Baptist History

Grace Community Church Sunday School

Rejection of Landmarkism

It is important to recognize the fact that a distinct group (or groups) known as “Baptist” does not exist until the 1600s.  Beliefs that are today classified among Baptist distinctives are seen throughout church history, but there is no definable group until the seventeenth century.

There is a school of thought that is known as Landmarkism or Successionism.  It's probably most famously presented in J.M. Carroll's Trail of Blood.  The claim is that there is an unbroken succession of organized Baptist churches (whether they called themselves that or not) all the way back to Jesus and John the Baptist.  The old joke that John the Baptist founded the Baptist Church is no joke to a Landmarkist.

It's simply not necessary to have an unbroken chain in order to validate your church or your baptism.  Nowhere in our mission statement do you find any mention of defending Baptist doctrine or tradition.  What you do find is that we “hold fast to the truth.”  If at any time what we hold to is found to be contrary to Scripture, then we must jettison that belief or those beliefs post haste, even if that means we're not “Baptist” anymore.

One slogan that came out of the Reformation was the idea that the church is semper reformanda—always reforming.  The Scriptures are true and infallible, as they are the Word of God.  Our understanding of the Scriptures, however, is not infallible.  The history of the Church that we've seen these last months has been one of growth in truth and rejection of error.  Our future is to be no different.

The Rise of the Church of England

England was a nation in flux during the sixteenth century, both in terms of politics and religion.  King Henry VIII (1509-1547) issued the Act of Supremacy in 1534, a declaration of independence from the Roman Catholic Church.  He wanted his marriage annulled, the Pope refused, so Henry said, “I'll be the head of my own church, and grant myself an annulment.”  The Church of England, or the Anglican Church, remained mostly Roman Catholic in look and feel, however.

Edward VI took the throne in 1547 and moved the country in a more Protestant direction.  Unfortunately, Edward didn't live long enough to enact sweeping reforms in England; “Bloody” Mary Tudor took the throne in 1553.  “Bloody” Mary began to systematically purge Protestants and Protestantism from England, and this is the origin of her nickname.

“Bloody” Mary was succeeded by Elizabeth Tudor, who reigned from 1559-1603.  Elizabeth wasn't overly concerned with religion herself, but political expediency moved her to form a compromise between the Protestants and Catholics, known as the Elizabethan settlement.  This was intended to quell the disputes between the two.  There were those who still called for real reform in the Anglican Church: the Puritans.

Reaction to the Church of England: The Puritans and Separatists

The Puritans were so called because they called for a “pure” church.  Since the Anglican Church was the official state church of England, they seen to be rebelling against the government.  The Queen and the Church began to enforce “conformity” by legislation.

Those who refused to “conform” to the Anglican Church were called Separatists.  Separatists called for (1) freedom of the Church from State rule, (2) a return to biblically robust doctrine, not the watered-down junk promoted in the Anglican Church, and (3) an overall reform of Church doctrine and practice.  “They stressed that the Church was only those who were the redeemed, not a body of politically minded upstarts” (Traffanstedt, “The Separatists”).

From the Separatist movement came two groups identified as “Baptist”: General and Particular Baptists.

General Baptists

“General” comes from these men's view of the atonement: Christ died to make salvation possible for all men (generally), rather than decisively securing salvation for the elect (which is where “Particular” comes from).

The primary founders of the General Baptists were John Smyth and Thomas Helwys.  Persecution against Separatists became so fierce that many emigrated from England to Holland.  John Smyth and a group of Separatists moved to Holland, and Smyth became decided in Arminian (Arminius was a man after Calvin's time who rejected much of Calvin's teaching) theology and in believer's baptism.

In 1609, Smyth, Helwys, and thirty-six others formed the first church of Englishmen who stood for believer's baptism.  Smyth is called the Se-Baptist, which means “Self-Baptist.”  He recognized the need to be baptized as a believer, so he baptized himself and then the rest of the group.  The group issued a confession of faith that explicitly held to baptism and close communion (only properly baptized believers should take).
It's also interesting to note that Smyth and the others were baptized by pouring (effusion).  Smyth eventually abandoned the early Baptists for the Mennonite church.

Thomas Helwys carried on in Smyth's absence.  Helwys led the small Baptist group to England in 1611; this was considered the first Baptist church on English soil.  Within fifty years, there were almost fifty Baptist churches in England.  These churches held to believer's baptism, local autonomy in electing church officers, and rejected Calvinistic theology.

Particular Baptists

The Particular Baptists were the second Baptistic group to come out of England.  They were not in competition with the General Baptists, merely in parallel.  The Particular Baptists came out of the Separatist movement as well, just a few years after Smyth's and Helwys' group (ca. 1630).  The first Particular Baptist church was founded either in 1633 or in 1638.

Henry Jacob (1563-1624) was a moderate Separatist; he never actually left the Anglican Church, but worked his whole life as a reformer of that Church.  Jacob wrote against practices in the Church, which led to his imprisonment.  He, along with many other Separatists, moved to Holland.  He returned to England in 1616 and formed what is now called the JLJ Church (after the initials of the first three pastors).  In 1633, sixteen people requested to form a distinct church because (1) their numbers were becoming dangerously high and risked discovery by the government, and (2) because they felt too much conformity to the Anglican Church.  In 1638, six people left the JLJ Church over the issue of believer's baptism.  The birth of the Particular Baptists can be tied to either or both of these churches.

In 1644 there were seven Particular Baptist churches.  These churches drafted a Confession of Faith, known as the First (London) Baptist Confession of Faith.  This confession is very Calvinistic in theology, and holds that baptism is “an ordinance of the New Testament given by Christ, to be dispensed upon persons professing faith, or that are made disciples; who, upon profession of faith, ought to be baptized, and afterward to partake of the Lord's Supper.  That the way and manner of the dispensing of this ordinance is dipping or plunging the body under water; it being a sign, must answer the thing signified, which is, that interest saints have in the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ: and that as certainly as the body is buried under water and risen again, so certainly shall the bodies of the saints be raised by the power of Christ in the day of resurrection, to reign with Christ” (qtd. in Vedder, Chapter 14).

This Confession of 1644 was also quite revolutionary in that it advocated a heretofore unparalleled religious liberty.

The Presbyterian Westminster Confession of Faith (WCF) was published in 1646-1647, and the Congregationalist Savoy Declaration was published in 1658.  English Particular Baptists drafted a new, Second Baptist Confession in 1677 (which was revised in 1689).  This confession is in many articles verbatim with the WCF.  The Second Baptist Confession follows the Savoy Declaration's position on church government.  The confession also clearly advocated believer's baptism and not infant baptism.

In 1707, the Philadelphia Baptist Association was founded, and this association adopted the Second Baptist Confession of 1689 as its statement of faith.  It was then renamed the Philadelphia Confession of Faith, which has become the basis for many American Baptists' statements of faith—including Grace Community Church.
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