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Introduction
Several years ago a college sophomore and interim youth minister read two books wherein the
authors argued for a Calvinistic understanding of salvation.1 Like perhaps many Southern
Baptists, what little this collegian knew about Calvinism was mostly incorrect, based upon
stereotypes rather than reality. In fact, he was so jaded toward Calvinism it is unlikely he would
have purchased the books had he known the authors’ convictions. So it was unnerving for the
young man when he found these books both compelling and winsome. He spent a few days
studying Scripture and investigating Calvinism before finally concluding that he had become a
Calvinist.2 That young man cried the night he embraced the doctrines of grace, convinced he
would never be able to serve in another Southern Baptist church. And I loved my denomination.
While almost a decade later I remain a convinced Calvinist and a Southern Baptist, there
remain multitudes of Christians who are uncomfortable with the doctrines of grace, including
some fellow Southern Baptists. While many believers have thoughtfully considered Calvinism
and rejected it based upon their understanding of Scripture, multitudes have written off
Calvinistic theology as a result of misunderstandings of Calvinism or misinformation about
Calvinists. This is not to imply only non-Calvinists are guilty of misrepresentation; Southern
Baptists on both sides of the Calvinism aisle sometimes spread misinformation. But because nonCalvinists are in the majority in the SBC, their stereotypes are more widespread than those made
by Calvinists.3 Furthermore, because non-Calvinists often have larger platforms within the
convention, their opinions—even when incorrect—tend to carry considerable weight. This leads
to many Southern Baptists being at best hesitant regarding the doctrines of grace, at a time when
Calvinism is becoming an increasingly popular view among younger Southern Baptists.4
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This chapter assesses some of the most common mischaracterizations of Southern Baptist
Calvinists. My goal is to correct some myths about SBC Calvinists and provide a more accurate
picture of what Calvinistic Southern Baptists actually believe. With this in mind, a few words
about methodology are in order. Because this chapter pertains to Calvinism in the SBC, I only
cite Southern Baptist Calvinists. Though SBC Calvinists are in substantial agreement with
Calvinists in other traditions concerning the doctrines of grace, I want to allow Calvinists in the
convention to speak for themselves.5 In an effort to be fair to non-Calvinists, this chapter only
addresses stereotypes that can be documented. My engaging in hearsay will do nothing to further
the conversation and build bridges among Southern Baptists. Because this chapter is devoted to
common caricatures, the bulk of my interaction is with popular media, including sermons,
denominational periodicals, weblogs, and short books. As a final word, while there are numerous
stereotypes of SBC Calvinism, for the sake of space this chapter focuses upon five myths that are
pervasive and can be easily documented.6
Myths about Southern Baptist Calvinism
Before discussing some of the most common myths about Southern Baptist Calvinism, it would
be helpful to provide four key assumptions that guide this chapter. I assume that, as a general
rule, Southern Baptist Calvinists and non-Calvinists agree on the basics of the gospel. All parties
agree that Jesus Christ is the divine Son of God who was incarnate in the Virgin Mary, lived a
life of perfect obedience to God’s law, provided a penal substitutionary atonement for sinners on
the cross, and was resurrected after three days in the tomb, securing the justification of every
person who repents of their sins and trusts Christ as Lord and Savior. A second assumption trusts
that most of the mischaracterizations of Southern Baptist Calvinism are based upon
misunderstanding or confusion. While this assumption may offend some non-Calvinists, this is
certainly not my intention. Simply put, to presuppose many critics of SBC Calvinism are
misinformed or confused is better than the alternative, which would be to assume there are
Southern Baptists who are deliberately misrepresenting others with whom they disagree. I
sincerely hope such a sinful approach does not characterize the majority of those who make
incorrect statements about Calvinism, or vice versa.
I assume that most interested Southern Baptists desire to understand Calvinism, even if
they reject its conclusions. Undoubtedly many Southern Baptists remain uninterested in the
topic, but those individuals who do care about this discussion want to know the facts. When we
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have accurate information, we are better able to make informed decisions. Finally I assume that
the best way to move the conversation forward in a manner beneficial to the entire convention is
for all Southern Baptists to accurately represent the beliefs of those with whom they differ. As
we do so, we may discover we share more in common than it sometimes appears. It is critical we
understand each other if we are to cooperate as a convention to proclaim the gospel to America
and the ends of the earth. The following myths are examined in this spirit of cooperation.
Myth One: Calvinism is a Threat to Evangelism
We Southern Baptists pride ourselves on being an evangelistic denomination. The dual emphases
of evangelism and missions have been at the heart of the SBC since its founding in 1845, when
two of the convention’s first acts were the formation of Foreign and Domestic Mission Boards.7
Since Arthur Flake’s pioneering work during the second quarter of the twentieth century, many
Southern Baptist churches have made evangelism a central component of their Sunday School
ministries.8 Denominational agencies have published numerous curricula dedicated to equipping
churches and individuals to effectively share their faith with non-Christians.9 In recent years,
denominational leaders like Bobby Welch, Thom Rainer, and Chuck Lawless have called upon
Southern Baptists to rekindle our zeal for sharing the gospel with all people, in the hopes that we
can reach more unbelievers and baptize multitudes of new converts.10 As a rule, Southern
Baptists eschew any theology or practice that seems to stifle zeal for the Great Commission.11
Unfortunately, many Southern Baptists perceive Calvinism to be just such a theology.
Beginning in the mid-1990s, several Baptist state papers claimed that Calvinism is a
threat to evangelism. This was largely in response to the 1993 election of R. Albert Mohler Jr. as
president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. For example, in an article published in
the Texas Baptist Standard, Robert Sloan is quoted as claiming that “[Calvinism] is a dagger to
the heart of evangelism. The simple historical fact is that it is a deterrent to evangelism.”12 Frank
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Stagg authored an article for Mississippi’s The Baptist Record wherein he claims that the type of
Calvinism advocated in Southern Seminary’s Abstract of Principles “makes missions and
evangelism a mere formality, with ‘salvation’ and ‘reprobation’ settled before the creation.”
Furthermore, Stagg argues that Southern Seminary founder James P. Boyce’s commitment to
missions proves that Boyce held to a “modified” Calvinism, a “hybrid” of Calvinism and
Arminianism.13 A 1997 editorial in Kentucky’s Western Recorder concedes that SBC Calvinists
are missions-minded, but worries that future Southern Baptists will possess less missionary
fervor because “[Calvinist] theology doesn’t breed a natural zeal for missions.”14 This particular
editorial, and the responses it generated, prompted Christianity Today to weigh in on the
Calvinism debate in the SBC.15
Longtime Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary church historian William Estep
penned a widely read article for the Baptist Standard that was arguably the most controversial
anti-Calvinism article of the 1990s. Estep claims that historic Calvinism, when logically
followed, is antithetical to missions, arguing “The Great Commission is meaningless if every
person is programmed for salvation or damnation, for evangelism and missionary effort are
exercises in futility.” Estep warns Southern Baptists to avoid Calvinism because the issue will
further divide an already divided denomination.16 Estep’s article provoked a flood of letters to
the Baptist Standard, many of which were reprinted in subsequent issues of the periodical.17 In
addition, the Summer 1997 issue of Founder’s Journal featured several responses to Estep,
including articles by Albert Mohler, Tom Ascol, and Roger Nicole.18
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This myth continues to be promulgated into the twenty-first century. In a 2000 article in
the Baptist Standard, evangelist Freddie Gage is quoted as claiming “There is not a nickel'
s
worth of difference between liberalism, five-point Calvinism [sic] and dead orthodoxy. They are
all enemies of soul-winning.”19 That same year, current SBC President Frank Page wrote The
Trouble With the Tulip, wherein he claims that “If one studies the pages of history, one will see
that Calvinistic theology (Five Point) has encouraged a slackening of the aggressive evangelistic
and missionary heartbeat of the church.”20 In a 2006 editorial in Tennessee’s Baptist and
Reflector, Lonnie Wilkey accuses SBC Calvinists of not sharing Jesus’ sense of urgency for the
lost. He also fears they will cease witnessing, giving to the Cooperative Program, or praying for
unbelievers. But in an effort to be “fair,” Wilkey admits that “some” convention Calvinists
believe in sharing the gospel with non-Christians.21 In an article on his ministry’s website,
Nelson Price argues that “Calvinism offers no incentive to go on mission trips, witness to the
lost, visit for the church, or appeal for souls to be saved. Without such churches dwindle.”22
In April 2005, New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary Provost Steve Lemke
delivered a paper at Mid-America Baptist Theological Seminary titled “The Future of Southern
Baptists as Evangelicals.” Lemke devotes several pages to addressing the potential threat
Calvinism poses to Southern Baptist evangelism. The heart of Lemke’s critique is a statistical
analysis of the baptismal data of 233 churches that claim to be friendly to Founders Ministries.
Because these “Founders friendly” churches averaged fewer baptisms and experienced a lower
baptismal ration than the “average” Southern Baptist congregation, Lemke concludes that
Calvinistic congregations are less evangelistic than other SBC churches.23 Former SBC President
Jerry Vines summarizes how many non-Calvinists feel about this issue in a sermon preached at
the First Baptist Church of Woodstock in October 2006. Vines flatly contends that if a Calvinist
is a soul winner, it is in spite of his theology.24
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While there is little doubt Southern Baptist Calvinists are not as evangelistic as they
should be—which makes them like most Southern Baptists—it is incorrect to claim that SBC
Calvinists are not committed to evangelism. Founders Journal has published numerous articles
advocating evangelism, and at times entire issues of the periodical have been devoted to
Calvinism’s effect on evangelism and/or missions.25 In the Summer 2001 issue of Founders
Journal, Tom Ascol authored a lengthy article in response to the charge that Calvinism threatens
evangelism. Ascol states unequivocally that “We should not tolerate any teaching which cuts the
nerve of biblical evangelism. The doctrines of grace, rightly understood and applied, have never
done that.”26 In a 2003 article, Ascol argues that the work of theological reform and the task of
global mission go hand in hand, and Calvinism actually encourages missionary activity.27
Southern Baptist Calvinists have argued for their commitment to evangelism in other
venues besides Founders Journal. Calvinists in the SBC serve as pastors of large churches, work
as full-time evangelists, teach evangelism and missions in Southern Baptist seminaries, and
author books on evangelism. One of Albert Mohler’s first acts as president of Southern Seminary
was to establish the Billy Graham School for Missions, Evangelism, and Church Growth in
1994. Mark Dever, pastor of Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington DC, has recently written
a book on evangelism.28 The late Ernest Reisinger, who played a key role in establishing
Founders Ministries, sums up how many convention Calvinists feel about evangelism when he
contends that “Calvinism may kill man-centered evangelism, but true, biblical Calvinism gives
evangelism its only proper doctrinal foundation. Furthermore, it guarantees evangelism’s
success. God saves sinners–that is Calvinism. He does not merely make salvation possible, but
actually saves by plan and power.”29 Southern Baptist Calvinists have consistently gone “on the
record” to affirm their commitment to evangelism and missions.
Before proceeding, a word is in order about whether statistical studies like the one Steve
Lemke conducted prove anything about evangelism in Calvinistic churches. First, let me say that
I share Lemke’s concern that many Southern Baptist churches show little passion for evangelism.
Churches on both sides of the Calvinism issue must be committed to aggressively sharing the
gospel with non-Christians. Nevertheless, there remain at least two major problems with
Lemke’s methodology. First, the study was limited to those churches that choose to publicly
align with Founders Ministries, a group with which many SBC Calvinists are not affiliated.
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Second, Lemke did not survey any churches to inquire about their actual evangelistic activities,
but instead merely conjectures about evangelism practices based upon baptismal statistics. All
Lemke’s study proves is that Founders-affiliated churches baptize fewer people than the
“average” SBC church (whatever that means). The baptismal statistics say relatively little about
the evangelistic commitment of these Founders friendly churches and communicates nothing
about Calvinistic churches not publicly connected to Founders.
Myth Two: Calvinists are Against Invitations
A second myth, related to the above misconception, claims that Southern Baptist Calvinists are
opposed to invitations. This myth is at least in part the result of semantics; different Baptists
define the word invitation in different ways. By invitation, many non-Calvinists mean the
common practice of calling for public responses at the end of a corporate worship service or
evangelistic event.30 Many SBC Calvinists prefer to call this practice an “altar call” to
distinguish this particular form of invitation from other means of inviting non-Christians to faith
in Christ.31 But for many non-Calvinists, a rejection of this type of invitation is considered proof
that Calvinists are not committed to urging unbelievers to repent of their sins and trust Christ.
For example, in an editorial in the Baptist Standard, Presnall Wood argues that James P. Boyce
was less evangelistic than his colleague John A. Broadus because the former did not extend an
invitation at the end of his sermons.32 In his aforementioned editorial, Lonnie Wilkey claims that
he has “heard of churches that give no invitation because they believe there is no point because
God has decided who will be saved.”33
Some scholars express concern that some Calvinists reject altar calls. In 1999, while
speaking at the Arkansas Baptist Convention’s Pastor’s Conference, then Southeastern Baptist
Theological Seminary President Paige Patterson raised this issue. He notes that “Any person who
holds to five-point Calvinism will never be in any danger in this convention as long as he does
not allow it to lead him to unscriptural conclusions – such as we ought not to give invitations and
things like that. When he gets to that point, either implicitly or explicitly, it has now become a
hindrance to evangelism and missions.”34 Steve Lemke chastises Midwestern Baptist
Theological Seminary for even raising the question about the appropriateness of public
invitations in one of its official publications.35 In a post on his personal weblog, Liberty
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Theological Seminary President Ergun Caner claims that there is room in the SBC for “fourpoint” Calvinists, “as long as [Calvinism] does not interfere with the biblical imperative of
personal soul winning and corporate invitations.”36
Perhaps it would be helpful to discuss why some Southern Baptist Calvinists are
uncomfortable with some forms of public invitations. Some Calvinists fear it is too easy for
individuals and churches to confuse responding to an altar call with actual conversion. Historian
Bill Leonard argues that the invitation system has transformed the physical manifestation of the
conversion experience—typically embodied in walking a church aisle—into a semi-sacramental
practice in many SBC churches.37 It is this very concern that public invitations often devolve into
a “practical sacramentalism” that leads Jim Elliff, director of Christian Communicator’s
Worldwide, to encourage churches to seriously reconsider the practice.38
Tom Nettles contends that the emphasis on public invitations is a result of pragmatism,
rooted in the so-called “new measures” of the Second Great Awakening. He argues that the
practice represents a departure from the earlier understanding that the entire sermon was
intended to press the claims of Christ on lost sinners.39 He further claims that the invitation
system, along with other pragmatically driven approaches to evangelism, is largely responsible
for the great disparity between SBC baptismal numbers and actual church membership and
attendance.40 Paul Alexander, writing for IX Marks Ministries, gives nine reasons that many
Calvinists are uncomfortable with “altar call evangelism.” Many of his reasons are concerned
with avoiding the appearance that the invitation is a saving event or judging the merits of a
worship service based upon the number of people who come forward at its conclusion.41
It should be noted not all Southern Baptist Calvinists are opposed to extending public
invitations when they preach.42 There is no uniform Calvinist opinion on the altar call. It should
also be noted that there are non-Calvinists in the SBC who do not extend public invitations in
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worship services.43 Furthermore, while some Southern Baptist Calvinists express reservations
about corporate invitations, this should not be equated with a denial that pastors should preach in
such a way as to encourage sinners to repent of their sins and trust Christ. Indeed, SBC
Calvinists defend evangelistic preaching.44 What many Calvinists are hesitant about is a
particular method that is popular among many Southern Baptists, and rejection of the method
should not be confused with a rejection of direct, passionate evangelistic preaching.
Disagreement over methods should not be a point of division in the Southern Baptist
Convention.45 What matters is that all of us, Calvinist and non-Calvinist alike, plead with sinners
to repent of their sins and trust Christ as Lord and Savior, regardless of our respective
convictions on altar calls.
Myth Three: Five-Point Calvinism is Hyper-Calvinism
A third myth, often coupled with the above, claims that Calvinism is more or less equivalent to
hyper-Calvinism. The latter is an aberrant version of Calvinism embracing a number of doctrines
that stifle evangelism. According to Timothy George, hyper-Calvinists depart from Calvinism in
five areas. Hyper-Calvinists affirm eternal justification, which downplays the need for individual
conversion. They deny the free moral agency and responsibility for unbelievers to repent and
believe, which turns divine providence into fatalism. They restrict the gospel invitation to the
elect, which denies the free offer of the gospel to all people. Hyper-Calvinists teach that nonChristians must be convinced they are among the elect before they have a “warrant” to believe,
which undermines salvation by grace through faith. Most importantly, hyper-Calvinists deny the
universal love of God to all people, arguing God only loves the elect and hates the non-elect.46
Most English Calvinistic Baptists rejected these convictions in the late 1700s, largely because of
the leadership of Calvinists like Andrew Fuller, William Carey, and Robert Hall Sr.47 While
many Primitive Baptists embraced hyper-Calvinism in the mid-nineteenth century, the majority
43
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of Baptists in the South—including the Calvinists who formed the Southern Baptist Convention
in 1845—rejected the system.48
Unfortunately, many Southern Baptist non-Calvinists misunderstand hyper-Calvinism. In
March 2006, Southwestern Seminary professor Malcolm Yarnell preached a sermon in several
venues titled “The Heart of a Baptist.” In the sermon, Yarnell warns that “Hyper-Calvinism is
becoming a real problem in the Southern Baptist Convention.” He then ties hyper-Calvinism
with “a refusal to given an invitation,” an issue addressed above. To his credit, despite his
reductionistic understanding of hyper-Calvinism, Yarnell acknowledges that “five-point
Calvinism is not necessarily hyper-Calvinism.”49 In an article in the Alabama Baptist, retired
Southwestern Seminary theologian James Leo Garrett addresses traditional hyper-Calvinist
doctrines like eternal justification and a refusal to preach the gospel indiscriminately.
Unfortunately, Garrett also claims that belief in unconditional election and the so-called
“covenant of redemption” between the Father and Christ are also hyper-Calvinist doctrines.50
They are not.
Some non-Calvinists more directly equate hyper-Calvinism with Calvinism. In his MidAmerica Seminary address, Steve Lemke claims that Founders Ministries embraces “hard hyperCalvinism” and argues that the traditional five points of Calvinism, codified by the Synod of
Dordt, represent hyper-Calvinism.51 In a sermon preached at Prestonwood Baptist Church in
Plano, Texas, Jack Graham argues that the doctrines of grace result in a “hyper theology of
Calvinism” that is the “death sentence” for missions and evangelism.52 Ergun Caner has also
confused Calvinism with hyper-Calvinism, both in print and in the pulpit.53
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Contemporary Southern Baptist Calvinists uniformly reject hyper-Calvinism as a
perversion of the doctrines of grace and are regularly frustrated that so many non-Calvinists
conflate the two movements. Tom Nettles speaks for many convention Calvinists in a 1997
article titled “Are Calvinists Hyper?”
There is little appreciation of the distinction between Calvinism and hyper-Calvinism in
spite of some recent writings, including Timothy George'
s biography of William Carey A
Faithful Witness, which have carefully delineated the differences. Many continue to fail,
even in the most appropriate historical context, to give a clear picture of the aggressive
evangelical Calvinism that characterized the leaders of the mission movement among
English Baptists, American Baptists, and Southern Baptists. Their missionary
involvement becomes abstracted from a theological framework and seems to be purely
the outcome of guts and zeal or of love for Christ unconnected to any clear views of
doctrinal truth. That hyper-Calvinism really is a different theological system from
Calvinism is rarely discussed. Hyper-Calvinism is seen as very serious Calvinism or
“Five-point Calvinism” or the defense of “limited atonement” or “supralapsarianism.”54
Perhaps Timothy George is correct when he claims that the “ghost” of nineteenth-century hyperCalvinism still haunts the SBC, leading non-Calvinists to fear that Calvinistic Southern Baptists
are always just a few steps away from hyper-Calvinism.55 Be that as it may, non-Calvinists are
wrong when they claim historic, traditional Calvinism is hyper-Calvinism.
Myth Four: Calvinists Deny Free Will
A fourth myth asserts that Calvinists deny human free will. William Estep summarizes how
many non-Calvinists feel about the Calvinistic understanding of human freedom, arguing that
“Calvinism robs the individual of responsibility for his/her own conduct, making a person into a
puppet on a string or a robot programmed from birth to death with no will of his/her own.”56 This
particular accusation is tricky, because there are a number of ways to define “free will,” and
there is no single Calvinist view (or non-Calvinist view, for that matter). A full treatment of this
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topic is beyond the scope of this chapter, though there are a number of fine Calvinistic works
addressing the relationship between divine sovereignty and human responsibility.57
This chapter will focus on one aspect of the free will issue: the accusation that God’s
saving intention is divorced from human responsibility. This myth comes in two forms, the first
claims that God saves people who do not, of their own free will, desire to be saved. The second,
and seemingly more common version, argues that God refuses to save individuals who sincerely
believe in Christ because they are not numbered among the elect. Non-Calvinists in the SBC
have often charged convention Calvinists with the latter.
This stereotype is often tied to a misunderstanding of the Calvinist doctrine of irresistible
grace. In a widely disseminated sermon titled “The C-Word,” longtime Southwestern Seminary
evangelism professor Roy Fish argues that irresistible grace destroys free will:
The “I” in the TULIP is what is called irresistible grace. That means that people who are
going to be saved have no other option. They really don’t have a choice. The grace of
God cannot be resisted. They cannot resist this special saving grace.58
In a 2006 article in Georgia’s Christian Index, Nelson Price claims that Calvinists believe God
saves and damns people irrespective of their free will in the following illustration:
A mass of people are gathered at a bus stop marked “Planet Earth.” Along comes the
Celestial Bus marked “Destination Heaven.” It pulls up and stops. The driver, who is
God, opens the door, and says, “All destined for heaven get on board.” A number do. A
missionary couple who with zeal have served Christ all their lives start on and God says,
“Step aside. You haven’t been chosen to ride this bus.” A couple of infants start on and
God tells them to step aside. Persons who from youth have loved and ministered in
Christ’s name are told to step aside. As the bus is about to depart and the door is closing
God says to those not on board, “Catch the next bus.” “No,” they plead, “here comes the
next bus and it is driven by Satan and marked ‘Destination Hell.’”
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Sorry,” says God. “I didn’t choose to save you. Your love and commitment to Jesus
doesn’t matter.”59
Price seems convinced that the Calvinist view of salvation entails God arbitrarily damning
genuine Christians because they are not numbered among the elect. He also claims that
Calvinists believe some infants go to hell, a position a number of Southern Baptist Calvinists
have publicly repudiated.60 In Price’s illustration, God’s sovereignty and human free will are
portrayed as totally incompatible concepts that operate independently of each other.
These examples evidence a misunderstanding of what SBC Calvinists believe about the
relationship between divine sovereignty and human responsibility. God neither saves those who
do not desire to be saved nor does he damn those who are saved. Ernest Reisinger argues that
“No man is saved against his will. No man is pardoned while he hates the thought of forgiveness.
No man shall have joy in the Lord if he says, ‘I do not wish to rejoice in the Lord....’ We are not
saved against our will; nor is the will taken away, but the work of the Spirit of God is to change
the human will, and so make men willing …”61 Following earlier Baptist theologians like
Andrew Fuller, Tom Nettles makes a distinction between moral and natural ability, arguing that
individuals are naturally capable of repentance and faith, but because of their captivity to sin
they are morally unable to choose Christ. Irresistible grace, or better, effectual calling, is thus
God’s regeneration of the sinner, making his will compatible with God’s saving intention.62
In his essay “The Ascent of Lost Man in Southern Baptist Preaching,” Mark Coppenger
argues that the SBC has increasingly been characterized by a view of human free will that
inadequately accounts for bondage to sin. In this setting, effectual calling is viewed as doing
violence to one’s will rather than genuinely freeing the will to pursue God. Coppenger notes,
“While few deny the reality of human free agency (else what sense could we make of the
conscious rejection or acceptance of the gospel?), it seems that, today, the ‘freedom’ of the lost
has been magnified at the expense of their ‘bondage.’ Unlike the founders of the Southern
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Baptist Convention, some have come to view lost people as discriminating shoppers, whose
failure to buy is due to our failure at marketing.”63
These men are simply echoing what SBC Calvinists have historically believed
concerning the role of the human will in salvation: effectual calling renders God’s sovereignty
and human free will compatible. This compatibility is perhaps best stated in the section on
“Providence” in the Abstract of Principles: “God from eternity, decrees or permits all things that
come to pass, and perpetually upholds, directs and governs all creatures and all events; yet so as
not to destroy the free will and responsibility of intelligent creatures.”64 Southern Baptist
Calvinists echo Charles Spurgeon, who when asked how he reconciled divine sovereignty and
human freedom, allegedly responded “I do not try to reconcile friends.”65 SBC Calvinists
uniformly believe that individuals must choose to trust Christ; we simply differ with nonCalvinists over the role God’s sovereignty plays in that choice.
Myth Five: Authentic Baptists are Not Calvinists
The final myth this chapter addresses contends authentic Baptists are not Calvinists. From time
to time, non-Calvinists argue that Calvinism is a foreign element that was introduced into either
the Baptist tradition in general or, more specifically, the Southern Baptist Convention. For
example, William Estep argues that the earliest Baptists were birthed from the English Separatist
tradition, which was Calvinistic, but even Particular (Calvinistic) Baptists embraced a
“modified” Calvinism that presumably softened traditional Calvinism. Estep bluntly states that
“Baptists never have been doctrinaire Calvinists …”66 In their book God So Loved the World,
Fisher Humphries and Paul Robertson argue that “traditional Baptists” are not Calvinists,
claiming that their book is intended to help traditional Baptists understand Calvinism so they can
“relate to [Calvinism] in a Christian way.”67
Some non-Calvinist scholars argue that Calvinism is a Presbyterian belief, implying that
authentic Baptists do not embrace the doctrines of grace. In an article written for SBC LIFE,
Malcolm Yarnell claims that “It could be successfully argued that the Calvinist-Arminian debate
is, at root, a Presbyterian argument, not a Baptist one.” But despite this claim, Yarnell concedes
that Baptists have, in fact, historically debated Calvinism and Arminianism. He admits, “Yet
early English Baptists were also divided over the debate, with General Baptists identifying more
with Arminians and Particular Baptists with Calvinists.”68 In a discussion on Tom Ascol’s
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weblog, Ergun Caner claims that Calvinistic Baptists embrace what he calls “semiPresbyterianism.” Caner also accuses SBC Calvinists of “killing” churches by preaching sermon
series on the Presbyterian Westminster Confession of Faith, though he provides no examples of a
Southern Baptist preaching from that confession.69
Perhaps one reason some scholars are so quick to disassociate Calvinism and the Baptist
tradition is because of a desire to identify Baptists with some of the Anabaptist movements, the
latter of which have historically been closer to Arminian theology than Calvinism. Yarnell
emphasizes theological affinity between Baptists and Anabaptists. In commenting on a new
Center for Free Church and Anabaptist Studies at Southwestern Seminary, he contends that
Anabaptists are “those often persecuted groups who are identifiably Baptist from a biblical
perspective.”70 According to an article in Baptist Press, Caner goes a step further and identifies
himself as “a radical reformer in the Anabaptist heritage.”71 The late Estep was a prolific scholar
of Anabaptism and perhaps the leading twentieth-century advocate of actual historical continuity
between Baptists and Anabaptists.72
Southern Baptist Calvinists deny that Calvinism is foreign to the Baptist tradition. Rather,
SBC Calvinists (and many non-Calvinist scholars) argue there have always been Calvinistic
Baptists and that Calvinism has at times enjoyed considerable influence within the convention.
William Brackney notes that the majority of early Baptists in America adhered to Calvinistic
theology.73 Historians like Tom Nettles and Timothy George have shown that, at the very least, a
majority of the leading Baptists in the South during the nineteenth-century were Calvinists.74
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Leon McBeth observes that many Southern Baptist Calvinists identify with the Second London
Confession, a document originally drafted in seventeenth-century England.75 Whether or not
Calvinism is biblical is a point worthy of debate, but the influence of Calvinism among Baptists
in general and Southern Baptists in particular is a matter of historical record and simply cannot
be disputed.
Furthermore, far from being “semi-Presbyterians,” Southern Baptist Calvinists have been
vocal defenders of Baptist distinctives. Tom Ascol has publicly stated Founders Ministries and
Founders Journal are committed to “historic Southern Baptist principles,” by which he means
Calvinist soteriology and Baptist ecclesiology.76 Timothy George co-edited the Library of
Baptist Classics series for B&H Publishing, which includes a number of volumes dedicated to
Baptist convictions.77 Roughly half of the contributors to the recent book Why I Am A Baptist are
Calvinists, and Tom Nettles co-edited the volume.78 Nettles has also authored two different
works defending believer’s baptism by immersion.79 Fred Malone has also authored two helpful
works defending the Baptist understanding of baptism.80 Thomas Schreiner and Shawn Wright
co-edited a collection of essays arguing for the Baptist understanding of baptism, with a number
of Calvinists contributing to the volume.81 In a recent article in Southern Seminary’s alumni
magazine, Greg Wills contests the practice of Baptist churches accepting so-called “alien
immersions” and argues that baptism is a prerequisite to the Lord’s Supper.82 Mark Dever and
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Phil Newton have each authored works defending congregational church government as essential
to Baptist ecclesiology.83 Simply put, Southern Baptist Calvinists are both committed Calvinists
and authentic Baptists, sharing these convictions with many of our Baptist forbearers.
Conclusion: Toward a More Cooperative Future
This chapter has argued that many non-Calvinists in the Southern Baptist Convention have
misunderstood some of the convictions of their fellow Southern Baptists who embrace
Calvinism. Hopefully, I have helped correct some of the most common misunderstandings about
Southern Baptist Calvinists. But the question still remains, is it possible to build bridges between
Calvinists and non-Calvinists in the SBC? In closing, I want to propose four commitments that
Southern Baptists on both sides of the Calvinism debate must make if we are to better work
together in preaching Christ to all people.
First, Southern Baptist Calvinists and non-Calvinists must share a common commitment
to the gospel. One way to build on the gains made during the Conservative Resurgence is for all
Southern Baptists to work together to pursue a “gospel resurgence” that will both revive our
churches and re-ignite our passion for proclaiming the good news to all people. We must heed
the words of Timothy George, who warns non-Calvinists to avoid falling into the heresy of
Pelagianism and cautions Calvinists against tilting toward the heresy of hyper-Calvinism.84 The
former downplays the power of sin and exalts human freedom, often in a sincere effort to win
more people to Christ. The latter quenches a passion for souls and degrades both God’s character
and human responsibility, often in a sincere effort to be doctrinally pure. If we are to move
toward a more cooperative future, we must commit ourselves to being gospel-centered, lest we
drift toward these and other soul-destroying errors.
Second, both Calvinists and non-Calvinists must share a common commitment to historic
Baptist distinctives. The Baptist view of the church is not intrinsic to the gospel, but Baptists
believe it is more consistent with the gospel than pedobaptism, open membership, or hierarchical
church government. We cannot divorce the gospel from its fruit: baptized Christians whose lives
are characterized by a radical commitment to Christian discipleship, a responsible, disciplined
church membership, and a zeal for the lost.85 If we are to move toward a more cooperative
future, Southern Baptists on both sides of the Calvinism discussion must commit to traditional
Baptist principles, lest we drift toward errors like pedobaptism, theonomy, or polity structures
that are antithetical to congregationalism.
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Third, Southern Baptist Calvinists and non-Calvinists must share a common commitment
to labor together in the task of the Great Commission. The original constitution of the Southern
Baptist Convention claims that Baptists in the South formed a convention for the purpose of
“eliciting, combining and directing the energies of the whole denomination in one sacred effort,
for the propagation of the Gospel …”86 Simply put, the primary reason we cooperate as a
convention is because Southern Baptists believe we can proclaim the good news to more people
if we work together. This commitment to interchurch cooperation for missionary endeavors is at
the heart of the SBC. If we are to thrive as Southern Baptist Calvinists and non-Calvinists, we
must agree to work together in spite of our differences over the doctrines of grace or particular
methods. If we are to move toward a more cooperative future, Southern Baptists must never
allow our cooperation to be torn asunder by our own internal disputes over Calvinism or any
other theological issue over which orthodox, gospel-centered, convictional Southern Baptists
might disagree.
Finally, Southern Baptist Calvinists and non-Calvinists must share a common
commitment to be humble, irenic, and loving when we attempt to persuade others to embrace our
respective positions vis-à-vis the doctrines of grace. This means there are two scenarios we must
avoid in our convention. The first is a combative atmosphere between Calvinists and nonCalvinists. God will not use the convention for his purposes if Calvinist Southern Baptists view
non-Calvinist Southern Baptists as their enemies, and vice versa. Both Calvinists and nonCalvinists must repent of any mischaracterization, stereotyping, caricature, and slander that have
been perpetrated in our debates over Calvinism. We must commit to engage others with whom
we disagree in a winsome, Christ-like spirit, or we have no hope of a more cooperative future. In
my opinion, Paige Patterson and Albert Mohler modeled this approach in their Calvinism dialog
at the 2005 SBC Pastor’s Conference in Greensboro, North Carolina.87
The other scenario we must reject is a “naked public square” within the convention
concerning Calvinism. A “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy is no foundation on which to build
cooperation. Southern Baptists on both sides of the Calvinism discussion must be free to both
hold their convictions and seek to persuade other Southern Baptists to embrace those
convictions. To do anything less is to treat this issue as if it is unimportant—something neither
side believes. Furthermore, it devalues our mutual commitment to pursue biblical truth and seek
to teach our understanding of that truth to other Christians. The Calvinism issue is not going to
go away, so Southern Baptists must be willing to openly discuss and debate the doctrines of
grace in an effort to be biblically accurate and perhaps come to a greater theological consensus in
the years to come. If we are to move toward a more cooperative future, we must all be committed
to defending and commending our particular convictions, but not at the expense of either our
cooperation with each other or our personal sanctification.
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Akin, Tom Ascol, and Thom Rainer further demonstrated this type of spirit in hosting the conference at which this
chapter was originally presented.
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For nearly 30 years, Evelyn Rich, the longtime romantic partner of white nationalist Jared Taylor, has been attacked by white nationalists
accusing her of being Jewish. Recently, Rich contacted the Southern Poverty Law Center after being viciously attacked by the notorious
anti-Semite, John DeNugent. Editors' Note: Rich wrote her Ph.D. dissertation on the Ku Klux Klan in the late 1980s. She lives with Jared
Taylor, who runs the white nationalist group American Renaissance in northern Virginia. They have two children together. In the past,
Taylor has distanced himself from anti-Semites and The Southern Baptist Convention is not unacquainted with battles. Each summer,
participating churches of similar faith and practice send delegates to an annual convention. For over a century and a half, delegates
have addressed issues such as slavery, missions funding, prohibition, and the nature of the Bible.Â The rising popularity of Calvinism
among many Southern Baptists, including highly influential leaders, has sparked conversation about the place of Calvinism in
Convention efforts. A respectable number of Southern Baptist leaders have warned of the dangers of calvinistic soteriology as it relates
to evangelistic zeal. The controversy over Calvinism among the Baptists calls for special attention. Not only has this debate raged among
the Baptists for hundreds of years, the greatest exponents of Calvinism today are not the Presbyterian or Reformed but the Baptists.Â
Some Calvinistic Baptists get downright offended when they are accused of being Calvinists. Joseph Wilson, the former editor of a
Calvinistic Baptist newspaper, went on record as saying: We are Sovereign Grace Landmark Missionary Baptists. That's what we are.

