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In one of the most penetrating statements ever made, 
the Apostle Paul commanded “Owe no may anything, but 
to love one another” (Rom. 13:8). In the context of the 
passage he was telling the Christians in Rome to give to 
everyone what is due them, taxes to whom taxes are due, 
tribute to whom tribute is due, reverence to whom rever­
ence is due and honor to whom honor is due (Rom. 13:7). 
And, we are to give love to each other. It is a compelling 
thought that we are to give to all their due and thus be 
indebted to none.

Yet, the same Apostle declared earlier, “I am debtor 
both to the Greeks, and to the Barbarians; both to the 
wise, and to the unwise” (Rom. 1:14). Though he urged us 
to “owe no man,” he declared that he was a debtor to all 
mankind. There was a debt that he would always be 
paying. That was the debt of the Gospel. He owed the 
Gospel to the world! That is why Paul continued, “So, as 
much as in me is, I am ready to preach the gospel to you 
that are at Rome also. For I am not ashamed of the gospel 
of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to 
every one that believeth” (Rom. 1:15-16). The Southern 
Baptist Convention stands in the same place as the great 
Apostle. We are debtors to the world. We owe the world 
the Gospel!

The last recorded words of Jesus Christ before His 
ascension were, “but ye shall receive power, after that the 
Holy Spirit is come upon you: and ye shall be witnesses 
unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea, and in 
Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth” (Acts 
1:8). The final words of Jesus reflect the thing which was 
uppermost in His heart and mind. That thing was the 
witness of the Gospel to the ends of the earth.

We are not taking this command very seriously today. 
We have talked about BOLD MISSION, But we are not 
bold! We cannot pay this debt of the Gospel casually. It 
must be the heartbeat of our lives. Yet, every year we lose 
ground in our own land. In 1954 we baptized 396,857 with 
total membership of 8,169,491. The population of the 
United States was 163,000,000. In 1983 we baptized 
394,606 with total membership of 14,185,454. The popula­
tion of the United States is approximately 235,000,000. 
That does not reflect a boldness about our debt to our 
own country.

Look at it another way. Total income in Southern 
Baptist churches last year was $3.37 billion. The total debt 
of Southern Baptist churches is $1.4 billion and the annual 
debt payment is $342,864,429. Compare that with total 
Cooperative Program receipts of $272,571,144. And re­
member that at least one-half of the Cooperative Program 
receipts remain in our state conventions. The amount of 
our Cooperative Program funds going to Foreign Missions 
last year was $48,745,954 and to Home Missions was 
$19,395,664. Our total gifts to Foreign Missions were 
$110,029,263 and our total gifts for Home Missions was 
$43,279,115. While these represent great amounts of 
money, in comparison to our income and debt, they reveal 
that we have not really become bold and aggressive about 
our debt of the Gospel to the world.

God’s heartbeat is clearly seen. “The Lord is not slack 
concerning his promise, as some men counted slackness; 
but is long-suffering to us-ward, not willing that any 
should perish, but that all should come to repentance” 
(2 Pet. 3:9).

I. THE RISK
Our debt involves being willing to risk all to give the 

Gospel to the world. We have become so comfortable in 
our land today. Our buildings are planned in intricate 
detail. Our choirs are beautifully robed. Our ministers are 
proper and well-trained. Our ministers are efficiently con­
ducted. Our denomination is stable, strong and growing. 
But what have we risked to share the Gospel? At what 
point have we been even inconvenienced? The truth is that 
most of our church programming is planned for the 
convenience of the membership.

We talk about BOLD MISSION, but we have not been 
bold. We have not been willing to risk to spread the 
Gospel. When the church at Jerusalem sent Judas 
Barnabas and Silas to accompany Paul and Barnabas to 
Antioch following the Jerusalem Council, they were de­
scribed as “men who have risked their lives for the name 
of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 15:26 NAS). Southern 
Baptists must become people like that!

I stood 9,000 miles from here just seven weeks ago and 
stood in the hall of a missionary residence when a phone 
call came from the missionary’s daughter in Texas telling 
of losing a child early in pregnancy. The daughter had a 
child born dead last year and was so counting on the safe 
arrival of this child. I watched as the weight of their 
emotion weighed heavily upon their shoulders and listened 
as they tried to comfort their daughter across those miles. 
To be obedient to God they had risked being unable to 
comfort their own daughter in a critical time of need. And 
on another continent that risk became reality. But, what 
have I risked?

1 stood in the front yard of another mission home in 
another country and watched military helicoptors from a 
neighboring country less than 250 yards away. They had 
come to help control the raiding and killing among tribes­
men in that area. And our missionaries have planted their 
lives there. But what have I risked?



Through all the violence in Lebanon, right at 20 South­
ern Baptist missionaries have remained to minister to 
those people at great risk to their personal safety. But 
what have I risked?

I prayed with the young wife of a man imprisoned for 
his faith in Jesus Christ in another country. I observed the 
tremendous commitment in her life. I realized that to 
follow Jesus Christ in that place required a willingness to 
risk everything. But what have I risked?

Across the great urban and pioneer areas of this land 
the same commitment is seen. Risking isolation from 
family and friends, separated from the security of the 
Bible belt, many in our native land are standing tall to 
share the Gospel of Christ. But what have I risked?

I do not point an accusing finger at anyone else. But 
each of us must face these questions: How serious am I 
about the Gospel? What have I risked to tell the good 
news? Our debt to the world involves risk?

II. THE RESPONSIBILITY
This debt we owe to the world is not an option for us. It 

is our mandate from God. That is why it is so vital to our 
work of cooperation together. We may call it missions or 
evangelism, but it is an inescapable responsibility. God has 
placed it upon us. “Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is 
a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all 
things are become new. And all things are of God, who 
hath reconciled us to himself by Jesus Christ, and hath 
given to us the ministry of reconciliation; to wit, that God 
was in Christ, reconciling the world unto himself, not 
imputing their trespasses unto them; and hath committed 
unto us the word of reconciliation. Now then we are 
ambassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech you 
by us: we pray you in Christ’s stead, be ye reconciled to 
God” (2 Cor. 5:17-20).

That is our assignment from God. We are to be part of 
the reconciling, redemptive plan of God. That is our 
primary assignment. Everything we do should point men 
to the Gospel. Every endeavor in ministry, instruction, 
etc., must be instruments for communicating the Gospel!

None of us is doing so well in carrying out this re­
sponsibility that we can accuse another. Even though 
some of our churches are baptizing large numbers of 
people, we are not really making an inroad into the great 
unchurched population of this land!

And yet we condemn each other. The churches with 
fewer numbers condemn the “super” churches. And the 
churches with more members chide the “smaller” churches. 
But, big isn’t better—and little isn’t better either! It is 
faithfulness that God requires of us all. We are all to sow 
seed, cultivate and harvest. Some labor where the harvest 
is light, others where it is bountiful. The key is our 
commitment to sharing the Good News and proclaiming 
the Gospel. Regardless of the harvest, we must be faithful 
in the sowing of our witness. As we do that we can rejoice 
in the faithfulness of the witness, whether the result be 
sowing or reaping. But one thing is clear, every pastor, 
every Christian should be faithfully sharing personal wit­
ness of the saving Grace of Jesus Christ. The reason some 
of us feel condemned and threatened by the “numbers” of 
others is not that our numbers are small, but that we 
know we have not made sharing the Gospel a priority in 
our lives. We have a mandate from our God.

That is our responsibility as Southern Baptists. We 
must never let “ministry” be a cover-up for laziness, 
disobedience or indifference. We need to confess our sin of

irresponsibility today. None of us has perfectly assumed 
that responsibility. None of us is so righteous as to stand 
in judgment of another. “Who are you to judge the servant 
of another? To his own master he stands or falls; and 
stand he will, for the Lord is able to make him stand” 
(Rom. 14:4 NAS).

Our debt to the world involves responsibility. Each of 
us is responsible. Each pastor is responsible. Each church 
is responsible. And this denomination is responsible to 
make the heart of its program and ministry the proclama­
tion of the Gospel to this lost world. One thing is certain; 
we cannot escape our personal responsibility by sending 
our money. We cannot pay others to do what is our 
responsibility. It involves both doing and giving!

111. THE REALITY
We must face the reality about ourselves. We brag 

about 14 million plus members, but we do not know 
where 25% of them are. Another 25% never attend. 
Another 30% are fringe members. Less than 20% of most 
congregations constitute its base of support. What is reality 
for us? Are we really on a BOLD MISSION? Are we 
really serious about preaching the Gospel, winning the lost 
and evanglizing the world?

But someone says, “Everything we do is evangelism.” 
NO! A thousand times NO! Everything we do should lead 
to evangelism, but everything is not evangelism. Evangel­
ism is preaching, teaching, sharing the Gospel with the 
specific intent of leading the hearer to personal faith in 
Jesus Christ. Everything we do should lead to that type of 
experience.

We must face the reality about ourselves. We have lost 
much of our credibility to our world. For instance, we 
have all decried the potential for nuclear holocaust in our 
world. Though we may differ about how to avoid such a 
tragedy, we all stand united against the evil of global war. 
In all of our wars this century we have lost 636,925 
individuals. Beginning with the Revolutionary War and 
coming down to the present we have seen 1,160,581 killed 
in all the wars in our history (1982 World Book). How 
tragic we say, Surely we must prevent war. But where is 
the outcry over the legalized killing of over 17 million 
innocent pre-born children in the last 11 years? Abortion 
has become a crime of enormous proportions in America. 
We have been content to pass a few innocuous resolutions 
about it, but as churches we have not been willing to deal 
with the problems of unwanted pregnancies. We should 
have a massive ministry of education for expectant, unwed 
mothers, caring for them through pregnancy and birth, 
helping with adoption, etc. The reality is that the stance of 
the church has often been scarcely different from that of 
our society. And that stance cannot lead us to effectively 
pay the debt we owe.

Where is our outcry against the rising tidal wave of 
sensuality in our media today? On TV the Christian 
community is routinely ridiculed. You will search in vain 
to find a positive picture of a Christian on television 
programs in the secular media today. Pornography in 
print has become a multi-billion dollar business. A study 
by Michigan State Police of 35,000 sex crimes in that state 
over a 20 year period found that 43% were pornography 
related. In one group of rapists, 57% said they tried out 
sexual behavior they had seen depicted in pornography. 
77% of child molesters of boys and 87% of child molesters 
of girls admitted to imitating sexual behavior modeled by 
pornography. And lest you think this problem is small.



reports indicate that 1 of 4 girls and 1 of 10 boys will be 
molested by age 10! Child abuse and molestation is 
epidemic. ABC TV carried a program revealing that 50,000 
children disappear from their homes every year.

50% of all crimes involve the use of alcohol at the time 
of the crime (Bureau of Justice Statistics, U. S. Department 
of Justice). More than 22,500 people were killed last year 
by drunk drivers. Yet, where is our outcry and united 
voice against these atrocities? In these matters and others 
we have assumed the indifferent posture of our secular 
society. And such a stance does not lead us to be effective 
in paying our debt to this lost world.

The reality is staggering. We have often become like this 
lost world. We must truly become “a chosen generation, a 
royal priesthood, a holy nation, a peculiar people, show­
ing forth the praises of our God who has called us out of 
the darkness of sin into His marvelous light” (I Pet. 2:9).

God has blessed Southern Baptists because we have 
been a people of God’s Word. In years past we have loved 
a lost world and placed world-wide missions and evan­
gelism at the heart of our work. But in recent years our 
commitment to this Gospel proclamation has lessened. We 
now often give lip service to evangelism and witnessing. 
We must again become “doers of the Word.” We are 
debtors to all men and we must pay that debt. We must 
carry the Gospel to every person in this world.

I challenge Southern Baptists to pray about this man­
date. The Wilton Baptist Church in Wilton, Connecticut, 
has organized a massive prayer-vigil. It is their dream that 
as a convention we would spend one year with a different 
church spending one hour that year in concerted prayer 
for our nation, our convention and for the spiritual

awakening that we all desire. It would be such a small 
thing for any church to spend one hour in one year! 
Surely we could join this pioneer church in the Northeast 
in such a prayer vigil.

Every church can develop a strategy for sharing Christ 
with every person in their area. Every church could begin 
praying for God to call from its membership individuals to 
serve as missionaries around the world. Imagine what an 
impact we could make if every one of our 36,000 churches 
had a missionary sent from its membership! We should 
pray to that end.

And we must determine to increase the financial re­
sources available to meet such a challenge. Every church 
giving a percentage share of its receipts could give the 
financial foundation to make BOLD MISSION truly a 
reality.

Harold Cummins works among the very primitive 
Maasai tribe in Kenya. On one occasion he was witnessing 
in a new area, going from hut to hut. An old Maasai man 
followed him around and then offered to help him meet 
the people. And so he did. He took Harold from place to 
place introducing him to the people. At length Harold 
turned to the old man and asked, “Why are you doing 
this? You have rejected Jesus Christ, why are you helping 
me?” At that moment the old man drove his spear in the 
ground in front of him and cried, “Reject Him! Reject 
Him! Reject Him! Why you haven’t told me about Him!”

We sometimes say that the world has rejected Christ. 
The world cries, “Reject Him! You haven’t told me about 
Him!”

Southern Baptists are debtors to the world.


