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For Whose Sins Did Jesus Die?
Jerry Vines, Th.D.
Below is the sermon manuscript used by Dr. Vines when he addressed the 2013 John 3:16 Conference on March 21, 2013. This is the original format and type.
First Corinthians 15:1-8 is the clearest expression of the basics of the gospel to be found in the New Testament. The first statement of the gospel is one of the greatest in the Bible. “Christ died for our sins, according to the Scriptures.” “According to the Scriptures” --great REVELATION. “Christ” – The great PERSON. “Died” – a great PASSION. “For,” -- great SUBSTITUTION. “our sins”-- the great QUESTION—for whose sins did Jesus die?
When Paul first spoke those words in Corinth and said, “Christ died for our sins,” what did he mean? Did he mean Christ died only for the sins of those in his audience who were the elect? Or, did he mean Christ died for all who were listening to his message?
This is currently THE BURNING QUESTION in Southern Baptist life: for whose sins did Jesus die? There are 2 answers given to this question: Jesus died for the sins of the elect only(limited or particular atonement); or, Jesus died for the sins of all humanity(universal atonement). The correct answer to this question is crucial. The answer impacts missions and evangelism, our church life, our preaching and how we live our life.
I want to attempt to answer the question biblically. Tonight, I am more concerned with EXEGESIS than with THEOLOGY. Dr. David Allen says, “Exegesis must precede systematic theology as well as historical theology.”(“Whosoever Will,” Nashville: Broadman and Holman Academic, p. 78). I want to know—what does the Bible say? To be sure I am interested in what Christian history has to say. I want to know what theologians have to say. But, ultimately, what does our inerrant Bible say? For Bible believing people, this will settle the matter. Jesus said, “Search the Scriptures; for in them ye think ye have eternal life: and they are they which testify of Me.”(John 5:39).
Scripture answers this question for us in a very interesting way. Several times God’s love and His gift are mentioned in the same verse, saying, “God loved…He gave.” In passing I would note: you can give and not love; but, you can’t love and not give!
We begin with Galatians 2:20. “I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who LOVED me, and GAVE Himself for me.”
I. Christ died for MY sins INDIVIDUALLY.
The Greek text is always helpful. “Loved…gave” are aorist active participles. The use of the definite article indicates they are functioning as adjectives. “Loved.”-- God’s love is agape love. Not sensual eros love, which only take; not social philia love, which gives and takes; but spiritual agape love, which gives, not based upon the worthiness of the object, but upon the character of the One loving. The heart of God is in that word. “Gave.”--The word carries the idea of, to deliver up. Romans 8:32 says, “He that spared not His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how shall He not with Him also freely give us all things? Think of all to which Christ was delivered; ultimately, He was delivered up to the cross. The cross of Christ is in that word. “For,” is a preposition carrying connotations of substitution. “me,” is a personal pronoun, indicating when Jesus died on the cross He took my place and paid for my sins. He died for MY sins INDIVIDUALLY.
There are several biblical phrases that identify what kind of individuals Christ died for. He died for SINNERS(Romans 5:8. “But God commendeth His love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.”; I Timothy 1:15. “This is a faithful saying, and worthy of all acceptation, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners; of whom I am chief.”). When Paul says he was the chief of sinners I feel like saying, move over, Paul, THAT’S ME! He died for the UNGODLY(Romans 5:6, “For when we were yet without strength, in due time Christ died for the ungodly”). THAT’S ME! He died for the UNJUST(I Peter 3:18, “For Christ also hath once suffered for sins, the just for the unjust…”). THAT’S ME!
Paul said that about himself. I can say that as well. Christ died for ME. Can you say, Christ died for ME? This is deeply moving. I remember a hymn we sang when I was a boy. The opening stanza says, “I am so glad that our Father in heaven, tells of His love in the Book He has given. Wonderful things in the Bible I see. This is the dearest that Jesus loves me.” Is Paul saying, or am I, or are you saying that Christ died for “ME” ONLY? It is a LOGICAL FALLACY to say that “Christ died for me” means that He died only for me and no one else. We will explore this later.
In the years of the Conservative Resurgence I took a little friend with me to the Conventions. His name was BILLY BAPTIST. Only the Conservatives could see him. The liberals never could see him. I have brought him with me tonight. Dr. Allen, you do see him, don’t you? Actually, Billy Baptist was me. His salvation testimony was mine. I came to Christ at the age of 9 at a Sunday night service at Tabernacle Baptist Church in Carrollton, Ga. Our pastor Bro. Ebb Kilpatrick was preaching. I remember little of what he said. I do remember the tears in his eyes as he pled for souls. I also remember the conviction of the Holy Spirit, convincing me that I was a sinner and that I needed Christ as my Savior. I went forward, giving my hand to the preacher and my heart to the Savior. Soon thereafter I remember singing in Sunday School the refrain of the Hymn I mentioned above. At the top of my voice I sang, “I am so glad that Jesus loves ME, Jesus loves ME, Jesus loves ME. I am so glad that Jesus loves ME. Jesus loves even ME.” But, did He die for me individually and no one else? Did He just die for me only? Does the love of God extend beyond just me? Am I the only one for whom Christ Jesus died? Did He only die for me, to the exclusion of others? What about the other boys and girls in Sunday School? Is the love of God greater, is the gift of God broader than just me?
We now move to Ephesians 5:25. “Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also LOVED the church, and GAVE Himself for it.”
II. Christ died for THE CHURCH’S sins ESPECIALLY.
(Note that I use the word, “especially,” in the sense in which it is used in I Timothy 4:10. I will come to that later).
Ephesians 5:25 says “Christ loved.” The word for love is the same as the word in Galatians. Now it is a constantive aorist active indicative verb; not an ingressive nor a cumulative aorist, but constantive. There was never a time when God began to love us. There will never be a time when God will cease to love us. His love for us is constant and eternal. “The church,” is accusative feminine singular, indicating the congregation of believers. “Gave,” is the same word as in Galatians 2:20. Here it is an aorist active indicative verb, meaning to deliver up.
Several terms are synonymous to the word “church.” Christ Jesus gave Himself for--- THE FLOCK(Acts 20:28, “Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock, over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood”) or HIS SHEEP(John 10:11, I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth His life for the sheep;” 15, “I lay down my life for the sheep”); HIS PEOPLE or NATION(Luke 1:68, “He hath visited and redeemed His people;” Matthew 1:21, “thou shalt call his name Jesus: for he shall save His people from their sins;” Acts 18:10, “I have much people in this city;” John 11:51/ “he(Caiaphas) prophesied that Jesus should die for that nation”); HIS FRIENDS(John 15:13, “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends”).
I CALL ATTENTION TO AN INTERESTING OBSERVATION: Nowhere does it say Christ died ONLY for the elect. To be sure, He did die for the elect(Romans 8:32-33. “He that spared not his own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how shall he not with him also freely give us all things? Who shall lay any thing to the charge of God's elect?”; I Peter 1:2. “Elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through sanctification of the Spirit, unto obedience and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ.”). But Scripture never isolates the elect, Christ’s sheep, His people or nation or His friends and says He died ONLY for them.
It is a LOGICAL FALLACY to say that when Scripture says Christ died for me or for His church, His flock or His sheep, His people or nation or His friends that it means He died ONLY for me and them and DID NOT die for all. For me to say I love Dr. Allen and Dr. Cox does not mean I love only them and not Dr. Caner and Dr. Gaines.
Now, I want to return to “especially” as it is used in I Timothy 4:10. “…we trust in the living God, Who is the Saviour of all men, specially of those that believe.” He is the Savior of ALL men, says the verse. But it continues, “ESPECIALLY of them that BELIEVE.” An additional element is introduced—“believe.” Christ’s death is SUFFICIENT for all men; it is EFFICIENT for all men who believe. Salvation has been provided by all, but must be received by faith.
This is illustrated by the Old Testament Passover event(Exodus 12:6-7, 21-22). The night when the death angel passed over the blood was SHED when the lamb was slain. The blood was applied when it was SPRINKLED. The blood of the slain lamb only became effective when it was applied to the door post.
The question is raised: IF JESUS DIED FOR ALL, WHY ARE NOT ALL SAVED? God has decreed that it will only be applied to those who repent and believe. In II Corinthians 5:18-21 we are taught that “God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto Himself.” OBJECTIVELY, He is now able and willing for anyone and everyone to be reconciled to Him. But there is a SUBJECTIVE side to reconciliation that includes human responsibility. Thus Paul says, “Be ye reconciled to God.” Salvation becomes yours “especially” when you exercise faith in Christ.
In that Sunday School were others boys and girls who had come to Christ along with me. They are also singing, “I am so glad that Jesus loves me, Jesus loves me, Jesus loves me. I am so glad that Jesus loves me, Jesus loves even me.” They have repented of their sins and put their faith in Christ. Christ died for their sins “especially.” But there are some boys and girls there who are unsaved. What about them? Did Jesus die for their sins? Is God’s love broader and is His gift greater than me and you INDIVIDUALLY, than the church ESPECIALLY?
We move quickly to John 3:16, the theme verse for our Conference. “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”
III. Christ died for THE WORLD’S sins UNIVERSALLY.
John 3:16 teaches clearly that God loves the world and that he gave His Son for the sins of the world, universally.
Before we examine this verse again, we must consider those verses that say Christ gave His life for MANY(Matthew 20:28. “Even as the Son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many.”; Romans 5:15. “…For if through the offence of one many be dead, much more the grace of God, and the gift by grace, which is by one man, Jesus Christ, hath abounded unto many.”). The contrast here is not “MANY” in contrast to “ALL.” Rather, the contrast is “MANY” in contrast to “FEW.” The verses are not saying Christ died for MANY but NOT FOR ALL. They mean Christ died for many, not just a few. Romans 5:19 says “For as by one man's disobedience many were made sinners, so by the obedience of One shall many be made righteous.” “Many” here clearly means “all,” for all are sinners(cf. Romans 3:23). For me the matter is settled by I Timothy 2:6, “Who(Christ) gave Himself a ransom for ALL, to be testified in due time.”
I gave a rather thorough exegesis of John 3:16 in my message at the first John 3:16 Conference. In this message I want to survey those words that indicate Christ died for the sins of all humanity.
ALL/WHOSOEVER/EVERY. In John 3:16 “whosoever” is pas. It could well be translated “all.”(I Timothy 2:4. “Who will have ALL men to be saved, and to come unto the knowledge of the truth.”; II Peter 3:9. “The Lord is not slack concerning His promise, as some men count slackness; but is longsuffering to us-ward, not willing that any should perish, but that ALL should come to repentance.”; I Corinthians 15:22. “For as in Adam ALL die, even so in Christ shall ALL be made alive.”; Hebrews 2:9. “But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels for the suffering of death, crowned with glory and honour; that He by the grace of God should taste death for EVERY man.”). Romans 3:22-23 says , “Even the righteousness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto ALL and upon ALL them that believe: for there is no difference: For ALL have sinned, and come short of the glory of God.” the phrase “there is no difference” leads to the clear statement that “all have sinned.” In Romans 10:12-13, the same phrase is used, “For there is no difference between the Jew and the Greek: for the same Lord over ALL is rich unto ALL that call upon Him.
13 For WHOSOEVER shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.” Language could not be clearer—ALL are sinners; ALL are savable.
Isaiah 53:6 teaches the same truth in a most captivating way: “ALL we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the Lord hath laid on Him the iniquity of us ALL.” The Hebrew word is kol, meaning all, every, the whole. In the Greek LXX the word is the same as the one translated “all,” in John 3:16. The verse teaches that “all,” without exception, are sinners. And that upon Christ was laid the iniquity of “all,” without exception. DL Moody was departing from a citywide campaign. As the train was pulling away a man came running to Moody asking how he might be saved. Moody hastily quoted Isaiah 53:6, then shouted, “Go in at the first ALL, come out at the last ALL.”
Who does that “ALL” include? Does it include FALSE TEACHERS? II Peter 2:1 mentions false prophets, false teachers who would secretly bring in damnable heresies and were bringing upon themselves swift destruction. In the midst of the verse it says, “denying the Lord that bought them.” Some say “Lord” here refers to an earthly master who bought them from physical slavery. This makes little sense. Almost no commentators so interpret it. Does it include JUDAS who betrayed Christ? As the Lord Jesus gathered in the upper room with His disciples he said, “This cup is the new testament in my blood, which is shed for you.”(Luke 22:20). In the very next verse He says, “But, behold, the hand of him(Judas) that betrayeth me is with me on the table”(v.21).
“All” means the whole and every part of the whole. Herschel Hobbs made this abundantly clear when he said that “all” in II Timothy 3:16 means that the whole and every part of the whole of Scripture is God-breathed. HENRY SCUDDER, a member of the Westminster Assembly in 1643-1649, said, “And it was so intended by Christ, that the plaster should be as large as the sore…(so that) all men, and each particular man, might in that respect become salvable in Christ.”(cited in “Whosoever,” p. 73).
WORLD(II Corinthians 5:19. “…God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto Himself.”; John 1:29. “Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world.”; 3:17. “For God sent not His Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through Him might be saved.”; 4:42. “…we have heard Him ourselves, and know that this is indeed the Christ, the Saviour of the world.”; I John 4:14. “And we have seen and do testify that the Father sent the Son to be the Saviour of the world.”). Does this mean THE WORLD OF THE ELECT? John 17:6 puts the elect in contrast to the world: “I have manifested thy name unto the men which thou gavest me(the elect) out of the world(of humanity)…”
The word “world” is used 80 times in John’s Gospel. A few times it means the universe. Sometimes it refers to the world system. But, overwhelmingly, it means the whole world of humanity. A.T. Robertson says it means “the whole human race.”(“Word Pictures in the Greek New Testament, vol. 5, p. 50). It NEVER means the world of the elect. To say God doesn’t love the whole world brings up a serious question: “If God doesn’t love all the people of the world, why did He create them?
I John 2:2 settles the matter: “And He is the propitiation for our sins(the elect): and not for ours only, but also for the sins of the whole world(of humanity).” If there any boy or girl anywhere in the world who cannot sing, “Jesus loves the little children, all the children of the world,” or “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so?”
The whole matter of “for whose sins did Jesus die?” ultimately goes back to the love of God. What kind of God do we have? Does He love every single person in the whole world? I believe He does. I can say about everyone I meet, This is a person God loves and for whose sins Christ died. I believe I am biblically correct to say-- God loves ALL, Christ Jesus died for ALL, provided redemption for ALL, calls upon ALL, invites ALL, commands repentance and faith of ALL, is offered to ALL. If I couldn’t say that, how could I ever stand in a pulpit and preach the gospel?
There are 2 categories of people in the world: those who believe and those who do not believe. Jesus said, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, thou that killest the prophets, and stonest them which are sent unto thee, how often WOULD I have gathered thy children together, even as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings, and YE WOULD NOT!”(Matthew 23:37); “And ye will not come to me, that ye might have life”(John 5:40).
John 3:14, referring to Numbers 21:6-9, ties John 3:16 to the Old Testament narrative of those who were snake bitten in the wilderness—“And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up.” The brazen serpent lifted up on the pole is a beautiful picture of Christ Jesus lifted up on the cross. The snake bitten ones were told of the fiery serpent set upon a pole, and that “EVERY ONE that is bitten, when he looketh upon it, shall live.” The Old Testament word for “every one” is translated in the LXX by the Greek word, pas. The brazen serpent on the pole was SUFFICIENT for all; it was EFFICIENT for all who looked by faith. I can well imagine that a man digging in the field is bitten by a serpent. His son playing in the grass is bitten. His daughter playing outside the tent is struck by a serpent. All are dying in the tent. The wife and mother goes to church. Moses tells about the provision made by the brazen serpent on the pole. The wife rushes home. “O husband, I have some good news. Pastor Moses says all who will look to the serpent on the pole will be healed.” The husband sneers and says, “I don’t believe all that church stuff. Let me die in some peace.” He dies. She tells the son the same message. “Mother, I am University trained. I don’t believe in such superstition.” He dies. She tells the daughter, “You don’t have to die. Provision has been made for you and whomsoever will look to the serpent on the pole.” The daughter looks, and she lives! Likewise, “Whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”
In that Sunday School class, are other little boys and girls who are unsaved. ALL of them, WHOSOEVER of them, EVERYONE of them who will repent of their sins and believe in the Lord Jesus will be saved, and can join us in singing, “I am so glad that Jesus loves me, Jesus loves me, Jesus loves me. I am so glad that Jesus loves me, Jesus loves even me.” And that’s for whose sins Jesus died!
* * * * *
Who is Guilty of Adam’s Sin?
Adam Harwood, Ph.D.
I was in preschool when Dr. Vines and other SBC pastors led the Conservative Resurgence. By God’s grace and through their efforts, my generation--and subsequent generations--have grown up in Southern Baptist churches with this firm commitment: The Bible is the inspired, inerrant, infallible Word of God. On behalf of those generations who are beneficiaries of God’s grace to His churches through your efforts, I thank God for you.
And I’m grateful for the invitation to address this doctrinal question: Who is guilty of Adam’s sin? In this presentation, I plan to do five things:
1. Identify Two Christian Views on the Guilt of Adam’s Sin
2.Examine Key Portions of Romans 5:12-21
3.Present Biblical, Theological, Historical Support for One of the Two Views
4.Answer a Theological Objection
5.Consider the Implications for the SBC
Two Christian Views on the Guilt of Adam’s Sin
Christians agree that all people have a sinful nature. But Christians hold two different views regarding the guilt of Adam’s sin.
The first view is called inherited sinful nature. This view distinguishes between a sinful nature (which every person bears from the first moment of life) and guilt (which occurs as soon as people become morally accountable and commit their first sin). To the question “Who is guilty of Adam’s sin?” this view answers: Only Adam is guilty of Adam’s sin. The reason? According to the Bible, God judges people for their own sin.
Does that wrongly allow the possibility of sinless people? No. As Article 3 of the BFM states: All people “inherit a nature and an environment inclined toward sin. Therefore, as soon as they are capable of moral action, they become transgressors and under condemnation.”
According to the BFM, we don’t inherit Adam’s guilt. Rather, every person is born into a fallen environment. And we have an inescapable inclination toward sin. From the first moment of life, we are soaked in sin. As David cried, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me” (Psalm 51:5 NIV). According to Rom 5:12-21, sin entered the world through Adam’s sin, followed by death and condemnation. But only Adam is guilty of Adam’s sin. God judges individuals who have attained the knowledge of good and evil (Deut 1:39; Isa 7:15-16) for their own sinful thoughts, attitudes, and actions.
Other names for this view include inherited inclination and original death.1 Again, we’re not guilty of Adam’s sin. Rather, we begin life with “a nature and an environment inclined toward sin” (BFM). In the inherited sinful nature view, we become transgressors who are guilty and under condemnation for our own sin upon attaining moral capability and knowingly committing a sin.
The second view is called inherited guilt. Who is guilty of Adam’s sin? This view answers: Adam and his descendants. (Jesus, of course, is exempted.) Every person is guilty of Adam’s sin. The reason? God judges people for their own sin and for the guilt of Adam’s sin. Notice that both views say God judges people for their own sin. The second view includes the guilt of Adam’s sin.
Augustine taught this in the 5th Century. It’s sometimes called natural headship. In his later writings, Augustine said all people are guilty of Adam’s sin because they were present with him in the Garden physically, or seminally. In the 16th Century, John Calvin called Adam our representative head who acted on our behalf in the Garden. This is called federal headship. Covenant Theologians call this view imputed guilt. They point to a covenant of works between Adam and God, which Adam transgressed for humanity when he sinned. Wayne Grudem explains: “As our representative, Adam sinned, and God counted us guilty as well as Adam.”2 In addition to a sinful nature, all people inherit from Adam the guilt of his sin. And, as I’ll demonstrate in the final section of this presentation, inherited guilt is the published position of one of our Seminaries.
The inherited sinful nature view says all people inherit from Adam sin and mortality; the inherited guilt view affirms those but includes Adam’s guilt. Both are Christian positions. Nevertheless, I’ll argue that the inherited sinful nature view finds stronger support biblically, theologically, and--for Southern Baptists--historically.
Some will nuance or qualify their position. Even so, I can’t imagine another category. When the question is: Who is guilty of Adam’s sin? The answers are either: only Adam or Everyone.
So, there are two possible Christian views and both appeal to the Bible. Next, we’ll consider what is perhaps the most important biblical text regarding Adam’s sin.
Romans 5:12-21
The Context
Before reading the text, a proper hermeneutical method requires us to consider its context. What were Paul’s earlier points in this watershed letter?
After greeting the saints in Rome, Paul announces his thesis. Rom 1:16-17, the righteousness of God comes by faith in Jesus Christ. In 1:18-3:20, Paul argues that God justly judges all sinners. Creation and conscience declare the existence of the creator and law-giver. But Jew and Gentile have defied God by worshipping created things. Both Jew and Gentile have God’s law, whether it’s inscribed on stone or inscribed on their hearts. Because both Jew and Gentile have known of God’s existence and God’s law yet defied Him by their actions, they are all under sin (3:9). Works of the law won’t bring justification. Instead, the law brings the knowledge of sin (3:20).
Romans 3:21 begins a presentation of the Good News. The Old Testament law and prophets testify: Righteousness comes apart from the law through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. God is God of both Jews and Gentiles (3:29). In chapter 4, God justifies people, both Jew and Gentile, like He justified Abraham: by faith. Those who believe in Jesus, who died for our sins and was raised for our justification, will be counted as righteous before God (4:24-25).
In 5:1-2, we’ve been justified by faith and have peace with God through Christ. And we access this grace through Christ by faith. Those given the Holy Spirit can hope in their suffering because of God’s work in them (vv. 3-5). Christ died for the weak and ungodly, people who were "still sinners" (vv. 6-8). In verse 1, we were justified by faith; in verse 9, we’re justified by His blood. In verses 9-11, we’ll be saved from wrath and reconciled to God through Jesus.
Or, as N. T. Wright outlines it:
The problem of sin and death (1:18-3:20)
The solution of justification and life (3:21-5:11)3
Now, the Text (I’m reading from the ESV)
12 Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned— 13 for sin indeed was in the world before the law was given, but sin is not counted where there is no law. 14 Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sinning was not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the one who was to come.
15 But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if many died through one man's trespass, much more have the grace of God and the free gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many. 16 And the free gift is not like the result of that one man's sin. For the judgment following one trespass brought condemnation, but the free gift following many trespasses brought justification. 17 For if, because of one man's trespass, death reigned through that one man, much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ.
18 Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. 19 For as by the one man's disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man's obedience the many will be made righteous. 20 Now the law came in to increase the trespass, but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, 21 so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.4
What Resulted from Adam’s sin?
Exegeting every word of Rom 5:12-21 would exceed our available time. And there is agreement on most of the text. So I'll focus on the interpretive differences.
According to the text, Adam’s disobedience in the Garden ushered into the world: hamartia, thanatos, and katakrima, or sin, death, and condemnation.
Verse 12: “Therefore, just as sin (hamartia) came into the world through one man, and death (thanantos) through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned—.”
Sin Entered the World
Notice in verse 12 that something came into the world. Something not present in the beginning later came into the world. What does the text say? Sin. Sin came into God’s world. It was an intruder in God’s good creation. Did a sinful nature or sinful actions enter the world? The text says sin entered the world through Adam’s one “trespass” (v. 18) or “disobedience” (v. 19). One commentator calls sin “the personified malevolent force...hostile to God and alienating human beings from him.”5 How did sin come into the world? Verse 12 says “through one man.” When he fell (Genesis 3), Adam became the portal for this intruder called sin.
Death Spread to All Men
Returning to verse 12: “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned—.” Death entered the world through sin. It wasn’t a creation of God but a result of Adam’s sin. Death “reigned” through Adam (v. 17). But the Good News is that before establishing His world, God planned for the entrance of sin, death, and condemnation. God provided the atoning sacrifice for our sin through the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. On the next point, Christians differ.
Because All Sinned
Romans 5:12 | Augustine’s view of Inherited Guilt | Calvin & Covenant Theology’s view of Inherited Guilt |
Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man and death through sin and so death spread to all men... |
|
|
because all sinned. | in whom all sinned. | because all sinned (in Adam ). |
Notice that the text says neither “in whom all sinned” (Augustine’s view of inherited guilt) nor “because all sinned in Adam” (Calvin’s and Covenant Theology’s view of inherited guilt). The text simply says: “death spread to all men because all sinned.” The phrase eph hō pantes hemartōn is rendered “because all sinned” in these Bible translations: ESV, HCSB, NASB, NIV, NKJV, NET, and others. Did Paul mean that we are guilty of Adam’s sin? The United Bible Societies’ A Translator's Handbook on Paul's Letter to the Romans comments on Rom 5:12:
Paul indicates that Adam sinned, and as a result of his sin death came into the human race. However, it is important to realize that Paul does not make men guilty of Adam's sin or indicate that all men die because of the sin of Adam. Paul says rather that death spread to the whole human race, because all men sinned.6
It’s widely agreed that Augustine misread Rom 5:12. He either relied on Old Latin and Vulgate translations7 or was influenced by other western theologians. In either case, Augustine’s misreading of Rom 5:12 shaped the Christian tradition. Roman Catholic scholar Joseph Fitzmyer explains that the doctrine of original sin (the view that all people inherit both the sin and guilt of Adam) is not an explicit teaching of Paul. Rather, the doctrine was developed from Augustine’s later writings and solidified through the 16th Council of Carthage, the 2nd Council of Orange, and the Tridentine Council. But, Fitzmyer explains, Paul did not teach the doctrine of original sin.8
The Covenant Theology view is affirmed by theologians such as John Murray, Wayne Grudem, and Michael Horton. In 1959, Murray published The Imputation of Adam’s Sin, a biblical-historical examination of Rom 5:12–21. Murray argues that death came to all people because all sinned in Adam. In this way, God counts all people guilty because of Adam’s sin. But there are three critical weaknesses in this Covenant interpretation. First, the Bible never states “all sinned in Adam.” Covenant Theologians insist on a view not required by the text. Second, against Murray: physical death is not always a sign of one’s guilt; physical death can occur prior to personal transgression of the law; consider David’s infant son, who died as a result of David’s sin. Third, the Covenant interpretation depends on two theological constructs not explicitly stated in the Bible: the covenant of redemption (which depends upon the Calvinistic doctrine of unconditional election and a pact among the persons of the Trinity) and the covenant of works (between God and Adam).9 A summary of this third point is simple: these covenants are not in the Bible.
Jack MacGorman taught for half a century at Southwestern Seminary and is now Distinguished Professor Emeritus of New Testament. MacGorman makes this point about the covenant of works: “It has influenced greatly the churches of the Reformed tradition. However, there is not one shred of evidence in the Bible that God ever entered into such a covenant with Adam. The theory was born in Europe, not Eden.”10
In Romans 5, Paul parallels Adam and Christ. What is Paul’s point? Covenant Theologians say there are two heads of humanity. Adam imputes guilt to all people; Christ imputes righteousness to the elect. But Romans 5 does not say Adam’s guilt and condemnation are imputed to all people. Rather, we see in verse 12 that sin enters the world, death enters through sin, and death spreads because all sinned. In this way: “...one trespass led to condemnation for all men...” (v. 18) and “...the many were made sinners...” (v. 19). In other words, verses 18 and 19 should be read in light of verse 12.
Paul’s point in Rom 1:18-3:20 is that all people are individually accountable to God and condemned when they deny the existence of God and transgress His law. People become condemned because of their actions.
The inherited guilt view presses the Adam-Christ parallel too far then rejects the implications of the view. If guilt and condemnation are imputed to all people through Adam, then justification and life are imputed to all people through Christ (v. 19). But all Southern Baptists deny that Paul teaches Universalism (the view that everyone is saved). There are other orthodox interpretations of the passage. Millard Erickson, for example, affirms “conditional imputation.”11 Just as we must ratify the work of Christ in our life by personally repenting of sin and believing in Christ, so we must personally ratify the work of Adam in our life by knowingly committing a sinful act. In this way, neither Universalism nor imputed guilt are necessary conclusions for Rom 5:12-21.
We don’t want to build a theological system on a single text. Also, we want to avoid eisegesis (reading our theological pre-commitments into the text). So, we’ll broaden the investigation by examining the inherited sinful nature view through the lenses of biblical theology, systematic theology, and historical theology.
Biblical Theology: For what does God hold people accountable and under condemnation, their own sin or the sin of Adam?
Let’s affirm what the Bible affirms and resist any theological system--even our own--which demands we affirm more than the Bible clearly reveals. Throughout the Bible, people give an account to God. He judges their sinful thoughts, attitudes, and actions--with no mention of Adam’s guilt.
In Genesis 3, God judges the serpent, Adam and Eve for their own sins. Because of Adam’s sin, the ground is cursed and our bodies return to dust (vv. 17-19). But there is no mention that future generations would be judged guilty or personally held accountable for Adam's sin.
In Genesis 4, God judges Cain for killing Abel--no mention of Adam’s guilt.
In Genesis 6, God judges humanity minus one family. Why? “The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (v. 5)--no mention of Adam’s guilt.
In Genesis 11, God judges tower-builders.
In Genesis 19, God judges Sodom and Gomorrah because of sexual sin.
In Genesis 19, God judges Lot’s wife for looking back.
In Exodus 12, God judges the firstborn to deliver His people.
In Exodus 32, God judges the Israelites for their idolatry at the foot of Mt. Sinai.
In Leviticus 10, God judges Nadab and Abihu for offering “strange fire” (v. 1 KJV).
In Numbers 14, God judges the older generation of Israelites for believing the ten spies rather than God--but no mention of Adam’s guilt.
In Joshua 7, God judges Achan and his family because he stole from God and thought God couldn’t see through dirt.
In 1 Samuel 3, God judges Eli’s sons for dishonoring the Temple.
In 1 Samuel 13, God judges Saul--ending his kingdom--because he didn’t keep God’s command (v. 13).
In 2 Samuel 12, God judges David’s adultery and murder. His baby son dies and his family declines--but there is no mention of Adam’s guilt.
The Psalmist says the Lord “will render to a man according to his work” (62:12).
In Proverbs 24:12, we hear: Will the Lord “not repay man according to his work?”
In Ezekiel 18:20, neither righteousness nor wickedness is shared from father to son. God judges the one who sins.
Hosea is the only prophet to mention Adam. In 6:7, he writes of Israel and Judah: “But like Adam they transgressed the covenant.”
All of the prophets, major and minor, address the sinful thoughts, attitudes, and actions of individuals or nations. Typically, God’s people have broken covenant with the Lord by their idolatry, injustice, or empty religion. None of the prophets mention Adam’s guilt.
In Matthew 12, Jesus says: “on the day of judgment people will give account for every careless word they speak, for by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned” (vv. 36b-37).12
In Mark 7, Jesus explains: “What comes out of a person is what defiles him. For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person” (vv. 20-23). Jesus failed to mention Adam’s guilt. Instead, each person is defiled by his own sinful thoughts, attitudes, and actions.
In Romans 1, “the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men” (v. 18). When Paul indicts humanity for sin, he could have declared universal guilt because of Adam’s sin. But he doesn’t. Instead, Paul lists ungodly and unrighteous actions, such as: suppressing the truth (v. 18), failing to honor God (v. 21), claiming to be wise (v. 22), and worshipping created things rather than the creator (vv. 23 and 25). The result? God gave them up to their passions (v. 26).
In Romans 2, people will be judged for their deeds (v. 6).
Peter says we call on a “Father who judges impartially according to each one's deeds” (1 Peter 1:17).
James notes the progression of personal responsibility. One “is lured and enticed by his own desire.” Then desire conceives and “gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death” (1:14-15).
And in John’s vision of judgment at the great white throne, “the dead were judged by what was written in the books, according to what they had done” (Rev 20:12b).
The inherited sinful nature view better accounts for the Bible’s teachings on the nature of God’s judgment. I cited as evidence dozens of biblical passages from Genesis to Revelation. Did I isolate and eisegete these texts? Employ the grammatical-historical method. Employ a plain reading of Scripture. Be like the Bereans and search the Bible. This is what you’ll find: God’s judgment and wrath falls on people for their own sin, not the sin of Adam.
Please don’t reply to these biblical texts by quoting from a systematic theology. Will my Calvinistic brothers appeal to the writings of Calvin, Bavinck, Berkhof, Hodge, Frame, Grudem, and Horton? Or will they embrace the Reformers’ cry of Sola Scriptura (Scripture alone) and look instead to the words of these men I cited: Moses, David, Solomon, the prophets, Paul, Peter, James, John, and Jesus?13
Systematic Theology: For what, according to the doctrine of General Revelation, will God hold people accountable?
God reveals His existence and His law through creation and conscience (Rom 1:19-20; 2:15). And God will hold people accountable for this knowledge. Systematic theologians refer to this as General Revelation. Romans 1:20 declares that people are “without excuse.” Some people may claim God doesn’t exist, but they know He exists. They try to suppress that truth and fail to worship Him (vv. 18 and 21), but the Creator reveals His existence through creation. Also, the law-giver reveals His law through the human conscience. Paul argues in Romans 2 that Jews and Gentiles are sinners. Then, he anticipates an objection: Can the Gentiles be considered innocent of law-breaking since they were not given the law of Moses? No, because their conscience demonstrates that God’s law is written on their hearts (Rom 2:14-15). Knowing an action violates God’s law doesn’t prevent one from committing the action. But knowing this and doing it anyway brings God’s wrath. That is the bad news which makes the gospel such good news.
The result? Every person who recognizes the existence of a creator and law-giver is accountable to that creator and law-giver, which excludes infants and the mentally incompetent. To make my case for this interpretation of Romans 1-2, I appeal to the most popular Calvinist of our day, John Piper. When asked: “What happens to infants who die?” Piper doesn’t answer with Adam’s guilt; he answers with Romans 1 and 2. Again, Piper is asked: “What happens to infants who die?”
(Video Clip Begins)
I think they're all saved. In other words, I don't buy the principle that says that children born into "covenant families" are secure, and children born into "non-covenant families" aren't. I don't go there.
My reason for thinking they're all saved is because of the principle in Romans 1 where Paul argues that all people know God, and they are "without excuse" because they do not honor him or glorify him as God.
His argument is that they are without excuse because they know things, as though accountability in the presence of God at the Last Judgment will be based, at least partly, on whether they had access to necessary knowledge.
And God says they've all got access to knowledge, because they can look at the things he has made and see his power and deity. But they suppress that knowledge instead of submitting to it, therefore they're all condemned.
So I ask the question: OK, is the principle being raised there that, if you don't have access to the knowledge that causes you to be held accountable, therefore you will not be accountable? And I think that's the case.
I think babies and imbeciles—that is, those with profound mental disabilities—don't have access to the knowledge that they will be called to account for. Therefore, somehow in some way, God, through Christ, covers these people.
So that, in a nutshell, is why I think all children who die in infancy are elect and will be, through Jesus Christ, saved in ways that I may not know how, as God honors this principle of accountability.14
(Video Clip Ends)
I’m not suggesting John Piper affirms the inherited sinful nature view. He teaches TULIP; and the “T” includes inherited guilt. My point is this: When asked about the eternal destiny of infants, Piper appeals to Romans 1-2 and explains that infants and the mentally incompetent are not accountable to God. Precisely! If that’s the case, then in what way are they ever guilty of Adam's sin?
Piper appeals to the atoning work of Christ to cover those who die in this unaccountable state. So do I. The difference is this: I don’t insist they are guilty of Adam’s sin. Such an affirmation creates a problem. Why?
The Bible is clear: Guilty people must repent of their sin and believe in Jesus in order to be saved. Because I don’t add the guilt of Adam’s sin, I don’t insist that infants and the mentally incompetent are guilty. They are sin-stained, not guilty. This condition can be covered by a passive application of the atonement. But when one insists that they are guilty, then the Bible requires them to repent and believe. Piper acknowledges this in a footnote of his recent book titled Jesus: The Only Way to God: Must You Hear the Gospel to be Saved? How does Piper think the work of Christ is received by these unaccountable people? He speculates that infants who die will mature after death and confess Christ.15
Why does Piper offer extra-biblical speculations regarding post-mortem confessions of Christ? Perhaps this results from his commitment to inherited guilt. When Piper allows Romans 1 and 2 to guide his thinking, he regarded infants to be not yet accountable to God. But when he inserts the extra-biblical notion called inherited guilt, his view of infant salvation morphs into post-mortem confessions of Christ. Inherited guilt is problematic because it requires one to say more than the Bible plainly reveals about the time of accountability and guilt.
When arguing that Jews and Gentiles are guilty before God (Romans 1-2), Paul doesn’t point to Adam’s sin. Instead, he points to their willful rejection of their Creator and their willful transgression of the God’s law. Paul makes no mention of Adam’s guilt.
Historical Theology:
Have Christian theologians denied inherited guilt?
In A Theology for the Church, Stan Norman writes: “First, the Augustinian doctrine of original sin has exerted profound influence upon the theology of the church. Since his time, theologians have affirmed, rejected, or modified the Augustinian position.” Norman adds: “Second, no consensus exists within Christianity on the effects of sin upon humanity.”16 Many theologians have denied inherited guilt.
Eastern Tradition
John Chrysostom (374–407), known as “Golden Mouth” for his oratorical skill, is regarded as one of the most significant preachers in the first thousand years of Christian history. He wrote: “We do baptize infants, although they are not guilty of any sins.”17
Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335–394) was a leading participant at the Council of Constantinople (381). In On Infants’ Early Deaths, he addresses the spiritual condition of infants. Gregory considers them to be neither good nor bad; infants who died would be with God because their souls had never been corrupted by their own sinful actions.18
Western Tradition
Eastern theologians were not alone in rejecting--at least failing to appeal to--inherited guilt. Tertullian (ca. 145–ca. 220) mentions that infant souls are unclean in Adam (consistent with inherited sinful nature view). And he questions why there was a rush to baptize them. Consider: those who taught inherited guilt insisted on infant baptism, wrongly assuming that water baptism cleaned the infants of Adam’s guilt. Tertullian referred to the souls of infants as “innocent” and he differentiated between infants and children based upon their capability to commit sin.19 Eric Osborne concludes, “While Tertullian displays the origins of the idea, one cannot attribute the later doctrine of original sin to him.”20
Reformers
Inherited guilt was rejected by one of the Magisterial Reformers, Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531). Zwingli affirmed Adam’s unity with humanity and sin’s devastating effects. But he calls original sin a “sin that they never had.” Luther attacked Zwingli’s position as Pelagian. Zwingli defended his view of original sin by asking: “For what could be said more briefly and plainly than that original sin is not sin but disease, and that the children of Christians are not condemned to eternal punishment on account of that disease?”
Also, Zwingli distinguished between disease and sin. Disease refers to the “original contamination of man,” “defect of humanity,” or “the defect of a corrupted nature.” Adam’s fault brought this to every person (Rom 5:14). The word sin, however, “implies guilt, and guilt comes from a transgression or a trespass on the part of one who designedly perpetrates a deed.” Zwingli was unwilling to state that the inheritance from Adam should even be called “sin” because Zwingli denied that the inheritance from Adam involves “guilt,” which would imply a sinful deed.21
Pilgram Marpeck (1495–1556) was an Anabaptist Reformer who, like Zwingli, also had to refute the charge of Pelagianism. Marpeck wrote:
Our witness is that for children neither inherited nor actual sin counts before God because a child remains in ignorance and in created simplicity until it grows up into understanding and the inheritance is realized in and through it. Before that, sin has no damning effect; neither inherited nor actual sin is counted against a child before God. . . . When children come to a knowledge of good and evil, that is, when they reach understanding, then the inheritance which leads to damnation becomes effective in them. Then inherited sin becomes inheritable.22
Affirmations of inherited sinful nature (or denials of inherited guilt) haven’t been universal in Christian history but they have been frequent. This was demonstrated by theologians of both the Eastern and Western traditions and the Magisterial and Anabaptist Reformers. The view has been affirmed frequently among Baptists. Consider as examples: a 400-year old confession of a Baptist “founder,” 100 years of theology at Southwestern Seminary, statements from all three SBC Presidents who presided over BFM Study Committees, and a recent doctrinal statement affirmed by a variety of Southern Baptist statesmen.
A Baptist “Founder”
From Article 5 of “A Short Confession of Faith in Twenty Articles” by John Smyth (1570-1612): “That there is no original sin (lit., no sin of origin or descent), but all sin is actual and voluntary, viz., a word, a deed, or a design against the law of God; and therefore, infants are without sin.”23 John Smyth, an early Baptist "founder," clearly denies inherited guilt.
100 Years of Theology at Southwestern Seminary
James Leo Garrett, Jr., in personal correspondence quoted with his permission, provides the following historical perspective: “Southern Seminary has had a wide divergence of views on your topic; for example, between Boyce and Dale Moody and between Dale Moody and Al Mohler. Southwestern Seminary, on the other hand, has consistently been on one side, i. e., we are not guilty of Adam's sin. Walter T. Conner repeatedly took this stance.” After citing examples to support this claim,24 Garrett explains: “Conner was the theology department at SWBTS from 1910 to 1949. I have known, I believe, every person who has taught theology as a full faculty member since 1949, and I cannot identify any one of these who taught that we are all guilty of the sin of Adam (and Eve), with one possible exception.”25 It is the testimony of Dr. Garrett that for over 100 years the theology faculty at SWBTS has affirmed: we are not guilty of Adam’s sin.
SBC Presidents Who Presided Over BFM Study Committees
E. Y. Mullins (1860-1928) served as President of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary (1899-1928). He was also President of the SBC when the Baptist Faith and Message was adopted as its first statement of faith in 1925. Mullins rejected the doctrine of inherited guilt. Rather, man “is guilty when he does wrong.” Mullins explains, “Men are not condemned therefore for hereditary or original sin. They are condemned only for their own sins.”26
Herschel Hobbs (1907-95) presided over the BFM 1963 Study Committee. In a 1979 article in which he describes the changes between the 1925 and 1963 editions of the BFM, Hobbs comments specifically on Article 3:
Thus the result of the fall is that men inherit, not “a nature corrupt and in bondage to sin” (1925), but a “nature and an environment inclined toward sin” (1963). In the latter “condemnation” comes upon individuals following transgression “as soon as they are capable of moral action.” This, of course, agrees with the position generally held by Baptists concerning God’s grace in cases of those under the age of accountability and the mentally incompetent.27
Hobbs is clear: people do not inherit “a nature corrupt and in bondage to sin” (per 1925) but a nature “inclined toward sin.” Also, condemnation follows transgression, which comes as soon as people are capable of moral action. Although it was possible to read inherited guilt into the BFM 1925, the 1963 revisions made such a move nearly impossible. This was the view of the President of the SBC who convened the Study Committee which revised the BFM in 1963.
In 2000, Paige Patterson (b. 1942) served as President of the SBC when the BFM Study Committee recommended its most recent revision. It was unnecessary to scour Patterson’s writings to ascertain his view of inherited guilt because he supervised my PhD dissertation, which argues against it. After describing the method and goal in the foreword of my book, Patterson writes: “Harwood’s conclusion that an infant is born with a sin nature, which makes the commission of rebellious acts inevitable, though the infant as yet carries no guilt, is not unusual or novel.” Patterson finds nothing “unusual or novel” about rejecting Adam’s guilt and affirming a sinful nature.
In 2012, Patterson affirmed a doctrinal statement which denies inherited guilt. More on that statement in a moment.
Every SBC President who presided over a BFM study committee denied inherited guilt.
The Traditional Statement
In 2012, after interacting with several Southern Baptist professors and pastors, Eric Hankins penned “A Statement of the Traditional Southern Baptist Understanding of God’s Plan of Salvation.” One line states: “We deny that Adam’s sin resulted in the incapacitation of any person’s free will or rendered any person guilty before he has personally sinned.”28 That’s a clear denial of inherited guilt. Prior to its release, a host of Southern Baptist statesmen affirmed it by publicly attaching their name and reputation, including: former SBC Presidents, current SBC Seminary Presidents, members of the BFM 2000 study committee, state executive-directors, and a variety of SBC pastors and professors. Technically, the affirmation of the Traditional Statement by these leaders is not an argument for or against its content. But their affirmation supports the claim that many Southern Baptists hold this view: we’re not guilty of Adam’s sin.
The list of theologians from Christian and Baptist history who are comfortable ignoring or denying inherited guilt is impressive. If the accusation of Pelagianism is once again wrongly leveled against the view (as it was against Zwingli and Marpeck), then I’ll be in good company.
Objection: What about the Imputation of Christ’s Righteousness?
Calvinistic brothers in the SBC sometimes object: Isn’t the imputation of Christ’s righteousness a response to the imputation of Adam’s guilt? My reply: No. What does the Bible teach us about the righteousness of God? Romans 3:21-22 states: “The righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it--the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe.” 3:28: “For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from the works of the law.” Consider 4:5: “And to the one who does not work but believes in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness...”
Abraham believed God was able to do what He promised. Consider Rom 4:22-25: “That is why his faith was counted to him as righteousness. But the words ‘it was counted to him’ were not written for his sake alone, but for ours also. It will be counted to us who believe in him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification.” Paul’s point in Romans 3 and 4 is that others are made righteous in the same way as Abraham, by faith.
In the Bible, being counted by God as righteous doesn’t require an imputation of Adam’s guilt--it requires believing in Jesus.
Why This Matters for Southern Baptists
Some of you still don’t see a problem. You say, “Southern Baptists have always differed on Calvinism.” True. But in recent years, those differences have turned into division. I’ll give you two examples of this division. Both examples center on one of our institutions, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky.
We’ve already established that some Christians teach that Adam alone is guilty of Adam’s sin. Others teach that the guilt of Adam’s sin falls on everyone. Consider the differences between Article 3 of the Baptist Faith and Message and a document entitled “An Exposition from the Faculty of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary on The Baptist Faith and Message 2000.”29
From Article 3 of the BFM | From SBTS Interpretation of Article 3 |
Through the temptation of Satan man transgressed the command of God, and fell from his original innocence whereby his posterity inherit a nature and an environment inclined toward sin. Therefore, as soon as they are capable of moral action, they become transgressors and under condemnation. | In accordance with the biblical perspective of the entire human race as united in descent from Adam, the guilt of Adam’s sin falls on all, and estrangement from God in whose image we are made extends to all. |
What do we inherit from Adam? According to the BFM, all people (Adam’s “posterity”) “inherit a nature and an environment inclined toward sin.” When are people under condemnation? “As soon as they are capable of moral action, they become transgressors and under condemnation.”
But the SBTS Faculty Exposition of the BFM affirms a different view--one not found in the BFM. The Faculty Exposition makes no mention of: a nature inclined toward sin, becoming capable of moral action, or becoming transgressors. Instead, the SBTS Faculty Exposition of the BFM inserts a view not found in the BFM: “...the guilt of Adam’s sin falls on all...”
I don’t mean to imply that the SBTS Faculty don’t affirm the BFM. They do so as part of the hiring process. Rightly so. But the Faculty Exposition omits concepts found in the BFM and replaces them with a theological viewpoint not found in the BFM, namely that people all people are guilty of Adam’s sin.
Southern Baptists who affirm different views on Adam’s guilt can and should cooperate in the work of the Great Commission. I am addressing this issue publicly to foster greater understanding within the SBC and to suggest these are orthodox but differing views. Both views of guilt are permissible within evangelical theology. But if an SBC Seminary publishes an interpretation of the BFM, this is interpretation should accurately reflect the BFM.
A primary--but not universal--commitment among Calvinistic brothers is that all people begin life guilty and condemned, accountable to God due to the sin and guilt of Adam. Historically, Calvinists become unsettled when inherited guilt is denied. I have no desire to unsettle my brothers in Christ. But, inherited guilt is not affirmed in the BFM. I regard inherited guilt to be both unnecessary and unhelpful for interpreting the Bible. Even so, I have said repeatedly the view is orthodox. Yet I have been accused of wanting to “push” people out of the SBC and my view has been labeled by some as dangerous and heretical. That brings us to our second example of a difference resulting in division.
I need to preface my closing remarks. Monday night, Dr. Al Mohler’s father stepped into eternity. Dr. Mohler is a brother in Christ and co-laborer in Great Commission ministry. I join the SBC family in grieving with the Mohler family. Even so, this convention-wide doctrinal discussion requires a comment regarding his input. My differences with Dr. Mohler are family differences. Family members sometimes disagree but they love and support one another--even in troubling times.
On June 6, 2012, Dr. Mohler penned an article titled, “Southern Baptists and Salvation: It’s Time to Talk.”30 In the article, Dr. Mohler wrote this about the Traditional Statement described earlier in this presentation: “Some portions of the statement actually go beyond Arminianism and appear to affirm semi-Pelagian understandings of sin, human nature, and the human will — understandings that virtually all Southern Baptists have denied.”
Dr. Mohler’s use of the semi-Pelagian label was unsupported, inaccurate, and divisive. First, he assigned a theological label but failed to support his claim. Until he points out a specific line in the Traditional Statement which affirms semi-Pelagianism, then his claim remains unsupported.
Second, Mohler’s charge is inaccurate. Consider this chart, prepared for a forthcoming book. In the chart, you can read the definitions of semi-Pelagianism drawn from standard theological reference works. Contrast these definitions against the words of the Traditional Statement. Clearly, the charge of semi-Pelagianism is inaccurate.
Third, the charge is divisive. Providing no evidence to support his claim, Mohler incorrectly labeled the Traditional Statement as semi-Pelagian. He did so after the Statement had been affirmed by former SBC Presidents Morris Chapman, Jimmy Draper, Paige Patterson, Bailey Smith, Jerry Vines, and Bobby Welch. The Statement had also been affirmed by current SBC Seminary Presidents, members of the BFM 2000 Study Committee, SBC state executive-directors, and a band of SBC pastors and Seminary professors.
“Why is Harwood making such a fuss about inherited guilt? Either we’re guilty of our own sin or Adam’s sin. In either case, we’re all sinners in need of a savior. Why does this matter?” This is why it matters:
1.Romans 5:12-21 does not say we’re guilty of Adam’s sin. No Bible verse states that other people are guilty of Adam’s sin.
2.Sound theology doesn’t require an affirmation of inherited guilt.
3.There is no consensus on inherited guilt in church history.
4.Inherited guilt is not found in the BFM. Even more, inherited guilt seems to contradict Article 3 of the BFM.
Yet Southern Seminary--which receives Cooperative Program dollars and trains pastors for all Southern Baptists--publishes an interpretation of the BFM which advocates for the view. And when a collection of Southern Baptist statesmen affirmed a document which denied inherited guilt, their position was labeled by Southern Seminary’s President as semi-Pelagian. This situation is problematic and needs to be resolved.
In closing, unity in the SBC may depend on the answer to two questions:
1.Will Southern Seminary revise its Faculty Exposition of the BFM so that it more accurately reflects the BFM?
2.Will Dr. Mohler retract his charge of semi-Pelagianism?
* * * * *
Does Regeneration Precede Faith?
David L. Allen, Ph.D.
Introduction
Most Calvinists believe that regeneration precedes faith. Consider the following statements:
“A man is not saved because he believes in Christ; he believes in Christ because he is saved.”31
“A man is not regenerated because he has first believed in Christ, but he believes in Christ because he has been regenerated.”32
“We do not believe in order to be born again; we are born again that we may believe.”33
“Faith is the evidence of the new birth, not the cause of it.”34
“. . . regeneration is the necessary precondition and efficient cause of faith in Jesus Christ.”35
“the revived [regenerated] heart repents and trusts Christ in saving faith as the only source of justification.”36
Some Calvinists believe that regeneration can occur in infancy and remain inactive until faith years later.37 Other Calvinists reject the notion that regeneration precedes faith.38
Why do most Calvinists believe regeneration precedes faith? There are two reasons. First, most Calvinists define total depravity to mean total inability in the sense that a person cannot exercise faith unless regenerated. Second, appeal is made to key Scripture passages such as John 1:12-13; 3:1-16; Eph. 2:1-10; and 1 John 5:1. We shall consider these reasons in a moment.
The phrase “regeneration precedes faith” is fraught with ambiguity. What does one mean by “regeneration”? What does one mean by “faith”? What does one mean by “precede” (logically or temporally)? Are we talking about mediate regeneration (by means of the Word of God) or immediate regeneration (no use of means, but the Holy Spirit acts directly and immediately on the person to effect regeneration)? Part of the confusion over this issue is a failure to carefully define terms and draw careful distinctions.
Key Distinctions Concerning Regeneration and Faith
Most Calvinists say there are three things that must be distinguished when it comes to the issue of regeneration preceding faith. The first distinction is between temporal and logical order. A majority of Calvinists argue that temporally, regeneration and conversion are simultaneous events. But they often see a necessary logical order. For example, Sproul says:
“. . . when Reformed theology says regeneration precedes faith, it is speaking in terms of logical priority, not temporal priority. We cannot exercise saving faith until we have been regenerated, so we say faith is dependent on regeneration, not regeneration on faith.”39
John MacArthur states: “From the standpoint of reason, regeneration logically must initiate faith and repentance. But the saving transaction is a single, instantaneous event.”40 I agree with the later part of this statement, but why must the former be the case? Notice MacArthur’s use of the terms “reason” and “logically.”
Concerning the phrase “when we were dead” in Eph 2:5, Sproul remarks: “Dead men do not cooperate with grace. Unless regeneration takes place first, there is no possibility of faith.”41 But this only adds to the confusion. How can an effect be logically prior to its cause? How can an effect be temporally simultaneous with its cause? It would appear Sproul’s use of the word “first” indicates temporal priority. What sense does it make to say that something is “logically” prior but not “temporally” prior? Sproul is assuming his definition of what it means to be “dead.” Wayne Grudem stated: “Yet there are several passages that tell us that this secret, hidden work of God in our spirits does in fact come before we respond to God in saving faith (though often it may be only seconds before we respond).”42 If regeneration occurs “seconds before we respond in saving faith,” then there is both a logical and a temporal precedence for regeneration. Notice the contradiction between what MacArthur says and what Grudem says about the temporal aspects: things cannot be “instantaneous” and yet be separated even by “only seconds.”
A second distinction made by most Calvinists is between regeneration and conversion. Some suggest conversion follows regeneration. Salvation is by faith, but not regeneration, according to some Calvinists. Others argue that regeneration and conversion occur simultaneously, but causally regeneration is “prior” to conversion. For the Calvinist, one can only respond in repentance and faith after God has given new life. But again, it makes no sense to speak of a logical priority if one can only speak of faith as occurring after God gives new life.
For example, Hoekema states: “When Nicodemus and the jailer believed the gospel message, they came to realize that God had given them new life in regeneration. They became aware of their regeneration through its results.”43 But at this point one must ask how this is not both temporal as well as causal? Hoekema attempts to explain the problem by using an illustration of a water faucet. The turning of the faucet handle immediately releases the flow of water. The two events are simultaneous but the turning of the handle was causally prior to the flow of water. But imagine for a moment that we have a see-through glass faucet. Can the water get past that internal mechanism which releases the water without the knob being turned? If the water cannot run first or simultaneously, then there is an actual chronology to the event and not just a logical order. As we will see below, salvation and regeneration appear to be inseparable in Scripture.
Millard Erickson pointed out how Calvinist John Murray, who strongly affirms regeneration precedes faith, appears to entangle himself in contradiction when he stated: “The faith of which we are now speaking is not the belief that we have been saved, but trust in Christ in order that we may be saved.”44 If “trust in Christ” is necessary “in order that” one may be saved, how can it not be a logical necessity, if not also a temporal necessity? Salvation by faith cannot be reduced to mean only “justification by faith” because biblically salvation by faith entails more than justification.
Moderate Calvinist Bruce Demarest feels this pinch when he said:
Faith does not appear to be an effect of regeneration. Clear biblical texts suggest that the act of faith logically precedes regeneration. John 1:12-13 – receiving Christ in faith results in the new birth. John 7:37-39 – faith precedes the gift of the Spirit in regenerating power. 1 John 5:1. The notion that God regenerates prior to the sinner’s response of penitent faith (chronologically or logically) appears to be biblically unwarranted.45
A third distinction made by most Calvinists is that of initial regeneration and final or complete regeneration. In early Reformed theology, regeneration was viewed in a wider sense than it is often viewed by Calvinists today. Calvin himself used the term “regeneration” to describe one’s total renewal, including conversion. Thus for Calvin, there is no distinction between regeneration and conversion. Later Reformed theologians began to distinguish between regeneration in a narrower sense and a broader sense. When they do this, there is usually no Scriptural evidence cited for this distinction. Where is the Scriptural justification for this distinction?46
Those who affirm such a distinction expand the definition of regeneration to include any work of God in the sinner’s life before he believes the gospel. In initial regeneration, humans are totally passive. This would be “initial” regeneration.47 Complete regeneration is said to occur at conversion where the first evidences of the implanted new life appears. But where is the Scriptural evidence for this distinction? This is an assertion Calvinists make based on theological deduction rather than Scripture.
Most Calvinists seem to argue that regeneration in the narrow, initial sense is brought about by the immediate act of the Holy Spirit, but regeneration in the broad sense is brought about mediately by the Word of God. By the “immediate” act of the Holy Spirit is meant the notion that God acts monergistically to bring about the new birth and hence man’s faith cannot enter into the picture at this point.
It might be helpful to note the differing interpretations of the relationship between regeneration and effectual calling among Calvinists themselves. Here there are three distinct views. Some, such as Berkhof, distinguish the two and place calling after regeneration.48 Others, such as John Murray, distinguish the two and place calling before regeneration.49 Still others, like Hoekema, combine the two as one.50 This illustrates once again the fact that Calvinism as a system is not monolithic and the fact that the Scripture cannot be sifted and shaken to yield a clear ordo salutis.
Demarest demarcates two broad approaches to the subject of regeneration among the Reformed. He speaks of “Presumptive and Promissory Regeneration” as advocated by those in Covenant Reformed theology and “Regeneration a Work of God in Response to Faith” as advocated by those he calls “Reformed Evangelicals.” In the system of Covenant Reformed theology, infants of believing parents are baptized not to become regenerated but because in some important sense they already posses the seeds of faith and regeneration. Baptism is a sign of the promise the covenantal grace God is working in the elect, including infants. Virtually all reformed covenant theologians affirm the logical priority of regeneration preceding faith.51
There is more diversity on the issue among Reformed Evangelicals. Some view regeneration as logically prior to conversion while others place conversion as logically prior to regeneration. For example, A. H. Strong understood regeneration and conversion to be chronologically simultaneous, but logically, regeneration precedes conversion.52 Millard Erickson views faith as preceding regeneration. According to him, temporally, conversion and regeneration occur simultaneously. Logically, faith is the condition of regeneration.53 This is also Demarest’s view:
In order to safeguard the truth that holistically depraved sinners come to Christ only by the divine initiative, many Reformed theologians place regeneration before conversion in the ordo salutis. The preceding Scripture texts indicate that effectual calling is conceptually distinct from regeneration. The power that brings sinners to Christ inheres in the Spirits effectual call rather than in the new birth itself. That is, the Spirit’s effectual call is a movement preliminary to regeneration; it stops short of effecting in believers a radical re-creation, whereby the latter participate in the divine nature. Logically speaking, the called according to God’s purpose convert, and so are regenerated. Not only is this position biblical, but we avoid the difficulty of positing, logically at least, that regeneration precedes personal belief in the Gospel, repentance from sin, and wholehearted trust in Christ.”54
From a Southern Baptist perspective, it is interesting to note that the Baptist Faith and Message treats regeneration neither as prior to or subsequent from conversion. Rather, it treats regeneration and conversion as concomitant realities of the beginning of salvation. Separating the broad biblical concept of salvation into the four categories of regeneration, justification, sanctification, and glorification, article IV treats regeneration and conversion as part of one event. Regeneration is “a change of heart wrought by the Holy Spirit through conviction of sin, to which the sinner responds in repentance toward God and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.” What is the antecedent of “which”? Most likely it is “conviction of sin,” the nearest phrase. Regeneration does not precede conversion and vice versa.
The Scripture itself does not set forth a clear ordo salutis (“order of salvation”) with respect to all of the terms that are used to describe salvation. Thus, speculating an ordo salutis is always problematic and should be avoided. The first generation of reformers refused to speculate in this area and even warned about such speculation. Later generations of the Reformed showed a willingness to seek, in the name of systematic theology, to pull back the curtain on that which God has not chosen to reveal in Scripture. As Malcolm Yarnell once said to me, “If one deigns to speak of a logical order from eternity apart from divine revelation, then one speaks with both ignorance and arrogance.”
Key Scripture Passages on the Relationship Between Regeneration and Faith
Exegesis must always precede systematic theology . . . logically and temporally! Can the notion of regeneration prior to faith be demonstrated exegetically?
John 1:12-13
In John 1:12-13, the use of the aorist tense verb translated “were born” indicates a past event, and often the inference is drawn that the act of the new birth precedes the act of believing. However, nothing in the grammar or syntax mandates such an interpretation. The verb is passive in voice, indicating that the act of being “born of God” was initiated by God and the one being “born” is the recipient of God’s act. However, one should not conclude that this excludes any participation by man. Nothing in the Greek of the text permits us to draw that inference. Finally, nothing is said that would indicate that being born of God was an act of man’s self-determination or man’s independent free will. None of us believes that “man’s self-determination” has anything to do with our salvation. None of us believes in any free will that is “independent” of God’s sovereignty. Free will does not vitiate God’s sovereignty nor does it eliminate the absolute necessity of God’s grace acting first on man before man can respond to God in faith. Why were the people in John 1:11 not given the right to be adopted? Was it because they weren’t regenerated? No, it was because they had not received Christ. Verse 12 gives the conditions for adoption: receiving Christ and believing on his name.55
As even many Calvinist commentators point out with respect to John 1:12-13, there is nothing in this passage that speaks to a Calvinist ordo salutis.56 It is not exegetically possible to find “regeneration before faith” in John 1:12-13, temporally or logically.57
John 3:1-16
Appeal is often made to this passage to argue the case for regeneration preceding faith. All Christians agree that regeneration is a sovereign work of the Holy Spirit as verses 5-8 indicate. This sovereign work is required for salvation to occur, as verse 3 indicates. Every person is dependent upon God for salvation. Salvation is truly a divine work of grace, from beginning to end. Without regeneration, there is no salvation.
Nicodemus was confused by this and queried Jesus for further information. Jesus proceeded to speak to him about faith. Faith is required for salvation. No one is saved apart from faith. John 3:16-18 state the only way to escape final judgment is to believe in Christ. Without faith, there is no salvation.
Notice that the phrase “see life” in verse 3 is equivalent to “enter the kingdom” in v. 5. This sense of “see” is evident also in John 3:36 and 8:51. The point is one must be born again to participate in the life of the kingdom, not that the new birth must precede faith. Salvation requires a response of people known as faith and a work of God known as regeneration. In John 3, Jesus did not treat these as part of an order of salvation, but as descriptive of a single event in a person’s life.58
Regeneration and conversion (which includes faith and repentance) are two different ways to speak of what is required for salvation. One emphasizes divine action; the other emphasizes human action. This passage does not indicate that regeneration is prior to faith, temporally or logically.
1 John 5:159
1 John 5:1 states: “Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God….” “Whoever believes” is a present tense participle. “Born” is a perfect tense verb. Some Calvinists suggest the perfect tense indicates completed past action with continuing results and draw the conclusion that faith is the result of being born again. The argument is that the verb “born” is in the perfect tense denoting an action that precedes the faith in the participle “whoever believes.”
This is an unwarranted and erroneous interpretation. Consider two examples. John 3:18 states: “He who believes is not condemned; but he who does not believe is condemned already. . . . ” “He who believes” is a present participle. “Not condemned” is a perfect tense verb. Yet here it is clear that the “believing” precedes “not being condemned.” Consider 1 John 5:10 - “he who does not believe God has made Him a liar. . . .” “He who does not believe” translates a present participle. “Has made” translates a perfect tense verb. Here again, the perfect tense verb, “making God a liar,” is a result of the present participle, “not believing,” not its cause.
Many Calvinists argue that the use of “born” in the perfect tense produces a range of results expressed by present participles, and faith is one of them. However, exegesis always trumps systematic theology. Likewise, context and sentence structure trumps theology. Let’s compare John 3:18 with 1 John 5:1 to see if the use of “born” in the perfect tense produces the result of faith. Notice the order of events in John 3:18 is A then B. In 1 John 5:1 the order is B then A. Both make use of the perfect tense. The same grammatical structure that places being born of God before faith can also be used to describe justification as occurring after faith. See Rom 5:1. The grammar of the verses does not address an ordo salutis. The use of the perfect tense in Greek provides no support for the notion of regeneration preceding faith.60 To suggest otherwise is to fail to distinguish between tense and aspect in Greek verbs and verbals.
Furthermore, with respect to 1 John 5:1, contextually the simple initial act of believing is not under consideration by John. John is talking about the ongoing life of faith as a believer. The new birth precedes the ongoing life of faith obviously. But that is something altogether different from saying the new birth precedes the initial act of faith. John’s use of “born” nowhere precludes the possibility of faith preceding regeneration. One may argue for regeneration preceding faith, but one cannot argue against faith preceding regeneration. The most that can be said from the Greek present participle and perfect tense verb combination is that the actions are contemporaneous.
The broader context of John’s writings indicate he would not teach that regeneration precedes faith and elsewhere teach that faith is a condition for life as he does in John 20:31. This precludes the possibility of regeneration preceding faith.
Ephesians 2:1-10
Part of what is driving the “regeneration precedes faith” issue is a flawed anthropology drawn partly from Ephesians 2. With respect to Eph 2:1-10, when Paul speaks of the unregenerate as being “dead in sins” there is no question that “dead” is being used metaphorically. In Scripture, “death” is often used metaphorically to express alienation from God and “life” is used to express union with God via salvation.61 This death is “on account of” or “with respect to” our sins (notice the nouns are in the dative and there is no preposition in the Greek text). Many Calvinists suggest that this passage either 1) overtly teaches human inability (usually moral inability) in the sense of “one cannot because they will not,” affirming the Edwardsian distinction between natural and moral inability of sinners to respond to the gospel; or 2) implies human inability to respond to the gospel.62 There are other biblical figures of speech used to connote depravity which do not indicate or imply total inability. Calvinists assume their definition of spiritual death is correct and then superimpose it on the word “dead” in Ephesians 2. Notice the separation motif in Eph 2:12, 13, 19, 4:18. Col 2:12-13 indicates even though unbelievers are spiritually dead, they can still exercise faith in God. Spiritual death means separation from God, not a total destruction of all ability to hear and respond to God.63
Consider Romans 6:1-11. The phrase “died to sin” occurs three times (vv. 2, 10, 11). Twice it refers to the condition of believers (2, 11), but in verse 10 the phrase refers to Jesus. Paul personifies sin as a tyrant, a dictator, who attempts to rule over believers. This phrase is Pauline shorthand for “died to sin’s authority.” The two usual interpretations given to Rom 6:6 specifically and the entire passage generally follow an errant trajectory that leads to the debate between the eradicationists (who argue that our sin nature is eradicated at conversion) and the counteractionists (who argue that our sin nature must be counteracted with the divine nature indwelling believers). In the context of Rom 6, to be “dead to sin” does not have anything to do with one’s sin nature. Both the eradicationists and the counteractionists are wrong. What has been changed at conversion that causes believers to be “dead to sin” is not their sin nature, but their relationship to sin. Sin no longer has authority over the Christian. Because of what Christ has done on the cross and our union with Him, we are now dead to sin’s authority. But our “deadness” does not preclude our ability to choose to sin as believers, as Rom 6:12-14 makes perfectly clear.
Now the point is this: the metaphorical concept of “dead” in Romans 6 simply cannot be understood to mean total inability. To counter that the context of Romans 6 is about the life of the believer while the context of Eph 2:1 is the state of the unbeliever changes nothing. The point still remains: the metaphorical use of “dead” in Scripture simply does not inculcate all the nuances that a literal use of “dead” conveys.
Part of what it means to be “dead” is to be unbelieving. How can one have a new heart (regeneration) apart from faith? To be “dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph 2:1) need not be understood that the unsaved are so depraved that they have no capacity to understand and/or respond to God. After all, Eph 2:8-9 does state that their salvation is “through faith.” One might argue, as many Calvinists do, that the faith in Eph 2:8-9 is given by God prior to or concomitant with salvation understood as conversion, but here also this exegetical approach runs into problems. It faces a grammatical problem because “faith” is a feminine noun in Greek and “this” is neuter. This makes it next to impossible that “faith” is the antecedent of “this.” It also faces a syntactical problem because three compliments follow the “this”: 1) not of yourselves, 2) God’s gift, and 3) not of works. As some have pointed out, to connect faith with the first two in some sense is perhaps possible, but not with the third. Otherwise, one winds up with redundancy and tautology (the gift which God gave is a gift) since faith and works are already contrasted. Better, as most exegetes take Eph 2:8-9, is to construe “this” with the entire preceding clause or sentence (2:1-7).
Some Calvinists argue that regeneration logically precedes faith and that faith is a part of conversion, but not a part of the initial act of regeneration. In this approach, faith is a part of the effects of regeneration, not the condition for regeneration. However, the Scripture is replete with passages making faith the condition for regeneration, not the result or effect of regeneration. The will to believe in Christ is the free decision of a sinner, but it is a decision that cannot be made without the prior tandem work of the Holy Spirit and the Word of God.
According to the Bible, the unsaved who are spiritually dead have the ability to:
Act in accordance with conscience (Gen. 3:7)
Hear God (Gen. 3:10-13)
Respond to God (Gen. 3:10-13)64
Repent of sins (Luke 15:18-19)65
Seek God (John 3)
Fear God (Acts 10:2)
Pray to God (Acts 10:2)66
Had prayers and alms recognized by God (Acts 10:4, 31)
Know the truth about God (Rom. 1:18-20)
Perceive God’s invisible attributes (Rom. 1:18-20)
But some Calvinists point out that in Ephesians 2, faith does not occur until verse 8, but the first work of God to make us alive is verse 5. Hence regeneration precedes faith. Not so fast!! There are two problems with this. First, does the faith of v. 8 follow v. 5? Does faith follow our seating in heavenly places in v. 6? Does faith follow our future glorification in v.7? Of course it does not. Second, the context for the perfect tense of v. 5 suggests a broader definition which includes regeneration. If regeneration is a part of salvation and if faith logically precedes salvation, it also logically precedes regeneration.
One can see the absurdity of Shedd’s attempt to defend regeneration preceding faith in the trenchant comments of Roy Aldrich:
For example, Shedd says: ‘The Calvinist maintains that faith is wholly from God, being one of the effects of regeneration.’ This results in a strange plan of salvation. Because the sinner cannot believe, he is instructed to perform the following duties: 1. Read and hear the divine Word. 2. Give serious application of the mind to the truth. 3. Pray for the gift of the Holy Spirit for conviction and regeneration. Thus an unscriptural doctrine of total depravity leads to an unscriptural and inconsistent plan of salvation. Doubtless the sinner is ‘dead in trespasses and sins’ (Eph. 2:1b). If this means that regeneration must precede faith, then it must also mean that regeneration must precede all three of the pious duties Shedd outlines for the lost. A doctrine of total depravity that excludes the possibility of faith must also exclude the possibilities of ‘hearing the word,’ ‘giving serious application to divine truth,’ and ‘praying for the Holy Spirit for conviction and regeneration.’ The extreme Calvinist deals with a lively spiritual corpse after all. If the corpse has enough vitality to read the Word, and heed the message, and pray for conviction, perhaps it can also believe.67
Calvinists sometimes miss what John Calvin himself said about this text: “[Paul] does not mean that faith is the gift of God, but that salvation is given to us by God, or, that we obtain it by the gift of God.”68 The Greek scholar A.T. Robertson pointed out that in the Greek,
“Grace” is God’s part, “faith” ours. And that (kai touto) [is] neuter [in gender], not feminine (taute), and so refers not to pistis [pisteos—“faith,” feminine] or to charis [charity—“grace,” feminine also], but to the act of being saved by grace [sesosmenoi] conditioned on faith on our part.69
Man cannot exercise saving faith on his own apart from enabling grace. But the very nature of faith itself means one can do otherwise than believe. It is not true that man’s free will unassisted by enabling grace is sufficient to believe. To accuse non-Calvinists of this is a straw man. The question is whether God sovereignly chose to create humanity with the ability to exercise faith and whether God restores that ability by enabling grace for all apart from selective regeneration.70
Philosophically, a “principal” cause is an efficient cause which produces an effect by virtue of its own power. An “instrumental” cause is an efficient cause which produces an effect by virtue of the power of another cause.71 When it comes to salvation in Eph 2:8-9, the Scripture indicates that grace is the principal cause and faith is the instrumental cause of salvation. One might illustrate this from the following syllogism:
1. “Through faith” is the instrumental cause of “made alive.”
2. Instrumental cause necessarily precedes its effect.
3. Therefore, faith precedes regeneration.
The only place an effect can precede its cause is in Star Trek.
Calvinists smuggle the notion of inability to believe into the meaning of “dead” in Eph 2:1-3. They then interpret faith as a direct gift of God given only to the elect. Faith is indeed a gift of God but not in the sense that God only gave the gift to some. Faith is a gift because it affords man the capacity to believe, the possibility to believe, the content of belief, the persuasion of truth, and the enabling to believe.72 The theological contention “faith is a gift of God” is not coextensive with the grammatical contention “faith” is the antecedent of “this” in Eph 2:8-9. The latter would prove the former, but the theological point does not depend only on the grammatical line of evidence. Any understanding of the grammar and syntax admits the possibility that faith is a gift; at issue is whether the grammar here proves or even addresses it.73
Wallace, in his Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, provides a summary of the views on the connection between grace and faith in Eph 2:8-9:
1. Grace as antecedent
2. Faith as antecedent
3. Adverbial rendering without an antecedent – “and at that; and especially”
4. Grace by faith Salvation as conceptual antecedent74
Paul’s repetition of “by grace you are saved” makes the antecedent clear. It is a summary of his main thought in 2:1-7. He reintroduces this clause at the beginning of v. 8 by means of the Greek conjunction gar, translated “for.”
In conclusion with respect to Eph 2:1-10, one enters into regeneration through the doorway of faith – not the reverse. The issue boils down to what one believes “faith” is and how it is exercised by the human subject. If the human will is not somehow actively involved from beginning to end in the activity of faith, then man is a mere inactive object when he is regenerated. This is what some Calvinists in fact affirm. Furthermore, faith is non-meritorious. Salvation by faith does not stand in contradiction to salvation by grace. The Calvinist seems to be saying: “if by faith (not given directly by God), then by works and not by grace.” The Scriptures teach: “by faith, not by works, but by grace.” As Rom 4:16 states: “It is of faith that it might be according to grace.” Faith is the condition for receiving salvation, not the ground for it. The atonement of Christ on the cross is the ground for salvation. Therefore the exercise of faith on the part of the sinner does not logically entail either 1) faith is a work, or 2) faith is meritorious.
If a man were regenerated before faith, at the point of regeneration he would be a regenerated unbeliever. If a man believes and is not regenerated he would be a believing unregenerate. When viewed chronologically, it is difficult to find a nanosecond of a difference between faith and regeneration. Regeneration as an act of God on the human soul occurs in the nano-second one believes. The notion of “regeneration before faith,” temporally and/or logically, is a flawed concept, as some Calvinists have themselves argued.75 At the very least, faith is logically antecedent to regeneration.
Passages in the Bible which Indicate Faith Logically Precedes Regeneration76
L. S. Chafer noted there are about 115 passages that condition salvation on believing alone, and about 35 that condition it simply on faith.77 Consider the following out of many that could be presented:78
“Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” So they said, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved . . . .” (Acts 16:30-31)
If you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved. With the heart one believes, resulting in righteousness, and with the mouth one confesses, resulting in salvation. (Romans 10:9-10)
For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. (Rom 10:13)
So then faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the message about Christ. (Romans 10:17)
In Him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation --- in Him when you believed ---- were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit. (Ephesians 1:13).79
Problematic Issues
1. If we say regeneration precedes faith, then what about the issue of understanding the gospel? Are we regenerated and given faith without understanding the gospel? How can we believe without knowing what we believe in? God saves (regenerates) those who believe. He does not cause them to believe after already having been regenerated.
2. If we say regeneration precedes faith, then what is the role of the Word of God in regeneration? The preparatory work on God’s part necessary for anyone to be saved is found in God’s call through the preaching of the gospel which involves either 1) some concept of enabling grace, or 2) the notion of a sufficient calling. If regeneration precedes faith, then what of Romans 10:17 – “Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God.”
3. The Calvinist suggests that regeneration precedes faith because a sinner cannot have faith apart from regeneration. This suggests that the Spirit’s conviction, revelation of truth about Christ, and the Word itself, is not powerful enough to enable a faith response. What about the Spirit convicting the world of sin and judgment? Whenever the Word of God is preached, the Spirit is at work.
4. If faith is not a work (meritorious) after regeneration, why is it a work before regeneration? It is still man’s faith either way. Faith is never a work in Scripture. “This is the work of God that you believe . . . .” John 6:29. John 12:36 states that “while you have the light, believe in the light, in order that you may become sons of light.” Notice here one becomes a son of light after one believes.
5. According to Calvinists, the external call of the gospel can be rejected but it cannot be accepted by the non-elect and the effectual call cannot be rejected but it must be accepted by the elect. But this is nowhere stated in Scripture. It would be better to speak about the preaching of the gospel as a “sufficient” call. God’s sufficient call brings people to a place where they can make a choice. When they believe, God’s sufficient call becomes God’s effectual call. “The efficacious call is the consummation of salvation for all who believe rather than the initiation in order for some to believe.”80
6. There is a difference in saying that faith is forced upon a person against his will and that regeneration is forced on a person either apart from or against his will. Calvinism denies the former but it appears must affirm the latter. The elect are regenerated by God in contradiction to their fallen nature and apart from their will. Once regenerated, the person has no more option not to believe than he had not to be regenerated. He had no choice in being regenerated and after regeneration has no choice not to exercise faith.
Spurgeon said that Arminianism marries Christ to a bride he did not choose.81 I say Calvinism marries Christ in a shotgun wedding to a bride who did not have the choice to turn down his proposal. As Ken Keathley rightly noted: “God’s call may not be irresistible, but it is unavoidable (Acts 17:30-31).”82
Historical Considerations
Prior to the Reformation, it seems no one in church history advocated regeneration preceding faith, including Augustine,83 the Council of Orange,84 and Aquinas.85 Most 16th century reformers did not affirm the concept of regeneration preceding faith, including Luther,86 Calvin,87 and Beza.88 In the 17th century, Canon III-12 of the Synod of Dort appears to support the concept of regeneration causing faith.89 But even many Calvinists in the 18th and 19th centuries rejected this notion, such as Jonathan Edwards,90 and Spurgeon.91 J. I. Packer noted “many seventeenth century Reformed theologians equated regeneration with effectual calling and conversion with regeneration. . . ; later Reformed theology has defined regeneration more narrowly, as the implanting of the ‘seed’ from which faith and repentance spring (1 John 3:9) in the course of effectual calling.”92
One of the theological issues that is driving the regeneration precedes faith issue is the position of many Paedobaptists who deny the necessity of the use of the means of the Word or preaching in regeneration. The operative word here is “necessity.” These men don’t deny the use of means, but they do deny its necessity. One sees this expressed in the writings of W. G. T. Shedd and Berkhof, and more recently in the writings of Sproul. Shedd, Berkhof and Sproul attempt to justify their view of the regeneration of infant children of believing parents to whom the covenant blessings have been given. Obviously, if infants are in some sense regenerated, this must take place apart from the instrumentality of the Word of God and preaching.93
Many Reformed Baptists bought into this error as is evidenced by the anti-evangelism and anti-missionary stance of the “Primitive” or “Hardshell” Baptists of the 19th and 20th centuries. What is of interest here is that the Reformed Confession of Dort appears to deny the possibility of regeneration apart from the use of the means of the Word of God through preaching, but Westminster affirms that children of elect parents can be saved without hearing the gospel and that “other elect persons who are incapable of being outwardly called by the ministry of the Word” can be regenerated.94 But even so, Westminster does not describe any work of the Holy Spirit prior to faith as “regeneration.” Even more interesting is the fact that the Baptist Second London Confession of 1689 (Article X) does not affirm regeneration preceding faith and expressly insists that the new birth is effected by the instrumental cause of the Word of God coupled with the Spirit of God as the efficient cause.95
The great puritan Stephen Charnock wrote prodigiously on the subject of the use of the Word of God as an instrument of regeneration.96 Charnock did not advocate regeneration preceding faith, and strongly affirmed “that the gospel is the instrument whereby God brings the soul forth in new birth.”
Daniel Fiske may have summed it up the best when he wrote:
In regenerating men, God in some respects acts directly and immediately on the soul, and in some respects He acts in connection with and by means of the truth. He does not regenerate them by the truth alone, and he does not regenerate them without the truth. His mediate and His immediate influences cannot be distinguished by consciousness, nor can their respective spheres be accurately determined by reason.97
The historical record indicates that even early Southern Baptist Calvinist theologians were not in agreement on the issue of regeneration preceding faith. For example, observe the difference between James P. Boyce and John L. Dagg on the subject. Boyce stated:
Regeneration precedes faith. Logically the enabling act of God must, in a creature, precede the act of the creature thus enabled. But this logical antecedence involves actual antecedence, or the best conceptions of our mind deceive us and are not reliable. For this logical antecedence exists only because the mind observes plainly a perceived dependence of the existence of the one on the other. But such dependence demands, if not causal, at least antecedent existence. Here it is only antecedent. . . . There is not only antecedence, but in some cases an appreciable interval. This must be true of all infants. There is no reason why it should not be true of some heathen.”98
John L. Dagg stated:
Faith is necessary to the Christian character; and must therefore precede regeneration, when this is understood in its widest sense. Even in the restricted sense, in which it denotes the beginning of the spiritual life, faith, in the sense in which James [2:17] uses the term, may precede.99
Boyce affirms both a logical and a temporal antecedence of regeneration before faith. Dagg asserts at the very least a logical antecedence of faith before regeneration, and probably a temporal antecedence as well.
Conclusion
Three conclusions are in order:
1) There is no Biblical text that connects faith and regeneration in a grammatical structure that prescribes an order that supports regeneration preceding faith. Nor is there any statement in Scripture which precludes faith preceding regeneration.
2) There are biblical texts connecting faith and regeneration that support faith preceding regeneration.
3) There are texts that would seem to preclude the possibility of regeneration preceding faith.
There is no scripture anywhere that directly says regeneration precedes faith. That is a theological deduction made by some Calvinists that is driven more by their system than it is by Scripture. The Scripture says things like “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you shall be saved,” as Paul said to the Philippian jailor in Acts 16.
Many Reformed theologians have attempted to place regeneration before faith in an effort to safeguard the notion that totally depraved sinners cannot come to God by faith apart from divine initiative. As Demarest rightly noted, the power that brings sinners to salvation “inheres in the Spirit’s effectual call rather than in the new birth itself. . . . Logically speaking, the called according to God’s purposes convert, and so are regenerated. Not only is this position biblical, but we avoid the difficulty of positing, logically at least, that regeneration precedes personal belief in the Gospel, repentance from sin, and wholehearted trust in Christ.”100
Methodist theologian Thomas Oden gets the final word: “God’s love and grace are the originating causes of salvation. The atoning death of Christ is the meritorious cause. The Spirit of God is the efficient cause. The Word of God is the instrumental cause. Faith is the conditional cause. The glory of God is the final cause.”101 Regeneration does not precede faith.
Soli Deo Gloria!
* * * * *
What Were the Early SBC Leaders’ View of Salvation?
A View from the Mountains
Emir Caner, Ph.D.
Revival Fires
Unforgettable. Such is the description of the first time I walked into a Southern Baptist church. On a cool fall evening in the early 1980s, I was invited to the Stelzer Road Baptist Church in Columbus, Ohio, for their biannual revival. The evangelist for the protracted, week-long meeting was a country preacher from the mountains of Kentucky whose preaching and demeanor were typical of the time. A blend of thunderous passion with simple exposition, Brother Joe, as he was called, heralded an intensely personal message pointed directly at me. He seemed a bit eccentric to me at the time, especially by his attire. Driving an old green car that resembled a boat more than an automobile, Brother Joe filled the back seat of his vehicle with suits he would wear as the circuit-riding evangelist crisscrossed the country hundreds of days a year. But one thing remained the same – he always wore red socks representing the blood of Jesus.
The revival meetings were also characteristic of revival services which had taken place for more than two centuries in Baptist life. The congregation loved to sing and frequently spoke back to the preacher. Often, the preacher walked up and down the aisle during his sermon as he spoke to the flock. The climax of the service was the altar call, a time in which anyone inquiring about the Lord was welcome to do business with Him. God waited eagerly, the evangelist would say, to have a conversation with you regarding your everlasting soul. Quickly the steps to the pulpit turned into a place where sinners were introduced to Christ, and believers pleaded for the souls of men. It was there at that simple church through a simple country preacher where heaven met earth, and my soul was saved.
What I did not realize at the time was that I had walked into an era forgotten by most churches, which had institutionalized their meetings. For most Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians by the mid-twentieth century, revival meetings were eradicated and churches went back to normal. As I learned in seminary years later, church historians pointed to the Second Great Awakening, led by Charles Finney (AD 1792-1875), as the progenitor of such revivals. But the more I studied Baptist history, the more I recognized that what I had experienced that night some thirty years ago was not the invention of Finney but was part of the heritage of the Sandy Creek movement. The Sandy Creek movement began nearly forty years before Finney’s birth. Its founder, Shubal Stearns, practiced innovative evangelism methods long before Finney.
One such revival meeting in 1760 demonstrates well how these Separatists used means to draw men and women to Christ:
At the close of the sermon, the minister would come down from the pulpit and while singing a suitable hymn would go around among the brethren shaking hands. The hymn being sung, he would then extend an invitation to such persons as felt themselves poor guilty sinners, and were anxiously inquiring the way of salvation, to come forward and kneel near the stand, or if they preferred, they could kneel at their seats, proffering to unite with them in prayer for their conversion…After prayer, singing, and exhortation, prolonged according to circumstances, the congregation would be dismissed to meet again at night…for preaching or prayer meeting. They held afternoon or night meetings during the week. In these night meetings, there would occasionally be preaching, but generally they were only for prayer, praise, and exhortation, and direct personal conversation with those who might be concerned about their soul’s salvation.102
In some of those evening services, the preacher would not even preach. He would simply inquire regarding the state of the listeners’ souls. Can you imagine an entire service dedicated to people who are considering, like Cornelius, their own soul?
While preachers from the First Great Awakening such as Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield may not have given the equivalent of an altar call, Sandy Creek Baptists, to whom Southern Baptists owe much of their heritage, dedicated themselves to such personal invitations to Christ long before Finney’s revivals perfected such altar calls. These revival meetings and altar calls have been in our bloodstream for two hundred and fifty years. However, it seems we are undergoing a spiritual transfusion today, with new, more refined blood replacing the old stream. But it is revival fires that not only can see souls saved but unify a convention struggling with its theological moorings. Perhaps we should take heed of the words of the founder of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, B. H. Carroll (1843-1914), who pleaded that his students would preach Christ to all men, especially in a day of theological struggle:
It was a time of strong doctrine, and many Baptists were hyper-Calvinists in their views. But Leland himself tells us how one day, while preaching, ‘his soul got into the gospel trade winds,’ which so filled his spiritual sails that he forgot about election and reprobation, and so preached Christ to sinners that many accepted him as their Saviour and Lord. And, oh, I would to God that his people now, like old John Leland of long ago, would get into the gospel trade winds and bear away with flaming canvas the everlasting gospel to earth’s remotest bounds!103
When revival comes, we will not be caught in examining theological minutiae but busy seeing souls saved and baptized.
Two Baptists, Three Opinions:
A Chronology of Theological Struggle and Maturation (1740-1820)
Baptists in Colonial America were a small group, one that seemed to be insignificant compared to the size of other denominations like the Puritans/Congregationalists of New England or the Anglicans of the South.104 Most influential among Baptists in the North were those of the newly formed Philadelphia Baptist Association (PBA) in 1707. This association was well organized and well defined both in its theology and scope, adhering to the English Particular confession known as the Second London Confession (1689). With a strong Calvinistic confession of faith, the association set out to influence other Baptists, sending out missionaries like John Gano (1727-1804) to convince churches of the truths of Calvinism. Gano, who was raised Presbyterian and attended Princeton University, experienced a deeply personal conversion and eventually became the pastor of the First Baptist Church of the City of New York. An ardent supporter of the so-called “doctrines of grace,” Gano was famous for visiting General Baptist churches and using church polity to win the church over to Reformed doctrine. As historian W. Wiley Richards explains, “[He] would visit a General Baptist church, call it into business session, inquire about the conversion experience of the members, exclude the unregenerate, and reconstitute the purged membership into a Particular Baptist Church.”105 In time, Baptist associations were also convinced to affirm a Reformed theology. Entire associations of churches adopted the Philadelphia Confession of Faith include the following:
· Kentucky: Salem, Long Run, and Tates Creek
· North Carolina: Broad River and Big Ivy
· Tennessee: Holston
· Virginia: Ketocton106
By the beginning of the eighteenth century, it seemed clear that the theological flavor of the day was born out of Particular Baptists in England.
However, a closer examination of early Baptist life, before the formation of the Southern Baptist Convention in 1845, is far more complex than such a conclusion. First, even associations that adopted that the Philadelphia Confession of Faith modified the document in its theological rigor. The Tates Creek Association, which adopted the Reformed confession in 1793, demanded such a document to be non-binding. They wrote:
We agree to receive the Regular Baptist Confession of Faith; but to prevent it usurping a tyrannical power over the conscience of any, we do not mean that every person is to be bound to the strict observance of everything therein contained; yet that it holds forth the essential truths of the gospel, and the doctrine of Salvation by Jesus Christ, and free, unmerited grace alone, ought to be believed by every Christian, and maintained by every minister of the gospel. And that we do believe in these doctrines relative to the Trinity; the divinity of Christ; the sacred authority of the Scriptures; the universal depravity of human nature’ the total inability of men to help themselves, without the aid of divine grace; the necessity of repentance toward God and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.107
This association, while generally affirming much of Reformed doctrine, also affirmed that diversity on some issues must be accepted and that the confession could not be used as a “tyrannical power.” Additionally, the statement above is a far simpler statement than the Philadelphia Confession of Faith. Finally, the statement completely avoids any discussion of election.
The Reformed definition of election was particularly troubling to those birthed out of a Sandy Creek (Separatist) heritage. Historian George Washington Paschal explained that another association that generally affirmed the Philadelphia Confession of Faith, the Broad River Association, demanded an acceptance of theological variety concerning election:
In the Broad River several of the leading Baptist ministers were ardent Calvinists and champions of the Doctrine of Election, and in general were Regular Baptists, accepting in full the Philadelphia Confession and Articles of Faith based upon it; on the other hand, the three churches that came to the French Broad from the Holston Association and their ministers had a Separate Baptist heritage, and like Shubal Stearns thought the New Testament a sufficient confession of faith, and like him, refused to accept Higher Calvinism and the Doctrine of Election, and were classed as Arminians and Free Willers. Probably, it was among the ministers and leaders rather than among the members generally that this difference was most pronounced, and it was less marked in some churches than in others…All of the leading spirits were Calvinistic, but there were many minds that revolted at the sterner aspects of Calvinism. Men generally held to the idea of moral free agency.108
Like Broad River, the Yadkin Baptist Association, a Separate Baptist group in North Carolina, affirmed a confession after the explicit denial of particular election. The scope of the atonement was originally stated, “We believe in the doctrine of particular election by grace.” The minutes, preserved by the American Baptist Historical Society, plainly illustrate that the word “particular” was erased after discussion.109 The Big Ivy Association, too, was greatly troubled by the Particular view of election and would only affirm the Philadelphia Confession of Faith after the doctrine of election was removed. The acceptance of the Philadelphia Confession of Faith in 1829 came with this caveat: “16. None of the above-named articles shall be so construed as to hold with Particular and Eternal Election and Reprobation, or so as to make God partial, either directly or indirectly, so as to injure any of the children of men.”110
Of course, the discussion above has not even taken into consideration those associations that affirmed confessions of faith other than the Calvinistic Philadelphia Confession of Faith. In 1785, the Elkhorn Association in Kentucky affirmed the First London Confession, a more moderately Calvinistic document, believing it contained “a system of the evangelical doctrines agreeable to the gospel of Christ, which we do heartily believe in and receive.”111 In 1801, the Green River Association of Kentucky, which was accused by Regular Baptists of being Arminian, put together their own simple confession of faith. It states:
3. We believe in the fall of Adam, and the imputation of his sin to his posterity, the corruption of human nature, and the impotency of man to recover himself by his own free will ability. 4. We believe that sinners are justified in the sight of God only by the righteousness of Christ imputed to them.112
In 1809, Jesse Mercer (1769-1841), the famed Calvinist of Georgia that founded the college that holds his name, presented the Second London/Charleston Confession, but the Hephzibah Baptist Association in Georgia rejected it, instead choosing not to adopt a confession.113
No wonder, then, why John Leland (1754-1841), the American Baptist minister who adamantly opposed slavery and stood for religious liberty, explained at the end of the eighteenth century:
I conclude that the eternal purposes of God and the freedom of the human will are both truths, and it is a matter of fact that the preaching that has been most blessed of God and most profitable to men is the doctrine of sovereign grace in the salvation of souls, mixed with a little of what is called Arminianism.114
Nearly twenty years later, Leland composed a hymn that seems to invite sinners to pray what is now called a Sinner’s Prayer: “Sinners, hear your God and Saviour, Hear his gracious voice to-day; Turn from all your vain behaviour, O repent, return, and pray; Open now your hearts before him, Bid the Saviour welcome in, O receive and glad adore him, Take a full discharge from sin.”115 Calvinism had risen to prominence through the Philadelphia Baptist Association and had gained an audience across much of the South. But by the end of the century, due to revivalistic beliefs, the confession was rejected at least in part. In its stead, Baptists in the nineteenth century embraced a simple Biblicism, one that was to be viewed through the lens of the Second Great Awakening and a new missionary movement in its infancy. And it would be that generation which would birth the people called Southern Baptists.
Transition and Tumult (1820-1845): A Gospel Worthy of All Acceptation
At the turn of the century, two movements arose that both tempered Calvinism as well as flamed the fires of evangelism: the rise of the modern missionary movement and the unification of the Regular and Separate Baptists. First, the modern missionary movement was born out of the hearts of Particular Baptists William Carey and Andrew Fuller. The later published his work, The Gospel Worthy of All Acceptation, in 1786, transitioning English Calvinism into a more missiological model. That was especially the case in 1801 when Fuller, after debating with a General Baptist, revised his book, proclaiming a general atonement and indefinite invitations. He writes,
If the atonement of Christ were considered as the literal payment of a debt – if the measure of his sufferings were according to the number of those for whom he died, and to the degree of their guilt…it might be inconsistent with the indefinite invitations…But it would be equally inconsistent with the free forgiveness of sin, and with sinners being directed to apply for mercy as supplicants, rather than as claimants….If the atonement of Christ excludes a part of mankind in the same sense as it excludes fallen angels, why is the gospel addressed to the one any more than the other? The message of wisdom is addressed to men, and not to devils. The former are invited to the gospel supper, but the latter are not. These facts afford proof that Christ, by his death, opened a door of hope to sinners of the human race as sinners; affording a ground for their being invited, without distinction, to believe and be saved.116
Additionally, Fuller articulated that faith is not a gift from God, but the responsibility of man. He writes in Gospel Worthy, “If faith in Christ be the duty of the ungodly, it must of course follow that every sinner, whatever be his character, is completely warranted to trust in the Lord Jesus Christ for the salvation of his soul.”117 Finally, Fuller rejects Total Depravity as articulated by some of his contemporary High Calvinists. He states, “If by total Mr. B. means unable in every respect, I grant I do not think man is, in that sense, totally unable to believe in Christ.”118 Fuller broadened the atonement and demanded the response of sinners.
Regardless of how to categorize Fuller, there is no question that he wore his theological struggles openly and his theological views developed. Baptists in America, themselves struggling with theological definition on predestination and election at the beginning of the nineteenth century, appreciated his transparency. Fuller’s debate with Arminian Daniel Taylor, the General Baptist who saw revival ensue in his New Connexion group, was published for all to see. Fuller readily admitted that as a Particular Baptist, he could not answer the arguments of Taylor. Fuller states, “I tried to answer my opponent…but I could not. I found not merely his reasonings, but the Scriptures themselves, standing in my way.”119 Thus, Fuller modified his view from particular atonement to general atonement, as Peter Morden demonstrates in his dissertation, Offering Christ to the World:
Fuller both clarified and modified his theology of salvation between the years 1785 and 1801, years in which this theology was a crucial motor for change in
the life of the Particular Baptist denomination. The most important change was his shift from a limited to a general view of the atonement during his dispute with the Evangelical Arminian Dan Taylor.120
The maturation of Fuller’s faith would be borne out on Baptists in America as well.
During the same time as Fuller’s theological struggle, Baptists in America, attempting to unite into one movement, were working out their own theological maturation. Regular Baptists (Calvinists) argued, as one chronicler recollects, “Separates were not sufficiently explicit in their principle, having never published or sanctioned any confession faith; and that they kept within their communion many who were professed Arminians.”121 Separatists responded, “[It is] better to bear with some diversity of opinion in doctrines, than to break with men.”122 In 1801, Regular and Separate Baptists in two associations in Kentucky joined together for the sake of the Gospel. Their terms of union demanded fidelity to “the infallible Word of God” and simple Biblicism. The plan of the newly formed United Baptists included eleven principles “that by nature we are fallen and depraved creatures” and “that the preaching (that) Christ tasted death for every man, shall be no bar to communion.”123 As Dr. W. Wiley Richards concluded: “In the Terms of Union adopted in 1801, the doctrines of election and extent of the atonement were omitted from the eleven brief articles. Concerning depravity, it makes the simple assertion that humans are fallen and depraved creatures.”124 Irresistible grace is nowhere to be found; only eternal security is stipulated clearly. Article five states, “That the saints will finally persevere through grace to glory.”125
While unity among many Baptists occurred, there were still deep divisions between Separate Baptists, who mocked tenets of Calvinism such as unconditional election, and Regular Baptists, who excluded general atonement ministers from associations.126 Ironically, the one common denominator for missionary Calvinists and non-Calvinists alike was the protracted revival meetings, the means of converting the sinner. One historian writes:
This most important type of revival service for Baptists was the protracted meeting. This was a revival in which generally several ministers preached for an extended period. With preaching only once a month, church began to depend on the annual protracted meeting for revival, usually in August and September when the farmers had the most leisure, for spiritual rejuvenation and the gathering of converts. The annual revival became so important that many churches and pastors expected no conversions except in that period. S. E. Jones, pastor at Murfreesboro, claimed that some preachers ‘think that the gospel is a sort of a dead thing, and that the Holy Ghost is incapable of operating except once a year.’127
Neither Calvinist nor Arminian but Baptist:
The New Hampshire Confession and the Rise of the Southern Baptist Zion128
About a decade before the formation of the Southern Baptist Convention, Baptists in New Hampshire were about to write what would become the most disseminated confession in the history of Baptist life in America.129 This document would serve as the predecessor of the Baptist Faith and Message. The doctrine was so unique that longtime Southwestern Seminary theologian James Leo Garrett explains, “One can conclude that the label ‘moderately Arminian’ would be as accurate as the term ‘moderately Calvinistic.’”130 Another writer asserts, “Calvinism and Arminianism are almost ignored.”131
According to Dr. Richard Land, the New Hampshire Confession (1833) solidified the fact that the Sandy Creek soteriology, with its skepticism towards Calvinistic interpretations of particular redemption, unconditional election, and irresistible grace, was now the majoritarian view of early Southern Baptists.132 While there were and are classical Calvinists in Southern Baptist life – men like P. H. Mell (1814-1888) who served as president of the SBC for a record seventeen years133 – they were not and are not the “melody” but the “harmony.”134
The New Hampshire Confession can be best described as a simple Biblicism that unites doctrines of Scripture without philosophical speculation. While some may find it ambiguous in its rendering, many Baptists found it refreshing in its uncomplicated articles. For example, compare Article III, “Of the Fall of Man,” with the Philadelphia Confession of Faith, “On the Fall of Man”:
Philadelphia Confession of Faith (1742)
They being the root, and by God's appointment, standing in the room and stead of all mankind, the guilt of the sin was imputed, and corrupted nature conveyed, to all their posterity descending from them by ordinary generation, being now conceived in sin, and by nature children of wrath, the servants of sin, the subjects of death, and all other miseries, spiritual, temporal, and eternal, unless the Lord Jesus set them free… From this original corruption, whereby we are utterly indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, and wholly inclined to all evil, do proceed all actual transgressions.135
New Hampshire Confession (1833)
We believe that man was created in holiness, under the law of his Maker, but by voluntary transgression fell from that holy and happy state; in consequence of which all mankind are now sinners, not by constraint but choice;…positively inclined to evil.136
The difference is not merely in the articles themselves, but in distinct articles omitted from the New Hampshire Confession, including the following soteriological articles:
1.Of God’s Decree
2.Of Divine Providence
3.Of God’s Covenant
4.Of Effectual Calling
5.Of Adoption
6.Of the Gospel, and of the Extent of the Grace Thereof
In its place, the New Hampshire Confession places heavy emphasis on a new article: “Of the Freeness of Salvation.” The statement sets the 1833 confession apart for its importance to Baptists who at the very least believed in human responsibility if not libertarian will. Article VI states:
We believe that the blessings of salvation are made free to all by the gospel; that it is the immediate duty of all to accept them by a cordial penitent, and obedient faith; and that nothing prevents the salvation of the greatest sinner on earth, but his own inherent depravity and voluntary rejection of the gospel; which rejection involves him in an aggravated condemnation.137
The confession, quoting different Scriptures, references Matthew 23:37 as a defense of the article, the passage where Jesus cries out to Jerusalem and His desire for her, yet she was not willing.
With the confession gaining prominence across the South, many churches and associations began adopting the statement. In 1843, three associations in Tennessee affirmed the new confession’s article on the freeness of salvation and then articulated that none of the articles adopted were to be “construed in their meaning as to hold with the doctrine of particular, eternal and unconditional election and reprobation.”138 Two years later, the Sandy Creek movement adopted a new confession of faith at the same time as the Southern Baptist Convention was formed. The confession was a near replica of the New Hampshire Confession, with the exception of excluding two articles (“Of Repentance and Faith” and “Of Sanctification”). The new Declaration of Faith (1845) was different than the 1816 confession that spoke of effectual calling and election from eternity. Like the New Hampshire Confession, the new Sandy Creek confession affirmed in full the “freeness of salvation.” The discussion of election, under the article “Of God’s Purpose of Grace,” is now “consistent with the free agency of man.”139
Early Southern Baptist Leaders and Their Views
A closer look into Baptist history demonstrates that Baptists perpetually struggled with theological complexities, especially that of Calvinism. But by the beginning of the Southern Baptist Convention, the stage was set for diversity among the people who would be called Southern Baptists. In terms of Reformed doctrine of salvation, it was acceptable to question all of the classical points of Calvinism with one exception – eternal security. And while Baptists agreed with our Reformed brethren on the basic definition, the intricacies of even this doctrine were debated. Thus, Southern Baptists did not move away from Calvinism due to the experiential viewpoint of Southern Seminary president E. Y. Mullins at the beginning of the twentieth century. As Baptists matured in their faith, they had questioned, rejected, or redefined much of Calvinistic doctrine since the pinnacle of Calvinism in the mid-eighteenth century. They sought and demanded a simple faith, one based in their hope for revival.
A simple survey of the early Southern Baptist landscape will evidence its divergence away from Reformed doctrines either in part or substantively. First, there were obviously those who held to a classical Calvinism. James P. Boyce (1827-1888), one of the founders of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in 1859, was a strict Calvinist. Boyce believed wholeheartedly in his theological system and wanted to convert others towards his theology, believing it would benefit the churches and even bring about revival. His good friend and co-founder of the Seminary, John Broadus, recollected about students entering the new seminary: “Though the young men were generally rank Arminians when they came to the Seminary, few went through [Boyce’s] course without being converted to his strong Calvinistic views.”140 The new seminary, located in Greenville, South Carolina, was ground zero for Reformed theology. Basil Manly Sr., one of its professors and a leader within the Charleston/Particular tradition, explained, “The number of the elect is, to the mind of God, necessarily definite and certain.”141 Other examples of strict Calvinism include J. L. Dagg, Southern Baptists’ first writing theologian, and Jesse Mercer, president of the Georgia Baptist Convention for its first nineteen years (1822-1841). It is clear that Calvinists found positions of prominence early and often organized Baptists into associations and state conventions.
Andrew Broaddus (1770-1848) was representative of a milder breed of Calvinists considered a Fullerite by his contemporaries. A contemporary biographer, Jeremiah Jeter, categorized as “moderately Calvinistic, agreeing, in the main, with those of Andrew Fuller.”142 While affirming faith is a gift from God and that election is not based on foreknowledge, Broaddus did advocate an unlimited atonement. He explained,
These remarks on the nature of the atonement, lead to the question as to its extent. And here I take occasion to say, that a consistent and scriptural view of this subject appears to lead to the conclusion, that the atonement is general in its nature and extent. As opening a way for the salvation of sinners, considered as sinners, it is general in its nature; and as being of sufficient value for the salvation of the world, it is general in its extent. At the same time, it may be proper to remark, that redemption considered as the result and application of the atonement, is limited, of course, to those who actually become the subjects of grace; in other words, to those who become believers in Jesus.143
Broaddus, like most other Baptists of his day, offered open invitations for sinners to lay hold of eternal life. His view of the atonement was most easily seen in these invitations where he would lead in a closing hymn, saying, “Come, my guilty brethren, come, groaning beneath your load of sin. His wounded hands shall make you room, His bleeding heart shall take you in. He calls you all, invites you home – Come, O my guilty brethren, come.”144
Still others recognized that while a mystery, free will, not coercion, is the reason for the conversion of the soul. J. L. Burrows (1814-1893), who attended the first Southern Baptist Convention in 1845 and succeeded Basil Manly Jr. as pastor of the First Baptist Church of Richmond, Virginia,145 stated, “Now, there is no coercion in conversion…A man is converted because he wishes to be. How the wish is created within his soul by the Holy Spirit and the truth we may not clearly comprehend. But all agree, Calvinist and Arminian alike, that every regenerated soul has desired and sought forgiveness.”146 B. H. Carroll stated likewise about free will, using the Sinner’s Prayer:
Absolutely without partiality, I say to one and all, whoever you are, sinful as you may be, in whatsoever social or financial grade you stand, man or woman, boy or girl, rich or poor, great or small, whoever will this day in your heart seek God and look to one who can save from sin, God will comfort you, your soul will be saved.
It is not an idle request. I mean that you thereby admit that you are a sinner. You admit that you need a Saviour. You intend by it that in your heart, not out loud with your mouth but that in your heart to-day you will simply think this prayer, “God be merciful to me a sinner.”147
Other influential leaders who moved away from Calvinism include those of the Landmark movement, which emphasized the local church and Baptist distinctives and opposed any mixed communion with other paedobaptist denominations. J.M. Pendleton (1811-1891), arguably the most influential theologian of the nineteenth century whose Church Manual (1867) reproduced the New Hampshire Confession thus giving it prominence, denounced both Calvinism and Arminianism, explaining, “Presbyterians and Methodists will commune together and denounce each other’s Calvinism and Arminianism the next day, if not the next hour.”148 J. R. Graves (1820-1893), the most controversial figure of Landmarkism who served as editor of the Tennessee Baptist for 40 years, denounced eternal decrees, instead arguing, “God knew from the beginning who would believe. He determined to save those in all ages who would believe, and Christ died for these.”149
Still others attacked the Reformed doctrine of total depravity. Edwin C. Dargan (1852-1930), a renowned professor of homiletics and ecclesiological history at Southern Seminary beginning in 1892, defined total depravity, according to Richards, as “meaning that all of one’s faculties are more or less twisted out of shape by sin, affecting the whole of one’s nature.”150
Ultimately, it is revivalism that halted discussion over doctrinal differences. For example, in a revival at the First Baptist Church of Raleigh, North Carolina, in 1883, Thomas Skinner (1825-1905) preached a simple sermon on the love of God. He proclaimed to the congregation:
Oh! what a gospel it is, then, to be able to tell every man and woman, and every boy and girl, salvation may be yours, you may be saved, and this I will prove by four good reasons— 1. Because you are the work of God. 2. Because Jesus Christ died for you. 3. Because so many have been saved. 4. Because the Bible teaches us so.
If you were to make Christ’s forgiving love your own, there must be personal contact of soul with the loving heart of Christ. There must be the individual act of my own coming to Him, and as the old Puritans used to say, ‘my transacting’ with Him. . . . I can shut it out, sealing my heart love tight against it. I do shut it out unless, by my own conscious, personal act of trust I come to Him.151
Such simple Biblicism was seen throughout the South as revivals burst forth in the countryside. One contemporary account described a revival that occurred in Kentucky that stopped the theological infighting. It exclaimed:
The effect of the revival [1800], on Christians, was permanently good. It imbued them more deeply with the spirit of the Master, and gave them clearer views of the spirituality of religion. It turned their minds away from metaphysical abstractions about dogmas, and inspired a greater earnestness for spreading the gospel of salvation. They became more interested in sinners’ being ‘born again,’ than in determining the comparative orthodoxy of Calvin and Arminius; and were more desirous to promote love and harmony among brethren, than to discover indistinguishable shades of heterodoxy in each other’s creeds. The mere forms, of religious morals, ceremonies, and learning catechisms, gave way to a firm belief in the necessity of experimental religion.152
As this chapter draws to a close, there are at least five lessons we must learn from our past.
1.Revival may be our only hope for the Southern Baptist Convention and its future.
2.While Baptists debated many doctrines, eternal security is not negotiable.
3.Baptists historically moved away from Calvinism if we believed such doctrines could hurt evangelism and revival.
4.We cannot sacrifice the unity of a local church for the unity of a denomination.
5.We cannot abandon our heritage of evangelistic methods, including altar calls.
A Final Example through Melody:
Sometimes a Song Better Expresses the Soul than a Sermon
William Walker (1809-1875) – also known as “Singing Billy” – was an American Baptist made famous for his shape-note hymnal sung in three part harmony. “Amazing Grace,” America’s most well known song written by John Newton, owes its modern-day tune and popularity to William Walker. His songbook, The Southern Harmony, which eventually sold more than 600,000 copies, was a folk collection, known as the “people’s music,” that became so prominent in religious circles that its 1854 edition is still in use today.153 In The Southern Harmony, we find lyrics like these:
p. 2: Come, ye sinners, poor and wretched, Weak and wounded, sick and sore, Jesus ready stands to save you, Full of pity, love, and pow’r. He is able, He is willing, Doubt no more.
p. 4: Today, if you will hear his voice, Now is the time to make your choice; Say, will you to Mount Zion go? Say, will you have this Christ or no?
p. 84: Come, humble sinner, in whose breast A thousand thoughts revolve, Come, with your guilt and fear opprest, And make this last resolve: I’ll go to Jesus, though my sin Hath like a mountain rose; I know his courts, I’ll enter in Whatever may oppose.
Thus, perhaps the most accurate picture of who we are as Southern Baptists may not be found solely in the sermons preached, but in the songs sung. Let us cast our eyes on the altar. Let us make open invitations. May the Lord help us so we don’t become so intellectual--preaching thunderously without giving sinners the chance to respond.
If our altars be filled, then we may see a coming awakening. However, if our altars remain empty, so, too, does our hope for another Great Awakening. Will the altars in Southern Baptist churches be empty this week? Or will they be filled with two types of people: the lost being saved and the saved as they plead for the souls of men? That is the history of Southern Baptist life. Truth is Immortal.
* * * * *
Who Are the Elect?
Eric Hankins, Ph.D.
Recently, I made my first trip to Israel. It’s hard to describe how powerful it is to see in living color the place where the God who speaks and acts executed His plan to save us all through His chosen people and His Chosen One. It was an utterly providential juxtaposition that I would be in God’s chosen land at the same time I was finishing this lecture on election. In that place so imbued with the words and deeds of the covenant-making God, in that place where the convergence of election and mission whispers through every valley, two fundamental theological realities were radically reinforced. The first was the intensity of God’s passion for covenant relationship with all people. He doggedly engages us in the context of human history and calls us ubiquitously to fellowship with Himself. Unquestionably, this pursuit requires a response of faith from us. What transpires in the interaction and response of men to God matters in the unfolding of His plan. The question that echoed in my head as we travelled from place to place was, “Why would God go through this incredibly complex, incredibly painful process of bringing salvation by faith through the history Israel and her Messiah and His church if, in the end, it is all just ‘sound and fury signifying nothing?’ What purpose is there for putting on this show if the fix were already in without any consideration of our real response to Him?”
There is, however, no question that everything unfolded exactly as God had planned. The outcome was never in doubt, no matter how badly sinners rebelled. From Jeroboam’s sickening temple to Baal in Dan to Yad Vashem, the Holocaust museum in Jerusalem, the capacity for pure evil in the human heart is boundless. Yet, God makes a way, secured ultimately in the person and work of His Son. God’s promises for saving relationship with us have never been in question, but these promises for saving relationship with Him demand a real response of faith.
Second, everywhere I turned, Israel displayed the magnificence of God’s mission to and through that particular and peculiar chosen place for the whole world. Israel is tiny, about the size of New Jersey, and most of it is desert. It has essentially no natural resources, nothing inherently valuable. Even the interesting part is ordinary. The Sea of Galilee is a lake and not a very big one. The Jordan River is a creek. The only real mountain is Hermon. Cities that sound so epic to our ears, Capernaum, Nazareth, Cana, were villages of a few hundred in Jesus’ day. Jesus’ ministry took place in an astoundingly small, astoundingly common place. So, why was I so deeply moved everywhere we went? Why do millions visit from all over the world every year? Because what happened there in that small place of small people through that One Solitary Life was for us all.154 From the hill where Jesus taught to the hill where He died to the hill where He commissioned, Jesus empowered and taught those unremarkable people that they had been especially selected by God to change the world. Through this tiny postage stamp of a place, through these difficult people, and through One Man, the good news of salvation has gone out to the whole world.
My time in Israel, therefore, reinforced two fundamental realities about election that form the basic premise of this lecture: Whatever our view of election, it is wrong if it means we are not free to respond in faith, because without freedom to respond, covenant relationship is impossible. And, whatever our view of election, it is wrong if it means that salvation is not for every person in the world.
The Broad Boundary Lines for Election: Savability and Freedom
So, who are the elect? The typical, though truncated but not necessarily incorrect, answer is that the elect are those individuals whom God has chosen for eternal life.155 The doctrine of election emphasizes the utter necessity of God’s initiative in, provision for, and administration of the salvation of sinners. About this, there is little on which to disagree. The question that vexes us is, “What, precisely, does God’s choice of sinners for salvation entail?” While there are a variety of dynamics to this question, I believe the heart of the issue of election for most of us has to do with the nature of God’s foreknowledge of and providential activity in the salvation of free individuals, freedom being an essential aspect of human existence. The Scriptures give us the concept of election, and what is most interesting to us about the concept is that, on some level, it means that God has a certain plan to bring about an individual’s salvation, a plan which must include his responsibility to respond freely. So, the key question of the doctrine of election for our purposes could be put like this, “What precisely is the nature of God’s certain plan to save free individuals?”
Our question of the doctrine election, therefore, is a specific issue within the larger doctrinal category of soteriology. Soteriology asks the question like this: “Who are the saved?” That question has, for Southern Baptists, a simpler answer than the one which I’ve been assigned. “Who are the saved?” The saved are all those who repent and believe in Jesus Christ alone. Therefore, from the outset of this discussion, the critical relevance of the faith-response of individuals to the gospel will be allowed to have its full weight and central significance.156 When the question of the salvation of individuals is raised in Scripture, the primary biblical answer is “faith,” not “election.” The faith-response of the individual is necessary to his salvation. Calvinists, of course, will exclaim that their view of unconditional election affirms this as well, but, ultimately, they do not mean what I mean, they do not mean what most Southern Baptists mean, and the logical consequences of what they believe actually eviscerate the biblical meaning of faith. Calvinists believe that the faith-response of certain sinners has been determined by God alone. I do not. The only way for a faith-response to be meaningful is if it is free, not determined. I will not hide from the fact that our real freedom is necessary for our salvation. The sovereign God of all things can create any kind of universe He likes. If God wanted a world filled with automatons who always do His bidding (even if the automatons think they are doing what they desire most, though they have no choice over their desires) then He is certainly well-able to have that kind of world. But the Scripture clearly teaches that our ability to choose between revealed, morally-differentiated options is real and that these choices, including our response to the gospel, matter to God. Certainly, this world and human nature have been radically marred by compounding sin, but God continues to call us to covenant relationship through the Spirit and the Word, and our response of faith matters. For it to matter, it must be free. For it to be free, we must be able to do otherwise. Again, I don’t apologize for the significance of human freedom in salvation. God created the world this way because it is the best possible world. Therefore, whatever election means, it must include real freedom. Whoever the elect are, their free response plays a part in their salvation.
Moreover, when the Bible raises the soteriological question, “Who are the saved?” the answer is unequivocally “anyone.” Anyone can be saved. This is in keeping with the central soteriological claim of the Bible: God wants everyone to be saved; therefore, anyone can be saved. Whatever election means, it cannot contradict this central claim.157 Therefore, from the outset of this discussion, I must state clearly that election cannot mean that God chooses some and not others without respect to their free response of faith. Election cannot mean that only some are saved while the rest are damned for God’s good pleasure alone, having nothing to do with the individual, unless one dispense with the clear teaching of Scripture and its central soteriological claim that God loves everyone and wants everyone to be saved.
The savability of all and the necessity of freedom form some of the crucial boundaries of biblical soteriology and, therefore, they control the meaning of election. Therefore, these two issues are at the crux of the conflict between ourselves and Calvinists. Calvinists do not believe what we believe about freedom or savability. In fact, I want to assert here that they do not believe in freedom or savability at all in the normal sense of the terms but only in the most qualified and, frankly, contradictory sense. This is not about mystery or antinomy or paradox. I am fine with those who want to say that it is a mystery how God is sovereign in salvation and yet we are responsible. But Calvinists are not appealing to mystery; they are appealing to a contradiction. They are saying that God causes the free faith response of sinners. God determines their free choices. Despite the protests of Calvinists (“You are misrepresenting our views! We believe in freedom! We believe that faith matters! We believe in God's love for all!”), their determinism simply does not work.158
Now, I can already hear the protests of Calvinists: In Wayne Grudem’s chapter on election and reprobation in his systematic theology, he anticipates our objections to his doctrine of unconditional election. Non-Calvinists like me raise six problems for which Grudem believes there are simple answers:
1. Unconditional Election means that we do not have a choice to accept Christ.
2. Unconditional Election means that our choices are not real.
3. Unconditional Election means that we are robots.
4. Unconditional Election means that unbelievers never had a chance to believe.
5. Unconditional Election is unfair.
6. Unconditional Election contradicts the idea that God desires to save everyone.159
I agree with Grudem that this is essentially the list of objections. Grudem’s answers, however, to these objections are all the same. He simply assumes that theistic determinism160 is true. So, (1) God causes us to choose Christ freely. (2) If God says that caused choices are free, that settles it. (3) We are not robots; we are people. But all of our choices are caused by someone else (like robots). (4) Unbelievers do have a chance to believe, but in the deterministic way in which the matter is already settled. (5) Unconditional Election is fair because God can do whatever He wants because He determines everything. (6) God does want to save everyone, but He wants to determine to save only some even more, so He sort of doesn’t want to save everyone. In Grudem’s chapter on providence, he essentially admits that he doesn’t know how God can determine everything and yet not be the cause of evil.161 He just is not. Again, this is not an appeal to mystery. It is an appeal to what is logically fallacious.
This core difference between us and Calvinists must be constantly kept in mind. The disagreement has no middle ground. There is no mediating position. Either theistic determinism is true and representative of the biblical data concerning salvation or it is not. If it is true then the Calvinists are correct. If it is not, then Calvinism has real problems.162 The question is whether or not we will grant one another liberty in holding one view or the other. In the past, this liberty was granted, even though real freedom and true savability were the majority view. The peace has been shattered recently, not by us, but by Southern Baptist Calvinists, who aver that our views on soteriology are deficient and outmoded.163 If that’s the road we are going down, then we are going to respond in kind.
“Well, What Does the Bible Say?:” The Difference Between the
Biblical Data and our Post-Biblical Question of Election
Within these broad soteriological parameters of the freedom and savability of all, we can turn to our specific question of election, “What precisely is the nature of God’s certain plan for the salvation of free individuals?” It is extremely important to note that, while that specific question is of intense interest to us, it is a level of philosophical interest not shared by the authors of Scripture, including Paul. The Bible simply assumes both God’s complete sovereignty over salvation and the reality of human freedom in salvation without offering an explanation as to how both can be simultaneously true. This is not to say that the biblical concept of election does not allude to our question or supply us with some information about and constraints for the answer. But the Bible doesn’t address our question precisely. Election, as we shall see later, functions in the Scripture for different purposes. Our question arises from very specific and post-biblical philosophical concerns about the nature of divine action, divine foreknowledge, freedom, time, and the individual, among other things. While the Bible certainly affirms the reality of all of these things, it does not treat them philosophically or systematically.
An observation made by Alister McGrath about the doctrine of justification in his seminal work Iustitia Dei helps illustrate the point I am trying to make. He notes:
The concept of justification and the doctrine of justification must be carefully distinguished. The concept of justification is one of many employed within the Old and New Testaments, particularly the Pauline corpus, to describe God’s saving action toward his people. . . . The doctrine of justification has come to develop a meaning quite independent of its biblical origins, and concerns the means by which man’s relationship to God is established. . . . The ‘doctrine of justification’ has come to bear a meaning within dogmatic theology which is quite independent of its Pauline origins. . . .164
Now, McGrath is not making the point that the doctrine of justification in its post-biblical development is necessarily wrong; but it is post-biblical, and it is not the equivalent of the meaning of justification in the Bible. When we load that post-biblical development back into the biblical text, however, that is when Paul's meaning can get distorted. McGrath goes on to relate how certain “accidents of history” (his words, not mine) forged the development of the doctrine that de-coupled it from its biblical meaning. These post-biblical “accidents” are related to the theology of Augustine (who was committed to philosophical determinism165) and his particular treatment of the letters of Paul.
I believe the same sort of distinction developed between the concept of election in the Bible and the doctrine of election as it developed after the close of the canon for many of the same reasons, especially those having to with the influence of Augustine’s determinism. The biblical meaning of election is yet another of the manifold ways that the Scriptures (as McGrath says) “describe God’s saving action toward his people.” But the imposition of determinism by Augustine and his attendant redefinition of free will, both of which were intensified in the thinking of Luther and Calvin, resulted in the Reformation’s meaning of election, which, to re-appropriate McGrath, “concerns the means by which man’s relationship to God is established,” a meaning “which is quite independent of its Pauline origins.” The focus on the specific inner-workings of the doctrine of election with respect to the metaphysics of divine and human action moved well-beyond the borders of the biblical data. And because of a commitment to determinism that the authors of Scripture do not share, the Reformed doctrine of election has come to mean God’s determined and unchanging decision to save some and damn others without respect to their free response of faith. When confronted with the plain-sense meaning of the Scriptures that speak of God’s love for and desire to save all by a free response of faith, the theology of Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Beza, and their followers simply trimmed away at the meanings of “love,” “save”, “all,” and “desire,” and “faith” until room was made for its post-biblical determinism. When this distorting determinism is replaced by a view that gives a better account of all the biblical data, those biblical terms can return to their original shape. We will return in a moment to the topic of determinism, but let’s make sure we grasp the significance of the distinction between the biblical meaning of election and the meaning of election as the doctrine developed after Augustine. One of my goals for this presentation is that you would be better equipped to have well-informed and incisive conversations with your Calvinist friends about election. One of the matters you need to establish up front can be introduced in the form of a question: “Are we talking about the meaning of election in the Bible or the meaning of election as defined by Calvinism?” “Are we talking about God’s sovereignty in election or are we talking about theistic determinism in election, because those aren’t the same things?”
Why is this distinction so important? Because Southern Baptists put a premium on the authority of Scripture, and rightly so. Both Southern Baptist Calvinists and Southern Baptist Traditionalists, at the end of the day, want to say what the Bible says about election. Calvinists insist that they are just letting the Bible speak for itself on the matter of election. They assert that they are simply taking the Bible seriously on the matter, even if God’s determination of the damnation of most people without reference to their response of faith is indeed a “horrible decree.” They trot out their central texts, Romans 8 and 9-11, Ephesians 1 and 2, John 6, etc., and say, “How can these verses be understood any other way? God chooses some and not others. His choice has nothing to do with them, and that’s just the way it is.” Then we trot out our verses, John 3:16, 2 Peter 3:9, 1 Timothy 2:4, 1 John 2:2, etc. and say, “God loves everyone and wants everyone to be saved. He would never cause some people to go to hell, and that’s just the way it is.” They have their verses, we have ours, and the debate bounces back and forth with apparently no hope for resolution. Can anything break the tie? Do we just throw up our hands and declare it all to be a “mystery”? I don’t think so. Anytime there is a textual/theological deadlock like this, we must turn, of course, to the issues of hermeneutics and systematic theology. What preconceived notions are we bringing to the texts that could be skewing the way we are reading them? How do we bring together the various texts touching this topic in a coherent way?
Therefore, it must be acknowledged by all comers that our question of the meaning of election, “What precisely is the nature of God’s certain plan to save free individuals” is a post-biblical discussion that requires philosophical and theological speculation and systematic construction. It is a question explored by systematic theology, not biblical theology per se. In fact, our question, to a great degree, runs in the opposite direction of the emphases within the biblical meaning of election. Our question is concerned about decisions God made before the beginning. Biblical election is much more eschatological. Our question is interested in individuals; biblical election is focused on the corporate people of God. Our question treats the moment we became believers in Christ. Biblical election is focused on the total mission of the redemption of the whole world. Our question is interested in what God has done with respect to us with little concern for those who are not elect. Biblical election concerns God’s love and desire to save everyone.
Fred Klooster's treatment of the biblical data concerning election in the Evangelical Dictionary of Theology is typical of most evangelical approaches to the subject.166 He notes that the Bible gives us a “rich vocabulary to express several aspects” of election. He mentions specifically (1) elect angels, (2) election to service, (3) the election of Israel, (4) the election of Christ, and (5) election to salvation, with which, Klooster says “the rest of this article is concerned.” Millard Erickson, in his systematic treatment of soteriology, acknowledges the frequency of corporate ideas of election and election to service in the Scripture, but waives these off to deal, as Klooster does, with only the idea of individual election to salvation.167 Grudem, in his systematic theology, does not even mention the Old Testament in laying out his biblical basis for the doctrine of election. He assumes that determinism is the equivalent of election, so that’s all he finds in the Scriptures.168 What warrant could there be in simply jettisoning the totality of the biblical data? I frequently hear “election to service” and “corporate election” dismissed as sort of second class ideas concerning the doctrine, so we can all hurry to the discussion of how God chooses some individuals and not others.169 However, I think we are ignoring the lion’s share of the biblical data in doing so. What might election look like if we really allowed the Bible to speak?
In the Bible, election is the Father’s guarantee of His mission to save a maximum number by grace alone through faith alone in the Son alone by the power of the Holy Spirit alone. Election is not about how God damns; it is about how God saves.170 This mission rests on those two fundamental soteriological foci: (1) God sovereignly desires the salvation of all people and (2) God sovereignly desires that the faith-response of all people must be free in order to be a saving covenant relationship. In short, election is the outworking of God’s mission according to His desire for the savability of all and the freedom of all. The reality of freedom means that not everyone will put his faith in Jesus Christ, but election means that God guarantees that a massive multitude will be saved by faith even in the face of the radical, sinful misuse of freedom.
Now, the Bible does not articulate the specifics of how God guarantees that a massive multitude will be saved even in the face of the radical sinful misuse of freedom. It simply asserts the glorious truth that He will. The closest it gets is in Rom 8:29 and 1 Peter 1:1-2 where the Scriptures assert that God knows who He is going to save and that He has determined to save them. But the specifics of the who and the how are not addressed. The good news of election in the Bible, the guarantee of God’s mission, has two primary purposes related to the twin foci of savability and freedom. First, election is raised over and over again to reaffirm the claim that the salvation of all people is the scope of the mission. God chooses Adam for the purpose of covenant relationship that will result in all humankind ruling with Him in covenant relationship over a completed cosmos. God makes that covenant again with Noah. The first explicit scenario of election is that of Abraham, who is not chosen for his own sake, but so that through him, all the families of the earth will be blessed. This covenant is reaffirmed and expanded through Israel as a kingdom of priests and a light to the Gentiles, and guaranteed by God to them and through them over and over again. It is fulfilled ultimately in the Elect One, Christ Jesus, who is the means through which all the families of the earth will be blessed. The existence and expansion of the Spirit-filled, Christ-conforming, Jew and Gentile church is the visible demonstration of the guarantee of God’s mission and points toward its ultimate fulfillment in a New Heaven and Earth filled with and ruled by all who have placed their faith in Jesus Christ. There is, therefore, an intimate connection between God’s elective purposes for all things and the faith-response of individuals. How does an individual know if he is elect? If he has put his faith in Jesus Christ, he is elect, and that election is guaranteed.
The second emphasis in the purpose of election in the Bible is to reaffirm that the mission will be accomplished no matter how badly humans misuse their freedom in unfaith and wreck the world. So, on the heels of Adam’s fall is the promise of a New Adam who undoes the curse and restores the promise of world-transforming rule with God. After the flood, there is a covenant with Noah; after Babel, a covenant with Abraham. Out of Pharaoh’s attempt at genocide, Israel is born. The golden calf is followed by new tablets, wilderness wandering by the second giving of the law, rebellion by a new judge, Saul by David, Exile by Return, the Old Covenant by the New. All of this points to Christ, who brings forth the New Covenant in His blood for the forgiveness of sins and the purchase of a kingdom people from spiritual slavery. No matter how bad we get, God never gives up. And no matter how bad things get for God’s people, God continually displays his capacity for incorporating the misuse of freedom into His plan for maximum salvation through them. In short, election functions as theodicy.171 What is God’s word in the face of evil? He says, “I will never give up on My guarantee to save myriads through faith.” This elective guarantee is centered on substitution: those through whom election comes always suffer for those who are not chosen. God chooses the chosen to suffer in place of the unchosen.
Within this baseline understanding, eight dynamics are present in the Old and New Testament’s articulation of election: (1) Election is of God. If He does not do all the work in providing, initiating, and superintending salvation, there is no hope for anyone. Election means God guarantees to save. (2) Election is eschatological. The guarantee of God’s saving plan will be fully on display at the end of history. (3) Election is comprehensive. Its purpose is to bring salvation to myriads upon myriads. (4) Election is covenantal; it requires a response of faith. The sense is that the call and response are happening concurrently.172 (5) Election comes through one person and goes out to a maximum number. God renews his guarantee over and over again in response to the rebellion of many through the faithfulness of one. (6) Election is corporate. It deals with groups primarily; it deals with the many. Individuals find themselves to be a part of the elect group by a faith commiserate with the one through whom the covenant offer has come. (7) Election is vicarious. It encompasses the misuse of freedom, which has great value for theodicy and assurance. The most oppressed and least blessed are actually the objects of God’s favor and critical to God’s ultimate plans for the cosmos. The rejection of the rebellious actually advances God’s purposes for maximum salvation. And, finally, (8) election is missional. God’s salvation goes out to a maximum number through His chosen people and their faithfulness to His covenant in Christ.
Let me offer two biblical examples of how these themes of election function, one from the Old Testament and one from the New. The foundation for the biblical view of election is God’s election of Israel. The meaning of election in the New Testament is rooted in its meaning in the Old. And here is what is crucial: election in the Old Testament does not mean that God chooses Israel and rejects everyone else. Whatever election means for Israel and brings to Israel is not set over against what is not and never will be given to everyone else.173 The first explicit mention of election in the OT and the archetype for election throughout Scripture is God’s choice of Abraham. The point of his election, and Israel’s election in him, is that God’s desire for the salvation of the whole world might be set forth in history. God elects Abraham so that all the families of the earth might be blessed through him.
C.S. Lewis puts it like this:
When we look into the Selectiveness which the Christians attribute to God, we find in it none of that “favouritism” which we were afraid of. The “chosen” people are chosen not for their own sake (certainly not for their own honour or pleasure) but for the sake of the unchosen. Abraham is told that “in his seed” (the chosen nation) “all nations shall be blest.” That nation has been chosen to bear a heavy burden. Their sufferings are great: but as Isaiah recognized, their sufferings heal others. On the finally selected Woman falls the utmost depth of maternal anguish. Her son, the incarnate God, is a “man of sorrows;” the one man in whom Deity descended, the one man who can be lawfully adored, is pre-eminent for suffering.174
The election of Abraham is, first of all, of God. God’s choice of a wandering, idol-worshipping, childless Aramean to undo the disaster of Genesis 1-11 fully displays His gracious direction of all things.175 Second, Abraham's election is eschatological. It is a promise for the future that he never sees in his lifetime. Only in Isaac does he glimpse the barely believable promise of a nation as innumerable as sand or stars. Third, Abraham’s election is comprehensive--the scope is indeed massive, all the families of the earth. Fourth is the critical role of Abraham’s real response of faith to close the circuit of God’s saving desire for him and through him to the whole world. God’s choice of Abraham is ratified by Abraham’s faith which results in his justification. This is the trajectory of God’s electing activity over and over again. The offer of covenant is extended by grace and grace alone and is accompanied by signs and wonders of the manifest presence and power of God, dramatically drawing a reluctant people. But the response of faith matters and their rejection of covenant invalidates it for them and affects the unfolding of God's salvific desire for all. Fifth, clearly, Abraham’s election is from the one to the many. Sixth, Abraham’s election is corporate. A nation is born in him and through that nation all nations will be blessed. Seventh, the election of Abraham offers vicariousness as the solution to the problem of evil. What is God going to do about the radical sinful misuse of freedom in Genesis 1-11? What is God’s response to the childlessness of Sarah? What is God’s response to the sinful impatience of Sarah and Abraham? What is Abraham’s response to God’s call to sacrifice Isaac? God will not change His plan to save, and He will never give up. He is so sovereign that He is able to incorporate that misuse of freedom and the resulting brokenness into His ultimate plans. In fact, as Lewis says, God chooses Abraham to bear the brokenness of the nations, the deadness of the nations, in order that life might go out to the nations. Ultimately, election, because of all the components listed above, is substitutionary. Eighth, the purpose of Abraham’s election is to rescue all the inhabitants of the earth.
With respect to Abraham, then, election refers to God’s plan to do all that is necessary to save an undeserving and unexpected people through faith in His covenant offer, which, through them, goes out to the whole world. In the facts of God’s love for the world and His desire for real responses of faith in Israel’s election, we find the same affirmations stated above for a correct view of election: God’s desire to save everyone and His gift of libertarian freedom to every person. Election does not mean that God has chosen each Israelite irresistibly and rejected the nations permanently. That is the opposite of the story of the Old Testament.
These eight dynamics reveal that the New Testament text most often cited as proof that election means God’s fixed choice of some and not others are actually making the opposite point. Romans 8:29-30 and chapters 9-11 are arguably the “pillar passages” for the Calvinist view of election, but actually fit beautifully into this matrix and reveal that God’s saving intentions are for all, not just a select few. There is no question that the election of Israel forms the basis for these chapters. Whatever election means here, it must be collated with what God was doing in His choice of Israel.176 Paul’s point in the letter from beginning to end is that, as the Jewish apostle to the Gentiles, he is proclaiming that God’s commitment to bring salvation to the world through Israel has been fulfilled in Israel’s Messiah and through the Messiah’s People. In Romans 9-11, God’s covenant with Israel is the driving force. The question of 9:6 (Has God’s covenant with Israel failed?) is answered in 11:25-26 (Israel’s present resistance to the gospel is temporary, purposed by God for maximum salvation among the Gentiles, which will result in all Israel being saved.). The conclusion of this plan is exclaimed in verse 32: “that He might have mercy on them all.” Who benefits from these covenant promises? Anyone who believes (Rom 10:9-13).
First, there is no question that Paul speaks of God’s absolute sovereignty in the plan of salvation in Rom 9:6-29. God, indeed, can save whomever He wants however He wants, but the question is, “Who and how does God want to save?” Does He want to save certain ones and not others? That hardly seems to be the point of a passage that ends with the proclamation that there will be mercy for all. The point of Romans 9 is that nothing can stop God’s plan for maximum salvation, not even Israel’s unfaithfulness. In fact, her temporary disobedience is actually a part of that plan.
Second, this entire passage is completely eschatological. The end of Romans 8 is about the hope of glorification for the elect, and the conclusion of the argument in Romans 11 is that there is a wide difference between God’s temporary hardening of Israel and His ultimate plans for “mercy on all.” This whole passage is future tense. Third, for Paul, the elective purposes of God are comprehensive. Paul's argument crescendos to its conclusion in 11:32 in a massive coming to faith of both Jews and Gentiles.177 Fourth, while Paul, in 9:29, makes no bones about God’s absolute sovereignty, he turns in the next verse to argue just as emphatically that Israel’s own unbelief is the precipitating cause of God’s current rejection of them, the remedy for which is faith in Christ alone for anyone who will confess and believe (9:30-10:16). Not everyone will hear the good news (“How can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard?”) and not everyone will believe (“All day long I have lifted My hands to a disobedient and obstinate people”). But Paul’s point about election in Romans 9-11 is clear: God never just gives up on people. No one is outside of His reach or His mercy. Anyone can be saved. His electing purposes for maximum salvation are unstoppable, yet they fully include the real responses of people to the gospel.
Fifth, Paul is the theologian of the “One to the Many” in the OT and how that is fulfilled in Christ. He has already discussed it thoroughly in Rom 5:12-21, and it is on display in the core of this passage in Rom 10:5-17. Christ is the fulfillment of the New Covenant promised to Israel in Deut 30:12-14 (Rom 10:6-8). Belief in the Lordship of the One Living Christ alone results in salvation of many.
Sixth, election in Romans 9-11 is corporate. Paul is talking about God’s dealings with two groups, Jews and Gentiles, who are being made into one group (Rom 11:16-24). God’s choice of Israel (and His sovereign administration of Israel’s unbelief) has resulted in the coming of the Gentiles, whose belief through the temporary hardening of Israel will result in “all Israel” being saved (Rom 11:26).178
Seventh, on a note of substitution and theodicy, in chapter 8, Paul speaks of the present sufferings of the elect under their own and the world’s ongoing brokenness as actually testifying to a glorious future hope. The suffering of God’s elect sublimates the suffering of all creation and their glorification will inaugurate the restoration of all things. Moreover, there is a sense in which the entirety of 9-11 is theodicy, an answer to the question of evil with respect to Israel. How could God let this happen to His Chosen People? How could His covenant people be walking away from their Messiah? Has the word of God failed? Romans 9-11 is a discussion of God’s righteousness in the face of an unexpected evil. Paul’s point is that Israel’s present rebellion is actually a part of the plan to bring salvation to the whole world (9:17-18; 11:11-15). The grafting in of the Gentiles required a breaking off Israel. “My People” becomes “Not My People” so that those who are far off can be brought near. God is hardening Israel for a little while, not according to some hidden will to save some and not others, but according to His revealed will to save anyone and everyone who believes. This is in service of Paul’s larger point of theodicy at his conclusion: God has shut up all in disobedience that He might have mercy on all (11:32). The obedience of Gentile believers in the face of the hostility of the Jews is vicarious as well and makes a way for those “enemies of the gospel” to be saved. And, eighth, again, all this results in the accomplishment of God’s mission in election: maximum salvation through the gospel of Christ’s suffering and victory, which is really the point of the whole letter.
What is the bottom line for us today concerning what the Bible says about election that could inform us theologically as Southern Baptists? The Bible gives us election in order to tell us that, no matter what, God is going to save myriads and myriads of people by faith in His suffering Son, and He is going to use the suffering obedience of His people to do it. When He saves He seals, and when He saves He redeems us for service. His plan is not based on our obedience or ability but His grace through His Son by His Spirit. In fact, the brokenness and punishment of His Chosen One and His chosen people are actually allowed to stand in for the brokenness and punishment due to the unchosen.179 God demonstrates that He will never give up. What we do matters, but it cannot change His plan to save a maximum number by faith. This unstoppable plan is driven by his desire to save all while taking seriously the reality and consequences of freedom.
What is missing from the Bible’s articulation of the significance of election? First, as I said earlier, the Bible does not spell out precisely the nature of the operations of God’s sovereignty in salvation and human freedom in responding to or rejecting the gospel. It affirms these realities, but it does not explain them. This includes any deterministic interpretations of election. The Bible does not demand theistic determinism. Moreover, I think the Bible specifically rules out the idea that God determines the salvific destinies of certain persons without respect to their libertarian freedom. It rules out the idea that God chooses the elect and walls off the non-elect. With Lewis, I believe the trajectory of the Scripture runs in the opposite direction: the chosen are chosen for the sake of the unchosen, and this mission will be accomplished through what Christ has done, which is echoed all through the purposes of election in the Old and New Testaments.
When I think about the purpose of election language in the Bible, I am tempted to say that our question of the relationship between God’s sovereignty and human freedom actually belongs in another category that should be called something other than election because the question is fairly removed from the points that Scripture is making. Biblical election is as much about eschatology, theodicy, ecclesiology, and missions as it is about divine and providence and soteriology, and these issues are rarely touched in most systematic treatments of election.180 Moreover, election really is as much an aspect of God’s general providence in creating, sustaining, and directing the world to its designed conclusion, including His creation, sustenance, and direction of me as it is an aspect of soteriology per se. I think most Southern Baptists would be comfortable saying that God knows everything about me as an individual and has a specific plan for me, including the moment I came to Christ. Therefore, I think that the nature of God’s plan for my salvation simply belongs in the same category as the nature of God’s providence in all the other aspects of my life, especially the crucial ones, for instance, my marriage and my calling to ministry. God had a very specific plan for me for marriage and ministry. These things were not accidental. They unfolded exactly as He planned. If He had not provided for and initiated every aspect of these events by grace, I would be neither married to my true love nor fulfilling my true calling. But, He didn’t force me to surrender to ministry or ask Janet to marry me. My freedom played a role. If I had rejected God’s calling it would neither have surprised Him nor thwarted His plans. I think most of us agree that this is how things work in the world God wanted. Given biblical election’s true breadth beyond soteriology and the paucity of its treatment of foreknowledge and freedom, I wonder if the biblical writers would even recognize what we’ve made of the doctrine.
Alas, however, over the last 1500 years, the subject of what the biblical concept of election has to tell us precisely about how God’s sovereignty operates in the salvation certain free individuals has been a matter of intense interest and debate. There is no getting away from it. Moreover, I believe that the answer that Calvinism has tried to give to this question is so flawed by determinism that much damage has been done. A correct answer must be given so that people don’t continue to lose their way. So, while I don’t think the Bible’s emphases concerning election comport very well with the question of the specific nature of an individual’s conversion, I do think the question has been important to Western theology and culture and, therefore, must be answered.
Finally, Who are the Elect?
Therefore, we are back to the specific question of God’s particular knowledge of and provision for a free individual’s salvation. God knows all things innately, including every aspect of the future. The Bible tells us that the future is this: God will be reigning with the maximum possible number of people who could be His as a result of both His true sovereignty and their real freedom. This will be an expression of the combination of His desire to save all and the necessity of real freedom for such a saving relationship. All those who do not freely respond in faith to the gospel will be condemned to an eternity apart from God in hell. God will have what He wants, so His power is unstoppable in bringing about an end that is characterized by a maximum salvation that includes free decisions. This plan includes those who hear the gospel and freely respond in faith. It also includes those who hear and freely reject the gospel in unfaith. And it includes those, who, through the willful sinfulness of the church, never hear the gospel, and therefore miss God’s provision for their own willful sinfulness.
That being the future that God guarantees, my thesis is this for a doctrine of election that is most faithful to the core concepts of salvation and election in the Bible and most meaningful in bringing those concepts to bear on the questions of God’s sovereignty and human freedom: In keeping with God’s desire for a saving relationship with every sinner through His initiating in-working and the sinner’s free response of faith, election refers to God’s unstoppable decision to have a maximum number of people who are His by grace through faith even and especially in the face of the radically sinful misuse of human freedom. It is not the expression of God’s desire to save some and not others without respect to their response of faith in Christ. Calvinism’s view is both a negation of the biblical declaration that God desires to save all and a negation of real freedom. Such a negation of freedom makes God the cause of evil, and it makes humans into automatons. This is not a misrepresentation of the Calvinist view of election. Rather, these are the clear and necessary implications of their system.
Election speaks of God’s right and intention to act sovereignly in His world in order to bring a people to Himself without destroying freedom. Since it is God’s glorious nature to bring about the best possible world should He freely desire to create, and since the best possible world is one that includes the freedom necessary for real covenant relationships, then our world must contain real freedom. God’s electing plan includes (1) His absolute power to save myriads of sinners exactly as He intends, (2) His absolute knowledge of and choice of that outcome before creation, (3) the free response of sinners both for and against a relationship with Him, and (4) the free response of the redeemed in participating with Him in calling any sinner to salvation. Because God created a universe in which freedom is necessary for covenant relationships, not every person will benefit from His saving purposes, but everyone could have. Those who by faith benefit from God’s saving purposes are the elect. Who are the elect? The elect are all sinners who respond freely in faith to the drawing of the Holy Spirit in the preaching of the gospel in a world purposed by God for both the maximum salvation and the real freedom of humans as the critical components of His ultimate design for that world.
The view of election I am espousing here is a view called Molinism or middle knowledge.181 I know that some non-Calvinists do not really know what that is. Others of you know what it is, but you do not ascribe to it. That’s fine. But the point I want to make to you and to Calvinists is that there are real, powerful, cogent, orthodox, time-tested, and biblical alternatives to Calvinism's determinism that ought to be seriously considered by any thoughtful person who cares about the gospel. Molinism gives a robust account of both God’s sovereignty in salvation and real human freedom in a way that I believe comports with what most Southern Baptists already believe about these things. I want Calvinists to acknowledge that their system has very real and very substantial philosophical, theological, and biblical problems to which they either need to give better answers than they are giving now or concede as being insurmountable but somehow not debilitating to their system. Molinism helps point out these problems in quite reasonable, non-pejorative ways.
Traditionalists need to acknowledge that it is not enough to point out the problems of Calvinism without offering a well-constructed alternative.182 We need to be able to account for the relationship between God’s foreknowledge and His predestination, and we need to be able to account for how freedom does not impinge on God’s glory or His sovereignty. I think Molinism gives the best account to date for these things. It is a serious contender, and it needs to be taken seriously. The articulation of this view by such stalwart thinkers as Alvin Plantinga, William Lane Craig, Thomas Flint, Millard Erickson,183 and Ken Keathley gives it a level credibility and substance that those of us less adroit at philosophical and theological speculation can feel good about. Molinism is not a merely middle way between Calvinism and Arminianism, it provides a distinct alternative to these systems, systems that I believe suffer from essentially the same philosophical and theological commitments.184 Additionally, Kirk MacGregor makes a solid case that the Anabaptist Balthasar Hubmaier, who defended so ably the reality of true sovereignty and freedom in salvation, could be considered a proponent of Molinism fifty years before Molina.185 This sort of historical link to one of our greatest spiritual forebears adds significant weight to the claim that Molinism is a live option for Traditional Baptists. One might say that we would only be demonstrating faithfulness to our founders in doing so.
I believe that Molinism comports with and gives the best account of the Bible’s strong view of God’s sovereignty and equally strong view of libertarian freedom. To be sure, Molinism has its challenges, most notably the grounding problem, and it suffers from a really ugly name (Molinism sounds like a type of eye infection) and from the fact that it is hard to understand at first. Calvinists think Molinism is too libertarian and Arminians think it is too deterministic. This, however, may be an indication that it is just about right.186
With my basic philosophical commitment in mind, let’s break down my answer to the question, “Who are the elect?” with a view to the concerns both Calvinists and Traditionalists want to raise about the doctrine of election. Let me restate my answer to the question of election: The elect are all sinners who respond freely in faith to the drawing of the Holy Spirit in the preaching of the gospel in a world purposed by God for both the maximum salvation and the real freedom of humans as the critical components of His ultimate design for that world.
First, what is God’s ultimate design for the world? That’s easy enough to define because the Bible gives it to us in the last chapters of Revelation. When it’s all said and done, God intends to have His creation complete in this way: multitudes and multitudes of human beings, the crown of God’s creation now complete through faith in Christ, are, for eternity, relating to God and reigning with Him in freedom over a new heaven and earth expunged forever of all sin and evil. That end has already been set forth by God, including the exact number and identity of that multitude. At this point, Open Theism is out. So, the remaining question is, “How has God gone about determining with certainty that end, including, as our special interest, the number and identity of the elect?” At this point, we have two options. God either brings about this end with libertarian freedom (which is the view of either Molinism or Simple Foreknowledge), or He does so without libertarian freedom (which is the view of theistic determinism).187
What is libertarian freedom? Simply put, it is the freedom of an individual to choose between two or more options in which the cause of the choice is, ultimately, the individual. This is what most people think is going on when they make a choice between A and B. They had a real option between A and B, they could have chosen either, but they choose A. That choice is theirs, and they are responsible for it. Some of you might be thinking: Is there really any other way to define freedom? Well, theistic determinists define freedom as an individual’s ability to do what he desires most. Sounds good so far, right? Where we depart from them is that they believe we are not free to determine what we want. God determines what we want, and we cannot do otherwise.188 Here is how this works in salvation. Grudem says, “We can say that God causes us to choose Christ voluntarily.”189 This, of course, is logically contradictory.190 The implications of such a view is that it makes God the cause of evil and the cause of people going to hell, and it makes humans into robots. Choices caused by someone else are simply not choices, and they certainly are not free. Also, if God causes some people to choose Christ and does not cause others to choose Christ, then there is no legitimate way to speak of God loving everyone and having a desire to save everyone. There is no way to take John 3:16 seriously.191
So, if theistic determinism is not a live option for most Southern Baptists, what’s left? We can affirm either Simple Foreknowledge or Molinism. For me, either of these is a legitimate alternative. In fact, Craig sees Molinism as a further and more detailed development of Simple Foreknowledge.192 Simple Foreknowledge has God looking into the future, seeing what free choice concerning Christ I will make, and then electing me on that basis. This, to me, is essentially the Arminian view. The problem with this view is that it doesn’t really answer the hard questions. How does God know with certainty my future free decisions unless the future is determined? If the future is determined, then how can I be thought of as being free? If God is just endorsing decisions that I will make, how can He be thought of as controlling history or bringing about His desired end? If God is just endorsing my decisions, how does that not render election essentially meaningless?
I think Molinism is the better option. It affirms that God knows innately all the possible scenarios (or worlds) in which both humans are free and His desire to save all is real, and He determines to bring into existence the world that has the maximum number of people coming to faith under those conditions. This world that he brings into existence has been created with the real free decisions of people. That is why God cannot bring into existence a world in which humans are free and His desire to save all is real that results in everyone being saved. To do so would have been to abrogate freedom, which, as Alvin Plantinga has brilliantly argued, would not be the best possible world.193 However, because God is loving and good, it fits His nature to choose the world that has the greatest possible number of people belonging to Him by faith. There were certainly other possible worlds where less people chose Him but God in His great sovereignty and mercy does not bring that world into existence.
This leads us back to my definition of the elect. I speak of election functioning in “a world purposed by God for both the maximum salvation and real freedom of humans as the critical component of His ultimate design for that world.” Craig asserts that “God chose a world having an optimal balance between the number of the saved and the number of the damned.”194 Developing this thought, Keathley states, “In other words, God has created a world with a maximal ratio of the number of saved to those lost.”195 Molinism articulates the way in which such a world comes into existence. Our free acts have contributed to and affected the outcome. Everyone could have come into a saving relationship with God, but our choices rendered that world impossible for God to actualize while taking freedom seriously. Just like God cannot make a square circle, He cannot make a world of un-free covenant relationships. Therefore, freedom is a critical component of the world that God wanted to create, the future of which is clearly foretold in the end of the book of Revelation.
God brings about this world that will end with the maximum number of people worshipping God in Christ through the Spirit forever. If the elect are those that that come into covenant relationship with God by faith in the person and work of Christ, then election is God’s activity of bringing the world to His desired end, especially with respect to those being saved. The means of election are not only the drawing of the Holy Spirit in the preaching of the gospel but also the real faith-response of the sinner. While God initiates, superintends, and completes this process, the sinner can still resist, or he has not made a free response of faith. While no sinner is able or even interested in a world-changing relationship with God “on his own,” the power of the gospel in the Spirit alone makes salvation possible for any sinner, but his response to the Spirit’s enabling is necessary, or it is not a covenant relationship. Whatever were the effects of the Fall on the human race, and the effects were devastating, these effects cannot include the elimination of libertarian freedom, or the world God wants ceases to be. Therefore, on this view, God does not elect a person on the basis of his foreknowledge of their future faith decision; He elects them on the basis of His desire to save the maximum number of people in a world where freedom matters. That world includes certain people who will respond freely in faith, just as it includes people who freely reject Christ or never hear. Craig puts it like this: “It is up to God whether we find ourselves in a world in which we are predestined. But it is up to us whether we are predestined in the world in which we find ourselves.”196
To summarize, even if you don’t buy Molinism, if we believe that God loves every person, that Christ died for every person, that God wants to save every person, and that salvation means that freedom is necessary, then election cannot mean what Calvinists say it means: that God chooses some and not others without reference to their real faith-response. Instead, election means that God has determined, even in the face of radical human sinfulness, to have a world of maximum salvation through His gracious in-working through the gospel of His suffering but unstoppable Son and our free response to it and to living and proclaiming it sacrificially as His people to a waiting world.
* * * * *
Is the Sinners’ Prayer Biblical?
Steve Gaines, Ph.D.
Below is the sermon manuscript used by Dr. Gaines when he addressed the 2013 John 3:16 Conference on March 22, 2013. This is the original format and type.
Introduction:
• Good afternoon.
• Dr. Vines you are a friend, and one of my longtime heroes.
• When I am around you I am reminded of my precious predecessor, Dr. Adrian Rogers.
• The two of you have meant so much in my life.
• Thank you for inviting me to preach at the 2013 Jn 3:16 Conference.
• And thank you for putting this Conference together (let’s thank Dr. Vines right now!).
• I am grateful for & humbled by the opportunity to speak to you today,
• If you have your Bibles, please turn with me to Romans 10:9-13.
• This afternoon, I will seek to answer this question: “Is the Sinner’s Prayer Biblical?”
• I.e. - Is praying a sinner’s prayer a biblically supported truth?
• Is it a legitimate means of expressing repentance from sin, faith toward God, and calling on Jesus’ name in prayer for salvation?
NAU Romans 10:9-13 - That if you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved; 10 for with the heart a person believes, resulting in righteousness, and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation. 11 For the Scripture says, "WHOEVER BELIEVES IN HIM WILL NOT BE DISAPPOINTED (cf. Isa. 28:16).” 12 For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of all, abounding in riches for all who call on Him; 13 for "WHOEVER WILL CALL ON THE NAME OF THE LORD WILL BE SAVED (cf. Joel 2:32)."
• Here (and elsewhere) the Bible validates the truth of praying/ confessing with your mouth/calling on the name of the Lord Jesus from the depths of your heart for salvation.
• When a sinner calls on Jesus in a prayer of repentance and faith, God sends His Holy Spirit to dwell eternally in that person’s heart.
• The Holy Spirit in us is actually Christ in us.
• Paul said “the Spirit of (God’s) Son” is the Holy Spirit Himself indwelling our hearts - NAU Galatians 4:6 – “Because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of His Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’”
• Did you catch that?
o The Spirit of His Son (Jesus) dwells in our hearts!!!
o “God has sent the Spirit of Jesus into our hearts!”
• When you repent, believe in Jesus, and call on His name for salvation, God adopts you as His child and sends the Spirit of His Son into your heart, and you cry, "Abba! Father!"
• That’s pretty clear, isn’t it?
• Yet, in spite of these verses and many others like them in the Bible, last summer (2012) at the SBC convention in New Orleans, I experienced what I can only describe as a surreal moment.
• In a state of shock, I stood at a microphone waiting my turn to speak in favor of a resolution affirming the legitimacy of a lost person praying a sinner’s prayer in order to call upon the name of the Lord Jesus to be saved.
• Was that really possible at the SBC?
• If you had told me back in 1985 in Dallas, TX when I was a 27 year old pastor and Ph.D. student at SWBTS, attending my first SBC mtg, that 27 years later in 2012 I’d need to do such a thing, I would’ve laughed at you.
• But brethren, I assure you - I’m not laughing now.
• As I stood at that mic, I wondered, “What is going on?”
• “Who moved my cheese?”
• “Where are R.G. Lee, Herschel Hobbs, W.A. Criswell, & Adrian Rogers when you need them?”
• Those men had convictions & backbone.
• Where are their successors?
• I miss those Godly men, don’t you?
• They were veteran senior pastors and Bible-centered theologians (a much-needed combination in our day).
• To make matters more complicated, the resolution on which we voted was NOT the original resolution presented to the SBC Res. Comm.
• The Committee revised the original resolution, apparently to appease our Calvinistic brethren.
• Dr. Eric Hankins drafted the original resolution.
• What did the amended resolution and the original resolution say?
• I won’t read the full transcript of these two resolutions (and you will rejoice), but allow me to present some salient portions of each so you will be able to see just some the subtle, but significant differences between them:
SBC Resolution: “The Gospel of Jesus Christ offers full forgiveness of sins and reconciliation with God to anyone who repents of sin and trusts in Christ.”
Dr. Hankins’ Resolution: “God desires for every person to be saved and has made salvation available for any person who hears the Gospel.”
• Dr. Hankins says that God wants “every person to be saved.”
• That’s what the vast majority of SBC pastors & laypeople believe.
• But the SBC resolution did not say that.
• It said: God saves “anyone who repents and trusts Christ.”
• Any Calvinist believes that, with the understanding that only the elect can/will repent and trust Christ.
• But there was no mention of Dr. Hankins’ words that God wants to save “every person” – because Calvinists do not believe that.
• Major, major difference!!!
SBC Resolution: “This same Gospel commands all persons everywhere to believe this Gospel and receive Christ as Savior and Lord.”
Dr. Hankins Resolution: “A free response to the Holy Spirit’s drawing through the Gospel is both possible and necessary in order for anyone to be born again.”
• SBC Res. says God commands “all persons everywhere to believe and receive Christ.”
• Again, any Calvinist can believe that, with the understanding that only the elect can/will believe and receive Christ.
• But Dr. Hankins’ res. says, “A free response to the Gospel is possible for anyone to be born again.”
• That is what most Southern Baptists believe, but it’s not what the amended resolution said!
• Major, major difference!!!
• Do you see the subtle, yet substantial differences between the two resolutions?
• The original resolution by Dr. Hankins states what the vast majority of Southern Baptists believe:
o God desires for every person to be saved
o Salvation (is) available for any person who hears the Gospel
o A free response to the Spirit’s drawing is possible & necessary
o There is no one uniform wording in Scripture for a “Sinner’s Prayer”
o A “Sinner’s Prayer” is not an incantation that results in salvation merely by its recitation
o A “Sinner’s Prayer” should never be manipulatively employed
• And yet, for whatever reason, the mbrs. of the SBC Res. Comm. took it upon themselves to alter the original resolution from Dr. Hankins.
• At the end of the day, the amended Resolution passed, but surprisingly a high percentage (some said 25-30%) of the SBC messengers voted against it!
• Even with the softened language, close to 1/4th of the messengers at the SBC voted against “a sinner’s prayer”!!!
• Of the two resolutions, obviously I prefer Dr. Hankins’.
• Thus, in Nov. of last year, I, along with two other senior pastors from Memphis, presented Dr. Hankins’ resolution instead of the SBC resolution for the messengers of the TBC to vote on.
• The TBC Res. Comm. did not change a word of Dr. Hankins’ resolution, and it passed overwhelmingly.
• Dr. Hankins’ resolution would have also passed overwhelmingly at last year’s SBC mtg if it had been presented by the Res. Comm.
• The vast majority of Southern Baptists still believe in the legitimacy of praying a sinner’s prayer.
• While I am not a Calvinist, I am not here today to debate Calvinism.
• Calvinists are not my enemies, just as Charismatics are not.
• A born again Calvinist and a born again Charismatic are both my brother in Jesus.
• But I will say that over the years, on occasions, both Charismatics and Calvinists have treated me with very condescending attitudes.
Well Bro. Gaines, we know you’re saved and love the Lord; but you really need to go deeper with God and believe what we believe. We have and know something that you don’t have and know. Maybe one day you’ll be enlightened like us.
• Brethren, all I ‘have and know’ is Jesus, and you can’t get any ‘deeper’ than Jesus!”
• While I can work with my Evangelical Christian brethren in many ways, with all due respect, I do not desire to knowingly plant either a Charismatic church or a Calvinistic church (& I’m sure most of them feel the same toward me & I respect that).
• Nevertheless, I love them and want to serve with them in other ways besides church planting.
• All of us need to remember that all Evangelical Christians in America could soon be persecuted by this world.
• Our culture loves to emphasize the need for “tolerance.”
• Yet our culture increasingly displays anything but “tolerance” when Bible-believing Christians disagree with them.
• In the days ahead we will need everybody – Calvinists, non-Calvinists, Pentecostals; Non-denominationalists, Presbyterians, etc. in order to fulfill the Great Commission.
• God has commanded us all to, “Preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:3).
• And in the SBC, we have no time/room for either a covert or an overt takeover.
• If possible, we need to figure out how to be honest about our theological differences, and live together without having a split.
• I am not here to fight with any other Christian.
• I am here to try to bring some much-needed clarity regarding the biblical truth of praying a sinner’s prayer to express repentance and faith in Jesus Christ as one calls on His name to be saved!
• I agree with the SBC resolution that we passed this past summer: “Repentance and faith involve a crying out for mercy and a calling on the Lord (Romans 10:13), often identified as a ‘sinner's prayer,’ as a biblical expression of repentance and faith.”
• I cringe when I hear people make what I believe are uncalled for and unfair attacks on the practice of praying a sinner’s prayer.
• Last year at the Passion Conference in Atlanta in January 2012, Pastor John Piper made the following statement in a sermon he preached,
There’s a lot of talk about freedom in this conference, and I’m going to talk a lot about it. What is it? “I mean did you just wreck it? I thought I had free will; I thought I could just decide whether to be the devil’s or God’s. To be a sinner or to be a saint. Did you just wreck that?” Yes, I wrecked that. That’s wrecked. Conversion…is a gift.197
• After his sermon, one of the main leaders at the Passion Conference made this statement to tens of thousands of impressionable students:
I am not a big invitation guy for the very reasons that we heard tonight. (referencing Dr. Piper’s sermon) Because it is not just simply us going, “Oh, OK, I think I’ll make a decision. I’ll raise my hand; I’ll pray a prayer; I’ll repeat after you; I’ll do whatever it is that, in the context of corporate faith, we’ve sort of processed what it means to come alive in Christ.” And it’s not like that, right? It’s like being hit by a lightening bolt. That’s what it’s like. And it happens in the middle of talks; it happens in the middle of songs; it happens in the middle of the night; it happens when you’re not even thinking about it; it can happen when you’re completely out of your mind, and you are hit with a bolt of grace, and it just absolutely blows you open and you come to life. That’s what it means when you are dead, and Christ in mercy comes to you and brings you back to life again.198
• Did you hear that?
o You don’t have to even be thinking about God at conversion.
o Salvation just comes when God hits you “with a bolt of grace.”
o You can be saved when you’re “completely out of your mind.”
o God proactively unloads a mega dose of spiritual “shock and awe” on you.
o While you remain passive, He blindsides you with regeneration.
• There’s not really much difference between these statements and what the Mission Board in England said to William Carey - that if God wanted to save the heathen in India, He would do it Himself!
• I’m sorry, but that’s not in this Book from which I preach.
• This sacred Book says, before anyone can be saved, he must,
o Be exposed to the Gospel,
o Be convicted by the Holy Spirit,
o Repent of his sin,
o Believe in Jesus, and
o Call on the name of the Lord in prayer to save him.
• And whenever that happens – at that nanosecond, the miracle of all miracles occurs - that person is regenerated & born again!
• A popular SBC speaker (whom I know and dearly love) made this disappointing quote at a conference about this time last spring:
I’m convinced that many people in our churches are simply missing the life of Christ. And a lot of it has to do with what we’ve sold them as the Gospel. I.e. “Pray this prayer; accept Jesus into your heart; invite Christ into your life.” Should it not concern us that there is no such superstitious prayer in the New Testament? Should it not concern us that the Bible never uses the phrases “Accept Jesus into your heart” or “Invite Christ into your life?” It’s not the Gospel we see being preached. It’s modern evangelism built on sinking sand, and it runs the risk of disillusioning millions of souls. It’s a very dangerous thing to lead people to think that they are a Christian when they have not Biblically responded to the Gospel. If we’re not careful, we will take the Gospel, the life-blood out of Christianity and put Kool-Aid in its place so it will taste better to the crowd. It’s not just dangerous, it’s just damning. And then when we think about making disciples, we say, “Well it’s just about going out and getting people to pray the prayer.’ Well spread that. No, let’s give them the full picture of the Gospel. Let’s show people the greatness of God. Yes, He is a Father who loves us. He’s a loving Father who will save us. But He is also wrathful Judge who may damn us.” 199
• This same pastor just repeated similar sentiments in his new book.
• There he tells a story of a man named “John.”
• When John was young, a cartoon that mentioned hell frightened him.
• Soon afterward, John talked with an older man at church, who without really explaining the Gospel told John that he could avoid hell if he’d “pray this prayer” (an obvious reference to a ‘sinner’s prayer’).
• The man then led in a prayer while John mouthed some words, even though he didn’t know what was at stake or what he was doing.
• Afterward, the old man assured John that he had been saved.
• Most of all of us would agree that in reality, John had not been saved.
• Yet the pastor/author who told that story about John leveraged it and used it as a straw man platform for these incriminating words:
This story represents deception that has spread like wildfire across the contemporary landscape.
Just ask Jesus into your heart.
Simply invite Christ into your life.
Repeat this prayer after me, and you will be saved.
Should it not alarm us that the Bible never mentions such a prayer? Should it concern us that nowhere in Scripture is anyone ever told to “ask Jesus into their heart” or to “invite Christ into their life”? Yet this is exactly what multitudes of professing Christians have been encouraged to do, and they’ve been assured that as long as they said certain words, recited a particular prayer, raised their hand, checked a box, signed a card, or walked an aisle, they are Christians and their salvation is eternally secure.200
• I am grateful for the valid concern in our day regarding the danger of mindlessly praying a “sinner’s prayer.”
• When any overly zealous Christian persuades someone to “just pray this prayer and you will be saved,” and the person does not understand the Gospel or knows what’s at stake, an eternal tragedy has occurred.
• When we share the Gospel, we must focus not only on the blessings of knowing Christ, but also on the demands of the Gospel and the biblical requirements for salvation.
• Nevertheless, just because someone has encouraged a non-Christian like John to pray a “sinner’s prayer” prematurely does NOT mean that there is anything wrong or unbiblical about encouraging an unbeliever who does understand the demands of the Gospel to call on the name of Lord in prayer for salvation!
• Yes, it is possible for someone to mindlessly voice a “sinner’s prayer,” without any salvific results, just like someone can mindlessly repeat a scripted prayer.
• Isaiah 29:13 warns all of us with these sobering words: “These people come near to me with their mouth and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. Their worship of me is made up only of rules taught by men.”
• While God is speaking about his children in that text, I believe the biblical principle applies to any prayer.
• God hears prayers from a sincere heart.
• Yet, many today go too far criticizing phrases like “asking Jesus into your heart” or “inviting Christ into your life.”
• They say the Bible never mentions such prayers and that nowhere in Scripture is anyone ever told to “ask Jesus into their heart.”
• Again, this is a “straw man” argument, plain and simple.
• Because while those exact words or phrases do not appear in the New Testament, the truths do appear, just as the words “inerrancy” and “Trinity” are not found in the New Testament; but the truths are!
• While any thoughtful Christian will desire to avoid “easy believism,” unfortunately, some have unwisely chosen to jettison calling on the name of the Lord for salvation using a sinner’s prayer in the process.
• They often try to “prove” the danger of such a prayer by highlighting testimonies of people like “John” who prayed a prayer earlier in life, only to be convinced later that he wasn’t genuinely saved at that time.
• But do such testimonies prove that a sinner’s prayer was the problem?
• Couldn’t the problem have been something else, such as inept evangelism like John experienced?
• Subjective testimonies that denigrate the sinner’s prayer don’t really “prove” anything, except perhaps a theological/philosophical bias on the part of the one who presents them as irrefutable evidence.
•Interestingly, one of the most prominent Calvinistic theologians of our day, Dr. Wayne Grudem, validates the use of a sinner’s prayer in his widely read book on theology:
“Finally, what shall we say about the common practice of asking people to pray to receive Christ as their personal Savior and Lord? Since personal faith in Christ must involve an actual decision of the will, it is often very helpful to express that decision in spoken words, and this could very naturally take the form of a prayer to Christ in which we tell him of our sorrow for sin, our commitment to forsake it, and our decision actually to put our trust in him. Such a spoken prayer does not in itself save us, but the attitude of heart that it represents does constitute true conversion, and the decision to speak that prayer can often be the point at which a person truly comes to faith in Christ.”201
• Other well-known Calvinistic pastors have also utilized a sinner’s prayer, inviting people to repent of their sins and believe in Jesus.
• C.H. Spurgeon, a famous Calvinistic preacher, said these remarkable words as he utilized a sinner’s prayer in a sermon:
Many of you are saved; I beseech you intercede for those who are not saved. Oh, that the unconverted among you may be moved to pray. Before you leave this place, breathe an earnest prayer to God, saying, “God be merciful to me a sinner. Lord, I need to be saved. Save me. I call upon thy name.” Join with me in prayer at this moment, I entreat you. Join with me while I put words into your mouths, and speak them on your behalf—
“Lord, I am guilty. I deserve thy wrath. Lord I cannot save myself. Lord, I would have a new heart and a right spirit, but what can I do? Lord, I can do nothing, come and work in me to will and to do of thy good pleasure.
Thou alone hast power, I know,
To save a wretch like me;
To whom, or whither should I go
If I should run from thee?
But I now do from my very soul call upon thy name. Trembling, yet believing, I cast myself wholly upon thee, O Lord. I trust the blood and righteousness of thy dear Son…Lord, save me tonight, for Jesus’ sake.”202
• Does it sound to you like Spurgeon had a problem with leading lost people to pray a sinner’s prayer?
• Likewise, John MacArthur, also a Calvinist, said this in a sermon:
“While your heads are bowed for just a moment, if you do not know Christ but you desire to receive the salvation that He offers, the forgiveness of sin and eternal life, will you in the quietness of your own heart say...Lord God, I believe in Jesus Christ, I believe that He God in flesh died on the cross to pay the penalty for my sin, rose again, provided perfect satisfaction and I receive the gift of salvation in His name, turning from my sin I commit myself to follow Him. Pray that prayer and may true salvation be yours this day. Amen.”203
• Veteran senior pastors like Spurgeon and MacArthur understand both the Biblical validity and practical nature of having people make use of a sinner’s prayer to repent of sin, believe in Jesus, and receive salvation in Jesus by calling on His name in prayer.
• Over the past 30 years as a senior pastor, I’ve talked with many who thought they were saved when they were younger, but eventually came to believe that they were not really saved then.
• And I’ve led many to repent, believe, and receive Christ to experience conversion.
• But never once did I belittle the method of calling on the name of the Lord as being the reason they were not really saved at an early age.
• Many in our Baptist churches who doubt their salvation were actually genuinely converted at an early age.
• However, because they did not immediately engage in solid discipleship settings, they began to doubt their conversion experience.
• Dr. Roy Fish used to tell us that sometimes Baptists are guilty of majoring in spiritual obstetrics while minoring in spiritual pediatrics.
• I.e. We often give more attention to leading people to Christ than we do to helping them mature after they are saved.
• Newborn believers are spiritual babies.
• Babies cannot grow and mature without help from others.
• A babe in Christ needs mature believers to help promote maturity.
• Nevertheless, poor discipleship practices are NOT valid reasons to question whether calling upon the name of the Lord in prayer to be saved is a valid, scriptural practice.
• According to Scripture, no one can experience regeneration without sincerely calling on the name of the Lord in prayer for salvation.
• Even when the Bible simply says for us to “Believe,” and we do so, that kind of believing involves a prayer in the sense that there must be a turning to God, a yielding of ourselves to God, a surrendering of our will toward Him – which, regardless of the exact words that are voiced or thought, is itself the essence of true prayer prayer.
• While prayer does not have to be verbalized, we must respond to God by calling out to Him, yielding ourselves to Him, responding to Him in fervent, repentant, faith-filled prayer, in order to be saved.
• You can pray a prayer and not get saved, but you cannot get saved without responding to God in prayer, calling on Jesus!
• What does the Bible say about all this?
• Let me suggest at several biblical concepts that I believe affirm and validate the usage of a sinner’s prayer in preaching and in evangelism.
1. God desires to transform the hearts of sinful men.
• In the O.T., God predicted that He would change the hearts of repentant, faith-filled men.
• Several O.T. texts refer to the coming of the New Covenant that would be immeasurably superior to the Old Covenant.
• Keep the phrase “inviting Jesus into your heart” in mind as we look at some key verses.
• The Law itself promised that after Israel would break the commandments and be cursed, God would circumcise their hearts.
Deuteronomy 30:6 – “And the Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, so that you will love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live.”
• Likewise, the Prophet Jeremiah built on this as the basis for the New Covenant.
• Jeremiah stressed the relationship between the Law & the human heart.
NAU Jeremiah 4:4 - "Circumcise yourselves to the LORD and remove the foreskins of your heart.”
Jeremiah 31:33 - For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their God, and they shall be my people.
• Ezekiel also promised a future heart-work the Lord would perform for His people - the Spirit Himself would indwell them!
Ezekiel 36:26–27 - And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules.
• The NT continued to clarify the concept that God desires to transform the hearts of sinful men.
• The Apostle Paul said in…
NAU Romans 2:28-29 – “For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is circumcision that which is outward in the flesh. 29 But he is a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that which is of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter; and his praise is not from men, but from God.”
NAU Colossians 2:11 – “And in Him you were also circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, in the removal of the body of the flesh by the circumcision of Christ.”
Paul also said that Christ resides in the heart of all believers when he wrote these words in NAU Colossians 3:15 – “Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts…”
• Peter also said,
NAU 1 Peter 3:15 – “But sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts.”
• In the Old Testament, God promised to do a new thing.
• He promised to transform the hearts of men and women who repented of their sin and placed their faith in God’s Messiah.
• In the N.T., God fulfilled that promise!
• God desires to transform the hearts of sinful men.
2. God desires to indwell individuals with His Holy Spirit.
• The indwelling of the H.S. in a believer is a major theme in the NT.
NAU John 7:37-39 - Now on the last day, the great day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried out, saying, "If anyone is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink. 38 "He who believes in Me, as the Scripture said, 'From his innermost being (i.e. his heart) will flow rivers of living water.'" 39 But this He spoke of the Spirit, whom those who believed in Him were to receive; for the Spirit was not yet given, because Jesus was not yet glorified.
John 14:17 - Even the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, for he dwells with you and will be in you.
Romans 8:9 - You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him.
In NAU Luke 1:31-35 The angel, Gabriel, said to the virgin, Mary, - "And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall name Him Jesus. 32 "He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David; 33 and He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and His kingdom will have no end." 34 Mary said to the angel, "How can this be, since I am a virgin?" 35 The angel answered and said to her, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; and for that reason the holy Child shall be called the Son of God.
• Now compare those words in the first chapter of Luke with these words (also penned by Luke) in the first chapter of Acts - NAU Acts 1:8 – “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth."
• The Holy Spirit came upon Mary, she was overshadowed with the power of the Most High God, and Jesus literally, physically came into her body by the power of the Holy Spirit.
• Today, like Acts 1:8 said it would be, whenever a person is saved and born of the Spirit, the Holy Spirit literally “comes upon” that person spiritually, baptizes that person into Christ, and causes that person to literally drink of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:13).
• And just as Christ was birthed physically in the womb of Mary when the Holy Spirit came upon her, even so Jesus Christ is birthed spiritually in the heart of every believer whenever the Holy Spirit comes upon him at conversion!
• Christ indwells each of our hearts through the person of the Holy Spirit.
• No wonder Paul could say in NAU Colossians 1:27 – “Christ in you (is) the hope of glory.”
• ***And note how clearly the Spirit’s indwelling is referred to by Paul as Christ dwelling on our hearts in NAU Ephesians 3:16-17 – “That He would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner man (i.e. the heart), 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.”
• Brethren, it is a clear axiom in Scripture - God desires to indwell individuals with His Holy Spirit.
1. God desires to transform the hearts of sinful men;
2. God desires to indwell individuals with His Holy Spirit; and
3. God desires for man to be graciously saved.
• In order to be saved, we must be exposed to the Gospel.
NAU Romans 10:13-14 – For "WHOEVER WILL CALL ON THE NAME OF THE LORD WILL BE SAVED." 14 How then will they call on Him in whom they have not believed? How will they believe in Him whom they have not heard? And how will they hear without a preacher?
• As Dr. Wayne Grudem, a noted reformed theologian, says: “The doctrine of the Gospel call is important, because if there were no Gospel call we could not be saved. ‘How are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard?’ (Rom. 10:14). The Gospel call is important also because through it God addresses us in the fullness of our humanity. He does not save us ‘automatically’ without seeking for a response from us as whole persons. Rather, he addresses the Gospel call to our intellects, our emotions, and our wills. He speaks to our intellects by explaining the facts of salvation in his Word. He speaks to our emotions by issuing a heartfelt personal invitation to respond. He speaks to our wills by asking us to hear his invitation and respond willingly in repentance and faith – to decide to turn from our sins and receive Christ as Savior and rest our hearts in him for salvation.”204
NAU Ephesians 1:13 - In Him, you also, after listening to the message of truth, the gospel of your salvation-- having also believed, you were sealed in Him with the Holy Spirit of promise.
• Here we see the Biblical “Ordo Salutis” – “The order of salvation”
1) We hear the message of truth/the Gospel of our salvation;
2) We believe; and then
3) We are sealed in & saved by Jesus with the Holy Spirit –
regeneration.
The Bible says, NAU Romans 10:17 - So faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ.
If we are to be saved, we must be exposed to the Gospel message!
God desires for man to be graciously saved - In order to be saved, we must repent of sin.
NAU Luke 13:3 - "I tell you, no, but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.”
NAU Acts 3:19 - "Therefore repent and return, so that your sins may be wiped away, in order that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord; 20 and that He may send Jesus, the Christ appointed for you,
NAU Acts 17:30 - "God is now declaring to men that all people everywhere should repent."
• In order to be saved, we must believe in Jesus.
NAU Mark 1:14-15 - Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of God, 15 and saying, "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel."
• In order to be saved, we must receive Jesus as Lord and Savior by calling on His name in prayer.
o To be saved we must receive/accept Jesus.
NAU John 1:12 - But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name,
The word for “accept/receive” here is λαμβάνω.
The most respected modern dictionary for NT Greek is the Bauer, Danker, Arndt & Gingrich Greek Lexicon.
It says the primary meaning of λαμβάνω is “to accept as true, to receive.”
λαμβάνω also means, “To take hold of; seize; choose, select - receive, accept.”
Yet, for some reason, many today recoil from the biblical phrase “accepting/receiving Jesus.”
They believe it diminishes God’s glory to say that sinful human beings can/must “accept/receive” Jesus.
Yet, “Accepting Jesus,” is simple, Biblical language.
“Receiving/accepting Jesus” is found throughout John’s writings.
Jn 7:39 - Now this he (Jesus) said about the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were to receive, for as yet the Spirit had not been given, because Jesus was not yet glorified.
Jn 12:48 - The one who rejects Me and does not receive My words has a judge; the word that I have spoken will judge him on the last day.
Jn 13:20 - Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever receives the one I send receives me, and whoever receives me receives the one who sent me.”
Jn 14:17 - Even the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, for he dwells with you and will be in you.
Jn 20:22 - And when he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit.
A synonym for λαμβάνω (“accept/receive”) in Acts is ἀποδέχομαι.
Used in Acts 2:41- So those who received his word were baptized, and there were added that day about three thousand souls.
“Receiving/accepting Jesus” is a Biblical truth.
Those who are concerned about people being led to mindlessly “pray a Jesus prayer” without having really believed in Jesus or repented of sin must not jettison/denigrate/castigate this Biblical truth.
We “receive/accept Jesus” at the exact point in time we “repent of our sins” and “believe in His name.”
Salvation takes place at an exact point in time.
ESV Ephesians 1:13 - In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit.
Regeneration is the precise point in time when a person crosses the line from being lost to being saved.
No one has “always been saved.”
Salvation occurs at a definitive time, the second someone repents, believes, & accepts/receives Jesus.
o The late Dr. W.A. Criswell certainly believed we can/should receive/accept Jesus as our Savior.
o He said in one of his magnificent sermons,
“How can God face the question of free moral agency. How can God save me and not violate my personality? For I am free. If God coerces me, I’m not free. If God forces me, and makes me, I’m not free. How can God save me, and at the same time leave me morally free, and not violate, destroy my own personality, my freedom of heart and choice?
This is the way God did it: God left it to me to make the choice in a free moral act. The Lord lays before me the whole story of the self-revelation of His heart. He loved me and gave His Son to die for me. His Spirit woos and makes appeal, and the gospel message tugs at the strings of my heart. And God, having opened wide the door, leaves the choice to me.
I can say “No” to God. I can. Even though I’m made of the dust of the ground, I can say “No” to God. I can double my fist, and shake it in the face of God. I can curse God. I can trample under my feet the blood of the covenant that sanctified Jesus. I can reject His every overture of love and mercy. I remain free.
But I also can accept. I can trust. I can look. I can believe. I can be washed. I can be saved. Thus God has done for me. Oh, the depths of His love, and the heights of His grace, and the breadth of His immeasurable kindness to us lost and dying sinners! … And God speaks life and deliverance to that man who bows in humble hope, expectancy, belief, for a gift of life from His gracious hands.
That’s God! That’s salvation. That’s deliverance. God does it, and He does it out of the love and mercy and grace of His heart.205
The Bible says we must “accept/ receive” (λαμβάνω) Jesus & His gift of salvation.
o To be saved, we must call on His name in prayer
Calling on the name of the Lord is prayer!
And sinners can pray for salvation!
Shortly after Cain murdered his brother Able, we read these hopeful words in NAU Genesis 4:26 – “Then men began to call upon the name of the LORD.”
This of course refers to prayer.
While this is the first mention of “calling on the name of the Lord” in the Bible, it is certainly not the last!
NAU Genesis 12:8 - “(Abraham) built an altar to the LORD and called upon the name of the LORD.”
NAU Exodus 34:5 – “The LORD descended in the cloud and stood there with (Moses) as he called upon the name of the LORD.”
King David - NAU 2 Samuel 22:4 - "I call upon the LORD, who is worthy to be praised, and I am saved from my enemies.”
Elijah - NAU 1 Kings 18:24 - "Then you call on the name of your god, & I will call on the name of the LORD, and the God who answers by fire, He is God." And all the people said, "That is a good idea."
NAU Psalm 55:16 - As for me, I shall call upon God, and the LORD will save me.”
NAU Isaiah 55:6-7 - Seek the LORD while He may be found; call upon Him while He is near. 7 Let the wicked forsake his way and the unrighteous man his thoughts; and let him return to the LORD, and He will have compassion on him, and to our God, for He will abundantly pardon.”
HCSB Hosea 14:1-2 – “Israel, return to Yahweh your God, for you have stumbled in your sin. 2 Take words of repentance with you and return to the LORD. Say to Him: ‘Forgive all our sin and accept what is good, so that we may repay You with praise from our lips.’”
NAU Romans 10:12-13 - For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of all, abounding in riches for all who call on Him; 13 for "WHOEVER WILL CALL ON THE NAME OF THE LORD WILL BE SAVED."
NAU Acts 22:16 – “'Now why do you delay? Get up and be baptized, and wash away your sins, calling on His name.'”
NAU 2 Timothy 2:22 - Now flee from youthful lusts and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart.
Everywhere you turn in the O.T. and N.T., people are “calling on the name of the Lord in prayer.”
The prophet Joel said it in NAU Joel 2:32 - "And it will come about that whoever calls on the name of the LORD will be delivered.”
Peter quoted Joel when he said in NAU Acts 2:21 – “AND IT SHALL BE THAT EVERYONE WHO CALLS ON THE NAME OF THE LORD WILL BE SAVED.”
Paul said it also in NAU Romans 10:13 for "WHOEVER WILL CALL ON THE NAME OF THE LORD WILL BE SAVED."
And what is “praying a sinner’s prayer” for salvation if it is not “calling on the name of the LORD”?
Conclusion:
• Though some today…
o …call it “superstitious,”
o …say, “the Bible never uses phrases like, ‘Accept Jesus into your heart’ or ‘Invite Christ into your life,’”
o …say, “it isn’t the true Gospel,”
o …say, “encouraging people to accept Jesus into one’s heart is dangerous and damning…”
• When we have shared the Gospel compassionately and clearly, it is still a biblical act to lead lost people to repent of their sin, put their faith in Jesus, and call on Jesus name by praying a sinner’s prayer to be saved.
• While we all agree that there is no exact wording of a sinner’s prayer is prescribed in Scripture, and there is no official “sinner’s prayer, (We aren’t the word police), yet, a heart-felt sinner’s prayer is still a valid, Scriptural truth, that assists people as they call on Jesus’ name and RESPOND to the Gospel!
• (Pause) Can you hear that?
• I think I hear the thief on the cross - NAU Luke 23:42 - And he was saying, "Jesus, remember me when You come in Your kingdom!"
• I hear the former blind man in NAU John 9:35-38 - Jesus heard that they had put him out, and finding him, He said, "Do you believe in the Son of Man?" 36 He answered, "Who is He, Lord, that I may believe in Him?" 37 Jesus said to him, "You have both seen Him, and He is the one who is talking with you." 38 And he said, "Lord, I believe." And he worshiped Him.
• I hear the repentant tax collector - NAU Luke 18:13 - "But the tax collector, standing some distance away, was even unwilling to lift up his eyes to heaven, but was beating his breast, saying, 'God, be merciful to me, the sinner!'”
• They didn’t all pray the same words, but they all “believed in their hearts” and “confessed with their mouths” – and they were all saved!
• Brethren, when our mouths & hearts are spiritually in sync, and we come to God in a spirit of humility, brokenness, and repentance and faith for salvation, supernatural things happen!
• No wonder the Psalmist said in NAU Psalm 19:14 – “Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in Your sight, O LORD, my rock and my Redeemer.”
• When sinners repent of sin, believe in Jesus, pray and sincerely call upon His name and ask Him to come into their hearts and lives to save them, THAT is the moment God regenerates them!
• With that understanding, the phrase “asking Jesus to come and live in your heart” is indeed a biblical truth!
• In fact, that phrase might be one of the best ways of articulating one of the fundamental differences between the Old and New Covenants.
• (Quote Romans 10:9-10, 13) - “That if you confess with your mouth…”
SONG 1:
If you are tired of the load of your sin,
Let Jesus come into your heart;
If you desire a new life to begin,
Let Jesus come into your heart.
Refrain
Just now, your doubtings give o’er;
Just now, reject Him no more;
Just now, throw open the door;
Let Jesus come into your heart.
SONG 2:
What a wonderful change in my life has been wrought,
Since Jesus came into my heart!
I have light in my soul for which long I had sought,
Since Jesus came into my heart!
Refrain
Since Jesus came into my heart,
Since Jesus came into my heart,
Floods of joy o’er my soul
Like the sea billows roll,
Since Jesus came into my heart.
* * * * *
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