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In this year of jubilee we are marking one hundred and fifty years of 

organized, cooperative Baptist missionary endeavor in our nation. This 

would indicate that there is something virile and stable about our Baptist 

way of life. During these days much reference will be made to our Baptist 

forefathers. From the days of the Jerusalem New Testament believers (of 

whom we are at least spiritual descendants), through the early centuries, 

on into the Middle Ages, and down to contemporary believers, individuals 

and groups have held tenaciously to certain great Biblical truths which 

have been the "hallmark," the distinctive characteristic, of the people 

called Baptists.

To the past we are indebted. We dare not forget the stock from which 

we came. We are indebted forever to the grace and faithfulness of God, 

and to the faith and dedication of certain men and women who "believed 

God" and who in the midst of unbelief, opposition, pressure, persecution 

and ridicule "hewed a straight course" by the Word of God. We shall do 

well to remember that even though they were moulders of history and faith­

ful protagonists of the divine will and purpose, they were frequently 

"stoned, . . . sawn asunder, . . . tempted, slain with the sword," held 

in contempt, regarded with scorn and cast -out of society. To the past 

we are indebted. Some of the things which are now being referred to as 

"traditional institutional structures" actually have their roots in great
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historic, unchanging truths. There is a difference between that which is 

historic and that which is merely traditional!

The Christian revelation took place in history and must be interpreted 

historically by men who are currently participants in the historical scene. 

The revelation deals with that which is historical and while this revelation 

often appeared among those who were '’traditionalists," the supreme feature 

of it is that it is more than historical - it is true. To the past we are 

indebted, and wisdom and gratitude shall have departed from us if we forget 

this.

The present is ours. It grew out of the past. It is rooted in the 

past. It is ours to evaluate and ours also to mould and maintain. Not all 

that happened in the past was good. Not all that prevailed in the past 

ought to be maintained now or be projected into the future. Some things 

about "the good old days" were not good at all! However, judgment and 

common sense, enlightened by revealed truth as the scriptures record it 

for all generations, say to us that there is much in the past history of 

our nation and of our denomination which has been basic and vital in our 

continual growth and strength and must not be abandoned. The present is 

ours to face and to use for the glory of God.

For the future we must also feel a deep sense of personal responsi­

bility. If we have received a heritage from our forefathers we must pass 

on a correspondingly rich heritage to those who follow us. To glory in a 

Jubilee Year, representing 150 years of Baptist missionary effort in our 

nation, but to be unconcerned about the present or indifferent to the 

future would be tragic.
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THE THEOLOGICAL ATMOSPHERE

To us much has been committed and from us much will be expected. 

Evangelical Christians derive their strength and purpose from complete 

commitment to the Living Word of God, the Logos, the Lord Jesus Christ. 

The Living Word "became flesh and dwelt among us" and it was inevitable 

that God would move upon the hearts of certain men to take their pens and 

leave a written record of this all-significant event in human history.

Since the time of the canonizing of the New Testament the Living Word 

of God and the written Word have been mutually interdependent. We look 

to both as completely authoritative. Denominations which make much of the 

written Word of God historically have placed great emphasis upon obedience 

to the Living Word of God. Frequently it has been said of Baptists and also 

by us that we are "a people of the Book." Looking to the Scriptures as the 

final authority, under the illumination of the Holy Spirit, for guidance 

in every area of life has made Baptists and some other denominations great. 

I believe the overwhelming majority of Southern Baptists, both pastors and 

people, have a deep and burning desire that we should ever be characterized 

by this same sort of loyalty to the Scriptures.

To be sure that we understand each other fully, let it be understood 

that when we speak of our theology we are referring to our Biblical 

doctrines, to what we believe about God, about Christ, about the Bible, 

about the gospel, about conversion and regeneration, about the basic truths 

from which the whole Christian way of life stems. In this all-important 



area of our denominational, life we face problems. What then are these 

problems and what can we do about them?

Through the years the area of controversy, the battleground, has been 

between pure faith and pure reason, between the supernatural and the natural. 

When a man walks by faith he does not abandon reason, but in any decisive 

moment of conflict faith supercedes reason. There are some areas of life 

in which pure reason can never supply the answer.

The statement that the Scriptures "say what they mean and mean what 

they say" has perhaps at times been misunderstood. It calls for careful 

study and analysis under the leadership of the Holy Spirit. In so stating 

we are calling for no more than a reasonable literalism. Many Biblical 

statements must be regarded as literal. John said (1 John 1:1), "That 

which was from the beginning, which we have seen with our eyes, which we 

have looked upon, and our hands have handled, of the Word of life;" which 

means that the apostles used three of the five senses (seeing, hearing, and 

touching) in experiencing the Living Word of God both before the resurrection 

and after. An unreasonable literalism appears absurd when we look at the 

words of Jesus in which he claims to be "the door" or "the vine." When 

Jesus said that His followers are "the salt" or "the light," do you 

interpret these words literally?

The point at issue is really not that of interpretation. There is 

room for wide difference of interpretation, although there are some inter­

pretations completely out of harmony with .the rest of the Scriptures, which 
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are therefore very likely untenable for the overwhelming majority of 

Southern Baptists. The point at issue is not interpretation -- it is the 

trustworthiness of the revelation as found in the written Word!

It has been said that we need no defenders of the Scriptures, that the 

Bible is neither leaning nor limping and so does not need our support. To 

be sure, human defense of the supernatural is superflous - but we need wit­

nesses to the truth! The Bible will stand because of the supernatural 

strength inherent within it. "For the word of God is living and powerful, 

and sharper than any two-edged sword” (Hebrews 4;12). The Bible is the 

record of the coming of the Living Word of God and will not succumb to the 

doubtings, questionings, or subversive attacks of men. It is not the 

Scriptures for which we fear, rather is it the faith of the people, partic­

ularly the young people, in the trustworthiness of the Scriptures for which 

we have apprehension.

My wife is a pure, dependable, loyal companion. I have perfect con­

fidence in her character and conduct. If, however, certain individuals 

should attack her character and conduct and accuse her of questionable 

activities, I would not merely respond to this by saying that she is capable 

of standing on her own feet and defending herself. I would come to her 

support. I would let it be known that her husband trusted her and believed 

in her. In other words, I would bear witness to my confidence in her 

integrity.

How shall a generation of young people' know of our complete confidence 

in the absolute trustworthiness and integrity of the Scriptures if we hold
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our peace when reflection would be cast upon them? Unfortunately, even 

sincere, earnest scholarship can be misled and can mislead others. No one 

of us would intentionally reflect upon the character or motives of anyone 

else, but we can afford to say occasionally that there are some directions 

in which Southern Baptists do not want to go.

It seems fair to say that faith in the Bible as God’s supematurally 

revealed word, and obedience to the Bible in the organization and operation 

of our local churches have made us what we are today as a New Testament 

denomination. If we are what we are because of the Scriptures, this ought 

to be true in denominational promotion, institutions, and all agencies.

History indicates that when any group has departed from a firm faith 

in the absolute trustworthiness and dependability of all the Scripture, 

they have.in the end suffered incalculable spiritual loss.

We live in an exact, scientific age. Research calls for subjecting 

the Scriptures to the disciplines of history, archaeology, psychology, and 

anthropology. But we need have no fear; the written Word will stand the 

test and will continue to reveal the Living Word to the hearts of humble, 

believing men. Highly trained, intelligent, practical-minded young people, 

living in an atmosphere of academic agnosticism and a world of growing 

materialism, may not accept the time-honored confidence of believers in 

the dependability of God’s Word. Regardless of this, our responsibility 

for lovingly and faithfully transmitting our Scriptural heritage is as 

great as ever.



In this connection Evangelist Vance Havner has said, "It is not our 

responsibility to make the message acceptable (palatable), but it is our 

responsibility to make it available." We are not making the message avail­

able unless we take it to people where they are. We are not making it 

available unless we proclaim it in language which is plain and straight- 

forward, rather than technical and ambiguous. We are not really making 

it available unless we apply it to their particular need.

In this respect some worn-out traditions may indeed be forsaken. We 

do not live in a horse and buggy age. Ours in jet-propelled. This, 

however, does not involve the content of our message. It involves only 

the means for reaching the greatest possible number of people in a con­

stantly changing world, with a changeless message which meets the 

unchanging need of men. It is at this very point that we are facing some 

of our most disturbing problems.

The message of the Gospel has never been accepted by multitudes of 

those who have heard it. "If the preaching of the cross" was foolishness 

to many in Paul’s day, it may be foolishness to many in our day. They 

may laugh, scoff, ignore, or disdain it, but some, thank God, will accept 

it. Some seed falls upon the rocks, some among thorns, some is caught 

away by birds of the air, but some falls into responsive hearts and minds 

and bears fruit. Here lies our hope! The Living Word ever shines through 

the written Word. Both are completely dependable. In Christ and in 

obedience to His Word we find our salvation, both individually and denomina­

tionally. Scholarship in itself, sophistication and conformity to modern 

thought patterns are not the answer for a lost and bewildered world.
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part of our trouble may lie in the natural desire for recognition.

We want the world to know that we have arrived, that we can take our stand 

among world-recognized Biblical scholars. We want it to be known that we 

are familiar with ’’modern theological trends." We should keep abreast ot 

what others are thinking and writing, but it is doubtful that the preach­

ing of Southern Baptists should be moulded by any and all "modern theolog­

ical trends." There is a difference between revelation and speculation. 

Who guarantees that these trends are in the right direction? The fact 

that a certain teacher or author is rather widely known or avidly read 

does not necessarily commend him as a safe leader in the theological world. 

It is not those portions of Scripture which we cannot understand that keep 

us from being better Christians but rather those portions which we under­

stand all too well but are unwilling to live up to!

A part of the problem may lie in the understandable desire for full 

accreditation by appropriate agencies. Here we have faced some very real 

problems and perhaps some undue pressure. Accreditation is standardization; 

you want a 36-inch yard, a 4-quart gallon of gasoline, a 100-cent dollar — 

so in a school you want a certain number of hours of work led by men of 

certain minimum training in a context of specified minimum equipment such 

as library. But no accrediting agency has the right to determine the con­

tent of what is taught or believed, or to interfere with the reasonable 

administration of a Christian institution.

In many areas Christians may have to choose between the offense of 

the cross and the plaudits of the world, between "the wisdom of this world" 

and divine revelation. In the area of Biblical scholarship we may have 
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to make some rather firm choices. It may be necessary for us to consider 

whether we are to seek first the acclaim of men or the approval of God. 

What if our loyalty to the trustworthiness of the Scriptures should seem 

to reflect upon our standing as great Biblical scholars? What if it 

should seem to tarnish our image (in the eyes of some) as progressive, 

sophisticated leaders? What if some should accuse us of being ’’out of 

step" with the best thinking of our age? We could be even laughed at, 

or ridiculed (perish the thought!). I do not think that Southern Baptists 

are losing their standing as Biblical scholars! In spite of having come 

largely from a rural, unsophisticated background, we are building more and 

stronger institutions, and I believe we want them anchored firmly to the 

Book. Let’s keep them that way! We may not follow the main stream of 

contemporary religious* thought which flows on relentlessly toward ecumenical 

non-entity and paralysis of conviction and personal faith, but let us hold 

to the lordship of Christ as He is exalted in the Scriptures and prove to 

all the world that this gives us compassion and concern for our fellow-man.

What saith the Scripture? "If the foundations be destroyed what can 

the righteous do?" (Psalm 11:3). If we occasionally take a firm but unpop­

ular stand on matters of doctrine and practice, we are in good company: 

"Then Peter and the apostles answered, and said, we ought to obey God 

rather than men" (Acts 5:29). My beloved brethren, compromise and weak 

conciliation never made a better world and never will! Trace the footsteps 

of the New Testament believers. Did they'leave sweet peace and harmony 

behind them everywhere? Acts 4:18 - "And they called them, and commanded 



-10-

them not to speak at all nor teach in the name of Jesus." Verse 21, "So 

when they had further threatened them, they let them go, finding nothing 

how they might punish them, because of the people: for all men glorified 

God for that which was done." Acts 5:17-18 - "Then the high priest rose 

up, and all they that were with him, and were filled with indignation, 

and laid their hands on the apostles, and put them in the common prison." 

Verse 40 - "And to him they agreed: and when they had called the apostles, 

and beaten them, they commanded that they should not speak in the name of 

Jesus, and let them go." Acts 14:4? 5 - "But the multitude of the city was 

divided: and part held with the Jews, and part with the apostles." Acts 16: 

22 — "And the multitude rose up together against them: and the magistrates 

rent off their clothes, and commanded to beat them." Acts 17:5, 6 - "But 

the Jews which believed not, moved with envy, took unto them certain lewd 

fellows of the baser sort, and gathered a company, and set all the city on 

an uproar, and assaulted the house of Jason, and sought to bring them out 

to the people. And when they found them not, they drew Jason and certain 

brethren unto the rulers of the city, crying, these that have turned the 

world upside down are come hither also." Acts 19:23, 24 - "And the same 

time there arose no small stir about that way." Sweet harmony and peace 

did not always accompany or follow them!

Let us avoid strife, division, bitterness, and prejudice, but let us 

also hold earnestly to the great distinctives of our Christian faith as 

revealed in God’s Word. Let us keep separate from that which would dilute 
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our convictions, weaken our denominational life, or bring upon us the 

spiritual lethargy which has befallen others. We wish our sister denomina­

tions well in their efforts to exalt Christ as Lord. Recognizing and con­

fessing our own shortcomings, let us pay the price of eternal vigilance 

in preserving and expanding that which we have under God.

"This Present World"

Many words could be used to characterize it. It is a changing world, 

and the changes occur with bewildering frequency. Internationally there 

is tension, suspicion, open hatred, uncertainty, bewilderment, confusion. 

Old, well-established customs, procedures, and even moral and ethical con­

cepts have gone by the board. This has resulted in disrespect, irreverence, 

recklessness and lawlessness.

A population explosion has multiplied the physical and spiritual 

needs and hungers of millions of people. Overcrowding and underprivilege 

leave a multitude of our fellow men and women in appalling circumstances. 

Travel, radio, television and other news media bring most of the world into 

one great community.

We are confronted by soul-staggering need and incomparable opportunity. 

If we lose the battle at home and allow the fires of evangelism to flicker 

and die, the impenetrable darkness of eternal night shall settle down upon 

the other peoples of earth. Desperate circumstances call for urgent methods. 

Our Christian faith is challenged by atheistic Communism, materialistic 
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hinnaniRm and the realistic possibility of a thermonuclear holocaust. Is 

the judgment of God upon human rebellion and moral dereliction at hand?

For times like these is there an answer? If so, what is it? The 

Bible says there is an answer. Where do we begin? 2 Chronicles 7sl4 - 

"If my people, which are called by my name, shall humble themselves, and 

pray, and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways; then will I hear 

from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will heal their land." First, 

we ourselves must repent, confess our sin and seek God’s face (involving 

His will for us individually). Revival upon a widespread scale, including 

radical changes in our whole way of life, is our imperative need! We must 

have such revival — or else!

With all our experience, our organizations, our techniques, our 

methods and our programs — we are not getting the job done! Are we by 

chance numbered among, those "having a form of godliness but denying the 

power thereof"? Have we unconsciously rendered the word of God (in our 

case) of none effect by our traditions and excuses?

If we are not getting the job done, where lies the answer? Revival 

must be followed by a great, dynamic, spirit-filled forward thrust in 

evangelism. Last year the hearts of hundreds of us were thrilled by the 

New Life Movement in Southeast Asia. Assuredly, God’s hand was in it! Is 

He showing us the way to inaugurate and share in an urge'nt crash program 

of missionary evangelism to help meet the appalling desolation of pagan 

lands? I think so. I think we had better, get our heads, our hearts, our 
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prayers, our resources together in movements of this nature around the 

world. It is no t the only answer, but it is an answer, and I am con­

vinced that it is God’s answer.

Race Relationships

Among other problems at home we face the very difficult matter of 

finding a solution to a growing and urgent challenge in the area of race 

relationships. Never let it be said that Christians in general or Southern 

Baptists in particular are indifferent toward any "for whom Christ died.” 

Never let it be said that we are more concerned about the maintenance of 

the status quo than the welfare of human beings. He who says that Southern 

Baptists have done nothing in this direction is either ignorant of the facts 

or misinformed. Two of the first institutions to be desegregated in the 

South were Southern Baptist colleges. We have spoken out on several occas­

ions in clear-cut statements. Some of our churches now have Negro members, 

many are seating them in the congregation, many have openly stated the basis 

upon which they receive members, regardless of race.

The president of the convention has participated in several conferences 

on this vital matter, has spoken to bi-racial groups, is now a member of 

an active inter-faith, bi-racial committee of fourteen.

Not every violent revolution, even though it has good purposes in 

view, is born of God. The cross-currents, the undercurrents, the impact 

of long-standing customs, the presence of-subversive elements, and radical 

leadership make the solution to the matter all the more difficult. We are 
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making progress - good progress - but by the very nature of our democratic, 

New Testament way of life we shall do more by proceeding prayerfully, lov­

ingly, and courageously upon the local level than by making great, sweeping 

pronouncements. By all means let each of us, and therefore, all of us, ask 

God to probe our conscience and guide us to do His will.

Let it be said to the press and to all the world that Southern Baptists 

do have a conscience, and that their Christian conscience is awake, that 

they are not silent and withdrawn from the realities of modern life. That 

we are not always moved as decisively and urgently as we should be, we con­

fess. But we are on the march!

Since we have no ecclesiastical hierarchy, and ours is not an Episcopal 

form of church government, the Convention as such has no authority over the 

local churches and desires none! The Convention assembled in annual 

session can inform, suggest, and challenge to action, but that is all.

Some would do well to inform themselves as to what is happening among 

our Baptist institutions in the matter of desegregation. Permit me to say 

that in my judgment a little more of ’’tolerance,’' love, sympathetic under­

standing, patience and Christian forbearance one toward another in these 

days of soul travail would not be out of order

Determining Our Goals

"The world will stand aside to let that man pass, who knows where he 

is going." The world in its present state of confusion may at least give 

some heed to a Bible-based, New Testament denomination which clearly indi­

cates that it has distinctive goals and purposes which it is determined to 
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put into action. What are-some of our most vital goals and purposes? 

1. To live to the glory of God.

This may seem trite or over-pious, but it isn’t. Jesus was always 

concerned about doing His Father’s will and glorifying His name. John 

17:4 - "I have glorified thee on the earths I have finished the work 

which thou gavest me to do." The writers of the New Testament clearly 

indicate that everything we are and do shall be to the praise of His glory 

(Ephesians 1:12). This wholehearted desire and determination revealed in 

every area of our denominational life would eliminate many of the human 

problems which plague us.

2. To proclaim the message of the Gospel of Christ in plain, positive, 

Biblical terms.

Paul clearly stated the essential facts of the Gospel in First 

Corinthians 15 s 1-4, ’’Moreover, brethren, I declare unto you the gospel 

which I preached unto you, which also ye have received, and wherein ye 

stand; By which also ye are saved, if ye keep in memory what I preached 

unto you, unless ye have believed in vain. For I delivered unto you first 

of all that which I also received, how that Christ died for our sins accord­

ing to the scriptures; and that he was buried, and that he rose again the 

third day according to the scriptures."

The Old Testament prophet said, "What shall I say?" The answer was 

given: "All flesh is grass, and all the goodliness thereof is as the flower 

of the field: the grass withereth, the floWer fadeth: because the spirit 
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of the Lord bloweth upon it: surely the people is grass. The grass 

withereth, the flower fadeth: but the word of our God shall stand for ever” 

(Isaiah 40:6-8).

The twentieth century prophet asks the same question. The reply? 

'•Preach the Word." What does the Word say about Jesus Christ our Lord? 

That He is pre-existent, that He shared the glory of God before the world 

existed; that He is divine; that He was supernaturally and miraculously 

virgin-born; that He lived, preached, taught, healed and revealed His glory 

in the flesh; that He died a substitutionary death for each of us at Calvary; 

that He came back from death in bodily form; that He went back in person 

to His Father’s house; that He now occupies a position of power at God’s 

right hand and that in God's own time He will return in person.

The Word also says that He is the Savior, and the only Savior of men 

and that men can be saved only "by grace, through faith" in Him. This is 

the central, primary, all-important message which we are commissioned to 

proclaim.

If we spend our time dealing with the issues which are the practical 

outworking of the Gospel message but neglect to emphasize and make clear 

the only way of personal redemption we shall but beat the air. Having made 

that clear we go on immediately to say that we must not and dare not neglect 

the practical outworking of this marvellous Gospel message. We must relate 

it courageously and fully to every area of human life.
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3. World Outreach

As always, "the field’is the world." However, the twentieth century 

world differs in many respects from the first century world. It is larger 

because of population increase, yet it is smaller in that the modern means 

of transportation and communication have caused it to shrink in accessibility.

It is characterized by remarkable progress in general knowledge and 

scientific achievement. It has moved rapidly from the mechanical age, to 

the atomic age, to the space age. The emphasis upon material progress 

constitutes a challenge to spiritual progress, but in this area we are losing 

the battle.

Surely, Southern Baptists are come to the kingdom "for such an hour 

as this." With hearts single to the glory of God, with clearly defined 

objectives and purposes, with a positive, plain scriptural message, with 

a deep sense of urgency, with a great, united forward thrust in evangelism 

which shall envision and encompass the whole world, we must now address 

ourselves to our responsibility with a seriousness of purpose which will 

meet the appalling needs and unprecedented circumstances which surround 

us. ^he world hastens on in its atheistic, profane, immoral, brainwashed, 

materialistic way, to certain and perhaps cataclysmic judgment and destruc­

tion. In this world stand ten million Southern Baptists, commissioned to 

bear witness to the redemption which is "in Christ Jesus." May God have 

mercy upon us if selfishness, worldliness, pride, or any lack of dedication 

upon our part weakens or nullifies our Christian witness. Paraphrasing 

the well-known words of Sir Winston Churchill, spoken at a time of crisis 

in material warfare, may we in a time of world crisis in spiritual warfare 
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now say, "Let us so conduct ourselves and address ourselves t© our duty, 

that if the world and Southern Baptists shall live a thousand years, men 

shall say of us, ’this was their finest hour.’’1


