Baptist History

Lesson 10
I) Sandy Creek Association of Separate Baptists

-established in 1758 in Gulliford County, NC. The Holston Association (Eastern TN) came from this association in 1781. Many early Tennessee and Arkansas churches came from Holston Association. 

The Separate Baptist Movement came out of the Great Awakening in New England in the 1730s. Jonathan Edwards was a leading minister of the Great Awakening. He was a Congregationalist. In the Congregationalist churches at the time there were many unsaved church members, also called “halfway members.”

They were baptized as infants, but weren’t allowed to become full church members until they made a profession of faith. Many people never did and would then bring their children to be baptized. The Massachusetts synod (1662) decided to let the unconverted members bring their children to be baptized. These members could not vote, hold any office in the church or take part in the Lord’s Supper. “Thus, they were considered reputable and moral citizens, welcome to attend the church services, but they were not required to make a profession of faith.” (History of the ABA, Page 20)
So you had baptized church members that never claimed to have a personal relationship with Christ.

By 1720, the halfway members could take the Lord’s Supper. The man who came up with this idea was hoping maybe the people would get saved after participating in communion. 

Obviously, with so many unsaved people in the Congregational churches, there was little fire or zeal to serve God.

Jonathan Edwards came into this atmosphere in the 1730’s. George Whitefield was after him. Whitefield emphasized personal faith in Christ and the new birth. He preached to as many people as he could. There was urgency in his preaching that contrasted with the Puritan way of thinking and worship. 
The people believing in a regenerate church membership were still in the minority, so instead of changing the culture in their churches, they realized they had to separate (hence the nickname Separates) from the churches. William Lumpkin said the Separates rejected hierarchy in the churches and the ministers felt they had no greater authority than that of other church members. All “gifted” members could preach or teach. Any alliance with government was declared unbiblical.

The year 1740 was the year that these divisions started occurring. 


Lumpkin wrote in “Baptist Foundations in the South,” Page 13, “Their doctrine was that it is the will of God to have a pure church upon the earth, in this sense, that all the converted should be separated from the unconverted. The New Lights held that saints could recognize the truly converted and that only such should be admitted to the churches.”


The Separates started practicing closed Communion and refused to accept letters from Congregationalist churches. 


Lumpkin wrote, “Both (Baptists and Separates) advocated a regenerate church membership and rejected Halfway Covenant Theory, and both hated governmental interference with their churches. Both were wary of strong interchurch control and favored democratic ideals. The Separates liked the way the Baptists practiced democracy in their churches.” 


Separate preachers started getting Calvinistic Baptist churches excited about the gospel. 


Separate churches started turning Baptist. Others went back with the Congregationalists after the revival period died down a bit. 


There seemed to be a model for Separate churches turning Baptist. An example is the Sturbridge Church in Massachusetts. The church believed in and practiced infant baptism. “The fact this is not an ordinance of Scripture probably had never entered their minds. But still, the other principles which they had adopted, especially that of making the scriptures the supreme arbiter in religion, prepared the way for their giving up this unscriptural ceremony. Accordingly, some of the members soon began to entertain strong doubts of the correctness of their practice, and in this respect, and soon after, openly to call in question the validity of infant sprinkling.” (Joel Kenney, “Historical Sketch of the Baptist Church in Sturbridge,” The Baptist Memorial and Monthly Record, pages 201-202.)

In 1749, more than 50 members were baptized by a visiting minister, Reverend Moulton of Brimfield. Here you have a Pedobaptist church that was Presbyterian in government transform into a Baptist congregation.

By 1800, there were at least 325 Baptist churches (most Calvinistic) in New England. 

Shubal Stearns was a Congregationalist but converted to be a Separate in 1745 after hearing Whitefield preach. Lumpkin said Stearns became a Baptist later on and was baptized in 1751 by Wait Palmer, pastor of the Baptist Church in North Stonington. 


Stearns convinced many Separates in his church to form a Baptist church in Tolland, CT. He was ordained in May 1751 and served as pastor of the church in Tolland for three years. Stearns and some church members left New England to go to Philadelphia and then to Berkley County, VA. He met with his bro-in-law Daniel Marshall there.


Stearns got a letter from friends in North Carolina who said the gospel was desperately needed there. Excerpt from letter: “that the work of God was great in preaching to an ignorant people, who had little or no preaching for an hundred miles, and no established meetings. But now the people were so eager to hear, that they would come forty miles each way, when they could have opportunity to hear a sermon.” (Lumpkin, Page 29)

Stearns and eight families went down to Sandy Creek, NC. They erected a church house immediately upon arrival. This was the beginning of Separate Baptists in North Carolina. 


God blessed Stearns in his preaching. “Men who came to the meetings to mock returned home praising and glorifying God.” People came from neighboring areas to hear the preaching. 


The people of the area considered themselves Christians but had never heard this doctrine of the new birth. A lot of these people had earlier not cared about knowing God or were turned off by the rigidity of the Anglican Church. Now they were glad to hear true preaching from itinerant preachers passing through.


Lumpkin called the area a “religious vacuum.”


In three years, there were three Separate Baptist churches in the area with a combined membership of more than 300. 


Stearns wanted the churches to form an association. He saw or at least heard of the uniformity and stability of churches in the Philadelphia Association.

There was a preliminary meeting in January 1758 and a larger meeting in June. 


The Sandy Creek Association was formed and was the third Baptist Association in America, following Philadelphia and Charleston. Six congregations met, including ones that were not organized as churches at that point – Sandy Creek, Abbott’s Creek, Deep River, Grassy Creek, New River and Black River. 

The Sandy Creek Church reached a membership of 600 after several years and it was very involved in mission work.


By 1770, considerations were made to divide up the association because at that point they had churches in other states. Lumpkin wrote, “(Stearns) must have known long of the inconvenience to brethren in Virginia and South Carolina who had to come the long distance to Sandy creek for the annual meeting. But a far more pressing reason to divide was an objection to the degree of authority the Association was exercising over the churches.” We don’t know if Stearns was part of this group that wanted power or not. 


The Sandy Creek association kept its name and was comprised of NC churches, the South Carolina association was named the Congaree and the Virginia churches became the General Association of the Separate Baptists of Virginia.


The Sandy Creek Association remains today and contains 48 churches and missions. It is part of the Southern Baptist Convention.


Stearns died on Nov. 20, 1771 at the age of 65. By 1772, 42 churches and 125 ministers had come from what was started in the Sandy Creek Church. Stearns is the prominent figure in the Separate Baptists.

II) Influence of the Separate Baptists

The Separate Baptists were individual in everything. They didn’t associate with other Baptist groups for 25 years. 

They emphasized evangelism, they were quick to allow anyone who had been blessed by God with certain talents to use them, whether they were educated or not, i.e. preachers. The Bible alone was their guide. They kept the gospel message clear.

Lumpkin wrote, Most Separate Baptists were modified Calvinists although they were not systematic theologians. There was considerable variety of belief among them. They avoided the universalist tendencies of some Armenians, but they either rejected or had little to say about the doctrines of predestination, limited atonement and election of Calvinism.”

They held closely to the Scriptures, the new birth and the leading of Holy Spirit in the lives of saved people. They were afraid of creeds and confessions of faith. That was formality and something from which they had broken free. They weren’t concerned with being theological. They wanted to share their faith in simple ways. 

History of ABA, Page 27, says, “Contrary to the beliefs of the established churches, conversion was seen as coming not usually through the fellowship of a church or family, but through a separate act of God upon the individual. It was in this area, therefore, that the Separate Baptists differed most from the Regular Baptists.

There are many similarities between the Separate Baptist and us today, but we shouldn’t get too carried away. These people, following Stearns’ lead, also practiced the washing of feet, anointing of the sick, the kiss of charity and love feasts. Other things the Separates did we still do today are baptism and the Lord’s Supper, obviously, but also devoting children, offering the right hand of fellowship and the laying on of hands (ordination service).

Three Separate Baptist preachers from the Sandy Creek Association helped in getting the Upper Spotsylvania Church together in November, 1767 – Samuel Harriss, James Read and Dutton Lane. The Association had been asked to commission a presbytery to form a church in Spotsylvania. Read and Harriss visited regularly on mission trips after the church organized. Many people were saved as a result. 

Two new churches sprang up – Lower Spotsylvania and Blue Run. 


1772 – There were more Separate Baptist Churches in Virginia than Regular. Regulars had 14 churches with eight branches, while Separates had 20 churches with 21 branches. 


The Church of England began persecuting the Baptists in the same year. The Church was trying to slow down the growth of Baptist churches.


When the General Association of Separate Baptists of Virginia met in 1773, 34 churches were represented. 


A year later, there were 51 churches. Persecution increased, but to little effect. Lumpkin said there was at least one Baptist church in every county that had an imprisoned Baptist preacher. (pg. 101)

Regular Baptists grew jealous of the Separates. The Ketoctan Regular Baptists sent three messengers to the Separate Association in Virginia in 1769 to ask about uniting the groups.


The request was voted down, but not by much – The Separates’ response was: “Excuse us in love; for we are acquainted with our own order but not so well with yours; and if there is a difference we might ignorantly jump into that which might make us rue it.”

The Separates did not unite with the Regulars until after the American Revolution. Lumpkin said it was a good thing because the Separates challenged the Regulars. Had they been together, the Regulars might not have been as inspired. The Regulars had time to examine their own practices.


The Battle of Alamance cleared many people and Baptists out of the area in North Carolina. The Sandy Creek Church by 1772 went from 606 members to 14.


In May 1775, the Virginia general Association debated over the Calvinist issue. The question was: “Is salvation by Christ made possible for every individual of the human race?” The Calvinists had a small majority. 

Lumpkin said, “In many distinguishable ways, the Separate Baptists live on in the Southern Baptists. Most notable is the general spirit and outlook of the Southern Baptist people. Much of the aggressiveness and evangelistic outreach of the Separates is repeated in their modern descendants.”


He also said, “Thus, in accommodating the theology of the Regulars, the Separates avoided extreme positions. They subscribed to a moderate Calvinism, which has been fairly normative among Southern Baptists.”

