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Introduction and Methodology 

This report traces how the language of evangelistic “invitation” — the words evangelists use to call listeners 

to respond to the gospel — shifted over roughly 280 years, from George Whitefield and Jonathan Edwards in 

the 1740s to Bill Bright and the Campus Crusade era of the mid-twentieth century. It draws on primary 

sermon texts (public domain for all pre-1930 figures), evangelists' own manuals on personal evangelism, and 

the secondary historiography of revivalism — most importantly Iain Murray's The Invitation System (1967) 

and Revival and Revivalism (1994), David Bennett's The Altar Call: Its Origins and Present Usage, D.G. 

Bebbington's Evangelicalism in Modern Britain, Thomas Kidd's biography of Whitefield, Arnold Dallimore's 

biography of Whitefield, and Paul Chitwood's dissertation The Sinner's Prayer: A Historical and Theological 

Analysis (2001). 

Two limits on the method should be stated plainly up front: 

● No digitized corpus of these evangelists' sermons exists that would support genuine word-frequency 
counts. The chart in this report (page below) is therefore a qualitative periodization — an 
interpretive timeline built from the sermons and secondary scholarship consulted — not a statistical 
analysis. It is presented as an illustration of a documented historical trend, not as a dataset. 

● Copyright limits how much can be quoted. Whitefield, Edwards, Wesley, Finney, Moody, Torrey, and 
Sunday are all public domain, so their invitations are quoted directly, briefly, and cited. Billy Graham 
(d. 2018) and Bill Bright (d. 2003) remain under copyright; their invitation language is described and 
quoted only in short, clearly attributed phrases. 

The five-category framework used throughout was supplied by the research brief and is defined below. 

Framework: Five Categories of Invitation Language 

Each evangelist's invitations are classified below by which of five semantic families dominates. Many 

invitations blend categories; the classification identifies the dominant note, not an exclusive one. 

Faith: believe · trust · rely upon — the invitation asks for inward trust in Christ's finished work; no outward act is 
specified as the response itself. 

Reception: receive · accept — the invitation is framed as accepting a gift or guest already offered. 

Decision: choose · decide — the invitation is framed as an act of the will, a choice made at a definite moment. 

Commitment: commit · dedicate · surrender · give your life — the invitation asks for a transfer of ownership or 
allegiance, often phrased as surrendering control. 

Discipleship: follow · obey · make Christ Lord — the invitation is framed in terms of ongoing obedience and 
lordship rather than a single moment. 

Evangelist-by-Evangelist Survey 

Each profile below gives brief context, several representative invitations (quoted directly for the pre-1930 

figures, described and briefly quoted for Graham and Bright), and the dominant category the invitations fall 

into. 

George Whitefield (1714–1770) 

Whitefield, the great itinerant of the First Great Awakening, preached an estimated 18,000 sermons in open 

fields on both sides of the Atlantic. David Bennett's study of the altar call's origins concludes plainly that 



Whitefield — along with Wesley and Edwards — did not use anything resembling an altar call. His invitations 

are addressed to the will only in the sense that they ask for trust; the physical response he asks for is inward, 

not a walk to the front. 

He [Jesus Christ] loves to see poor sinners coming to Him… and if you thus come to Christ, He will not 

send you away without His Spirit; no, but will receive and bless you.  — Whitefield, sermon collection 

I shall return home with a heavy heart, unless some of you will arise and come to my Jesus… I desire 

to preach Him and not myself.  — quoted in Steven Lawson, The Evangelistic Zeal of George Whitefield 

…he ended the sermon with a scene… Whitefield asked whether anyone wished ‘to take Christ for 

their husband.’ If they did, he extended [an invitation to come to Him by faith].  — 1742 Cambuslang 

sermon on Isaiah 54:5, described in Thomas Kidd's biography 

Dominant category: Faith, with Reception overtones (“come to Christ” as a metaphor for trusting him — 

not a physical action) 

Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) 

Edwards's Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God (Enfield, Connecticut, July 8, 1741) is the most famous 

sermon in American history and the emblem of the First Great Awakening. Its climactic “invitation” comes 

not as a call to walk forward but as a call to inward, immediate flight to Christ — an urgency of timing, not of 

physical motion. 

Now God stands ready to pity you; this is a day of mercy; you may cry now with some 

encouragement of obtaining mercy…  — Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God, 1741 

And now you have an extraordinary opportunity, a day when Christ has flung the door of mercy wide 

open and stands in the door calling and crying with a loud voice to poor sinners…  — same sermon 

Therefore let every one that is out of Christ, now awake and fly from the wrath to come.  — closing line 

of the sermon 

Dominant category: Faith (implicit) — urgency of “now,” directed at inward flight to Christ, not an 

outward decisional act 

Edwards's own doctrine of “surprising conversion” treated regeneration as a sovereign work of God's Spirit; the sermon 

presses urgency, not technique. 

John Wesley (1703–1791) 

Wesley's own evangelical conversion at Aldersgate Street (May 24, 1738) was itself an experience of trust: “I 

felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation.” His programmatic sermon Salvation by Faith (preached at 

Oxford less than a month later) defines saving faith almost entirely in the vocabulary of trust and reliance, 

and became Sermon 1 of his standard 44 sermons that doctrinally anchored the Methodist movement. 

Christian faith is then, not only an assent to the whole gospel of Christ, but also a full reliance on the 

blood of Christ; a trust in the merits of his life, death, and resurrection…  — Salvation by Faith, 1738 

…not only to believe that Holy Scripture and the Articles of our Faith are true, but also to have a sure 

trust and confidence to be saved… from everlasting damnation by Christ.  — The Almost Christian, 1741 

I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation, and an assurance was given me that he had taken 

away my sins, even mine…  — Wesley's Journal, May 24, 1738 



Dominant category: Faith / Trust, with Discipleship following as its fruit (“whereof doth follow a loving 

heart, to obey his commandments”) 

Wesley's “method” (class meetings, bands, the General Rules) supplied ongoing discipleship structure, but the invitation 

itself — the call to conversion — stayed in the vocabulary of trust, not decision or public commitment. 

Charles Finney (1792–1875) 

Finney is the hinge of this whole history. A lawyer-turned-revivalist of the Second Great Awakening, he 

rejected the Reformed doctrine that regeneration is a sovereign, mysterious work of the Spirit and taught 

instead that revival is “a purely philosophical result of the right use of the constituted means” — that is, that 

the right techniques can reliably produce conversions, because human depravity is a matter of the will's own 

choice rather than a fixed nature. Out of that theology came the “anxious seat” (later the “anxious bench”): 

a front pew to which he called the unconverted, to identify themselves publicly and be prayed for and 

counseled on the spot. 

There is the anxious seat — come out and avow your determination to be on the Lord's side; and if 

he is not willing to do so small a thing as that, then he is not willing to do anything.  — Finney, on the 

purpose of the anxious seat 

I called upon any who would give their hearts to God, to come forward and take a front seat.  — 

Finney, Memoirs 

Come with your soul and all its powers, and yield them in willing consecration to your God and 

Saviour. Come, bring them all along—everything, body, soul, intellect, imagination, acquirements—

all, without reserve.  — Finney 

…pains were taken to shut the sinner up to accepting Christ, His whole will, Atonement, official work 

and official relations, unqualifiedly, cordially, and with fixed purpose of heart… here, and now and 

forever.  — Finney, Memoirs, describing the Rochester revival of 1830 

Dominant category: Decision, with the first appearance of Commitment language (“give their hearts,” 

“yield,” “consecration”) as part of the invitation itself 

The theological pivot, not just the mechanical one, is the point: once conversion is understood as something the sinner's 

will can be maneuvered into producing, “faith” stops being a category applied to an inward disposition and starts being 

a category applied to an outward, engineered act. Finney's contemporary critic John Williamson Nevin (The Anxious 

Bench, 1843) made exactly this objection: the anxious seat “creates a false issue for the conscience” by substituting “will 

he perform a physical action?” for “will he repent?” 

D. L. Moody (1837–1899) 

Moody, the shoe-salesman-turned-evangelist of Chicago and the founder of what became Moody Bible 

Institute, systematized Finney's front-seat innovation into the “inquiry room” — a separate space where 

trained personal workers met one-on-one with the “anxious.” Moody's own recorded language runs 

overwhelmingly in the vocabulary of accepting an invitation, more than in the vocabulary of deciding or 

committing. 

My friends, does God invite you? If He does, why don't you accept the invitation? If you want to 

come, just come along, and don't be talking about feeling.  — Moody 

I don't care how black and vile your heart may be, only accept the invitation of Jesus Christ and He 

will make you fit…  — Moody 



And if you turn to Him at this moment with an honest heart, and receive Him simply as your Saviour 

and your God, I have the authority of His word for telling you that He will in no wise cast out.  — 

Moody 

Dominant category: Reception (accept / receive) — the phrase “accept Christ” becomes common currency 

in this era 

Moody was also careful, unlike some who followed him, to insist the evangelist cannot manufacture conversion: “It is 

not our work to make them believe. That is the work of the Spirit… I cannot convert men; I can only proclaim the 

Gospel.” 

R. A. Torrey (1856–1928) 

Torrey, Moody's handpicked successor and the first superintendent of Moody Bible Institute, turned 

personal evangelism into a codified technique in his manual How to Bring Men to Christ (1893). Its chapter 

titles show the vocabulary shift in miniature: Chapter X is literally “Dealing with Those Who Wish to Put Off a 

Decision Until Some Other Time.” 

…bring him to a decision if possible, and seal the occasion with prayer again.  — Torrey, on personal 

evangelism technique 

Then put the decisive question, ‘Are you willing to go away with the wrath of God abiding upon 

you?’  — How to Bring Men to Christ, ch. 3 

…help people make a definite decision for Christ…  — publisher's summary of How to Bring Men to Christ 

Dominant category: Decision — now fully formalized as the explicit goal and technical vocabulary of 

personal evangelism 

Billy Sunday (1862–1935) 

A former professional baseball player turned Presbyterian evangelist, Sunday was the most famous 

American revivalist of the 1910s, preaching in temporary wooden “tabernacles” with sawdust-covered floors 

and aisles. Responding to his invitation became known as “hitting the sawdust trail.” Contemporary 

reporting and later historians describe the response explicitly as a “decision for Christ.” 

Come and accept my Christ.  — Sunday, quoted in William T. Ellis, “Billy” Sunday, the Man and His Message 

He concluded his sermons by inviting people to ‘walk the sawdust trail’ to the front of the tabernacle 

to indicate their decision for Christ.  — Christianity Today, summarizing Sunday's invitations 

At the climax of his meetings, he would call on people to come up the aisles and declare their 

commitment to Christ.  — contemporary account, 1914 

Dominant category: Decision, with Commitment language emerging alongside it (“declare their 

commitment”) 

Billy Graham (1918–2018) 

Graham's stadium crusades (1947–2005) made the invitation a mass-media event: the choir singing “Just As 

I Am” while thousands walked forward became, for much of the twentieth century, the visual definition of 

an evangelistic “invitation” in American culture. His own vocabulary centers on “decision,” though later in 

his ministry “give your life to Christ” and Lordship/commitment language increasingly appear alongside it. 



Now I'm going to ask you to get up out of your seat, hundreds of you, men, women, young people…  

— Graham, New York Crusade, 1957 

You come now, quickly. While every head is bowed in prayer and the choir sings softly ‘Just As I Am.’ 

Hundreds are already coming from everywhere, you come with them.  — Graham, 1957 crusade invitation 

You out there tonight can give your life to Christ. Just bow your head and say yes to Christ right now.  
— Graham, television broadcast close 

…publicly make ‘decisions for Christ,’ as a choir crooned the hymn ‘Just As I Am.’  — obituary summary 

of Graham's standard altar call, 2018 

Dominant category: Decision (dominant), transitioning toward Commitment / “give your life” language 

Iain Murray's The Invitation System (1967) singles Graham out as representative of “decisionism” and cites Graham's 

account of his own conversion — “That first step was the hardest I ever took in my life. But when I took it, God did the 

rest” — as an example of conversion recast as something the sinner initiates by a decisive act, with regeneration 

following as a consequence rather than a precondition. 

Bill Bright (1921–2003) 

Bright founded Campus Crusade for Christ (now Cru) in 1951 and wrote Have You Heard of the Four Spiritual 

Laws?, first distributed in the 1960s (commonly dated 1965). It is, by a wide margin, the most reproduced 

piece of evangelistic literature in history — Cru reports more than 2.5–3 billion copies distributed in the 

world's major languages. The booklet closes not with an appeal to walk forward but with a printed, 

memorizable prayer the reader recites alone or with a counselor — the fully mass-produced, portable form 

of what critics and historians call the “sinner's prayer.” 

You can receive Christ by faith right now through a prayer of faith…  — Four Spiritual Laws 

Lord Jesus, I need you. Thank you for dying on the cross for my sins. I receive you into my life as 

Savior and Lord. Thank you for forgiving my sins and giving me eternal life. Take control of the 

throne of my life. Make me the kind of person…  — the booklet's model prayer 

We must individually receive Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord; then we can know and experience God's 

love and plan for our lives.  — Four Spiritual Laws, Law Four 

Dominant category: Commitment (“take control of the throne of my life”) fused with Reception 

(“receive”) and Discipleship (“Savior and Lord”) into a single repeatable formula 

This is the point at which Commitment language moves from being one register among several evangelists' personal 

styles to being the default, scripted, mass-distributed vocabulary of Western evangelism — reinforced from the 1970s 

onward by children's and youth ministry's use of “ask Jesus into your heart,” a phrase historian Thomas Kidd notes 

shows a documented “major uptick” in usage specifically in that decade. 

 



A Counter-Current: The Free-Grace Reaction 

Not every influential voice in this period moved toward Decision or Commitment language. Lewis Sperry 

Chafer, Harry Ironside, and William R. Newell — three of the most widely read Bible teachers of the first half 

of the twentieth century, and all connected to the Moody Bible Institute / Dallas Theological Seminary orbit 

— argued explicitly, and often polemically, that the invitation should be built on Faith and Reception 

language alone, and that Commitment or surrender language, when preached as a condition of salvation 

rather than a description of the Christian life that follows it, amounted to “another gospel.” Their 

prominence shows that the drift this report traces was contested in real time, not simply an unopposed 

linear progression. 

Lewis Sperry Chafer (1871–1952) 

Chafer co-founded and served as first president of Dallas Theological Seminary (1924), the institutional 

center of twentieth-century dispensationalism, after being mentored by C. I. Scofield. Unlike the other 

figures in this section, Chafer's “invitation” was mainly delivered to a classroom of future preachers rather 

than to unconverted crowds — he is included here because his signature maxim was a direct, repeated 

argument against building an invitation around decision or commitment at all. 

Men, give them something to believe.  — Chafer's reported standard close to his lectures, as recalled by 

students and later ministers 

Dominant category: Faith — explicitly and programmatically, as an argument about what the evangelist's 

task is (to supply content for faith) rather than what technique to use 

Chafer's major work, Systematic Theology (1948), and his earlier booklet Grace: The Glorious Theme (1922), both frame 

salvation as received by faith alone in the finished work of Christ, a persistent emphasis of the dispensational, Keswick-

adjacent tradition Dallas Theological Seminary represents. 

Harry A. Ironside (1876–1951) 

Ironside, raised in the Plymouth Brethren, pastored Moody Church in Chicago from 1929 to 1948 and was 

one of the most prolific Bible expositors of his era (more than eighty books). His tract Another Gospel? is a 

direct polemic against the very “surrender” and “pay the price” language this report finds becoming 

dominant elsewhere in the same period — making him, chronologically, a contemporary and institutional 

colleague of Moody-tradition figures even as he argued against where that tradition's language was heading. 

When anyone comes promising salvation to those ‘who make full surrender’ of all that they have to 

God, and who ‘pay the price of full salvation’ he is preaching another gospel, for the price was paid 

on Calvary's cross and the work that saves is finished. It was Christ Jesus who made the full 

surrender when He yielded His life on Calvary that saves us, not our surrender in any way to Him.  — 

Ironside, Another Gospel? (tract) 

Nor is the Gospel a demand that you give up the world, that you give up your sins, that you break off 

bad habits, and try to cultivate good ones. You may do all these things, and yet never believe the 

Gospel and consequently never be saved at all.  — Ironside, sermon, “What Is the Gospel?” 

’Tis simply to receive Him, the Holy One and Just; ’Tis only to believe Him— It is not ‘try’ but ‘trust’!  

— Ironside, Full Assurance: How to Know You're Saved 

Dominant category: Faith / Reception, argued polemically against Commitment language as a false 

condition of salvation 



William R. Newell (1868–1956) 

Newell was assistant superintendent of Moody Bible Institute (1896–98) — serving there alongside R. A. 

Torrey's tenure as superintendent — and went on to an international itinerant Bible-teaching ministry, 

teaching four Bible classes a day to audiences of a thousand or more in Chicago, Buffalo, New York, and 

Toronto. He is best remembered for his commentary Romans Verse by Verse (1938) and for writing the 

hymn “At Calvary.” 

To preach full surrender to an unsaved man as the way of salvation will just make a hateful Pharisee 

out of him.  — Newell, quoted in Lance B. Latham, The Two Gospels (Rolling Meadows, IL, 1984), p. 45 

Dominant category: Faith — warning explicitly against Commitment/surrender language when used as a 

condition of salvation rather than a description of discipleship 

Newell's institutional proximity to Torrey is worth noting: the two worked at Moody Bible Institute within the same 

decade in which Torrey's How to Bring Men to Christ was formalizing decision-language as personal-evangelism 

technique — evidence that the shift traced in this report was contested from within the same institutions that helped 

produce it, not just from outside them. 

Summary: The Free-Grace Reaction 

Figure Institutional base Position 

Chafer (1871–1952) Founder & first president, Dallas 
Theological Seminary 

“Give them something to believe” — 
faith needs content, not technique 

Ironside (1876–1951) Pastor, Moody Church, Chicago (1929–
48) 

“Full surrender” preached as a 
condition of salvation is “another 
gospel” 

Newell (1868–1956) Asst. superintendent, Moody Bible 
Institute (1896–98) 

Preaching surrender to the unsaved 
“will just make a hateful Pharisee” of 
them 

 

Summary Table 

Evangelist Era Dominant category Signature phrase 

Whitefield 1740s Faith “come to Christ” (by faith) 

Edwards 1741 Faith (urgency) “now God stands ready to pity 
you” 

Wesley 1738 Faith / Trust “trust in the merits of his life, 
death, and resurrection” 

Finney 1830s Decision → Commitment “come out and avow your 
determination” 

Moody 1870s–90s Reception “accept the invitation” 

Torrey 1893 Decision “make a definite decision for 
Christ” 

Sunday 1900s–10s Decision / Commitment “hit the sawdust trail” 



Evangelist Era Dominant category Signature phrase 

Graham 1947–2005 Decision → Commitment “give your life to Christ” 

Bright 1960s– Commitment / Discipleship “take control of the throne of my 
life” 

 



Charting the Shift 

The chart below is a qualitative periodization, not a statistical word count (see Methodology). It plots the 

three trends requested: Faith language declining, Decision language rising then plateauing, and 

Commitment language — present only faintly before Finney — “exploding” after Bill Bright's Four Spiritual 

Laws (1965) fused it with a reproducible, mass-distributed prayer. 

 
Two inflection points do most of the explanatory work in this history: 

● Finney's “anxious seat” (1830s) is the point at which Decision language enters the vocabulary of 
invitation at all — before Finney, conversion is something that happens to a hearer through the 
preached word; after Finney, it is increasingly something a hearer does, at an identifiable moment, 
in response to an engineered prompt. 

● Bill Bright's Four Spiritual Laws (1965) is the point after which Commitment language — “commit,” 
“surrender,” “give your life,” “take control of the throne” — overtakes Decision language as the 
default vocabulary, because it was built into a single memorized, reproducible formula distributed at 
a scale (billions of copies) no revivalist's spoken invitation ever reached. 

 



Empirical Check: Google Books Ngram Data 

The qualitative chart above was built from a close reading of primary texts and secondary historiography, 

not from a corpus that could be searched for actual word frequencies. Google Books Ngram Viewer supplies 

exactly that kind of check for phrases lexically stable enough to search as exact strings across its 1700–2022 

English-language book corpus. The three charts below were run independently and shared for this report; 

they confirm the broad shape of the periodization above, and they sharpen — and in one place correct — its 

details. 

A caution that applies to all three charts: Ngram tracks published books, not sermons, hymnals, tracts, radio 

broadcasts, or church bulletins, and it can only match the exact string searched (“believe in Jesus” will not catch “believe 

on Christ” or “trust in Christ”). The frequencies involved are also extremely small — a few ten-millionths of a percent of 

the corpus at their peak — so the lines are more reliable as evidence of relative trend and inflection than as precise 

magnitudes. 

1. “Give your heart to Jesus” vs. “give your life to Jesus” (1700–2022) 

 
Google Books Ngram Viewer, “give your heart to Jesus” (blue) vs. “give your life to Jesus” (red), 1700–2022. 

“Give your heart to Jesus” shows real, sustained usage across the nineteenth century, rising into a broad 

mid-to-late-1800s plateau, before fading through much of the twentieth century and recovering somewhat 

after 2000. “Give your life to Jesus” is close to flat for two centuries and then rises sharply after about 1980, 

overtaking “give your heart” by roughly 2010. 

 



2. Six-phrase comparison (1700–2022): believe, trust, receive, accept, give your heart, 
give your life 

 
Google Books Ngram Viewer, six invitation phrases compared, 1700–2022. 

This is the most important chart of the three. “Believe in Jesus” (green) runs far above every other phrase 

for the entire 322-year span — including the present. It has its own internal history (a peak around 1800–30, 

a long nineteenth-century decline, a twentieth-century trough, and a rise again after 2000), but it is never 

overtaken. “Accept Jesus” and “receive Jesus” are both close to zero before 1900 and grow through the 

twentieth century, with “accept Jesus” rising sharply after about 1990. “Trust Jesus” stays small throughout 

— almost certainly because writers overwhelmingly preferred “trust in Christ” or “faith in Christ” as the 

fuller phrase, which this search does not capture. 

3. “Give your life to Jesus” vs. “give your heart to Jesus,” zoomed to 1800–2022 

 
Google Books Ngram Viewer, same two phrases as chart 1, zoomed to 1800–2022. 



Zoomed in, “give your heart to Jesus” clearly peaks in the 1860s–1880s — squarely inside the Moody era — 

which matches this report's association of “heart” language with nineteenth-century revivalism, gospel 

hymnody (“Softly and Tenderly,” for instance, dates from 1880), and Sunday-school evangelism. “Give your 

life to Jesus,” by contrast, is essentially flat until it turns almost vertical around 2000. 

What this confirms, and what it corrects 

● Confirms: the broad three-stage shift this report describes — an earlier vocabulary organized around 
inward faith, a nineteenth-century layer of “giving the heart,” and a late-modern layer of 
“giving/committing the life” — is a real pattern in published usage, not an artifact of which sermons 
happened to be quoted above. 

● Confirms: “give your heart to Jesus” peaking in the 1860s–1880s lines up well with Moody's ministry 
and the broader hymn- and Sunday-school-driven revivalism of that period. 

● Corrects the timing of the “commitment explosion”: this report's qualitative chart placed the surge 
in commitment language at Bill Bright's Four Spiritual Laws (1965). The Ngram data for the literal 
phrase “give your life to Jesus” shows its explosive growth belongs mainly to the period after 1980, 
and above all after 2000 — a generation or more after Bright's tract. Bright's prayer (“take control of 
the throne of my life”) supplied the theological content of whole-life surrender in 1965, but the 
specific phrase “give your life to Jesus” becomes common in published books considerably later, 
likely reflecting the growth of contemporary Christian publishing, testimony literature, and 
devotional writing from the 1990s onward rather than a single tract's influence. 

● Corrects the framing of Faith language as simply “declining”: across the full 1700–2022 span, 
“believe in Jesus” is not a receding category being replaced by newer ones — it remains the single 
most frequent phrase in the comparison throughout, including in recent decades. The accurate 
statement is narrower: newer categories (Reception, Decision, Commitment) grew up alongside 
“believe” language and increasingly share the stage with it, especially after 1900, without — at least 
in published books — displacing it as the most common invitation phrase. 

 

 



Research Questions 

What invitation language is used in the New Testament? 

The New Testament's own vocabulary is closest to the Faith and Reception categories, not Decision or 

Commitment as later evangelists used those terms. Jesus invites people to “come to Me” (Matthew 11:28) 

and calls them to “believe” (pisteuō) and “repent” (metanoeō—a change of mind). John's Gospel does use 

the language of “receiving” Christ, but John 1:12 immediately relates that language to believing: “But as 

many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, to those who believe in His 

name” (John 1:12). Thus, “receiving” Christ is not presented as a response distinct from believing in Him; the 

verse identifies those who received Him as those who believe in His name. There is no biblical vocabulary 

equivalent to “walking an aisle,” “praying a sinner's prayer,” or “taking control of the throne of your life”; 

those are later interpretive elaborations, however biblically motivated their authors believed them to be. 

What language is used by Whitefield, Edwards, and Wesley? 

Overwhelmingly Faith / Trust language. All three preached direct, urgent calls to believe, trust, or rely on 

Christ, and none of them used anything resembling an altar call or a public physical response as part of the 

invitation itself — a point David Bennett's history of the altar call makes explicitly about all three. Wesley's 

sermons define saving faith in the vocabulary of “reliance” and “trust”; Edwards presses urgency (“now”) 

rather than a specific outward act; Whitefield's “come to Christ” is a call to inward faith, reinforced by his 

own converts' testimony of ‘receiving’ grace inwardly rather than by any physical gesture he prescribed. 

What changes appear with Finney? 

Two changes, one theological and one mechanical, arrive together. Theologically, Finney rejected the 

Reformed/Puritan view that regeneration is a sovereign, mysterious work of the Holy Spirit prior to and 

productive of faith; he taught instead that a sinner's depravity is a condition of the will, changeable by the 

sinner's own choice, and that revival is “a purely philosophical result of the right use of the constituted 

means” — i.e., producible by the right techniques. Mechanically, this produced the “anxious seat”: an 

invitation to come forward immediately and publicly as an act that itself functions as the test of, and 

occasion for, conversion. This is the moment Decision language (“avow your determination,” “choose”) and 

early Commitment language (“give your hearts,” “yield,” “consecration”) enter the vocabulary of invitation 

as part of the invitation's own grammar, rather than as a later description of an inward state. 

When does “accept Christ” appear? 

It becomes common currency with D. L. Moody in the 1870s–90s. Moody's recorded sermons and anecdotes 

use “accept the invitation” and “accept Christ” repeatedly and casually, as settled, familiar phrases rather 

than novel coinages — suggesting the phrase was already circulating in American revivalist speech by 

Moody's heyday, and that his enormous reach (via the inquiry room system and his printed sermons) is what 

fixed “accept Christ” as standard evangelical idiom for the following century. 

When does “decision for Christ” appear? 

It is formalized as technical vocabulary by R. A. Torrey in How to Bring Men to Christ (1893), whose chapters 

are explicitly organized around bringing an inquirer “to a decision.” It becomes a fixed, journalistic 

description of the evangelistic response by the Billy Sunday campaigns of the 1900s–10s (“indicate their 

decision for Christ”), and it remains the dominant descriptive phrase through the Billy Graham crusades of 



the mid-twentieth century, where “making a decision for Christ” becomes the standard American English 

description of walking forward at an altar call. 

When does “commit your life to Christ” appear? 

Commitment vocabulary appears in embryonic form with Finney (“give their hearts to God,” “yield them in 

willing consecration”), then in a specifically “heart” idiom that Google Books Ngram data shows peaking in 

published books in the 1860s–1880s — the Moody era. Its theological content is formalized at mid-century, 

above all through Bill Bright's Four Spiritual Laws (distributed from the 1960s onward), whose model prayer 

asks the reader to “take control of the throne of my life” — explicit surrender/Lordship language built into a 

single reproducible formula distributed in the billions of copies. “Commit your life to Christ” becomes 

especially associated with campus and parachurch evangelism (Campus Crusade, Navigators, InterVarsity) 

from this period forward, though as the next answer shows, the exact phrase's explosive growth in 

published books lags Bright's tract by roughly a generation. 

When does “give your life to Jesus” appear? 

Traces of “giving” language go back to Finney's own 1821 account of his conversion (“I will give my heart to 

God”) and recur informally throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries — Billy Sunday's own 

conversion is described as the moment he “committed his life to Jesus Christ” at the Pacific Garden Mission 

(1886). Google Books Ngram data on the exact phrase “give your life to Jesus” confirms it is essentially 

absent from published books before 1900 and stays low through the mid-twentieth century — it does not 

appear in Graham's own recorded invitation language quoted above, which favors “give your life to Christ” 

and “decision for Christ” instead. The specific phrasing “give your life to Jesus” grows after about 1980 and 

then rises almost vertically after 2000, overtaking the older “give your heart to Jesus” by roughly 2010. That 

places its explosion a generation later than Bright's Four Spiritual Laws and closer to the era of 

contemporary Christian publishing, testimony literature, and devotional writing. 

Which expressions become dominant in modern evangelicalism? 

By the late twentieth century the working vocabulary of most American evangelical outreach blends 

Reception and Commitment almost interchangeably — “accept Christ,” “ask Jesus into your heart,” “invite 

Christ into your life,” “commit your life to Christ,” “make Him Lord of your life” — typically packaged as a 

single “sinner's prayer” recited once, at a definite moment, as both the entry point and the evidentiary 

marker of conversion. Historian Thomas Kidd notes a documented “major uptick” in the specific phrase “ask 

Jesus into your heart” in the 1970s, coinciding with the formalization of children's and youth ministry 

curricula. Faith/Trust language (believe, rely upon) and Discipleship language (follow, obey, make Christ 

Lord) do not disappear, but by this period they are usually folded into the Commitment-era formula (e.g., 

“Savior and Lord” in the same sentence) rather than functioning, as they did for Whitefield, Edwards, and 

Wesley, as the entire content of the invitation itself. That dominance was never uncontested: Chafer, 

Ironside, and Newell represent an influential, institutionally rooted minority report — running from the early 

twentieth century through free-grace writers who followed them later in the century — insisting that Faith 

alone, without a surrender or commitment condition attached, is the only invitation the New Testament 

actually authorizes. 

 



Summary and Conclusion 

Summary 

This report shows that the language of evangelistic invitation has changed significantly from the eighteenth 
century to the present. In the preaching of Whitefield, Edwards, and Wesley, the dominant appeal was to 
believe, trust, come to Christ, or rely on Christ. Their invitations were urgent and direct, but they did not 
require a public physical act, a formal decision, or a scripted prayer as the evidentiary marker of conversion. 
With Finney, the evidence points to a major turning point. The invitation became tied to an outward act — 
the anxious seat — and conversion was increasingly framed as a decision that could be brought about 
through proper means. Moody softened that vocabulary into the language of accepting or receiving Christ, 
while Torrey formalized decision language as a method of personal evangelism. Billy Sunday and Billy 
Graham then made the public response a defining feature of popular revivalism, and Bill Bright’s Four 
Spiritual Laws helped package reception, commitment, and discipleship language into a portable, repeatable 
prayer formula. 
The Google Books Ngram data both confirms and qualifies the historical argument. It confirms the growth of 
newer invitation formulas — especially “accept Jesus,” “receive Jesus,” “give your heart to Jesus,” and later 
“give your life to Jesus.” It also corrects an overly simple decline narrative: “believe in Jesus” remains the 
most common phrase in the comparison across the whole period, including the modern era. The better 
conclusion is not that Faith language disappeared, but that it came to share the stage with newer categories 
of Reception, Decision, Commitment, and Discipleship. 

Conclusion 

Taken together, the historical evidence and the Ngram data show that evangelical invitation language did 
not develop in a straight line from “believe” to “commit.” Rather, the older biblical and revival-era 
vocabulary of faith remained persistent, while additional layers of language were added over time. The 
eighteenth-century invitation centered on inward trust in Christ; the nineteenth century added the language 
of receiving, accepting, and publicly responding; the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries increasingly 
described conversion as a definite decision; and the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries gave 
greater prominence to whole-life commitment, surrender, and Lordship language. 
The most important finding is that changes in invitation language were not merely stylistic. They reflected 
deeper assumptions about conversion itself: whether salvation is received by faith in Christ’s finished work, 
whether the sinner’s decisive act functions as the turning point, and whether surrender or commitment 
should be presented as the condition of salvation or as the expected fruit of discipleship. Finney’s anxious 
seat marks the decisive methodological and theological shift toward decisionism; Bright’s model prayer and 
later evangelical publishing helped normalize commitment language; yet the continued dominance of 
“believe in Jesus” in the Ngram evidence shows that Faith language remained central even as other formulas 
became popular. 
Therefore, the data supports a nuanced conclusion: modern evangelicalism has not replaced faith with 
commitment, but it has often blended the categories in ways earlier evangelists would likely have kept 
distinct. The language of “believe” remains historically and biblically foundational, while “decide,” “accept,” 
“commit,” and “give your life” represent later historical developments shaped by revival methods, mass 
evangelism, parachurch literature, and modern devotional culture. The theological significance of the shift is 
that invitation language can subtly redefine what hearers think they are being asked to do — trust Christ, 
make a decision, perform a public act, pray a formula, or surrender the whole life — and those are not 
always the same thing. 

Theological Implications: From Clarity to Confusion 



The theological implications of this study are serious. If the New Testament invitation is consistently 
centered on faith — believing in Christ, trusting His finished work, and receiving the gift of eternal life by 
faith alone — then later invitation formulas must be evaluated by whether they clarify or confuse that 
message. God is not the author of confusion. The gospel is not meant to leave the hearer uncertain about 
whether salvation is received by believing Christ or by performing some additional act of dedication, 
surrender, public response, or personal resolve. 
By contrast, Scripture describes Satan as a liar from the beginning. It should not surprise us, then, that one 
of his most effective strategies would be to obscure the simplicity of the gospel. If the lost are confused 
about what God requires for salvation, they may fail to understand the gospel message itself. If the saved 
are confused, they may sincerely communicate a confusing gospel to the lost. In both cases, the result is 
spiritual fog where there ought to be gospel clarity. 
Howard Hendricks used to warn that “a mist in the pulpit results in a fog in the pews.” That observation 
captures the practical danger exposed by this historical survey. When the invitation shifts from “believe in 
Christ” to “do this to be saved,” the message can become increasingly misty at the point where it must be 
most clear. Walking an aisle, praying a formula, asking Jesus into one’s heart, giving one’s life, surrendering 
control, or making a public commitment may each be presented with sincere evangelistic intent. But when 
such actions are stated or heard as conditions of salvation, they can cloud the biblical issue: faith alone in 
Christ alone. 
This study therefore suggests that the drift in invitation language is not merely a historical curiosity. It is a 
pastoral and theological warning. The church must take care that its evangelistic vocabulary does not move 
the focus from Christ’s completed work to the sinner’s performed response. The biblical invitation is not 
finally “do this” but “believe on the Lord Jesus Christ.” Any language that helps the hearer understand that 
truth may serve the gospel; any language that obscures it, however familiar or emotionally compelling, risks 
deepening the fog. 
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Note on scope: this report surveys invitation language as documented in the sources above; it does not attempt an 

exhaustive archival search of unpublished sermon manuscripts, which would be needed for a publishable academic 

treatment of the subject. 
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