
Baptist History 

Lesson 11
I) Baptist Expansion
Things got simpler as more people moved west and south in the late 18th - early 19th centuries. Many communities used one building for a school, church house and community center. The pastor would serve several roles in a community. Social classes and state churches were left in the East.

Baptists moved to Kentucky, Tennessee, Mississippi, Alabama and Louisiana by 1812. 

History of the ABA, Page 67, says, “As we think of the American Baptist Association, we will see that Missionary Baptist truths and practices, and also the leaders who were influential in establishing those beliefs and practices in the ABA coalesced in the state of Kentucky.


Many of the people in Kentucky came from Virginia because of the religious persecution in that Church of England colony. 


First Baptist churches in Kentucky (1781) were: Severns Valley Church and Cedar Creek Church (both Regular Baptists). Severns Valley Church started many other churches in Kentucky. Cedar Creek had Joseph Barnett as its founding pastor. 


Gilberts Creek Church was the first Separate Baptist church in the state. Lewis Craig, pastor at Spotsylvania church (VA), migrated with 200 members to Kentucky (nicknamed the Traveling Church). Four other ministers made the trip with them. They carried a portable pulpit and had services during the 600-mile journey. They arrived at Gilbert’s Creek and had services there in December, 1781. Apparently there was division between Separates and Regulars within the church. Craig moved to South Elkhorn (with most of the church) and organized a church there. The remainder of the members from Gilbert’s Creek were gathered together by Joseph Bledsoe and renamed the church “Gilbert’s Creek Separate Baptist Church.” 

Notes from John Christian’s “History of the Baptists, Volume II”: Craig was constantly bothered by the Church of England while at Upper Spottsylvaina in Virginia. He was imprisoned more than once. He was just an example of many preachers that headed to Kentucky from Virginia


Semple wrote: “It is questionable with some whether half of the Baptist preachers raised in Virginia have not emigrated to the Western country.” 

Church members, their children, slaves and people who just sought the protection of traveling with such a large crowd were in the group. There were between 500-600 people all together. (Ranck, The Traveling Church, pg. 13)

Christian (Page 290) wrote, “The women rode on horseback carrying the children; the men walked probably the entire distance of more than 600 miles. Craig had sent his servant Peter ahead of the group to plant corn. Peter was a member of the Spotsylvania Church and was an effective preacher himself. He took a two-horse wagon and farming tools. Indians destroyed the crop of corn and Peter returned to Virginia to lead the church down to Kentucky.

South Elkhorn Baptist Church is still active and is part of the SBC.


By 1785, there were 18 Baptist churches in Kentucky. 11 were Regular and seven were Separate. Lumpkin writes: “Also, Baptist theology in this period decidedly tended to a consistent Calvinism. Therefore, in most congregations which drew together Separate and Regular elements, the regular element predominated. Moreover, the preponderant alignment of the preachers in Kentucky with the Regular position had much to do with the denominational preference of the churches.”

1785 – Three Baptist associations in Kentucky. Elkhorn and Salem (Regular) and the South Kentucky Association of Separate Baptists. 



(Lumpkin note on SKASB: “Churches of this association continued a number of primitive rites which had been identified with the Separate movement earlier in North Carolina and Virginia. The ordinance of footwashing was kept at least until the end of the century. These churches tended also to concentrate more authority in the hands of its ministers than was usual among regular Baptists. Beyond this, they showed a conservatism which would hinder their progress and a lack of doctrinal stability which would later invite doctrinal innovations and militate against the unity of the churches.”)

The United Baptists in Virginia advised the Separates and Regulars in Kentucky to unite as well. In 1789, the Elkhorn Association stopped using the name “Regular” on letters from the association. About the same time, the South Kentucky Association wanted to discuss a union between the two parties.


In August 1789, a committee that represented both parties met, but they couldn’t work out an agreement.


The confession of faith was a large hurdle. Regulars didn’t like the fact the Separates didn’t have anything written down about their faith and doctrines. Also, Separates practiced open communion. When this happened, I don’t know because the Separate churches started out with closed communion when the movement first broke off from the Congregational churches.


By the end of 1793 – Four attempts to unite the two groups failed. Main points of argument were: Separate Baptists refusal to accept a confession of faith and Regular Baptists’ limited atonement belief.

In 1794, South Kentucky was willing to study certain terms of union proposed by the Regulars. The association rejected these and finally four churches just broke off of the South Kentucky Association to form the Tate’s Creek Association – the first United Baptist Association in Kentucky.

Meanwhile, a few years later, the Elkhorn Association still tried to unite with the South Kentucky Association. 


During this time, many people were coming to know the Lord and were getting baptized and joining churches. Large camp meetings were held. The History of the ABA says on Page 70 that these revivals set the tone for th union of the Regulars and Separates in Kentucky. 

The union finally happened in 1801.


They held a convention and came up with “Terms of Union,” which contained 11 doctrinal statements. Soon after this, there were no more distinctions between Separates and Regulars in Kentucky. 


Those doctrinal statements are:

1) That the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments are the infallible Word of God, and the only rule of faith and practice.

2) That there is only one true God, and in the Godhead, or divine essence, there are Father, Son and Holy Ghost.

3) That by nature we are fallen an depraved creatures.

4) That Salvation, regeneration, sanctification and justification are by the life, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ.

5) That the saints will finally persevere through grace to glory.

6) That Believer’s baptism by immersion is necessary to receiving the Lord’s Supper.

7) That the salvation of the righteous and punishment of the wicked will be eternal.

8) That it is our duty to be tender and affectionate to each other, and study the happiness of God in general; and to be engaged singly to promote the honor of God.

9) And that the preaching that Christ tasted death for every man, shall be no bar to communion.

10) And that each may keep their associational and church government as to them seems best.

11) That a free correspondence and communion be kept between the churches thus united.

The Association was called “General Union of Separate and Regular Baptists.” Shortened to “United Baptists.” This association still exists in Kentucky.

Keep in mind there were still Regular Baptists in the northern states. These unions took place in Virginia, the Carolinas and Kentucky.  

Southern Baptists and the ABA came through the United Baptists. There are three divisions of United Baptists today – General, Landmark and Regular.

No. 9 ended up being a problem and the hard-shell movement started in 1826. 
The “Handbook of Denominations in the United States” on Page 216, says of the United Baptists, “They are opposed to national conventions but do maintain local associations. Some congregations are Arminian; others Calvinist. Some have Sunday schools and use musical instruments; others do not. The practice of foot-washing is dying out. Most of the pastors lack formal education and are unsalaried.” Most are in Kentucky, but there are some in other states.

As of 1990, there were 436 United Baptist churches in existence.
The History of the ABA states, “This union of Regular and Separate Baptists combined the doctrinal teachings and organizational structure of the Regular Baptists with the zeal and mission emphasis of the separate Baptists. Many of the United Baptists later became known as Missionary or “united-effort” Baptists to distinguish from the anti-effort or primitive Baptists, who opposed programs of missions and Christian education.” (Page 71)

First United Baptist Association in Kentucky

Tates Creek – 1793 – four churches


Oldest Church in the ABA


White Oak Baptist Church, Nancy, KY

(Show Picture)


Pastor James Floyd wrote, “There are church history records which indicate the church began to meet in the year 1790 either as a church or a mission. The church minutes state: ‘Be it known that on the 18th day of July, 1801, on the waters of White Oak Creek, Pulaski county, KY, there was constituted a United Baptist Church… on the number of 35 members, Thomas Hill, Minister.’ This was the same year the United Baptists of Kentucky were organized. The church was either organized as a church or became organized into a United Baptist Church in the year 1801.”


In 1801, White Oak, along with Flat Woods and Otter Creek were received into the Tates Creek Association. 


White Oak moved to the Cumberland River Association in 1809. It is still in that local association today, though it moved around and joined other local associations between then and now. That association is still in existence and will have its 201st meeting this year. Former moderators are I.K. Cross and Larry Butte. 


White Oak started with 35 members in 1801 and by the year 2001 had 500 members. 

Shortly after the Cumberland River Association formed, there was a great revival in the area with many people being saved and many new churches being organized.

Matthew Floyd was a key person to remember with this church’s history. He pastured there for more than 50 years.


The South Concord Association was started up and White Oak Church was a part of that, beginning in 1825. 


Around 1837, an anti-mission sentiment swept across Baptist churches. Spencer wrote, “There were good reasons for believing (the South Concord Association) would have followed the example of other nearby associations in declaring unanimously against missionary operations, had it not been for the influence of Mr. Floyd, who exerted his entire energies in favor of missions.” Floyd was in the minority, but the association kept voting him as moderator. 


Floyd saw this division couldn’t be done away with, so he asked if the churches in favor of missionaries would be allowed to leave the association. The pro-missions churches formed the South Cumberland River Association in 1842.


Churches in south central Kentucky are part of the Cumberland River Baptist Association today. 


 A state association “General Association of Baptists in Kentucky,” began to get organized in 1837. Spencer wrote, “Immediately following the organization of the General Association … the most extensive religious awakening that had occurred in Kentucky since the great revival of 1800-1803 was experienced.” 

Split in the Red River Association

Red River Association was started in 1807. Early on, there was division on the issue of limited atonement. This association finally split and the Red River Association went in the way of limited atonement, while the Bethel Association was composed of churches who believed that anyone could be saved. 


Reuben Ross was a key figure in the Bethel Association. Early in his ministry, ‘He believed in what they termed a limited atonement; that Christ died for the elect only, and that to them alone the gospel was to be preached; not as a means of converting sinners, but merely to confirm and encourage God’s chosen and redeemed people.” (Spencer, A History of Kentucky Baptists, Pages 366-367)

Ross agreed with older pastors who believed in limited atonement early on. He changed his mind and started preaching to everyone later. He became the most popular preacher in the Red River Association and fell out of favor with the older preachers.

Ross became the moderator for the Bethel Association. (1825-1851)


He was a man who stood for the truth. The following excerpt from the 1860 Association meeting minutes show how beloved he was. A life-sized portrait of him was brought in to the meeting – “No circumstance ever occurred that produced such a thrilling sensation in the Bethel Association. The Association was bathed in tears as they gazed on the lifelike portrait and were so vividly reminded of the faithful labors and toils of him who was indeed father of the Association.”


W.M. Barker wrote of the falsity of limited atonement teaching that was going on: “But a man arose who was endowed by both nature and grace, for the superb work of preaching and defending the truth. That man was Elder Reuben Ross. He was a lasting breakwater in the trend and flow of anti-Missionism and the narrow and fatal doctrine out of which it grew.”

Notes on life in Kentucky:


There were many reports of Indian attacks on church members’ homes. 


Life was harsh in general.


John Taylor’s journal – “Embarrassed as my worldly circumstances were, the face of things, as to religion, gave me more pain of mind; there were a number of Baptists scattered about, but we all cold as death. Everybody had so much to do that religion was scarcely talked of, even on Sundays. All our meetings seemed only the name of things, with but little of the spirit of devotion.”

