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Mullins—A Theological Pivot
During the years that E. Y. Mullins was
president of Southern Baptist Theological
Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky (1899-
1928), he was caught in the middle of
the Fundamentalist-Liberal controversy.
Though he wrote an article for The Funda-

mentals,1  he grew to dislike the style,
rhetoric, and confrontive spirit of many
fundamentalists, calling them “big ‘F’ fun-
damentalists.”2  Particularly disturbing to
him was the public agitation of Southern
Baptist J. Frank Norris, who wanted to
“put the screws on everybody” by pinning
his “brethren down to stereotyped state-
ments.” Mullins was uneasy with what he
perceived (probably misperceived) as a
fundamentalist reliance on scholastic
logic, syllogistic deduction, as a theologi-
cal method. While not taking issue with
the conclusions of his fellow fundamen-
talists, he stressed his reliance on the
inductive approach with Christian expe-
rience as a major, if not the chief, source
of raw data. On the other hand, the Mod-
ernists were certainly outside the param-
eters of his fellowship. Their profession
of openness to the advances of modern
science Mullins found to be untrue. They
were subjectivists, anti-supernaturalists,
and just as assertively dogmatic as the most
“hyper-orthodox” of the Fundamentalists.
Russell Dilday has accurately reflected
Mullins’s perceptions in saying, “As a
moderate conservative Mullins faulted
both fundamentalists and liberals for their
extremism which led to name calling rather
than fruitful communication.”3

Today, being dead, Mullins still speaks.
During the last two decades of the twen-
tieth century, as in the first two, Mullins
plays the part of the middle-man in a theo-
logical controversy among Southern Bap-
tists. In God’s Last and Only Hope, Bill J.
Leonard’s 1990 book on “The Contro-
versy,” the complexities concerning Mul-
lins are noted.

Mullins’s appeals to both Scripture
and conscience, for example, have
led many to identify him with
their particular side in the present
denominational controversy: Dr.
Mullins the inerrantist, and Dr.
Mullins the prophet of soul liberty.
Russ Bush and Tom Nettles argue
that Mullins’s theology reflects an
inerrantist view of Scripture. They
insist that Mullins repudiated the
idea that “those holding to an
authoritative Bible are in fact
bibliolaters.” E. Glenn Hinson, how-
ever, suggests that while Mullins
affirmed the authority of Scripture,
he “was no biblicist.” Rather, “he
drove in a beeline to the Baptist prin-
ciple of voluntarism or soul compe-
tency as the essence of biblical
religion.” Mullins himself appar-
ently saw no contradiction in hold-
ing both doctrines simultaneously.4

Leonard is accurate, for none can dem-
onstrate that Mullins did not hold both
of these ideas, inerrancy and soul com-
petency, at the same time. Leonard main-
tains that the theological tension
embodied in Mullins was present in
Southern Baptist life from the beginning.
The Controversy over inerrancy frag-
mented the “delicate balance”5  formerly
maintained by denominational savants.
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Unfortunately, Leonard also indulges
in theological anachronisms. He appar-
ently wants his readers to agree that sig-
nificant diversity was present from the
beginning, which unraveled as time
passed. He speaks of the “fragile coalition
around which the SBC was formed” and
argues for the presence of a conservative
kind of “theological liberalism” as well as
Calvinism and Landmarkism. Much of
Leonard’s analysis is brilliant, entertain-
ing, and tantalizing; but, the lack of pre-
cise documentation concerning the kind
of diversity and precisely when certain
theological options became a part of the
mix creates a confusing and often mislead-
ing montage.6  Not, in fact, until the influ-
ence of E. Y. Mullins began to permeate
the soul of Southern Baptist life was the
particular scenario of diversity described
by Leonard even possible.

Historians often invoke Mullins in
constructing the the essential features of
Baptist identity. As one of the major play-
ers in this debate, Walter Shurden has
identifed Mullins’s vision of Soul Com-
petence as a compelling concept through
which to interpret a Baptist kind of Chris-
tianity and believes that Mullins’s desire
to relocate the center of Baptist identity
and witness is in itself essentially baptistic.

Is it possible, as the Manifesto wishes
to do, to re-envision the Baptist
identity? Not only is it possible, it is
necessary. Baptist life is dynamic,
not static. Every generation of Bap-
tists must seek to make the essence
of Baptist life understandable to its
day. Many have attempted during
the four hundred years of Baptist
Christianity to reinterpret the
denominational identity. When in
1908 E. Y. Mullins wrote his now
classic The Axioms of Religion, he
subtitled it “A New Interpretation of
the Baptist Faith.” Baptists do not
have an unchanging “Deposit of
Truth” as the Catholics once claimed

for themselves.7

Mullins’s simultaneous maintenance
of inerrancy and soul competence is not
inherently contradictory. Either, however,
can be held in such a way that the other
may have a very uncomfortable life. The
tension between these two ideas in
Mullins’s thought makes him a pivotal fig-
ure in Southern Baptist history and an
appropriate figure for Shurden to appeal
to in his quest for finding an identity for
Baptists in the midst of all their changes.
Mullins’s extended, and often ingenious,
applications of the principle of soul com-
petence sentenced other important ideas
to realms of quaint obscurity. One of these,
inerrancy, has recently come back into the
light and has recovered its rightful place
as a formative element of Southern Bap-
tist thought and polity. Two others, Cal-
vinistic theology and the disciplinary use
of confessions, are still rather pale but at
least have been noticed.

Mullins’s Seminary Heritage
Scripture

When Mullins first entered Southern
Seminary as a student in 1881, it had just
endured a major theological crisis. C. H.
Toy, an Old Testament professor for ten
years, had resigned because of changes in
his views of inspiration and, thus, the
nature of Scripture. He had come to
admit “discrepancies and inaccuracies” in
historical, geographical, and scientific
detail in the Bible. He did not think,
however, that this invalidated the Bible as
“historical records” and much less as
expressions of religious truths. All such
errors he referred to the “human condi-
tion of the writer” asserting that his lack
of information or intellectual status did
not “affect his spiritual truth.”8
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John A. Broadus and James Petigru
Boyce had worked closely with Toy, seek-
ing to dissuade him from his gradual
changes, hoping that he might “ultimately
break away from the dominion of destruc-
tive theories.”9  Broadus, who had known
Toy since Toy’s student days at the Uni-
versity of Virginia, even warned him that
should he continue in such a course of
study, “within twenty years he would
utterly discard all belief in the supernatu-
ral as an element of Scripture.”10  Broadus
knew well both the brilliance and the tem-
perament of Toy, who engaged in a most
unforgiving application of foundational
assumptions. As early as 1861 Toy had had
a melancholy assessment of the source of
his intellectual energy.

It is very well to be under the power
of good habits; but this facility of
acting simply for regard to duty has
sometimes seemed to me dangerous.
In religious life it may disguise, I
have thought, the absence of Chris-
tian emotion by its regular perfor-
mance of religious duties. It is a
difficult question to decide how far
it is just treadmill work and how far
the genuine outspeaking of earnest
feeling. It has troubled me a good
deal. It makes me doubt now some-
times whether my heart has ever
been changed. I can only pray God
to deepen my Christian feeling and
strengthen the internal evidence of
my calling.11

Broadus’s prediction came true in
much less than twenty years. After his
resignation, Toy eventually taught at Har-
vard and adopted the Unitarianism that
dominated the school at that time.

Toy was replaced by Basil Manly, Jr.,
whose inaugural address was entitled
“Why and How to Study the Bible.”
Manly eventually wrote The Bible Doctrine

of Inspiration, the result of twenty-five
years of study on the issue. It was written

to demonstrate the proposition that God
inspired Scripture using human authors
in such a way that each expressed every
essential aspect of humanity, language,
literature, and culture yet so as “to keep
his message free from error.”12  Some
objections to inspiration appear to arise
from the text of Scripture itself such as
Paul’s claim not to speak “after the Lord”
in 2 Cor 11:17 and his memory lapse in
1 Cor 1:16. Manly, after providing his own
treatment of the objections, quotes Hodge
showing his agreement with the Princeton
theologian.

Such an utterance is not inconsistent
with the Apostle’s claim to inspira-
tion. For the simple end of inspira-
tion is to secure infallibility in the
communication of truth. It does not
sanctify, nor does it preclude the
natural play of the intellect or of the
feelings. . . . We learn that inspira-
tion was an influence which ren-
dered its recipients infallible, but it
did not render them omniscient.
They were preserved from asserting
error, but they were not enabled
either to know or to remember all
things.13

John Broadus, professor of New Testa-
ment and homiletics, felt that the error-
free character of Scripture was important
enough to perpetuate through teaching
the doctrine in a children’s catechism
published in 1891. In the section entitled
“Inspiration and Authority of the Bible,”
Broadus produces the following question-
answer dialogues.

Does the Bible contain any errors?
The Bible records some things said
by uninspired men that were not
true; but it is true and instructive that
these men said them. . . .
Did the inspired writers receive
everything by direct revelation? The
inspired writers learned many
things by observation or inquiry, but
they were preserved by the Holy
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Spirit from error, whether in learn-
ing or in writing these things. . . .
Has it been proven that the inspired
writers stated anything as true that
was not true? No; there is no proof
that the inspired writers made any
mistake of any kind.14

J. B. Jeter, a revered Southern Baptist
statesman and editor of The Religious Her-

ald in Richmond, Virginia, was a trustee
at the seminary when Toy resigned and
on the committee that unanimously
recommended the acceptance of his res-
ignation. He was so exercised by this con-
troversy that he constantly dwelt on the
theme of inspiration from the culmination
of the controversy in 1879 until his death
in February 1880. His newspaper was in
the midst of publishing articles on that
issue including six by Toy himself. The
stress generated by this matter probably
contributed to his death. Before he died,
however, he wrote a lengthy article
entitled “Inspiration of the Scriptures” as
a chapter in the book Baptist Doctrines.15

Jeter, with Toy’s arguments in his mind
if not before his eyes, contended that God
not only revealed truth to the minds of his
servants but exercised over them an
influence that allowed them to commu-
nicate it “without any mistake, and in the
manner best suited to secure the end of
the revelation.” Jeter considered it atheis-
tic to deny that “God can inspire men to
reveal his truth infallibly to the world.”
The manner of inspiration is such as to
“preclude the possibility of error in the
Scriptures.” Jesus himself never consid-
ered the Scriptures as “human and fallible,
as well as divine and inerrable.” After
affirming the inspiration and therefore the
inerrable character of both the Old and
New Testaments, Jeter answered various
objections to that position concluding, “It
is really wonderful to notice how, amid

the conflicting systems of science, philoso-
phy and politics, the inspired writers
steered their course, without falling into
errors, which would have discredited
their inspiration.”16

When Mullins entered Southern Semi-
nary in 1881 as a student, he entered into
an atmosphere permeated with close
thinking about the doctrine of inspiration
and its implications for the error-free char-
acter of Scripture. The theory that infalli-
bility related only to religious and
spiritual truth was considered an innova-
tion and as tantamount to a rejection of
the supernatural. In the opinion of
Mullins’s teachers, it led to an unbiblical
division between theology and history.

The Use of Confessions
The seminary, under Boyce’s leader-

ship, also was committed to confessional
discipline. Boyce had advocated this when
he first began to teach at Furman Univer-
sity in 1856. In his inaugural address, Three

Changes in Theological Institutions, Boyce
called for “the adoption of a declaration
of doctrine to be required of those who
assume the various professorships.” He
considered it no infringement of the rights
of conscience to require teachers at a theo-
logical institution to declare their faith by
signing an abstract of doctrinal principles.
“No difference, however slight, no pecu-
liar sentiment, however speculative, is
here allowable. His agreement with
the standard should be exact.”17  No one
should sign a doctrinal statement, Boyce
contended who does so with mental res-
ervation or with a private understanding
with those who invest him with his
position. Nor should any one enter into
duties with the idea that he is at liberty to
modify the truth he has been placed there
to inculcate.
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Boyce surmised that much of the hesi-
tance about confessions he observed in
contemporary Baptist life rose from the
leaven of Campbellism and did not keep
faith with Baptist history. Boyce believed
that the very duties which God requires
of churches “plainly suppose the applica-
tion of every principle involved in the
establishment of creeds.” The affirmation
of one’s personal faith and the test of its
existence in others require not only an
affirmation of the same canon of Scripture,
but requires “assent also to the particular
truths which he knows to be taught
therein.” For this twofold purpose, “creeds
have been almost universally used . . . [b]y
the Baptists of all ages.”18

Boyce does not constitute an idiosyn-
cratic anomaly on the Baptist horizon with
this position. Sixteen years earlier, a Bap-
tist newspaper in Georgia, The Christian

Index, had run a series of articles on the
most prominent of the Baptist confessions.
Introducing the articles, the author wrote:

The Baptists as a denomination,
have always regarded the Bible as
being amply sufficient for all the
purposes of faith and practice. But
knowing that many persons, hold-
ing wild and visionary notions upon
religious subjects, often use the same
language, and say that they too,
make the Bible their standard; and
knowing that their views and prac-
tices, are often misunderstood and
often misrepresented, our brethren
have felt it important to get up cer-
tain briefs, or compends of their
faith, so that their adoption of the
Bible in general terms, might not
seem to be a sort of shield for het-
erodox opinions, and that there
might be a oneness of doctrine and
practice amongst themselves.19

Over a period of a few months in 1839
and 1840, articles from the confession
were reprinted intermittently accompa-
nied by short expositions. The author

recommended that the confession be
adopted by Baptists “throughout the
country” since these doctrines are held by
the “old-fashioned Calvinistic Baptists the
world over.” In doing this every associa-
tion would have articles “exactly alike.”20

In this atmosphere of confident
confessionalism Mullins took his semi-
nary education. That his own adherence
to confessional denominational life dimin-
ished greatly in detail and precision was
not due to the immediate Southern Bap-
tist influence that he encountered. Instead,
the intellectual currents of New England
where he subsequently served as pastor
and the Northern Baptist view of con-
fessions modified his approach to the
defense and propagation of Christian
truth.21

Calvinism
A third major element in the theologi-

cal atmosphere of Southern Seminary
during the student days of Mullins was a
pronounced and aggressive Calvinism. In
establishing the school, Boyce sought to
secure maintenance of “the principles and
practices then prevalent, and still prevail-
ing, in our Southern Zion.” For that rea-
son he and his colleagues issued an
abstract of principles in which there is “a
complete exhibition of the fundamental
doctrines of grace, so that in no essential
particular should they speak dubiously.”22

The statement on election easily shows the
clarity of its position.

Election is God’s eternal choice of
some persons unto everlasting life—
not because of foreseen merit in
them, but of his mere mercy in
Christ—in consequence of which
choice they are called, justified, and
glorified.23

The necessity of this position was
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broached even in Boyce’s inaugural
address at Furman when he lamented,
“The distinctive principles of Armini-
anism have also been engrafted upon
many of our Churches; and even some of
our Ministry have not hesitated publicly
to avow them.”24  Boyce was known as
a convincing teacher and, according to
a student who became prominent in
denominational life, “few went through
this course under him without being con-
verted to his strong Calvinistic views.”25

Broadus described Calvinism as an
“exalted system of Pauline truth . . . which
compels a student to profound thinking”
and makes him conversant with “the most
inspiring and ennobling views of God and
of the universe he has made.”26  In 1891,
while on a trip to Europe, Broadus noticed
that one of the five councilmen of Geneva
was named Turretin. This caused him to
reflect on the Latin Theology course at the
seminary in which students were required
to read Turretin, a reflection which evoked
a significant observation. “The people
who sneer at Calvinism might as well
sneer at Mont Blanc,” wrote Broadus.
While certainly not obliged to defend all
of Calvin’s words or deeds, Broadus could
not conceive of how anyone who “really
understands the Greek of the Apostle Paul
or the Latin of Calvin and Turretin” could
fail to grasp that “these latter did but
interpret and formulate substantially
what the former teaches.”27

Mullins’s Mild Modifications
Establishing a New Paradigm:
Facts and Experience

Into this theological atmosphere
Mullins entered as a student in 1881,
receiving his degree in 1885. After serv-
ing pastorates in Baltimore, Maryland,
and Newton Center, Massachusetts, he

returned to Southern Seminary in 1899 as
president and Joseph E. Brown Professor
of Theology. During his 29 years as presi-
dent, Mullins became a dominant force in
Southern Baptist denominational life
(convention president 1921-24) as well as
a world-wide Baptist leader (president of
the Baptist World Alliance 1923-28).

As a theologian, Mullins worked
energetically to create a new theological
paradigm for the defense of evangelical
Christianity. Receiving Scripture prima-
rily as the transmitter of genuine religious
experience, Mullins concluded that
attempts to explain “textual errors, scien-
tific, or historical deviations from exact
truth, discrepancies of various kinds”
was an attempt to do more than faith
required.28  In religion, Scripture is “final
and authoritative” but we must avoid
debate on the grounds of history and criti-
cism so that our representation of Chris-
tian faith will not be merely intellectual.
Truth must be assimilated experientially,
not “imposed by authority of any kind,
whether pope or church or Bible.”29

In the process of developing that para-
digm of authority uniting the subjective
and objective, he ushered in a new, and to
some a disturbing, kind of diversity in
Southern Baptist theology.

The new construction required Mullins
to contend that religion constitutes an
autonomous sphere of reality. Within this
sphere there are irreducible facts, some of
which are historical, that is, verifiable
through the methods of modern histori-
ography. Some are trans-historical, that is,
personal, moral, and experiential, but
nonetheless genuine and real. The major
thrust of Mullins’s ministry was to dem-
onstrate that Christianity is the only reli-
gion which does justice to all the facts,
both historical and experiential.
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Historical facts derive from a non-
prejudicial examination of the New
Testament documents. From this exami-
nation, in which Mullins interacted seri-
ously with historical criticism of the New
Testament, arises a central core of doc-
trines he considered as New Testament
facts: the virgin birth, the deity and
humanity of Christ, the vicarious propi-
tiatory atonement, the bodily resurrection
of Christ, his ascension into heaven, and
his promise to return. Rejection of these
facts, according to Mullins, clearly was the
result of philosophical prejudice, not sci-
entific investigation. Only by an a priori

exclusion of the supernatural could any-
one deny what the earliest documents
concerning Christ taught. Mullins
affirmed these facts from the earliest to the
latest stages of his academic ministry and
became genuinely agitated when bias of
any sort blinded the minds of supposed
scholars to them.

In 1925, Mullins gave a positive review
to a theological book which sought to “be
loyal to the best in the modern spirit and
at the same time loyal to the New Testa-
ment.” The writer had not been “caught
in the swirl of modernistic naturalism and
revolutionized in his approach to the his-
torical documents containing the account
of the origins of Christianity.” In the end,
Mullins found it highly gratifying to dis-
cover another teacher of theology “who
has not lost his scientific bearings in the
prevailing winds of philosophy and a

priorism so widely current in the ranks of
modernists.”30

Other items go beyond the level of the
purely historical, such as, the teachings of
Jesus and his apostles, the necessity of
regeneration, justification by imputed
righteousness, the certainty and progres-
sive nature of sanctification, the histori-

cal reality of Christ’s physical return, and
the bodily resurrection of believers.
Mullins firmly and consistently put these
in the category of facts also. He did not
accept the demarcation between “facts”
and “values” which was so popular in his
day. The inability of physical science to
trace the antecedents and consequents
of the so-called “values” did not dimin-
ish their facticity. Mullins reminded the
writer that if a thing is real in itself and is
grounded in the very nature of reality, it
is a “fact” of great significance.

Facts are just as clearly generated in
human experience as they are in “history.”
In fact, Christianity greatly expands the
level of experience into areas unexplored
by any other religion and gives adequate
venue for the most satisfying and chal-
lenging expressions of human personal-
ity imaginable. The experiences of persons
like Paul, Justin Martyr, Augustine, Pas-
cal, Bunyan and thousands of others must
be viewed as facts of human history. What
is sufficient to explain the nature of these
experiences? Can the principle of physi-
cal science which focuses on material con-
tinuity do it? Not at all. Only the Christ of
the New Testament, as the persons them-
selves testify, is sufficient to produce the
revolutionary change of their thinking,
affections, and values. Mullins condensed
his argument for popular consumption in
The Fundamentals.

Of course, this experience is convinc-
ing to the man who has it and should
be to the outside observer. To the
latter is presented a new spiritual
cosmos, a great system with laws
and forces analogous to the physi-
cal cosmos. There are not here plan-
ets revolving around a sun, but there
are redeemed souls by the million
[sic] revolving around a Saviour.
There is not a law of physical gravi-
tation acting between bodies directly
as the mass and inversely as the
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square of the distance, but there is a
Kingdom of persons whose law of
gravitation is love. There is not a
physical law of the transformation
of energy pervading the spiritual
cosmos, but there is the law of the
transfiguration of character, accord-
ing to which “we all with unveiled
face, beholding as in a mirror the
glory of the Lord are transfigured
into the same image from glory unto
glory.”31

Out of history and experience a recog-
nizable, verifiable, and defensible order of
facts emerges. From this order of facts,
derived inductively, one may organize an
explanation of the Christian religion.
Mullins considered theology as the “sys-
tematic and scientific explanation” of the
order of facts of religion:32  thus, the title
of his systematic theology, The Christian

Religion in its Doctrinal Expression.
A penetrative ingenuity diffuses itself

throughout the work of Mullins. He
exudes genuine joy and credibility in his
analysis and application of the fact of
religious experience. The tenacity with
which he held to its formative and apolo-
getic power, however, had an implosive
effect on his thought, isolated its apolo-
getic relevance to his generation, and cre-
ated an instability in the formation of
doctrine that challenged the relevance of
the “facts” he was so zealous to defend.
His over-reaction to deductive thought
made him treat many classic theological
conclusions from the Reformation to the
nineteenth century as anachronistic; his
almost exclusive orientation toward expe-
rience hastened the movement toward
unbounded individualism that guards the
rights of private opinion at the cost of
common confession.33

Three areas in particular felt the
mutatory impact of Mullins’s influence.
Whereas, as briefly argued above, South-
ern Baptists of the nineteenth century had

viewed each of these as inviolable in the
interests of genuine and meaningful unity,
Mullins’s treatment of them diminished
the feasibility of their serving any cohe-
sive capacity. First, his method of discuss-
ing biblical inspiration created the
possibility of fissure in Southern Baptist
approaches to biblical inerrancy. Second,
his attitude toward creeds softened the
stance formerly given to confessional con-
formity. Third, his assertion of the axiom-
atic standing of human freedom led to
changes in soteriology.

The Authority of the Bible
Mullins rejected both naturalistic and

subjectivist views of religious authority.
He characterized the subjectivists as ide-
alists of the most pronounced sort in their
view of religious freedom. They consider
all external authority as the Roman Catho-
lic type. They emphasize the likeness
rather than the unlikeness of man to God;
the immanence rather than the transcen-
dence of God; man’s unaided and native
capacity rather than his incapacity in
religion; the pedagogic rather than the
redemptive aspects of salvation; and the
Christian consciousness as the ultimate
seat of authority in religion.34  While Mul-
lins also objected to the kind of external
authority wielded by the Roman Catho-
lic hierarchy, he did not view external
authority as inconsistent with true religion.

He listed two conservative views of
authority, traditional and inductive. The
traditional was characteristic of “scholas-
tic Protestantism.” Strangely, Mullins
chose to describe this view in its most
extreme and caricatured form. According
to Mullins, it begins with an abstract prin-
ciple not derived from Scripture, “which
conceives of the biblical writers as mere
unintelligent instruments or pens used by
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the Holy Spirit to dictate the truths of rev-
elation.” His view, that is, the inductive
view, on the other hand “refuses to adopt
any abstract or a priori starting point, but
rather goes directly to the Bible itself for
the evidence of its own inspiration.”35

This view sees God at work in the his-
tory as well as in the literature; recognizes
a development of clarity in the unfolding
revelation culminating only in the person
of Jesus Christ; takes into account lan-
guage and forms of speech of the culture
of the writers; recognizes various literary
forms which call for different principles
of interpretation; sees the Bible as a reli-
gious book; and does not look for “pre-
mature revelations of science through
prophets and apostles.”36

Mullins spoke cautiously of possible
accommodation both in revelation and in
the ministry of Christ. He referred to “the
pedagogic adaptation of the method and
means of revelation to the state of mind
and degree of religious maturity of hearer
and reader.”37  This “gradual and progres-
sive” aspect of revelation sheds light on
three perplexing biblical phenomena: an
appearance of arbitrariness and vindic-
tivenss on the part of God, low standards
of morality, and overly severe punitive
measures in the life of Israel. These can
be understood “if we think of the Bible as
the record of God’s self-disclosure to a
people incapable of more rapid develop-
ment.”38  Mullins does not say if he
considers these as errors or just as the be-
ginning elements of larger truths.

This concept of progression helps one
comprehend the ripening of God’s pur-
poses until the fulness of time and the
coming of Christ. Christ came “as soon as
the incarnation could be effective for the
end in view.”39  It also harmonizes with
what appears to be development and

growth on the part of biblical writers.
Even revolutionary and epochal events
such as the exodus and incarnation-
crucifixion-resurrection, though the result
of direct and miraculous intervention, are
not anomalous to the logic of historical
progression.

 Christ’s adoption of the language of
his contemporaries “in order to instruct
or refute them on the basis of their own
assumptions” is a species of this principle.
In doing this, however, Christ was “free
from all error in his revelation to men of
the mind and will of God.”40  Mullins
never discussed whether prophet, apostle,
or Christ actually employed error to teach
spiritual truth.

Even though Mullins himself stopped
short of arguing for the doctrine of iner-
rancy, it is extremely doubtful that he
would set himself against it. Mullins
described his understanding of dynamic
inspiration as “plenary” yielding the writ-
ers capable of declaring “truth unmixed
with error.”41  And even when warning
about the “needless confusion of science
and religion” he adds the disclaimer
that this “must not be taken to justify the
sweeping assertions as to error and discrep-
ancy so often made about the Scripture.”42

He did not deny inerrancy; he simply
felt that the argument, which he viewed
as an a priori approach, caused people to
miss the point. A sceptic who is “uncon-
vinced by arguments for an infallible or
inerrant Bible” accuses those who believe
of “bibliolatry.”43  Lost man needs life, not
belief in a major premise in a syllogism,
an ideological intrusion unrelated to
the heartbeat of human life. Scripture is
literature that springs from genuine
discoveries of life in Christ. The life pro-
duced the literature; in turn, the literature
gives life. None who have the life will
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deny the literature. The Bible has with-
stood the withering blast of criticism
because it arose in life and creates life.
“Authoritative revelations of truth,”
preached Mullins, “are designed to
become human discoveries of truth.”44

Even in Christ’s ministry to his disciples,
“He desired that his revelation might be-
come their discovery.”45

Does this mean that Scripture is noth-
ing more than human reflection on the
immanence of God? Not at all. Without
transcendent revelation, we would not
have Christian truth. Neither can Chris-
tian experience sit in judgment on Scrip-
ture so as to reject any of its teaching.
Though it has arisen from the fabric of
Christian life, the true method of under-
standing inspiration and revelation
“leaves an authoritative Scripture which
Christian experience does not and cannot
transcend.”46

In fine, between the traditional and the
inductive views there is no difference as
to the “reality of the supernatural revela-
tion,” its sufficiency for our “religious
needs,” and the “finality and authorita-
tiveness of the Bible.”47

While Mullins’s passion for keeping life
and literature together protects from some
misconceptions of the nature of saving
faith, his emphasis allowed the easy
development of other errors. First, his fail-
ure to engage in a defense of inerrancy
created a narrow line of defense for the
truth of Christianity. The doctrine of bib-
lical inspiration should not be expounded
as a sub-heading of Christian experience
but as an element of the doctrine of God.
A firmly argued defense of biblical infal-
libility providing an adequate foundation
for genuine knowledge of God should
precede a doctrine of experience or the use
of experience as an argument for the truth

of Christianity. Mullins, in working for a
paradigm more consonant with his philo-
sophical climate, uncovered an epistemo-
logical snake pit.

Second, a focus on the subjective inevi-
tably swallows the objective and dimin-
ishes its apparent importance. Though
critical of pragmatism as a final philoso-
phy, Mullins approved of its basic practi-
cal and experiential foundation. Asserting
his view that “Christian experience trans-
fers the whole [!] problem of Christian evi-
dences to the sphere of practical life,” he
concluded that “In this phase of it, Chris-
tianity has a point of contact with the new
philosophy of Pragmatism.”48

When the “whole” is transferred to the
practical life, human consciousness
becomes the final criterion of truth and
pragmatic existentialism practically gov-
erns the life of the individual and the
church. This happens because experien-
tial knowledge appears to be more easily
accessible than objective, outside-of-me
knowledge. I immediately and intuitively
“know” what my experience means to me
(at least I think I do) and I do not intu-
itively know what objective Bible history
means to me. Both the meaning and the
truthfulness of the Bible recede in impor-
tance and give way to the authority of vis-
ceral sensation. “The man born blind,”
reasoned Mullins, “did not have to accept
any theory of Christ . . . nor any special
form of theism.” All that was required was
a suspension of speculative difficulties for
the sake of one’s moral, or in this case,
physical, welfare. Once anointed with
clay, he washed and saw; and then he pro-
gressed from saying “A man named
Jesus” through “a good man” to “a
prophet” and finally “he worshipped
him.” Such is the “experience of all who
put their trust in Him.”49
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If Mullins’s representation of this story
is legitimate as a paradigm and faith is
accomplished by waiving one’s speculative
difficulties, then growth in faith cannot
necessarily require doctrinal knowledge
or intellectual coherence. Christianity
becomes inexplicable and, because it does
not seem to depend on rational communi-
cation, glories in irrationality.

This sort of neo-pietism potentially pro-
duces two errors. On one side, the corona-
tion of experience as the ruling principle
of the Christian world view begets apathy
about the importance of doctrine in gen-
eral and inerrancy in particular.

In another group, the Mullinsean
atmosphere has fostered an openness to
market-driven, production-oriented, sen-
sationalistic worship services designed to
produce decisions for Christ with a mini-
mum of mental reflection. Like that blind
man in Mullins’s explanation, all that is
initially desirable is the felt impact of a
religious encounter on one’s senses. Doc-
trinal reductionism produces an alarm-
ingly truncated grasp of the doctrines of
the gospel with a corresponding evange-
listic culture that gives little attention to
the nature of human depravity, the neces-
sity and character of the new birth, and
the nature and necessity of the atoning
work of Christ.

Third, Mullins, in arguing that the truth
of the Bible related specifically to “reli-
gious needs,” was not careful enough to
distinguish his view from that of C. H. Toy.
It is right to clarify that the Bible is not a
science textbook and was not written with
a view to modern critical history. Doing
this, however, without developing a bib-
lical theology of history and science tends
to fragment reality, separates religion from
history, and de-unifies the God of creation
from the God of redemption. This divi-

sion was one of the foundational errors of
Marcion, whose bibliological spirit walks
the corridors of many an evangelical mind.

The Importance of Confessions
Although Mullins wrote a systematic

theology and spent his life discussing
Christian doctrine and Baptist doctrine,
his objections against the a priori method
of so-called Protestant Scholasticism fos-
tered an ambiguous, if not negative, atti-
tude to confessions. Inferential theology
fared only slightly better than biblical
inerrancy. Prior to Mullins, Baptists in the
South had been strongly confessional at
the associational and institutional level.
Mullins maintained some elements of that
tradition and encouraged the use of con-
fessions and creeds within a limited
context. The limitations on the context,
however, came from influences present in
his New England experience from 1895 to
1899. The great Baptist proponent of the
“New Theology,” William Newton Clarke,
served as pastor in Newton Center, Mas-
sachusetts, from 1869-1880. Mullins was
there fifteen years later. While Mullins
did not advocate Clarke’s modernistic
approach to Scripture, his affinity for the
dynamic of human experience and the
mitigation of established definitions in
doctrinal development was similar to the
methodology of Clarke.50

In addition, the New England Baptist
approach to theology had been shaped
largely by Francis Wayland. While Way-
land argued that Baptists had maintained
“invariably the truth of their early confes-
sions,” they did it while not “one in ten
thousand of our members ever heard of
their existence.” Both Baptist ecclesiology
and the authority of Scripture in the life
of each individual precluded the possibil-
ity of established creeds. The absence of
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such an “established creed is in itself the
cause of our unity.”51

Mullins reflected the ambivalent con-
fluence of these two streams of thought,
the Southern tradition and the New
England tradition. He still admitted that
creeds “help rather than hinder,” espe-
cially as a tool to educate us “to unity of
faith and practice” and “as means of
propagating the faith.” In addition, he
believed that a group united by confes-
sion “must judge when an individual or
group within the larger body has departed
from the common view sufficiently to
warrant separation.”52  For an individual
to insist on his right to remain within a
group after “radical and hopeless diver-
gence of belief has arisen” is no less a tyr-
anny than forcing the beliefs of a group
on an individual. Mullins was willing to
enforce this idea practically, as indicated
in his speech to the 1923 Southern Baptist
Convention. After listing a number of
simple doctrinal affirmations, Mullins
stated, “We believe that adherence to the
above truths and facts is a necessary con-
dition of service for teachers in our Bap-
tist schools.”53

Mullins crystallized all of these points
in an article entitled “Baptists and
Creeds.”54  Mullins dismisses four fallacies
concerning creeds and answered four
reasons for opposing a restatement of
beliefs. On three occasions in the short
article he answered the misimpression
that creeds oppose Baptist views of lib-
erty. He believed that some interpreted
liberty as license and others misapplied
liberty as “an exaggerated individualism.”
Mullins spoke of the “group right of self-
protection.” As Baptists are trustees of
certain truths “they have an inalienable
right to conserve and propagate those
truths unmolested by others inside the

denomination who oppose those truths.”
Mullins believed that the adoption of a
new confession—and by this he had in
mind the 1925 Baptist Faith and Mes-
sage—would correct some “deadly ten-
dencies at work— deadly.” A confession
would help “clear the atmosphere and
learn where we are drifting.”

On the other hand, his language to
describe the dangers of creeds can be pic-
turesque and compelling. Despite his call
for adherence to truths as a necessary con-
dition of service, Mullins was in print as
saying that “as soon as [creeds] become
binding they become divisive” and “in-
evitably lead to mischief in the church.”55

He speaks of creeds as becoming “stereo-
typed and formal” and used as “death
masks for defunct religion” or “lashes to
chastise others.” A creed without life
“becomes a chain to bind, not wings on
which the soul may fly.” Nothing is more
distasteful than the idea of a barren intel-
lectualism, void of life, where creeds
may become “whips to coerce men into
uniformity of belief by carnally-minded
champions of the faith.”56

Mullins encouraged a tentative and
mediating approach toward confessions
by creating a false dichotomy. Baptists are
not creed-makers he said, because “the
Scriptures are a sufficient revelation of his
will.”57  The sufficiency of Scripture is not
the only spiritual reality to which creeds
may be antagonistic. “They become bar-
riers to the free development of personal-
ity in religion” when the propagation of
them takes the place of the personal
dimension of the God-man relationship.58

In spite of his recognizing their
strengths, Mullins’s warnings about the
possible killing effects of creeds over-
whelmed his attempts to present a bal-
ance. When he defended the use of
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confessions, or even creeds, he did so sin-
cerely but seemingly as a foil, a contrast
enhancing his own objections. His height-
ened emphasis on the superiority of
experience to creed, his clear warnings
about the dangers of creeds, and the vivid
images he evoked in speaking of their
oppressive use tended to neutralize their
advantages as instruments of education,
definition, and discipline. Some of his
warnings, though warranted if a genuine
danger were present, were overstated and
treated the worst possible scenario as the
most possible scenario. Though far to the
southwest another voice gave strong
advocacy to the disciplinary use of con-
fessions, Mullins’s powerful influence
succeeded in softening, if not dissolving,
the Boyce approach to the use of creeds.59

That this particular aspect of Mullins’s
view of confessions has multiplied in
strength may be seen in Frank Mauldin’s
treament of the Baptist view of Personal
Truth. Mauldin asserts that a radical
dichotomy exists between the “personal
truth” of entering into the life of the liv-
ing God and any supposed propositional
truths of Scripture. “Truth is someone real,
not something true,” writes Mauldin. He
considers the emphasis on truths stated
as propositions of Scripture or confes-
sionally, and especially as doctrines of
Calvinism, as a declension from the
genius of Baptist life. In an unusual ob-
servation he makes about decline among
American Baptists, he pinpoints doctrinal
unity as a sign of decline.

The Regular and the Separate Bap-
tists of Virginia unite around simi-
lar orthodox propositions. They
deny that their confession usurps
individual freedom, yet they affirm
that it contains the essential truths
of the gospel, and that the doctrine
of salvation by Christ and by free

unmerited grace alone ought to be
believed by every Christian. Then
they add, “upon these terms we are
united.” The reality of persons in
relation within the life-world of the
gospel does not unite Virginia Bap-
tists. In a most unbaptistic way doc-
trines do. The declension, although
momentary, is obvious.60

Attention to propositional truth as a
unifying factor among Baptists consis-
tently ranks as an evidence of decline for
Baptists in Mauldin’s treatment. Mauldin
takes seriously the Mullinsean conviction
that creeds “become barriers to the free
development of personality in religion”
and “a chain to bind, not wings on which
the soul may fly.”

Calvinism
Though Mullins’s doctrinal positions

reflected some characteristically Calvin-
istic emphases, he hesitated to identify
himself with either Calvinism or Armini-
anism as a system, preferring to “adhere
more closely than either to the Scriptures,
while retaining the truth in both
systems.”61  On one occasion, he tacitly
congratulated the Remonstrants (first
followers of James Arminius) when, in
response to their “self-conscious” free-
dom they “urged it against the extreme
Calvinism of the day.” “Men knew they
were free, and therefore no theory of
God’s decrees which ignored this fact
could permanently hold its place in the
doctrinal system.”62

Mullins’s chosen approach made him
more anthropocentric than theocentric
and eventually eroded the substance of his
lengthy attention to God’s sovereignty.
This occurs in spite of his prioritizing
God’s sovereignty as number one in his
list of religious axioms: “The Holy and
Loving God has a right to be sovereign.”
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God’s sovereignty, however, must act in
subserviency to man’s freedom: “Any
doctrine of God’s sovereignty must safe-
guard man’s freedom.” He dismisses the
discussion of the extent of the atonement
in less than one page, affirming a univer-
sal atonement.63  He does not discuss the
bondage of the will, but does say that
“without God’s prevenient grace the will
inevitably chooses evil”64  and that men if
left to themselves “would inevitably
refuse salvation.” God, according to Mul-
lins, does not “fling out the possibility of
salvation among men . . . and leave it for
men to use or not use as they will.”65  But
even more forcefully he insists that nei-
ther prevenient nor regenerating grace
acts upon the will by way of compulsion,
“but always in accordance with its free-
dom.”66  For Mullins, “human freedom”
was a fact of consciousness. Free will in
man “is as fundamental a truth as any
other in the Gospel and must never be
canceled in our doctrinal statements.”67

In order to protect that freedom, God
reduces “his own action to the minimum
lest he compel the will.”68  “God will not
do violence to the will of man.” In discuss-
ing the moral axiom of freedom, Mullins
concludes with the reminder that God
“respects the will” and refuses to forget
that “our freedom is our inalienable gift
from his gracious hands.”69

Election is true and, in fact for Mul-
lins, is both personal [i.e, of individual
persons and not just the sphere of “in
Christ” or the category of “believers” or
“the church”] and unconditional [i.e., not
based on a foreseen response in the per-
son elected, but rather the cause of the
response]. The [unwarranted] inference
drawn by some that such precise sover-
eignty and unbridled divine prerogative
in election created an unjust imposition

on human freedom seemed to have too
much of a sting in it. Mullins was careful
to state, therefore, that election is not
based on God’s mere pleasure, or partial-
ity, or arbitrariness. When Mullins sought
to explain election on some foundation
other than God’s “mere pleasure,” human
volition devoured God’s prerogatives. God
saves all that he possibly can “recognizing
limitations imposed upon his action by the
nature of human freedom and sin.”70  We
also must recognize that salvation must be
accomplished within the normal flow of
human history, God’s purposes being
incorporated by slow degrees into human
character and human society.

The clear, precise, and intelligent com-
mitment of Southern Baptists to Calvin-
ism, with full awareness of and careful
avoidance of the distinctive doctrinal
errors of eighteenth century hyper-Calvin-
ism, diminished rapidly after the time of
Mullins. Preachers and teachers began to
dismiss even the remnants of Calvinism
remaining in Mullins. Herschel Hobbs, in
his reworking of Mullins’s Axioms of Reli-

gion, omits Mullins’s clear references to
election as a sovereign choice of specific
individuals to salvation and substitutes
instead the view of spherical or categori-
cal election: “So God elected that all who
are ‘In Christ’ will be saved.”71  Persons
are not elected, but the category of “In
Christ” is sovereignly established as a
parameter for election. Hobbs takes the
classical Arminian stance in saying, “God’s
foreknowledge as to those who would or
would not believe does not mean that he
caused it.”72  All that God may do in bring-
ing sinners to salvation is to offer “every
incentive.” “The final choice,” however,
“lay with man. God in his sovereignty set
the condition. Man in his free will deter-
mines the result.”73  Hobbs believes that he
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has “sought to preserve [Mullins’s]
meaning”74  when in fact he has expanded
one-half of Mullins, his zeal for human
freedom, into the whole.

Walter Shurden provides another
example of this phenomenon. In criticiz-
ing the Manifesto’s call for repression of
private Bible reading and interpretation,
Shurden gives a strong historical defense
of Baptist commitment to a personal
search of the Scripture. Shurden, while
warning against “an authoritarian con-
nectionalism in Baptist life,” affirms that
he does not endorse “theological anar-
chy.”75  Personal and private use of Scrip-
ture is not antithetical to but gives vitality
to community life. One of Shurden’s mod-
els of Baptist probity on this issue is
Obadiah Holmes.

A casual reading of Obadiah
Holmes’s seventeenth-century
document, “Testimony to the
Church” reveals the clear sanction-
ing of private interpretation of Scrip-
ture, a substantial dose of healthy
individualism, and a firm commit-
ment to the local community of
believers, all within the context of a
theological Calvinism so strict that
most Baptists today would have dif-
ficulty squeezing into it.76

The quote evokes two observations.
First, Calvinism was not seen as contra-
dictory to individual freedoms by early
Baptists. Second, Shurden views the doc-
trinal content, in this case Calvinism, as
merely incidental to the larger issue of
individual freedom, or as he prefers to call
it, voluntarism. Shurden indicates on
several occasions in his article that the
Baptist vision transcends “theological
preferences” and has no unchanging
“Deposit of Truth.” He prefers to focus on
“a specific style of faith, a distinctive pos-

ture of faith, a particular attitude toward

the issues of faith.” 77  He sees himself
within a stream of Baptist identity repre-
sented, if not crystallized, by E. Y
Mullins.78

Conclusion
Mullins represented his denomina-

tional heritage and argued for its validity
as a world theologian. In his areas of most
lasting influence, however, he succeeded
not in perpetuating but in altering historic
theological commitments of Baptists. The
microcosm of diversity embodied in
Mullins was not reflective of an existing
condition in Southern Baptist life. Rather,
he was the seminal power in the procre-
ation of a diversity innately centrifugal.
Neither his paradigm for epistemology
and apologetics nor his treatment of bib-
lical authority, confessional unity, and
divine sovereignty had cohesive power.
Though often scintillating, their highly
individualized implications created an
atmosphere in which unity could only
center on function and organization, not
theology. The definition of a Baptist had
less and less to do with doctrine and more
and more to do with the correlation of
spheres of freedom. Conceived as a model
for inclusiveness and broad unity in the
denomination, Mullins’s theology tended
to doctrinal reductionism, creating a hazy
uncertainty about truth—truth that is
essential to energize people in the sacred
effort of propagating the gospel.
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