
My talk today is on "The Life and Ministry of B.H. Carroll".   PRIVATE 


Benajah Harvey Carroll was born, 1843, in Carroll Country, Mississippi.  His father was a farmer/preacher.  His mother a woman of deep piety.  B.H. was the seventh of thirteen children born to his parents--who incredibly--also adopted thirteen more.  Thus, whatever he may have lacked in childhood, we can be sure of this much: he had plenty of company!  


At six, his family quit Mississippi to live in Arkansas for nine years.  There, one of the pivotal events of his life took place.  At 13, he attended a revival meeting at which many people professed faith in Christ.  But Carroll had not, for the simple reason that he did not believe.  Some well-meaning Christians though, were concerned for the young man.  He needed to profess faith, too, they thought.  And so, they began to put pressure on him.  "Do you believe the Bible?" they asked.  "Yes".  "Do you believe in Jesus Christ"?  "Y-e-s".  "Well, doesn't the Bible say, `Whoever believes in Jesus Christ is saved?'"  "Yes".  The good people took him to the preacher who examined him in the same superficial way, baptized him, and brought him into the church.  Later, Carroll would write, "The whole thing would have been exposed, if when I presented myself for membership, I had been asked to tell my own story without prompting or leading questions.  I did not have any to tell, and would have told none...I had not felt lost and did not feel saved". 


On the way home from that meeting, a spirit of unbelief came upon the young man as never before.  "I did not believe that the Bible was God's revelation.  I did not believe its miracles and doctrines.  I did not believe in the divinity or vicarious sufferings of Jesus".  For two years he suffered in this state of infidelity.  


But then he moved to Texas where he gained access to non-Christian books.  He devoured the unbelieving volumes of Hume, Rousseau, Voltaire, Gibbon, and others.  And he found a strange resonance in his soul.  He was no longer a mere skeptic, but became a convinced infidel.  He was no longer "unsure" of the Bible's truth--he was now "sure" of its untruth.  


This knowledge left him deeply depressed.  He wrote, "It blasted every hope and left me in Egyptian darkness.  The battle of life was lost...I sought death".  


This desire to die found a convenient outlet.  For when Carroll was 17, the American Civil War broke out, and he joined the Texas Rangers, McCullough's Division--the first to muster out for service and the last to surrender.  Three years later, at the Battle of Mansfield, Carroll's wish nearly came true.  His femoral artery was hit by a huge lead ball and the young man nearly bled to death.  Taken to a field hospital, the bleeding was stopped, but Carroll was far from well.  "For weeks--he wrote--"my life hung upon a very brittle thread".   His military service was over.  And now, he added a crippled body to his diseased soul.  He went home in utter despair.  


He compared his life to a "Texas drought.  The earth was iron and the heavens brass.  Dust clouded the thoroughfares and choked the travelers.  Water courses ran dry, grass scorched and crackled, corn leaves twisted and wilted, stock died around the last water holes, the ground cracked in fissures, and the song of birds died out in parched throats.  Men despaired.  The whole earth prayed: `rain, rain, rain! O heaven, send rain!'  Suddenly a cloud rises above the horizon and floats into a vision like an angel of hope.  It spreads a cool shade over the burning and glowing earth.  Expectation gives life to desire.  The lowing herds look up.  The shriveled flowers open their tiny cups.  The corn leaves untwist and rustle with gladness.  And just when all trusting, suffering life opens her confiding heart to the promise of relief, the cloud, the cheating cloud, like a heartless coquette, gathers her drapery about her and floats scornfully away, leaving the angry sun free to dart his fires of death int the open heart of all suffering life.  Such a cloud without rain is any form of infidelity to the soul in its hour of need".  


For two years he would suffer this spiritual death.  But then, at age 22, his mother begged him to go to church.  He had earlier sworn that he would never set foot in a church again.  But because he loved his mother, he agreed to go.  It was a Methodist Camp Meeting--which he found as dry as dust.  The preacher, he thought, was a stupid man.  And he probably was.  But after the poor sermon, the man stepped down from the pulpit and issued a challenge to all unbelievers: "You that stand aloof from Christianity and scorn us simple folks, what have you got?  Answer honestly before God, have you found anything worth having where you are?  Well then, if there be a God, mustn't there be something somewhere?  If so, how do you know it is not here?  Are you willing to test it?  Have you the fairness and courage to try it?  I don't ask you to read any book, nor study the evidences, nor make any difficult and tedious pilgrimages; that way is too long and time is too short.  Are you willing to try it now: to make a practical and experimental test, you to be the judge of the result?  I base my test on (this) Scripture: "If any man willeth to do His will, he shall know the doctrine, whether it be of God".  


Carroll was thunderstruck by the struck by the challenge.  Maybe--just maybe--if he became "willing to do God's will", he would "know".  So, he went forward to accept the preacher's test.  This set off a near riot in the meeting, as many had been praying for the young man.  But Carroll would permit no misunderstanding.  He told the people flatly that he was not converted, but was willing to make a test of Christianity.  The assembly quieted down, the benediction was pronounced, and the service dismissed.  


A few ladies stayed behind to sing:


"O land of rest, for thee I sigh,


When will the moment come


When I shall lay my armor by


And dwell in peace at home."


The singing made a wonderful impression upon the wounded soldier.  "Its tones, he said, "were as soft as the rustling of angels' wings.  Suddenly there flashed upon my mind, like a light from heaven, this Scripture, `Come unto Me all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest'.  I did not see Jesus with my eye, but I seemed to see Him standing before me, looking reproachfully and tenderly and pleadingly, seeming to rebuke me for having gone to all other sources for rest but the right one, and now inviting me to come to Him.  In a moment I went, once and forever, casting myself unreservedly and for all time at Christ's feet, and in a moment the rest came, indescribable and unspeakable, and it has remained from that day until now". 


B.H. Carroll was now converted.  About those early days, he wrote, "My soul was filled with such a rapture and such an ecstasy of joy as I had never before experienced".  But more than this, he learned that very night what he should do with his life: "I knew then as well as I know now that I would preach; that it would be my life-work; that I would have no other work".  


After teaching school and pastoring a small country church for a while, Carroll was called to the First Baptist Church of Waco, Texas.  This was a college town; and so Carroll preached to university professors, yeoman farmers, and everyone in-between.  And this he did with great humility and singular results.  He remained in this position for twenty-eight years.


In those days, he preached with great eloquence, simplicity, and compassion.  A sampling of each:


His power to communicate was unmatched by anyone in the American South.  His tribute to Spurgeon will amply demonstrate his eloquence.  It reads, in part,


Last Sunday night at Mentone, France, there died the greatest man of modern times.  If every crowned head od Europe had died that night, the event would not be so momentous as the death of this one man.  Nay, if every member of every reigning dynasty had died in one night, it would not have attracted so much attention as this one man's death.  On the earth perhaps, yes--in the universe, no.  The more thickly peopled worlds beyond this outnumber the population of this planet as the stars and sands and forest leaves outnumber the houses of men.  And these people, above and below, were more moved at Spurgeon's death, that if all the kings had died.  Moreover, their interest is without affectation.  There is sincerity after death.  With them there is no stereotyped grief or joy.  No perfunctory condolence or congratulation.  No official crape or festoons.  No hirelings to mourn or hurrah.  Napoleon's return from Elba--LaFayette's visit to America--Washington's and Jackson's tours through the states--were all thrilling pageants, but it has not entered int the heart of men to conceive the glory of Spurgeon's return to the bosom of His God, and his welcome beyond the stars.  At the depot of death, God's chariot met him as a kingly guest, and a convoy of angels escorted him home.  Cherubim hovered over him and Seraphim flamed before him.  The bended heaves stooped to meet him.  


`Lift up your heads, ye gates, and be lifted up ye everlasting doors'--and let the child of glory come in.  And who are these, like clouds of doves from the windows of heaven, that fly to greet him?  These are his spiritual children, begotten unto God through his ministry, out of every nation and tribe and kindred.  From the British Isles, from America, from the Australian bush, from the Islands of the sea, from Afric's torrid climes, and Greenland's icy mountains, from India's coral strand, from the pine-clad mountains of Scandinavia, and bleak Nova Zembla, they had gone up before him and wee waiting and watching for him.  The ends of the earth were there, not only geographically but morally.  There met him the drunkard and the debauchee, there the society-banned harlot, there the `ticket of leave' convict and the red-handed murderer, there the children of poverty and hereditary vice, there the converts from infidelity, the whillom worshippers of Molech and ghastly Mammon, these all rescued by his instrumentality as `brands from the burning', and now whiter than snow and absolved and shrived from sin, free, redeemed, regenerated, and disinthralled.  And who can tell their welcome?  And who can measure the shout of exultation: `Ye are my crown of rejoicing!'


See the sower.  See him `that went forth weeping, bearing precious seed', now `Coming with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him'.  Oh, the sheaves of golden grain, the multitude of sheaves!  When before, and oh my soul, when again will the angels shout such a harvest home?  How does he pluck and appropriate the promise, `They that be wise shall shine as the firmament, and they that turn many to righteousness as the stars forever".  


This elevated speech--without a purple word in it--goes on for another twenty pages!  Thus, B.H. Carroll was a preacher of uncommon eloquence.  


But he could also "condescend to men of low estate".  His description of grace, for example, is a model of simplicity.  "What is grace?  Unmerited favor.  How is that bestowed?  Freely, gratuitously.  I once heard a man say, `Free, gratis, for nothing, without charge'".  Could anyone mistake his meaning here?  Did these words "fly over the head" of anyone in his audience?  The illiterate farmer?  The youngest child?  He may have impressed no one with his style, but he got the message across. 


One more, his pleading for sinners stands out in a sermon titled "The Library of Heaven": "The Book of Life!  It matters little whether your name is written among those upon whom honorary degrees have been conferred by universities.  It matters little whether text books shall list your name among the literati of this or of past ages.  It matters little whether your name is among those recorded as the lucky and fortunate ones of the earth.  It is less than nothing whether your name is on the list of the famous four hundred millionaires.  But it is much whether your name is in that Book!  Is your name written in the Lamb's Book of Life?  Now, if you can be assured that your name is in that Book, you will never be subject to the second death.  O how that one thing stands up before the desires of the human heart as the supreme thing.  Will your name be left out?  Let us pray that your names will not be left out.  Oh, this Book of Life!"  


Carroll, therefore, was a great preacher.  But he was even greater out of the pulpit.  His biographer wrote, "But crowning all is his great heart-power, his gentleness and humility, and his consideration for the feelings of others.  These graces, so unobtrusive, yet so conspicuous to those of us who have been near him and shared his confidence, emphasize his likeness to that disciple whom Jesus loved".


These years in Waco were of immense value to his church members.  But he reached beyond them to Christians far and near.  Many gifted men are very peculiar and uncooperative.  Carroll, though, was the very opposite of that.  He strongly promoted unity among Baptists.  He wanted them--without giving up their independency--to work together.  Especially in missions--which he believed the concern of all the churches, and not just the "sponsoring assembly".  And Higher Education.  One time, he took a three month furlough from the pastorate to raise money to pay off the debts of Baylor University, then an orthodox Baptist School.  But he wanted more than a Christian College, which brings us to the last great work of his life...   


Nearing sixty, Carroll took up a greater challenge yet.  To establish a Baptist Seminary in his home state.  This was no easy undertaking, and for the following reasons: (1) the South was still reeling under the effects of the Civil War and Reconstruction; (2) The Southern Baptists already had a seminary in Louisville; (3) Baptists don't put much stock in ministerial learning anyway.  


But Carroll knew the issues at stake.  Preachers must be men of learning; but only a few (like himself, Spurgeon, or Shields) can acquire this learning on their own.  Thus, without a Seminary, the western Baptists would be forced to choose between three unhappy alternatives: (1) to have no pastors at all; (2) to have ignorant pastors; or (3) to have learned pastors who are infected by the unbelief then current in most university and seminary courses.  


And so, calling up all reserves of energy, the aging pastor resigned his church and went about raising support for a Texas seminary.  In this he was remarkably successful.  In a few years, more than $100,000 was pledged, and on October 3, 1910, the doors swung open for Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary--with B.H. Carroll as chair in the Department of English Bible, and seminary president.  In opened with 126 students, and is today, the largest evangelical seminary in the world. 


Under Carroll's presidency, the school stood unambiguously for two things: Biblical orthodoxy and intense evangelism.  Nowadays, these things are often though incompatible.  If you want to toe the line doctrinally, you'll let the world go to hell; if you want to "win souls", you'll be lax in your theology.  But why choose one or the other?  Why not have both?  Christ did.  Paul did.  Spurgeon did.  And so did Carroll.  


A string of quotes will demonstrate his orthodoxy.  


On the Bible: "It has always been a matter of profound surprise to me that anybody should ever question the verbal inspiration of the Bible.  The whole thing had to be written in words.  Words are signs of ideas, and if the words are not inspired, then there is no way of getting at anything in connection with inspiration.  If I am free to pick up the Bible and read something and say, `This is inspired', then read something else and say, `This is not inspired', and someone else does not agree with me on what is inspired and what is not inspired, it leaves the whole thing unsettled as to whether any of it is inspired...When you hear the silly talk that `The Bible contains the Word of God' and is not the Word of God you hear a fool's talk.  I don't care if he is a Doctor of Divinity, a President of a University covered with medals from universities of Europe and the United States, it is fool-talk.  There can be no inspiration of the Book without the inspiration of the words of the Book".  


On Creation.  "Scriptural creationism and Darwinism are irreconcilable: there is no ground of compromise...the variance is radical, fundamental, and vital.  Both cannot be true, and a mixture is less desirable than either.  Its Christian advocates are neither fish nor fowl, pigs nor puppies".  


On Christ.  "The New Testament is the ultimate authority for the life of Christ.  In that collection of books, this life is set forth in four distinct phases: (1) His eternal existence, essential Deity, relations and activities as pure spirit prior to all time and history; (2) His foreshadowing in time, prior to His incarnation.  This is done by an interpretation of the Old Testament; (3) His incarnation, of earthly life, from His birth to His death; (4) The glory life of His exalted humanity, from His resurrection to the end of time". 


On Salvation.  "How does God bless us?  In election, foreordination, and grace.  What is election?  Choice toward individuals.  When was this choice made?  Before the world was.  As we were not there then, in whom was it made?  In Christ.  To what end?  That we should be holy and without blemish in love.  He blessed us at that time in foreordination.  What does this mean?  To decree beforehand.  Concerning whom?  The particular individuals that were elected.  Unto what?  Unto adoption as sons.  Through whom?  Through Jesus Christ.  According to what?  According to the good pleasure of His will.  To what end?  To the praise of the glory of His grace".  


On Conversion.  "Repentance is the staple of preaching in both Testaments.  It is of universal obligation.  It is a first principle of the Gospel.  It is fundamental and vital, being prerequisite to salvation.  The preacher who leaves out repentance from his preaching leaves out one-half the terms of salvation and vitiates the other half; that he builds only air castles...that he minimizes the necessity for Christ and dwarfs the Redeemer".  


On Sanctification.  Timothy George summarized Carroll's view like this: "Going beyond imputed righteousness, sanctification is the process of making the believer personally holy.  It begins with regeneration and continues until death.  Justification is the forensic pronouncement by the Father which is done in heaven and certified on earth.  Sanctification is the Holy Spirit making the believer actually holy; it is done on earth and certified in heaven.  Justification is instantaneous and external.  Sanctification is progressive and internal."   


On Eschatology, Carroll was strongly post-millennial.  Again, George encapsulates his view: "In heaven Christ reigns over His mediatorial kingdom and intercedes as High Priest.  His vicar, the Holy Spirit, applies salvation through the preaching of the gospel by the churches.  In the future, the millennium will be ushered in by the triumph of the Gospel: Satan will be bound, the Jews will be converted in a day, a mighty outpouring will occur; and there will be universal peace and prosperity".  


Although I would differ somewhat from his last opinion, there can be no mistake where Carroll stands theologically: Orthodox, Evangelical, Calvinist.  


But as great a thinker as Carroll was, he did more than think.  For his seminary was the first in the world to establish a "Chair of Evangelism".  Carroll often called it "the Chair of Fire".  For he wanted his students to be--not only well-informed preachers, but inflamed with the Gospel and a desire to see sinners converted and churches grow. 


Carroll did not live long after the founding of the seminary.  But for four solid years, he served his beloved institution.  During those years he wrote a huge, brilliant, and homespun set of books called "An Interpretation of the English Bible".  It is still in print...and worth its weight in gold.  


Carroll was an elite person, by any standard.  At six feet four inches tall, two hundred and fifty pounds, he was physically huge.  Reading five hundred pages per day for fifty years and with understanding made him a man of immense learning.  Pastoring a big church, founding a great seminary, preaching acclaimed sermons, and writing distinguished books, left a giant achievement.  But Carroll, though elite himself, never looked down on the simple Gospel or on the common Christian.  He believed, and correctly so, that "they shall all be taught of God".  Thus, among his last words, spoken to his successor in the presidency, Carroll said,


"Lee, keep the seminary lashed to the cross.  If heresy ever comes in the teaching, take it to the faculty.  If they will not hear you and take prompt action, take it to the trustees of the seminary.  If they will not hear you, take it to the convention that appoints the board of trustees, and if they will not hear you, take it to the great common people of our churches.  You will not fail to get a hearing then".  


B.H. Carroll died, November 11, 1914, aged 71 years.   

