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“The Origin of the Sinner’s Prayer”
By Ryan Hasty

No method of conversion has gained such popularity amongst mainstream denominations in the last
century than that of the "Sinner's Prayer." It has been said that thousands of people utter this prayer daily in
response to alter calls and one-on-one conversations between friends, relatives, co-workers, and school mates. To
find the origin of this method of conversion, one must rely on extra-biblical evidence as neither the term "sinner's

prayer" nor the concept can be found in God's holy word.

The beginning of this conversion method has its foundation in the middle 18th century as the
First Great Awakening was underway. It was in 1741 that a preacher named Eleazar
Wheelock devised a technique called the "Mourner's Seat" by which to draw the penitent
believer. Wheelock would target sinners by having them sit in the front pew while
pronouncing from the pulpit "salvation is looming over your heads." Not only were these
individuals susceptible to further counsel, they were vulnerable to whatever method of
conversion Wheelock prescribed. False conversions from his revivals were numerous
though it took almost a hundred years for other preachers to begin mimicking his process.

In 1801, the "Cane Ridge Revival" began in Kentucky and lasted for several weeks. The temperature outside
was so hot and attendees endured such long periods without food that many became delirious and began rolling
around in the aisles and barking like dogs. Such an abuse of the emotions by the preachers at this revival gave
thousands of individuals a mistaken notion about their rebirth.

Some ministers such as J. V. Coombs rightfully condemned such behavior as a mockery to Christianity.
However, other ministers caught on to the fact that gospel preaching could be modified to manipulate the emotions
of the listeners into "conversion". Others in pews around the country placed unreasonable expectations on preachers
to produce the same "religious experience" that was found at the Cane Ridge Revival.

It wasn't until 1835 that another preacher named Charles Finney emerged on the scene to develop a hybrid
system of conversion by combining Wheelock's "Mourner's Seat" with the experience of the Cane Ridge Revival.
This traveling preacher named his technique the "Anxious Seat" and developed an entire theological system around
it. The practice was essentially a psychological technique in that it manipulated people's emotions to make a tearful
profession of faith without a true conversion. Its success was entirely dependent upon the ability of the preacher to
stir up his audience's emotions.

Finney did not attempt to hide his confidence in this man-made system when he stated, "The church has always
felt it necessary to have something of this kind to answer this very purpose. In the days of the apostles, baptism
answered this purpose. The gospel was preached to the people, and then all those who were willing to be on the side



of Christ, were called out to be baptized. It held the place that the anxious seat does now as a public manifestation
of their determination to be Christians."

In the 1860s, the concept of the "Anxious Seat” was modified further by a preacher named Dwight Moody.
Moody's method was named the "Inquiry Room". Moody utilized the same psychological techniques that preyed
on emotions, but in addition asked those who responded to his teaching to join him and his trained counselors in
another room. In this "Inquiry Room", questions were asked, certain scriptures were read, and then Moody and/or
his counselors would pray with the potential converts. Moody considered prayer to be the last step in the conversion
process. A man named R. A. Torrey succeeded Moody in 1899 and he modified Moody's system by taking the
"room" out of the equation and performing "on the spot" street conversions. Torrey's method of conversion made
popular instant salvation with no strings attached.

In the early 1900s, well known baseball player Bill Sunday had a conversion experience in Moody's Chicago
mission and therefore left the diamond to pursue preaching. Sunday was one of the most popular, charismatic, and
entertaining speakers of his generation. He used various antics, showmanship, and humor to stir up the emotions of
his listeners. Sunday preached that one could be saved simply by walking down his tent's "sawdust trail" to the front
where he was standing. Later on, people were said to have received salvation simply by publically shaking Sunday's
hand and stating that they would follow Christ.

Finally in the 1940s, the next big crusade preacher hit the scene. A young man named Bill Graham trained
counselors to encourage those who responded to his "altar call" to pray that Jesus would come into their heart. This
concept of praying for your salvation came from a tract Graham developed called "Four Steps to Peace with God"
which merely originated from "

In the 1950s, Bill Bright took this concept and coined the expression, "The Four Spiritual Laws" which ends
with the so-called "Sinner's Prayer". This prayer goes something like, "Lord Jesus, I need You. Thank You for dying
on the cross for my sins. I open the door of my life and receive You as my Savior and Lord. Thank You for
forgiving my sins and giving me eternal life. Take control of the throne of my life” “Make me the kind of person
You want me to be."

Sadly, the concept of the Sinner's Prayer can be found neither in Jesus and the Apostles' teaching nor seen in the'
numerous conversions found in the book of Acts. It is entirely man made and falls under the category of "another
gospel" that Paul confirms and then reaffirms in Gal 1:6-9 will condemn those who proclaim it.

The true method of conversion can be found in our Lord's teaching in the Great Commission and then following
the "Acts" of the Apostles as they attempted to follow our Lord's instruction. Jesus taught the apostles in the Great
Commission that they were to teach belief, repentance, and baptism (Matthew 28:18-20; Mark 16:15-16; Luke
24:46-47).

We know the Apostles followed His instruction because we see this being done in the conversion of the 3000
Jews on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:36-39), the conversion of the Ethiopian Eunuch (Acts 8:35-39), the conversion
of Saul of Tarsus (Acts 22:16), the conversion of the Philippian Jailor (Acts 16:29-35), etc.

And while the temptation is great to listen to the words of men as they tell us a simple prayer will do the trick,
let us instead listen to the simple words of God and put our trust in His plan and no other.

“The Gospel of Christ Is The Power
Of God Unto Salvation” by Billy Moore

Paul said in Romans 1:16, “the gospel of Christ... is the power of God unto salvation to every one that
believeth.” (KJB) But it is not merely believing that brings salvation. To those who received Him “gave he power
to become the sons of God, even to them that believe on His name.” (John 1:12) But How do they become sons of
God? Jesus said, “He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved, but he that believeth not shall be
damned.” (Mark 16:16) Every believer has the right to become a child of God. But the believer is commanded to
be baptized to be saved. The unbeliever is condemned already. We urge you to receive the gospel of Christ.
Believe that Jesus is the Son of God, and be baptized “for the remission of sins” (Acts 2:38). (via For A Better
Understanding, volume 43, Number 1)
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News and Notes: Sick and recovering: Tim Harris Sr, Tim Harris Jr, Chad Harris, Martha
Norvell (Mississippi Care), June Lawson (Lisa Busby’s Mom), Clois Wright, Debbie
Keplinger, Gaddy Hall, Janis Johnson, Daniel Holloway, Tammy Kilgore (Jerry’s niece),
Betty Hurst, Pam Zeanah,, Peggy Harville (cancer), Linda Harris, Karey Trimble.

Katie Ward Coburn may come home from Memphis this coming Monday.

Ruthie Robertson was sick Wednesday and is doing better.

Tim Jr. had back surgery again last Tuesday and is home recovering.

NorthEast Church of Christ in Tupelo is having a Gospel Meeting beginning April 7th-12th.
Also, Red Bay Church of Christ is having a Gospel Meeting beginning April 7th-12th.

(Details for both meetings in the foyer)
Our Gospel meeting will begin April 21st—26th with Allen Shepherd. (flyers available)
Those Who Serve:

Sunday Morning 9:00 A.M. Service:

Opening Prayer: Tim Harris Jr.
Preaching: Brian Meade

Sermon #1: “Temporary Things in the Bible”
Auditorium Bible Class: 9:35am: Jerry Kennemur

The Book of Acts (Jason Longstreth)
Page 27, Question #I

Sunday Morning 10:30 A.M. Service:

Announcements: Fred Johnson
Opening Prayer & Scripture Reading: Russell Briggs
Ephesians 5:28-33
Song Leader: Adam Harris
Lord’s Supper: Doug George
Assisting: Paul Busby & Chris Callahan
Preaching: Brian Meade
Sermon #2: “Words That Will Help Our Marriage”
Closing Prayer: Dan Cottrell

Wednesday Evening: 7:00 P.M.
April 10th:

Auditorium Bible Class: Russell Briggs
Ezra, Nehemiah, & Esther (Mike Willis)
Page 15, Question #1
Invitation: Paul Johnson
Song Leader: Chris Callahan
Closing Prayer: Nathan Meade




