
Baptist History 

Lesson 8


Cotton Mather said, “Many of the first settlers of Massachusetts were Baptists and they were as holy and watchful and faithful and heavenly people as any, perhaps in the world.” (Magnalia, Volume II, Pg. 459)


“Some few of these people have been among the Planters in New England from the beginning and have been welcome to the communion of our churches, which they have enjoyed, reserving their particular opinions unto themselves.”


Baptists left Holland and England and came to America as well.

I) Roger Williams

-Born in 1599, Educated at Cambridge, Founded Colony of Rhode Island

-Came to Plymouth in 1631. Had been under Baptist preaching of Samuel Howe in London. He was already probably a believer in immersion as the method of baptism and rejected infant baptism. In 1633, he was “already inclined to the positions of the Anabaptists.” (Publications of the Narragansett Club, I, pg. 14) Elder Brewster convinced the Plymouth church to release William’s membership at his request in case “he should run the same course of rigid Separation and Anabaptistery which Mr. John Smyth, the Se-Baptist of Amsterdam had done.” (Ibid, Pg. 17) As soon as Williams was associated with this group, he had permission to go to Salem. 

He was an assistant pastor at Salem. In Boston, he refused communion with the church. Went to Plymouth, then back to Salem. Accused of holding Anabaptist tendencies. Tried by court and sentenced to be banished. He had to leave the colony in six days because he had “broached and divulged divers new and dangerous opinions against the authority of the magistrates, as also, writ letters of defamation, both of the magistrates and churches here.” 


Williams didn’t leave. People from Boston went to arrest him and send him to England, but he left three days before they came to get him. He went into the wilderness, 50 mils south of Salem. He met up with family and friends there. It was a 14-week trip.


He had been persecuted by William Laud in England.


In 1638, many Christians came from Massachusetts that held Baptist beliefs went to Providence. Governor Winthrop said Williams got his Baptist views from Mrs. Scott, a sister of Ann Hutchinson. Before March 1639, Williams was baptized by Ezekiel Holliman. There were no Baptist preachers in America at the time.


Newman, in “A History of Baptist Churches in the United States” page 80, says, “Contemporary testimony is unanimous in favor of the view that immersion was practiced by Williams. As the fact is generally conceded, it does not seem worthwhile to quote evidence.” 


A man named Richard Scott in “Letter in George Fox’s Answer to Williams, History of the Baptists in New England,” wrote, “I walked with him in the Baptist way about three or four months, in which time he brake from the society and declared at large the ground and reason of it; that their baptism could not be right because it was not administered by an apostle.”


This was written 38 years after William’s baptism Scott was then a Quaker.


There 12-13 Baptists in their group at Providence. Holliman baptized Williams and Williams baptized the rest because there was no one else to do it. In March 1639, the group organized into a church -- First Baptist Church at Providence.


Williams was not pastor at Providence very long. He got hung up on the question of a proper administrator of baptism. He left the church in a few months. 


Governor Winthrop in June/July 1639, wrote, “Mr. Williams and many of his company, a few months since, were in all haste rebaptized and denied communion with all others, and now he has come to question his second baptism, not being able to derive the authority of it from the apostles, otherwise than by the ministers of England (whom he judged to be ill authority) so as he conceived God would raise up some apostolic power. Therefore he bent himself that way, expecting (as was supposed) to become an apostle.”


He stopped fellowship with all the church members except his wife and became a Seeker.


According to him, no one was eligible to administer baptism, outside of an apostle. The churches had become too corrupt.


II) First Baptist Church in America (Providence)

No meeting house until 1700, Pardon Tillinghast erected a building on a 20x20 lot. A 40x40 building was built soon after. Present building was erected in 1774-75. Seated 1200 people, 1/3 of population of Providence at the time. Many carpenters had been put out of work after the British closed the Port of Boston after the Boston Tea Party. It was the biggest building project in New England at the time. First Baptist church in New England to have a steeple. Survived hurricanes and still stands.


Chandelier added in 1792. 


In 1957, John D. Rockefeller Jr. donated money so the Meeting House could be restored to its original appearance.


III) Early Baptists in America


David Weston says, “Baptist principles are discoverable in New England from the very earliest colonial settlements. The Puritans of Plymouth had mingled in with the Dutch Baptists during the sojourn in Holland and some of them seem to have brought over Baptist tendencies, even in the Mayflower. Dutch Baptists had migrated to England and extended their principles there; and from time to time a persecuted Baptist in England sought refuge in America, and planted here brought forth fruit after his kind.”


Persecution even in America forced some Baptists over Narragansett Bay. “Baptist principles made little progress in the New England colonies, except in Rhode Island for the first 120 years.” (Christian, Ch. 21)


Richard Cook, in “The Story of the Baptists in All Ages and Countries,” wrote those who sailed to find religious freedom denied it to others. Because Baptists rejected infant baptism and an unsaved church membership, they were banished or fined.


Immersion gained steam in Plymouth. Governor Winthrop of Massachusetts Bay colony said in 1639, (paraphrase) Our neighbors of Plymouth were going to call Charles Chauncy to be a teacher. He taught children should be dipped, not sprinkled. He defended his opinion. There was a great debate on this and everyone sided on sprinkling. Some more because of potential consequences than anything else. (Winthrop, History of New England, Volume I, page 331, 390)


Governor Bradford said New England as a whole was up in arms about the subject.


Here in 1639, we have the first debate on immersion in America.


Chauncy was not called as pastor. He was invited to go to Providence, “for that coast is most meet for his opinions.” (Felt, Ecclesiastical History, I, Pg. 443)


Chauncy immersed two of his children and settled at Scituate. He was elected president of Harvard. 


Pierce, in “History of Harvard University,” page 18, writes, “He was of the contrary extreme as to baptism from his predecessor; it being his judgment not only to admit infants to baptism, but to wash or dip them all over.”


Many Baptist preachers and believers came over from Europe, especially Wales. 


J.P. Tustin (A Disclosure Delivered at the Dedication of the Baptist Church and Society in Warren, Rhode Island, pg. 38) wrote, “It is a fact generally known that many of the Baptist churches in this country derived their origin from the Baptist churches in Wales, a country which has always been a nursery for their peculiar principles.”


Rhode Island had religious freedom. Arnold (History of Rhode Island, pg. 200): “The use of word civil is everywhere prefixed to the terms government or laws wherever they occur to restrict the operation of the charter to purely political concerns. In this apparent restriction there lay concealed a boon of freedom such as men had never known before. The Rhode Islanders held themselves accountable to God alone for their religious creed, and no earthly power could bestow on them a right which they held from heaven. At their request, their powers were limited to civil matters.”


Hough called this one of the earliest examples of religious toleration in America, which we now have. Many historians praise Williams for the way he instituted religious freedom. 



Read Bancroft’s quote from Page 11.


IV) Persecution in America

Oct. 18, 1649 -- Massachusetts General Court wrote to people and said they had figured the Anabaptists would just fizzle out and discover “the truth.” Instead they multiplied. (Mass. Colonial Records, III, pg. 173)


13-14 people were baptized at Sea Cunke, site of third Baptist church in America.


John Clarke was pastor of Newport Baptist Church founded between 1639-1644. Clarke, along with Obadiah Holmes and John Crandall were expounding on Scripture at an elderly friend’s house in Lynn and were arrested. The men were from Rhode Island.


They were imprisoned, then released after friends paid their fines. Holmes refused to be released and was whipped.


“The man striking with all his strength with a three-corded whip, giving me therewith 30 strokes. When he had loosed me from the post, having joyfulness in my heart, and cheerfulness in my countenance, as the spectators observed, I told the magistrates, ‘You have struck me as with roses.” (Backus, History of Baptists in New England, I, Pg. 192.)


“Mr. Holmes was whipt 30 stripes, and in such an unmerciful manner, that in many days, if not some weeks, he could take no rest, but as he lay on his knees and elbows, not being able to suffer any part of his body to touch the bed whereon he lay. (Summer Visit of Three Rhode Islanders, Henry M. King)


May-June 1665 -- Two women and seven men started First Baptist Church of Boston. It was the fifth Baptist church in America. Thomas Gould was the first pastor.


(From the Church Web site) Gould and Henry Dunster (President of Harvard) “believed that baptism was an act of witness to one’s faith in Christ as Lord, and that, because an infant cannot express his faith, he should not be baptized.”


Dunster was forced to resign at Harvard. He probably would have been the first pastor of the church had he not died before the organization. 


The church was breaking two laws of the General Court: 1) All persons wishing to form churches must first obtain consent of the magistrates and elders of the greater part of the churches within the jurisdiction. 2) If any persons within this jurisdiction shall condemn or oppose the baptizing of infants, such persons shall be subject to banishment.


The church met in homes for a while. 


V) Virginia


Virginia was founded by members of the Church of England and no others were tolerated. The charter, written in 1606, stated: “The presidents, councils and ministers should provide that the true word and service of God should be preached and used according to the rites and doctrines of the Church of England.”


A code written in 1611 required people living in the colony to give an account of their faith and religion to the parish minister. If the minister wasn’t pleased with it, the person would have to go to him often for instruction. Refusal to go meant the Governor whipped them for the first offense and whipped them twice on the second, along with public humiliation. After three offences the person was whipped every day until he complied.
(Howell, Early Baptists of Virginia, page 38)


By 1643, a law was put into place “to preserve purity of doctrine,” and it forbade anyone to teach, preach publicly or privately who was not a minister of the Episcopal Church, and did not conform to its mode of worship. Banishment and imprisonment were the penalties for not conforming.


George Taylor says there were similar laws in Virginia from 1607-1775. He goes on to say there were especially severe laws against those that didn’t believe in infant baptism. 


Reverend R.B. Semple said the first Baptists in Virginia came from England and settled in the southeast part of the region in 1714. The first Baptist church was established there at Burleigh, Isle of Wight County. They sent to England for a pastor and Robert Nordin came. He was pastor until he died in 1725. 


Two Baptist associations  of this group were formed in Virginia between 1765 and the end of the century. 


The second group of Baptists in Virginia were from Maryland. They established a church and were constantly defending themselves against Native Americans. But the church grew.


The most important group of Baptists, according to Cook, that were in Virginia came from New England and first came to Opekon, Berkley county in 1754. Groups of Baptists got together and in a few years were preaching the gospel in Virginia, the Carolinas and Georgia. Daniel Marshall was a leader among these. At one point, he baptized 42 people in one revival. 


Dutton Lane was the pastor of the first Separate Baptist Church in Virginia. In 1770, there were six Separate Baptist churches in Virginia, but four years later, there were 54.


Hawks, an Episcopal historian, recorded in “Contributions to Ecclesiastical History in the United States,” Volume I, Page 121: “No dissenters in Virginia experienced, for a time, harsher treatment than did the Baptists. They were beaten and imprisoned; and cruelty taxed its ingenuity to devise new modes of punishment and annoyance. The usual consequences followed; persecutions made friends for its victims; and the men, who were not permitted to speak in public, found willing auditors in the sympathizing crowds who gathered around the prisons to hear them preach from grated windows.”


From Cook: “But these things could not prevent the progress of the truth. Those men of God were full of courage and zeal, and love for the truth and for Jesus, and pity for perishing souls; they went everywhere preaching the Word, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer for the name of Jesus, and gladly encountering, in the glades and mountains of what is now West Virginia, fatigue, cold and hunger.”


