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STAR TREK’S MR. SPOCK was not fully hu-
man, and the proof was not just in his 
pointed ears. His affective deficiency 
revealed his Vulcan origins. Presum-
ably, missionaries among the Vulcans 
would not need to take emotions into 
account, but missionaries on Planet 
Earth do. This article takes a theologi-
cal look at missions in light of ‘affec-
tivity’, the emotional aspect of human 
personality which plays a major role 
in influencing feelings, desires, felt 
needs, prejudices, attitudes, receptiv-
ity and dispositions.

)�!FFECTIVITY�AND�2EVELATION
God is the great communicator. Like all 
good communicators, he conveys not 
only his thoughts, but also his heart. 
He does this consistently in all his vari-
ous forms of self-expression.

���!FFECTIVITY�IN�THE�"IBLE
The Bible is a book of passion. It pre-
sents us with a passionate God who 
responds to and incites intense hu-
man emotions and discerns the noblest 
and basest of motivations. It confronts 
entrenched attitudes and nurtures a 
heart-felt disposition toward God.

The Pentateuch’s narratives are in-
tensely affective, depicting God and 
the human race as feeling and act-
ing upon the basis of a wide range 
of strong emotions. The Legal Codes 
contain injunctions regarding motiva-
tions, prejudices, and even emotions. 
Deuteronomy makes clear that the key 
to keeping the law lies in the affective 
state of God’s people (Dt. 6:4-6, 30:1-
20).1 Obedience to the Law brings God 
pleasure and love. Disobedience is in-
sensitivity to God’s feelings (Lev. 1:9 
and many parallels, Dt. 7:7-13; Lev. 
18:22-29; Dt. 12:31; 16:22-17:1).

The Historical Writings both record 
and inspire a wide range of affective 

1 All biblical quotations are taken from the 
New International Version.
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motivations and responses. The stories 
carry great emotional power—from the 
heart-pounding suspense of two spies 
in a heap of flax relying for their lives 
on the word of a pagan prostitute, to 
the grim satisfaction of seeing Haman 
hang. The manner of God’s interaction 
with humanity conveys his attitudes, 
will, and feelings. Sacred history prods 
the reader to examine his or her at-
titudes and allegiances, and builds in 
the reader an emotional solidarity with 
heroes of the faith.

The Wisdom and Poetry of the Bi-
ble are saturated with emotion. Job’s 
speeches swim in grief, anger, self-pity, 
confusion, and a desperate need to find 
meaning in it all. The intense poetry of 
the Psalms speaks to the heart, still, 
after three millennia. In addition to ex-
pressing human attitudes, felt needs, 
and feelings, the Psalms dwell on Di-
vine affectivity: God’s contempt for his 
enemies, his compassion and mercy, 
love and dignity. The Proverbs promote 
wisdom with affective causes and ef-
fects.2 The Song of Songs resounds 
with passion and pleasure, in marked 
contrast to the futility, false hopes, and 
resigned contentment of Ecclesiastes. 

The word of the Lord through the 
prophets proclaims God’s attitudes 
with intense emotion.3 Their oracles 
portray, promote and predict a wide 
range of affective human responses.4 

2 The causes include the fear of the Lord and 
the love of what is good, and results include 
honour, patience, compassion, cheerfulness, 
refreshment and contentment. The Proverbs 
seek to correct excessive or inappropriate af-
fections.
3 Such as wrath, compassion, vengeance, dis-
appointment, disgust, love and delight.
4 These dispositional and emotional re-

The prophetic books also describe and 
invite empathy with the moods of the 
prophets for whom they are named. 
The feelings and attitudes of the proph-
ets, whether they are commended or 
rebuked by God, are an integral part 
of the process of inspiration, a process 
in which human beings, sometimes de-
spite themselves, were ‘carried along 
by the Holy Spirit’ (2 Pet. 1:21). 

The narratives of the Gospels and 
Acts convey the emotions, moods, and 
attitudes of the characters: Joseph’s 
sense of duty and honour (Mt. 1:19-
25; 2:13-23), the self-righteousness of 
Simon the Pharisee and the gratitude 
of the sinful woman he despised (Lk. 
7:36-50), the confusion of the disciples 
(Mt. 28:17; Mk. 8:31-33,10:5-6; Lk. 
24:12-43; Jn. 6:60; 12:16; 13:36-37), 
the compassion of Jesus (Mt. 9:35-38; 
Mt. 11:28-30), the defiant courage of 
the apostles (Acts 4:8-13; 23:1), the 
awe surrounding the church in Jerusa-
lem (Acts 3:10; 5:9-13), and the mind-
less fury of the Ephesians (19:28-34). 
By identifying with the disciples, the 
reader finds himself or herself emo-
tionally involved in their experiences. 
Something is fundamentally wrong 
with a reading of these texts which 
does not stir the heart.

The Epistles contribute to the af-
fective character of the Scriptures in 
at least five ways. First, they are built 
upon the affective relationship between 
writer and recipient churches and indi-
viduals. Second, the epistles are full 
of exhortations to such affect-based 
qualities as faith, hope, joy, patience, 

sponses include woe, elation, terror, security, 
despair, certain hope, rebellion, disrespect, 
trusting submission, humility, pride, shame, 
honour, and dullness of heart. 
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perseverance, love, and humility. 
Third, the authors are sensitive to 

the affective state of the recipients, 
and that affective state is sometimes 
the occasion of the letter. Fourth, the 
authors of the epistles frequently re-
mind their readers of the affections of 
God in greetings, farewells, and bene-
dictions, and in the didactic and horta-
tory passages. Fifth, the authors make 
self-disclosures of their own attitudes, 
passions, and motivations (Rom.7:14-
25; 9:1-3, 10; 2 Cor. 1:8; 2:13; 12:7-11; 
12:19-21; Gal. 5:12; Phil. 1:6; 1:22-25; 
3:10, 18; 4:10-14; Phlm. 8; 1 Tim. 6:6-
11; 2 Tim. 1:12; 4:9-18).

Revelation is the Bible’s affective 
grand finale. Its seven letters rebuke or 
affirm attitudes and emotions, as well 
as holding out emotionally evocative 
promises. Its apocalyptic visions are 
designed to inspire in the listener an 
emotional appreciation of eschatologi-
cal mystery, calling forth awe, dread, 
hope, triumph, and longing. From start 
to finish, then, the Bible is full of emo-
tion. In its writing styles and contents 
it communicates, draws out, and seeks 
to influence the affective.

���!FFECTIVITY�IN�%XTRA
"IBLICAL�
2EVELATIONS

The Bible is not unique in being an 
affectivity-rich revelation from God. 
Natural revelation is intended to elicit 
responses of wonder and awe, fear, 
gratitude, humility and delight (Some 
examples are Ps. 8; Ps. 92:4; Ps. 
107:24-32, and Acts 14:17). Specific 
natural phenomenan may function to 
express God’s attitudes—grace, mag-
nanimity, or anger (as in Gen. 3:13-19; 
Ex. 7:14-10:20; Ps. 18:7-15; Hab. 3:3-
15; Mt. 5:44-45; Acts 14:17; Rev. 6:12-

17). Theophanies and angelic visitations 
inevitably draw reactions of fear, awe, 
sorrow, encouragement or repentance 
(Ex. 3:1-6; Num. 22:31; Dan. 5:5-6; 
Zech. 12:10-11; Mt. 17:5-7; Mk. 16:6; 
Lk. 1:11-13, 28-30; 2:9-10; Jn. 20:10-
15; Acts 12:1-11; 26:13-14). 

They express God’s feelings (Num. 
22:33-34; Mt. 17:5; Lk. 1:30; Acts 
27:24), provide a response to human 
attitudes and emotion (Ex. 3:7; Dan. 
5:22-23; Jn. 20:10-15; Acts 26:14, 18; 
27:23-27); predict specific human af-
fectivity (Zech. 12:10; Lk. 1:14, 17, 
30; 2:10), or address the very emotions 
they elicit (Mt. 17:6-7; Mk. 16:6; Lk. 
1:13; 2:10). Likewise, dreams and vi-
sions often involve intensely powerful 
images that evoke strong emotional 
reactions (Is. 6:1-5; Ezek. 1:28; Dan. 
8:17; 2 Cor. 12:1-7; Rev. 1:9-17).

���!FFECTIVITY�AND�'OD�S�
2EVELATION�IN�#HRIST

Jesus, God’s ultimate self-disclosure, 
demonstrates the vibrantly responsive 
heart of God. The gospels ascribe to 
him a variety of affective states. Among 
them a sense of humour (Mt. 7:3; 
23:24; Lk. 13:8); astonishment, both 
positive (Mt. 8:10) and negative (Mk. 
6:6); compassion (Mt. 9:36; 14:14; Mk. 
1:41; 6:34); gentleness and humility 
(Mt. 11:29); longing (Mt. 23:37); over-
whelming sorrow (Mt. 26:38); anger 
(Mk. 3:5); joy (Lk. 10:21; Jn. 15:11); 
weeping (Lk. 19:41; Jn. 11:35); grace 
(Jn. 1:14); zeal (Jn. 2:16-17); distrust 
of human nature (Jn. 2:24-25); glad-
ness (Jn. 11:15); being deeply moved or 
disturbed, (Jn. 11:33,38; 12:17; 13:21); 
love (Jn. 13:1; 14:21; 15:9), and peace 
(Jn. 14:27). 

These affective states are not sim-
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ply expressions of the humanity of Je-
sus, but also revelations of the divine 
heart, as for instance Jesus’ weeping 
over Jerusalem (Lk. 19:41). Even in his 
most obviously human emotions, like 
his distress and exhaustion in Gethse-
mane (Lk. 22:43-45), Jesus is reveal-
ing the love of the Father by bearing 
our grief and carrying our sorrows (Is. 
53:4); sharing our full humanity with 
all of our inner as well as our physical 
hurts. This is not surprising, as send-
ing Jesus is the Father’s ultimate ex-
pression of love for humanity (Jn. 3:16; 
Rom. 5:8; 8:31-32).

By becoming incarnate, God the 
Son allows himself to be subject to the 
chemical processes of the brain, the 
social conditioning, and all of the other 
factors which influence human affec-
tivity. The result of such an incarnation 
from Jesus’ perspective is sympathy 
for human frailty; from the Father’s 
perspective, a means of expressing 
freely his mercy and grace; and from 
the believer’s perspective, confidence 
(Heb. 4:15). 

That Jesus became truly human at 
an affective level provides grounds for 
the writers of the epistles to hold up 
as exemplary for us Jesus’ attitudes 
and emotional self-management (Rom. 
15:5-9; Phil. 2:1-8; Heb. 12:2-3; 1 Pet. 
4:1-2). It was Jesus’ own practice to 
draw attention to his attitudes, mo-
tivations and emotional dispositions 
for didactic and hortatory purposes 
(Mt. 11:25-30; 26: 39-46; Mk. 8:1-21; 
Lk. 10:17-24; Lk. 19:41-44; Jn. 14:27; 
15:9-14; 17:13). In so doing, he under-
lines the affective aspect of his incar-
nation and intentionally utilizes it as 
an indispensable component in his ap-
proach to mission and disciple-making.

Jesus seeks to bridge the emotional 

gap between God and humanity. From 
the divine side, he reveals to humanity 
God’s affectivity in all that he teaches, 
does, and feels. On the human side, 
Jesus demonstrates an acute sensitiv-
ity to the affective states of those with 
whom he interacts, a sensitivity which 
frees him from being either the victim 
or the perpetrator of emotional manip-
ulation (for instance Lk. 4:14-28; Jn. 
5:44-45; 8:2-11). 

 He examines motivations and atti-
tudes, attacks prejudices, and fosters 
or rebukes emotions and moods. When 
questioned, he tends to confront the 
attitude of the questioner, rather than 
giving a direct, informative answer 
(Mt. 9:14-17; 18:1-3; 19:3-12; Mk. 
10:17-22; Lk. 10:25-37; Jn. 8:3-7). He 
is not content to deliver a message, 
but clearly longs to facilitate intensely 
affective two-way communication be-
tween the Father and sinful humanity.

���)MPLICATIONS�FOR�-ISSION
If God chose to reveal himself through 
an emotion-laden message via affective 
media and messengers in sensitivity to 
the affective state of the recipients, 
seeking from them an affective re-
sponse, then it follows that our com-
munication of his word is inadequate 
unless it is affective from start to fin-
ish.

Missionary motivation should re-
flect the affective purposes of God in 
revelation: zeal for his glory, anger and 
distress at idolatry and sin, love, and a 
longing to save. There is a need for ac-
countability involving the missionary, 
the sending church and agency, and 
local believers in assessing to what ex-
tent these holy motivations are opera-
tive, growing, and determinative of the 
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worker’s approach to ministry.
It is difficult to imagine how the 

gospel message could be presented, 
stripped of its affective character, 
rooted as it is in its central tenets of 
the love of God, the disgrace of sin, 
the passion of the cross, the surprising 
triumph of the resurrection, and the 
glorious hope. Unfortunately, some in-
ter-religious dialogues replace vibrant 
witness with distant, coldly-academic 
comparison of creeds, sacred histories, 
and ethical systems. 

Polemicists transmogrify the cross 
into a club, and the good news into a 
dagger for wounding the enemy in ver-
bal combat. Whether by stripping the 
message of Jesus of its affective nature 
or by distorting that nature into a tool 
of diabolical power struggle, the mes-
sage sustains fatal damage and the 
church fails to be faithful to the revela-
tion with which it has been entrusted 
by God. It would be well for evange-
lists regularly to consider the question, 
‘What is the affective message we are 
in fact conveying to this people?’

The media used in mission should, 
like God’s revelation, have appropri-
ate affective power. Creativity is re-
quired in driving home the intensity of 
the message through affectivity-laden 
media. This is not simply a matter of 
pragmatics or a desire for success in 
mission. It is a matter of faithfulness 
in communicating to the world the rev-
elation with which God has entrusted 
his people.

God’s best human messengers allow 
him to use their whole selves as in-
struments of his revelation. The force 
of their communication is not only in 
the words they speak, but in their hu-
mility or confidence, their self-giving 
love or their zeal for truth, their com-

passion, sorrow, or joy. Although the 
qualities that accompany emotional 
intelligence are hard to measure, they 
should be taken into account in select-
ing, training, developing, evaluating, 
and debriefing workers. The mission-
ary’s prayer life is vital, for without it 
he or she will fail to be sensitive to the 
Lord’s attitudes in any given situation, 
and risk misrepresenting the Almighty.

The process of communicating 
God’s Word is greatly enhanced when 
the communicators are characterized 
by affective sensitivity. Like Jesus, sen-
sitive communicators are instinctively 
aware that questions and challenges 
may reveal or cloak foundational af-
fective spiritual issues. Missionary re-
sponses to questions should, in keep-
ing with the practice of the Master, 
address the affective at least as much 
as the cognitive. 

While this sensitivity comes natu-
rally (or supernaturally) to some, near-
ly everyone can learn a greater level of 
affective sensitivity. The professional 
development of workers should include 
mentoring relationships in which such 
sensitivity can be nurtured.

Finally, the missionary who is true 
to the content and spirit of divine rev-
elation will look for affective responses, 
not as the result of human manipula-
tion, but as evidence that the Word of 
God has been inscribed on the heart 
by the Spirit of God. The type and in-
tensity of emotional and dispositional 
reactions will vary, but some affective 
response will be present if God has 
indeed opened the eyes of a person’s 
heart. Such responses are not limited 
to the moment of conversion, but con-
tinue with spiritual growth.
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))�!FFECTIVITY�AND�"IBLICAL�
!NTHROPOLOGY

���4HE�5NITY�AND�!FFECTIVITY�OF�
THE�(UMAN�0ERSON

Affectivity is both essential and in-
timately interwoven into the fabric 
of the human person. Many central 
theological terms in the Bible contain 
a strong affective core which inter-
acts with the whole life of the person. 
Faith is ultimately affective—a resting 
in God—and yet it is mutilated to the 
point of extinction if it is divorced from 
its intellectual element of right belief 
or its physical/volitional/social compo-
nent of working through love. Love is 
foundationally affective in nature, yet 
the Scriptures make abundantly clear 
that to thrive love needs thought, ac-
tion and appropriate objects. Consider 
also these terms: heart, soul, the fear of 
the Lord, forgiveness, repentance, grace, 
peace,5 hope, and praise. Many other 
terms, although not primarily affective, 
contain an essential affective element: 
conversion, submission, glory, holiness, 
sin, gospel, signs and wonders, revela-
tion, power, spirit, and so on. 

The spiritual life of a social group 
is influenced by collective attitudes, 
moods, and motives. Nations, fami-
lies, and churches are described by 
the Scriptures as being wilful, faith-
ful, rebellious, dismayed, proud, con-
temptuous, and loving (Ex. 32:9; 2 
Chr. 7:14; Is. 54:1-15; Obad. 3; Mt. 
23:30-32; Rom. 10:2, 11:11; Rev. 2:4, 

5 See Cornelius Plantinga, Jr., Not the Way 
It’s Supposed to Be: A Breviary of Sin (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 9-10, for a discus-
sion of the role of the affective in the biblical 
term shalom.

19-20). Individuals who run counter to 
the prevailing mood of their people are 
singled out by the Scriptures for praise 
or censure, depending on whether the 
group’s disposition meets God’s ap-
proval. With communities, as with in-
dividuals, the affectivity of the group 
is intimately linked with its customs, 
beliefs, and social structure.

���4HE�3OURCE�OF�(UMAN�
!FFECTIVITY

Theologians have variously contended 
that the divine image in humanity is 
evident in our rationality, spirituality, 
potential for moral goodness, or some 
combination of these. However, any 
assessment of human likeness to God 
which ignores affectivity is wanting. 
Augustine6 asserted that desires and 
feelings are good because God made us 
so. I would add that he made us so to 
share in his likeness.

The Scriptures are prolific in their 
references to God’s affectivity, and 
draw direct connections between his 
affectivity and ours. As we cannot 
separate God from his affective at-
tributes, so we cannot properly under-
stand a person apart from his or her 
affections. Even a society cannot be 
understood merely through its prevail-
ing beliefs and practices, apart from its 
affective core: its collective longings 
and motivations, its moods, loves, and 
hatreds. Human affectivity at its very 
best should be a highly polished mirror 
reflecting the heart of God.

6 Augustine, On Free Choice of the Will, trans-
lated by Anna S. Benjamin and L. H. Hack-
staff (Indianapolis/ New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 
1964), 49.
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���4HE�#ORRUPTION�OF�(UMAN�
!FFECTIVITY

However, human affectivity since the 
Fall is diseased. The first sin consisted 
not so much in eating the forbidden 
fruit as in pride, the distorted affec-
tion which precipitated that fateful 
bite. The result of sin was affective in 
character and corresponded precisely 
to the offence: our first parents were 
filled with shame (Gen. 3:7; contrast 
Gen. 2:25). They experienced for the 
first time fear and alienation (Gen. 3:8-
24). Dysfunctional thinking, behaviour 
and relationships resulted.

The Fall is a prototype of the corrup-
tion of the affective by sin.7 Sin results 
from evil desires, robs us of joy, peace 
and dignity, brings sorrow and distress 
to the sinner and those around, and 
grieves and angers the heart of God. 
Sin has a negative spiralling effect, 
dragging down one aspect after anoth-
er of the person or community infected 
by it. The Reformers teach that the 
whole person is corrupted by sin, apart 
from divine grace.8 Affections, motiva-
tions, and attitudes are normally at the 
root of the problem. 

The Bible leaves no doubt that hu-
man beings are morally culpable not 
only for evil acts, but for unholy affec-
tivity. As Augustine9 puts it, ‘When we 
ask whether someone is a good man, 

7 Plantinga, Not the Way It’s Supposed to Be, 
2.
8 Richard B. Steele, ‘Gracious Affection’ and 
‘True Virtue’ According to Jonathan Edwards and 
John Wesley, vol. 5 of Pietist and Wesleyan Stud-
ies, edited by Richard B. Steele (Metuchen: 
Scarecrow, 1994), 8-9.
9 Quoted by John P. Langan, ‘Augustine on 
the Unity and the Interconnection of the Vir-
tue’, Harvard Theological Review 72 (1979), 93.

we are not asking what he believes, or 
hopes, but what he loves.’ Nicholls10 
notes that not only are guilt and shame 
part of the human condition, but that 
we experience both objective and sub-
jective guilt and shame. Because of sin, 
we cannot always tell when the subjec-
tive sense contradicts our objective 
state.

Correct doctrine is therefore only 
part of the solution. Having tried and 
failed to control his own passions, 
Augustine concluded that the mind 
is more the slave of passion than its 
master. Maddox11 describes Augus-
tine’s understanding of original sin as 
consisting of bent affections which are 
impotent to produce good actions. Cal-
vin12 notes with dismay that Greek phi-
losophers ‘always imagine reason in a 
man as that faculty whereby he may 
govern himself aright’, and thinks they 
might have noticed that in fact people 
naturally choose what seems most 
pleasing to them.

Human affectivity has become fa-
tally disfigured; yet the Bible teaches 
that something remains of the image 
of God. John Calvin and Jonathan Ed-
wards argued on the basis of Scripture 

10 Bruce Nicholls, ‘The Role of Shame and 
Guilt in a Theology of Cross-Cultural Mission’, 
Evangelical Review of Theology 25, no. 3 (July 
2001), 235.
11 Randy L. Maddox, ‘A Change of Affec-
tions: The Development, Dynamics, and De-
thronement of John Wesley’s Heart Religion’, 
in ‘Heart Religion’ in the Methodist Tradition and 
Related Movements, Pietist and Wesleyan Stud-
ies, No. 12, edited by Richard B. Steele (Lan-
ham: Scarecrow, 2001), 10-11.
12 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Reli-
gion, edited by John T. McNeill, and translated 
by Ford Lewis Battles (Philadelphia: Westmin-
ster, 1960), I: 194.



 Divine Heartbeats and Human Echoes ���

for a non-rational divine sense, ‘an in-
nate, pre-reflective awareness of God’ 
which comes in part through the con-
science.13 The result is an internal dis-
sonance, a divided heart.14

It is obvious both from the Scrip-
tures and from experience that, while 
some people suffer from the pain of 
internal contradiction between God’s 
image and sin, others seem content, 
self-satisfied and unaware of any such 
tension because they have found false 
resolutions. False resolutions always 
involve a degree of self-deception.15 
Religious beliefs and practices often 
serve to preserve sin under the guise 
of righteousness, thereby providing a 
particularly treacherous resolution. 
Many examples could be given from 
the Scriptures: in all of them, the affec-
tive has a crucial role. Edwards16 says 
that people are immensely creative in 
devising arguments that will stop their 
consciences and make them feel jus-

13 Gerald R. McDermott, Can Evangelicals 
Learn from World Religions? Jesus, Revelation 
and Religious Traditions (Downers Grove: IVP, 
2000), 50-52, drawing upon Calvin’s Institutes, 
I.3.1, and Jonathan Edwards, The ‘Miscella-
nies’, edited by Thomas A. Schafer, volume 13 
of The Works of Jonathan Edwards, general Edi-
tor, John E. Smith (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1994), 268. Hans Urs von Balthasar, 
The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthet-
ics, translated by Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis, 
and edited by Joseph Fessio and John Riches 
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1982), 1: 365-425 
traces in detail the idea of spiritual senses in 
Christian theology.
14 Plantinga, Not the Way It’s Supposed to Be, 
62.
15 Plantinga, Not the Way It’s Supposed to Be, 
106-108.
16 Jonathan Edwards, A Treatise on Religious 
Affections (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1746/1982), 
102.

tified in their sin. Because of the de-
ception of these false resolutions, the 
gospel is often heard first as disturbing 
news before it can be received as good 
news (Heb. 5:12-13).

���)MPLICATIONS�FOR�-ISSION
If there is a conflict between the divine 
image in humanity and human sinful-
ness, we should expect to encounter 
distressed people seeking solutions 
to the disharmony in the self and the 
world. Missionaries who expect to find 
this sort of disarray will have an ear 
tuned to the way each person or com-
munity perceives the problem and how 
Jesus might be presented as a credible 
solution. They will also be less inclined 
to complain or become disillusioned: 
the reason for our calling is precisely 
the chaos, dishonesty, and conflict that 
pervade humanity.

If there are always some people 
who are oblivious to their own or their 
culture’s sin, and who become adept 
at whitewashing the problem, the mis-
sionary should be alert to the extensive 
and creative systems, including reli-
gion, which people devise as false reso-
lutions. The whole missionary church 
needs to be taught to recognize these 
schemes. Courage and tact are needed 
in bringing them to light, particularly 
where people are genuinely convinced 
that their schemes make them accept-
able to God, society, or self. The most 
important prerequisite for this task is 
unflinching self-examination.

)))�!FFECTIVITY�AND�3OTERIOLOGY
Salvation begins with the affections 
of God. His love motivated the sacri-
fice of Jesus through which salvation 
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comes. It is God’s desire that all people 
be saved. His wrath, sense of justice, 
and desire for glory were ironically and 
definitively vindicated in the cross and 
resurrection. It was the Lord’s pleasure 
to bring about our redemption through 
the passion of Christ (Is. 53:10; Eph. 
1:5, 9; Col. 1:19-20; Acts 1:3). Divine 
grace is the means of salvation; divine 
patience waits in order to save.

Human affections are necessary for 
the appropriation of salvation. Accord-
ing to John Wesley,17 since sin is so 
woven into human affectivity, the rem-
edy for sin must strike at the affective 
level of human experience, a statement 
in keeping with Wesley’s own and well-
known experience of a ‘heart strangely 
warmed’.18 We are saved by faith (Rom. 
10:9). Faith is essentially trust, a reck-
less, dogged, and sometimes exuber-
ant confidence. The repentance which 
accompanies faith is a change of habit 
brought about by a change of mind and 
heart. The essence of sanctification is 
love: ‘Righteousness is a thing of the 
heart.’19 The absence of these affec-
tions in a person results in destruction, 
their presence in salvation. 

The Scriptures place great empha-
sis on the affective as a means of the 
knowledge of God: one knows him in 
an intuitive way through faith, love, 
and experience.20 Salvation is personal 

17 John Wesley, ‘A Caution Against Bigotry’, 
Sermon 38 in The Works of John Wesley, edited 
by Albert C. Outler (Oxford: Claredon Press, 
1984-1987), 2: 66.
18 Maddox, ‘A Change of Affections’, 17.
19 Calvin, Institutes, 1: 774-775.
20 So John Wesley, according to Maddox, ‘A 
Change of Affections’, 12, and Les L. Steele, 
‘Educating the Heart’, in Richard B. Steele, 
ed., ‘Heart Religion’ in the Methodist Tradition 

knowledge, the restoration of a broken 
relationship, and the affective is at the 
centre of both the relationship and its 
restoration.21 Conversion in the Bible 
is primarily relational and affective, a 
turning to the knowledge of God. This 
is particularly true in the Old Testa-
ment.22

Yet this affective saving knowledge 
is intimately bound with intellectual 
understanding. Jonathan Edwards rec-
ognizes both a ‘notional’ knowledge 
and a ‘sense of the heart’. The former 
makes judgments as to what is true, 
the latter takes delight and pleasure in 
the idea and involves the disposition. 
The ‘sense of the heart’ is always ac-
companied for Edwards by an idea, but 
the idea doesn’t transform the person 
until he or she tastes it with the ‘sense 
of the heart’, and finds it sweet.23

There is a paradox which has never 
been fully understood regarding the 
role of the Divine and the human in 
saving affectivity. On the one hand, 

and Related Movements, Pietist and Wesleyan 
Studies, No. 12. (Lanham: Scarecrow, 2001), 
234. See for example Eph. 3:16-19; 1 Jn. 3:1.
21 Perry W.H. Shaw, ‘Education as Hospi-
tality: A Christian Approach to Teaching and 
Learning’, Theological Review 23, no. 2 (2002), 
95-124.
22 James I. Packer, ‘Conversion’, in The Illus-
trated Bible Dictionary, edited by J. D. Douglas 
(Leicester: IVP, 1980), 1: 312.
23 John E. Smith, ‘Testing the Spirits: Jona-
than Edwards and the Religious Affections’, 
Union Seminary Quarterly Review XXVII, nos. 
1-2 (1981-1982), 32. Smith refers to Edwards’ 
A Divine and Supernatural Light, Immediately 
Imparted to the Soul by the Spirit of God, Shown 
to be both a Scriptural and Rational Doctrine 
(from the Sermon on Mt. 16:17). For more on 
‘sensible knowledge’, see David W. Waanders, 
‘The Pastoral Sense of Jonathan Edwards’, Re-
formed Review 29 (Winter 1976), 125.
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the Scriptures make clear that God is 
the only source of saving affections. 
Faith is not a human work, but comes 
from God (Eph. 2:8-9). Love, joy, and 
peace are fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22). 
God confirms the new covenant with 
his people by giving them a new heart 
(Rom. 2:29; Heb. 8:10). God works 
in the believers to both motivate and 
cause them to act according to his de-
sires (Phil. 2:13). 

God is even held responsible for the 
hardened attitudes of those whom he 
rejects (Rom. 9:17-18). People cannot 
come to Jesus unless the Father draws 
them (Jn. 6:44). Yet, human beings are 
morally responsible for their affec-
tive states. God frequently commands 
people to be characterized by certain 
emotions, attitudes, and motivations, 
thereby assuming some degree of hu-
man agency in the fulfilling of those 
commands.

Through God’s grace in creating 
humanity in his image, through the 
common grace with which he shows 
his kindness to all, and through spe-
cial intervention, people who are not 
saved are enabled to demonstrate posi-
tive affectivity such as love, concern, 
mercy and the fear of the Lord, respect 
for God’s sovereignty, generosity, and 
humility (Mt. 5:46; Dan. 6:18-20; Jon. 
1:11-16; Acts 5:38-39; Ex. 11:2-3; Neh. 
1:11-2:8; Mt. 7:11; Dan. 2:46; 4:37). 
Appropriate affectivity is not necessar-
ily a guarantee of salvation.

Appropriate affectivity in some bib-
lical characters is a sign of readiness 
to receive salvation: Zacchaeus ea-
gerly climbing a tree to see Jesus (Lk. 
19: 3-4); Cornelius’s devotion, fear of 
the Lord, and generosity (Acts 10:2), 
and the humble, grateful love of the 
sinful woman at Simon’s dinner (Lk. 

7:36-50). Others, however, are saved 
through the special intervention of God 
from markedly negative affective pat-
terns, as were James the brother of Je-
sus (Jn. 7:1-5) and Saul of Tarsus (Acts 
8:1 and 9:1).

Regeneration is the first moment of 
a lifelong transformation by the Holy 
Spirit of the believer’s affectivity. This 
transformation ideally involves the 
whole person in an integrated man-
ner. The type and intensity of emotion 
at the moment of regeneration varies, 
and may be expressed in a variety of 
behaviours. John Wesley noted that 
‘heart religion’ does not mean salva-
tion from mood swings and sudden 
bursts of emotion, but a change of dis-
position from anxious pre-occupation 
with the self to abiding ‘trust, love, joy 
and gratitude’.24

There is no consistency in the de-
gree or type of emotion expressed in 
the biblical invitations to salvation, 
but emotional manipulation is unethi-
cal and, in the long run, unhelpful. It 
is dangerous to a person or group’s 
spiritual welfare to provide them with 
false comfort or to inflict them with 
false guilt. However, Jesus, Paul, and 
the apostles did not consider it ma-
nipulative to combine evangelism with 
the alleviation of physical and social 
distress. Throughout the biblical nar-
ratives, God reveals himself to people 

24 Richard B. Steele, ‘The Passion and the 
Passions’, in ‘Heart Religion’ in the Methodist 
Tradition and Related Movements, Pietist and 
Wesleyan Studies, edited by Richard B. Steele, 
(Lanham: Scarecrow, 2001), xxi. Steele cites 
Wesley’s Journal entries for May 26, 27 and 28, 
1738, which record Wesley’s varying moods in 
the days following his Aldersgate experience 
on May 24, 1738.
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in circumstances of emotional vulner-
ability.

The Bible appears at times to say 
that the affective states which pertain 
to salvation are qualitatively different 
from corresponding affectivity in the 
unregenerate (for example, Jn. 14:27, 
Gal. 5:22). We are not told how they 
are different, aside from their Source, 
and it is clear that judging the genu-
ineness of the affections of others is 
an uncertain business at best. While 
appropriate affectivity is not a guaran-
tee of salvation, habitually inappropri-
ate affectivity provides good grounds 
for persons or groups to question the 
genuineness of their salvation (1 Tim. 
6:10; Heb. 10:35-39; 1 Jn. 4:7-8; Rev. 
2:4-5). 

New Testament religion does not 
stress law codes suited to external 
measurement and enforcement, be-
cause the saints’ love of God and di-
vine righteousness ensures that duty 
will be fulfilled without the need for 
rigid guidelines.25 The affective fruit 
of salvation is portrayed in Scripture 
as both the fruit of the Spirit and as 
a moral obligation. All theologians al-
low some role for human co-operation 
in the encouragement of these virtuous 
affections among believers, recogniz-
ing worship, teaching, behavioural 
guidance and sanctified socialization 
as means of fostering godly affectivity. 
The idea of habituation in holiness ap-
pealed to both Edwards and Wesley,26 
but it carries with it the danger of re-
lying on the human will and socializa-
tion processes to produce what only 

25 William C. Spohn, ‘Sovereign Beauty: Jon-
athan Edwards and the Nature of True Beau-
ty’, Theological Studies 42 (1981), 400.
26 Maddox, ‘A Change of Affections’, 19-20.

the Holy Spirit can produce. Edwards27 
contends that there are some means 
inappropriate to the stirring up of truly 
gracious affections. 

The religious affections that pre-
cipitate and accompany salvation must 
take an object or point of reference, 
and that is Jesus Christ, a timely, vis-
ible expression of the eternal, invisible 
God (Jn. 1:14-18; Col. 1:15). Faith is a 
good thing only if its object is reliable. 
There is no virtue in gullibly trusting a 
scoundrel or placing one’s hope in that 
which promises but cannot deliver. I 
have heard it said at inter-religious dia-
logues that ‘we are all people of faith’, 
as though that should make us all feel 
cosily united in a religious fraternity 
with various branches. 

This is a naïve approach which fails 
to recognize, not only the fundamental 
differences in doctrine, but also the 
connectedness of emotions and atti-
tudes to their objects. Failure to rec-
ognize the definitive importance of the 
objects of religious affectivity is failure 
to recognize the relational nature of 
religion in general and of salvation in 
particular.28

)MPLICATIONS�FOR�-ISSION
If God alone is able to transform 

human affectivity in such a way that 
salvation can take place and the fruit 
of salvation can flourish, then the foun-

27 Edwards, A Treatise on Religious Affections, 
45.
28 Henry H. Knight III, ‘The Role of Faith, 
and the Means of Grace in the Heart Religion 
of John Wesley’, in ‘Heart Religion’ in the Meth-
odist Tradition and Related Movements, Pietist 
and Wesleyan Studies, No. 12, edited by Rich-
ard B. Steele (Lanham: Scarecrow, 2001), 277.
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dational tasks of mission are fervent 
intercessory prayer, discernment of the 
workings of God, and unreserved co-
operation with him. A human-centred 
approach looks for success where it 
cannot be found—in human strate-
gies—and risks becoming emotion-
ally manipulative. Gospel invitations 
should demonstrate sensitivity to peo-
ple’s spiritual and affective states, the 
affective patterns of local culture and 
affective signals of readiness for salva-
tion.

There is a place in mission for pro-
phetic confrontation of ungodly atti-
tudes, moods, emotional reactions and 
prejudices, since humans are account-
able for the management of their affec-
tive states. Two caveats are necessary, 
however. First, it must not be assumed 
that people who are so challenged are 
capable of making the foundational 
changes of heart needed to correct 
the problem. They should therefore be 
urged to meet Jesus, not just to reform 
themselves. Second, the messenger de-
livering such a challenge must be hum-
ble, for the sake of his or her own spir-
itual safety, to be true to the message 
spoken, and to level the path before a 
difficult communication.

On-going affective renewal requires 
holistic spiritual direction or other af-
fect-sensitive discipleship throughout 
the believer’s lifespan. Affective disci-
pling is more likely to take place if the 
mentors (1) model giving and receiv-
ing it, (2) prayerfully and strategically 
consider how best to accomplish it, 
and (3) train leaders in a manner that 
integrates the development of affec-
tive, cognitive, practical, and relational 
skills. The redemptive passion of Jesus 
should be a central metaphor in the for-

mation of Christ-like affectivity.29 
The missionary should not expect 

new believers to fit uniform affective 
patterns. In fact, conformity to a pre-
ferred pattern may be a warning either 
of imitation faith or of genuine but in-
articulate faith. Care must be taken in 
assessing the motivations, values, de-
sires, moods and emotions of others. 
There is no fool proof affective meas-
uring stick for determining whether 
someone is saved. (Neither is there a 
fool proof rational or behavioural meas-
uring stick, although churches are 
more inclined to devise and act upon 
these.) Any sort of evaluation should 
distinguish between a lone event and 
the overall course of the person’s life.30

If God often reveals himself to peo-
ple at their point of felt need, the mis-
sionary should be highly alert to felt 
needs, ready to communicate God’s 
love and truth to hurting people in 
speech and life. Love must be sincere 
(Rom. 12:9), not simply a ploy to gain 
converts. Emotional appeals and affec-
tive self-disclosure are effective and 
honouring to God only when they are 
genuine and result in lasting change. 
Since false guilt or comfort is danger-
ous, anyone with an apostolic ministry 
needs to be certain that the affective 
message they bring is timely and from 
God.

It would be wise for the evangelist 
and discipler to notice the presence or 
absence of unusual godly affectivity as 
a factor in assessing a person’s spirit-
ual growth and standing. For example, 
if a spiteful person claims to submit to 

29 Steele, ‘The Passion and the Passions’, 
257.
30 Smith, ‘Testing the Spirits’, 34.
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Christ’s Lordship and becomes forgiv-
ing and patient, there is evidence that a 
change of heart has really taken place. 
Notice, however that this is evidence, 
but not proof. A great deal of humility 
and restraint is needed in assessing 
others. 

The missionary should model and 
encourage humble and sober self-
assessment, especially with regard to 
the congruity or lack of it between pro-
fessed affectivity and actual practice. 
Missionaries should be familiar from 
observation and personal experience 
with the virtues that accompany salva-
tion, and should have a working notion 
of those most likely and least likely to 
be counterfeited.31 It is helpful to be on 
the alert for the sorts of transformation 
which Satan cannot or will not do, in 
order to have confidence in the source 
of the change or experience.32

)6�!FFECTIVITY�AND�
0NEUMATOLOGY

Just as the Scriptures describe the Fa-
ther and the Son using the language 
of human emotion, so they describe 
the Spirit. The Holy Spirit intercedes 
with unspeakable groans (Rom. 8:26), 
grieves (Eph. 5:30), and is intensely 
jealous (Jas. 4:5). The Holy Spirit is 
presented as the impetus of mission, 
and it is therefore not surprising that 
the Spirit catalyses affective changes 
both in the agents and recipients of 
mission.

31 On the value of Jonathan Edwards’ ‘signs’ 
for missionary practice, see Paul G. Hiebert, 
R. Daniel Shaw, and Tite Tiénou, Understand-
ing Folk Religion (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999), 
374-384.
32 Smith, ‘Testing the Spirits’, 33.

The agents of mission resound with 
the groans and jealousy of the Spirit 
in their ministries (Gal. 4:19; Acts 
17:16). The Spirit confirms to them the 
love of the Father and his commission 
to service, so that they at times feel 
compelled to ministry (Mt. 12:18; Lk. 
3:22; Jn. 14:15-21; 2 Cor. 3:1-3; Acts 
20:22; Rom. 5:5 with 2 Cor. 5:11-14). 
The power by which the Holy Spirit 
enables believers for mission is effec-
tual word and action rather than an 
intuitive sense of power in the worker 
(Mich. 3:8; Acts 1:8; 1 Thess. 1:5-6; 1 
Tim. 1:7).33 In fact, the Spirit’s power 
is most keenly displayed in the context 
of the missionaries’ subjective experi-
ence of weakness (1 Cor. 1:26-2:5; 2 
Cor. 3:17-4:18; 11:16-12:12). 

Yet the Spirit’s power does have the 
effect on the workers of producing bold-
ness, confidence, joy, peace even in dif-
ficulty, love and self-control (Acts 4:31; 
8:29-30; 2 Cor. 3:4-6; 1 Thess. 1:5-6; 
Lk. 10:21; Jn. 16:22-24; Acts 13:52; 
Rom. 15:30; 2 Tim. 1:7; Jn. 14:25-27). 
The Spirit’s confirmation that God 
has accepted believers of other ethnic 
and religious backgrounds helps the 
church to accept others and treat them 
with compassion (Acts 15:8-11).

When those outside the people of 
God observe the Holy Spirit in the mir-
acles, words, and character of his serv-
ants, they often display strong affec-
tive reactions which run the emotional 
gamut: hope, fear, jealousy, confidence 
in the message, confusion, attraction, 
fury, awe, amazement, dismay and joy. 
The Bible teaches that faith is both the 

33 See Gordon D. Fee, God’s Empowering 
Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Letters of Paul 
(Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), 35, 823-826, 
849.
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occasion and the result of receiving the 
Holy Spirit,34 but never states plainly 
how the Spirit and human affectivity in-
terrelate in the lives of people outside 
of the community of faith. It is clear in 
the Scriptures, however, that the work 
of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of people 
is unpredictable (Jn. 3:6-8; Acts 10:44-
48; 15:8-12), and that communities of 
believers need mutual encouragement 
in the Spirit (Heb. 3:7-14). 

The Holy Spirit establishes believ-
ers experientially, linking the rational 
(a new self-understanding as children 
of God) and the affective (confirmation 
in our spirits, teaching us to cry ‘Abba 
Father!’).35 The presence or absence 
of the fruit of the Spirit may be help-
ful in assessing the genuineness of a 
conversion or the degree of maturity in 
a new follower of Jesus, and this fruit 
consists of inner dispositions evident 
in relationships, rather than external 
conformity to religious strictures (Mt. 
7:16-20; Gal. 5:22-23).

)MPLICATIONS�FOR�-ISSION
Jesus did not want the church to start 
its mission without the empowering of 
the Spirit. The missional church shares 
the Spirit’s affective states of joy, jeal-
ousy, and pain on behalf of others, and 
its love and humility impress outsid-
ers. Its apostles go out Spirit-impelled, 
exercising faith and boldness in the 
face of opposition. 

34 Fee, God’s Empowering Presence, 853, con-
trasting Gal. 3:2-5 with 1 Cor. 12:8.
35 Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, I: 230-
231, based on Rom. 8:14-17; also Fee, God’s 
Empowering Presence, 856.

The Holy Spirit also draws an emo-
tional reaction from the hearers, and 
their responses range from visceral 
hatred to exuberant welcome. When 
the Holy Spirit works, one should not 
expect universal popularity. Those who 
do believe will be taught by the Spirit, 
and missionaries should help new be-
lievers to learn to hear the Spirit’s con-
firmation and admonitions. 

This is a far healthier way of foster-
ing sanctification than embarking on 
a missionary-designed program of in-
doctrination and social control. Heed-
ing the Spirit will mean celebrating a 
variety in patterns of spiritual growth 
and resisting attempts to ‘institutional-
ize the Spirit’36 in church development. 
Ethical teaching should emphasize 
character flowing from a relationship 
with God rather than external behav-
iours. 

6�#ONCLUSION
God is passionate: lavish in mercy, con-
suming in anger, relentless in jealousy 
for his own honour, unparalleled in 
majesty, extravagant in love. He cre-
ated the human race to live in his pres-
ence in a relationship characterized by 
awe, trust, humility and love. When 
we betrayed his goodness, he sent—
not a Vulcan—but Jesus, the ultimate 
expression of his great justice and 
love. The most faithful and effective 
witnesses to Jesus will be, like him, 
skilled in matters of the heart.

36 John V. Taylor, The Go-Between God: The 
Holy Spirit and Christian Mission (Bristol: SCM, 
1972), 119, 209.


