
WHY WE DO WHAT WE DO
A (Somewhat) Brief Series of Articles to Answer Lost Mountain's Most Pressing Questions...

WHY DON'T WE
DO ALTAR CALLS?

This is a great question and one of the most common
ones I have received over the past 12-18 months. For
those of us who grew up in a Southern Baptist
background, the “altar call” (sometimes referred to
as the “decision time” or “invitation”) has been a
standard part of the worship service for most of our
lives. I grew up in the same culture. 

On Sunday mornings we would sing a few hymns,
have a brief time of prayer, receive the offering
while singing an “offertory hymn” or listening to a
soloist or perhaps a duet (“special music”), then the
sermon was delivered followed by the “altar call” and
a “hymn of decision” or “hymn of invitation” (usually
Just As I Am, I Surrender All, Have Thine On Way,
Lord, Softly And Tenderly, Jesus Is Calling, or Turn
Your Eyes Upon Jesus). People in the congregation
were encouraged to “come forward”—to walk down
the aisle to the front and share the decision they
were making with the senior pastor or another
member of the pastoral staff who were waiting in a
line across the front. The congregation was usually
prompted to make one of four decisions—to give
their life to Christ, to recommit their life to Christ, to
join the church (by baptism, “transfer of letter,” or
“statement of faith”), or to surrender their lives to
ministry or missions. Deacons and/or staff members
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would be available to sit on the front pew with those
who came forward, after they had visited and
prayed with a pastor, and fill out a small church
information card. We would continue singing until all
the business was done upfront. We would close out
each service by the senior pastor “presenting” those
who had come forward to the church. They were
asked to, sometimes quite awkwardly, stand across
the front of the church facing the congregation and
we would be encouraged to file by after the service
and introduce ourselves to them and welcome them.
Finally, we would stand and sing a “hymn of
benediction”—usually the Doxology, or a single verse
(or just the chorus) of To God Be The Glory, The
Family of God (I’m so glad I’m a part…), or The Solid
Rock. Sometimes we would even hold hands,
stretching across the pews, aisles, and throughout
the sanctuary (this was a practice I has never fond
of, even as I child—I prefer to choose who I hold
hands with and when…)

For years I thought this was how all churches did
their worship services. I thought it was not only our
way, but the way. I had no idea the “altar call” model
of service we practiced only dated back to the 1800s
(minus some isolated use in parts of America in the
last 1700s). I didn’t know that it was largely a
Southern Baptist model (though not exclusively), and
never thought much about it practically or
theologically. It was just what I was used to, what I
knew. And, what I believed to be “correct.” 

So, where did the idea of the "altar call" come
from? So glad you asked...



A  ( V E R Y )  B R I E F  H I S T O R Y  O F  T H E
A L T A R  C A L L …
The modern custom of conducting “altar calls” in
certain American denominations has its earliest roots
in the Great Awakening (1730s-1750s), but really
gained traction during and immediately following the
Second Great Awakening (1790-1830s). Though forms
of the modern “altar call” had been used sporadically
throughout the First and Second Great Awakenings,
it was a man named Charles Finney who popularized
it starting in the 1830s. Finney did not refer to the
practice as an “altar call” though; he challenged
people come forward to the “anxious bench” or
“mercy seat.” This was part of what Finney referred
to as “new measures”—practices designed to “gain
attention because revival is not a miracle but a purely
philosophical result of the right use of constituted
means.” 

In other words, he realized that if he did the right
stuff, in the right way, people would come forward
and make “decisions.” Finney even made sure to
“plant” some in the crowd on a regular basis who
would come forward to “make decisions” as way of
priming the pump. 

Following the popularization of the practice by
Finney, the term “altar call” first began appearing in
Holiness and Nazerine publications in the early 20th
century. And what Finney popularized, D.L. Moody
(1837-99) and Billy Graham (1918-2018) made famous
—and central—to the preaching of the gospel in the
minds of scores American churchgoers. The “altar
call” became a standard part of many evangelical
worship services, especially among Baptists and
especially in the South. 

Back to the question at hand—why don’t we do
“altar calls” now? First, I don’t think that pastors
who practice “altar calls” or “invitations” at the end
of their sermons are doing something wrong, but am
not sure they are being wise either. To quote
Jonathan Leeman (pastor, author, and editorial
director of 9Marks ministry), 

"I believe that this particular man-made
practice, this 19th-century innovation, has

produced more bad than good for Christian
churches in the West. The altar call relies

on the power of emotion, rhetorical
persuasion, and social pressure to induce

people to make a hasty and premature
decision. And producing professions is not

the same thing as making disciples."

WHY WE DON'T DO
"ALTAR CALLS"...



The altar call almost inevitably confuses “coming forward” with “coming to
Christ.”
The altar call fails to acknowledge that in our skeptical, cautious, and
relational age, most people come to faith over a period of time and through
meaningful interaction with Christian friends and the church.
The altar call often becomes confused with a person’s public profession of
faith—which is baptism. 
The altar call is simply absent from the New Testament. Which at the very
least means it is not a required part of Christian worship, and at the very
most means it could be an unwise and unhelpful practice.
The altar call misleads people into thinking salvation happens primarily on
Sundays, in response to a single message, specifically at the end of a
service, and only “up front.”
The altar call teaches the congregation to understand the “success” or
“effectiveness” of ministry—and specifically preaching and worship—on
immediate, outward, visible actions and results. 
The altar call makes its primary appeal to a person’s will or emotions, which
often relies more on the skill, technique, or persuasiveness of the preacher
than it does on the power of the Holy Spirit. The gospel, however, is Truth
that comes first and foremost to the mind—the intellect—and from there
affects the emotion and will as God leads through the Holy Spirit. God has
so created human agency that the pathway to the human heart and will
flows through the mind.  
The altar call has a tendency to separate—in people’s thinking—the Word of
God from the need for decision or response in a fairly artificial manner. The
preaching of God’s Word carries with it a simultaneous call for response. It
is a living, spiritual reality. It is not something that happens apart from and
after preaching. It is not a “stand-alone” event. It accompanies the truth of
God’s Word as the sermon is being preached and inhabited by the Holy
Spirit. 
The altar call can easily communicate that salvation is something we do
rather than something God does. This cannot be reconciled, however, with 1
Corinthians 2:14; Ephesians 2:1-6; John 6:44, etc.
The altar call has a long and wide history of producing a superficial
conviction of sin. I have experienced this across the years first-hand as I
have re-baptized dozens of adults who had ultimately responded initially to
the appeal of a man rather than the Holy Spirit. Countless others have
simply fallen away from the church across the years. This is true not only of
local church altar calls, but of the large revivals we saw throughout the
20th century. But when God moves in a redemptive way in the mind and
heart of a sinner, the work stands. Thus, the words of our Lord and the
witness of the entire New Testament…(see sidebar)
The altar call confuses and degrades the doctrine of regeneration.
Regeneration is that mighty work of God by which unbelievers are given a
new nature (born again). It is uniquely ascribed to the Holy Spirit in
Scripture (John 3:3-8) and works through the gospel (James 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:23-
25). 

Here is a list, more representative than exhaustive, of why I am not a fan of
practicing “altar calls.” These are in no particular order, save possibly from the
more practical to the more theological:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

11 REASONS

“But the one who stands
firm to the end will be

saved.” 
—Matthew 24:13

 
 

“You will be hated by
everyone because of me,
but the one who stands
firm to the end will be

saved.” 
—Matthew 10:22

 
 

“By this gospel you are
saved, if you hold firmly to

the word I preached to
you. Otherwise, you have

believed in vain.” 
—1 Corinthians 15:2

 
 

“We have come to share in
Christ, if indeed we hold
our original conviction

firmly to the very end.” 
—Hebrews 3:14

...when God
moves in a
redemptive way
in the mind and
heart of a
sinner, the work
stands. Thus,
the words of
our Lord and
the witness of
the entire New
Testament…



The great 20th
century preacher
Martyn Lloyd-Jones
shares an
interesting personal
account by way of
illustrating this
truth.

In the early days of his ministry, Lloyd-Jones was
the pastor of a church in South Wales. He would
stand at the main door of the church as people
exited after the service. There was a man that
would come to the service every Sunday night
(primarily an evangelistic service) who was a hard-
living, hard-drinking “tradesman.” On a particular
night Lloyd-Jones noticed that the man was
“obviously being affected” by the preaching. The
man was weeping and Dr. Lloyd-Jones was anxious
to know what was happening to him.

Lloyd-Jones said he was in a mental quandary as
the man approached the door to exit after the
service. “Should I, in view of what I had seen, say
a word to him and ask him to make his decision that
night (Lloyd-Jones did not practice an “altar call”),
or should I not? Would I be interfering with the
work of the Spirit if I did so? Hurriedly I decided
that I would not ask him to stay behind, so I just
greeted him as usual and he went out.”

The man’s faced reveal that he had been crying
most of the service and he would barely look at 

Lloyd-Jones as he left. The following evening
Lloyd-Jones was walking over a railway bridge and
saw this man coming toward him. When they met,
the man said, “You know, doctor, if you had asked
me to stay behind last night I would have done so.”
“Well,” Dr. Lloyd-Jones said, “I am asking you now,
come with me now.” “Oh no,” the man replied, “but
if you had asked me last night I would have done
so.” “My dear friend,” Lloyd-Jones said, “if what
happened to you last night does not last twenty-
four hours, I am not interested in it. If you are not
as ready to come with me now as you were last
night, then you do not have the right and true
thing. Whatever affected you last night was only
temporary and passing, you still do not see your
real need of Christ.”

This is the kind of thing that can happen even when
an altar call is not given. But when an altar call is a
regular part of the service, these kinds of
temporary moments of emotional “response” are
greatly increased and confused for legitimate
movements of God. 



A WORD ON
REGENERATION:

Salvation is entirely the work of the Holy Spirit. No
one else can do it. The Holy Spirit produces true
conviction of sin (John 16:8; Acts 2:37). The Holy
Spirits grants new life (John 3:5). The Holy Spirit
“seals” our status as children of God until God’s
takes “final possession” of us (Eph. 4:30). The work
of conviction, regeneration, the giving of the gift of
faith and new life, is solely the work of the Holy
Spirit. And as His work, it is always a thorough work
and it is always a work that will show itself in the life
of a new believer. 

This is so clearly seen in Acts 2. While Peter was
preaching the power of the Spirit, expounding and
applying the Scriptures, those listening fell under the
conviction of the Holy Spirit and cried out,  “What
shall we do?” The Spirit of God did not wait for an
altar call and Peter never gave one. 

The Holy Spirit just broke in and produced conviction
of sin. The Spirit moved then, and moves today, as
He wills. 

Exactly what happens in regeneration and salvation
is mysterious to us. We know that somehow we who
were spiritually dead (Eph. 2:1) have been made
alive to God and in a very real sense have been
“born again” (John 3:3, 7; Eph. 2:4-5; Col. 2:13). But
we don’t understand how this happens 

or exactly what God does to give us this new
spiritual life. Jesus says, “The wind blows wherever
it pleases. You hear its sound, but cannot tell where
it comes from or where it is going. So it is with
everyone born of the Spirit” (John 3:8). We know it
is the Lord who “opens the heart” (Acts 16:14) so
that an unbeliever is able to truly hear, understand,
and respond to the gospel with God-given faith.
Without this initial and certain work of the Spirit, no
one outside of Christ has the ability to understand
and respond to the gospel (1 Cor. 2:14). Apart from
Christ, “no one understands, no one seeks God”
(Rom. 3:11).

All of this to say—it is God who saves. And when he
does, it is an effective and sure work. It is a true
change—new creation has come (2 Cor. 5:17) and
will not be lost (John 10:18-29). We can trust the
work of the Holy Spirit through the message of the
gospel. When God saves a sinner, he does so This is
the witness of Scripture. 

("THE PENTECOST PAINTING" BY G. MARIA MORANDI (1622 - 1717) 
IN CHURCH CHIESA NUOVA.)

"BUT BECAUSE OF HIS GREAT
LOVE FOR US, GOD, WHO IS
RICH IN MERCY, MADE US
ALIVE WITH CHRIST EVEN
WHEN WE WERE DEAD IN

TRANSGRESSIONS—IT IS BY
GRACE YOU HAVE BEEN

SAVED."
EPHESIANS 2:4-5



In the late summer of 386 Augustine sat in a garden in Milan
and heard a child’s sing-song voice: “Take it and read it; take it
and read it.” Augustine had long battled (and given himself to)
a tremendous sexual appetite and struggled under the weight
of his guilt before God. He picked up what was nearby, Paul’s
Letter to the Romans, and began reading Romans 13:13–14,
“Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and
drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in
dissension and jealousy. Rather, clothe yourselves with the
Lord Jesus Christ.…” Augustin wrote in his Confessions, “I
wanted to read no further, nor did I need to. For instantly, as
the sentence ended, there was infused in my heart something
light, the light of full certainty, and all the gloom of doubt
vanished away.” This was his conversion. On Easter eve in 387,
Bishop Ambrose baptized him. Augustine returned to his joyful
mother and spent time in retreat and study. He would go on to
become one of the greatest theologians in church history. 

3 EXAMPLES
FROM
CHRISTIAN
HISTORY

This true and lasting work of
God in salvation—apart from
any “altar call”—was the
experience of Augustine of
Hippo, Martin Luther, and
C.S. Lewis, as it has been for
billions of others throughout
Christian history. 

In 1505 Martin Luther had a near-death experience during a
thunderstorm on the road to Erfurt, Germany. He cried out to St.
Anne and vowed to become a monk if his life was spared. He
made good on his commitment, giving away all his possessions
and entering the monastic life. Though brilliant and committed,
peace with God alluded Luther. He plunged into prayer, fasting,
and ascetic practices—going without sleep, enduring bone-
chilling cold without a blanket, and flagellating himself. As he
later commented, "If anyone could have earned heaven by the
life of a monk, it was I." 

MARTIN LUTHER

AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO



 (cont.) Luther was eventually ordered to take his doctorate in the Bible and become a professor at
Wittenberg University. During lectures on the Psalms (in 1513 and 1514) and a study of the Book of Romans, he
began to see a way through his dilemma. "At last meditating day and night, by the mercy of God, I . . . began
to understand that the righteousness of God (Rom. 1:17) is that through which the righteous live by a gift of
God, namely by faith… Here I felt as if I were entirely born again and had entered paradise itself through the
gates that had been flung open." This was the moment of Martin Luther’s conversion. 

C.S. LEWIS
Early on a Sunday morning, September 20, 1931, three
English professors in the 30s took a stroll together
around the grounds of Magdalen College at Oxford
University. Hugo Dyson (35), J.R.R. Tolkien (39), and
C.S. Lewis (32) had begun talking the previous
evening and stayed at it through most of the night.
The three had been engaging in discussions for
months over the nature of myth and Christianity as
the true myth. Dyson and Tolkien had been opening
Lewis’s mind to the possibility of the Bible being the
one great True Story.

As they walked and talked, Lewis became convinced
that God was indeed real. And yet, he remained
resistant to the gospel and to the idea of submitting
himself to God in Christ. A couple of days later, after
breakfast on September 22, 1931, Jack (as Lewis was
called) and his brother Warnie headed to the zoo on a
motorcycle with a sidecar. That short ride would
change Lewis’s life forever—and the course of
Christian history. 

Lewis would later write, “When we set out, I did not
believe that Jesus Christ was the Son of God, but
when we reached the zoo, I did. I had not exactly
spent the journey in thought, nor in great emotion.
‘Emotional’ is perhaps the last word we can apply to
some of the most important events. It was more like
when a man, after a long sleep, still lying motionless
on the bed, becomes aware that he is now awake.” 

Regeneration and conversion had come to
C.S. Lewis and he would never be the same.
Lewis would famously refer to as the “most
reluctant convert” in all of England.

There’s nothing unique about these
conversion experiences. God still uses a
mysterious mixture of Scripture, friends,
discussions, temptations, struggles, 
circumstances and life stages to bring
sinners to faith in Christ.And just as it was
true in the lives of Augustine, Luther, and
Lewis, when it is the work of God—it “bears
fruit that will last” (Jn. 15:16). 

 J.R.R. TOLKIEN, OWEN BARFIELD, CHARLES WILLIAMS AND C.S. LEWIS.



"WHEN
GOD

WORKS,
IT IS A

LASTING
WORK"

FINAL THOUGHTS
For these reasons, and more, I am not a fan of the modern “altar call.” Even the language around
“deciding for Christ” implies the significance lies in something I have done rather than something God has
done. 

To quote, again, Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, “No sinner ever really ‘decides for Christ.’ That term ‘decide’
has always seemed to me to be quite wrong. A sinner does not ‘decide’ for Christ; the sinner ‘flies’ to
Christ in utter helplessness and despair. No man truly comes to Christ unless he flies to Him as his only
refuge and hope, his only way of escape from the accusations of conscience and the condemnation of
God’s holy law.” 

He goes on to say, “The convicted sinner no more ‘decides’ for Christ than the poor drowning man
‘decides’ to take hold of the rope that is thrown to him and suddenly provides him with the only means of
escape.” 

Lloyd-Jones was exactly right and this is the consistent witness of both Scripture and church history.

The real question behind the question of altar
calls, I believe, is, “How, if we don’t do altar
calls, do people come to faith in Christ? How
will they respond to the work of the Holy
Spirit?” 

This is a good and proper question.

Let me give a two-part answer. First, we utilize
the connection card as our central means of
communication during worship services. 

THE REAL
QUESTION. . .

5

Among other things, this enables anyone in
the service who’s responding to the
prompting of the Holy Spirit let us know—
which allows ministry staff to follow up with
them. Second, they will come to Christ as
sinners always have, in response to the grace
of God through faith in Jesus by the power
and effective call of the Holy Spirit. There is
no single time, place, or manner in which this
happens. The appeal is in the Truth itself, the
preached Word of God, as well as throughout
the message. Proclamation and application
are happening simultaneously in Christian
preaching. I am only interested in making a
distinct and separate appeal (altar call) when
I feel an overwhelming injunction by the
Spirit of God to do so. If I ever feel that, I do
it; but it is only then. 

I do think it’s important to communicate
regularly that I (or whomever is preaching) is
available after the service to anyone who
wants to speak about “their soul and its
eternal destiny” (as Spurgeon put it). I have
also found throughout the years that those
who have truly experienced salvation are
rejoicing in it and they will want to share that
with us. They usually do so in their own time
and way, and I want to let them do so.
Nothing needs to be cajoled or forced. When
God works, it is a lasting work. 


