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Introduction

In most places of America Baptists are quite common.  Whether common or not many people have no idea what it means to be a Baptist and when left to their own opinion strange things are set forth.  I know someone who insisted that they know of a Muslim Baptist church.  Others associate Baptist churches to be only African American.  Still others associate Baptists with rules against drinking, dancing and gambling etc.  Here in Chicago there are some who associate Baptists with protesting funerals of men and women of the military.  We could go on and on with the variety of ideas that are out there but lets get to the point.  What is a Baptist?

I. Practically, a Baptist is a person born again with certain Bible beliefs.

There are two practical usages of the word Baptist for identification.  First it is a name used for the man that prepared the way for Christ.  In Luke 7:28, Jesus said, “For I say unto you among those that are born of women there is not a greater prophet than John the Baptist.”  That is quite an assessment made by our Lord Jesus Christ.  Notice that he called him John the Baptist.  Jesus called him that because of the method chosen of God to prepare the way for the coming of Christ.  His living was to be separate from the world by wearing camel’s hair and eating locust and honey and preaching in the wilderness.  His preaching was of repentance of sin and then baptism by immersion in the waters of the Jordan River.  It can be said that Baptists either resemble or follow or even descend from the ministry of John the Baptist in the Bible.  After all it was not John the Catholic or John the Lutheran or John the Methodist, but John the Baptist called so by Christ.

The second usage of the word Baptist is the common usage to refer to Baptist churches.  Surveyors say that the Baptist churches of America are the largest denomination in the country.  They say that the Southern Baptist Convention alone is the largest denomination in America.  And a close second not far behind the SBC are the different groups of independent Baptists.  Then there are different smaller Baptist denominations such as the American Baptists, the Baptist General conference etc.  Though there may be 57 different varieties of Baptists in America they all have core beliefs that are New Testament beliefs.  These beliefs are commonly called the Baptist Distinctives but truly they are the N.T. doctrines of a true N.T. church.  There are many, many churches and denominations in America today that do not call themselves Baptist yet hold to the Baptist distinctives because the Baptist distinctives are the Biblical teachings for the function of the church.  

We may ask, if a church, or group of churches, believe the same distincives then why don’t they call themselves Baptists?  This is a very good question and the answer is quite simple.  In a free society like we have here in America a person can study and preach the Bible and call their ministry whatever they want to call it.  Every group that carries the name Baptist today does so on purpose or are descendants from the time when it was illegal to be Baptist and were designated Baptist by their persecutors and the government.  The label stuck.  If America still had a state religion that followed the traditions of Roman Catholicism instead of the Bible then all independent churches that believe the Bible would still be designated Baptist.  
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So think of it this way.  All the denominations and churches that believe the N.T. distinctives for a church are truly Baptist.  They either just don’t know it or don’t want to claim it.  

Also there are churches that were designated Baptist historically by their persecutors.  For some the word Baptist stuck and for others it did not.  Denominations such as the Mennonites, German Brethren and Swiss Apostolic Christians, were designated by their persecutors as Anabaptists, but they distanced themselves from the label and prefer to call themselves by Mennonites, German brethren and Swiss Apostolic Christians.  So what are the N.T. distinctives or Baptist Distinctives for a church?  We will put these beliefs in the common Acrostic.

B- The Bible is the sole authority for faith and practice, II Timothy 3:16,17.

A- The Autonomy of the local church to be independent and self governed, I Timothy 3:15.

P- The Priesthood of all believers in Christ, Revelation 1:5,6.

T- There are Two Ordinances of water immersion and Lord’s supper, Acts 2:41,42.

I- The Individual soul liberty, I John 2:27.

S- Saved and Baptized church membership, Acts 2:47.

      T- There are Two offices, pastor and deacon, Philippians 1:1.

      S- Separation of church and state with no state church or church state, Matthew 2:21.

Notice the difference in these distinctives from the Catholic tradition and the Protestants that descended from Catholicism that do not follow the Bible’s teaching for the church.  These false churches have hierarchies that rule over the churches and own church properties so that churches are not truly independent and self governed by the authority of the Bible.  They have what they call a two tier unbiblical system of Priests or clergy who rule over the laity.  We believe this false system is referred to in Revelation 2:15 as the doctrine of the Nicolaitans which Jesus plainly said He hates.  These churches that follow man made traditions instead of the Bible require infant baptism as an unbiblical ritual to bring babies into the covenant.  Of course the only thing in the Bible that brings a person into covenant with Christ is personal faith in Christ.  Babies are too young for faith in Christ.  Baptism always follows saving faith in the Bible.  These churches have a false system of church confirmation to make church members without a testimony of regeneration, again a false teaching.  And of course these churches believe that they should be the state church or church state where they have authority to rule over all other religions and persecute those outside of their ranks.  Again not only is this unbiblical but downright wicked that people in the name of Christ would punish and even kill other people.  History is full of this in Catholicism and Protestantism and is the reason why Baptists exist and liberty of religion today.  
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Historically there were three beliefs that caused Baptists to be labeled Baptists by the Catholic type man- made traditionalists.  The first is rejection of infant Baptism for believer’s baptism.  The second is rejection of state church that rules over individual conscience for a free Bible believing church and liberty of conscience.  The third is the message of salvation for a regenerated then Baptized church membership.

II. Historically A Baptist is a person labeled Baptist by persecutors.

Because of the belief of baptizing converts instead of babies, Catholics and Protestants labeled these people Anabaptists (re-baptizers) or Baptists for short.  For some the label stuck and for others it did not, but this is how Baptists came to be known.  Technically Baptists cannot be called Protestants, but are true descendants throughout all of history with these N.T. beliefs going back to the original apostolic church.  A careful study of church history reveals that there were church groups outside of Catholicism and persecuted by Roman Catholicism, that believed like Baptists, but were known by varying names.  The Catholics have long labeled these people as Baptists though the label did not stick to them all.  

On page 3 of The Trail of Blood, we find this quote from Cardinal Hosius, President of the Council of Trent.  In 1524 Cardinal Hosius said, “Were it not that the Baptists have been grievously tormented and cut off with the knife during the past twelve hundred years, they would swarm in greater number than all the Reformers.”  Notice a few things about this quote.  First this Roman Catholic Cardinal is admitting that Baptists are older than the Reformers.  Also he is admitting that Catholicism had been murdering them for 1,200 years.  Also for it to be only 1,200 years of persecution at the date 1524 is to admit that either Baptists came into being around 300 AD or that something changed in the Apostolic Bible believing church and Roman Catholicism was formed around 300AD.  We believe the latter.  History proves that a majority of Apostolic churches left off sound doctrine around 300 AD and began a course of man-made Roman Catholic traditions against the Bible making the Baptist beliefs to be the true apostolic beliefs.  There were apostolic churches that remained true and split from Catholicism at that time and developed during the Dark Ages.  Many of these churches are Baptistic.

Also from page 3 and 4 of The Trail of Blood, is a quote from Lutheran historian Mosheim.  “Before the rise of Luther and Calvin, there lay secreted in almost all the countries of Europe persons who adhered tenaciously to the principles of modern Dutch Baptists.”  And from the Presbyterian Edinburgh Cyclopedia quoted in The Trail of Blood, page 4, “It must have already occurred to our readers that the Baptists are the same sect of Christians that were formerly described as Ana-Baptists.  Indeed this seems to have been their leading principle from the time of Tertullian to the present time.”  
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Tertullian is an important person to know in church history.  In the beginning of the third century he led his church in Carthage to identify with a group of churches known as Montanists who opposed changes and laxities in the other churches.  According to Beller on page 31 of The Collegiate Baptist History Workbook, they simply wanted to “return to the simplicity of the first Christians.  The Montanists believed in the priesthood of all believers, strict discipline in the church and in scriptural baptism and the imminent premillennial return of Christ.”  Historians Salmacius and Suicerus wrote, “In the two first centuries no one was baptized except, being instructed in the faith and acquainted with the doctrines of Christ, he was able to profess himself a believer.” (pg.13 CBHW).  Tertullian before his death in 225 AD wrote De baptismo, a defense of scriptural baptism.  It was during the third century that baptism of babies began and the seeds of developing Roman Catholic human traditions in place of scripture.  Prior to Tertullian the churches were all Baptist but during Turtullian and the third century churches began the movement into Roman Catholicism so that the Montanist churches that separated from the other churches are known to be Baptist.  

As the slide into man made traditions from scripture continued to grow in the churches, more and more splitting of churches away to be independent continued in the third century.  Novatian was excommunicated in 251 and started a movement of churches that were independent and Bible believing of Baptist principles opposed to the growing corruption in the other churches.  His church was in Rome.  

In the fourth century another group of churches opposing the errors rising into Roman Catholicism arose known as Donatists.  By 347 AD these Donatists opposed the melding of church and state and the baptism of infants and refused to recognize the Catholic churches as true churches and rebaptized converts who came out of the Catholic churches.  By the end of the fourth century and into the fifth century the Roman Catholic churches became united on infant baptism, worship of relics, candles, worshipping the Eucharist, prayers to dead saints, celibacy of clergy, Lent, Transubstantiation, and purgatory.  Roman Catholicism had developed and all who opposed it were condemned as heretics and non- Christians.  After Roman Catholic churches joined with the Roman Government under Constantine the bloodshed of Bible believing Christians began.  Emporer Constans declared war on the Donatists in 347 AD.  According to Beller, page 55, “For 42 years the Donatists were hunted down, murdered or banished.”

Some others who rose to prominence and were persecuted mercilessly in the dark ages by the Roman Catholics for Baptist or Bible principles are the Paulicians, Albigenses, Waldenses, Bogomils, Paterines, Henricians, Petrobrussians, Arnoldists, Picards, and Lollards.  The reader is encouraged to do his own study of church history to learn more of these people who loved God and suffered for His words and are rightly identified as Baptist according to their beliefs.
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The lesson of history concerning the Reformation is that the Reformation did not go far enough.  The Reformation churches though opposing some corruption in Roman Catholicism and promoting the gospel of grace through faith still held onto Roman Catholic heretical traditions of clergy, sacraments of baby baptism and the union of church and state.  These Reformation denominations are: Lutheran, Reformed, Presbyterian, Anglican, Congregational and Methodist.  The Protestants proved just as bad as the Catholics in persecuting the Bible believing people in the 1500’s.  Zwingli the reformer of Zurich executed two leading Baptists in 1528, Hubmaier and Manz.  Both men were converted under Zwingli’s preaching.  Calvin also had blood on his hands by executing Servitus and possibly others who disagreed with his theology.

It was upon the shores of America that the reformation went full circle and returned to the Bible by revival.  It was the Baptists mostly with some Quakers that were banished from the colonies for not baptizing their babies and submitting to the Romish traditions of the Protestant state churches of Puritan Congregationalism and Anglican Episcopalianism.  Rhode Island was the first colony to have religious liberty by Divine providence through Baptists Roger Williams and John Clarke.  As Bible believers rose in the colonies by studying the Bible they were labeled Baptist and were arrested, imprisoned, beaten, had property confiscated, disenfranchised, disarmed and banished from the colony.  Baptist Obadiah Holmes was given 30 lashes in Massachusetts in 1651 for his Baptist beliefs.  Beller on page 221, “Fourty-four Baptist preachers were jailed in Virginia before the Revolutionary War.  Their sufferings were on the minds of Henry, Jefferson and Madison.”

When Anglican George Whitefield came to the American colonies in the 1740’s preaching “ye must be born again”, major splits came into the established colonial Romish Protestant churches and those being born again studied their Bible and the majority came to Baptist convictions.  The rise and influence of Baptist people after the Great Awakening led to our First Amendment.  “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”  It is a known fact that this became the law of the land through the influence of the Great Awakening Baptists.  One Baptist preacher in particular named John Leland influenced men such as Thomas Jefferson, James Madison and Patrick Henry among others.  Baptist Pastor John Gano became George Washington’s personal chaplain and baptized him after the Revolutionary war.  America became a Baptist nation in legalizing religious liberty.  The end of religious persecution of centuries by the merger of government and Catholic/Protestant religion together entered.  The freedom to practice Bible believing Christianity prevailed and revival upon revival swept America.  During the 19th and 20th centuries when revivals came the converts came to Baptist principles some becoming Baptist in name and others because of liberty did not call themselves Baptists.  Such denominations sprang up with Baptist principles as the Bible churches, Church of God, Nazarene, Evangelical Free, Christian Missionary Alliance, and Community churches just to name a few.
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III. Distinctively a Baptist is a person with Bible Convictions.

Baptists are people of Bible convictions.  They study their Bibles and come to Bible convictions about salvation, baptism, the church, soul liberty etc.  A Baptist should never be a Baptist just by family tradition or popularity or regional influence.  A Baptist should be a Baptist just like John Bunyon, William Carey, Adoniram Judson and Charles Spurgeon. 

John Bunyon was sprinkled in the church of England in the 1600’s.  When he married he became more interested in spiritual things and became a faithful member of the church of England.  One day while priding himself in his own righteousness he met some Baptist women who spoke to him of being born again.  He decided to attend their Baptist church in Bedford.  Soon after, he found the grace of God leading him to repentance and faith in Christ and he became the nineteenth baptized member of the Baptist Church of Bedford.  He later suffered imprisonment for believing the Baptist Distinctives of individual soul liberty, the autonomy of the church and the separation of church and state.  He refused to purchase a license from the state/church to preach and he refused to desist at their command.  He believed that the call to preach came from God and it was no one else’s business.  He was imprisoned for years because of this principle.  During this time he wrote the best selling book Pilgrim’s Progress from his prison cell.  God used his stand to bring religious liberty over a period of time to England.

William Carey was sprinkled in the Church of England, saved in the Congregational puritan church and then after hearing a Baptist preacher, decided that regenerated immersion in water was scriptural baptism.  On October 5, 1783 he was baptized in the river Nen at North Hampton and became a Baptist missionary.  In fact he is known as the father of modern missions for his pioneer mission work in India and his translation of the scriptures into eleven different Indian languages.

Adoniram Judson was the first American foreign missionary.  He was sprinkled and then saved in the Congregational church.  He organized a Congregational mission society to send him as a missionary to India.  Adoniram spent weeks studying the scriptures so that he would be able to answer the natives of India who would ask, “Why you baptize my family and Mr. Carey not?”  When her arrived in Calcutta in 1813, he confessed that baptism by immersion after salvation was scriptural and was baptized by William Carey and became an American Baptist missionary to Burma.  The Congregationalist churches refused to support him so the Baptist churches sprang into action to support their first American foreign missionary.

Charles Haddon Spurgeon was born in 1834 the son and grandson of Congregationalist puritan preachers.  He was born again while visiting a primitive Methodist church.  While working and studying at the academy at Newmarket he was greatly influenced by a saintly woman named Mary King who was a strict Baptist.  
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Spurgeon said that she provided him, “all the theology I ever needed.”  Spurgeon said he was led to seek immersion, “by studying the church of England catechism and the Greek New Testament.  In May 1850, he was baptized with two others in the river Lark by the pastor of Isleham Ferry Baptist Church.  Charles Haddon Spurgeon became the greatest Baptist Preacher of the nineteenth century.  He is hailed by many as the, Prince of preachers.  His sermons and books are still widely read to this day.

Each one of these men became Baptists through study of the Word and firm conviction of the Word.  To be baptized by immersion after salvation prior to the age of religious liberty was to become a hated Baptist.  Only Baptists immersed in water after salvation.  All other churches practiced the Romish tradition of sprinkling infants before salvation. 

Let’s study in more detail now the scriptural basis of each one of the Baptist Distinctives.  This should help the reader concerning his own convictions.  Please bear in mind while reading what follows the question as to what the Bible says and what your convictions should be based on the Bible.

A. Bible is the only rule and foundation for all matters of faith and practice.

II Timothy 3:16,17 says, “All scripture is given by inspiration of God and is profitable for doctrine for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness, that the man of God may be perfect throughly furnished unto all good works.”  Baptists believe that the Bible is inspired of God verbally and plenarily and is both inerrant and infallible.  Baptists recognize that God has preserved His word.  The Holy Scriptures that were inspired of God in verse 16 were not the originals but preserved copies that Timothy had been taught from a child.  Baptists believe that we have the word of God and therefore are committed to preach the whole counsel of God.  Baptists believe then that nothing else has authority over faith and practice.  Popes or ecclesiastical hierarchies are not authorities.  Seminaries are not authorities.  Only the Word of God is the authority for the true N.T. church.  Jesus Christ is only the foundation of the church and Candlestick in the church as the church adheres to scripture only.

B. The Local church is the emphasis of the N.T. and is to be independent, autonomous and self- governing.

I Timothy 3:15 says, “But if I tarry long that thou mayest know how thou oughtest behave thyself in the house of God, which is the church of the Living God, the pillar and ground of the truth.”  Baptists believe that their churches are to be independent and self- governing.  Baptists have nothing to do with human ecclesiastical hierarchies.  The local church is identified as the responsible living organism to carry on the work of evangelism and missions as well as the training and equipping of God’s people to serve Him.  The local church has the freedom of choosing its pastors and deacons and ordaining.  The Local church has the freedom to choose whom it fellowships with.  
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Baptist churches avoid associations where they would be guilty of fellowshipping with compromising churches.

C. All regenerated believers in Christ are a spiritual priesthood.

Revelation 1:5, says, 

And from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness and the first begotten of the dead, and the prince of the king of the earth.  Unto him that loved us and washed us from our sins in his own blood and hath made us kings and priests unto God and his Father, to him be glory and dominion for ever and ever. Amen.”

Baptists believe that Jesus Christ, the Son of God is the Great high priest, (Hebrews 4:14-16) and that He makes all His redeemed to be His royal priesthood, (I Peter 2:9).  All the saved have direct access to God through Jesus Christ and therefore go directly to God in prayer and confess sin directly to God because of the one and only mediator, Jesus Christ, (I Timothy 2:50).  Baptists therefore reject beliefs that would classify people into two categories of clergy and laity.  The notion that laity need clergy for spiritual understanding as if the word and Holy Spirit were not enough is contrary to I John 2:20,27,

But ye have an unction from the Holy One and ye know all things…But the anointing which ye have received of him abideth in you and ye need not that any man teach you: but as the same anointing teacheth you of all thing and is truth, and is no lie, end even as it hath taught you ye shall abide in him.

Clergy wield no power over the laity to listen to and forgive sins in confessionals.  Clergy have no supernatural power in sacraments, no authority to excommunicate, or to make saints.  All such is Roman Catholic heresy.  It is called “nicolaitanism” in Revelation 2:6 and 15.  God hates it.  The word “nicolaitan” means to rule over the people.  When a person is born again Jesus sets up His kingdom within making the body His temple and the heart His throne through His Holy Spirit who guides every believer into all truth (John 16:14).  Baptist pastors are under-shepherds of the Chief Shepherd not lords over the flock of God, (I Peter 5:1-5).

D. There are two ordinances for the Local Church.

Acts 2:41 and 42 give the pattern for the church.

Then they that gladly received his word were baptized and the same day there were added unto them about three thousand souls.  And they continued steadfastly in the apostle’s doctrine and fellowship and in breaking of bread and in prayers.
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When people receive by faith the Gospel of Christ they then are to be Baptized in obedience to Christ’s command in Matthew 28:19,20.  Then the church continues in the breaking of bread or the Lord’s Supper in remembrance of Him (I Corinthians 11).  Both baptism and the Lord’s Supper have nothing to do with salvation, but are ordinances or orders for believers after salvation.

Any other baptism than immersion in water after personal faith in Christ is unbiblical human tradition that causes confusion and error.  Baptism is not a sacrament because it has nothing to do with meriting God’s grace.  It is an ordinance because it was commanded by the Lord and because of its symbolism of the death burial and resurrection of the Lord.  When one is baptized by immersion they are obeying the Lord’s command.  They are publicly identifying themselves with Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection by immersion and emerging from water.  They are also indicating their death to the life of sin and their resurrection to walk with Christ in newness of life, (Romans 6:4 and Colossians 2:13-14).

In the Lord’s Supper there is nothing going on supernaturally with the bread and the fruit of the vine.  Therefore, the Lord’s Table cannot be a sacrament to merit God’s grace.  It too is simply and ordinance, order or command of Christ.  He said in I Corinthians 11:24, “this do in remembrance of me.”  Baptists believe that a person must be saved and baptized, walking in obedience to Christ both in hand and in heart before partaking.  Baptists therefore encourage the examination of one-self before partaking and the refraining if one is not right with Christ or his brother.  Baptists believe that the bread and juice is to be unleavened and unfermented to properly picture the sinless and pure blood of the divine sinless Savior.  To distinguish themselves from the Sacradotalists that believe the Lord’s Supper is part of salvation, Baptist’s generally do not practice the Lord’s Table weekly.  I Corinthians 11:26 by the words, “For as often as ye eat…”, gives us liberty to have it as often as we choose.  Baptists also recognize that it is a supper and not a breakfast or dinner.  Therefore Baptists celebrate the Lord’s Supper in an evening service.

The two ordinances of Baptism and Lord’s Supper were given to the Church.  The church’s administrative office of Pastor/bishop is the one responsible to carry out or delegate the carrying out of the ordinances.  Individuals and para-church organizations that seek to exist outside of the local church to serve Christ do not have the authority to practice the ordinances.  The ordinances were not meant to be a means of ecumenism, that is the common ground to bind all professing Christians together in exterior unity.  The ordinances of baptism and Lord’s Supper are for the local church only, (I Timothy 3:16).

E. God has given His regenerated saints soul liberty.

I John 2:27 says, “But the anointing which ye have received of him abideth in you and ye need not that any man teach you…”  John 16:13 and John 14:26, teach that the Holy
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 Spirit will teach the individual Christian and guide him into truth.  Romans 14:12, teaches that every one of us will give account of ourselves to God.  Romans 14:5, says, “…Let every man be fully persuaded in his own mind.  Galatians 5:1, “Stand fast in the liberty wherewith Christ has made us free…”  God has created all men with a mind, will and emotions.  Baptists have historically believed that God has given us freedom of conscience to choose and follow Him without constraint or force from men, civil or religious.  Baptists therefore do not seek to have Baptist churches established as official state churches with governing authority over men, but grant the freedom to preach and believe according to dictates of conscience to all men.  Baptists therefore have never and will never persecute those who are at odds with their doctrine.  Baptists recognize three institutions of God that are each accountable to God in their God ordained realm.  These three institutions are the home, church and government.  Each one is to remain distinct and accountable to God.

F. The church is a local body of members saved and baptized.

Acts 2:41 says, “Then they that gladly received his word were baptized: and the same day there were added unto them about three thousand souls.”  Acts 2:47 says, “…and the Lord added to the church daily such as should be saved.”  When a person gets saved he is joined to Christ and is to become a member of Christ’s body, the local church, (I Corinthians 6:15,17).  Romans 12:5 says, “So we being many are one body in Christ and every one members one of another.”  The vast majority of N.T. references for the church refer to the church that is local or in a certain locale.  By definition this refers to saved people in a general region who called out of sin and this world, assemble together for Christ according to N. T. teaching.  By profession of faith in Christ and obedient testimony that begins with Baptism by immersion, people are to unite with and or join the membership of the local Baptist church and be subject to its discipline.  They should be faithful to its teaching ministry for edification and be active in its evangelistic and missionary outreach.  

The New Testament is the church age.  The main program of God in the world in this present age is the work of the Local Bible believing church.  There is nothing more important or closer to heaven or more helpful in preparing for Christ’s eternal Kingdom when the redeemed will reign as kings and priests with Christ.  Acts 2:41, says, “And they continued steadfastly in the apostle’s doctrine and fellowship and in breaking of bread and in prayers.”  Baptists believe that the local church is the house of God, the pillar and ground of the truth, (I Timothy 3:15).  Baptists believe in church discipline in areas of open and unrepentant sin, (I Corinthians 5:1-13) and heresy, (Titus 3:10).  Baptists therefore do not practice amputation of Christ’s body to quit church or church hop over minor matters.  “Great peace have they which love thy law and nothing shall offend them.” (Psalm 119:165).  
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Baptists also believe that the tithe (one tenth of income) belongs to the Lord and is to be paid to God through the local church, (I Corinthians 9:7-14, Hebrews 7:8, Matthew 23:23).  Baptists also believe in giving offerings above the tithe to the Lord’s work through the local church, (II Corinthians 8:9).  

G. There are two scriptural offices in the church, pastor and deacon.

Philippians 1:1 says, “Paul and Timothy, the servants of Jesus Christ, to all the saints in Christ Jesus which are at Philippi with the bishops and the deacons.”

Regarding the pastor first of all, Baptists believe that God still calls men unto himself to be His preachers as He did with Moses, the judges and the prophets of the Old Testament.  Baptists also believe that God calls preachers to the office of pastor in the church.  Paul always referred to himself as called of God to be an apostle not of his own will but of the will of Jesus Christ.  Ephesians 4:11, says, “And he gave some apostle and some prophets, and some evangelists and some pastors and teachers.”

When a pastor goes to pastor a church it is upon dual recognition on his part and the part of the church that God has called him to the position.  A pastor goes to a church with the belief that he will stay and minister and lead that church until God moves him.  There is absolutely no authority for a church to declare their pulpit vacant and remove the under-shepherd that God has placed among them unless the pastor has disqualified himself in sin or false teaching, (I Timothy 3).  If God has called the man to the office of pastor and placed him in the local church than God is powerful enough to move him when He sees fit.  A number of pastors have been pressured and forced out of pulpits because of congregations claiming power and authority that the scriptures do not give them.  Many of the cases are true to the prophetic word in II Timothy 4:3, “For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but after their own lusts shall they heap to themselves teachers, having itching ears.”  Churches today corrupt pastors through money, and power threats to have their pastor cater to every whim.

What then is the role and function of the pastor?  Three N.T. texts use three different terms interchangeably to describe the one office of pastor.  The texts are Acts 20:17,28, Titus 1:5-9, and I Peter 5:1-4.  The three Greek terms found in these passages are “poimanos” translated as pastor, shepherd, and feed, “episkopos” translated as bishop or overseer, and “presbuteros” translated as elder.

“Poimanos” reveals the role of spiritual leadership through preaching and teaching the word.  As Paul said to pastor Timothy, in II Timothy 4:2, “Preach the word be instant in season out of season, reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering and doctrine.”  “Episkopos” gives demonstration of the role of taking the oversight of the church, watching for the souls of the people as one who will give an account to the Chief Shepherd.  The pastor is the under-shepherd under the Chief Shepherd.  
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“Presbuteros” means elder and is often used to refer to age, but is not referring to age in its reference to the office of pastor because Timothy was a pastor and was exhorted in I Timothy 4:12, to let no man despise his youth.  As the word elder is used for the office of pastor it seems to mean one to whom respect and honor is due not because of age, but because of spiritual call and biblical leadership.  This understanding puts the pastor in high regard for his biblical knowledge and wisdom and his capability to lead the church.  Baptists believe that there may be a plurality of elders in one church but that the buck stops with the senior pastor as it did with James the pastor of the Jerusalem church in Acts 19.

Baptists totally reject as false teaching the unscriptural notion that there is to be a board of lay elders who rule the church and the pastor.  In other words, Baptists believe in pastoral leadership and rule as pastor, bishop and elder, (I Timothy 3:5, I Timothy 5:17, Hebrews 13:7,17).

With this in mind there must be also the understanding that the church as a whole has the ability to decide some issues.  Matters of church discipline are taken to the church.  Also it was the church that looked out among themselves men to serve in tasks that would free up the preachers for prayer and the ministry of the word.  The word deacon means a servant or minister.  In a spiritual sense all Christians are to be servants and ministers.  However according to I Timothy 3, Philippians 1 and Acts 6 an office of Deacon developed in the early church.  Much church work needed to be done, so spiritual trustworthy and faithful men were chosen to assist and carry out needed work and tasks.  Absolutely nowhere does the Bible give these men authority to rule the church or to rule the pastors.  They were workers and assistants in specified areas.  The board philosophy is a worldly business philosophy that is unscriptural.  It has been aptly put that, “the only board in the Bible is the one Paul floated on.”

It appears that once a deacon was appointed to an important task he remained there until he died or disqualified himself.  However, if the local church desires to give a man a break, it would seem reasonable to do so if desired.  Baptist churches should be careful about having deacons just because they are Baptists.  Often in small churches there is neither the need nor the qualified men.  We must be careful not to lay hands suddenly on unqualified men who rise to cause problems in the church.  It is also not necessary to make everyone who does something in the church a deacon though it is wise to uphold high standards.

H. The church and the state are to remain separate.

Matthew 22:21 says, “…render unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s and unto God the things that are God’s.”  Baptists have held very strongly with no rival that the governments are to have no rule over religious affairs and the churches are not ordained of God to rule over civil affairs.  The government and church are separate entities.  The church is bound to have an effect on the morality of government simply by the
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convictions it holds and the fact that the church is composed of people either involved in government or under government.

Separation of church and state was never meant to mean the removal of religion from the public arena and the confinement to the walls of church buildings.  Communism held this tenet and socialistic USA has grasped it.  Government exists from God for the punishment of evil-doers and the promotion of a safe and free society, see Romans 13.  However, when government fails its duty and begins to punish the righteous and reward the evil-doer, it is not up to the churches to fight the government.  It is up to God to judge the governments and up to good Christian people to stand for God and be willing to defend the God given right to practice N.T. faith and be willing to face persecution for righteousness sake.  According to Acts 4:19 and 5:29, “we must obey God rather than men” when men in government infringe upon our conscience in obeying God.  When government does not infringe upon our consciences in obeying God, we are to honor, support, submit and pray for it, (Romans 13:1-7, Titus 3:1, I Peter 2:13-17, I Timothy 2:1-6).  We do not believe that our forefathers were wrong for defending their lives, liberties (including religious), families and properties from British tyranny.  But instead our forefathers are an example to us today of standing for God and trusting Him to bless.

Since America has grasped a socialistic view of isolating the Christian religion from the public arena, churches need to make some hard evaluations in response to the ever- growing hostility and encroachment of government upon churches.  It is no longer honest or wise to incorporate local churches.  State corporate laws for ecclesiastical corporations forbid the teaching of anything contrary to public policy.  When America was a Christian nation there was no problem with this law.  However, with legalized abortion, sodomy, gambling, and assisted suicide to name a few immoral public policies, the incorporated church finds itself in a predicament.  The incorporated church today is dishonest with government and hopes that state government will not do anything about it.  An honest church desiring the blessing of God will be unregistered or will prepare to become unregistered.  The age old wise adage, “come shekels come shackles” needs to be remembered and considered.  The church of Jesus Christ will never transfer her headship from Christ to secular government.

IV. Theologically Baptists are not unified.

We shall be very transparent and frank about this point.  We wish it to the contrary but for 400 years of history of American Baptists there is yet no theological unity.  Division exists in four major theological areas.  This matter is very important to understand when evaluating or considering a Baptist church to attend and potentially become a member.  Please read this section with great discernment.
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A. There is a wide spectrum of Baptists from the extremes of Calvinism to the extremes of Arminianism.

There are five points of Calvinism and there are five points of Arminianism.  The two systems of five points are contrary to one another.  The five points of Calvinism are: Total Depravity, Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement, Irresistible Grace, Perseverance of the Saints.  The five points of Arminianism are: Conditional Election, Universal Atonement, Uncertain Perseverance, Resistible Grace and Enablement by second blessing.  One system spells the word TULIP and the other CUURE.  For a thorough study of these theological systems we encourage the reader to obtain a copy of Calvinism and Armninianism vs. Biblicism.  For the present purpose of brevity we will summarize the dangers of the two extremes.  In Calvinism so much emphasis is placed on the sovereign control of God that it would eliminate human free will and in doing so would make God a respector of persons potentially even the author of evil and eliminates man’s responsibility to preach the Gospel to every creature and make disciples.  In Arminianism so much emphasis is placed on the human will that human will becomes sovereign.  God neither saves nor keeps.  Man chooses salvation and can cast it off later if he so chooses.  God is distant and somewhat impotent until second blessing.  The second blessing is the Holy Ghost who to some Arminians causes them to speak in tongues verifying their salvation or to other Arminians makes them sinlessly perfect.  For the sake of information there are some Arminian Baptists that practice tongues, but they are very rare.

Calvinist Baptists in America during the 1600’s were known as particular Baptists because they believed in a particular call of salvation exclusive to the elect.  Arminian Baptists were known as General Baptists because they believed that the call to salvation came to all generally and it is up to the individual to respond in free will to accept the offer of salvation by personal faith.  These two views fought against each other like Whitefield and Wesley all through American history and still fight each other today.  Five point Calvinism can be found in the Reformed Baptist, Primitive Baptist and Regular Baptist and even some Southern Baptist and Independent Baptist movements.  Five point Arminianism can be found in the Free Will Baptists, the General Baptists and even in some Southern Baptists and Independent Baptists.

Having said all this however, it seems the main stream of Baptists today especially among the different groups of independent Baptists is either a modification of Calvinism/Arminianism or a rejection of both now called Biblicism.  Going back to the 1700’s and the Great Awakening and the Separate Baptists a modification of Arminianism and Calvinism began and for the longest period of time it was considered two points Calvinist and three points Arminian or vice versa.  Biblicism today is not a modification and compromise with the two streams of theology but a rejection of both to be only scriptural and to be careful not to say less than scripture or more than scripture on these matters.
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B. There is growing diversity among Baptists, Eschatologically.

We use the technical word eschatology to refer to the doctrine of last events such as the second coming of the Lord and His Kingdom.  Once again going back to the days of Puritanism A-millennialism probably prevailed.  This view is that there is no future millennial reign of Christ but that Christ rules now through the church.  Then during the days of revival near the end of the 19th century Pre-millennialism prevailed.  This is the view that Christ’s return is an imminent rapture of the church with a seven- year period of tribulation leading into Christ’s return in power to rule the world for 1000 years of peace.  Today as in other evangelical ecclesiastical groups A-millennialism, post- millennialism and post and mid-tribulationalism are making inroads.  However, the main body of Bible believing Baptists are still dispensational pre-millennial and pre-tribulational, especially in the different groups of independent Baptists.

C. There is Broad diversity among Baptists concerning Modernism, Fundamentalism and New Evangelicalism.

Modernism is the movement of religious liberalism and Biblical unbelief that came to the American shores from Europe in the early years of the 20th century.  It accepts scientific evolution and rejects Biblical creationism.  It also rejects the supernatural aspects of Christianity such as the inspiration, inerrancy and infallibility of scripture, the necessity of the new birth, the resurrection from the dead etc.  The Northern Baptist Convention fell into modernism and changed its name to the American Baptist Churches.  Though evangelicalism still has a presence in the ABC, the seminaries are lost and the majority of the churches are lost to modernism.  The American Baptist churches are the main Baptist churches that are members of the National Council of Churches, the association of American churches committed to liberal modernism.  The Southern Baptist Convention battled modernism for nearly 100 years in its seminaries and churches.  In the late 20th century modernists were mostly put out of the Convention but a few may still remain.

Fundamentalism is the movement that reacted to modernism and liberalism.  These are the churches that remain true to all the teachings of the Bible and contend against those who do not.  J.Frank Norris was the first to lead Fundamentalist Baptists out of the Southern Baptist Convention.  He founded the World Baptist Fellowship, which had the Baptist Bible Fellowship spring from it.  Other independent Baptist leaders in the south that followed were Lee Roberson who founded the Tennessee Temple University and the Southwide Baptist Fellowship.  Bob Jones University became mostly a fundamental Baptist training institution in the 20th century whose graduates make up mostly the Fundamental Baptist Fellowship.  In the North Robert Ketcham led Baptist churches out of the Northern Baptist convention and started the Fundamentalist General Association of Regular Baptist Churches.  Followers of W.B. Riley pulled out of the Northern Baptist Convention and founded the Conservative Baptist Association.  Both the GARBC and the CBA were found in the N.E. Midwest and Western states.
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New Evangelicalism is the movement of softness towards liberalism and the repudiation of the separation of fundamentalists.  A nation wide movement called the National Association of Evangelicals gives the list of all the New Evangelical church movements in the United States.  Though this body seems to be the largest representation of American Christianity, Fundamentalism is still thriving in the independent Baptist movement.  The main Baptist members of the NAE are the Baptist General Conference, the Conservative Baptist Association which fell into New Evangelicalism just a short time after its departure from the NBC to be fundamentalist and the North American Baptist churches.  Though the Baptist numbers in the NAE are small, the fact of the matter is that the GARBC, the SBC, the BBFI and the SBF are all leaning toward the NAE.  Though they have not joined the NAE the majority of their churches are becoming so soft theologically toward liberalism and so anti separatist and so worldly in their music and lifestyles that it probably is just a matter of time before these former Baptist fundamentalist fortresses give up fundamentalism to join ranks with the NAE.

D. There is contention among Baptists concerning the doctrines associated with Successionism or Bridism.

The reader may not be familiar with this point but it again is very important when evaluating and considering a Baptist church to join.  There have been going back to the colonial days what were known as Strict Baptists.  Strict Baptists in England and during the colonial days were restricting Baptists.  That is they restricted the ordinances to only their brand of Baptists.  These Baptists contend that only their Baptism is true and all other Baptism is rejected and only their Lord’s Supper is true so it is to be restricted to only their members.  They are also known to be closed communion.  These Baptists reject the belief that the Bible and faith in the Bible makes a person a Baptist and rather that their Baptism and communion makes the true Baptists.  They believe in succession, that is, that Baptism must be traced through a maze of history to John The Baptist in order to be God ordained Baptism.  Therefore only their Baptism is Biblical and all else is alien.  They also believe that their form of Baptists makes up the true Bride of Christ almost as if they are the only ones in close communion with Christ in heaven.  Their claims are very questionable.  They for this view and the closed methodology of ordinances and local church only-ism are also referred to as Baptist Bride.  The groups that hold to these beliefs and methods are known as Landmark Baptists, American Baptist Association, Missionary Baptists, and modern Anabaptists.  These groups are constantly making inroads into independent Baptist circles.

III. Organizationally, American Baptists exist in many Varieties.

Though we have touched on already the different varieties of Baptists in America we feel it is important to trace history and explain how we arrived at our present condition of many varieties of Baptists.  On page 255 of The Collegiate Baptist History Workbook, Beller says, “There are more than 50 Baptist groups in the United States.”  We are not able to identify all the groups.  Some are small and confined to a certain region and are

                                                                                                                                          17

virtually unknown.  Others are new groups having immigrated to the United States from other countries.  What we will do is trace the major groups as far as we can through the main periods of American History.

A. The Pre-Revolutionary War Period.

During the period of colonial immigration there were basically two types of Baptists coming from England and Europe.  General Baptists were Arminian in believing in a General Call of God to salvation received or cast off by free will.  Particular Baptists which changed to Regular Baptists, were Calvinist in believing in a Particular call to the elect that effects salvation without free will but by Sovereign Grace.  When the Great Awakening took place, mid 1700’s, the people being saved out of Congregationalism and Anglicanism became known first as new lights and then separates and then Separate Baptists.  Through study of scripture they came to see the Baptist Distinctives.  The majority of the people saved during the Great Awakening became Separate Baptists.  Their theology was a modified Calvinism due to their great Evangelistic zeal.  During the late 1700’s during the time of the Revolutionary war and after, there were attempts to bring the three groups of Baptists together but such attempts were mostly unsuccessful.

B. The Post Revolutionary War Period.

In 1812 Adoniram Judson like many Congregationalists studied his Bible and came to Baptist convictions and separated from the Congregationalists after he arrived in India to represent them as their foreign missionary.  The Baptists of America began coming together for the sake of supporting foreign missionaries and committed to supporting Judson.  Luther Rice was the man that traveled the country speaking in Baptist churches collecting support for foreign missionaries and starting local church mission societies.  In 1814 the General Convention of the Baptist Denomination in the United States for Foreign Missions was organized with Richard Furman presiding.  Particular Baptists, which had changed their name to Regular Baptists, and which were evangelistic and missions minded, joined as well as General Baptists.  However not all General Baptists and Regular Baptists joined, for these groups have maintained their distinct separate existence up to the present day.  There was a reactionary movement against the unification of Baptists and the methods of mission support and mission societies.  The Baptists that opposed all this became known as Primitive or Hardshell Baptists and their theology became known as hyper-calvinism.

C. The Civil War and post-Civil Period.

In 1845 the Southern Baptist Convention was formed due to the division concerning slavery among the Baptist churches.  Throughout the rest of the 19th and 20th centuries the Southern Baptist Convention continued to plant churches all over the USA and the world by their convention cooperative missions program.  Today the SBC is the largest Christian denomination in the world.  Later in 1907 the Northern Baptist Convention was
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formed of the churches that were left out of the Southern Baptist Convention.  During the late 1800’s other Baptists came to America from Europe and started their own Baptist denominations such as the Swedish Baptists and their Baptist General Conference.  The German Baptists came also and started their North American Baptist Conference.  In the South there were the SBC and the General Baptists and Regular Baptists that remained separate.  And there were the Hardshell Baptists that refused to join.  In 1905 the American Baptist Association split from the SBC over Landmarkism.  In the North and mid-west there were the NBC the Baptist General Conference and the North American Baptist Conference.

D. The Post World War I Period.

Prior to World War I what was known as German Rationalism or Modernism was sweeping the protestant denominations of Europe.  It was a system of theological liberalism that rejected creation for Darwin’s theory of Evolution and rejected the miracles of the Bible from the inspiration of Scripture to Spiritual regeneration to the virgin birth and resurrection of Christ.  Inroads into American denominations accelerated after World War I.  The penetration of liberalism also came to both the Northern Baptist Convention and the Southern Baptist Convention.  God raised up great men of fortitude to oppose Modernism and lead in separations from both the NBC and the SBC.  These men began the Independent Fundamental Baptist movement founded on fidelity to all of the Bible and separation from compromise and of course Gospel missions and evangelism.  In the North was Robert Ketcham and in the South was J. Frank Norris.  These two men worked together for a short time in the 1920’s on the idea of starting one Fundamentalist Baptist Association, but the two men could not only not agree but could not get along with each other.  Ketcham started the General Association of Regular Baptists in 1932 and Norris is the unloved controversial founder of the Baptist Bible Fellowship and World Baptist Fellowship.  Throughout the mid 20th century both movements drew many churches from the ranks of the NBC and SBC.  Both movements grew into numbers of churches above 500 even towards 1000 each.

Two other splits are important.  First from the NBC, a large group of Conservatives stayed within the Convention trying to change it within led by W.B Riley of Minnesota.  However near the death of Riley and in 1947 the Conservatives left and rather than join the GARBC they decided to start their own movement called the Conservative Baptist Association.  This Association also in the mid 20th century drew and founded churches in the hundreds.  In the south fundamentalist men that did not necessarily want to join with J. Frank Norris for varying reasons came out of the SBC and founded the Southwide Baptist Fellowship.  The man most instrumental in this movement was Lee Roberson in Chattanooga Tennessee and his college Tennessee Temple University.  
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E. The Twenty-First Century Period.

Since the mid 20th century, the CBA has split and the NTA and the FBF, mostly Bob Jones University/Maranatha Baptist Bible College associations, have developed as well as smaller groups that have split from the GARBC, and BBF.  Other totally independent Baptist churches with colleges and missions associations have started by such men as Jack Hyles, Clarence Sexton, Roger Voegtlin, Sam Davis, Paul Chapel and many others.  By the end of the 20th century the SBC still had the largest number of Baptist churches in the nation but the different streams of Independent Fundamental Baptist Churches were not far behind.  In fact the largest contributor of foreign missionaries in the world at the start of the twenty-first century is the combination of the different Independent Fundament Baptist mission boards and agencies.  American Independent Fundamental Baptist missionaries number according to Beller on page 253 around 4,000.  God has truly blessed the Independent Fundamental Baptist movement of the 20th century.  As this movement stays focused on fidelity to the word and the priorities of revival, evangelism, church planting and missions we believe that it will continue to flourish with God’s blessing until He comes.
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