DOES THE
SINNER’S PRAYER

SAVE?

By Andrew Mclintyre

Introduction

Churches differ in their forms of worship, church government and evangelistic
practice. Yet across many evangelical settings one appeal has become familiar:
raise your hand, repeat a prayer after the speaker and receive an immediate
declaration that you are saved.

I have encountered this appeal in school assemblies, Sunday-school presentations
and travelling Christian shows. The setting changes, but the sequence is often the
same. The music softens. The lights dim. Heaven and hell are placed before the
audience. People are told to close their eyes, raise a hand and repeat words such
as, “Dear God, I know that I am a sinner, and I ask for forgiveness.” Then
everyone who repeated the words is told that salvation has occurred.

That practice forces an important question: does the sinner’s prayer actually
save?
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The Problem Is Not Prayer

We must define the issue carefully. Scripture does not oppose a sinner crying to
God for mercy. Jesus commended the tax collector who prayed, “God, be
merciful to me, a sinner!” (Luke 18:13). Peter quoted the promise that “everyone
who calls upon the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Acts 2:21). Paul likewise
joined confession and faith when he wrote that those who confess Jesus as Lord
and believe that God raised him from the dead will be saved (Romans 10:9-13).

Prayer therefore belongs naturally to conversion. A person who sees the guilt of
sin and the sufficiency of Christ may confess sin, plead for mercy and thank God
for the gospel. A pastor or evangelist may help that person put these truths into
words. None of this is objectionable.

The error begins when the prayer is treated as a saving mechanism: say these
words, mean them sincerely and the transaction is complete. The error grows
worse when the evangelist gives assurance solely because the person repeated
the formula. At that point, confidence is quietly moved from Christ and his
promises to a remembered human act.

We should therefore distinguish between a sinner’s prayer and the sinner’s
prayer. A sinner may genuinely pray because the Spirit has brought that person
to repentance and faith. But no standardized prayer has been appointed by
Christ as an instrument that guarantees regeneration.
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How Did the Formula Become So
Common?

The modern practice did not appear in one moment, nor can it responsibly be
attributed to a single inventor. Nineteenth-century American revivalism
popularised public techniques designed to press hearers toward an immediate
decision. Charles Finney defended “new measures,” including the anxious seat,
where concerned hearers came forward for focused exhortation and prayer.
Later evangelists developed invitation systems further, and twentieth-century
tract and broadcast ministries helped standardise short conversion prayers.

The point is not that every invitation, raised hand or public response is sinful.
Nor is it fair to claim that every evangelist using a prayer denies grace. The
historical concern is narrower: a pastoral aid gradually became, in many
settings, a repeatable procedure by which conversions could be counted and
assurance could be announced.

The New Testament does not prescribe a standard prayer to repeat as a
guarantee of conversion. At Pentecost, Peter commanded his hearers to repent
(Acts 2:38). Paul and Silas told the Philippian jailer, “Believe in the Lord Jesus,
and you will be saved” (Acts 16:31). Jesus proclaimed, “Repent and believe in
the gospel” (Mark 1:15). The consistent biblical call is not “repeat after me,” but
repent and believe.
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New Birth Is God’s Work

The sinner’s-prayer formula becomes most misleading when it rests upon an
inadequate view of the human condition. Scripture does not describe
unbelievers as spiritually neutral people who merely need clearer information or
stronger persuasion. We are “dead in the trespasses and sins” in which we once
walked (Ephesians 2:1). The mind set on the flesh is hostile to God and does not
submit to his law (Romans 8:7-8). The natural person does not welcome the
things of the Spirit of God (1 Corinthians 2:14).

The Reformed doctrine of total depravity does not mean that every person is as
wicked as possible. It means that sin has corrupted every faculty of our nature.
Our minds are darkened, our affections disordered and our wills bound to sin.
We do not merely need a better decision. We need spiritual life.

Jesus told Nicodemus, “Unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of
God” (John 3:3). He then compared the Spirit’s sovereign work to the wind: “The
wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where
it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit”
(John 3:8). No technique can command the wind, and no evangelistic formula
can produce the new birth.

Paul places the decisive action with God: “But God, being rich in mercy ... even
when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ”
(Ephesians 2:4-5). We were dead; God made us alive. The initiative, mercy and
glory belong to him.
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Faith and Repentance Are
Necessary Gifts

Sovereign grace does not remove the sinner’s responsibility. Scripture
commands every person to repent and believe. Sinners truly come to Christ.
They turn from sin, abandon confidence in their own righteousness and trust in
Christ’s finished work.

Yet Scripture also teaches that faith and repentance are gifts of grace. Belief in
Christ is “granted” to his people (Philippians 1:29), and God grants repentance
that leads to a knowledge of the truth (2 Timothy 2:25). We are saved by grace
through faith, “not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Ephesians
2:8-9).

These truths belong together. God does not believe on our behalf, and he does
not drag unwilling people into his kingdom. By his Word and Spirit he opens
blind eyes, renews the will and draws sinners to Christ so that they come freely.
The Westminster Confession of Faith (10.1) describes effectual calling as God’s
work of enlightening the mind, taking away the heart of stone, renewing the will
and effectually drawing sinners to Jesus Christ, “yet so, as they come most
freely, being made willing by his grace.”

Lydia’s conversion provides a clear picture. Paul preached, Lydia listened, and
“the Lord opened her heart to pay attention to what was said by Paul” (Acts
16:14). Preaching was necessary; Lydia’s response was real; and the Lord’s
gracious action explains why she received the message.

Jesus makes the same point: “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent
me draws him” (John 6:44), while “all that the Father gives me will come to me”

(John 6:37). The sinner comes to Christ, but never independently of the Father’s

purpose and the Spirit’s renewing power.

BISRAT APOLOGETICS ¢« DOES THE SINNER’S PRAYER SAVE?



A Prayer Cannot Carry the Weight
of Assurance

A person can repeat orthodox words without possessing the reality they
describe. We may acknowledge sin without forsaking it, profess Christ without
trusting him and request forgiveness while resisting his authority. Even demons
possess true information about God and shudder before him (James 2:19).

For this reason, evangelists must not tell people to ground assurance in the fact
that they prayed on a particular date. Assurance rests first in the objective
sufficiency of Christ, the truth of his gospel and the reliability of his promises. It
is then confirmed, though never earned, by the Spirit’s continuing work:
repentance, perseverance, love for Christ and the fruit of a transformed life.

This distinction protects both the complacent and the tender-hearted. A
struggling Christian should not be driven to despair each time sin is exposed.
Believers still require confession, forgiveness and growth in holiness (1 John
1:5-10). But neither should we offer false comfort to a person who professes
Christ while remaining indifferent to him.

Instead of asking only, “Did you pray the prayer?” we should ask: Are you
trusting in Christ alone? Have you turned to God in repentance? Do you continue
to confess Christ? Is there evidence, however imperfect, of his renewing grace?
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How Should We Invite People to
Respond?

Rejecting the sinner’s prayer as a saving formula does not require cold
preaching or vague invitations. Biblical evangelism is urgent, personal and
direct.

We should explain that every person has broken God’s law and cannot be
justified by moral improvement or religious activity. We should proclaim Jesus
Christ crucified and risen as the only Saviour of sinners. We should command all
people to repent and believe, plead with them to be reconciled to God, answer
their questions and pray for their conversion.

When someone is distressed over sin, we may pray with that person. We may
encourage a prayer shaped by Scripture: confession of guilt, renunciation of
self-righteousness, trust in Christ and a plea for mercy. But we should explain
that the words possess no saving power. The person must look through the
prayer to Christ.

We should also avoid announcing what only God knows. We can affirm the
promise of the gospel: everyone who comes to Christ in true faith will be
received (John 6:37). We can encourage a new believer toward baptism,
membership in a faithful local church, the Lord’s Supper, prayer, Scripture and
persevering discipleship. What we may not do is certify regeneration merely
because a hand was raised, a card was signed or a prayer was repeated.
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Evangelistic Success Belongs to
God

Counting prayers can give churches the appearance of fruit without the patient
work of discipleship. The New Testament gives us a different measure of
faithfulness. Paul wrote, “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth”
(1 Corinthians 3:6).

The church must sow the gospel widely, reason with hearers, call for a response
and pray for conversion. Yet the power never belongs to the evangelist. We
cannot manufacture spiritual life through music, dimmed lights, social pressure
or fear of being the only person who does not raise a hand. These methods may
produce visible decisions without producing disciples.

Sovereign grace frees the preacher from both pride and despair. We do not
boast when people respond, as though our technique raised the dead. We do not
manipulate when people do not respond, as though louder pressure could
accomplish the Spirit’s work. We proclaim Christ confidently because God uses
his Word to call his people.
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Christ Alone Saves

The sinner’s prayer has never saved anyone. Neither has walking to the front,
signing a response card, remembering a date or experiencing a powerful
emotion. No human work can reconcile sinners to God.

Jesus Christ saves through his perfect obedience, atoning death and victorious
resurrection. Everyone whom he saves truly repents and believes. Those
believers will call upon his name, and their prayers may mark a precious
moment in their conversion. But the prayer is not their Saviour. Christ is.

The church must therefore stop treating a prescribed prayer as a spiritual
transaction and stop assuring people that the repetition of its words proves they
are born again. Let us proclaim the whole counsel of God, call sinners openly to
Christ and trust the Lord to bring genuine conversion through his Word and
Spirit.

Jonah’s confession remains the proper conclusion: “Salvation belongs to the
LORD!” (Jonah 2:9).
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