IL: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1977), pp. 189-207; Robert J. House, James 
Woycke, and Eugene M. Fodor, “Charismatic and Non-charismatic Leaders: 
Differences in Behavior and Effectiveness,” in Charismatic Leadership: The 
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3.2 Empowering Structure 

Yet beyond Cho’s personal quality is his institutionalization (or 
routinization) of an organizational structure that may preserve if not 
outgrow the CG that he has achieved so far.46 He seems to have solved 
the problem of possible disintegration that can arise from the inevitable 
need for succession.47 In 1964, he found the best possible solution in the 
lay empowerment model through participatory management by 
institutionalizing the cell system. 48  He views that home cell groups 
(HCG) is “the basic part of our church. It is not another church 
program—it is the program of our church.”49  

Through the cell system, he is able to develop a steady stream of 
leaders for CG and for expansion. Research shows that large churches 
can maintain high levels of commitment and conformity if they are 
divided into small homogenous units,50 and Cho affirms that for CG, “the 
real secret is home cell groups.” 51  And for mission extension, “The 
expansion of any movement is in direct proportion to its success in 

                                                                                                                       
Elusive Factor in Organizational Effectiveness, eds. J. A. Conger and R. N. 
Kanungo (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1988), pp. 98-121 (116). 
46  Charismatic leaders and their followers will desire to transform their 
movements into more permanent institutions. Routinization refers to the process 
by which the dynamism of charismatic leadership is translated into the stability 
of traditional or bureaucratic organization. This is necessary if the charisma of 
the leader is to be preserved, be expanded and stand a better chance of survival. 
See Weber, Economy and Society, pp. 241-50, 1112-117 on how the process of 
structural development takes place. 
47 Cf. Alan Bryman, Charisma and Leadership in Organizations (London: Sage, 
1992), p. 71; Jay A. Conger, “Charismatic and Transformational Leadership in 
Organization: An Insider’s Perspective on These Developing Streams of 
Research,” Leadership Quarterly 10:2 (1999), pp. 145-79 (168-71). 
48 For a full narrative of this important discovery, read Successful Home Cell 
Groups, pp. 13-29. 
49 More than Numbers, p. 42. 
50 Roger Finke, “The Quiet Transformation: Changes in Size and Leadership of 
Southern Baptist Churches,” Review of Religious Research 36:1 (1994), pp. 3-22 
(8). 
51 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. vi. 
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mobilizing its total membership in continuous propagation of its 
beliefs.”52  

Yet perhaps above all, the cell system of home cell groups (HCG) 
provides a structure in which the issue of succession becomes 
insignificant. Cho asserts, 

 
This system of home cell groups does not depend on one person. In our 
church, it does not depend on me. It depends on the ministry of the 
Holy Spirit, because He is the one who energizes the leaders.... Those 
members don’t depend on me; they depend on one another and on the 
Holy Spirit.53  
 
He also says, “Churches should not have to depend on a single 

strong pastor,”54 and “My church is not the church of Paul Yonggi Cho, 
although I’m the founding pastor. My church belongs to the Lord Jesus 
Christ and cannot be centered on my personality. With the cell system, 
the actual ministry is done on the cell level. Although the people hold me 
in high esteem and are loyal, they can go on without me.”55 He has even 
empowered each HCG to be self-supporting: each cell has its own 
collection recorded and dispensed by its treasurer.56  

This empowering structure is nurtured by his “participatory 
management” style. Cho has had the confidence to delegate, to share 
power as much as possible. Though effective leaders may be known for 
being decisive, superior problem-solvers and good at inspiring people to 
follow their lead, they know that they must share power with their 
subordinates, allowing them to make their own decisions themselves by 
helping them to develop judgment skills rather than by making them wait 
for the leader’s decisions. The more power s/he gives to others, the more 
s/he will be seen as a visionary leader who is able to focus on strategic 
issues. 

Cho delegates most decisions to his immediate staff, which consists 
of the assistant pastors and elders. He remains aloof from the routines of 
the various internal organizations of YFGC. One of his secretaries told 
                                                           
52 Kenneth Strachan, The Inescapable Calling (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968), 
p. 108. 
53 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 86. 
54 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 52. 
55 More than Numbers, p. 41. 
56 More than Numbers, p. 49. 
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Hong, “Cho hardly lectures people. He delegates most of administrative 
affairs to his staffs.”57 Cho allows his “fellow-workers to make mistakes 
and learn from them as God does with me.”58  

Avoiding interference in mundane details actually adds to his 
charisma: “the separation of administrative concerns from the personal 
attention of the charismatic helps to preserve his or her aura of 
extraordinariness.” 59  The social distance that evolved because of the 
increased size of YFGC may have helped to promote his charisma 
among his members: “Social distance may not have been deliberately 
created to generate charismatic images, but the product, a sense of 
distance and awe, may be a result of the creation of a social charismatic 
image.”60 

In fact, he relates to only a relatively small number of leaders who 
“have others under them who shepherd the cell leaders, and it is the cell 
leaders who perform the bulk of the ministry of our church.”61 What he 
has done was just to turn his church into a training center, investing in 
his people, the ultimate resource! Without direct knowledge of each 
leader, he just has to see to it that they are trained in the skills necessary 
to be effective cell leaders, thereby contributing to his goal of CG! 
 

3.3 Constant Renewal 

Cho’s CG has not been static, but dynamic; it was constantly being 
renewed through new initiatives that built on previous achievements. 
Research show that big organizations find it very difficult to respond to 
prophetic voices, especially those that will differ from the leader. 62 
Catering to mass audiences, mega-churches will also tend to lose their 
prophetic voices, because their huge assets have to be protected through 
“compromise” with government and business interests, including those 
of their own influential upper class members who benefit from the status 
quo. Their pastors will tend to mainly focus on comforting the afflicted, 

                                                           
57 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 82. 
58 More than Numbers, p. 29. 
59 Trice & Beyer, “Charisma and Its Routinization,” p. 144. 
60 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 75. 
61 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 65. 
62 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” pp. 87-88. 
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and hardly on afflicting the comfortable! 63  Moreover, in a big 
bureaucracy, decision-making will be based more on rational thinking 
and efficiency (which is not always negative) but less on affective action 
and spiritual guidance.64 Yet Cho’s CG overcame these dangers, and in 
fact, YFGC has grown into quite an open and creative church!  

Even from the start of Cho’s ministry among the urban poor of 
Seoul, his openness to the Spirit gave him the sensitivity to give 
contextualized teachings to his people. His messages of “positive faith” 
helped his ailing and destitute members gain a good sense of identity and 
hope of life; they can be delivered from spiritual emptiness and material 
poverty.65 He testifies that his “blessings theology” was developed in the 
context of suffering and devastation of the Korean War.66 Thereby the 
poor are able to gain self-confidence and are equipped to labor for the 
Kingdom of God amidst the needs and hardships of life. They are trained 
to be leaders, in spite of their low socio-economic and educational 
backgrounds. 

In 1964, he was willing to break Korean church and social tradition: 
he not only instituted the cell system, but also appointed women to be the 
cell leaders. He was the first pastor in Korea to actively train and 
empower women to lead in the church’s HCG;67 in fact, almost all of his 
first HCG leaders were women. 68  Today, women members still 
outnumber men by about three to two,69 perhaps because of the tendency 
of women to be more attracted to charismatic leaders.70 But Cho has a 

                                                           
63  Cf., Chai Sik Chung, “Beyond Indigenization: Toward a Christian 
Transcendence in Korea,” Mission Studies 18:1 (2001), pp. 61-77. 
64 Cf. Margaret M. Poloma, The Assemblies of God at the Crossroads: Charisma 
and Institutional Dilemmas (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1989), 
112, 127-38. 
65 Young-gi Hong, “The Influence of the Reverend David Yonggi Cho’s Church 
Growth on Korean Society,” in Charis and Charisma (Carlisle: Paternoster, 
2003), pp. 291-318 (294, 298). 
66 Hong, “The Influence,” p. 295. 
67 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 73. 
68 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 21-29. 
69 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 70. 
70  A. R. Willner, The Spellbinders: Charismatic Political Leadership (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1984). 
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correct and better explanation: women are better evangelists than men, 
and his CG is mainly due to women-to-women evangelism.71  

Then in 1982, Cho had YFGC start the “Love in Practice” or 
“Sharing Movement,” to provide basic necessities to indigents in the 
neighborhood, and later to orphanages, homes for the aged and 
leprosaria. In 1984, the church began to offer free heart surgeries, which 
later extended to Uzbekistan, Nepal, Cambodia and Ukraine. In 1988, 
there were three new initiatives: blood donation drive, “Love-Bread 
Movement” to provide aid to poor neighbors, and Elim Welfare Town 
(with free technical school for poor youth and free nursing home for the 
aged) in Gunpo City.72  

There were other initiatives in socio-cultural fronts in the 1980s. A 
school was started that developed into Hansei University, and Bethesda 
University grew out of the Full Gospel School of Theology. 73  Cho 
launched “Invitation to Happiness,” the first Christian television ministry 
in Korea, and the Kookmin Daily News, the first Christian daily 
newspaper in Korea. 74  In 1995, YFGC set up its Environmental 
Preservation Division, and in 1996, YFGC began the first satellite 
mission on Korea’s communication satellite Moogoonghwa (Rose of 
Sharon). Later, the church also launched Internet Broadcasting 
Department for cyber-evangelism and now Video on Demand (VOD).75 
Lately, in 1999, they established “Good People,” the first church-based 
non-government organization (NGO) in Korea, mainly to support holistic 
“mission to unreached Third World countries...with the love and 
righteousness of God.”76  

Such constant renewal seems to be institutionalized in Cho’s 
practice of “constant goal-setting.” It is not enough to have faith and 
visions, but these must be translated into goals, strategies, programs and 
projects. It is through goal-setting that leaders motivate others to achieve 

                                                           
71 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 60-61. 
72 Hong, “The Influence,” pp. 304-305. 
73 Hong, “The Influence,” p. 303. 
74 Hong, “The Influence,” p. 305. 
75 Hong, “The Influence,” p. 303. 
76 Hong, “The Influence,” p. 308. 
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their vision.77 As goals are reached, and feelings of success prevail, one’s 
charisma increases: “success is more important in the initial attribution of 
charisma”78 and “nothing succeeds like success.” 

Cho emphasizes the importance of goal-setting in CG.79 Here one 
needs to find a balance of being both realistic and ambitious at the same 
time. Realism makes one aware of the natural rate of growth, thus not 
pushing growth beyond the limits of growth: natural growth comes by 
increments, so one can’t force growth against its inherent nature. Yet to 
inspire, leaders must set goals which are somehow beyond people’s 
grasp, and in spiritual leadership, beyond human capacities, where God’s 
power can be demonstrated. 

On setting goals, Cho means the development of five-year plans, 
with budgets to achieve specific goals.80 Then these goals and plans are 
consistently communicated to the people, thus giving the whole church a 
clear sense of direction. From among the crowd, leaders have to be 
recruited; hence Cho also has an eye to detect informal leaders “who 
naturally attract others to themselves. Sometimes people who have a 
knack for communicating with other people make excellent leaders.”81 
Then he sees to it that each leader is trained82 and has a clear goal and 
plan; they get this at least through the annual cell leaders’ convention.83 
He also knows how to motivate these lay leaders through recognition, 
praise and caring.84  

                                                           
77  B. Shamir, R. J. House and M. B. Arthur, “The Motivational Effects of 
Charismatic Leadership: A Self-concept Based Theory,” Organizational Science 
4 (1993), 1-17 (5-8). 
78 S. M. Puffer, “Attributions of Charismatic Leadership: The Impact of Decision 
Style, Outcome and Observer Characteristics,” Leadership Quarterly 1 (1990), 
pp. 177-92. 
79 More than Numbers, pp. 109-11, 161-62. 
80 More than Numbers, pp. 36, 113-15. 
81 More than Numbers, p. 50. 
82 More than Numbers, pp. 112-13. 
83 More than Numbers, pp. 112-13. 
84 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 135-41. 
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Hence CG leadership requires one to be a constant strategist.85 Very 
early in Cho’s ministry, in 1964, while almost dying from an unknown 
disease, he discovered the Exodus 18 formula of structuring his church in 
a cell system, whereby he can train and use lay leaders (as non-paid 
assistants!) to lead multitudes. 86  And to keep his church financially 
sustainable, he organized over 2,000 businessmen into a mission 
fellowship.87  

So, Cho and YFGC have seen to it that they are constantly renewed. 
CG is not static, but dynamic. Given Cho’s openness to creative 
initiatives and use of constant goal-setting, there are grounds for 
optimism that he will continue to keep YFGC on the path of constant 
church renewal in the years to come. 
 

3.4 Holistic Witness 

A significant distinctive in Cho’s CG model has been the “beyond 
CG” impact that he has made in Korean society and beyond. It appears 
that through the leadership of Cho, YFGC has been able to not just 
increase in quantity of church membership, but also in quality of social 
transformation. The main highlight may be in May 3, 1996, when Cho 
was awarded the Moogoonghwa medallion, the highest medal given to 
Korean citizens, primarily for his contributions to the free heart operation 
movement.88  

When the concept of CG and phenomenon of mega-churches (not so 
different from centralized structures of denominations) became popular 
in the late 1970s, many Evangelical church leaders, especially from the 
Two-Thirds world have been very critical of it. Most critical are those 
who see CG as the product of a westernized non-holistic approach to 
mission that is not concerned for the discipling (or transformation) of 
societies, viewing evangelism and church development as the main (if 
not the only) goal of the Great Commission.  

Yet as seen in the previous section, it looks like that Cho has 
successfully led YFGC to move in a more holistic role in society. In 
                                                           
85  Using David’s case, Czovek, “Three Charismatic Leaders,” p. 186 notes, 
“Charismatic deliverers, if they are to prevail are to be strategists—taking 
advantage of every opportunity.” 
86 More than Numbers, pp. 31-35. 
87 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” p. 81. 
88 Hong, “The Influence,” p. 305. 
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many modern cities like Seoul, the main holistic issue is the growing gap 
between the rich and the poor. It seems that from YFGC’s “sharing 
movement” and its various social ministries from the early 1980s 
onwards, Cho has developed a CG that has also been able to turn an 
increasingly materialistic society into a more compassionate and caring 
one. Through media, esp. the Kookmin Daily News, the nation (not just 
the church) has been mobilized to help thousands of boy or girl-led 
households, donate blood, and volunteer in medical service corps; in 
1992, 1,300 civic groups joined in a national “Kind Neighbor, Bright 
Society” movement to develop kindness as a way of life,89 and in 2001, a 
“donation culture” was promoted through feature stories in the 
newspaper.90  

Through its two universities, YFGC can develop young people in 
various professions to provide Christian leadership in society. In 1998, a 
model “ecological garden” was set up on the banks of Han River in 
Yoido, which formed “ecological schools” to teach on environmental 
issues. Since 1999, the church-based NGO “Good People” has sent food, 
fertilizers and medicine to North Korea; rebuilt schools in India; funded 
AIDS prevention program in Kenya, sent emergency relief to Kosovo, 
Turkey, Afghanistan, etc.; aided flood victims in Korea; and many other 
social work with national and global reach.91  

Cho has shown that CG can lead to holistic ministries, which can 
outgrow CG goals and can impact society. All that is needed is for 
church leaders to expand their horizons, equip their members to develop 
their gifts and empower them to make their dreams come true. 
 
 

4. Negative Aspects of Cho’s Church Growth Model 
 

4.1 Lack of Transformational Contextualization 

Most CG advocates, like Cho, have now accepted the Lausanne 
Covenant formula that both evangelism and socio-political action are 
parts of the church’s mission. As seen above, like many Evangelical and 
Pentecostal-Charismatic churches, Cho’s YFGC has developed many 
social ministries. Yet like most of them, Cho lacks a stronger prophetic 
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90 Hong, “The Influence,” p. 307. 
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(social and ethical) critique of society. He perpetuates a “false 
consciousness” that Korea is “the last remaining powerhouse of world 
Christianity” and that the Korean church is a “house of prayer” when in 
fact it may be “swollen with pride in thinking that religion is a way to 
become rich, successful and respectable.”92 His theology of “Threefold 
Blessings” (or good health and good fortune) seems to be no different 
“from the contemporary ethos of a crassly materialistic, newly 
industrializing Korean society that idolizes mammon.”93 Where is the 
biblical “theology of the cross” in all these? 

More recent Pentecostal theologians have raised this issue, too.94 Of 
note is:  

 
Pentecostals must take seriously the critique that, in spite of their 
significant contributions in areas of social concern within their 
communities, there has been little conscious effort to provide a 
horizontal linkage from their experiments in ways of coping with life in 
their own context to a larger forum where they would have more direct 
access to the means of cultural production. If Pentecostals are content 
to form only their own “substitute societies,” they may forfeit the 
opportunity to participate in radical change or structural 
transformation.95 
  
In many modern cities like Seoul, where “globalization” means the 

expansion of “consumer societies,” the main issue for “mission as 
transformation” is the growing gap between the rich and the poor. 
Research should be done to see whether YFGC’s various social 
ministries have been able to truly equip the rich to serve the poor and to 
empower the poor to serve others.  

Moreover there seems to be an absence of dialogue and witness to 
people and leaders of other faiths, particularly shamans, Buddhists and 
Confucianists. There appears to be a dearth of interaction with them that 
can result in models of contextualized witness to religiously inclined 

                                                           
92 Chung, “Beyond Indigenization,” pp. 63-64. 
93 Chung, “Beyond Indigenization,” p. 73. 
94  E.g., Murray Dempster, “A Theology of the Kingdom: A Pentecostal 
Contribution,” in Mission as Transformation, eds. V. Samuel and C. Sugden 
(Carlisle: Paternoster, 1999), pp. 45-75; Douglas Petersen, “Pentecostals: Who 
are They?” in Mission as Transformation, pp. 76-111. 
95 Petersen, “Pentecostals: Who Are They?” pp. 110-11. 
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people with their own distinct spiritualities. Will YFGC be able to be a 
transformational witness among the religions in Korea and beyond? 

Given YFGC and Cho’s presence in civil society and in public 
media, there may be grounds for optimism that pressing social issues will 
challenge him and his church to become fully holistic and advocate for 
truly transformational (or prophetic which may often be counter-cultural) 
concerns in the future. 
 

4.2 Multiplication Potential  

Given the above distinctives of Cho’s CG, we can look forward to a 
greater impact of his ministry. He has shown that there is almost nothing 
impossible that a spiritual leader can do for CG, church renewal, social 
transformation and even global impact. As Cho has emphasized, the most 
critical gift for leadership is “dreams and visions” that are set into goals, 
which are constantly upgraded as they are achieved! May I show an 
example of what a possible “vision” that he and other church leaders can 
consider in our time. 

Recent mission practitioners are offering the further “higher goal 
beyond CG” of church multiplication through “church planting 
movements” (CPM);96 or “house church networks” (HCN).97 They view 
the centralized mega-churches (and their latest forms, like “cell 
churches” and “Groups of 12” (G-12)98 to be unable to use the full 
potential of the whole church to evangelize and transform the whole 
world, particularly the 10/40 Window. 

Theologically, CG perpetuates the “Babylonian captivity” of the 
church in Christendom structures inherited from centuries of theological 
                                                           
96  E.g., David Garrison, Church Planting Movements (Richmond, VA: 
International Mission Board of Southern Baptist Convention, 1999); David S. 
Lim, The Only Way to Disciple Whole Nations: Church Multiplication through 
Tentmakers (Quezon City: China Ministries International-Philippines, 2003). 
97 E.g., Robert and Julia Banks. The Church Comes Home (Sutherland: Albatross 
Books, 1989); Wolfgang Simson, Houses That Change the World (Carlisle: 
Paternoster, 2001); cf. Charles Ringma, Catch the Wind (Sutherland: Albatross, 
1994); C. Rene Padilla, “The Future of Christianity in Latin America: 
Missiological Perspectives and Challenges,” International Bulletin of Missionary 
Research 23:3 (July, 1999), pp. 105-112; Jim Montgomery, I’m Gonna Let It 
Shine! (Pasadena: William Carey Library, 2001). 
98  Cf. Ralph Neighbor, Jr., Where Do We Go from Here? (Houston: Touch 
Publications, 1990); Comiskey, Groups of 12. 
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emphasis on the “priesthood of a few” (that is, the clergy) rather than the 
Reformation breakthrough into a servant-church structure based on the 
biblical teaching of the “priesthood of all believers.” CG thinking 
continues to require hierarchical power centers (best exemplified in the 
papal system of the Roman Catholic Church) that is opposite to the 
egalitarian partnership structures of house-churches (or “basic Christian 
communities,” BCC) and facilitative functions of servant-leadership in 
the New Testament).99 Unless these mega-forms of CG truly decentralize 
to let each cell function fully as autonomous (self-governing, self-
supporting and self-propagating) churches, with their own leaders, 
budgets and programs,100 God’s church will continue to deprive almost 
90% (the unequipped laity) of the church from exercising their 
priesthood, prophethood and rulership in Christ. 

Strategically, the centralized and hierarchical structure of mega-
church type of CG has been disadvantageous to the full growth of the 
church and its mission. Cho’s empowerment model seems to be not 
empowering enough! In his ideals, each HCG “has limited size, usually 
not more than 15 families,” which is good, but he continues, “It has a 
definite goal set by my associate ministers and myself. It has a definite 
plan, given to each cell in written form. It has definite leadership, trained 

                                                           
99 Cf. Hans Kung, “The Charismatic Structure of the Church,” Concilium IV: 
The Church and Ecumenism (New York: Paulist, 1965); J. D. G. Dunn, “Ministry 
and the Ministry: The Charismatic Renewal’s Challenge to Traditional 
Ecclesiology,” in Charismatic Experiences in History, ed. C. M. Robeck, Jr. 
(Peabody: Hendrickson, 1985), pp. 81-101; David S. Lim, “The Servant Nature 
of the Church in the Pauline Corpus” (Ph.D. Diss., Fuller Theological Seminary, 
1987) and The Only Way to Disciple Whole Nations; Simson, Houses That 
Change the World. Thus there was no need for celebrative worship and 
governing centers among the people of God in each village or city, except three 
times a year in the temple in the OT. Yet there were no local shrines nor temples 
in OT times, just as there were no local church structures in NT times. In every 
city, the “local church” consisted of a fellowship of inter-dependent leaders 
(usually called “elders”) of house-churches, with no central governing body. Our 
Lord Jesus, Peter, Paul and Apollos were charismatic leaders, but each of them 
did not build a centralized nor hierarchical structure. 
100 On servant-leadership and servant-structures, cf. Robert K. Greenleaf, Servant 
Leadership (New York: Paulist, 1977); Edgar H. Schein, Organizational Culture 
and Leadership (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1992); Edgar J. Elliston, Home 
Grown Leaders (Pasadena: William Carey Library, 1993); Lim, “The Servant 
Nature of the Church.” 
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in our school,”101 which reveals a dependency that hinders their self-
developing potential for Kingdom expansion and church multiplication. 
There is a big difference between training leaders and training 
followers.102  

This lack of full empowerment will necessarily lead to increasing 
nominalism in the church: there are increasing numbers of YFGC 
members who join for prestige, success and/or upward social mobility.103 
In a big bureaucracy, decision-making will be based more on rational 
thinking and efficiency (which is not always negative) but less on 
affective action and spiritual guidance.104 The mega-church will also find 
it very difficult to respond to prophetic voices, esp. those that will differ 
from the leader.105  

Catering to mass audiences, mega-churches will also tend to lose 
their prophetic voices, because its huge assets have to be protected 
through “compromise” with government and business interests, 
including those of their own influential upper class members who benefit 
from the status quo. 106  Their pastors will tend to mainly focus on 
comforting the afflicted, and hardly on afflicting the comfortable! 

The major limitation of mega-church type of CG is its hindrance to 
effective world missions, on at least two counts: a) these big churches 
model mere addition growth for mega-cities, instead of more church 
multiplication for national saturation evangelization; and b) they absorb a 
disproportionate amount of resources (time, money and energy) for 
church development, and discourage increased spending for holistic 
cross-cultural missions; they are too expensive to replicate and too heavy 
to carry elsewhere! If they try, their short-term and resident missionaries 

                                                           
101 More than Numbers, p. 42; cf. Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 113-14. 
102 Paul G. Hiebert, “Training Leaders, Training Followers,” Theology, News and 
Notes (June 1989), pp. 23-24; cf. Gene Getz, Serving One Another (Wheaton: 
Victor, 1984). 
103 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” pp. 85-86. 
104 Margaret M. Poloma, The Assemblies of God at the Crossroads: Charisma 
and Institutional Dilemmas (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1989), pp. 
112, 127-38. 
105 Hong, “The Charisma of Cho Yonggi,” pp. 87-88. 
106 Cho will find it more difficult to change from his stance on non-involvement 
in politics as long as there is freedom to preach the gospel (More than Numbers, 
pp. 69-70). 
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have been ineffective to plant contextualized and transformational 
churches. 

The mega-church model of CG has grown mainly in secularized and 
urbanized societies which allow religious freedom. But CG has failed 
and will continue to fail in areas dominated by secularism (western 
Europe), Communism (Indo-China, North Korea), Islam (Middle East, 
Central Asia, North Africa, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Brunei), 
Theravada Buddhism (Sri Lanka, Myanmar), Shinto Buddhism (Japan) 
and Judaism (Israel). Mega-churches have not been effective in planting 
indigenous churches and church planting movements in the 10/40 
Window nor even in the saturation evangelization of their own nations. 
Their church constituencies are mostly low quality church-going 
Christians rather than quality disciples (servant-leaders) who can disciple 
others! 

Actually Cho has begun to do a type of “church multiplication” in 
more recent years. Though he pioneered only three churches in his first 
twenty-six years,107 by 1989 he had already 75 churches and mission 
work in different parts of the world, like Japan,108 Australia, U.S.A., 
Latin America and Europe,109 and recent reports say that he has about 
250 churches in Korea and about 650 churches in the world, including 
some in “closed countries.” If any HCG leader wants to become a 
licensed minister, Cho pays for her/his Bible School tuition, on condition 
that s/he serves at least three years in YFGC. If later they want to start 
their own church, Cho helps them financially for the first six months.110 
He does not provide them anything to give to nationals by teaching them 
to “depend on God as their total resource”; the nationals are not to 
depend on foreign funding,111 so Cho’s missionaries are told not to give 
the impression that they are bringing riches to them.112 And he believes 

                                                           
107 More than Numbers, p. 10. 
108 Cho chose an ordinary lady minister to plant the YFGC in Japan with a goal 
of 1,000 members in five years, and she did it! (Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 
76). 
109 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 47, 79. 
110 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 79-80. 
111 Cho himself never asked for financial help from foreign missionaries or 
churches, even when he was ministering among the poor (Successful Home Cell 
Groups, p. 179). 
112 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 175-76. 
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that this kind of church-planting can be done anywhere!113 Hopefully this 
can be implemented more frequently and more vigorously. 

Moreover, Cho also shares the CPM/HCN view that the church 
meets any time and anywhere: it “meets everyday in factories, schools, 
offices, homes, restaurants and club buildings.” If the Communists take 
over and kill the pastors, they cannot destroy the 18,000 cells.114 He sees 
that such a system is not just persecution-proof, but also 
poverty/depression-proof!115 Yet in his ministry, in spite of his apparent 
desire to emphasize the decentralized form of the church, with no need 
for the presence and ministry of pastors, the focus still flows back to his 
mega-structure and his personal leadership! Such is the main danger of 
huge structures: they tend to create high dependency of staff and 
members on the leaders and especially the top leader.116  

Yet given his ecclesiology and openness to the Spirit, Cho may be 
able to lead his church (and the church worldwide) to a multiplication 
mode! And the global impact will be very great. The evangelistic and 
transformational impact of one church of 200,000 members (in CG 
programs) will almost surely be less than that of 500 churches of 400 
each (in traditional church-planting programs), and much less than that 
of 10,000 churches of 20 each (in church multiplication movements)! 
Cho saw this in China,117 and he can lead in making this replicated all 
over the world! 
 
 

5. Conclusion 
 

As shown in this study, Cho has served our generation excellently 
with this God-endowed leadership gifts. He has been a charismatic leader 
par excellence, yet he remained humble and simple, a model of mature 
spirituality and servant-leadership. He has faithfully used his gifts 

                                                           
113 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 174-76. 
114 More than Numbers, p. 41. 
115 Successful Home Cell Groups, pp. 84-86. 
116  Cf. Jay A. Conger, The Charismatic Leader: Behind the Mystique of 
Exceptional Leadership (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1989); Gary A. Yukl, “An 
Evaluation of Conceptual Weaknesses in Transformational and Charismatic 
Leadership Theories,” Leadership Quarterly 10:2 (1999), pp. 285-305. 
117 Successful Home Cell Groups, p. 84. 
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effectively not just for the growth of YFGC, but also for the 
development of many churches worldwide. And the resultant CG has 
been of constant internal renewal that has had social impact in Korea and 
the world! 

This study has also shown that most importantly, Cho has effectively 
moved his mega-church to empower almost 10% of his laity to be HCG 
leaders and church leaders through the cell system. Perhaps he can lead 
YFGC to its logical or theological end (empowerment of 100% for NT 
“priesthood of all believers”) and to its practical or strategic end 
(mobilization of 100% for CPM missions). May his next goal be “church 
multiplication,” not just “cell multiplication.” May he train, commission 
and send most (if not all) of his leaders to plant many more multiplying 
churches,118 in Korea and in the non-Christian world! With or without 
his leadership, the house churches in China are already using the “church 
multiplication” model as they seek to send 100,000 missionaries across 
the 10/40 Window in their “Back to Jerusalem” movement.119 

Or perhaps it is the best that Cho could do in the hierarchical 
cultural milieu of Korea (his cultural heritage) and the centralized 
hierarchical system of Christian denominations (his ecclesiastical 
heritage) in his generation. The challenge for the next generation of those 
who aspire to church leadership and CG in the post-modern era should 
be: are we going to continue to develop more hierarchical and centralized 
mega-churches or make a “paradigm shift” to more egalitarian and 
decentralized servant-churches (or HCN) for CPMs in the new 
millennium? May God use Cho’s exemplary leadership to inspire us to 
obey the Great Commission, to bear explosive witness among the 
nations, so that “the end will come” (cf. Matt 24:14)! Maranatha! 
 
 

 
118 Most CPMs nowadays believe that it takes a maximum of three years to 
disciple a believer to become a disciple-maker (servant-leader of a house-
church). The discipler just has to be a few steps ahead of his disciple(s), thus 2 
Tim 2:2 (cf. John 14:12-14; Acts 20:17-35) can be done in just a few months if 
not a few weeks! 
119 Paul Hattaway, et al., Back to Jerusalem (Carlisle: Piquant, 2003). 
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RESOURCES FOR STUDIES OF DAVID YONGGI CHO 
 

 
Chang-soo Kang 

 
 

I. Introduction 
 
David Yonggi Cho was born on February 14, 1936. He was the first 

born of five sons and four daughters. His father was Doo-chun Cho and 
his mother was Bok-sun Kim. Cho is currently senior pastor of Yoido 
Full Gospel Church (YFGC) in Seoul, Korea, the world’s largest 
congregation with about 700,000 members. He was raised as a Buddhist, 
but became a Christian when at the age of 18 he was diagnosed with a 
terminal case of tuberculosis. He almost totally recovered and then was 
encouraged by missionary Louis Richards to attend Bible school in 
Seoul. Finally, at the age of 20, he entered the Full Gospel Bible Institute. 
Between his conversion event in 1954 and his enrollment at Bible school 
in 1956, he was greatly influenced by missionary Louis Richards.  

After graduating from the Bible school, Cho was encouraged to join 
a tent church at Daejo-dong, which was initiated by his classmate and 
future mother-in-law, Jashil Choi in 1958 when he was 22 years old. 
While he was ministering with Jashil Choi, he was invited to become a 
preacher of a 1,500-seat auditorium, Full Gospel Revival Center, which 
was built by missionaries in 1961. In 1962, Cho became the senior pastor 
of Full Gospel Revival Center. Soon, the name was changed to Full 
Gospel Central Church. By 1964, the membership increased to 2,000 
under the leadership of Cho. In 1966, he became general superintendent 
of the Korean Assemblies of God at the age of 30. In 1973, a 10,000-seat 
auditorium was dedicated at Yoido-dong, and the name of the church was 
changed to YFGC, and then it experienced tremendous growth: 23,000 
members by 1974; 100,000 by 1979; and 700,000 by 1992. There were 
hundreds of assistant pastors and thousands of home cell group leaders, 
the majority of both groups being women.  

With his church’s growth, Cho also founded Church Growth 
International (CGI). He emphasizes positive thinking and positive 
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confession and insists that prayer is the key to church growth. Further, he 
also stresses being specific in prayer: “one must visualize and specify 
exactly what is needed.”1  Because of Cho and YFGC’s extremely 
successful ministry, the name of Yonggi Cho and YFGC are well known 
all over the world. In addition, since Cho is a Pentecostal minister, 
Korean Pentecostalism has become known to the outside world.   

There have been many studies of and about Cho and YFGC. As of 
2003, Cho himself has written numerous books and articles.2 Among 
them, a number of books have been translated into English, as well as 
other languages. This bibliographical essay focuses on providing 
essential sources, written in English, for general readers and researchers 
with annotations, and is thus confined to studies published in English 
either by Cho or about him. In a limited way, the study also intends to 
suggest recommended areas of further study on Cho and YFGC.  

In order to understand Cho’s life and ministry properly, one cannot 
ignore the unique context of Korean Pentecostalism, at the center of 
which Cho stands. Currently, Cho’s church amounts to about 70% of the 
Korean Assemblies of God.3  

This essay is divided into two major sections: Background and 
bibliography. The former includes three introductory parts: 1) Korean 
Pentecostalism, to aid the readers in understanding the background of 
Cho’s ministry; 2) The life and ministry of Cho; and 3) Cho’s theology. 
In all the discussions, I have attempted to provide useful, if not 
comprehensive, bibliographic information for a further study. The second 
                                                           
1  Young-hoon Lee, “Cho, David (Paul) Yonggi,” The New International 
Dictionary of the Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements, eds. Stanley M. 
Burgess and Eduard M. van der Maas (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), p. 522. 
The Dictionary is indicated as NIDPCM hereafter. 
2 Yoido Full Gospel Church Pastor Cho’s Resource Center, ed., YFGC Pastor 
Cho’s Resource Center, The Index of Resources 2002 (Seoul: YFGC Pastor 
Cho’s Resource Center, 2002). This book, written in Korean, includes all books, 
articles, photographs, and newspapers of and about Yonggi Cho. It is the most 
important and valuable resource in order to study about Yonggi Cho and YFGC.  
3 The reason Yonggi Cho can represent Korean Pentecostalism is due to the fact 
that the other Pentecostal denominations came to Korea after 1963 and their 
constituencies are not significant in Korean Pentecostalism and that the Korean 
Assemblies of God occupies about 90 percent of Korean Pentecostals. Their 
years of coming to Korea are as follows. The Church of God in Korea was 
introduced in 1963. The Church of God Prophecy missionary came to Korea in 
1968. The Church of the Foursquare Gospel in Korea was organized in 1969, in 
Yeol-soo Eim, “South Korea,” in NIDPCM, pp. 244-45. 
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section provides a comprehensive list of studies written in English by and 
about Cho and YFGC. It is possible that I have overlooked many other 
works in this discussion, but to the best of my knowledge, this list will 
provide an exhaustive bibliographical resource for the subject matter. 

 
 

PART I: BACKGROUND 
 

1. Korean Pentecostalism 
 
It is important to understand Korean Pentecostalism in order to 

evaluate Cho’s theology and ministry properly. I believe that Cho’s 
ministry is in concert with Korean Pentecostal/charismatic traditions. The 
Pentecostal phenomena in Korea were not introduced by American 
Pentecostal missionaries or Cho himself, but in reality, some Pentecostal 
features were already present in the Korean church since the beginning of 
the Protestant mission in Korea.4  

The New International Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic 
Movements (NIDPCM) presents the Korean church as 
Pentecostal/charismatic: with 2,393,749 Pentecostals (32%), 2,020,598 
charismatics (27%) and 3,165,652 neocharismatics (42%).5 Although 
Cho along with his YFGC is the most influential reason for this 
development, there are other factors that have contributed. Even though it 
is almost impossible to extract a direct relationship between the early 
Korean revival movement and Korean Pentecostalism, many theologians 
regard the early revival movements and the prayer mountain movement 
of Korea as the background of Korean Pentecostalism. One example is 
Young-hoon Lee’s study, “Korean Pentecost: The Great Revival of 
1907.”6 Here Lee describes the great Pyungyang revival of 1907 as a 
Pentecostal movement. Yeol-soo Eim’s article “The Roots of Korean 
Pentecostalism” also traces Korean Pentecostalism from the early revival 

                                                           
4 E.g., Chang-soo Kang, “The First Diary of Revival Rallies of Early Korean 
Protestants in 1915 of Janbong and Kangwha Islands in the Western Sea Area of 
Korea,” (A paper presented in the Sixth Annual Meeting of Asian Pentecostal 
Society, Nov 2003, Baguio City, Philippines), pp. 62-63; Chang-soo Kang, “The 
Pneumatology of Ick-Doo Kim,” (A paper presented in the 12th William Menzies 
Annual Lectureship, Jan 12-16, 2004, Baguio City, Philippines); Yeol-soo Eim, 
“South Korea.” 
5 NIDPCM, p. 239.  
6 Asian Journal of Pentecostal Studies 4:1 (January 2001), pp. 73-83. 
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movement in Pyungyang and the prayer mountain movement.7 Myung-
soo Park’s article, “The Korean Pentecost: A Study on the Great Revival 
of 1903-1907 in the Relationship with Contemporary Worldwide Revival 
Movement” likewise views the origin of Korean Pentecostal movement 
in the Pyungyang revival movement. 8  Jae-bum Lee, who is not a 
minister of YFGC but a pastor of Korean Assemblies of God, also wrote 
a dissertation, “Pentecostal Type Distinctives and Korean Protestant 
Church Growth.”9 This study is also in unison with this tradition. 
Finally, a pastor of YFGC and Pentecostal theologian, Young-hoon Lee, 
suggests this connection in his dissertation, “The Holy Spirit Movement 
in Korea: Its Historical and Doctrinal Development.”10  

There have been four Ph.D. dissertations written on Korean 
Pentecostalism, including the dissertations mentioned above.11 Among 
these four, two were devoted to the study of Pentecostal theology and 
especially pneumatologies of Korean Pentecostalism. However, in spite 
of these dissertations, there seems to be a lack of in-depth studies on the 
Korean Pentecostal understanding of the Holy Spirit. Boo-woong Yoo’s 
dissertation, the first academic study published on Korean 
Pentecostalism, is a historical, rather than theological treatment, although 
the title implies both: Korean Pentecostalism: Its History and Theology. 
At the time when Yoo, a Presbyterian pastor, wrote his dissertation in 
1981, Pentecostal churches in Korea were regarded as abnormal or 
heretical by the Presbyterian churches. Thus, in Yoo’s dissertation, many 
factors of Korean Pentecostalism were seriously caricatured, and this is 
made clear by the fact that there is no single mention of Cho or YFGC, 
not to mention their role in Korean Pentecostalism. Surprisingly, he 

                                                           
7 A study presented in the 18th Pentecostal World Conference, Seoul, 1998. The 
revised version is found in Yeol-soo Eim, “South Korea,” 239-46. 
8 A paper presented in the Theological Symposium for Asian Church Leaders, 
Seoul, 1998. 
9 Ph.D. diss., Fuller Theological Seminary, 1986. 
10 Ph.D. diss., Temple University, 1996. 
11 Jae-bum Lee, “Pentecostal Type Distinctives and Korean Protestant Church 
Growth” (Ph.D. diss., Fuller Theological Seminary, 1986); Boo-woong Yoo, 
Korean Pentecostalism: It’s History and Theology (Frankfurt am Main: Verlag 
Peter Lang GmbH, 1988); Young-hoon Lee, “The Holy Spirit Movement in 
Korea: Its Historical and Doctrinal Development (Ph.D. diss., Temple University, 
1996); Dong-ho Cho, “Intimate Alien: An Immanent Critique of Korean 
Pentecostalism (Ph.D. diss., City University of New York, 2002) 
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failed to mention any Pentecostal denomination, church or pastor at all. 
Instead, he substituted Pentecostalism with mysticism and Minjung 
theology, a Korean version of liberation theology often advocated by 
Presbyterian theologians. Therefore, this first work on Korean 
Pentecostalism is full of stereotypical misnomers and thus is misleading 
to anyone who would like to study Cho or Korean Pentecostalism.12 
Arguably the contributions of Cho and his YFGC to the Korean 
Pentecostal movement are too important to ignore. Understandably, 
Yoo’s work was criticized by Pentecostal theologians.13  

Young-hoon Lee, a minister of YFGC, in his dissertation, fills the 
gap mistakenly left by Yoo, and for this, Lee’s work is valuable. Rightly, 
Lee proves his points through his analysis and evaluation of Yonggi 
Cho’s contributions to the Korean Holy Spirit movement. However, he 
also overlooks the prayer mountain phenomenon. Subsequently, Yeol-
soo Eim argued that the prayer mountain movement is an indigenous 
Pentecostal movement.14  

                                                           
12 Many theologians relied on Yoo’s work and criticized the ministry of Yonggi 
Cho as the work of a shaman. Further, many theologians followed Yoo’s 
description of Minjung movement as the Holy Spirit/Pentecostal movement in 
Korea. But the truth is that Minjung (people) theology is not a theology of 
Pentecostals, rather it is a theology of liberal Presbyterians. See, Dong-sik Yoo 
and others, Hankuk Kyohoewi Sungryungwoondongkwa Kujo [A Study on the 
Pentecostal Movement in Korea: Yoido Full Gospel Church] (Seoul: Korean 
Christian Academy, 1981); Harvey Cox, Fire from Heaven: The Rise of 
Pentecostal Spirituality and the Reshaping of Religion in the Twenty-first 
Century (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley publishing Company, 1995); Jeremy 
Reynalds, “Shamanistic Influences in Korean Pentecostal Christianity: An 
Analysis,” (www.rickross.com/reference/yoidoyonggi/ yoido11.html), checked: 
Dec 2003; Young-hoon Lee, “The Holy Spirit Movement in Korea”; Hong-jung 
Lee, “Minjung and Pentecostal Movements in Korea,” in Pentecostals after a 
Century: Global Perspectives on a Movement in Transition, eds., Allan H. 
Anderson and Walter J. Hollenweger (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1999). 
13 Cecil M. Robeck, Jr., “Review of Korean Pentecostalism, by Boo-woong 
Yoo,” Pneuma 12:1 (1990), pp. 60-62 (62); Yong-hoon Lee, “The Holy Spirit 
Movement in Korea,” pp. 154-56. 
14 See for details, Yeol-soo Eim, “The Roots of Korean Pentecostalism” (A 
paper presented in the Theological Symposium for Asian Church Leaders, Seoul, 
1998), pp. 31-55. A revised version was later published in Yeol-soo Eim, “South 
Korea,” NIDPCM, pp. 239-46. According to Eim, Woon-mong Na is the founder 
of the prayer mountain movement and is an indigenous Korean Pentecostal who 
actualized, for the first time, the Pentecostal movement by including Pentecostal 

http://www.rickross.com/reference/yoidoyonggi/ yoido11.html
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In addition, my study provides additional support for the above 
argument that Pentecostal features had been part of Korean Christianity. 
The findings from the dairy are presented as follows: 

  
Through the characteristics of the diary and their understanding of the 
Holy Spirit, we can propose that early Christians in the diary were like 
Pentecostals or charismatics. Thus, I can argue that Pentecostal 
phenomena continued from the beginning of Korean Protestantism and 
it became the foundation of the further development of Korean 
Pentecostalism. In other words, Korean Pentecostalism did not blossom 
fruitlessly.15  
 
Therefore, it is certain that the Korean church had Pentecostal 

phenomena from the beginning of its history. Pentecostal/charismatic 
tradition took place in the Korean church way before the coming of 
foreign Pentecostal denominations in 1952 and the ministry of Cho 
which began in 1958. Obviously, this is a promising area of further 
study.16  

 
 

2. The Life and Ministry of Cho and YFGC 
 
Cho’s book To God Be the Glory outlines his conversion experience. 

In addition, the website of YFGC (www.fgtv.org) includes a brief 
biography of Cho. Yet, the most helpful source on Cho’s early life is 
Karen Hurston, Growing the World’s Largest Church and Nell Kennedy, 
Dream Your Way to Success.  

Concerning the ministry of YFGC, since 1978 the Institute for 
Church Growth has published Church Growth, a monthly magazine that 
deals with a variety of issues of church growth. It provides a continual 
river of data, insights and bibliographic tips of Cho and YFGC. However, 
comparatively less work is available in the area of theological formation 
                                                                                                                       
phenomena. Na wrote influential lecture notes on the Holy Spirit, entitled: “The 
Gifts of the Holy Spirit,” in 1952. 
15  Chang-soo Kang, “The First Diary of Revival Rallies of Early Korean 
Protestants in 1915 of Janbong and Kangwha Islands in the Western Sea Area of 
Korea” (A paper presented in the Sixth Annual Meeting of Asian Pentecostal 
Society, Nov 2003, Baguio City, Philippines), pp. 62-63. 
16 For a general article on Korean Pentecostalism: Wonsuk Ma, “Tasks and 
Challenges for Korean Pentecostal Churches in the Twenty-First Century,” 
Australasian Pentecostal Studies 5 (2002), pp. 63-94. 

http://www.fgtv.org/
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of Cho or critical evaluation of his theology or theological assumptions, 
either in English or in Korean, although there are several written 
documents about Cho’s theological encounters through his early life.17 
The following are several suggested areas for further study. 

 

2.1 The Relationship with Missionaries 

First, the life and ministry of Cho must be studied in relation to 
missionaries. Although Cho came to know Jesus Christ through a girl, 
“Yongae Kim, the Christian teenage friend of his older sister, 
Hyesook,” 18  it is evident that he was influenced by a number of 
missionaries.19 Louis Richards, the missionary who taught the Bible to 
Cho and encouraged him to enroll in the Full Gospel Bible Institute, says,  

 
A young girl actually was the one who witnessed to Cho about Jesus 
Christ. Even though he cursed and rejected her from his sick bed, she 
was faithful day after day to talk to him about Jesus, and the last day 
that she saw Yonggi Cho, she left her Bible with him. Her witness 
stirred faith within him and gave him the desire to know more about 
Jesus.20  
 
Yet, after Cho heard the gospel presentation from the girl, he met 

Louis Richards and was healed under his ministry, as Richards notes in 
his payer letter: “Shortly after our arrival in Korea, Evangelist Cho 
Yonggi and many others found Christ as personal Saviour.”21 Cho spent 
time with him and engaged in Bible studies for about two years. Cho’s 
letter below, which was mailed to Richards, also proves his influence on 
Cho. 
                                                           
17 Yonggi Cho, “Jesus Christ Gives Life,” Pentecostal Evangel, November 5, 
1967; “When Buddha Didn’t Answer, Jesus did!” The Pentecostal Evangel, 
August 26, 1973; Sung-hoon Myung, “Preaching Ministry of Yoido Full Gospel 
Church” (Th.M. thesis, Fuller Theological Seminary, 1988); Nell Kennedy, 
Dream Your Way to Success (South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, Inc., 
1980).  
18 Karen Hurston, Growing the World’s Largest Church, p. 20. 
19 Concerning this, Myung-soo Park also pointed out in his article, Myung-soo 
Park, “David Yonggi Cho and International Pentecostal/Charismatic 
Movements,” Journal of Pentecostal Theology 12:1 (October 2003), pp. 107-28. 
20 Rosemary Jackson, “God Will Direct Our Steps,” Spirit (spring 1997), p. 3. 
21 Louis Richards, “Prayer Letter of June 9, 1974,” at Flower Pentecostal 
Heritage Center.  
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I do so very often think of you! How the time flies so quick. How the 
time flies so quick. Now I am already 59 years old! But still I think of 
the World Mission in Pusan and the blessed time of Worship under 
your ministry!... but yet in my heart I am your boy and your sheep… I 
am still your son in Jesus.22 
 
Mr. and Mrs. Louis P. Richards also outline their ministry as follows 

in their prayer letter of June 9, 1974: 
 
During the fourteen years we served in Korea, we established the Full 
Gospel Radio broadcast, the Correspondence School and an extensive 
literature program. Soul-winning Seminars were conducted throughout 
South Korea during this period of ministry. Shortly after our arrival in 
Korea, Evangelist Cho Yonggi and many others found Christ as 
personal Saviour. This work soon became entirely indigenous and 
according to our last report, twelve of the original converts were in full-
time ministry. For five years I served as an evangelist to the Korean 
Army, ministering to thousands of Korean soldiers.23  
 
The influence of missionaries on Cho is not only limited to Louis 

Richards. It can also be found in other words of Cho, as follows. 
 
When asked how God had led him into this ministry, Brother Cho 
replied, “Brother John Stetz was my Pentecostal father in Bible School. 
His teaching in Pentecostal truths concerning the apostolic power that 
is available today was the beginning of my ministry.”24 
 
Furthermore, John Hurston played a significant role in Cho’s 

ministry. He ministered with Cho at the Full Gospel Center and invited 
him to be a pastor of the church in 1961. The church later became Full 
Gospel Central Church, and there is no doubt that this was one of the 
most important times in Cho’s life and ministry. Hurston was the first 
senior pastor of the church, but in 1962 as Cho was ordained, he became 

                                                           
22 Yonggi Cho, “Letter” to L. Richards, quoted in Rosemary Jackson, “God Will 
Direct Our Steps,” Spirit, Spring, 1997, p. 4. 
23 Louis P. Richards, “Prayer Letter,” June 9, 1974, at Flower Pentecostal 
Heritage Center.  
24 “Victory below The 38th,” The Pentecostal Evangel, November 12, 1962. 
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the senior pastor, while Hurston became a missionary advisor to Cho and 
ministered with him between 1960 and 1970.25 

These three examples clearly show the important role that 
missionaries played in relation to Cho. Due to the increasing importance 
of Cho and YFGC, however, the role of missionaries has been minimal in 
the studies on Cho. We, however, cannot devaluate the role of 
missionaries. In various ways, Pentecostal missionaries paved the way 
for the unique ministry of Cho as well as other national Pentecostals. 
More importantly, missionaries provided a Pentecostal theological 
orientation for the Pentecostal movement in Korea.26  
 

2.2 The Relationship with Jashil Choi, Cho’s Mother-in-law 

In addition, it is worthwhile to note the relationship between Cho 
and Jashil Choi, his mother-in-law, in order to understand Cho’s life and 
ministry. There are several pertinent factors, which we must be aware of, 
to comprehend the role of Jashil Choi.  

First, when Cho was seriously ill while studying in the Full Gospel 
Bible Institute in 1957, Jashil Choi took care of him for several months. 
Although Cho had been healed, he still retained tuberculosis and had to 
sleep out of the dormitory for many days; he usually slept in a church. In 
these lonely hours, Jashil Choi became Cho’s best friend and spiritual 
mother. Through this close kinship, Choi and Cho developed a parent-
child relationship. Their close affinity was further developed as Choi 
became Cho’s mother-in-law. Jin-hwan Kim, a former General 
Superintendent of the Korean Assemblies of God, said that no one can 
deny the role of Jashil Choi in Cho’s early ministry. Although, Yonggi 
Cho was a senior pastor from the beginning, Jashil Choi was a spiritual 
leader in Cho’s early ministry.27  

Second, indubitably, Cho’s ministry began because of Jashil Choi. 
Choi initiated and prepared the tent church by herself. She purchased a 
U.S. army tent in order to start a church on her property and invited Cho 

                                                           
25  Karen Hurston, Growing the World’s Largest Church (Springfield, MI: 
Chrism, 1994), pp. 24-26; “Missionary file of Hurston John W,” in Flower 
Pentecostal Heritage Center. 
26 Concerning this issue, see also Myung-soo Park, “David Yonggi Cho and 
International Pentecostal/Charismatic Movements.” Journal of Pentecostal 
Theology 12:1 (October 2003), pp. 107-28. 
27 Jin-hwan Kim, interview by the author, December 9, 2003, Angeles City, 
Philippines. 
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to preach at its first service. As the ministry proceeded, Choi became a 
faithful and helpful supporter of Cho. Cho notes about his mother-in-law 
as follows: 

 
Pastor Ja Shill Choi, who was my Bible school classmate and later 
became my mother-in-law, is a supreme example in the ministry of 
prayer and sacrificial devotion to God. During my years of ministry, 
Sister Choi has remained close by my side, and I have learned to know, 
love, and appreciate her greatly. In both word and deed, she devoted 
her life entirely to serving the Master.28  
 
Third, Choi was the initiator and founder of the prayer mountain of 

YFGC in 1974. This prayer mountain, now formally called Osanri Choi 
Ja-sil Memorial Fasting Prayer Mountain, was founded immediately after 
the construction of YFGC in 1973, and contributed greatly to the growth 
of YFGC. During this time, the prayer mountain movement was popular 
amongst Korean Christians. Many Christians experienced Pentecostal 
phenomena –mostly speaking in tongues and divine healings—in prayer 
mountains and continued to visit prayer mountains for their spiritual 
needs. This unique spiritual tradition in Korea began in the 1950s. If 
YFGC had not had its own prayer mountain, it is hard to imagine what 
would have happened to YFGC today.  

Concerning the ministry of Jashil Choi, Yong-hoon Lee notes, 
“Many miracles and divine healings followed her co-ministry with pastor 
Yonggi Cho, which lasted for about 30 years.”29 Pastor Yong-rae Park, 
who was once an assistant pastor of YFGC also notes, “We cannot think 
about Yonggi Cho without Jashil Choi. She was a great help in Cho’s 
ministry.”30 Even if Park overemphasized the role of Choi, still we 
cannot ignore Choi’s influential contributions to Cho’s ministry. 

                                                           
28 Yonggi Cho’s forward to Jashil Choi, Korean Miracles (La Canada, CA: 
Mountain Press, 1978), p. v. 
29 Young-hoo Lee, “Choi, Jashil,” in NIDPCM, p. 522. 
30 Yong-rae Park, interview by Chang-soo Kang, August 20, 2002, Baguio, 
Philippines. Concerning Jashil Choi, see in detail, Julie C. Ma, “Korean 
Pentecostal Spirituality: A Case Study of Jashil Choi,” Asian Journal of 
Pentecostal Studies 5:2 (July 2002), pp. 235-54; Nell Kenneday, Dream Your 
Way to Success; Yong-hoon Lee, “Choi, Ja-shil,” in NIDPCM, p. 522.  
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2.3 Cho’s International Ministry 

Yonggi Cho led countless revival rallies in Korea as well as abroad. 
There is no disputation of Cho’s influence in Korean churches,31 but 
there are only a few studies on Cho’s influence in the world. Cho’s 
international ministry began with his participation in the World 
Pentecostal Conference in 1967. In the following years, Cho preached in 
several nations and, after the construction of YFGC, he often led 
overseas revival rallies. Furthermore, through the Church Growth 
International (CGI), conferences are conducted each year to train leaders 
and laity from abroad, and CGI published books, brochures, and the 
Church Growth Magazine are distributed in some 125 countries.32 In this 
area, only one study is represented, and that concerns Cho’s role in 
Japanese Christianity.33  

 
 

3. Theological Studies on/about Cho and YFGC 
 
The primary resources for any theological inquiry on Cho’s life and 

ministry are several books of Cho available in English and his sermons. 
For instance, through Cho’s Jesus the Son, we can understand his 
Christology; Salvation, Health and Prosperity: Our Threefold Blessings 
in Christ provides a valuable theological foundation for his theology of 
blessing. The Holy Spirit, My Senior Partner defines Cho’s 
pneumatology, while his The Nature of God delineates his understanding 
of God. Through his books on Revelation and Daniel, we can grasp 
Cho’s eschatology. The following are a few areas in which I feel that 
further reflections are urgently needed. 

 

                                                           
31 For example, see Chang-sup Shim, “Assessing the impact of Pentecostalism 
on the Korean Presbyterian Church in Light of Calvin’s Theology,” Chongshin 
Theological Journal vol. 3 (1998), pp. 115-31. 
32 Peggy Kannaday, “The World Largest Church,” Pentecostal Evangel (Feb 6, 
1994), p. 13. 
33 Mark Mullins, “The Empire Strikes Back: Korean Pentecostal Mission to 
Japan,” in Charismatic Christianity as a Global Culture, ed. Karla Poewe 
(Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1994). 
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3.1 Theological Reflection  

There are several theological studies about Cho: e.g., Hsieh-Kan 
Christian Wei, “The Analysis and Criticism of the Theology and 
Methodology of Paul Yonggi Cho” (Ph.D. diss., Bob Jones University, 
1992) and Philip Douglass, “Yonggi Cho and the Korean Pentecostal 
Movement: Some Theological Reflections,” Presbyterian 17 (Spring 
1991). However, most of them are often not well balanced, or highly 
selective in their treatment. One example is the first controversy 
surrounding Cho’s book, The Fourth Dimension, as discussed below. 
Also Boo-yoong Yoo’s misrepresentation of Korean Pentecostalism 
further contributed to some misunderstandings on Cho.  
 

3.2 Theology of Blessing: Three-fold Blessing  

The first critical studies on Cho began with Cho’s theology of 
blessing. Much of the criticism derived from Cho’s book, Fourth 
Dimension, as we can see in Dave Hunt and T. McMahon’s book, The 
Seduction of Christianity: Spiritual Discernment in the Last Days 
(Eugene: Harvest House, 1985). Here, Hunt and McMahon criticize 
Cho’s teachings as “the seduction of the Church.” Sung-hoon Myung 
defends Cho: “Cho does advocate that, in general, it is God’s will for 
every believer to be prosperous in wealth and health as well as in 
spirituality.” 34  The weakness of Hunt and McMahon is their 
overdependence on just one book. Here, Myung’s advice shines: we have 
to understand Cho’s theology in a general context, not merely depending 
on one book, Fourth Dimension.35  

There are other studies on the same issue. Some of them are: Soo-
young Kim, “A Biblical Critique on the Prosperity Gospel of Paul 
Yonggi Cho” (Th.M. thesis, Dallas Theological Seminary, 1989); 
Richard Nelson, “The Self-improvement Gospel of David Yonggi Cho: 
A Critique of Self-help Theology” (Th.M. thesis, Lincoln Christian 
Seminary, 1998); Sam-hwan Kim, “The Question of Good and Evil in 
Full Gospel Faith: A Study of the Theological Foundation for the Three-
fold Blessing of Dr. Yonggi Cho” (paper presented at 2002 Youngsan 
International Theological Symposium, September 2002, Gunpo, Korea).  
 

                                                           
34 Sung-hoon Myung, “Preaching Ministry of Yoido Full Gospel Church” (Th. 
M. thesis, Fuller Theological Seminary, 1988), p. 94. 
35 Myung, “Preaching Ministry of Yoido Full Gospel Church,” pp. 94-113. 
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3.3 Contextualization/Indigenization  

The next debate has taken place in contextualization issues. Studies 
in this area include: Won S. Hwang’, “Contextualization of the Gospel by 
Paul Yonggi Cho in the Korean Context” (Th.M. thesis, Trinity 
Evangelical Divinity School, 1994); Daniel J. Adams, “Reflections on an 
Indigenous Movement: The Yoido Full Gospel Church,” Japan Christian 
Quality 57 (Winter 1991); and Allan Anderson, “The Contribution of 
David Yonggi Cho to a Contextual Theology in Korea,” Journal of 
Pentecostal Theology 12:1 (2003). 
 

3.4 Leadership of Cho and Growth of YFGC 

Most studies are devoted understandably to this area because of the 
tremendous growth of YFGC, and two areas stand out, Cho’s leadership 
and various aspects of church growth. Their related areas include cell-
based ministry, church planting, the policy and strategy of supporting the 
pioneering works of YFGC, prayer movement, leadership of Cho, 
preaching ministry of YFGC, etc. Most studies are affirmative on Cho 
and YFGC, and try to adapt the church growth principles of YFGC as a 
church growth model par excellence. In this area, Sung-hoon Myung’s 
Ph.D. dissertation, “Spiritual Dimensions of Church Growth as Applied 
in the Yoido Full Gospel Church” (1990) is the most recommendable 
work. Myung describes and evaluates the growth of YFGC using four 
“spiritual dimensions: the work of the Holy Spirit, prayer, preaching and 
the leadership of the church.” Myung also outlines the manifestations of 
the Holy Spirit at YFGC, thus his study best deals with Cho’s 
pneumatology by comparing it with other academic writings. Moreover, 
the First Youngsan International Church Growth Conference, which was 
held in 2003, provided fruitful studies on the leadership of Cho.36 See 
the bibliography for related works. 
 

3.5 Sociological Studies  

A recent social case study of Cho and YFGC is Dong-ho Cho’s 
dissertation, “Intimate Alien: An Immanent Critique of Korean 
Pentecostalism” (Ph.D. diss., City University of New York, 2002). This 
work deals with YFGC from the viewpoint of social value. Another study 
                                                           
36 Yong-gi Hong, ed., The Role of Leadership in Church Growth: 1st Youngsan 
International Church Growth Conference (Seoul: Institute for Church Growth, 
2003). 
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also included in this area is Vincent Beng Leoh’s “Ethics and Pentecostal 
Preaching: The Anastatic, Organic, and Communal Strands” (Ph.D. diss., 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1990). A serious attempt is 
needed to study Cho’s life and theology in the socio-political and cultural 
context of Korea. 
 

3.6 Pneumatology of Cho 

Regarding the pneumatology of Cho, the 2003 Youngsan 
International Theological Symposium provided several meaningful 
articles. Among the five presenters, four delved into Cho’s understanding 
of the Holy Spirit. Although their viewpoints are different from one 
another, this conference provides a starting point for further study of 
Cho’s pneumatology.  

 

3.7 Concluding Remarks 

Most studies on or by Cho have focused on the growth of YFGC. 
Sometimes, however, theological studies are collapsed into the church 
growth aspects of Cho’s ministry, and such related topics are Cho’s 
positive thinking, theology of blessings, contextualization and others.  

In the academic world, most affirmative writings about Yonggi Cho 
come from his own disciples; Sung-hoon Myung, Young-hoon Lee, 
Yonggi Hong, Mun-hong Choi, Dong-sung Lee and others. On the other 
hand, we have seen critical assessments of Cho’s theology and ministry. 
It is unfortunate that most of the critical studies appear not to have full 
information of Cho and YFGC. Thus, in a manner of speaking, both 
groups are biased. This situation made it urgent to see the third category 
of scholars who are not “obligated” to affirm Cho, and yet have good 
knowledge of his theology and ministry. It is encouraging, therefore, to 
see new studies by such scholars, and this volume contains some. We 
may see more studies by this third category of scholars with appreciation 
and affirmation of Cho’s theology and ministry, and yet with critical 
assessment and recommendations for future developments.37  

                                                           
37  Recently, beginning in 2002, Hansei University organized Youngsan 
International Theological Symposium (YITS) and produced studies on David 
Yonggi Cho. If this conference continues annually, it will provide more 
theological studies on and about Cho. The 2002 YITS focused and Cho’s 
theology in general and the 2003 YITS devoted its issue to Cho’s pneumatology.  
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In collecting resources by or on Cho, it has become apparent that 
early material, particularly prior to 1973, was extremely difficult to 
locate. Until recently, primary sources, especially from the crucially 
important pre-1973 years, the year when the YFGC building was 
completed, there is a critically deficiency in relevant material, and this 
situation is worse for English resources. Thus, there is a need for Korean 
Pentecostal theologians to devote their attention to this formative stage of 
Cho’s theology and ministry, as a comprehensive and scrupulously 
objective biography of Yonggi Cho has yet to be written.38  

The following section provides possible resources of and on Yonggi 
Cho, available in English. The resources come mainly from the library of 
Asia Pacific Theological Seminary, Baguio, Philippines, ATLA religion 
database, Internet research and YFGC Pastor Cho’s Resource Center: 
The Index of Resources 2002. 39  Outside of Korea, the Logos 
International and later, Bridge Publishing provided a handy outlet, while 
in Korea it has been the in-house publishers such as Seoul Logos, 
International Theological Institute (ITI) and the Church Growth 
International (CGI). Due to the lack of a worldwide distribution network, 
most of Cho’s works published in Korea have not been widely circulated. 

 
 

PART II: BIBLIOGRAPHY OF AND ON DAVID YONGGI CHO 
 

1. Books and Articles by Cho 

1.1 Books 

70 Unique Illustrations. Seoul: CGI, 1989. 
A Bible Study for New Christians. Seoul: Seoul Logos, 2002. 
A Call in the Night, Sermon Series 1. Seoul: Seoul Logos, 2002. 
Answers to Your Questions. Seoul: CGI, 1984. 
Born to Be Blessed. Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1993.  

                                                           
38 Regarding American Pentecostal leaders, there have been several studies 
about their lives. David Edwin Harrell, Jr., Oral Roberts: An American Life 
(Bloomington, IN: Indian University Press, 1985); Edith Blumhofer, Aimee 
Semple McPherson: Everybody’s Sister (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1993). In a similar way, Cho’s life, ministry and 
his contribution to world Christianity, deserves a serious study.   
39 Yoido Full Gospel Church Pastor Cho’s Resource Center, ed., YFGC Pastor 
Cho’s Resource Center, The Index of Resources 2002. 
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Daniel: Insight on the Life and Dreams of the Prophet from Babylon. 
Lake Mary, FL: Creation House, 1990. 

Great Businessmen. Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1995. 
Home Cell System. Seoul: CGI, 1987. 
How Can I Be Healed? Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1999. 
How to Pray: Patterns of Prayer. Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1997. 
March Forward to Hope, Sermon Series 2. Seoul: Seoul Logos, 2002. 
More than Numbers. Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1984. 
Prayer That Brings Revival. Altamonte Springs, FL: Creation House, 

1998. 
Prayer: Key to Revival. Waco. Texas: Word Books, 1984. 
Praying with Jesus. Seoul: Seoul Publishing, 1993. 
Revelation: Visions of Our Ultimate Victory in Christ. Seoul: Seoul 

Logos, 1991. 
Salvation, Health and Prosperity: Our Threefold Blessings in Christ. 

Altamonte Springs, FL: Creation House, 1987. 
Solving Life’s Problems. Plainfield, NJ: Logos International, 1980. 
Spiritual Leadership for the New Millennium. Seoul: Seoul Logos, 2003. 
Successful Home Cell Groups. Miami, FL: Logos International, 1981. 
Successful Living. Seoul: Young San Publications, 1977. 
Suffering…Why Me? South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, 1986. 
The Apocalyptic Prophecy. Altamonte Springs, FL: Creation House, 

1998. 
The Concept of Love Growth. Seoul: CGI, 1984. 
The Fourth Dimension, vol. 1. South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, 

1979. 
The Fourth Dimension, vol. 2. South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, 

1983. 
The Fourth Dimension, 3rd ed. Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1996. 
The Holy Spirit My Senior Partner: Understanding the Holy Spirit and 

His Gifts. Altamonte Springs, FL: Creation House, 1989.  
The Homecell Group Study Guide 1. Seoul: Seoul Logos, 1997. 
The Homecell Group Study Guide 2. Seoul: Seoul Logos, 2000. 
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The Leap of Faith. South Plainfield, NJ: Bridge Publishing, 1984. 
The Nature of God: Who Is God…Really. Watchung, NJ: Charisma 

House, 2001. 
To God Be the Glory. Seoul: Seoul Publishing, 1973. 
When I Am Weak, Then I Am Strong. Seoul: Seoul Logos, 2002. 
 

1.2 Coauthored Works 
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