Baptist History
Lesson 13

1833 – The Tennessee State Convention was started and they divided the convention into three divisions with a board over each. The divisions represented the eastern, western and central regions of the state. This organization didn’t last long before the Eastern Tennessee churches split off to form the General Association of East Tennessee. The central Tennessee churches renamed their association the General Association of Middle Tennessee. 
Churches in the north central part of Tennessee were eventually part of the Bethel Association, the association led by Reuben Ross that broke off the Red River Association because of disputes over limited atonement.  
In 1846, J.R. Graves took over as editor of a Baptist paper called The Tennessee Baptist. It was during his time as editor that the term “Landmarkism” came into use. The ABA History book says on Page 88, “This was not a new doctrine but came as a result of standing up for what Baptists had believed since the beginning.” 

J.M. Pendleton was a Landmark Baptist, was living in Tennessee and was a writer for Graves. He wrote a book titled, An Old Landmark Reset. He was the Professor of Theology at Union University in Murfreesboro. 


Other important Baptists and Baptist ministers who lived in Tennessee were A.C. Dayton, W.E. Penn, John T. Christian and S.H. Ford. 


Landmark Baptist churches decided to leave the convention. There were a few Baptist churches in Tennessee that were in the General Association and then the ABA. 


By the 1950’s, there were four ABA churches in Tennessee. Today there are five.



II) Baptist in Arkansas


The Bethel Association (Kentucky) voted to send James Philip Edwards as a missionary to Arkansas in 1817. At this point the area was the Missouri territory. The first Baptist church, Salem Church, was organized a year later in what is now Randolph County. The same missionary team helped organize four other Baptist churches in Lawrence County by the early 1820’s. These churches quickly died out because by the time a missionary named David Orr was in Arkansas, there were just a few Baptists here and there. The churches reportedly failed because of lack of preaching. There is also the possibility that when the Lindsey family and three others moved from the area, they took most of the church members in Lawrence County with them, leaving just a few members.

About 1824, 12 families went from Lawrence County to Benton. They founded a community named “Lindsey Settlement” several miles outside Benton. They organized the Kentucky Baptist Church in Saline County. KBC is the oldest continuous Baptist church in Arkansas and the oldest ABA church in the state.

They had their first church building by 1832. 

Silas Toncray may have assisted in organizing the church and is believed to be its first pastor. 


In 1824, Toncray led in the formation of the Little Rock Association of Regular Baptists. There were a combined 25 church member in the entire association. KBC joined in 1828. By this time, there were eight churches and 88 church members in the association. 

In 1828, some people that had migrated and formed the KBC moved on the south side of the Saline River and started the Saline Church, which is now the Mt. View Missionary Baptist Church. 

Toncray left his pastorate at Little Rock Baptist Church when his brother died and went to Tennessee. Benjamin Hall, a follower of Alexander Campbell’s teachings, moved to Little Rock with plans of taking over as pastor there and converting the church. In July 1832, he was successful in doing so and (from J.S. Rogers article in the Arkansas Gazette) “a majority of members met for the purpose of renouncing their creed, rules of decorum, their name and every other appendage of human invention, taking only Jesus as their King and Lawgiver. Following this drastic change, they adopted resolutions proclaiming themselves as ‘Christians’ and their church as the ‘Christian Church.”


Judge Charles Caldwell was a member of that church and moved to the Lindsey Settlement. He and his family started going to the Kentucky Baptist Church. Caldwell got William Stevenson, then the pastor of the Little rock Christian Church, to go to the KBC and convert them. Stevenson wrote, “The brethren on the Saline are left without a preacher. They petitioned my church for aid.” He wanted to show there was “but the shadow of a shadow’s difference” between his teaching and Baptist beliefs.”

He preached at KBC for years, but the church never turned from being Baptist. After 1834, John Y. Lindsey was ordained as a deacon, then was licensed as a pastor and eventually became pastor of KBC. The church had joined the Saline Association in 1843. 


Lindsey became one of the most respected Baptist preachers in central Arkansas. He helped organize many churches and was the moderator of the Saline Association until 1862.


David Orr did mission work in northern Arkansas. When he first left for the area in 1828, he intended to stay just a few weeks but ended up spending the rest of his life there as he preached and planted churches.  


III) Arkansas Associations


The Spring River Association was organized in 1829. David Orr was the first moderator. Six years later, there were 10 churches in the association, nine of which had been started by the mission work of Orr. 


In minutes from 1835, the association was reported to be “united and aggressive,” but by 1840 there was division and the association fell apart. The clerk, P.S.G. Watson, reported, “The plain truth is this,: the disagreement was about men – not principles.” But other reports say that the anti-missionary movement caused the trouble. 


As this association went down, two others started – White River and Rocky Bayou. Rocky Bayou, according to Orr, was “purely missionary and followed the doctrine of General Atonement and close communion.”


The Spring River Association was reorganized in 1868. 

The General (State) Association was started in 1902 and Spring River, as well as other associations, had to decide between affiliating with the State Convention or General Association. They were undecided at first, with several people making stands for each. They slowly became part of the General Association. Ben Bogard was part of this local association.

The Convention lost its mission focus over the years, leading to the formation of the state association. Until 1920’s, many local associations were neutral as to what body to affiliate with.


The 75 Million Dollar Campaign and the Cooperative Program that came later forced local associations to choose between the two.


IV) Whitsitt Controversy


William Whitsitt published letters in 1880 in a paper called the Independent that said before 1641, Baptists did not immerse, but sprinkled and poured. He published these anonymously, but later admitted to them. Other anonymous articles are attributed to him that attack the idea of Baptist perpetuity, which we base in Matthew 16:18 “And I say also unto thee, That thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”
Whitsitt was the president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary when his so-called research about Baptist history came out in an article he did for Johnson’s Universal Encyclopedia (1896). While studying in Europe, he decided his research led him to the finding that Baptists had not always immersed since the time of Jesus. However, his “research” trip didn’t take place until after he made his claims, according to the ABA History book. The SBC even considered stopping support of the seminary because of how upset everyone was over this.  Whitsitt was forced to resign, and rightfully so, and went to teach at the University of Richmond.

In 1880, J.R. Graves wrote an editorial in The Independent that supported church perpetuity. 


“Nor have I, or any Landmarker known to me, ever advocated the succession of any particular church or churches; but my position is that Christ, in the very days of John the Baptist, did establish a visible kingdom on earth, and that this kingdom has never yet been broken in pieces, nor given to another class of subjects – never has been moved, nor ceased from the earth, and never will until Christ returns personally to reign over it; that the organization He first set up, which John called the Bride, and which Christ called His church, constituted that visible kingdom and today all his true churches on earth constitute it … and will to the end.”

Kenneth Baily wrote, “As early as 1880 Graves charged Whitsitt with heresy and served notice that ‘we do not want German Rationalism and infidelity taught to our young ministers.’”


Graves died two years before the encyclopedia article came out and missed most of the controversy. T.T. Eaton led the charge against Whitsitt. Eaton was a member of the SBTS board of trustees. 

Whitsitt wrote “A Question in Baptist History” in 1896 and included this: “that few Anabaptists of any country were immersionists, and that none of the Anabaptist of England in the sixteenth and first half of the seventeenth centuries were immersionists.” He said immersion was extinct in England for many centuries. This, to us, would mean that there was no Baptist perpetuity in England because they weren’t being properly baptized. 

Whitsitt gave John Smyth as the father of the Baptist denomination. 


John Christian was a historian and librarian at Baptist Bible Institute in New Orleans. He made seven trips to Europe for research purposes and wrote several Baptist works.


B.H. Carroll, president of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in Ft. Worth, wrote, “Statements concerning Baptist history very generally regarded as both offensive and unjust by our people … are at variance with generally accepted history.”


History of the ABA said, “If Whitsitt’s rewriting of church history was true, most Baptists in that day were really nothing more than self-deluded Protestants.’


Unfortunately, many Southern Baptists historians subscribe to Whitsitt’s thinking today.


Read Page 66 of ABA book.


V) Texas Baptists


Baptist missionaries were limited in influence until Texas won independence from Mexico in 1836. Everything was Roman Catholic.


Joseph Bays preached the first Baptist sermon in Texas in 1820. He held monthly services until Catholics heard about it and put a stop to it. Bays was preaching in San Felipe in Austin Colony, but was arrested by the Mexican government. He was being transported to San Antonio when he escaped and left for Louisiana. 

The first Sunday school in Texas was at San Felipe, Austin Colony and was started by Thomas Pilgrim.


A man named Daniel Parker, from Illinois, visited Texas, read the Mexican colonization laws and saw that they forbade the establishment of any church that was not Roman Catholic. He went back to Illinois and organized a church there. The church packed wagons and moved to Austin Colony, Texas. They settled here in January 1834 and named the church The Pilgrim Church of Predestinarian Regular Baptists. It still exists in Elkhart today and was the first Baptist church in Texas.

Parker’s views on predestination shaped the way many Baptists in Texas believed for decades. He is also credited with making a motion, as a delegate at the Consultation of 1835, to start what would become the Texas Rangers.


Z.N. Morrell, a Baptist preacher in Tennessee, moved to Texas about 1835. He even wrote a book about how difficult it was preaching the gospel in a wild place like Texas at that point. In 1837, Morrell organized the first Missionary Baptist Church in Texas in Washington. 

He helped start the first Baptist association in Texas in 1840. By 1853, there were 11 local associations and 150 Baptist churches in Texas.
