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Introduction 
 
The Equip Institute exists to equip members of Taylors First Baptist Church to think rightly about God and his 
Word for the sake of living rightly before God in his world. The topic this week is Article XVII in the Baptist 
Faith and Message (2000), which is on Religious Liberty. 
 
Article XVII 
 
God alone is Lord of the conscience, and He has left it free from the doctrines and commandments of men 
which are contrary to His Word or not contained in it. Church and state should be separate. The state owes to 
every church protection and full freedom in the pursuit of its spiritual ends. In providing for such freedom no 
ecclesiastical group or denomination should be favored by the state more than others. Civil government being 
ordained of God, it is the duty of Christians to render loyal obedience thereto in all things not contrary to the 
revealed will of God. The church should not resort to the civil power to carry on its work. The gospel of Christ 
contemplates spiritual means alone for the pursuit of its ends. The state has no right to impose penalties for 
religious opinions of any kind. The state has no right to impose taxes for the support of any form of religion. A 
free church in a free state is the Christian ideal, and this implies the right of free and unhindered access to 
God on the part of all men, and the right to form and propagate opinions in the sphere of religion without 
interference by the civil power. 
Genesis 1:27; 2:7; Matthew 6:6-7, 24; 16:26; 22:21; John 8:36; Acts 4:19-20; Romans 6:1-2; 13:1-7; Galatians 
5:1,13; Philippians 3:20; 1 Timothy 2:1-2; James 4:12; 1 Peter 2:12-17; 3:11-17; 4:12-19. 
 
Key Biblical Texts 
 
24 “No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to 
the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money. (Matt. 6:24) 
 
26 For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? Or what shall a man give in 
return for his soul? (Matt. 16:26) 
 
15 Then the Pharisees went and plotted how to entangle him in his words. 16 And they sent their disciples to 
him, along with the Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that you are true and teach the way of God 
truthfully, and you do not care about anyone's opinion, for you are not swayed by appearances. 17 Tell us, then, 
what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?” 18 But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, “Why put 
me to the test, you hypocrites? 19 Show me the coin for the tax.” And they brought him a denarius. 20 And 
Jesus said to them, “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” 21 They said, “Caesar's.” Then he said to 
them, “Therefore render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are 
God's.” 22 When they heard it, they marveled. And they left him and went away. (Matt. 22:15-22) 
 
19 But Peter and John answered them, “Whether it is right in the sight of God to listen to you rather than to 
God, you must judge, 20 for we cannot but speak of what we have seen and heard.” (Acts 4:19-20) 
 
1 Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and 
those that exist have been instituted by God. 2 Therefore whoever resists the authorities resists what God has 
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appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment. 3 For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. 
Would you have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive his 
approval, 4 for he is God's servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the 
sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God's wrath on the 
wrongdoer. 5 Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to avoid God's wrath but also for the sake of 
conscience. 6 For because of this you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, attending to this 
very thing. 7 Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is 
owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed. (Rom. 13:1-7) 
 
1 For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery. (Gal. 
5:1) 
 
13 For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but 
through love serve one another. (Gal. 5:13) 
 
1 First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all 
people, 2 for kings and all who are in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly 
and dignified in every way. (1 Tim. 2:1-2) 
 
12 Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak against you as evildoers, they 
may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation. 13 Be subject for the Lord's sake to every 
human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, 14 or to governors as sent by him to punish those 
who do evil and to praise those who do good. 15 For this is the will of God, that by doing good you should put 
to silence the ignorance of foolish people. 16 Live as people who are free, not using your freedom as a cover-
up for evil, but living as servants of God. 17 Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the 
emperor. (1 Pet. 2:12-17) 
 
12 Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, as though something 
strange were happening to you. 13 But rejoice insofar as you share Christ's sufferings, that you may also rejoice 
and be glad when his glory is revealed. 14 If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because 
the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you. 15 But let none of you suffer as a murderer or a thief or an 
evildoer or as a meddler. 16 Yet if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but let him glorify 
God in that name. 17 For it is time for judgment to begin at the household of God; and if it begins with us, 
what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God? 18 And “If the righteous is scarcely 
saved, what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?” 19 Therefore let those who suffer according to God's 
will entrust their souls to a faithful Creator while doing good. (1 Pet. 4:12-19) 
 
Observations 
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Exposition of Article XVII 
 
Key Ideas 
 
We are ultimately accountable to God alone for our beliefs about 
spiritual or religious matters, and such beliefs should never be coerced 
  
All people have a right to free and unhindered access to God 
 
All people have the right to form and share their opinions about 
religious matters 
 
The state has no right to interfere in matters of religion or to penalize 
individuals solely for their religious opinions 
 
In some sense church and state should be formally separate 
 
The Christian ideal in a fallen world is religious freedom for all, in 
nations that are characterized by rightly ordered freedoms 
 
The state’s responsibility is to protect religious freedom and avoid 
favoritism toward any particular religious group  
 
The state has no right to collect taxes to be distributed to a favored 
religion, as happens in nations with religious establishments  
 
God has ordained civil government, and we should obey earthly 
authorities except when those authorities contradict God’s revealed 
will in the Scriptures 
 
The church should not rely upon the state to advance the mission of 
the church 
 
Historical Context 
 
All three editions of the Baptist Faith and Message have included this 
article, and the language has never been updated. Religious liberty for 
all has been a hallmark of the Baptist tradition since its origins in the 
early 1600s. While Baptists have steadfastly affirmed the principle 
itself, they have often debated the best way to apply this principle. 
The language masks some serious differences of opinion, and those 
differences have become more pronounced as America has become 
more secularized and pluralistic. 
 
For the most part, Baptists were the only orthodox Protestants who 
championed religious liberty in the English-speaking world until the 
mid-1700s. The only other two groups who affirmed full religious 
freedom were the Anabaptists and the Quakers. In colonial America, 
Baptists were often persecuted by the established churches in the  
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various colonies. Only three of the colonies had a policy of full 
religious freedom: Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, and Maryland. 

Throughout the 1600s and 1700s, numerous Baptists wrote in favor of 
religious liberty for all, including not just Christians in minority 
traditions, but also Jews and Muslims. In the period between the run-
up to the American Revolution and the ratification of the US 
Constitution, the Founding Fathers were divided on the question of 
religious liberty. None of the Founding Fathers were secularists, 
including the Deists and Unitarians. All believed that widespread belief 
in God and broad acknowledgement of Judeo-Christian morality are 
necessary for a healthy republic. 

The Baptist evangelist John Leland (1754-1841) aligned himself 
politically with Jefferson and Madison to promote Jefferson’s religious 
liberty statute, which was added to the Virginia Constitution in 1786. 
In 1789, Madison adapted that same language in the First 
Amendment to the US Constitution. The ratification of the US 
Constitution in 1791 meant that the United States would not have an 
established church and would guarantee religious freedom for all 
citizens. During the course of the nineteenth century, the other 
Protestant denominations and even many American Catholics 
embraced religious freedom and argued against a formal religious 
establishment. 

Southern Baptists championed religious liberty throughout the 
twentieth century. During the first half of the century, SBC leaders 
advocated for the global spread of religious freedom and opposed the 
growing influence of Roman Catholicism in American life. After the 
1960s, tensions increasingly developed as cultural elites adopted a 
more secular posture that downplayed or even rejected the influence 
of Judeo-Christian thinking on American history. 

Some believed that a secular posture protected religious neutrality. 
When the government remains neutral, religious faith is free to 
flourish. They rallied around the phrase “separation of church and 
state.” The colonial Baptist Roger Williams used similar language in his 
writings on religious freedom, and Thomas Jefferson spoke of a “wall 
of separation” between church and state in his 1802 letter supporting 
religious freedom for Connecticut Baptists. Supreme Court Justice 
Hugo Black, a Southern Baptist from Alabama, popularized Jefferson’s 
letter in Everson v. Board of Education (1947), which declared federal 
funds for religious schools to be unconstitutional. 

Strict separationism was popular among many Southern Baptists. 
When the Supreme Court decided teacher-led prayer (1962) and Bible 
readings (1963) in public schools were unconstitutional, the SBC 
affirmed these decisions in various resolutions. Strict separationism 
focused more on the first clause of the First Amendment, which spoke 
of religious disestablishment, than the second clause, which mentions 
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the free exercise of religion. Strict separationists are mostly concerned 
with preventing America from taking any action that might be overtly 
supportive of religion, including Christianity, since that can lead to a 
tacit religious establishment and promote nominal religion. 

By the 1970s, other Southern Baptists were growing skeptical that a 
secular posture was really neutral toward religion. American society 
was moving more toward a prescriptive secularism, which was 
negative toward religious truth claims, especially the moral beliefs of 
conservative Christians, Orthodox Jews, and other religious social 
conservatives. Some were increasingly uncomfortable with the 
language of church-state separation. Others were fine with this 
terminology, which had deep Baptist roots, so long as it wasn’t 
interpreted to exclude the validity of religious truth claims in public 
spaces. They argued that the framers of the Constitution would be 
appalled to see their words being used to silence religious voices in 
public spaces.  

Accommodationism is the idea that the First Amendment was 
intended to accommodate the free exercise of religion. Religious 
disestablishment is about avoiding a state-sponsored church, not the 
government being negative toward the influence of religious ideas in 
American society. Accommodationists are mostly concerned with 
preventing America from taking any action that might be overtly 
negative toward religion, since that would be a tacit endorsement of 
secularism and deny the importance role that religion plays in shaping 
culture. 

The tension between strict separationism and accommodationism was 
evident during the Inerrancy Controversy between 1979 and 2000, but 
it didn’t influence revisions to the Baptist Faith and Message (2000). As 
a general rule, social conservatives, including most Southern Baptists, 
are not comfortable with strict separationism, or at least how it has 
been applied in our culture over the past three generations. But 
accommodationism is also tricky in an increasingly pluralistic culture 
where a growing number of religious beliefs and practices are 
arguably incompatible with liberal democracy as it has developed in 
Western culture (and especially the United States). 
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