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Denominational Relations Committee 
Initial Report and Recommendation 

June 28, 2021 

Overview: 
 
In February 2021, the First Baptist Church of Tallahassee (FBCTLH) re-established its 
Denominational Relations Committee and charged the Committee with the responsibility of 
studying and addressing ongoing controversy with our denominational relations based on 
doctrinal issues and practices. 

As your representatives, it has been our privilege to begin our journey of study and prayerful 
discernment. A complete list of the committee members and staff liaison are included as 
Attachment A to this Initial Report and Recommendation. 

Background: 
 
Our committee was charged, in part, “to make recommendations to the church regarding our 
future denominational involvement, including, but not necessarily limited to: The use of 
denominational curriculum in various church education settings.” 

As part of our responsibility, we reviewed Sunday Morning Bible Study (SMBS) literature that 
was (and is) being used in two adult SMBS classes. Based on current SMBS Department rolls, 
these lessons have the potential to reach more than 90 class members and our visitors/guests 
each week. 

The literature in question was published by Smyth & Helwys, an ecumenical publishing 
company that serves as a partner to the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship and its partner 
organizations. It should be noted that, as a technical distinction, Smyth & Helwys is neither 
owned nor operated by the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship. 

The literature that we reviewed was originally brought to the attention of the Senior Pastor Dr. 
Gary Shultz and Deacon Chairman Lee Scarboro by a teacher and assistant director whose 
department currently uses the Smyth & Helwys literature. The teacher expressed concern 
regarding the appropriateness of the materials for use, citing specific examples that appeared 
to be inconsistent with Southern Baptist Convention theology.  

Subsequent to receiving the concerns of these individuals, our Associate Pastor of Missions 
and Pastoral Care, under the supervision of our Senior Pastor, performed a more detailed 
review of the Smyth & Helwys curriculum that was used in the aforementioned classes from 
May 2019 to April 2021. The result of that review was summarized as follows: “ ... while there 
are occasional quality lessons ... there is too much teaching inconsistent with our Statement of 
Faith and the Baptist Faith and Message 2000 (adopted by FBCTLH on August 28, 2019).” 

Finding: 
 
Our review of the work prepared by our Associate Pastor and the underlying literature itself 
confirmed the conclusions reached by our Associate Pastor.  
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Recommendation: 
 
We recommend that the Senior Pastor, in his role as the leader of our church ’s educational 
program as presented in our church ’s bylaws, end the use of Smyth & Helwys curriculum 
and work with our Sunday Morning Bible Study and other educational leaders to find other 
suitable resources consistent with our church ’s Statement of Faith. 

This recommendation is made in full consideration of many factors: 

1. We believe that the Smyth & Helwys literature sufficiently conflicts with scripture and our 
statement of faith to warrant discontinuing its use. 

2. We believe that using literature contrary to our statement of faith can compromise 
educational efforts and mislead members, guests, and visitors as to what we believe. 

3. We believe in the faithfulness of our SMBS teachers. We believe that they teach a 
faithful expression of biblical truth. We recognize and hold the deepest appreciation for 
the dedicated, Godly men and women who have been called to teach at FBCTLH. 

4. We believe that those called to teach should be willing to be subject to the spiritual 
servant leadership of our Senior Pastor. 

5. We believe that alignment with the church’s teaching program does not compromise a 
teacher’s individual understanding of scripture as revealed by the Holy Spirit, nor does 
it prevent a teacher from applying that understanding as led by the Holy Spirit. 

 
Additional Reports and Recommendations: 
 
It should be noted that there is much more work to be done by the Denominational Relations 
Committee related to policies, practices, and positions of our denominational partners. This 
Initial Report and Recommendation is being made due to the time sensitive nature of 
educational materials being used by our Church. 

Additional reports and recommendations regarding other denominational doctrinal issues and 
practices may be forthcoming in the days ahead as the committee continues its work. 

 

Attachments: 
Attachment A - A list of the members (and staff liaison) of the Denominational Relations Committee 
Attachment B - A list of examples of Smyth & Helwys educational curriculum that are inconsistent with 
the theology and doctrines of our church’s Statement of Faith and adopted Baptist Faith and Message 
2000. 
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Attachment A 
Consistent with the formation of the original Denominational Relations Committee, current 
committee members include: Deacon Chair, Deacon-Chair Elect, a past Deacon Chairman 
(who is serving as the Chairman of the Committee), Personnel Committee Chair, Finance 
Committee Chair, Missions Committee Chair, WMU Director, and three at large members 
chosen by the Deacon Chair. 

 

Committee: 

Dave Westberry, Chair (former Deacon Chair) 
Lee Scarboro (current Deacon Chair) 
Lee Vickery (Deacon Chair-Elect) 
Steve Burgess (Finance Committee Chair) 
Jim English (Personnel Committee Chair) 
Donna Heald (WMU Coordinator) 
Richard Tudor (Mission Committee Chair) 
John Corven (at Large) 
Lori Bouck (at Large) 
Harlan Moret (at Large) 
Dr. Gary Shultz (Staff Liaison) 

 



Denominational Relations Committee | Attachment B | Page | 4 

Attachment B 
Example 1  
 

The Battle of Jericho 
July 7, 2019 

From the Lesson: 

“How, then, should we deal with the violence in this text?” 

“First, we must remember one central theme of the Deuteronomic History (Joshua – Kings): 
God’s blessings depend on obedience.” 

“Second, although Joshua depicts God as a warrior, sometimes God chooses not to fight 
(Joshua 7).” 

“Third, the summary statements in the book of Joshua tend to be highly exaggerated. Like the 
victory monuments of ancient kings, they describe sweeping victories around more complex 
realities.  If the descriptions of slaughter aren’t to be taken literally, what of the command to 
undertake it?” 

“Finally, we must let the Israelites be products of their own time. Nearly every ancient culture 
pointed to their gods’ warrior prowess as proof of their gods’ superiority.  It shouldn’t shock us 
that that is how the book of Joshua frames the argument for Yahweh’s superiority over the gods 
of the Canaanites.” 

From the Commentary: 

“Perhaps the most troubling aspect of the God described in Joshua 6 has nothing to do with 
miracles, though.  It has to do with the killing of the people of Jericho, purportedly at the 
command of God.” 

“When we read in the Old Testament about a God who wants people killed, we can remember 
that this is not the final, or best, word in Scripture about God’s people, either.  We can 
remember that the Bible is a progressive book that moves and develops over time.  The God of 
Jesus, in other words, is very different from the God of Joshua.” 

“The theology and ethics in Joshua have been replaced by the theology and ethics of Jesus.” 

“He (God) allows us to say that those people of Israel entering the land of Canaan and slaying 
people in the name of God had a long way to go.  They had a long way to go in their 
understanding of God and they had a long way to go in their understanding of what it means to 
be God’s people.” 
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Concerns: 

1. We believe that the lesson and commentary inappropriately depict the immutable nature of 
God – “The God of Jesus, in other words, is very different from the God of Joshua.” “The 
theology and ethics in Joshua have been replaced by the theology and ethics of Jesus.” 
 
Malachi 3:6 
“For I, the Lord, do not change: therefore you, O sons of Jacob, are not consumed” 
 

Hebrews 13:8 
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. 

 

2. We believe that the lesson and commentary inappropriately call into question the goodness 
of God and the nature and reliability of scripture – “If the descriptions of slaughter aren’t to 
be taken literally, what of the command to undertake it?”  
 
1 Chronicles 19:13 
“Be strong, and let us show ourselves courageous for the sake of our people and for the 
cities of our God; and may the Lord do what is good in His sight.” 
 
2 Timothy 3:16 
“All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and 
training in righteousness;” 

 

3. We believe that the lesson and commentary inappropriately distinguish between Jesus and 
God in the Old Testament, as Jesus is the God of the Old Testament.  

 
John 1:1-3 
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He 
was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through Him, and apart from Him 
nothing came into being that has come into being. 

 
John 8:58 
Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was born, I am.” 
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Example 2 
 

The Day of Atonement 
Leviticus 16:2-5, 15-18 
November 15, 2020 
 
From the Lesson: 

“Perhaps we struggle with the significance of blood sacrifice, so prominent in today’s passage, 
or we wonder what these ritualistic practices have to do with confession and forgiveness.” 

From the Commentary: 

Christians have struggled with the notion of atonement for centuries. 

“Several theories of the atonement have been proposed throughout history, but for the past few 
centuries the penal substitution theory of the atonement has been prevalent in many Christian 
circles. This theory holds that sin had to be punished because a righteous God could not 
ignore human sinfulness. Therefore, God needed someone to suffer for humanity’s sin, so God 
sent Jesus to die in our place. Jesus became the sacrificial lamb who died in our place, taking 
upon himself the punishment that we deserved.” 

“The problem with the penal substitution theory, at least for me, is that it doesn’t give us a very 
compelling view of God. It gives us a righteous God who has to punish sin by requiring an 
innocent man to die, a God who needs the shedding of blood to make salvation happen. 
Somehow the God of the penal substitution theory doesn’t seem like the loving Father of the 
prodigal son parable or the Jesus who laughed with children.” 

“I prefer to think of the atonement like this: When Jesus died on the cross, God was becoming 
“at one” with us.” 

From the Teacher’s Guide 

• The Blood of Jesus  

Provide hymnals for each participant. (Older hymnals will probably work best if available.) 
Explain that many older hymns dwell on the imagery of Jesus’ blood. These hymns aren’t 
necessarily bad, but sometimes they can be problematic. 

Have participants search for hymns with blood imagery. 

Questions 

➤  What do these hymns get right? (For example: Do they take sin seriously? Do they 
emphasize salvation as God’s work and not our own?) 

➤  How might these hymns be problematic? (For example: Do they drive a wedge 
between the Father and the Son? Do they glorify the goriest elements of the crucifixion? 
Do they equate whiteness with purity or goodness and blackness with sin or evil?) 
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Concerns: 

1. We believe that the literature speaks contrary to the view of the atonement as put forth in 
the reformation, maintained in subsequent Baptist history, and celebrated in our church – 
“The problem with the penal substitution theory, at least for me, is that it doesn’t give us a 
very compelling view of God.”  “I prefer to think of the atonement like this: When Jesus died 
on the cross, God was becoming “at one” with us.”  “Do they (blood hymns) glorify the 
goriest elements of the crucifixion?” 

Isaiah 53:4-10 
Surely our griefs He Himself bore, 
And our sorrows He carried; 
Yet we ourselves esteemed Him stricken, 
Smitten of God, and afflicted. 
 
But He was pierced through for our transgressions, 
He was crushed for our iniquities; 
The chastening for our well-being fell upon Him, 
And by His scourging we are healed. 
 
All of us like sheep have gone astray, 
Each of us has turned to his own way; 
But the LORD has caused the iniquity of us all 
To fall on Him. 
 
He was oppressed and He was afflicted, 
Yet He did not open His mouth; 
Like a lamb that is led to slaughter, 
And like a sheep that is silent before its shearers, 
So He did not open His mouth. 
 
By oppression and judgment He was taken away; 
And as for His generation, who considered 
That He was cut off out of the land of the living 
For the transgression of my people, to whom the stroke was due? 
 
His grave was assigned with wicked men, 
Yet He was with a rich man in His death, 
Because He had done no violence, 
Nor was there any deceit in His mouth. 
 
But the LORD was pleased 
To crush Him, putting Him to grief; 
If He would render Himself as a guilt offering, 
He will see His offspring, 
He will prolong His days, 
And the good pleasure of the LORD will prosper in His hand. 
 

See also: Genesis 22:13, John 1:29, John 3:16, Mark 10:45, Acts 2:22-24, Romans 3:21-26, 
Romans 4:1-9, Romans 4:25, Romans 5:6-10, 2 Corinthians 5:21, Colossians 2:13-15, 
Hebrews 2:17, Hebrews 9: 1-28, Peter 3:18, 1 John 2:2, and others. 
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2. We believe the literature errs in presenting penal substitutionary atonement as contrary to 
the basic nature of God as love – “Somehow the God of the penal substitution theory 
doesn’t seem like the loving Father of the prodigal son parable or the Jesus who laughed 
with children.” 

John 3:16 
“For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in 
Him should not perish, but have eternal life. 
 
1 John 4:10 
In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the 
propitiation for our sins. 
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Example 3 
 

The Lord Fights for Israel 
July 14, 2019 

From the Lesson: 

In a lesson taken from Joshua 10:7-14, which details a battle between the Israelites and the 
Amorites, the literature finds little in the chosen scripture that is edifying.  Instead of teaching 
from the passage, the literature uses it as a case study for how to interpret the Bible and says 
that we can reject certain Old Testament scriptures about the nature of God. 

From the Commentary: 

It is difficult if not impossible to find much in this passage that is edifying to us today.  
We do not, or should not, want to be a warrior people, and we do not, or should not, 
want to have a warrior God.  As we saw last week in our study of the battle of Jericho, 
the God presented to us in the book of Joshua is very different than the God presented 
to us by Jesus.   

So, instead of trying to pull some “lessons for life” from this passage, let’s use it to think 
about all of the passages in the Old Testament that present God as violent.  Let’s use it 
to construct a philosophy of Scripture that allows us to take the Old Testament seriously 
without having to accept everything the Old Testament tells us about the nature of God.  

The lesson proceeds to offer a method for interpreting Scripture whereby we distinguish which 
passages are essential to Christian faith, which are strategies for spreading the gospel, and 
which are specific to the particular culture of the time but do not apply to us today.  The final 
principle to remember according to the commentary is: 

Anything in the Bible that contradicts the life and teachings of Jesus is not the final 
word.  Everything in the Bible must be measured alongside him--who he was, what he 
said, and what he did. 

Concerns: 

By encouraging the reader to disregard the passage from Joshua due to its perceived conflict 
with the person of Christ, the commentary presents a distorted view of God.  In reality, God is 
loving AND holy in His hatred of sin.  He is merciful toward sinners through Christ AND He is 
wrathful toward sinners who reject Christ.  He will comfort us AND He will fight for us.  He is the 
lamb AND He is the lion.  A lesson pulled from Joshua 10-7-14 can edify us by showing us 
various facets of God’s matchless perfection:  His power over creation, His ability and desire to 
protect us in ways we cannot imagine, and His response to our prayers.  
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Scripture References:  

2 Timothy 3:16  
All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, 
for training in righteousness;  
 
Exodus 15:3  
The Lord is a warrior; The Lord is His name  
 
Isaiah 42:13  
The Lord will go forth like a warrior, 
He will arouse His zeal like a man of war. 
He will utter a shout, yes, He will raise a war cry. He will prevail against His enemies.  
 
John 3:36 
Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall not 
see life, but the wrath of God remains on him. 
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Example 4 
 

God’s Tender Compassion 
July 26, 2020 

From the Lesson: 

The lesson begins with a quotation of Hosea 11 relating how God has cared for Israel.  

…it was I who taught Ephraim to walk, I took them up in my arms…I was to them like those who 
lift infants to their cheeks. I bent down to them and fed them…. They shall go after the Lord, 
who roars like a lion; when he roars, his children shall come trembling from the west.  (NRSV)   

The image of God as a divine Mother caring for her children is a powerful image, especially in 
light of the male-dominated images associated with God in the Bible. 

From the Teaching Guide: 

Even with the most wonderful Mother ever, Israel persisted in turning away from her…. Hosea 
11 paints a tender picture of God as a grief-stricken parent who loves her children in 
demonstrable ways. 

We find a beautiful picture in this verse of lifting a baby to one’s cheek and feeding the child. 
God fondly remembers caring for Israel in this way. What a powerful image of God as Israel’s 
loving, nursing mother.   

In Hosea 11:10-11, the prophet assures Israel that they will one day return to their God and 
their homeland. He uses the images of a lion recalling her cubs from wandering…  

Concerns: 

1. Scripture is interpreted to portray God as Mother.  The word “mother” is never used in 
Hosea 11, and fathers can be compassionate and perform all of the acts listed in Hosea 
11.  While men and women are both created in God’s image, God has chosen to reveal 
Himself to us in the masculine as Father.   

2. The literature takes word-choice liberties that effectively change Scripture to support the 
depiction of a motherly God.  First, “feeding” is exchanged for “nursing.”  Neither the NRSV 
used by the literature, nor any other translation of the referenced verse includes the word 
“nursing.” Every version translates the word as some form of feeding.  (Most translations 
render this verse as lifting a yoke from the jaw and the feeding is of a domestic animal.)  
Second, the gender of the roaring lion is changed from male to female.  The verse from 
Hosea 11 says “his children,” but the teaching guide refers to “her cubs.” 

3. This is not an aberrant lesson but part of a pattern of denying how God has chosen to 
reveal Himself to us in Scripture.  Throughout the two years of lessons examined by the 
committee (May 2019-April 2021), masculine pronouns for God are avoided unless they are 
direct quotes from Scripture or in reference to Jesus.  Rather than using He/Him/His, the 
literature uses God/God’s.  For example, in the study guide for the January 3, 2021, lesson 
we read: Go back to Genesis 1, where we first learn that God created humankind in God’s 
own image.  A typical author who is not trying to avoid gender issues would use His instead 
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of God’s because the author has already identified the antecedent.  In Scripture, pronouns 
that reference God are always masculine. 

Scripture References: 

Genesis 1:27 
So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and 
female he created them.  

 
John 14:16 
And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Helper, to be with you forever, 
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Example 5 
 

Israel’s Restoration 
August 2, 2020 

From the Lesson: 

In a lesson from Hosea 14, the author of the Study Guide suggests that some sin does not 
need forgiveness if a person can resolve an issue with another person. The literature states 
“when we try to do the right things, we may regret the results of our sins and try to make 
earnest restitution. For example, if we have offended someone, we can ask for their forgiveness 
and seek to repair the damaged relationship. Sometimes, however, these rifts can be so deep 
that repairing them seems impossible. Our sin may lead us to the Humpty Dumpty scenario 
where, no matter how hard we try, we can’t put things back together again. At this point we are 
forced to rely on the love and forgiveness of God, who alone is able to put us back together.” 

Concerns: 

In this Study Guide, the author ignores the fact that sin is against God and needs God’s 
forgiveness. The Study Guide suggests that if we can’t fix a situation ourselves, then we should 
go to God for forgiveness. 

God is not our last resort for forgiveness. 

Scripture References: 

1 John 1:9 
If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse 
us from all unrighteousness. 
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