Cessationist John MacArthur
Can’t Put the Real Holy
Spirit Fire Out

Author’s Note: Recently I became aware of the buzz surrounding
a new book, soon to be released, by a prominent cessationist
who has been around for a long time. I was asked by the Pneuma
Foundation to write a review of this book for its Pneuma
Review publication. I thought it important enough to share
with all of you. Here it 1is.

Strange Fire by John MacArthur is basically an attack on
anything and everything related to thecharismatic movement and
the various movements descended from it, as if the whole of it
were composed of one monolithic set of doctrines and practices
that all of us espouse. It invalidates anything that smacks of
the supernatural or of emotion freely expressed in God’s
presence.

MacArthur pours his vitriol-and I mean vitriol-through the
filter of his own prejudices and theological presuppositions
in a way that blinds him to the differences between the
various movements within the charismatic stream and causes him
to deny the existence of the majority of us who do not agree
with or practice the abuses he objects to. In doing so, he
ignores or reinterprets, through very poor exegesis, the clear
teaching of much of the Scripture as well.

Ironically, as he formulates his attack, he builds upon
concerns that many of us in the movement share. I share his
concern over abuses in prophetic ministry, aberrant doctrines,
fallen leaders, manipulative fundraising, acting out in
fleshly ways that are not of the Spirit and fakery on the part
of some associated with the movement. As an insider, I
confront these things as well, seeking what is genuine and
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calling for biblical grounding. MacArthur commits grievous
error, however, in claiming that these abuses characterize the
movement as a whole. They do not.

For example, I am a charismatic and have been from my
childhood in the 1950s. I am also a 1976 graduate of Fuller
Theological Seminary. Consequently, I have been steeped in
exegetical principle and the doctrines of the historic faith
from a time when Fuller described itself as “reformed” in its
theology. Consequently, I do not embrace aberrant theologies.

Reading MacArthur, you’'d think all charismatics espouse
prosperity teaching. We do not. You’'d think we are all Word of
Faith adherents when, in fact, they constitute a small
minority and promote a doctrine many of us oppose. I actually
wrote a rebuttal of those two doctrines in my own
book Purifying the Prophetic.

On a side note, in his introduction, MacArthur asserts that
Fuller Theological Seminary abandoned the doctrine of biblical
inerrancy in the early 1970s. I was there from 1973 until my
graduation in 1976, and I can state categorically that Fuller
at that time held to inerrancy. MacArthur is wrong on many
fronts and should be held accountable for what is either
blatant intellectual dishonesty or just inexcusably sloppy
research.

In reading MacArthur uncritically, you’'d think that all
charismatics focus in unbalanced ways on manifestations and
behavioral aberrations like barking and animal sounds. We do
not. Over the years, I've spent at least a cumulative five
months 1in meetings at the Toronto Airport Christian
Fellowship, now known as Catch the Fire, serving for 14 years
in leadership as a regional coordinator and international
council member. Never in all that time did I hear an animal
sound. I think MacArthur must be reacting to what he has heard
from other revival critics rather than his own eyewitness
experience. This, again, constitutes intellectual dishonesty



and sloppy research.

MacArthur states, “I’'ll start believing that the truth
prevails in the charismatic movement when I see the leaders,
who are the people who are most exposed to its principles,
looking more like Jesus Christ.”

Yes, some very few of us have been guilty of seeking or
walking in anointing without character. Qur exercise of church
discipline in response to their failings has often been
deficient. Tragically, some of those failures have been seen
in people with prominent ministries, and as a result we have
all had to wear the mud we didn’t deserve.

The truth is that the foundation of the Toronto Blessing, for
instance, was and is the kind of transformation of character
to conform to the image of Jesus (Rom. 8:29) that has produced
people like Rolland and Heidi Baker. In their ministry in
Mozambique, not only are many thousands of orphans given homes
and countless thousands of hungry fed, but thousands of
churches are planted, hundreds of thousands come to Jesus, the
dead are raised, the sick are healed and the lame walk. The
vast majority of lesser-known leaders in the renewal go
quietly about the business of doing those same things in the
places where they labor all over the world. The fallen leaders
and those operating with less than the character of Jesus to
whom John MacArthur actually objects are not my leaders and
never were for a majority of us.

In bashing spiritual gifts, MacArthur characterizes the gift
of tongues, for instance, as “babble,” relegating it to the
flames of “strange fire,” seemingly ignoring the clear
teaching of Scripture on the various uses of it. It
was evangelistic on the Day of Pentecost, but Paul in 1
Corinthians 14 clearly defines its use in corporate prayer
(with interpretation) and for private personal edification,
saying, “I wish that you all spoke in tongues.” The 120 did,
in fact, speak in tongues on the Day of Pentecost. Paul did,



in fact, franchise its disciplined use 1in gatherings 1in
Corinth and clearly described it as praying with an unfruitful
mind for personal edification. Nowhere does the Scripture say
that any of the supernatural gifts would cease.

MacArthur cries out against people falling into senseless
trances but seems to miss that this very same thing happened
to Daniel, who broke into physical trembling when the angel
touched him after he awakened from what was clearly a trance
state. MacArthur seems to miss that the priests at the
dedication of Solomon’s temple couldn’t stand up under the
weight of the presence of the glory of God. And didn’t the
disciples appear to be drunk on the Day of Pentecost? Speaking
in foreign languages would have attracted little attention in
a city where many thousands of Jews from different regions of
the world had gathered for the feast, so it had to be their
drunken behavior under the power of the Spirit that drew the
comments. Through the filter of his cessationist theology,
when these things happen today, McArthur calls them “strange
fire.”

This book isn’t about strange fire. It’s about putting the
fire out.

This review by R. Loren Sandford is reprinted with permission
from , the journal of ministry resources for Pentecostal and
charismatic ministries and leaders, as part of their
conversation about MacArthur’s book, “Are Pentecostals
Offering Strange Fire?”

R. Loren Sandford is the founder and senior pastor of New Song
Church and Ministries 1in Denver, Colo. He 1is a songwriter,
recording artist and worship leader, as well as the author of
several books, including Understanding Prophetic People, The
Prophetic Church and his latest, Visions of the Coming Days:
What to Look For and How to Prepare, which are available with
other resources at the church’s website.



