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Why the Doctrine 
of Conversion Is 
“Problematic”

by Taylor Hartley

You shouldn’t be a pastor if you don’t hold to a biblical doctrine 
of conversion. After all, being a pastor requires knowing what 
a Christian is and how a non-Christian can become a Christian. 

Moreover, a significant part of the pastor’s task is to preach God’s Word 
to God’s people, which assumes that those whom you’re preaching to are 
real Christians. If they aren’t and yet you’ve convinced them that they 
are via your faulty understanding of conversion, then you and they will 
answer to Jesus for your errors, and that will be a dreadful thing.

I’m probably not saying anything new here, but if I am, press pause 
and go read Michael Lawrence’s excellent book called .!.!. wait for it .!.!. 
Conversion.1 You won’t regret it.

Okay, back to our regularly scheduled programming. My guess is you 
probably know that conversion is important. And yet, though we may 
not always be able to articulate why, the doctrine can be problematic. 
Now, before you “Cry ‘Havoc,’ and let slip the dogs.!.!.” I don’t mean 



9   Editor’s Note

that the doctrine itself is problematic. 
It’s not. At all.

The Bible speaks clearly about what 
a man must do to be converted. In 
fact, that’s the very question Peter’s 
audience asked him at Pentecost after 
he accused them of crucifying Jesus. 
They cried out, “Brothers, what shall 
we do?” and Peter replied, “Repent 
and be baptized .!.!. for the forgiveness 
of your sins .!.!.” (Acts!2:37–38). Like-
wise, when the Philippian jailer asked 
Paul and Silas, “Sirs, what must I do to 
be saved?” they said, “Believe in the 
Lord Jesus, and you will be saved .!.!.” 
(Acts!16:31). Seems pretty clear.

So what do I mean by calling the 
doctrine of conversion problematic?

I mean that it exposes various kinds 
of “problems” by pointing out the uni-
versal problem of sin and its conse-
quences. Let me identify three of these 
problems to make it clear why a bibli-
cal doctrine of conversion is so import-
ant, particularly for pastors.

The Theological Problem

How is a person saved? Simple: repent 
and believe. And yet, Scripture teaches 
that no one can obey these simple 
imperatives by his own power. Here’s 
how Paul puts it in Romans!8:7–9:

For the mind that is set on the flesh is 
hostile to God, for it does not submit to 
God’s law; indeed, it cannot. Those who 
are in the flesh cannot please God. You, 
however, are not in the flesh but in the 
Spirit, if in fact the Spirit of God dwells 
in you. Anyone who does not have the 
Spirit of Christ does not belong to him.

Man’s natural hostility toward God 
makes him unable to submit to God’s 
law, which makes pleasing God an im-
possibility.2 And lest anyone think he 
can avoid this problem by choosing 
amity toward God rather than hostili-
ty, Paul attributes man’s hostility to the 
fact that he is in Adam (Rom.!5:12), es-
tranged from God and spiritually dead. 
The only remedy, then, is for God’s 
Spirit to grant new life. That is, God 
must move toward man because man 
can’t move toward God.

And here lies the heart of the theo-
logical problem: God must supply what 
he requires.3 God’s Spirit must regen-
erate a man if he is to repent and be-
lieve.4 This is exactly what Jesus tells 
Nicodemus in John! 3. After present-
ing something of a Gordian knot to the 
flummoxed Pharisee, Jesus offered the 
only blade by which it can be cut. Man 
can only be born again if he is born “of 
water and the Spirit .!.!.” (John!3:5). No 
Spirit, no conversion. I appreciate how 
Jonathan Edwards explains the Spirit’s 
relationship to conversion, describing 
the latter as nothing less than “confer-
ring the Spirit of God, which dwells in 
the soul and becomes there a principle 
of life and action.”5 It is precisely be-
cause the Spirit has become the soul’s 
“principle of life” or inward spring of 
activity through regeneration that man 
cannot help but move toward God in 
repentance and faith and so be saved.6

“You shouldn’t be a 
pastor if you don’t hold 
to a biblical doctrine of 

conversion.” 

1.
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So, the Spirit must give life for man 
to repent and believe. That doesn’t hol-
low out man’s responsibility to re-
spond. My church uses the New Hamp-
shire Confession as our statement 
of faith. I love how Article VIII cap-
tures this relationship between conver-
sion and the Spirit’s work, as it refers 
to repentance and faith as “sacred du-
ties, and inseparable graces .!.!.”7 God 
truly requires that everyone repent and 
believe, making these acts “duties” to 
be obeyed. Man must really do them! 
Yet these are also graces, for God must 
confer the Spirit on man if he is to per-
form these duties. Even the faith to be-
lieve is itself of grace (Eph.!2:8–9).

Of course, referring to repentance 
and faith as duties and graces signposts 
a Reformed framing of this great sal-
vation. I think such a framing is bib-
lically required, but it wasn’t always 
so for me. When I was eighteen, I said 
to my accountability partner, DJ, who 
was trying to convince me of Calvin-
ism at the time, that if God must give 
what he requires and only chooses to 
give to some, then I didn’t want to wor-
ship him anymore. It’s embarrassing 
to admit that, but that’s what I said. I 
thought a law could only be legitimate 
if the one under it possessed an inde-
pendent ability to obey it.

Preaching what the Bible says about 
these “sacred duties” and “inseparable 
graces” will likely confuse or offend 
people. Like my eighteen-year-old self, 
proud and zealous (and maybe even 
zealous for the truth), they will blow 
up your email on Monday morning af-
ter you’ve preached doctrines such as 
the total depravity of man or God’s ef-
fectual grace. More often, though, your 

people will sincerely want to under-
stand what the Bible says about these 
things, and they’ll ask questions like: 
How can God demand something of 
someone who is unable to obey? Why 
doesn’t God choose to regenerate ev-
eryone? If God is sovereign over con-
version, then isn’t he responsible for the 
sins of unbelievers?

It’s your job, pastor, lay or staff 
alike, to faithfully help your people un-
derstand these matters from Scripture. 
From the pulpit to the coffee shop, you 
must offer them a biblical understand-
ing of God’s sovereignty, our depen-
dence on his grace, and the moral obli-
gation we have to respond to the gospel 
in repentance and faith. Hopefully this 
issue of Church Matters equips you to 
do just that.

The Personal Problem

I remember doing contact evangelism 
with my grandfather when I was about 
ten years old. I’m talking about old-
school contact evangelism where you 
walk up to somebody’s home uninvited 
and do the unthinkable: knock on their 
door. After watching my Papaw do it 
a dozen times or so on that particular 
evening, I asked if I could give it a try. 
He agreed. My heart was racing. What 
if they reject me? What if they get mad?

“God’s Spirit  
must regenerate a  

man if he is to repent 
and believe.” 

2.
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Those three steps up onto the porch 
might as well have been the final push 
on a summit day on Mount Everest. Fi-
nally reaching the door, I knocked qui-
etly hoping no one would be home. A 
dog barked. A lady came to the door. 
I sheepishly introduced myself and 
held out a gospel tract. Before I had a 
chance to tell her why I was there, all 
manner of cursing and yelling broke 
out and she grabbed a broom and 
chased me off the porch. She told me I 
better never knock on her door again—
unfortunate for many reasons, least of 
which was the fact that her house was 
on my paper route to deliver the Bar-
gain Hunter to her every Monday!

That lady taught me something that 
is true of every unregenerate person: 
the gospel offends them, and it offends 
because it always indicts. The gospel 
never assumes innocence until proof of 
guilt is established. Instead, it begins 
with the universal verdict of guilt on 
the basis that all have sinned against a 
most holy God and are justly sentenced 
to receive eternal judgment in hell as a 
result (Rom.!3:23). That’s a tough mes-
sage to sell when the market is filled 
with self-loving, God-hating people, 
which is all of us apart from Christ. 
And yet, you can’t effectively evange-
lize if you’re not willing to tell people 
the truth. You have to eventually say 
something like: “God’s judgment is on 
you. You are going to hell if you do not 
repent and believe on the Lord Jesus.”

Hopefully you can see why I’m re-
ferring to the biblical doctrine of con-
version as problematic for you and for 
the unbelievers around you. For you, 
the problem likely lies in the fear you 
feel, and for them in the truth it tells.

I pray that articles like Sam Ro-
mine’s on preaching for conversion 
or David Burnette’s on assessing con-
version in membership interviews em-
bolden you to tell folks the truth about 
their sin and their need for a Savior. I 
also pray that your people learn from 
your preaching and example to speak 
the gospel boldly to anyone who will 
listen regardless of how it may offend.

The Cultural Problem 

Many, I trust, have read and benefited 
from the cultural analysis of Charles 
Taylor in works like A Secular Age. 
Writing in 2007, Taylor identified 
three movements of secularization at 
play in society. Secularity 1 involves 
the emptying out of Christianity and 
Christian presuppositions from our 
public institutions. Secularity 2 names 
the general decline in religious belief 
and practice—think of fewer people 
attending church, praying, or accept-
ing moral norms rooted in the Bible. 
Secularity 3 identifies the common 
assumption that there are many legiti-
mate views of reality, making religious 
exclusivity seem preposterous. Even 
for the religiously minded, Taylor 
identifies the temptation to constantly 
be “looking over our shoulder” at the 
“intelligent, reasonably undeluded” 
viewpoints of others.8

Now apply Taylor’s insights to bib-
lical conversion. You see the “prob-
lem.” The West is increasingly pluralis-
tic, reframing the very concept of truth 
around what works for any given in-
dividual. Meanwhile, biblical Christi-
anity remains as stalwart as ever that 
everyone everywhere must repent and 

3.
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believe in the Lord Jesus or face judg-
ment. These two approaches are like 
complete strangers. They don’t come 
from the same place, nor do they speak 
the same language.

It’s the tension you feel when you’re 
evangelizing a neighbor or confront-
ing a protester at the front door of 
your church. You see, the gospel’s in-
dictment does not just strike at a per-
sonal level but a societal one as well. 
When you insist on repentance, you’re 
calling someone to abandon things like 
the unrestrained pursuit of happiness 
and material gain, freedom of sexual 
expression, and an individual’s right 
to determine and act on “their truth.” 
These are the very things secularism 
has taught people to treasure most.

It’s kind of like evangelizing a devout 
Muslim who comes from an all-Mus-
lim family. When you call that person 
to repent and believe in Jesus, you’re 
calling them to do something that 
will potentially sever the relationships 
they hold most dear. That’s because 
repentance doesn’t just say, “I was 
wrong,” but also “you, mom and dad, 
are wrong,” or, in the case of secular-
ism, “the rest of the world is wrong.” 
Calling any member of the mass to re-
ject those doctrines says to the whole 
that their doctrines are wrong—even 
damning. You see then how easy it is to 
stir up a mob by trying to win its indi-
vidual members.

Of course, God’s Word has plenty to 
say about facing opposition,9 and op-
position was certainly no surprise to 
Jesus. In fact, he told us to expect the 
world’s hatred because (1) the world 
hates him and (2) he chose us as his 
own.10 Jesus also promises that each 

of us will be equipped with the Holy 
Spirit, whom he refers to as a Helper. 
Not only will this Helper bear witness 
about Christ to the world—thus saving 
some—but he will also help us bear 
witness (John!15:26–27).

Our message about Christ and the 
need for all people everywhere to re-
pent and believe will continue to cut 
against secularism’s grain, but we can 
and must go on speaking, for we know 
that Christ is with us (Matt.! 28:20). 
Moreover, we know that God has ex-
alted Christ “as Leader and Savior, to 
give repentance to Israel and forgive-
ness of sins” (Acts! 5:31). I pray that 
this issue of Church Matters strength-
ens you, pastor, to preach the gospel 
boldly, even in the face of opposition. 
And as a result, I pray your people will 
also grow bold for Christ’s sake. Last-
ly, I pray that the Lord would convert 
people under your church’s ministry 
for his glory and your eternal joy.

1. Michael Lawrence, Conversion: How God 

Creates a People (Crossway, 2017).

2. The first man, Adam, started from a differ-

ent position than we who are “in him.” Be-

fore eating of the forbidden fruit, Adam stood 

in a position of posse peccare, posse non pec-

care—able to sin or not sin. For him, then, it 

was his disobedience to God’s law which pro-

duced God’s displeasure leading to estrange-

ment from God and the corruption of his 

nature.

3. For more on Augustine’s insight into this 

matter, see Keith Goad’s article titled “Augus-

tine on Conversion” in this issue of Church 

Matters. 

4. I do not mean to hold these two things 

so separate as to imply that a man may be 
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regenerated and yet fail for some time or final-

ly to be converted. Rather, I am using the term 

“regeneration” to stand for that work which 

only God can do—a work which, at least log-

ically speaking, produces conversion, which 

God and man perform synergistically. Once 

regenerated, man actively turns from sin and 

turns toward God in faith.

5. Edwards, Jonathan. The “Miscellanies”: 

(Entry Nos. A–z, Aa–zz, 1–500). Ed. by Thom-

as A. Schafer and Harry S. Stout. Corrected 

Edition. Vol. 13. The Works of Jonathan Ed-

wards. (Yale University Press, 2002), 462. An 

unregenerate man’s principle of life, the old 

man within, is constantly bent toward love of 

self. As a result, he cannot sense the serious-

ness of his sin, let alone treasure and rely on 

Christ for his provision.

6. For more on the relationship between re-

generation and conversion, see John Sarver’s 

article titled “Dead Men Don’t Move: Why 

Regeneration Must Precede Conversion” in 

this issue of Church Matters.

7. Capitol Hill Baptist Church, “Statement 

of Faith,” https://www.capitolhillbaptist.org/

about-us/what-we-believe/statement-of-faith/.

8. Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Belknap 

Press, 2018), 10.

9. To take just a few examples, consider: Eli-

jah who was hunted by Ahab and Jezebel; Ne-

himiah (and company) who faced the scorn of 

Sanballat, Tobiah, and Geshem; Daniel who 

was up against Nebuchadnezzar and all of 

Babylon; and Jeremiah who faced widespread 

rejection, beatings, and imprisonment. This is 

to say nothing of the persecution that the early 

church and apostles faced.

10. Jesus said in John!15:18–19: “If the world 

hates you, know that it has hated me before it 

hated you. If you were of the world, the world 

would love you as its own; but because you 

are not of the world, but I chose you out of the 

world, therefore the world hates you.”
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Countless Christians are weighed down with fear 

that God doesn’t truly love them. Although they 

have trusted Christ for their salvation, the depths of 

their sin or long stretches of su!ering have eroded 

away any sense of assurance. How can doubt-filled 

believers be confident of their salvation? 

In this short book, Jeremy Pierre shows Christians 

how to shift their perspectives and embrace God’s 

love through the gifts Christ has given them: 

Scripture, prayer, and the fellowship of the church.

Church Questions is a series that seeks 

to provide ordinary Christians with sound and 

accessible biblical teaching by answering common 

questions they have about church life. Each volume 

o!ers biblical answers and practical applications 

with the goal of nurturing healthy church practice 

and commitment.
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“Dever’s personal devotion to Scripture has led him to think deeply, read 
widely, preach clearly, and write simply to the great blessing of the body 
of Christ. Evangelism is the church’s mandate, and the one reason the 
redeemed are still on earth. Doing it effectively requires doing it biblically. 
Mark teaches us how to mobilize our churches to do just that.”

JOHN  MACARTHUR ,  pastor, Grace Community Church, Sun Valley, California

“For most of us, personal evangelism is the reverse of easy, and so it becomes 
a task we evade. Dever writes to shake us up about this, clearing our heads 
as to just what evangelizing involves and motivating our hearts to go to it 
realistically and responsibly. This is a word in season that will surely do a 
great deal of good.”

J.  I .  PACKER , Board of Governors’ Professor of Theology, Regent College

“At the heart of this book is a heart for the gospel. Dever encourages, 
instructs, and challenges us to proclaim the gospel in all its fullness, grace, 
truth, goodness, and wonder.”

RANDY  NEWMAN , author, Questioning Evangelism and Bringing the Gospel Home

“Dever has done every Christian and pastor a tremendous favor. With great 
humility, he helps us to connect the dots of our hopes for seeing people 
saved with the truth about the gospel and evangelism itself. This little book 
searches our hearts, corrects our thinking, calls us to faithfulness, and 
encourages us with practical examples and exhortations.”
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Are you really a Christian?

You may think you are, but you may not be. After all, Jesus 
himself said that some people will do seemingly “Christian” 
things in his name but will not truly know him. Or maybe you 
know you are not a Christian and you wonder what it really 
means to be one.

To be sure, however, there is clarity from God’s perspective. 
He is not confused about who does and does not know him. 
And though our self-awareness is certainly limited, we have 
been given biblical criteria to help us evaluate whether we are 
indeed followers of Christ.

Mike McKinley shows us the importance of examining our 
standing with God and helps us to fearlessly ask the hard ques-
tions, ultimately allowing us to see whether we are in the faith 
and what exactly that entails.

“This is a truly important book in the most urgent sense—a book 
that serves the cause of Christ by raising the most important 
question human beings face, and helping to answer it, no 
less. I am thankful to McKinley for his faithfulness and for 
the pastoral concern that prompted him to write such an 
important work.” 

 R. Albert Mohler Jr., President, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Mike McKinley (MDiv, Westminster Theological Seminary), 
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Church in Washington DC, was called in 2005 to revital-
ize Guilford Baptist Church in Sterling, Virginia. He is the 
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