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Abstract

Background: The expansion of Pentecostalism is linked to technological innovations giving rise to megachurches and their metamorphosis into e-megachurches.

Objectives: This theological inquiry explores the development of Pentecostal megachurches into e-megachurches as a new expression of Christian mission and its impact in the Fifth Industrial Revolution.

Methods: The study used a qualitative analysis of secondary sources, focusing on the theological-conceptual reflection methodology.

Results: The findings demonstrate that digital tools are now central to shaping missional activities, discipleship, community development and stewardship. However, tensions emerge between the compatibility of technological efficiency with divine spontaneity.

Conclusion: The article concludes that technology serves the missio Dei [mission of God].

Contribution: The article recommends that a Pentecostal techno-theology of mission should harness digital innovation for both liberative and transformative goals.
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Introduction

The expansion of Pentecostalism is attributed to its theological emphasis on spiritual immediacy, miracles, prophecy, communal worship and cultural adaptability (Anderson 2004). The global expansion of Pentecostalism in the 20th and 21st centuries is profoundly linked with technological innovation, a relationship exemplified by the rise of megachurches and their digital metamorphosis into e-megachurches. Often numbering more than 10 000 members, megachurches became centres for this expansion by using mass media to increase their visibility (Miller & Yamamori 2007). The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic hastened a digital revolution through which Pentecostal churches adopted livestreaming, virtual prayer networks and social media evangelism, thereby developing into e-megachurches (Oderinde 2023). Recent developments since 2023, including the mainstreaming of generative artificial intelligence (AI) (e.g. ChatGPT for sermon preparation) (OpenAI 2024), the maturation of virtual reality (VR) hardware (Apple Vision Pro) and cryptocurrency regulation (European Union [EU] Markets in Crypto-Assets Regulation [MiCA] framework), have only intensified the relevance of this inquiry (Campbell 2025). This analysis incorporates these emergent realities while recognising that Fifth Industrial Revolution (5IR) technologies continue to evolve rapidly. This enlargement aligns with the 5IR, the combination of AI, blockchain, the Internet of Things (IoT) and human-centric technology (Schwab 2016). Although the supernatural theology of Pentecostalism seems incompatible with the techno-economic pragmatism of 5IR, the adaptive synthesis of digital technologies and spiritual practices provides pathways for maintaining authenticity, outreach and resilience.

To frame this investigation, the article first examines Pentecostalism’s historical relationship with media before analysing contemporary digital transformations. There is evidence of historical media affinity within Pentecostalism. Early revivalists from the early 20th century, such as Aimee Semple McPherson, used radio and television to frame technology as a divine tool for evangelism (Hangen 2002). Expanding this history, modern megachurches such as Hillsong and Nigeria’s Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG) have used satellite broadcasts and online platforms to globalise their ministries (Riches & Wagner 2017). However, the pandemic-era turn to digital religion heightened arguments concerning the sacrality of virtual environments. Platforms like Zoom, according to Oderinde (2023), became liminal spaces where Christians reconciled the conflict between digital involvement and corporeal rituals (e.g. laying on of hands). While Hutchings (2017) cautions that virtualisation risks commodifying worship, others demonstrate how e-megachurches maintain communal ties using interactive tools such as live chat prayer requests and virtual altar calls.

This technological convergence with 5IR presents both opportunities and challenges that require theological examination. While the Fourth Industrial Revolution focused on automation, data exchange and cyber-physical systems (Schwab 2016), the 5IR is more about human-based cooperation with machines. According to Xu, David and Kim (2018), the 5IR is characterised by ethical AI, personification and sustainability. The emergence of the 5IR is critical for the e-megachurches, particularly regarding human-centric technology. Based on Schwab’s (2016) concept, the 5IR stresses human–machine cooperation, ethical AI and distributed systems such as blockchain and IoT-enabled connection. Economically, 5IR disrupts conventional wisdom by favouring data-driven efficiency (Xu et al. 2018). For e-megachurches, this model offers both opportunity and challenge. Artificial intelligence chatbots, for instance, now provide 24/7 pastoral care, reflecting empathy, a practice that Morehouse and Saffer (2021) have criticised as potentially compromising the role of the Holy Spirit in divine direction. Likewise, the emergence of blockchain has affected Pentecostal financing; congregations such as the Embassy of God in Ukraine have accepted Bitcoin tithes to improve transparency. The supernatural perspective of Pentecostalism, however, stands in direct tension with these advancements. According to this perspective, the profession and belief in divine healing and miracles defy computational logic (Coleman 2000).

Three key areas of tension emerge: (1) the nature of sacramental presence in digital spaces, (2) the role of AI in spiritual discernment and (3) the compatibility of technological efficiency with divine spontaneity. The inclusion of 5IR technology in Pentecostal practice emphasises the urgent need for theological discussion. Hoover (2006) notes that digital mediation risks turning transcendent experiences into consumable content, a concern shared by Asamoah-Gyadu (2013), who contends that the affective spirituality of African Pentecostalism, which derives from anointing oil and physical presence, resists virtualisation. On the other hand, Helland (2005) distinguishes between ‘online religion’ (participatory faith) and ‘religion online’ (passive consumption), suggesting that e-megachurches can promote authenticity through immersive technology. For instance, VR church events, as observed by Grieve (2021), replicate real sanctuaries, thereby allowing ecstatic worship experiences for dispersed members. Artificial intelligence-driven analytics enable pastors to customise sermons to meet community needs through ‘data-informed discernment’ rather than secular pragmatism. Financially, e-megachurches use 5IR tools for resilience; blockchain’s transparency overcomes mistrust in institutional stewardship, while diversified digital giving reduces economic volatility. This article argues that the Pentecostal shift to e-megachurches requires deep theological and missiological inquiry. The main question is: What are the opportunities and challenges associated with the e-megachurch model for Christian mission within the new digital terrain?

Research methods and design

In this study, I used a qualitative analysis of secondary sources. I focused on the theological-conceptual reflection methodology (Tanner 2017; Yong 2010). I used peer-reviewed sources focusing on Pentecostalism, digital religion and the 5IR. The idea was to focus on existing case studies. To delimit my scope, I selected a few churches such as Hillsong church (Australia), Universal Church of the Kingdom of God (IURD) (Brazil), Embassy of God (Ukraine) and RCCG. The choice of these churches was to pick at least one major church from Europe, Africa, Latin America and Australia.

I used a thematic approach to analyse the data. Using these case studies, I identified patterns, tensions and normative implications for missional practice. This approach was achieved by first providing a descriptive documentation of how these megachurches adopt 5IR. Secondly, I evaluated theological tensions that emerged because of these adoptions. Thirdly, I offered a constructive proposal of an appropriate Pentecostal techno-theology. I was motivated by Helland (2005) approach, which makes a distinction that ‘religion online’ as passive consumption, while ‘online religion’ is participatory faith. Thus, I grounded this Pentecostal techno-theology in prominent traits of Pentecostalism such as divine immanence, communal ecclesiology, embodied worship and eschatological urgency. This Pentecostal techno-theology builds on Asamoah-Gyadu (2013) African Pentecostal digital adaptation.

The use of secondary sources has its limitations; hence, I do not claim empirical generalisability. Instead, this study offers theological coherence and missiological relevance. This study is a conceptual work, which can be complemented in the future with empirical and ethnographical studies that explore believer’s the lived experiences of digital worship.

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance to conduct this study was obtained from the College of Human Sciences, University of South Africa research ethics committee (No. 7838).

Results

Pentecostal distinctives in a digital age: Theological roots

Rooted in experiential spirituality and eschatological urgency, Pentecostalism confronts significant theological challenges and opportunities in the digital era. The main tenets include divine healing, prosperity theology, speaking in tongues and communal worship within megachurches. These traits, as Anderson (2004) points out, mirror a belief in God’s immanence, that the supernatural influences the physical world tangentially. Divine healing rituals, for example, where people attest to miraculous recoveries, highlight a theology of embodied faith, wherein faith is experienced through the physical body (Coleman 2000). Similarly, glossolalia, sometimes known as the ‘initial evidence’ of Spirit baptism, is a visceral manifestation of divine presence (Althouse 2014).

Eschatological urgency, the belief that Christ’s return is impending and calls for rapid global evangelism, similarly fuels the expansion of Pentecostalism. Driven by this apocalyptic perspective, as Robbins (2004) notes, missionary enthusiasm frames cultural interaction as a race against time to save souls before the end times. Through worldwide networks of prayer camps and crusades, megachurches like the RCCG in Nigeria institutionalise this urgency (Asamoah-Gyadu 2013).

The communal ecclesiology of Pentecostalism is emphasised as the breeding ground for miracles and identity development. The focus on altar calls, prayer for the sick, gatherings in stadiums and expressive worship enhances a sense of belonging (Miller & Yamamori 2007). As Poloma (2003) contends, these spaces serve as ‘spiritual laboratories’ where group involvement magnifies personal experiences with the divine.

The theological framework of Pentecostalism, grounded in divine immanence, extends naturally to digital spheres. This framework emphasises that the Holy Spirit is actively working in the material world, making it easily extendable to digital spheres. The doctrine of omnipresence (Ps 139:7–10) supports, as Joubert (2020) contends, that the activity of the Spirit transcends physical constraints, sanctifying virtual rituals from live-streamed baptisms to AI-mediated prayer networks. This theological paradigm positions digital instruments as modern ‘means of grace’, thereby countering accusations that e-megachurches ‘commodify’ spirituality.

Digital interruption and doctrinal tensions

The digitisation of liturgy raises critical questions, particularly concerning sacramental efficacy and spiritual authenticity. The digitisation of liturgy fundamentally alters sacramental efficacy. The question is: (1) How effective are sacraments such as virtual baptisms? and (2) To what extent can these make a believer feel welcomed into the Body of Christ? Asamoah-Gyadu (2013) notes that anointing oil, the laying on of hands and physical immersion in water, central to Pentecostal sacramental practice, cannot be transmitted virtually without loss. Online rituals sometimes lack the embodied reciprocity central to sacramental theology, thereby reducing communal rites to symbolic gestures. These tensions are summarised in Table 1, outlining possibilities of irreconcilability and potential synthesis between Pentecostal theology and 5IR logic. Likewise, AI-generated sermons, which use algorithms to create homilies based on congregational data, challenge the Pentecostal emphasis on prophetic spontaneity. Although AI may improve pastoral efficiency, it risks transforming the sermon, a vehicle for the Holy Spirit’s rhema [spoken word] into a data-driven product.
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Eschatological tensions emerge between Pentecostal resurrection theology and transhumanist visions of immortality. Pentecostal resurrection theology also runs counter to the transhumanist vision of the 5IR, in which biotechnology and AI promise increased longevity or even digital immortality. Whereas transhumanism envisions immortality through technological enhancement, Pentecostals expect physical resurrection upon Christ’s return (1 Cor 15:52). This tension creates a theological faulty line: Is 5IR’s pursuit of human augmentation a fulfilment of dominion theology (‘subduing the earth’) or an attitude of denial towards divine sovereignty? Notably, Pentecostal leaders such as Sunday Adelaja of the Embassy of God Church view AI as a tool for evangelisation, not as a competitor to eschatological hope.

Pneumatology meets algorithmic logic

The contrast between pneumatological spontaneity and algorithmic predictability represents a fundamental theological tension. Pentecostal pneumatology, the theology of the Holy Spirit, stresses divine unpredictability. Manifesting in spontaneous prophecies, healings and miracles, the Spirit ‘blows where it wills’ (Jn 3:8). This stands in marked contrast to AI’s dependence on predictive analytics, which uses historical data to project outcomes. As Hutchings (2017) points out, algorithmic logic favours efficiency and control over Pentecostalism’s embrace of divine mystery. Artificial intelligence-driven church development plans, for example, which optimise service times based on attendance statistics, may thereby marginalise the Spirit’s influence in directing congregational life.

Using augmented reality (AR), the ‘Glory Cloud’ App overlays digital images, doves, flames or shimmering clouds onto users’ smartphone cameras during worship. Understood as a tool to ‘enhance spiritual encounters’, it represents a theology that sacralises technology as a means of divine presence (Grieve 2021). Critics counter that such tools risk commodifying the ineffable; as Hoover (2006) notes, AR-generated glory clouds might reduce the Spirit’s transcendence to a marketable aesthetic.

The use of AI for sermon preparation raises questions about the nature of prophetic revelation. Some e-megachurches now use AI to examine social media trends and customise sermons for their congregations’ needs. For instance, churches use sentiment analysis techniques to identify common concerns among their followers. Despite being referred to as data-informed discernment, this method deviates from prophetic revelation and instead employs algorithmic extrapolation. Is a sermon produced by AI still Spirit-inspired? Scholars such as Joubert (2020) and Kärkkäinen (2018) argue that AI could function as the Urim and Thummim tools used in the Old Testament. This position remains contested and requires deep theological development because these Old Testament tools were used for divine sanctioning of decisions and the same cannot be said for AI tools. Other scholars like Macchia (2015) and Vondey (2017) argue that to use algorithmic prophecy reduces the Spirit’s spontaneity and relational character (Jn 3:8). Nevertheless, AI tools remain under spiritual discernment, and Pentecostals may cautiously view such instruments as modern-day ‘Urim and Thummim’, divinely sanctioned aids for decision-making when accompanied by communal testing and prophetic confirmation (1 Cor 14:29).

Despite these tensions, Pentecostalism demonstrates remarkable adaptability. The advancement of technology is significantly impacting, but not eradicating, some distinctive theological characteristics of Pentecostalism, such as experiential spirituality, eschatological urgency and communal ecclesiology. The movement shows remarkable adaptability even while tensions between divine immediacy and technical mediation remain strong. Pentecostals sacralise 5IR technologies without weakening their divine perspective by redefining AI as a ‘tool for revival’ or AR as a ‘digital liturgy’. The tradition endures by maintaining ‘the supernatural and the digital in creative tension’, thereby ensuring that the sacred evolves alongside the silicon.

Societal transformation: E-megachurches, digital missions and financial innovation

This section examines three interconnected areas of transformation: (1) structural evolution, (2) digital missions and (3) financial innovation. The rise of e-megachurches and the incorporation of 5IR technologies have sparked significant societal changes within global Pentecostalism. Beyond theological discussion, several areas are affected by these shifts, including structural, missional and financial sectors, which in turn redefine how Christian organisations operate, evangelise and sustain themselves. Digital technologies aggravate tensions between the community ethos of Pentecostalism and the individualism of techno-capitalism, even while they provide unprecedented opportunities for global impact and creativity. This part examines the structural development of e-megachurches, the digitisation of missions and the financial engineering supporting Pentecostalism’s prosperity doctrine, thereby revealing both adaptive creativity and ethical vulnerabilities.

The transition from megachurches to e-megachurches has been defined by the adoption of hybrid worship models that combine physical gatherings with online participation. A pioneer in this field, Hillsong Church, broadcasts its services worldwide, providing multisensory experiences including live bands, testimonial videos and real-time prayer requests via social media (Riches & Wagner 2017). Likewise, T.D. Jakes’s The Potter’s House launched a ‘virtual campus’ in 2021, allowing followers to join small groups, view digital copies of the church’s physical locations and attend services. Young people readily accept these hybrid models and perceive them as an intentional embrace of 5IR to remain relevant, particularly where in-person attendance is diminishing.

E-megachurches use AI-powered analytics to understand demographics, reports and congregational sentiments. Church platforms like Church Analytics Pro help ministers formulate sermons, design worship styles and plan follow-up and altar calls. For instance, Elevation Church uses AI to create relevant sermon series and identify trending anxieties, such as pandemic-related stress. While contemporary technologies are effective for management and outreach efficiency, the challenge lies in potentially undermining the Holy Spirit’s influence in directing ministry.

The digitisation of worship has paradoxically expanded global reach and challenged local community bonds. The digitisation of worship has inevitably magnified the global presence of Pentecostalism. With offices in Nigeria, Christ Embassy and other e-megachurches draw millions of online viewers from across Africa, Europe and the Americas, thereby building a worldwide virtual congregation (Asamoah-Gyadu 2013). However, because members prioritise digital involvement over in-person fellowship, this shift sometimes fragments local communities. Poloma (2003) cautions that without embodied rituals, shared meals, corporate laying on of hands, the emotional depth of Pentecostal worship may fade, thereby transforming churches from ‘content hubs’ into less spiritually cohesive communities.

Weekly online attendance exceeding 2000 viewers, investments in high-quality streaming infrastructure, transnational audiences enabled by platforms such as YouTube and Facebook Live and interactive tools including real-time prayer walls and AI-driven sentiment analysis now define e-megachurches. Hillsong’s global livestreams, which combine multilingual chat moderation with VR auditoriums, for example, epitomise this approach by fusing 5IR innovation with Pentecostalism’s expressive worship.

Divine mission in the Fifth Industrial Revolution era

The missionary zeal of Pentecostalism has evolved to fit 5IR technologies, thereby enabling creative evangelical approaches. Conversion stories from TikTok are widely shared with Gen Z viewers by Bethel church members, hashtagged #HolySpiritExperience. Virtual reality is being used by organisations like OneHope to recreate virtual mission trips, which immerse viewers in digitally reconstructed locations to evoke empathy and encourage contributions (Grieve 2021). Artificial intelligence translation capabilities help remove language barriers; the real-time translating capability of the YouVersion Bible App facilitates proselytising in over 1500 languages, aligning with Pentecostalism’s emphasis on vernacular worship (Miller & Yamamori 2007).

Although the use of blockchain brings decentralisation that reduces Pentecostal suspicion of hierarchies and financial abuse, scholars like Phillips and Rozario (2022) and Sedlmeir, Smiela and Luckow (2020) question the ethical implications blockchain, particularly where crypto is an unstable currency. Blockchains and ‘crypto seeds’ have irreversible transactions showing that believers monies are not protected (Sedlmeir et al. 2020). The Nigerian prophetic traders exploited the 2022 crypto collapse and blamed on the demonic attacks (Phillips & Rozario 2022). The pattern that believers lose their life savings demands missiological critique of prosperity theology’s financialisaton.

The digitisation of missions raises serious privacy concerns. To maximise outreach, e-megachurches gather enormous volumes of user data, prayer requests, donation histories, viewing patterns, often without robust consent mechanisms (Hutchings 2017). In 2022, a US megachurch sold anonymised data to external marketers, sparking concerns about the commercialisation of religious beliefs. This event generated scandal; critics connect these tactics to the exploitative practices employed by digital behemoths, warning of lost trust. Leaders argue that such methods are necessary for targeted evangelism, while critics relate them to exploitative strategies.

The conflict between scalability and spiritual authenticity is best demonstrated by the employment of AI chatbots for 24/7 pastoral care, such as the Bible app from Life.Church. Although these instruments expand ministry reach, they risk generating pre-programmed responses instead of allowing the Holy Spirit’s ‘groanings’ (Rm 8:26). Conversely, real-time features of AI translation systems such as YouVersion help Pentecostalism’s vernacular worship ethos flourish globally through sermons broadcast in over 1500 languages (Miller & Yamamori 2007).

Reimagining evangelism, discipleship and fellowship within digital frontiers

The 5IR has opened a significant window for broad tools for global evangelism and witness. E-megachurches use virtual mission trips in VR and platforms such as Bible apps, TikTok and Roblox to engage people (Grieve 2021). This approach aligns with the Pentecostal eschatological impulse for reaching and evangelising the global community through rapid soul-winning. However, this digitally mediated mission raises several missiological questions. One concern is the question of depth versus breadth: the use of digitised sermons and ministrations may weaken effective discipleship and deep following of Christ.

Theological questions arising from virtual community: (1) Can authentic koinonia [fellowship] be achieved through digital mediation?, (2) How do virtual congregations maintain accountability and mutual care?, (3) What is the theological status of digitally mediated sacraments?, (4) Does virtual participation constitute full membership in the Body of Christ? and (5) How are embodied spiritual practices (laying on of hands, anointing) translated to digital spaces?

The role of Christian koinonia [fellowship] remains a pivotal component of Christian mission. E-megachurches, using technology, fulfil this agenda by creating networks that enable international solidarity and connect isolated individuals. However, the physical, tactile spirituality of Pentecostalism, such as laying on of hands and applying anointing oil, is not easily compatible with virtual communion (Asamoah-Gyadu 2013). Can baptism and the Eucharist, which are essential to mission as symbols of the kingdom, maintain their theological integrity in digital formats?

Leaders in Pentecostalism are increasingly framing cryptocurrency purchases as acts of faith, promoting Bitcoin as a ‘Joseph’s storehouse’ for end times survival. Nigerian ‘prophetic traders’, like Joshua Iginla, urge followers to ‘sow crypto seeds’ for miraculous returns (Asamoah-Gyadu 2013). This discourse materialises faith through financial risk while increasing exposure to unregulated markets, thereby extending the logic of prosperity theology. When the 2022 crypto collapse destroyed congregants’ funds, pastors blamed ‘demonic attacks’, thereby shifting responsibility.

Under Pastor Chris Oyakhilome’s ‘Bitcoin for Souls’ project, blockchain transactions are connected to evangelistic outcomes, presenting crypto contributions as a modern widow’s mite. The Ukrainian Embassy of God Church welcomes Bitcoin tithing, claiming improved transparency and resistance to governmental intervention. Although the decentralised character of blockchain aligns with Pentecostalism’s suspicion of institutional hierarchies, critics question its ethical implications (Phillips & Rozario 2022), especially in regions with unstable currencies where members may wager funds for crypto blessings.

The combination of non-fungible token (NFT) auctions with prosperity theology presents substantial missiological challenges. According to Hutchings (2017), when sermons are presented as NFTs (‘digital anointing’), the boundary between grace-driven giving and marketised transactions becomes dangerously blurred. This commodification reduces mission to an economic transaction, undermining the theology of grace. The ‘option for the poor’ demands asking: Do these technologies empower the marginalised or further exploit the disadvantaged?

Predatory practices targeting vulnerable believers represent the most troubling aspect of 5IR financial innovation. Critics have called AI-powered donation prompts, which analyse users’ emotional states during livestreams to time giving appeals, manipulative (Hutchings 2017). Using machine learning, researchers uncovered megachurches in Brazil that identified economically struggling viewers and inundated them with messages like ‘God sees your sacrifice, donate now for a miracle’. Critics of such methods claim they weaponise Pentecostalism’s communal trust, thereby reducing discipleship to a pay-to-pray formula.

Cultural negotiations: Miracles, machines and the politics of belief

This section examines how Pentecostalism’s interaction with 5IR technologies produces cultural negotiations across three domains: miracle discourse, worship aesthetics and global power dynamics. Pentecostalism’s supernatural worldview and 5IR technologies interact to produce complex cultural debates that redefine how miracles are understood, worship is aestheticised and belief is politicised. In the Global South, where Pentecostalism’s explosive growth intersects with technological leapfrogging, these dynamics are most evident. This part examines how digital tools transform worship aesthetics, how miracles are reinterpreted as technological testimony and how non-Western contexts create hybrid practices that challenge Western-centric narratives of religion and modernity.

Rooted in divine healing and providence, Pentecostalism’s theology of miracles increasingly overlaps with technological advancement. Pastors like David Oyedepo of Winners’ Chapel have incorporated 3D-printed prosthetics into healing crusades in Nigeria, describing them as modern-day miracles enabled by God’s favour (Asamoah-Gyadu 2013). Similarly, free smartphone distribution by India’s Pentecostal megachurches frames connectivity as a spiritual lifeline for accessing online sermons. This rebranding of technology as divine assistance captures a cultural approach that honours 5IR instruments while preserving supernatural legitimacy.

Not all technology, meanwhile, is welcomed. Transhumanist enhancements like genetic editing or brain implants encounter strong resistance. Citing biblical cautions against ‘marking the body’, Brazilian Pentecostal leader Edir Macedo of the IURD opposes such advances as demonic mimicry of divine creation (Oosterbaan 2017). This suspicion corresponds with broader Global South criticism of Western techno-utopianism, in which 5IR developments are viewed as neo-colonial invasions endangering spiritual sovereignty (Kärkkäinen 2018).

Spectacle takes centre stage in digital worship aesthetics, blurring the distinction between the holy and the entertaining. Using AI, sites such as Multitracks.com harmonise virtual choirs so that geographically scattered singers may deliver perfectly synchronised hymns. These instruments improve production quality, but they contradict Pentecostalism’s valorisation of spontaneous, Spirit-led worship. Critics contend that AI-generated harmony stifles the improvised ‘groans of the Spirit’ (Rm 8:26), thereby limiting corporate worship to pre-programmed performance (Hutchings 2017).

E-megachurches are colonising gaming platforms to engage Gen Z. Gamification represents a distinct 5IR strategy requiring missiological scrutiny. The following case study of Elevation Church’s Roblox Campus illustrates both innovative outreach and potential theological compromise. Elevation Church opened a Roblox Campus in 2023, whereby participants attend virtual services, acquire scripture-themed badges and socialise in digital prayer rooms (Grieve 2021). Although supporters present this as ‘meeting youth where they are’, cautioning that gamification risks trivialising discipleship, distorting faith into a quest for virtual rewards.

In sub-Saharan Africa, mobile money systems like M-Pesa have revolutionised Pentecostal finance. This tension between accessibility and exploitation is exemplified by mobile money tithing in Kenya. The analysis now moves from description to critical evaluation by asking: Does this practice empower the poor or extract from them? James Ng’ang’a, a Kenyan megachurch pastor, collects tithes from rural members via M-Pesa, thereby framing instant transactions as real-time obedience (Kärkkäinen 2018). Though detractors point out that these platforms may exacerbate income extraction from underprivileged areas, they enable rural believers to support e-megachurches globally while maintaining hyper-local relevance (Gifford 2015).

The IURD from Brazil best exemplifies the fusion of spectacle and technology. Attracting millions to São Paulo’s streets, the church uses drone light displays depicting crosses and doves during its annual March for Jesus (Oosterbaan 2017). This combination of revivalism and techno-spectacle captures a distinctly Latin American Pentecostal culture that embraces sensory excess as a form of spiritual battle against secular apathy.

These negotiations reveal Pentecostalism’s capacity for both creative adaptation and critical boundary-setting. The cultural negotiations of Pentecostalism with 5IR technologies expose a contradictory embrace of innovation alongside careful boundary-making. While 3D-printed prosthetics and Roblox churches are sacralised as extensions of divine action, transhumanist enhancements are demonised as challenges to theological orthodoxy. These interactions highlight a broader politics of belief in which technology becomes a battlefield for defining authenticity, authority and cultural identity. As demonstrated in Brazil’s drone-led revivalism or Africa’s mobile money tithing, these negotiations often disrupt Western techno-imperialism in the Global South. However, they also risk commercialising spirituality and prioritising spectacle over substance. Pentecostalism’s capacity to critically engage 5IR technologies’ cultural contradictions, rather than either absorb or reject them outright, will define its relevance in an increasingly technocratic society as it navigates this terrain.

Thus, this section now examines the accessibility and exploitation convergence using mobile money tithing in Kenya. To move from descriptive approach, this study moves to evaluation approach by asking: does this practice empower the poor or extract from them. While blockchain-based tithing improves transparency, its connection with prosperity theology risks reducing faith to transactional algorithms. Pastors like James Ng’ang’a frame M-Pesa transactions in Kenya as ‘obedience in real-time’, yet critics note these systems can extract resources from underprivileged members (Gifford 2015). Thus, while M-Pesa exemplifies 5IR’s human-centric innovation and enable believers from remote areas to participate in global e-megachurch networks. Further, this demonstrates how Pentecostal financial practices should refrain from extracting resources from the same communities they are attempting to empower. In this case, the missiological question is not whether technology works but for whom and to what end. Similarly, during Brazil’s ‘March for Jesus’, the Universal Church employed drone light displays to combine techno-spectacle with apocalyptic urgency, a strategy framed as spiritual warfare against secular apathy. Thus, while Brazil’s techno-spectacle demonstrates Pentecostal creativity, it also reveals how aesthetic excess can overshadow substantive discipleship, a tension requiring ongoing discernment.

While Silicon Valley envisions AI as enabling immortality, Nigerian Pentecostal leaders like David Oyedepo redefine 3D-printed prosthetics as ‘modern miracles’, portraying technology as divine providence rather than transhumanist ambition (Asamoah-Gyadu 2013). This reflects a Global South suspicion of Western techno-utopianism, while Brazilian Bishop Edir Macedo’s critique of neural implants as demonic stands in stark contrast (Oosterbaan 2017).

Theological consequences of e-megachurch strategies for ministry and mission

This section synthesises the theological implications of e-megachurch developments across four key areas: (1) mission, (2) discipleship, (3) community and (4) sacramental practice. E-megachurches have fundamentally reimagined mission by utilising digital means to engage people globally. In the past, traditional mission work frequently consisted of in-person evangelism and physical movement. E-megachurches, however, leverage internet resources to conduct virtual missions, enabling message dissemination across geographical borders without physical presence (Asamoah-Gyadu 2013). Through live-streamed events, online evangelistic campaigns and social media outreach, this technique enables simultaneous communication with people from diverse cultural backgrounds. Moreover, the digital nature of these missions facilitates follow-up and continued engagement, both necessary for achieving lasting impact.

Techniques of discipleship have been substantially altered by the digital era. Meetings in-person and other forms of face-to-face interaction were typical components of traditional discipleship structures. The use of web technologies to encourage spiritual growth and mentorship exemplifies digital discipleship, which differs from traditional approaches. This category includes digital mentoring programmes, online courses and web-based Bible studies. Because of the versatility of digital platforms, discipleship can be personalised and accessed flexibly, accommodating individuals’ schedules and locations. However, challenges arise when attempting to maintain strong personal connections and ensure accountability in a virtual environment.

Theological implications emerge concerning the nature of community when congregations are virtual. Traditional churches are characterised by face-to-face meetings and physical gatherings, which contribute to developing mutual support and connection among members. However, virtual congregations’ dependence on digital links potentially undermines traditional notions of community. From a theological standpoint, this raises questions about the nature of fellowship and how faith is practised in digital settings. Virtual congregations may still represent genuine communities provided they are characterised by purposeful involvement and the use of digital means to facilitate meaningful encounters. Others express concern that virtual communities may lack the depth and accountability of in-person gatherings.

The relationship between the Holy Spirit’s work and technological mediation raises profound pneumatological questions. If the Spirit is genuinely present in digitally mediated worship, what does this imply about the nature of spiritual presence? Does algorithmic curation of worship experiences enhance or constrain the Spirit’s freedom? Can AI-generated prophecy be considered authentically Spirit-inspired?

Discussion

Towards a Pentecostal techno-theology: Recommendations

This section proposes a constructive theological framework for Pentecostal engagement with 5IR technologies. Pentecostalism’s historical dynamism, defined by its capacity to sacralise cultural instruments while preserving supernatural fervour, positions it especially well to negotiate the 5IR. As demonstrated throughout this article, the movement’s adaptive capacity enables e-megachurches to embrace virtual platforms, blockchain and AI without sacrificing core values including miracles, missions and embodied worship. Pentecostalism demonstrates a pragmatic theology that bridges holy tradition and techno-economic innovation by redefining 3D-printed prosthetics as ‘divine healing’ or cryptocurrencies as digital manna. However, this flexibility necessitates caution: the monetisation of spirituality through algorithmic donation prompts, NFT sermon auctions and data extraction threatens to reduce faith to a transactional commodity, thereby undermining trust and social integrity.

Principle 1: Theological anchoring in Pentecostal distinctives

Pentecostalism must articulate a techno-theology anchored in its prophetic traditions. This requires:


	Affirmation of divine immanence: Technology must be understood as potential vessel for, not replacement of, divine presence.

	Eschatological orientation: Technological innovation should serve, not supplant, hope in Christ’s return and bodily resurrection.

	Experiential spirituality: Digital tools must facilitate, not constrain, authentic encounter with the Holy Spirit.

	Communal ecclesiology: Technology should enhance, not erode, embodied Christian community.



Principle 2: Human dignity as non-negotiable

Pentecostal techno-theology must advocate for human dignity by defending the sacredness of created humanity, thereby countering transhumanist dreams of disembodied immortality (Gn 1:27). This requires:


	Resisting technological reductionism that views humans as data points or algorithmic inputs.

	Affirming embodied existence as essential to image-bearing.

	Protecting vulnerable communities from technological exploitation.



Principle 3: Ecological justice

Pentecostal techno-theology should promote ecological justice by repurposing IoT and AI to address climate challenges, thereby combating technocratic resource exploitation. This requires:


	Critiquing technological solutions that exacerbate environmental degradation.

	Harnessing innovation for creation care.

	Challenging the extractive logic of techno-capitalism.



Principle 4: Prophetic discernment

At its core, Pentecostal techno-theology must reaffirm transcendent hope, grounding eschatological vision in Christ’s resurrection rather than Silicon Valley’s utopianism. This demands:


	Testing every spirit (1 Jn 4:1) in technological engagement.

	Embracing instruments that magnify human flourishing while opposing those that commodify or dehumanise.

	Rejecting both techno-pessimism and uncritical acceptance.



This framework invites Pentecostals to test every spirit (1 Jn 4:1), embracing instruments that magnify human flourishing while opposing those that commodify or dehumanise. By doing so, the movement may demonstrate a faith in which bandwidth serves the Spirit, thereby ensuring that technology remains a vehicle for the holy rather than its eclipse. Rather than Silicon Valley’s transhumanist dreams, a Pentecostal techno-theology must urge ecological justice through AI-driven climate action, challenge algorithmic dehumanisation and root eschatological hope in Christ’s resurrection, all while upholding human dignity (Gn 1:27). As Joubert (2020) points out, this paradigm necessitates ‘digital dignity’, thereby guaranteeing that technology accentuates rather than replaces the holy.

Conclusion

The overarching question in this study was what the opportunities and challenges are associated with the e-megachurch model for Christian mission within the new digital terrain. Two broad and diverse answers were identified, first are the potential opportunities that includes the global reach through hybrid worship models.

For instance, the Hillsong have made a global broadcast of its services and music and the RCCG uses of digital global prayer network. These developments show that 5IR is helping to achieve the Pentecostal missionary impulse. From a pastoral perspective, there is data-informed pastoral care and discernment. The use of AI-driven analytic is assisting the clergy to both identify and meet the needs of the believers. The AI-driven analytic is able to classify issues according to stress anxiety, tailor sermons and detect economic distress. This is theologically accepted when such tools are framed as the modern ‘Urim and Thummim’ instead of viewing them as algorithmic determinism. Accordingly, such a tool plays the role of enhancing rather than replacing prophetic sensitivity.

Further, opportunities are achieved through financial transparency and resilience. The way the Embassy of God (Ukraine) use the blockchain-based tithing is innovation and demonstrates diversified use of digital platforms. The advantage of this approach is reducing dependence of the volatile in-person offering and reducing potential abuse from financial stewards and transactions. Moreover, the young people have immense participation in church activities using digital platforms. The Bethel church example is critical because the church uses Roblox campuses, VR prayer rooms and TikTok evangelism. Such approaches demonstrate cultural relevance and adaptations of the church to meet the needs of the younger generations within their digital environment.

However, the study has noted challenges such as the commodification of worship. The NFT sermon auctions and the AI-generated prompts for believers to donate using timed emotional states are negative. Also, the use of ‘premium prayer’ subscriptions services has nothing short than transforming faith from God’s covenant relationship to a mere transactional exchange. As such, this approach is a missiological failure when grace become merchandised. There is an erosion of embodied sacramental practice. Virtual worship minimises the importance of Pentecostal practice such as laying on of hands, anointing oil and healing prayers for the sick. The virtual church risks Pentecostal churches developing a two-tier membership (full in-person members and the virtual content consumers).

Another negative issue involves the tension between prophetic spontaneity and the algorithmic predictability. For instance, John 3:8 declares that the Spirit ‘blows where He will’, which negates the idea that AI predicts based on prior knowledge. This limitation of AI can extend to limiting informing pastoral sensitivity and domesticating the Holy Spirit by relying on data-driven expectation. Also, there is exploitation of the vulnerable believers. The use of crypto schemes and seed sowing theology target the economically challenged believers.

Both the positive and negative points in this study show that the Pentecostal e-megachurch is at the crossroads. Thus, if there are no critical theological frameworks, there is a risk of directing missions using techno-capitalism values where there is an emphasis of efficiency, scalability and commodification of the gospel at the expense of elevating justice, mercy and humble embodiment as instructed by Micah 6:8.

The future of mission lies not in wholesale rejection or uncritical acceptance of technology, but in careful, prayerful and prophetic engagement. The challenge for the global church, whether Pentecostal or not, is to innovate with courage while persistently asking the missiological question: Does this practice serve the missio Dei [mission of God], the work God is doing in the world to bring about love, liberty and reconciliation? By centring our technological endeavours on answering this question, we may ensure that the digital harvest will be both abundant and just.
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TABLE 1: Tension between Pentecostal theology and Fifth Industrial Revolution Logi

Theological characteristic

Appropriate scriptures

5IR counter-logic

Point of irreconcilability

Appropriate synthesis

Prophetic voice and spontaneity

Charismatic healing

Jesus resurrected body

Prosperity theology

Speaking in tongues

John 3:8 says the Spirit blows
where it wills.

According to James 5:14-15,
healing is by laying on of hands.

According to 1 Corinthians
15:35-57, bodily resurrection
is shown as something that
cannot be negotiated.

Malachi 3:10 promises blessings.

Acts 2:4, they all spoke in
tongues in the upper room.

Algorithmic use of historical data
to predict outcomes.

Al can detect complicated
diseases (telemedicine).

Digital immortality.

Algorithmic donation and
crypto ‘seed sowing’.

Al gives real-time
interpretation.

The movement of the Spirit
cannot be predicted.

Prayer versus telehealth (there is
a competition for sources of
healing).

Embodiment is eschatologically
critical; disembodied existence
is not salvation.

The challenges of (correlation
versus causation). Does giving
cause blessings.

Tongues as Spirit-generated
non-code resist algorithmic
decoding.

Al uses historical data, which can
fail to determine prophecy.
Prophecy is relational, human
and communal.

Both technology and Spirit are tools
to diagnose healing.

There is transhumanist immortality,
affirming technology for flourishing
within embodied limits.

Reject the concept of
transnationalism but affirms
generous giving as part of worship.

Al can translate human language and
use the information for evangelism;

tongues are a distinct gift of the Spirit.

5IR, Fifth Industrial Revolution; Al ar

cial intelligence.
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