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Abstract

Background: This article presents an interview and reflective dialogue conducted with Professor Marius Nel, acknowledging his substantial and sustained contributions to Pentecostal theology and related disciplines.

Objectives: The aim of this article is to provide Professor Nel with the opportunity to elaborate on his scholarly work and to reflect on the scope and significance of his academic legacy within African and global contexts.

Method: This article is structured around a series of thematic questions addressing key areas of his research. Topics include the history of the Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) of South Africa, Pentecostal and African Pentecostal theology and hermeneutics, syncretism, the prosperity gospel, his role within a Reformed theological faculty, Bible translation in South Africa, the book of Daniel and apocalyptic literature and his perspectives on issues such as same-sex practices, gender identity, homosexuality and LGBTIQ+ persons. A brief biographical introduction precedes the interview and concludes with a comprehensive list of his publications.

Results: This article serves as a scholarly recognition of Professor Nel’s academic contribution and highlights the continued relevance of his work. It provides a reflective engagement with his discourse on the theological, historical and socio-cultural dimensions of Pentecostalism in Africa and beyond.

Conclusion: Professor Nel is recognised as a leading scholar in Pentecostal and African Pentecostal studies, whose work continues to influence academic and ecclesial conversations globally.

Contribution: This article honours Professor Nel’s scholarly achievements and highlights the broader impact of his work, offering valuable insight into one of the leading voices in contemporary Pentecostal scholarship.
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Introduction

Marius Nel was born on 09 January 1960. He ranks among the most prolific scholars in South Africa, particularly within the Pentecostal tradition. He presently holds the Research Chair in Ecumenism: Pentecostalism and Neo-Pentecostalism and serves as Research Professor within the Unit for Reformed Theology at the Faculty of Theology, Potchefstroom Campus, North-West University (NWU: Biography of Marius Nel 2020). His scholarly contributions not only extend to the field of Pentecostal theology but also traverse a diverse array of theological disciplines, including Old Testament studies, New Testament studies and church history.

He is one of the most prolific academics in South Africa, especially within the Pentecostal traditions. He has made significant contributions not only within the domain of Pentecostalism but also across a wide range of other theological disciplines. His skills and expertise are described as follows: Narratology, Church History, Hermeneutics, Literature Studies, Literary Criticism, Early Christianity, Christian Theology, Theology, Biblical Studies, Biblical Theology (ResearchGate n.d.). Notably, he was honoured as the most productive researcher at the annual North-West University Research Awards for four consecutive years (2017–2020) (News@NWU 2021).

In recognising the best works of Pentecostal biblical scholarship through the annual granting of Awards of Excellence recognition, The Foundation for Pentecostal Scholarship 2025 Award of Excellence for short works was conferred to Prof. Marius Nel for his article ‘Pentecostals and Premillennialist Dispensationalism: An Unhappy Marriage’ (Nel 2023:33–65), in recognition of his efforts to broaden and enrich the knowledge and understanding of Pentecostal issues throughout Christendom (The Foundation for Pentecostal Scholarship 2025).

He was also honoured by being named a 2024 Top Scholar by ScholarGPS for his publication record, the impact of his work and the notable quality of his scholarly contributions, which have placed him amongst the top 0.5% of all scholars worldwide according to the most recent 2024 ScholarGPS rankings.

In recognition of his substantial impact on Pentecostal theology and beyond, it was deemed fitting to engage him in dialogue, affording him the opportunity both to elaborate further upon his scholarly endeavours and to reflect upon the scope and significance of his academic legacy and achievements.

What follows is a series of questions pertaining to his body of work, providing space for him to articulate his current perspectives on these matters. This is followed by a comprehensive list of his publications.

Background

You are a well-known and respected theologian and researcher within Pentecostal circles. In what Christian tradition did you grow up?

I was born in the NG Kerk (Dutch Reformed Church) and was converted to Pentecostalism when my mother died, and my stepmother introduced me to the Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) of SA. Shortly after I was baptised in water, I received the infilling of the Spirit.

You completed a diploma in Theology in 1982. Where did you complete your training for the ministry?

I studied at the University of Pretoria, Unisa, the AFM Theological College and Radboud University. While pursuing my graduate studies at a university that applied a Reformed theological paradigm, I found it critical to complete the diploma course that the AFM of SA set for prospective ministers as well. In this way, I was exposed to the Pentecostal ethos and paradigm.

You were for many years involved in the local church, pastoring local assemblies. Where did you serve the church?

I have served in assemblies since 1982 in AFM Randfontein assembly, AFM Lime Acres and Daniëlskuil assembly, AFM Krugersdorp assembly (for 20 years), Alberton Lewensentrum and AFM Taberna Dei assembly in Polokwane. In 2017, I was appointed to the chair of Pentecostal hermeneutics at North-West University.

You have obtained various other theological qualifications. What additional academic training did you follow?

I studied at the University of Pretoria, the University of South Africa (Unisa) (BA, BD, MA) and the AFM Theological College (Diploma in Theology). I completed my doctorates at Unisa (in Practical Theology, with Prof. Louis Heyns as promoter), writing on the space the Church needs to create to ensure young people will follow the Lord; the University of Pretoria (in Church History, with Prof. Hoffie Hofmeyr as promoter), researching the development of the doctrine of divine healing in the Pentecostal movement; the University of Pretoria (in Old Testament studies, with Prof. Dirk Human as promoter), engaging in an exegetical interpretation of Daniel 1 and 2; and the University of Radboud, Nijmegen in the Netherlands (in New Testament studies, under Prof. Jan van der Watt), on Mark 13’s apocalyptic narrative.

Many may be unaware that, as a young student, you sustained serious injuries in a near-fatal accident, which resulted in an extended period of hospitalisation. Did this experience play a role in shaping your decision to pursue the study of theology and how it influenced the course of your life?

During the winter holiday of my first year at the University of Pretoria, where I was studying library and information sciences, I visited a farm in the Nietverdiend region. On the first day of the visit, I accompanied the young people as they took their grandmother back to her farm later that evening. I was sitting at the back of the truck when it rolled on the dirt road, and I was injured. The skull cracked, causing bleeding on the brain and brain damage, damaging the facial nerves on the left side of the face, and I lost hearing on the left side. The left eye’s tear gland was destroyed, and because of the paralysis, the eyelid could not close properly. As a result, eventually, I lost the eye. During the recovery period in the hospital, I experienced that the Lord called me to full-time ministry. The following year, I started with theological studies despite several health challenges because of the injuries during the accident.

Questions concerning his scholarly contributions to the pioneering and establishment of Pentecostal research

Question 1

You published various articles and books on the history of the Apostolic Faith Mission of South Africa (AGS van SA; AFM of SA). These include writings on John G Lake, PL le Roux, the development of theological training within the AFM, a historical perspective on demonisation, deliverance and divine healing and the unification process of the AFM (e.g. numbers 1, 2, 19, 31, 42, 56, 62, 69, 70, 78, 83, 99, 109, 136, 152, 154, 179, 181, 182, 209 and 210 in the list of publications). In what way did you contribute to the AFM’s historiography?

During my doctoral studies, I investigated the history of the doctrine of divine healing. I served for 24 years as a lecturer in church history at AFMTC (later Auckland Park Theological Seminary). With the AFM’s centennial celebrations in 2008, CUM (Christelike Uitgewersmaatskappy) and Christian Art Distributors offered to publish a commemorative album of the AFM’s history. We used Dr Isak Burger’s doctoral study for the first 50 years (Burger 1987), and I wrote the Church’s history from 1958 to 2008 (Burger & Nel 2008). I learned that it is essential to know enough about church history to understand the situatedness of each doctrine accepted (or rejected) by the Church.

Question 2

You have published numerous works on Pentecostalism and Pentecostal theology (e.g. numbers 6, 7, 10, 13, 15, 16, 17, 18, 24, 51, 59, 70, 72, 74, 77, 80, 82, 84, 86, 87, 88, 90, 92, 94, 95, 96, 98, 99, 100, 102, 103, 104, 105, 106, 107, 108, 110, 113, 117, 119, 120, 121, 123, 124, 125, 126, 132, 138, 140, 141, 145, 149, 150, 194, 196, 198, 199 and 201 in the list of publications).

In these works, you are addressing a wide range of subjects, including violence against the displaced, Pentecostal responses to structural poverty, the early Pentecostal movement’s preferential option for the marginalised, fundamentalism and Pentecostalism, the distinctives of Pentecostal preaching and the defining elements of a Pentecostal spirituality.

Many of your publications engage with themes of particular significance within Pentecostal theology, such as the Apostolic period as depicted in Luke and Acts, prophecy, speaking about God, glossolalia and the baptism in the Spirit, the liturgical space and the development of the doctrine of divine healing.

However, certain of your works also explore areas that might appear, at first glance, to be at odds with Pentecostal theology. These include studies on the three early Fathers of the Eastern Orthodox tradition, the notion of Pentecostal theology as a contradictio in terminis, Pentecostalism and the Early Church, Pentecostal ecumenical impulses and the distinctive ways in which Pentecostals engage with the Old Testament. What do you think was your contribution to Pentecostal theology?

If I had made any contribution to Pentecostal theology, I think it was in my study of the movement’s history, including the development of its doctrine and Pentecostal hermeneutics. I can only hope that my contribution will encourage readers to engage with difficult themes from a distinctive Pentecostal hermeneutical perspective.

As explained, early Pentecostals interpreted the Bible through their charismatic encounters with God, finding in Scripture the language to describe their experiences and the means to expect more divine assistance and guidance. For that reason, they did not read all texts in a literalistic sense but waited on the Spirit to disclose its meaning for their specific circumstances and needs. There was a real danger that they might have heard what they wanted to hear. However, in many instances, their testimonies bore witness to the fact that the insights generated by meditating on the Bible were the result of the Spirit working in their hearts and minds. I attempted to engage with themes such as Eastern Orthodoxy and the issue of LGBTIQ+ people from this hermeneutical angle, trying to interpret texts in a way that reflects the distinctive Pentecostal ethos.

Question 3

You published on hermeneutics, e.g. the influence of hermeneutics on theological education: A case study at North-West University, Christian hermeneutics in South Africa and also on Pentecostal hermeneutics, e.g. attempting to define a Pentecostal Hermeneutics, Pentecostal hermeneutical considerations about women in ministry, Pentecostal hermeneutic encountering science, Pentecostal pacifist homiletics and the change in the hermeneutical stance in the Church on war (e.g. numbers 13, 76, 85, 91, 93, 97, 103, 104, 105, 118, 127, 137, 184, 199 and 203 in the list of publications). You, however, also developed an African Pentecostal hermeneutics (e.g. number 9, 195, 197, 200 and 202 in the list of publications). What did you see as its distinctives?

The historical development of Pentecostalism, including its origins in the early 20th-century revivals, begins with key figures such as Charles F. Parham and William J. Seymour, who played significant roles in shaping the movement. The Azusa Street revival is highlighted as a pivotal event that catalysed the global spread of Pentecostalism.

The theological distinctives of Pentecostal theology are emphasised in its unique hermeneutics and practices. Pentecostal theology emphasises conversion, sanctification, Spirit baptism, healing, spiritual gifts and eschatological expectations of an imminent return of Christ. Distinctive practices include speaking in tongues, which is often misunderstood as the sole defining feature of Pentecostalism. Its historical roots trace back to movements like Pietism and the Holiness movement, influencing Pentecostal beliefs and practices.

Another distinctive is the way Pentecostals interpret Scripture. They do so through a Lukan lens, focusing on the Book of Acts instead of Pauline theology, sometimes the nearly exclusive focus among Reformed theologians. The ‘Latter Rain’ motif is central in their thinking, linking the promises of the Old Testament and the New Testament to contemporary experiences. Pentecostal hermeneutics prioritise personal experience and community over systematic theology, leading to diverse interpretations. Doctrine is less important to them; encountering God through his Spirit is paramount, and they conclude that it serves as a condition for saying anything about God (or doing theology).

Their worship services are characterised by experiential elements, emphasising personal testimonies and spontaneous prayers. The expectation of divine healing and miracles is integral, with healing seen as part of salvation. Eschatological beliefs drive the urgency of evangelism, with a focus on the imminent return of Christ.

One can categorise Pentecostalism into groups emphasising different works of grace, with three works (Wesleyan) vs. two works (Oneness). The ‘full gospel’ concept includes salvation, sanctification, Spirit baptism, divine healing and the second coming of Christ. The four-fold pattern of distinctives (without the emphasis on sanctification) is prevalent across various Pentecostal denominations, reinforcing core beliefs.

Question 4

You also wrote about African syncretism, touching on syncretism in Pentecostalism in the Global South and the ‘prosperity message’ as a syncretistic deviation of the Gospel (e.g. numbers 12, 122, 129, 135, 147, 197, 205, 207 and 208 in the list of publications). What are the dangers and challenges you saw?

Pentecostal spirituality and African Traditional Religion (ATR) both reflect primal spirituality, where the spiritual and material realms are closely connected. In both, prophets or diviners act as intermediaries, addressing spiritual forces (e.g., evil spirits or angry ancestors) believed to cause problems, such as poverty. In some cases, Pentecostals incorporated traditional, indigenous practices into their worship services, raising the question of to what extent this represents a forced or artificial blending of different elements, suggesting a lack of genuine understanding of the original elements.

Additionally, Neo-Pentecostalism’s prosperity teaching adapts ATR beliefs by embracing this dual worldview. It teaches that manipulating the invisible (spiritual) world can directly influence visible (material) conditions, making prosperity or poverty spiritually determined. It has become a popular theme, given the new elite in Africa’s emphasis on materialism. African prosperity preachers have also adopted American mind-cure and positive thinking ideas (from E.W. Kenyon), promoting the belief that prosperity is a divine right of believers, emphasising faith and positive confession as the means to compel God to act. It views prosperity as an integral part of salvation achieved through Christ’s atonement. Such a view compromises the New Testament’s emphasis on servanthood, stewardship and disciples’ involvement with the poor and needy, as well as marginalised and ‘the other’, in faithfulness to their Lord.

Some prosperity teachings also rely on private revelation over biblical authority, promote false doctrines and allow unaccountable leadership, especially in financial matters. These abuses harm the reputation of classical Pentecostalism, especially as critics often fail to distinguish it from prosperity movements.

Despite some positive elements, movements like the New Apostolic Reformation deviate from the core message of the gospel. Pentecostal leaders should lovingly confront the emerging movement of independent churches, taking care to explain their theological errors and encouraging them to adopt biblically grounded theology. They should also be encouraged to establish schools that teach traditional Christian doctrine.

In conclusion, the prosperity gospel in Africa represents a syncretistic blend of Pentecostalism, ATR and American New Thought. While it addresses deep spiritual concerns in African contexts, it often deviates from biblical Christianity and should be reformed to align with orthodox theology.

Question 5

A part of your contribution to Pentecostal theology was within a Reformed faculty. How did it affect your work?

During the apartheid-led government, Afrikaans-speaking established churches, such as the Dutch Reformed Church and the Reformed Churches of South Africa, influenced government policy and ensured that subsidised state universities established theological faculties to train their candidate ministers. Hence, other churches had to take care of the training of their own pastors. The state recognised only the degrees awarded by state universities. Hence, ministers of different denominations had to register for graduate and postgraduate studies at these institutions, which exclusively employed the Reformed theological paradigm.

In 2016, North-West University signed an agreement with the AFM of SA to provide training for their pastors. At that stage, NWU was invested in training candidate ministers for the Reformed Churches of South Africa (GKSA). As part of their agreement, NWU established a research chair in Pentecostal theology, and I had the privilege of serving in this capacity for the first 9 years. My experience was that close cooperation with colleagues from other denominations was fruitful and stimulating.

Question 6

You were also involved with Bible translations (e.g. numbers 156, 159, 164, 167 and 174 in the list of publications). In what way did you contribute to Bible translation in South Africa?

When CUM (Christelike Uitgewersmaatskappy) and Christian Art Distributors invited me to participate in their Nuwe Lewende Vertaling, it was a privilege. Later, it included a revision of that popular translation and several commentaries based on it, such as the Eenvolumekommentaar and Bybel in Praktyk. I was also privileged to contribute in a small way to the 2020 Bybel of the Bible Society of South Africa with other scholars.

Translating a text from the original requires a lot of study to ensure that one’s interpretation is well-founded, as all translation always involves interpretation. The words we use hold associations that can differ in their use by various persons and institutions, making the translation of a biblical text a complicated matter.

Question 7

You also published about the book of Daniel and also specifically on Daniel’s apocalypticism (e.g. numbers 14, 20, 22, 25, 27, 29, 30, 34, 36, 37, 41, 43, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50, 53, 58, 60, 63, 65, 66, 67, 183, 184, 189 and 204 in the list of publications). Tell us more.

Prof. Dirk Human was my promoter for a doctoral study on Daniel 2, which stimulated my thinking to write about the rest of the book, including the apocalyptic visions found in Daniel 7–12. Apocalyptic thinking consists of the assumption that history will end with Christ’s return to the earth, leading to the judgement of people who rejected Christ and the establishment of a new earth where God will reside with his children. Jesus Christ also employed apocalyptic thinking patterns in describing the future of the Christian Church, and I concluded a doctoral study under the supervision of Prof. Jan van der Watt at Radboud University in the Netherlands on Mark 13.

Question 8

You published on the controversial topics of same-sex practices, gender identity and homosexuality (e.g. 44, 112, 143, 151 and 176 in the list of publications). You wrote a book on LGBTIQ+ people and Pentecostals (e.g. 11 in the list of publications), where you touched on, among others, LGBTIQ+ people in die biblical world, LGBTIQ+ people in Africa and early Judaism. You also touched on the biological, psychological, anthropological, sociological and philosophical perspectives. Given your research and African Pentecostals’ response to and Pentecostal reactions to LGBTIQ+ people, what were your conclusions?

The issue of LGBTIQ people and the challenges of their participation in Pentecostal churches has engaged my mind for a long time. While in ministry, I had many conversations with such people, and I heard them relating incidents where Christians reviled and rejected them, sometimes even forcing them to leave the Church. In considering the issue in terms of the relatively few passages in Scripture, I realised I must also consider insights from other fields, such as biology, sociology, psychology, anthropology and philosophy. I concluded that same-sex orientation is a complicated issue that biblical authors did not necessarily know of. Although it seems that the Bible, in general, disapproves of the expression of homosexual tendencies, what became clear to me was that the rejection of such people by believers is an abomination in God’s eyes. The Church consists of sinners who have found Christ and reconciliation with God, and its mission is to proclaim divine grace to all sinners. Hence, they welcome sinners in their midst, expecting the Holy Spirit to convince them of their sins and bring them to saving faith in Christ. And that includes people with a presumed same-sex orientation, including the variety of people described as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intergender, queer and more. The fact is that the Church may not marginalise people simply because they differ from Christian expectations.

Conclusion

Prof. Marius Nel is a highly accomplished scholar in the field of theology, with a particular focus on Pentecostal and African Pentecostal studies. His academic contributions have played a pivotal role in shaping scholarly discourse on the theological, historical and socio-cultural dimensions of Pentecostalism on the African continent. What sets Prof. Nel apart is not only the depth of his expertise in this specific area but also the remarkable breadth of his intellectual pursuits. While his core research explores the theological development, liturgical practices and hermeneutical methods within Pentecostalism, his scholarly reach extends far beyond. He has engaged meaningfully with subjects ranging from biblical exegesis and church history to the interface between religion and society, producing a body of work that reflects both diversity and rigour.

His prolific publication record is testimony to his scholarly ingenuity and commitment to advancing theological knowledge. Prof. Nel has authored numerous peer-reviewed articles, books and conference papers, many of which are recognised for their originality and their contribution to contemporary theological debates. His writings are frequently cited in both local and international academic circles (Scholar.Google n.d.), evidencing his influence within the broader scholarly community. Furthermore, his ability to connect traditional theological concerns with current ecclesial and societal challenges demonstrates an academic relevance that transcends narrow disciplinary boundaries.

The esteem in which he is held is further underscored by the institutional recognition he has received over the years. Prof. Nel has been the recipient of multiple awards from North-West University, including accolades for being the most productive senior researcher. Such honours reflect not only his research output but also the quality and impact of his work. Additionally, his designation as a C2-rated researcher (NWU: Biography of Marius Nel: 2020) by the National Research Foundation of South Africa affirms his status as an established scholar with a sustained record of excellence. This rating recognises researchers who enjoy considerable international recognition for the quality and impact of their recent research outputs.

In conclusion, Prof. Marius Nel stands as a distinguished figure in contemporary theological scholarship. His deep engagement with Pentecostalism, particularly in the African context, has enriched the field and opened new avenues for research and reflection. Yet, his intellectual curiosity and scholarly versatility ensure that his contributions are not confined to one domain. Through his extensive publications, institutional leadership and academic mentorship, Prof. Nel continues to shape theological thought in South Africa and beyond. His achievements exemplify what it means to be a dedicated scholar whose work bridges tradition and innovation, theory and practice, faith and critical inquiry, illustrated by the following list of publications as per Appendix 1.
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