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"THE BATTLE OF NEW ORLEANS" 

INTRODUCTION 

Being president of the SBC for one year has been both one of the greatest blessings and one of 
the greatest burdens of m y life. O n the one hand, it has reminded m e of just how blessed I am 
to be a Southern Baptist. Southern Baptists are not a perfect people, but they are a precious 
people. I don't believe there is a group of Bible believers anywhere in the world who love Jesus 
more than Southern Baptists. 

I sometimes feel like a lady who lived up in the mountains of North Carolina. She was a Baptist 
through and through. She even believed the original manuscripts of the Bible were published 
in Nashville. Her nephew was talking to her one day and he said, "Aunt Jane, if the Lord were 
to come back, and you asked him if He was a Baptist and He said, 'No,' what would you say?" 
She said, "I would know it wasn't the Lord." 

Well, I do believe that the Lord Jesus is dear to the heart of Southern Baptists, and that 
Southern Baptists are dear to the heart of the Lord Jesus. Without question, one of the most 
humbling and honoring experiences of m y life has been to serve as your president over the past 
year, and I thank you from the bottom of m y heart. 

On the other hand, being president of the largest evangelical denomination in the world is a 
burden. Being a pastor makes you feel like you live in a glass house; but being president of the 
Southern Baptist Convention makes you feel as if that glass house has been moved right out 
into the middle of Main Street. You have to measure everything you say and do at all times, 
and pray that both in word and deed you will always make Southern Baptists proud. It is 
frustrating, because early on I discovered that when people find out you are a president, they 
think you can do anything. 

Last year a man walked up to me at a conference and said, "Are you President Merritt?" I said, 
"Yes, I am." He leaned over to m e and said, "I will make a $10,000 donation to your private 
library if you will give m e a pardon." Well, even the president of the Southern Baptist 
Convention can't do everything. 

But as your president, I have a message burning in my heart, and both its title and its thrust 
come from the city w e are meeting in this year, for I speak today on "The Battle of N e w 
Orleans." 
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O n January 8, 1815, one of the greatest battles in U.S. history was fought in this very city. 
More than 50 British ships and 8,000 crack British soldiers came to attack this strategic port 
city, and hopefully gain control of a vital part of the Mississippi River. Standing in their way 
was a ragtag collection of 4,000 American volunteers, farmers, and militiamen commanded by 
"Old Hickory" Andrew Jackson. The only defense was a m u d rampart three-fifths of a mile 
long, and barricades made of bales of cotton. It looked like the American David against the 
British Goliath—and it was. 

The battle only lasted for one-half hour, but when the smoke cleared, the American thrill of 
victory had met the British agony of defeat. There were 2,000 British casualties, only 71 
American. This battle saved N e w Orleans, kept American control of the Mississippi, raised the 
morale of an entire nation, and launched Andrew Jackson to national prominence and 
ultimately to the White House. But there was only one problem—the battle was really not 
worth fighting. Unbeknownst to Jackson, the war had ended two weeks earlier when the treaty 
of Ghent was signed in Europe. 

Now we are known to many on the outside as those "battling Baptists." That does not concern 
me. What does concern m e is that w e make sure we fight the right battles. I want to talk to you 
today about battles that are worth fighting. There are battles raging outside of this arena, and 
we need to be on the frontlines. 

• There is a battle for the security of the family. The institution of marriage is being attacked 
on all sides, and the nuclear family as w e know it is falling apart. 

• There is a battle for the sanctity of life. Never before in this country has the stock market 
been valued so highly, and human life been valued so lowly. 

• There is a battle for the sacredness of God. The syncretistic eclectic God that more and more 
Americans worship, bears no resemblance to the thrice Holy God of Israel. 

• There is a battle for the souls of men. Satan's army is on the march even as we speak, and he 
has redoubled his efforts to take as many souls to hell with him as he possibly can. H e does 
this by denying absolute truth, desecrating God's Word, and defiling the church. 

• Finally, there is a battle for the survival of society. Anyone with a modicum of common sense 
and spiritual discernment must know that our society cannot continue on its downward trend 
in terms of morality, spirituality, and ethics, and survive as w e know it today. 

Paul was a four-star general in God's army who never left the frontlines of battle. He was on 
the right battlefield, fighting the right war, against the right enemy. H e reminds us in this 
tremendous passage of Scripture those battles that are worth fighting. 

There Is a Cultural Rebellion We Must Confront 

Let me ask you a question—True or False: Times are worse today than they have ever been? 
Without a doubt, I believe that is true. I don't know how anyone could gainsay that spiritually, 
morally, ethically, and domestically, times have never been worse than they are right now for 
America. 
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That is exactly what we ought to expect. Paul said in chapter 3, verse 1, "But know this, that 
in the last days perilous times will come." The word "perilous" literally means "hard to bear," 
or "hard to deal with." The last days are going to be dangerously difficult days. Economic 
indicators may go back up, but cultural, social, and spiritual indicators are going down. 

Paul makes it plain that conditions will worsen. I heard about a pastor who resigned his church 
to go to another pastorate. After announcing his resignation, he was approached by one of the 
sweet older members of his congregation. She was weeping over the pastor's decision to leave. 
She said, "Things will never be the same after you're gone." 

Well, the preacher tried to console her by saying, "Don't worry. I'm confident God will send 
you a new pastor who will be far better than I am." W h e n he said that, she let out a large wail 
and said, "That's what the last three pastors have said, but they just keep getting worse!" In the 
last days, things will keep getting worse. 

Paul went on to say that homes will weaken. There is an assault on the family today that is 
unparalleled in the history of the human race, and much of the damage is self-inflicted. Paul 
said in verse 2 that children would be increasingly "disobedient to parents." Edward Duke of 
Windsor once said, "The thing that impresses m e most about America is the way parents obey 
their children."1 

God knew what He was talking about when He said that dads should be the head of their home. 
That is true both in a spiritual sense and an authoritative sense. But increasingly w e are seeing 
fathers abdicate the throne of authority by allowing children to execute a bloodless coup of the 
home. 

Go to any mall in America and you will see kids wandering aimlessly like rudderless ships with 
colored hair, mohawk haircuts, rings coming out of ears, noses, lips, and eyelids, and you 
wonder to yourself, "Where is dad?" N o wonder the inmates are running the asylum and the 
monkeys are running the zoo. 

I just want to say I thank God for the focus we are putting on the family in the Southern Baptist 
Convention. Our Convention ought to be known as a family friendly Convention, and as a 
Convention that unapologetically stands for marriage being between a man and a woman, 
period. 

Sad to say that even in the church, too many marriages are meeting their waterloos in divorce 
court. W e need to get back to the biblical understanding of marriage: that marriage is not a 
legal contract between two people that can be ended by a judicial decree; it is a divine covenant 
bound together in heaven that should never be broken before a Holy God. 

Furthermore, Paul said that morals will wane. Beginning in verse 2 and going through verse 4, 
Paul lists nineteen characteristics of a society that is pushing the self-destruct button. In our 
own country, profanity, pornography, and perversity are becoming commonplace. 

My wife and I went to the Inauguration of President Bush. While we were there, we went to 
the National Archives Building to see the Declaration of Independence. You can barely make 
out John Hancock's signature. The guide who was there said, "The ink is fading, and there's 
nothing anyone can do about it." 
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I thought to myself: That's a perfect analogy of what's happening to America; the principles, 
values, and beliefs that once seemed indelibly written on our hearts, minds, and culture, are 
fading, and it seems like very few people are doing anything to stop it. 

We have 300,000 pulpits in this country, and I can't speak to all of them, but I can speak to 
ours. 

• Every day 4,000 innocent, precious lives of unborn babies are being snuffed out, and I say 
41,000 Southern Baptist pulpits must not be silent. 

• The networks are making a mockery of Christians, the Christian faith, and Christian values, 
with nearly every show that they air. Program after program and movie after movie contains 
anti-Christian episodes and plots. N e w s articles condescendingly refer to the 
"Fundamentalist, Right-wing Christians." Those of us who speak out for the sacredness of 
life are branded as extremists "out-of-the mainstream." I say 41,00 Southern Baptist pulpits 
must not be silent. 

• Christian morality cannot be taught in schools, but atheistic immorality can be, and I say 
41,000 Southern Baptist pulpits must not be silent. 

• Rock music fills our children's hearts and minds with lyrics that legitimize rape, murder, 
forced sex, sadomasochism, adultery, and satanic worship, and I say 41,000 Southern Baptist 
pulpits must not be silent. 

• One president commits sexual sin in the Oval Office, and the Christian right is told to shut 
up. Another president speaks openly of his faith in God and his trust in Christ, and he is told 
to shut up. Well, I believe 41,000 Southern Baptist pulpits must not be silent. There is a 
cultural rebellion w e must confront. That is a battle worth fighting. 

There Is a Doctrinal Recklessness We Must Condemn 

In verse 8, Paul warns about people in the last days who will "resist the truth." In the last days 
we will find people who claim to be on the same side of the fence as w e are, at least supposedly. 
But in reality they will not just flippantly ignore the truth, but fiercely resist the truth. That is 
why in the next book over, Paul said to Titus in Titus 2:1, "But as for you, speak the things 
which are proper for sound doctrine." 

Now we need to understand that when we do speak those things which are "proper for sound 
doctrine," w e will go against the tide of personal opinion and political correctness. But that's 
all right because w e are twice-born men in a once-born world, and w e should never stoop to 
go with the flow. 

Now, I don't believe we ought to be heresy hunters. But I do believe we ought to be heresy 
fighters. If truth is worth believing, then truth is worth defending. Instead of following the path 
of some denominations who waste their breath debating what the Bible denounces as sin, w e 
ought to spend our breath declaring what the Bible defines as truth. 

In my home state of Georgia where I live, and the city of Atlanta where I pastor, there was a 
controversy fed by a media frenzy over an association that refused to disfellowship two 
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churches who accept openly avowed homosexuals as members, and even as leaders. The 
reason the association gave was "the autonomy of the local church." 

I want to say this straight, and I want to make it plain. I believe in local church autonomy. I 
don't want any leader, agency, institution, or convention giving orders to m e or m y 
congregation. But hear me, and hear m e well. The ocean of church autonomy stops at the 
shore of biblical authority. Local autonomy, without biblical authority, becomes spiritual 
anarchy. 

It is the height of spiritual cowardice and theological hypocrisy to hide behind the skirt of local 
church autonomy, or the priesthood of the believer, while pretending that churches can do 
anything they want to do, or believe anything they want to believe, and still be Baptist. 

I appreciate our Baptist distinctives. I am grateful for those beliefs that make us Baptist. But 
any time a so-called Baptist distinctive is used as an excuse not to follow sound Bible doctrine, 
at that point it may be distinctive, but it is certainly not Baptist. 

So heed this warning. When an individual, a church, an association, or a denomination burns 
with the flame of righteous indignation against sin and lives in the light of the fire of God's 
truth, society will launch its heat-seeking missiles of tolerance and political correctness to 
silence or destroy them. So if you cannot stand the heat of persecution, don't get into the 
kitchen of doctrinal warfare. 

Until Jesus comes back, we have been commissioned by our Commander in Chief, the Lord 
Jesus Christ, to "defend the truth once for all delivered to the saints," and that is a battle worth 
fighting. 

There Is a Scriptural Revelation We Must Commend 

We do not go into battle unarmed. We may be out-manned, but we're not outgunned. We do 
not confront a Christless culture helplessly or hopelessly; we confront it with the two-edged 
sword of the Lord that is sharp enough to cut through any barrier and cut down any foe. W e all 
know these very familiar verses: 

"All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for 
correction, for instruction in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly 
equipped for every good work" (2 Tim. 3:16-17). 

There is no doubt in my mind that there is a hermetically sealed, unbreakable steel-chained, 
vapor-locked connection between the blessing of God and the Word of God. There is no 
question in m y mind that God has blessed Southern Baptists because we have honored His 
Word. You see, it is the Word of God that saves sinners and turns them into saints. That is why 
Paul said to young Timothy: 

"But as for you, continue in the things which you have learned and been assured of, knowing 
from whom you have learned them, and that from childhood you have known the Holy 
Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith which is in Christ 
Jesus" (2 Tim. 3:14-15). 
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But it is also the Word of God that sanctifies saints and turns them into soldiers. So Paul tells 
us in verse 16 it is "profitable for doctrine" That is, it will tell you what is right; it is "profitable 
for reproof" it will tell you what is not right; it is "profitable for correction," it will tell you 
how to get right; it is "profitable for instruction in righteousness," it will tell you how to stay 
right, for this book alone is the Word of God. 

I recently got a copy of a letter from one of our missionaries in Zimbabwe. She was sitting out 
on the street waiting for some friends and noticed a beggar reading a book with a can in front 
of him collecting coins. She got up and walked over to him, and as she got closer she noticed 
that the man was reading with his fingers...the book was in Braille. Realizing he was blind, 
she went and sat right next to him, although he didn't know she was there, and just listened. 

She said, "I can still see his face staring blankly into the air as his fingers brushed across the 
page, and out of his mouth came words of immense truth and wisdom....because out of his 
mouth came the words of God. H e was reading the Bible. After sitting there awhile beside him 
on this dirty street corner, she asked him, "Are you a Christian?" 

He stared blankly into the air, got a smile on his face, and said, "Yes, it was only four months 
ago when I became a new man in Christ Jesus." She then asked him, "What is your favorite 
thing about God?" H e said, "That God provides m e with everything that I need and want." 

She said she looked intently at this skinny, smelly, dirty man with no sight, no money, and old 
tattered clothes, and thought...that maybe he didn't understand the question. "What do you 
need and want?" she asked. She said the man then replied with great excitement, "All I've ever 
needed and wanted was to read the Word of God, and H e gave m e the Bible in Braille." 

Southern Baptists, we ought to preach this Book, promote this Book, and practice this Book, 
and any time this Word is diluted, denied, or debased, w e ought to defend it with pride. That is 
a battle worth fighting. 

There Is a Personal Responsibility We Must Complete 

Paul says to Timothy in chapter 4, verse 5, "Do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry." 
I want you to see the linkage between doing the work of an evangelist and fulfilling our 
ministry. Not all ministry is evangelism. But evangelism should ultimately be in all ministry. 

Twenty years ago our battle was against live liberalism—and the protestations of some 
notwithstanding, it was live, and it was liberal. But today I candidly tell you that I fear dead 
orthodoxy. I fear becoming a denomination that is straight as a gun barrel doctrinally, but as 
dry as a gun barrel spiritually. 

I believe that "Southern Baptist" and "soul-winner" ought to be synonyms. Whatever else we 
are, or whatever else w e become, w e will never be, could be, or should be, what God wants us 
to be if w e do not stay committed to personal evangelism and sharing the gospel of Jesus Christ 
as the only message of salvation, and Jesus Christ as the only way to heaven. 

In 1929 when the Soviet government wanted to wipe out the church, what did they do? They 
passed a law not to close the orthodox church buildings and prohibit meetings on Sunday 
mornings, but to make it a crime to conduct Sunday School to help the poor or to go out into 
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the neighborhoods and reach out to people. Their law simply said that believers had to stay 

within their churches on Sunday morning. Unfortunately, what the Soviet Communists did by 

decree in 1929, w e are allowing to be done to us today by default.2 The Great Commission says 
t0 "go and tell," not "come and sit." 

I received a letter recently from a dear pastor friend of mine who asked me to challenge one 

million Southern Baptists next year to win at least one soul to Christ. Well, I may be too bold 

in m y thinking, but I want to challenge sixteen million Southern Baptists to win a soul to Christ 

next year! O n the first Sunday of October, working in conjunction with the North American 

Mission Board, I'm asking the entire Southern Baptist Convention, every church and every 
pastor, to observe what we're going to call "Saved to Share" Sunday. 

Many of you received materials this morning from the North American Mission Board, 

promoting this special day. If you did not, they are available at the N A M B booth. On that 

Sunday I am asking every pastor to give time in the worship service for every Southern Baptist 

in his church to write out their own personal testimony of how they came to know Christ; and 

then to take that testimony and over the next thirty to sixty days, share that testimony with at 

least one lost person and try to win that lost person to Jesus Christ. 

Now all of us are going to find that we've got Baptists sitting in our pews who don't have a 

personal testimony because they've never been saved. Furthermore, there are going to be lost 

people in that service who have never joined any church, who have no testimony because 

they've never been saved. But then we're going to find a lot of our people who have a personal 

testimony, but they've never shared it with another person. I pray to God that He would use 

"Saved to Share" Sunday throughout our Convention to ignite a fire of evangelism that will 

burn from ocean to ocean in this nation. 

Dwight L. Moody used to say, "I look on this world as a wrecked vessel, a sinking ship, and 

God has given m e a gospel lifeboat and said to me, 'Moody, save all you can.' Southern 

Baptists, God has allowed us to build the largest evangelical lifeboat in the history of the world 

and we need to go until He comes and get as many into that lifeboat as we can. That is a battle 

worth fighting. 

There Is an Eternal Reward We Must Consider 

"For I am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the time of my departure is at 

hand, I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Finally, there 

is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will give to 

me on that Day, and not to me only but also to all who have loved His appearing (4:6-8). Paul 

closes with one last reminder to his young protege Timothy, and that is—finish well. I want to 

say a word to m y fellow pastors. Robert Clinton has done extensive research in the area of 

biblical leadership. He has determined there are approximately 300 leaders chronicled in the 

Bible. He studied 100 of the most prominent leaders in the Bible, and to his dismay, he 

discovered that less than one in four of these leaders finished well. Southern Baptists, let us 

individually and collectively finish well! 

Paul was a faithfulfighter. He said, "I have fought the good fight." Paul was a. faithful finisher. 

He said, "I have finished the race." Paul was a faithful follower. He said, "I have kept the faith." 

Let us stand firm; let us stay focused; let us stick faithful to the end. 
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Vince Lombardi, the great former head coach of the Green Bay Packers, said, "I firmly believe 
that man's finest hour, his greatest fulfillment to all he holds dear, is that moment when he has 
worked his heart out in a good cause, and lies exhausted on the field of battle, victorious.' 
Fellow pastors, I know the temptations are great and the enemy is strong, but finishing well is 
a battle worth fighting. 

Southern Baptists, we are in a battle. But I know regardless of what the personal circumstances 
are in your life or mine, what the national circumstances may be in our country, what the 
political circumstances may be around the world, we will be victorious because the Word of 
God says that the will of God is for us to be more than conquerors through Him. 

Let us stay faithful, knowing that ahead of us lies "a crown of righteousness which the Lord 
our righteous Judge will give to us on that day." Remember the words of Fanny Crosby: 

Not to the strong is the battle, 
Not to the swift is the race, 
Yet to the true and the faithful, 
Victory is promised through grace. 

Several years ago we observed the 50th Anniversary of D-Day, the allied invasion of 
Normandy. One of the television documentaries paired two contrasting interviews back to 
back. The first interview was with a marine who landed on Omaha Beach. As he recalled the 
horrors of that terrible battle, he remembered looking around at the bloody casualties and 
saying, "We're going to lose!" 

But the very next interview was with a U.S. Army Air Corps Reconnaissance Pilot, who flew 
over the whole battle area. He viewed the carnage on the beaches, he saw the sacrifices on the 
hills, but he also witnessed the successes of the marines, the penetration by the paratroopers, 
and the effectiveness of the aerial bombardment. He looked at everything that was happening 
and said, "We're going to win!" Same battle—different viewpoint. 

Precious saints, we may be tempted to look around at all of the forces that are arrayed against 
us, and let the devil convince us "we're going to lose." But I tell you w e are seated in the 
heavenlies with Christ, and because God is Sovereign, Jesus is Lord, and the Spirit is 
omnipotent "We're going to win!" So until He comes, let us go forth in His name, under His 
blood, in His power, for the battle is worth fighting. 

Notes 

1 The Columbia Dictionary of Quotations, (Columbia, New York: Columbia University Press, 
1993)N.P 

2 Charles Colson, Faith on the Line, pp. 65-66. 


