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Toall my Baptist History studentsthrough theyears
who haveinssted that | learn to communicate
therelevance of Baptist History
totheir present ministry and their eternal outlook
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A Profile in Perspective

‘For, inthefirst place, when you come together as a church,
| hear that divisions exist among you; and in part, | believeit.
For there must also be factions among you, in order that those
who are approved may become evident among you’
(1 Corinthians 11:18, 19).

Two Per spectiveson thel ssue of Identity

Discussions concerning Baptist originsexcited controversy inthe
Southern Baptist Convention a theend of the nineteenth century and
into the twentieth century. The Landmark movement, according to
Old Landmarkism: What Is1t?, wanted to preserve and perpetuate
apure Baptist withessand ecclesiology. Oneof theleading factorsin
achieving thiswas‘to preserve and perpetuate the doctrine of the
divineoriginand sanctity of the churchesof Christ, and theunbroken
continuity of Christ’skingdom, “from the days of John the Baptist
until now”.” They were convinced that Matthew 16:18 and Hebrews
12:28 spoke of Baptist churches.! WhileW. H. Whitsitt agreed with
L andmarkism concerning thedoctrines of Baptist identity, when he
expressed hisdissent fromtheir viewpoint of originsand perpetuity in
A Question in Baptist History, it cost him the presidency of The
Southern Baptist Theologica Seminary.?

Although the question of Baptist originshas generated much heat
and light and till has historical importance and interest, the nature of
Baptist identity has now cometo aplace of critical importancein
Baptist udies. William Brackney hasrecognized thistwofold question
in Baptist salf-consciousness. After abrief paragraph highlighting the
sdient featuresof severa viewsof Baptist origins, Brackney turnsto
theissue of identity about which heremarks, ‘ If Baptists disagree
about their origins, they areequally disagreesbleabout what condtitutes
aBaptist.’3

11

‘ TomNettles.p65 11 $ 12/1/2004, 11:21 AM

T



T T[] o (AN TTE ||

12 The Baptists: Beginnings in Britain

Obvioudy theissueof Baptist origins, aswell asBaptist perpetuity,
dependslargely onthequestion of identity. Many groupsdenominated
Baptist by those seeking achain of perpetuity simply do not pass
muster theologically as Baptistsif defined in terms of the many
confessional statements of the seventeenth century. Moreover, the
seventeenth-century Baptistsexplicitly repudiated any dependence
upon successionfor thelegitimacy of their congregationsaschurches
and considered asfallaciousany argument that proposed anecessary
connection between success on and genuineness. On the other hand,
they most clearly sought to defend their status as churchesthrough
demonstrating continuity with biblical teaching onthechurch. Their
argument presupposes an awareness that they had no organic
connection with previous churches of their type. Instead, they
established their theological continuity with other Protestant Chrigtians
in England and argued that they represented thel ogical and necessary
devel opment of the principlesof Protestantism.

Renewed zedl for theissue of Baptist identity emergedinthelast
two decades of the twentieth century and has, in fact, replaced the
question of origin asthe chief interest of Baptist historical studies.
Themiddle sixty yearsof thetwentieth century passed for Southern
Baptigsinthe necessary but dull and enervating task of creatingloyalty
totheorganizational strategy of denominational structures. Similar
activitiescan beidentified anong American Baptists, English Baptists,
and Canadian Baptistswhile at the same time Baptist missionary
activity wasyidding resultsinAfrica, Europe, Asa and LatinAmerica
Theenergy of life-and-death engagement has often characterized the
identity discussion.

Such re-awakening to theimportance of Baptist identity emerges
asoneof thegood resultsof theinerrancy controversy among Southern
Baptists. Thiscontroversy revealsnot only afissure among Baptists
intheir understanding of the nature of biblical authority, but more
broadly reved stwo fundamentally disparateviewsof Baptist identity.
Oneparty inthediscussion arguesfor anarrow, reduced definition of
Baptist identity. Thisgroupfocusesonthedidtinctivesrdatedtoliberty
and independence; they minimizetheimportance of positivedoctrina
affirmations. Doctrinal definition intruded into Baptist life from
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fundamentalism and eventually neo-evangelicalism but wasdiento
the original Baptist ethos, so they say. They view a serious
confessionalism ascontrary to Baptist witnessbecause objectivity in
doctrina formulation tendsto overpower subjective experienceand
individua perceptionsof truth. Liberty of conscience, thekey to Baptist
life, cannot co-exist with the broad and objective doctrina emphasis
of confessions. Many testimoniesadvocating thisview of Baptist life
may befoundin thevolume published by Smyth and Helwysentitled
Why| amaBaptig. E. Y. Mullinsemergesasthesnglemost influentia
theologian for thisunderstanding of Baptist identity. Mullinsused the
phrase‘ the competency of thesoul inreligion’ toisolatethe unique
Baptist contributionto Chrigianthought.* Hisview has been massaged
to adifferent shape and abstracted fromitstheological context and
hasemerged from thismakeover asthesinglemost sgnificant pointin
Baptist identity. Because of the particular emphasesand aterations
placed onMullins' concept, | will sometimesrefer to thosewho hold
thisview asthe* soul-liberty party’.

Onthe other hand, another group seeksto demonstrate that the
distinctivetenets of freedom and voluntarismwould never produce
aBaptist church apart from abroader foundation of theological,
Chrigtologicd, and soteriologica truths. Thisgroup seesBaptist identity
not only intermsof itsdistinctiveemphasi son freedomandindividua
choice. Just asimportant isthe body of reveal ed truth upon which
fathfagtensitsdf. Baptistsmust be Chrigtian and Protestant evangelica
before they can be Baptist. Sometimes | will refer to this as the
‘ coherent-truth party’ . Thisbook iswrittento arguethat thisview of
Baptist identity moreclosdy correspondsto acontextually responsible
interpretation of the documentsthan the soul-liberty view.

Identifying I dentity | ssues

Thefirg attempt by ahistorianto paint aprofileof identity for Baptists
camefrom the pen of Thomas Crosby.> Crosby had given primary
sourcematerid collected by Benjamin Stintonto Daniel Nedl for his
History of the Puritans,® on the assumption that  under which genera
name, | did apprehend the English Baptists might very well be
induded'.” Croshy chafed with sore disgppointment under the results
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of Nedl’suse of the materid; he salved hiswoundsby publishing his
own Baptist history. In addition to hisclassification of Baptistsas
Puritans, Crosby demondrated thet their ing stenceupontheimmersion
of beieversastheonly true Chrigtian baptism flowsfromthecommon
Puritan acceptance of the regulative principle. He quoted with
approval the opinion of Jeremiah Burroughs: ‘ All thingsin God's
worship must have a warrant out of God’'s word, must be
commanded; itisnot enoughthat itisnot forbidden.’® Crosby himself,
then, after ahistorical survey designed to show that infant baptism
and sprinkling, and not immersion of believers, isan innovation,
enunciatesthefollowing statement asaBaptist principle: ‘ That the
holy scripturesareto betheonly rule of our faith and worship; and
that weareto practisenothing, asaningtitution of Christ, whichisnot
therein contained.”®

A survey of therise of Baptists during the English Reformation
yields Crosby’sidentification of Baptistsasorthodox Protestants.
The confession publishedin Londonin ‘ defence of their principles;
andintheyear 1643’ put to rest the accusationsthat Baptistswere
Pelagian, Socinian, Arminian, and soul-deepers. Not only did they
clear themselves on these points, but they showed ‘their near
agreement withdl other chritiansand protestants, inthefundamenta
points of religion’.’® Crosby, therefore, sees Baptist identity as
fundamentally Christian, Protestant, and Puritan, with a deep
attachment to theregulative principle. That principleresulted intheir
practice of theimmersion of believers as pre-requisite to church
communion. Crosby identifies Baptists within the coherent-truth
framework of identity.

TheAmerican counterpart of Crosby waslsaac Backus. Originaly
he wrote three volumes of a history entitled A History of New
England with Particular Reference to the Denomination of
Christianscalled Baptists. Thevolumesappearedin 1777, 1784,
and 1796. Hewrote during someof themost paliticaly acutedaysin
thehigtory of theworld, but especidly of the United States. A persistent
and aggressively devel oped themethroughout thethree volumesis
the Baptistided of aregenerate church anditspalitical concomitant,
separation of church and state. Hebelieved that the Baptistsincarnated
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thelogica development of orthodox, Calvinigtic, Protestant theol ogy.
Whilethe persecuting policy of some Puritans and the practice of
infant baptism contradicted their gospel, Baptists such as Roger
Williams, John Clarke, and Obadiah Holmesasserted full liberty of
conscience and remained * sound in the faith and much acquainted
with experimenta and practicd religion’.** The growth and continuing
orthodoxy of Baptistsdid not diminishtheir commitment toliberty. In
fact, Backus higtorical trestment arguesthat only aCavinistic Baptist
system supportsaproper relation between thetrue church and true
civil government.

Backus had a full-orbed perception of Baptist identity. The
historica narrative showsthegreet difficultiesand evil oppositionfaced
by thosewho wanted to establish churchesformed on New Testament
principles. Trinitarian orthodoxy and Calvinistic evangelicalism
supported theNew Testament witnessto abdlievers church practicing
theimmersion of only thosewho havefaithin therighteousness of
Chrigt and manifest the marksof the new birth. Membersof thiskind
of church never can seek advantage through earthly power, nor
participatein theforcing of worship throughthe useof civil law, nor
tear away the property of any person unjustly. Backus' view expresses
with grand symmetry the coherent-truth view of Baptist identity.

Joseph [vimey, in bringing the Baptist story in England up to date
fromthe close of Crasby’swork, whilearguing that Baptist ideasto
someextent characterized ancient British Christiansand the L ollards,
aligned Baptistswith the Reformation. The Reformation removed the
fetters of popery and led men to the Bible through which they
embraced ‘ those sentimentsin doctrineand discipline, which accorded
withthesmplicity of Christ’. Baptists, accordingto lvimey, ‘heldthe
genuine principles of the Reformation, and pursued them to their
legitimate consequences. Believing that thebible[sic] donecontains
thereligion of Protestants, they rejected every thingin theworship of
God which was not found in the sacred oracles.” Two aspects of
those'legitimate consequences’ Ivimey identifiesimmediatdly: firdt,
infant baptism, rejected by Baptists, ‘ owesitsorigin to Popery’;
second, ‘ the English Baptistswerethefirst personswho understood
theimportant doctrineof Chrigtian liberty, and who zegl oudy opposed

‘ TomNettles.p65 15 $ 12/1/2004, 11:21 AM

T



T T[] o (AN TTE ||

16 The Baptists: Beginnings in Britain

all persecution for the sakeof conscience.’ 2 A dozen yearslater, in
1823, Ivimey felt even more confidencein that specific characteristic
and contribution of Baptists. ‘ It isafact which cannot bedisproved,
and which ought to be universally known, that the Baptists first
understood the principlesof unrestricted religiousliberty —that they
werethefirst to propagate them —and that they have never violated
them by abridging others of the liberty which they claimed for
themsdlves’' 3

Several key theological points of both Particular and General
Baptistsgave more breadth to Ivimey’s concept of Baptist identity.
‘They al maintained the Doctrine of a Trinity of Personsin the
Godhead; the proper Divinity of Chrigt; freejudtification throughthe
imputed righteousness of Christ, the necessity of personal
sanctification, & c.” Heaso noted that they ‘ addressed theinvitations
of the gospel to unconverted sinners, and by the most awakening
appeal sto their hearts called upon them to “ repent and believe the
gospel”.” Thedesired effect of hishistory wasthat ministersmight
emulatethe piety, smplicity, and zeal of their Baptist forefathersand
that they might try to promote‘ genera Associationsof the churches
who were agreed in doctrine and discipline'.* The decline and
extinction of some Baptist churches, which Ivimey had the sad duty
of narrating, camewhenthey ‘ departed from the orthodox doctrines
of theTrinity, the proper divinity of the Son of God, and of theHoly
Spirit, &c’. Others experienced the same demise ‘ from the non-
application of theinvitationsof the gospel to unconverted hearersof
thegospd’. Inothers, the' non-observanceof grict scriptura discipling
brought about their dissolution.®™

Ivimey not only narrated such decline, but believed that toleration
of error, or evenfailureto teach positivetruth insistently, naturally
inclined to destroy achurch, or to use his suggestive phrase, ‘the
baneful tendency of doctrineswhich pervert thegospel of Christ.’ A
casein point wasthechurch at theBarbicaninLondon. Mr. Burroughs,
an orthodox, but Arminian minister, had adopted the sentiment of
‘theinnocency of meremental error’. Careful lest heseemto deprive
othersof ‘their christianliberty’, healowed aSocinianminister, Dr.
Fogter, to serve with him as co-pastor. Thechurch declined gradualy
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innumbers, inzed, andin purity. Ultimately it becameextinct. This
sad lapseled Ivimey to hold it forth asa‘ beacon to al surrounding
churches, that they never patroniseany error in doctrine, subversive
of thegospd, either inminister or people, but “contend earnestly for
thefaith onceddiveredtothesaints’.’ 16

Ivimey identified himsdlf asan Englishman, aProtestant, aDissenter,
aBaptist, and aCalvinist. Hevenerated the consitutional libertiesof
the Glorious Revolution, admired the principles of the Reformation,
clamedtheright of privatejudgment in mattersof religion, rejected
infant baptism asinnovative and unscriptural, and gloried in the
doctrines of free grace ‘ because no one owes more to sovereign
grace, or expectsmorefromit, than himself.’!” Baptist identity in
Ivimey’sview, therefore, included the orthodox doctrines of theol ogy
and Chrigtol ogy, the Protestant understanding of judtification and grace,
andthedigtinctivemarksof baptism, church discipline, and liberty of
conscience. Hisunderstanding of Baptist identity contributesto the
coherent-truth mode.

Virtualy smultaneoudy with Ivimey, David Benedict began his
laborsasaBaptist historian inthe United States. Hewasfamiliar with
Croshy of the English Baptistsand of coursewith Backusof America
Heremarked about the similarity of these approaches, ‘ avast fund of
valuableinformation, but ... deficient in style and arrangement.’ 28
Benedict obtained acopy of Ivimey’sfirst volumeand useditinhis
discussion of English Baptists. After devoting 265 pagesto ‘ other
partsof theWorld' Benedict turned hisattentionto BaptistsinAmerica.
Biographical sketches, historiesof churches, the development and
spread of associations, therelation of Baptiststo thedifferent political
establishments, their advocacy of the principlesof religiousfreedom,
revival, growth, decline, doctrinal principles, and other issuesfilled
the next 900 pages of the two-volumework.

Ironically, as a statement of the institutional condition of the
churches, his History was rendered obsolete the year after its
publication. In 1814, prompted by the unforeseen circumstance of
the Congregationa missonariesAnnandAdoniram Judson and L uther
Rice adopting Baptist convictions, Baptistsfounded the Triennial
Convention asanationwidedenominationd effort to support foreign
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missions.”® The massive amount of research and travel involved in
theproduction, however, and thefrank way of relating the conditions
and events make Benedict’s volumes an inval uabl e resource for
knowledge of Baptist principlesand practice up to thefirst decade of
the nineteenth century. He closed the two volumes with general
observations about Baptist lifein America. Given the autonomy of
the congregations, the expanse of land they inhabit, the diversity of
ethnic backgrounds involved, and that they are not bound, as a
denomination, by asingle confession nor dictated to by controlling
assemblies, itisa‘ subject of wonder that thereis such an agreement
intheir doctrina views, and such acorrespondencein their maxims
and modes of procedure’ .2 Most of the observationswere taken up
with issues of hospitality, payment (or non-payment) of ministers,
ministerial zeal, education, titles, and theideabehind associations.
Hedid summarize, however, thegeneral doctrinal profilethat hehad
devel oped throughout thetext.

Takethisdenominations[sic] at large, | believethefollowing will be
found a pretty correct statement of their views of doctrine. They
hold that manin hisnatura conditionisentirely depraved and sinful;
that unless he is born again — changed by grace — or made alive
unto God — he cannot be fitted for the communion of saints on
earth, nor the enjoyment of God in Heaven; that where God hath
begun a good work, he will carry it on to the end; that there is an
election of grace — an effectual calling, & c. and that the happiness
of therighteous and the misery of the wicked will both be eternal %

When Benedict discussed the Baptists of Poland and Transylvania,
hereported candidly their tendency toward deficient viewsof Christ
and the atonement. Hispersonal view of thisissuea so often entered
hisnarrative. Such opinionswere' not of divineorigin, but aninvention
of speculative and unhumbled men’. Those who held them were
‘wrong, and they had set out in apath which led them by degreesto
acold, comfortless, and dangerousregion’. Hea so lamented this
greetly and believed that ‘ therewere, in obscureretreats, many genuine
Baptists, the descendants of the old M oravians, who choseto keep
away from the splendour and bustle of the great, and who, of course,
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avoided the speculationsand snares . %

Benedict showsintenseinterest in the progress of Baptist work
among thedaves and freedmen and makespeculiarly insightful and
poignant observationsconcerning them and theimplicationsof davery.
Oneminister, aformer slave, to whom he gave several pageswas
named George L eile. Includedin thediscuss onwasabrief statement
of Leile'sfaith: ‘| agreeto election, redemption, thefall of Adam,
regeneration, and perseverance, knowing the promiseisto al who
endure, ingrace, faith, and good works, to theend shall be saved.’#

For Benedict, therefore, Baptist identity consisted largely of the
digtinctiveecclesiology built onbelievers baptismandtheimplications
of that ecclesiology for mattersof religiousliberty. Embraced within
theissuesof truesaving faith, however, one seeshisongoing concern
for doctrinal purity. Both historic orthodoxy on the person of Christ
and the doctrine of the Trinity, aswell astheleading principles of
Reformed Protestantism, fit within hisperspective of Baptist identity.
Hishigtory iscons stent with acoherent—truth understanding of Baptist
identity.

J. M. Cramp, an English and Canadian Baptist educator, pastor,
and author, believed in the organic succession of Baptist churches
fromthefirst century to the present. A characteristic of hishistory,
therefore, isthe careful examination of available sourcesin order to
confirmwho, prior to the Reformation period, may legitimately be
seenasaBaptist. Headmitsthe perilousnatureof thisventure, criticises
some historians, such as Orchard,?* who are carelessin this search,
but remai ns confident that Bapti sts stretch from the New Testament
to the present. An example of both hiscare and hisconfidence comes
inthediscussion of severa dissenting groupsof thelateMiddieAges.
After outlining their viewscons stent with evangelica Chrigtianity and
explaining the possible origin of accusationsof heresy, Cramp says.

My readers may be surprised that | am saying nothing about the
Baptists. Let them be patient. | am working my way toward them.
In fact, many of those of whom | have just been writing advocated
Baptist sentiments, and will have to be mentioned again before the
account of hisperiodisclosed. But | think it preferableto givefirst
ageneral outline of the history of al the dissenting parties.?®

‘ TomNettles.p65 19 $ 12/1/2004, 11:21 AM

T





