Text of address by SBC President Td!r'n E17iff -- June 17, 1997

THE CROSS: OUR BATTLE STANDARD
TEXT: I Corinthians 1:17-18

This past year has been an incredible experience. It is difficult for me to find
appropriate words to express my gratitude to you for according me the privilege of being your
president. Never before in my life have I sensed the power of such intense, massive prayer.
At times | felt as if | was merely a twig being carried along in a mighty river of God’s grace.
Your prayers, and the prayers of the dear members of First Southern Baptist Church, Del
City, Oklahoma, have made all the difference. Thanksgiving to God, and to you, fills my heart
today.

Two realities have left their vivid impression upon my heart. These two realities
provide the motivation for the message I want to deliver today. You cannot understand the
message without some grasp of these realities.

First there is the reality of how far we have come in our pilgrimage as Southern
Baptists; the ground we have taken, and in some instances, taken back. It is only by the grace
of God that the largest evangelical group in the world has somehow managed to maintain our
respect for the Scripture, our love for the Savior and our passion for souls.

But over against that encouraging reality stands another which will challenge
everything we are as Southern Baptists. There are still battles which must be fought and
ground to be taken before our Savior’s return. It is time we acknowledged the reality that the
language of the Bible is not the language of the arm-chair but of the arena. God never intended
us to be “carried to the skies on flowery beds of ease when others fought to win the prize and
satled through bloody seas.”

These two realities, the ground taken for God’s Kingdom, and the ground yet to be
taken are constantly before me. Let me show you what [ mean:

1. The Southern Baptist Convention has said in every way imaginable that we hold the
Scripture to be the inerrant, infallible and inspired Word of God. We are not ashamed to use
those words to describe this perfect treasure of God’s truth.......But

as long as any Bible publisher thinks that Southern Baptists are more likely to
purchase Bibles on the basis of “political correctness” than fidelity of the text, there are still
battles to be fought and ground to be taken.

2. In repeated resolutions from this convention we have affirmed that life is a gift of
God, that it begins at conception and is not to be disposed of by abortion, euthanasia, assisted
suicide or any other means....But



as long as any person of any rank would claim affiliation with Southern Baptist while
having such a cavalier disregard for the sanctity of life that partial birth abortion remains as an
option, thus endorsing a particularly brutal type of killing, there is still ground to be taken;
there are battles to be fought.

3. We can celebrate the fact that giving is at an all-time high for Southern Baptists.
Our Lottie Moon offering is in its fourth record year; Annie Armstrong offerings are at record
highs for their fourth year; Cooperative Program giving and Designated Giving have also
topped the previous year’s record.....But

with Southern Baptist church debt now at almost two and a half billion dollars; with
payments last year in excess of our combined Cooperative Program and Missions giving, and
literally thousands of debt-encumbered churches baptizing few or no new converts, something
is wrong with our concept of faith and stewardship. There is ground to be taken; there are
battles to be fought.

4. In spite of speculations to the contrary, Southern Baptist seminary enrollment is
growing at record levels with some experiencing the greatest enrollment in their history. God
is honoring a committment to a high view of the Scripture, the nobility of His call to ministry
and the insistence that (God-called faculty and students should live holy lives and possess
evangelistic zeal...But

as long as any Southern Baptist believes that a low view of the Scripture is more
scholarly, or that ministry is more of a job than a holy, immutable calling; as long as any
endorse the ordination of those who do not meet the qualifications of the man of God as
spelled out in I Timothy 3:1-13, there is still ground to be gained. There are still battles to be
waged.

5. Southern Baptists have long cherished the privilege of free speech along with the
requirement that it be used responsibly to promote the good of society, lifting the level of
moral consciousness. We have even called upon businesses, such as the Disney corporation,
to employ the privilege of free speech in a similar, responsible manner...But '

when major entities look at the almost sixteen million members of our Southern
Baptist churches and question whether we are people of our word, whether we really mean
what we say, and whether we are actually willing to sacrifice the enjoyment of their products,
performances or media presentations, there is still ground to be gained. There are still battles
to be fought.

6. Southern Baptists were espousing traditional family values long before the term
was popular. We believe that God has created both male and female, each with unique abilities
and different spirits, designed to play seperate rolls in the family. We affirm that God’s plan
for the family is one man for one woman as long as they shall live. We believe homosexuality



is a perverted twisting of God’s plan. It is a choice, a sinful choice with particularly
devastating consequences. And we believe that the hope for any person, including the
homosexual, is found in the grace and forgiveness of Christ...But

as long as there are those who believe that Southern Baptist churches and members are
not loving unless they condone homosexuality, perform single-sex marriages and endorse
fornication in its many forms, we have not communicated the true meaning of God’s grace.
There is still ground to be taken. There are battles to be won.

7. You will hear a report this week about Southern Baptist’s record year in missions.
Missions of every kind, student missions, volunteerism, World Changers and language
churches. In 1996, almost six hundred workers were appointed to assignments of two years
or more. That is an all time high for one year....But -

In many of the countries where we are working to share the gospel, believers are under
intense persecution. Many profess Christ knowing death is enevitable if their faith is
discovered. Tragically, such persecution is often endorsed by the trade and foreign aid policies
of our own nation, nof to mention the existence of corporate greed which must be satisfied at
whatever the cost. There is ground to be taken. There are battles to be won. Somehow the
largest evangelical group in the world must be heard on the issue of religious persecution.

Here is the point of my statements: Believers, Southern Baptist believers, must
capture in our hearts this fact...We are soldiers. We cannot rest until the battles are over and
God calls us home. Amy Carmichal, the missionary to India, put it properly: “We have all of
eternity to celebrate our victories; but only a few hours until sundown to win them.”

As soldiers we march under the banner of the cross. As the great hymn says, we are,
“...maching as to war, with the cross of Jesus going on before.” Thus the title of my message
is: “The Cross: Our Battle Standard.”

The Apostle, Paul, grasped the meaning of marching beneath the banner of the cross.
Listen as the Holy Spirit speaks through him to the Corinthian church...and across the ages to
us: “For Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach the gospel: not with wisdom of words,
lest the cross of Christ should be made of none effect. For the preaching of the cross is to
them that perish foolishness; but unto us which are saved it is the power of God.” (KJV)

A banner says something. The banners carried out to war, like our American flag,
make a statement regarding the allegiance and purpose of those who follow behind. Here,
when Paul refers to the “preaching of the cross” he is indicating that the cross says
something. But what does the cross say? And why must it be the battle standard for us?



I. THE CROSS SAYS, “I AM THE DIVIDING POINT FOR EVERY SINNER.”

When flying across the ocean from one continent to another. aircraft pilots often speak
of their position in reference to an imaginary “point of no return.” This point is a position
somewhere over the water beyond which it becomes impossible, with the fuel and {lying time
remaining, to return to their original point of departure. Once that position is crossed they are
comitted to the “other side.” Crossing that point immediately focuses their attention on
what is ahead. Turning back is unthinkable and impossible.

Similarly, the cross is the dividing point for every sinner...and that includes us all. In
this letter to the Corinthians with their penchant for “going philosophical” over every issue,
the apostle, Paul, says, “Look! Let me simplify it for you! Each of us is ultimately judged by
the position of the cross in our lives.” -

You see there are really only two kinds of people in this world. Paul defines them for
us: First, there are those who are “perishing.” They are trapped in the vortex of sin, a power
over which they have no control. They are being swept along to their death without any
human means of escape. Their only hope is the cross upon which Jesus has paid the-price for
their sin. But at this moment the cross looks foolish to them. The thought that it could help
them seems absurd and moronic. So they are helplessly and, at present, hopelessly lost.

Barring some radical deliverance, these “perishing people” will spend an eternity in
Hell, the place reserved for those who will not come to God by way of the cross. “For if we
sin wilfully after we have received the knowledge of the truth, there remains no more sacrifice
for sins, But a certain fearful looking for of judgement and feiry indignation, which shall
devour the adversaries. He that despised Moses” law died without mercy under two or three
witnesses: of how much sorer punishment, do you suppose, shall he be thought worthy, who
has trodden under foot the Son of God, and has counted the blood of the covenant, wherewith
he was sanctified an unholy thing, and has done despite to the Spirit of grace.” (Hebrews
10:26-29). “How shall we escape, if we neglect so great salvation.” (Hebrews 2:3)

But on the other side of the cross we see that there is another kind of people in the
world. These are not perishing. These are those who are being saved. They have looked on
Christ, repented and believed. To them the cross is not foolishness but the very pinnacle
expression of God’s power. They believe that nowhere is God’s power more magnificently
displayed than on the cross. Those rough-hewn planks upon which the perfect, virgin-born,
sinless Son of God remained until his death eclipse the combined awesomeness of every
galaxy in the universe. They rejoice because on that cross a Holy and righteous God declared
the penalty of sin fully paid and the way made possible for the perishing to pass from death
to life. And it was not far from that cross where, three days later, the Father shouted His
glorious “Amen!” by raising the Son from the grave.

Two kinds of people...and the cross is the dividing point. When we fully grasp the



significance of this fact it will revoloutionize our thinking both corporately and individually.
When you are fully convinced that the cross is the dividing point...

1. IT WILL SHATTER YOUR PREJUDICE. You will begin to see that race, color,
social position, abilities and affinities....all are just “nuances.” What really matters is where a
person is in relation to the cross. But it will do more than shatter your prejudice....

2. 1T WILL SIMPLIFY YOUR PURPOSE. Your task becomes simple. All that you
do is for the purpose of showing perishing people how they can come to the cross and
experience God’s grace through repentance and faith in Christ.

Paul put it this way (You will excuse my liberty with the text.): *“ And brothers,
when I came to Corinth, [ was overwhelmed with the cosmopolitan atmosphere of your city,
it’s diversity of languages, it’s economic vibrancy, excellent schools and many houses of
worship. For a brief moment I considered my options. Perhaps I should tone down my
message to make it more “Corinthian friendly.” But God delivered me from the pitfall of
playing to the times. And, in the end, I came to the resolute conclusion that just one thing
mattered and I should stick with it....Jesus Christ, and Him crucified. I know that sounds
simple but I want your faith to stand, not in the wisdom of men but in the power of God.” (I
Corinthians 2:1-5)

When you see that the cross is the dividing point for all men it wiil shatter your
prejudice and simplify your purpose. I witnessed that very thing only a few miles from this
arena in Dallas. During my years at Southwestern Seminary God gave me the remarkable
privilege of pastoring two wonderful, seminary-student loving churches in this area. For three
years 1 pastored the Vickery Baptist Church in this association. Then God moved us to the
First Baptist Church of Mansfield in Tarrant Assoiation.

During our days at Mansfield we began a bus ministry. I still think the bus ministry
expresses the Great Commission in one of it’s purest forms. As that ministry began to grow,
one of our fine deacons assumed the responsibility for establishing a new bus route. Those of
you familiar with the bus ministry know that starting and maintaining a bus route involves
concerted door-to-door visitation. One Saturday he returned from visiting and related this
story with a heavy heart

As he had sought to extend the route on the outskirts of town he had come to the
home of a lovely African- American family. His knocking brought the gracious lady of the
house to the front door. Both he and the lady were equally surprised....you see, this was
almost three decades ago, and prejudice still ran high in that small town.

He told the lady that he was taking a survey...which he was. But, in fear and
confusion fostered by years of wrong thinking and teaching he began to ask himself “What
will they do if I bring these children to our church?” Weeping, he then related that he had



covered his mistake by asking some questions about the appliances and utilities in her home.
Now his heart was smitten with grief. “ Preacher, I know what I must do for that family. Just
pray that God will show me the right way to do it!”

He returned to that home and apologized to the lady. The next Sunday morning he
brought them to church, then down the aisle. Soon that church saw the barriers of prejudice
begin to fall. When you see the cross as the dividing point for every soul your prejudice is
shattered and your purpose is simplified.

II. THE CROSS SAYS, “I AM A DISTURBING PRESENCE TO EVERY
SCORNER.”

Many Americans don’t know what to do with the cross these days. It is like @ block
of ice; too heavy to hold out at a distance yet too wet and cold to embrace. In some corners
attempts are even being made to re-write history by removing any symbols of the cross. But
it will not go away. Itis a constant, convicting intrusion, a disturbing presence.

Some years ago my wife and [ were staying in a nearby hotel here in Dallas. The day
before our stay was to end, the popular rock idol “Madonna,” moved her band and support
crew inte the hotel. 1 was told that they were to occupy an entire floor. My guess is that a
visit to that floor would have been like an excursion in Jurassic Park!

I remain intriqued by their penchant for the cross. It was visible in jewelry, tatoos
and T-shirts. It was not that they intended to depict the cross by their lifestyles...far from it.
The cross, in fact, is often mocked and ridiculed through this medium. It was just that the
cross is a disturbing presence...a reminder of mankind’s rebellion starkly contrasted against
God’s righteousness. 1t seemed that they scorned it, yet did not want to get too far away
from it.

I was so disturbed that I sat up most of the night, finally taking pen in hand and
writing: “Dear Madonna...God will not let me sleep until I share with you how you can have
forgivness of sin and eternal life.” For over an hour I wrote to her about the cross and God’s
plan of salvation. Only eternity will reveal whether the hotel concierge ever delivered it as he
said he would.

In this letter to the Corinthians we are reminded that the “preaching of the cross is to
them that perish foolishness.” Our English word “moron” comes from the word used here.
To those who are allowing sin to continue it’s malignant devastation of their lives it seems
sheer idiocy to think that what Jesus did on a cross two thousand years ago could have any
present significance whatsoever. Your attempts to convince them otherwise will be met with
disdain, ridicule and, sometimes, outright hostility. That the cross and those who preach it
will be met with scorn is...

1. AREALITY WE MUST ACCEPT. Jesus reminds us that servants are not greater



than their masters. Ours was crucified on a cross yet [ sometimes see people who are
shocked when their attempts to share the message of the cross are met with antagonism.

~ Our Lord was confident that true Christian living and gospel preaching would be met
with opposition. He even gave us a protocol for dealing with it: “Blessed are you, when men
shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all manner of evil against you falsely for my
sake. Rejoice, and be exceeding glad: for great is your reward in heaven: for so persecuted
they the prophets which were before you.” (Matthew 5:11-12).

I am never surprised when the world is offended by our attempts as Southern
Baptists to do a better job of evangelizing. But ] am always shocked when professing
believers are more disturbed that the world is disturbed than they are by the fact that without
the cross the world is damned. Because of this, there is.... -

2 .A REACTION WE MUST AVOID. We must not accomodate the world by
removing from our preaching the centrality of Christ and His atoning work on the cross. Toe
much can be made of seeking to “earn” the right to share the gospel with the unsaved. Lost
people are not in an easy chair...they are in the emergency room. They don’t need to hear
what we think. They desperately need to hear what God says.

Saying what God says may cost a friendship. Speaking prophetically may cost the
favor of government. But show me one place in the Bible where God’s man is instructed to
make human popularity, even among fellow-believers, your goal, or government your god.

It is the solid exposition of the Word of God that God’s Spirit uses to drive the
message home to the heart of a perishing man. This is why Paul said, “For Christ sent me
not to baptize, but to preach the gospel (literally...to evangelize): not with wisdom of words,
lest the cross of Christ should be made of none effect.” (I Corinthians 1:18). Here Paul 1s
saying “l want to exercize caution in my very choice of words because a display of my
wisdom could empty the message of the cross and render it powerless.”

I have been told that some years ago a North Korean soldier made his way into South
Korea and to a Baptist church where he asked the pastor to share the gospel. The surprised
pastor asked why he was willing to risk his life just to hear the gospel message. The soldier
related an event which he could not erase from his mind.

He had been given the responsibility for supervising the execution of a Chistian family
in a small village. Determined to make them an example, he had gathered three generations of
this family into the town center and had them each buried up to the neck. Then he told them
that they must reject Christ and the notion that He had died for them, or they themselves
would die. When all refused he turned to the youngest, a small child, and shot him. Then he
asked again, “Who will reject this Jesus?” Although each family member was weeping openly
none would recant. Systematically each family member was killed, from the youngest to the



eldest,

That soldier could not erase from his mind the fact that these people were willing to
die for the Jesus who had died for them. 1t became a disturbing presence to this man who had,
himself, scorned Christ. This was only one soldier. Who knows how many others in that
village are now believers because a family let the cross preach.

III. THE CROSS SAYS, “T AM A DELIGHTFUL PROSPECT TO THE SAVED.”

Paul tells us that , to those who are being saved, the preaching of the cross is the
power of God. In other words, those being saved have a growing appreciation for the cross.
Far from being a theological concept which has become worn out with use, it is a practical
reality which grows daily in it’s significance.

The cross delivers us from the penalty of sin through salvation. Then its power is
experienced as it delivers us from the practice of sin through sanctification. And, finally, we
will be delivered from the very presence of sin at our glorification in heaven. There, the
wounds in our Saviors hands and feet will forever remind us that it took the cross.

But reflecting on the cross is a “bittersweet” experience for the saved.

1.THE CROSS FIRST REMINDS US OF OUR PERSONAL DEPRAVITY. “Did it
take this?” is our first response. Yes and it would have required this had you been the only
one for whom Christ died.

Think about it! From his arrest in the garden Jesus was taken by the houseof Annas,
then Caiphas and ultimately before Pilate. Finding no fault in him but discovering He was
from Galilee, Pilate had Jesus sent to the house of Herod of Galilee. There Jesus was mocked,
beaten and returned to Pilate’s house for judgement.

During the course of the night we would expect that normal procedure would have
been followed, if not worse. This means Christ would have been stripped of His raiment,
mocked and beaten. A crown of thorns would have been woven between His scalp and skull.
The beard would have been pulied from His face.

Tied to a post, or in a doorway, Jesus body would have been lifted by the wrists so
that only the balls of His feet touched the floor. This gave definition to His muscles for the
tormentors in addition to creating excruciating pain. The tormentors would begin
similtaneously at both His feet and neck, gradually working toward His waist. Leather straps
into which were embedded shards of glass, metal and stone would be thrown around His body
and yanked backward to strip away the flesh. Before they were finished, Jesus body would
have gaping wounds through which His visceral organs would be visible.



Jesus was so brutalized by the scourging that he was mutilated beyond recognition.

- Then He was required to carry the crossbeam of the cross out to Golgotha, Skull Hill, or
Calvary as it was called by the Romans. It was at this time that He received assistance from
Simon of Cyrene. Once He was stretched out on the cross spikes were driven through His
extremities as His only means of being anchored to the cross. As the cross dropped into it’s
socket Jesus’ bones would have come out of joint.

Calvary was not a beautiful hill. It was a filthy, foul-smelling place where the worms
crawled, the flies swarmed, the dogs prowled, the dust flew and the people jeered. If a man
did not die from the fever of infection, or loss of blood, he would gradually drown in the fluids
which filled his chest cavity. Pinioned as He was on the cross, Jesus could inhale fully but He
could not exhale adequately. In circumstances like this, piercing the side would cause a mixture
of blood and water to run out.

But there was more than the weight of His tortured body bearing down on Jesus that
day. He was taking upon Himself the sins of the world. Think of it! “He has made Him to
become sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in
Him.” (2 Corinthians 5:21).

This is a bitter view of the cross for the believer; a reminder of personal depravity.
This is what sin costs; the life of the sinless Son of God. But this is not the end. There is
more!

2. THE CROSS ALSO REVEALS OUR POWERFUL DELIVERER! This is what it
cost....and Jesus paid it ! His cry, “It is finished!” was the reminder that our kinsman-
redeemer, the only next-of-kin we have who is not, Himself, a slave of sin, has paid the wages
of sin for all. This is the ultimate expression of the power of God. Because of this. the dead
can live again! What power! No wonder Paul exclaimed, “God forbid that I should glory, save
in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the
world.” (Galatians 6:14).

But there is one more thing the cross would say to you today. And it is this word
from the cross to which we, you and 1, fellow Southern Baptists, must listen intently and
heed insistently. Fail here and we will guarantee our relegation to the dismal corner of mere
denominationalism. Fail here and we will trash our hopes and only treasure our history. Fail
here and we will eliminate the capacity of any restructuring to do more than occupy our
attention while the unsinkable Titanic slips into the sea. V

IV. THE CROSS SAYS, “I AM A DEMANDING POSSESSION FOR THE
SOLDIER.”

We must come to grips with the fact that the cross is an event...but more than an
event. Itis an object...but it is more than a mere object. It is to be reflected upon...but more



is required. Celebrated? Yes! But more is demanded than joyous celebration. We must come
to the cross in such a way that it brings us together, before Him, with two passionate
resolves:

1.1 WILL CARRY THE CROSS. Jesus said “If any man will come after me let him
deny himself, TAKE UP HIS CROSS and follow me. (Matthew 16:24). This means more
than a willingness to be inconvenienced for the Lord’s sake and the gospels. Your cross is not
meant to be a mere inconvenience. It is more than the patient suffering of a migraine headache,
a troublesome mate, selfish church members or a low-paying job.

Your cross means one thing: YOU DIE! That is it, plain and simple. Every ambition,
aspiration, expectation....it all goes on the altar to be consumed. How long has it been_since
you visited the cross and died to self. Jesus said “Take up your cross daily.” Paul said. “I
die daily.”

But we don’t like to come to the cross. It is frightening to put that career on the cross,
that relationship, the security of that job or church, that income, that retirement, that
educational plan, that reputation, that long-held position. And besides, what guarantee is
there that this will be a painless experience? Amy Carmichal asks:

Have you no scar?

No hidden scar on foot, or side, or hand?
I hear you sung as mighty in the land.

I hear them hail your bright ascendant star
Have you no scar?

Have you no wound?

Yet I was wounded by the archers, spent,

leaned me against a tree to die; and rent

by ravening beasts that compassed me, I swooned.
Have you no wound?

No wound? No scar?

Yet, as the master shall the servant be

and pierced are the feet that follow me;

But yours are whole: Can he have followed far
who has no wound, nor scar?

The only way you and | can become catalysts for the spiritual awakening so
desperately needed in this nation is to first come to the cross and become absolutely
abandoned to Jesus. The day is over for assuming that you know what is best for you and
that you have no need to die to self.



C.S. Lewis wrote: “If you want to glory in something, glory in the cross of Jesus and
what it has done for you. As far as God is concerned, the cross has saved you from sin, death
and the power of the devil. But as far as the world is concerned the cross has ruined you.
Ruined you! Never forget this! The cross has not unlocked the door of success. It has not
made you at home in the world. It has not saved your business from bankruptcy. If the cross
has really touched your life, it has put you out of joint with this world and you need to be
grateful] that it has. It has wounded your thigh...and you ought to be praising God every time
you limp.

The events of this convention, our seminaries calling you to recapture the nobility of
the gospel ministry, our mission boards urging you to ask hard questions about the “where”
of your ministry should find you here, before the Lord with an open spirit and a broken heart.
I pray that no one here will hide behind the comfort of your age or stage in life. This is the
day for men and women who passionately love the Lord to abandon themselves to Him, to
come to the cross. Only then will we escape a place in the denominational graveyard which is
already crowded.

2. THE CROSS MUST BE CONFESSED. Paul said “Christ sent me...to preach the
gospel.” Literally, “Christ sent me to evangelize.” Jesus said it is those who confess Him
before men whom He will confess before His Father in heaven.

I am convinced that a surprising number of members in our Southern Raptist churches
cannot effectively confess the cross before others because they have not come to the cross
and been genuinly converted themselves. Their experience is synthetic...it looks, and
sometimes feels like the real thing. But its not the real thing. It is attractive because, like a
synthetic, it takes less care than the real thing.

Synthetic Christianity is short on Holy Ghost conviction, repentance, faith and
lordship. It’s victims often confuse church membership with genuine conversion. They are in
the church but not involved in the church because they have had no true change of heart.

I would like to call upon every pastor in our convention to shepherd your church
with a burning committment to “know the state of your flock.” The scripture clearly states
that you are to watch over their souls as one that must give an account. Ask God to show
you some way of systematically confronting every member of your church with the
importance of possessing a clear and assurred testimony of faith in Christ.

Recently in our First Southern Baptist Church of Del City we began an emphasis we
call the “Book of Life.” Every member is asked to complete a page in our church’s Book of
Life. This page includes a place for their statement of assurance, general details as best they
can recall about their conversion experience, a statement regarding the manner in which God
has worked and is currently working in their life, a place to list the people who have helped



them in their journey of faith. This page is signed by them, their Sunday School teacher, and
last of all, it is read and signed by me. Then it is placed in a beautiful book prominently
displayed at our altar.

In most of our services I read pages from the Book of Life. The testimonies are
stirring. But listen to this! On the very first day, while completing the pages in their Sunday
School classes, eleven of our active adult church members fell under deep conviction, realized
they had no clear testimony of faith and subsequently were genuinely born again.

If just half of our Southern Baptist churches would engage in this, or a similar form of
walking members through a fresh personal certification of their conversion it could result in
over two hundred thousand baptisms across our convention in one week alone. And that does
not take into account the continuing results as you systematically approach the entire
membership of your church. Rarely a week goes by that we do not baptize someone whose
new birth has occurred because of the challenge to complete a written history of their
relationship with Christ.

The first week of our “Book of Life” emphasis a young lady, visiting with her
hospitalized mother, explained that on the coming Sunday she would be completing a page for
our Book of Life. “I would like to do that,” said her ailing mother. On Thursday of that
weelk, her mother dictated to her daughter the story of her conversion then asked to be
propped up in bed so she could sign it on her own. Two days later [ stood at her bedside as
she took her last breath and went home to glory. Can you imagine the impact of her
testimony at the funeral as [ lifted that page from the Book of Life and read it to the
congregation. She, being dead, was yet speaking of her faith in Christ.

People who have come to the cross and are carrying their cross are the ones who most
effectively confess the cross. It is time all of us recaptured this reason for any believer’s
continued existence on this earth...pointing people to the cross. I am encouraged that our
seminary presidents and agency heads are saying by personal example and exhortation. *“ The
pre-requisite for your involvement in this institution is that you be a winner of souls to
Jesus...point them to the cross.”

Nothing, absolutely nothing, can take the place of personally pointing people to the
cross. In the midst of all the positive reports about our convention it remains a tragedy that
we do not see multiplied thousands more coming to faith in Christ. There is no substitute for
God’s plan...saved people pointing lost people to the cross.

Our tendency is to look for some better substitute for personal witnessing. We have
tried everything else but to no avail. In the last twenty years the debt on Southern Baptist
church buildings has grown from under one billion dollars to almost two and a half billion
dollars...a debt requiring 550 milion dollars in annual payments. Have buildings brought more
people into the Kingdom of God. Not at all. In fact, the comparison of baptisms in 1995 with



those of twenty years earlier show a decline of almost thirty thousand. Let me repeat:
Nothing can take the place of personal evangelism!

Our nation is writhing in the throes of godlessness. I do not need to convince you of
the desperate need for another great spiritual awakening. Those waiting for the moral and
spiritual pendulum to swing back ought to take a lesson from the hundreds of nations through
history which have fallen under the judgement of God. It is likely that, in each instance, there
were those who were saying, “Well, soon the pendulum will swing back.” It did not happen
for them and it will not happen to us without a great work of God in our midst.

But revival is for the regenerate! Our first and greatest need is for more Christians.
And God’s plan for multiplying the spiritual population of any nationisoneata  _
time...through the simple sharing of the gospel. Then if revival comes people will be
catapulted from the shores of this country to carry the gospel to every nation in the world.
Tie answer then 1s in the cross.

I know I am addressing some who are weary soldiers of the cross. But we must never,
never stop marching beneath its banner. It is our battle standard.

Serving as your president and, at the same time pastoring the most wonderful church
in the world, can create battle fatigue which is sometimes overwhelming. Recently 1 dragged
myself on to an airplane for a red-eye return flight home. Dropping into my window seat |
had two thoughts on my mind: Look over the notes for tomorrow’s sermon there in your
Bible then close your eyes for some much needed sleep.

But soldiers know that their time is not their own. On this night my Commander in
Chief had different plans. Just as [ was dozing off the young lady seated in the adjacent seat
timidly asked, ”Are you a Bible teacher?” Her voice sounded amazingly like a trumpet cailing
a soldier to attention. And as I looked up, there flashed before my mind a banner...the banner
of the cross! And with renewed strength I took my Bible in hand and pointed her toward the
Cross.

Southern Baptists! We’ve come so far...made so much progress...gained so much
ground. But there is still ground to be taken. There are still batttles to be won.

The cross is our battle standard. “Onward Christian soldiers! Marching as to war;
with the cross of Jesus going on before.”




