Baptist History

Lesson 5 – English Baptists

I) Henry VIII (1491-1547)

Henry was young when he took the throne and was a very intelligent man. He assumed the headship of the English church and took power away from the pope. 

John Christian writes in Chapter 15, Volume 1 of “A History of the Baptists”: “As much as Henry VIII hated the papal party, after he had broken with the Pope, he had still more hatred for the Baptists, at home and abroad. Neither threats nor cajolery prevented the spread of the Baptists. Like the Israelites in Egypt, “the more they were afflicted, the more they grew.”

Charles Spurgeon writes, “A convocation of the national clergy declared, in 1536, that the doctrines of the Baptists were to be condemned. In 1538, Cranmer was ordered to proceed against them, and burn their books, and instructions were sent throughout England to execute the laws against them. Several were burned to death at Smithfield, and some, fleeing the country, were martyred in their land of refuge. Thirty-one Baptists were put to death in Holland, in 1539, who had fled from England.”

Christian says the main persecution of Baptists under Henry VII came through Archbishop of Canterbury William Warham. Warham had several Baptists before him on May 2, 1511.

They were told to renounce these items, among others:

1) That communion is not the body of Christ and his blood, but simply bread and wine. 2) Baptism and communion are not necessary for salvation. 3) Confession of sins should not come before a priest. 4) There is no more power given by God to a priest than to a layman. 5) Images of saints are not to be worshipped. 6) Man should not pray to saints, only God. 7) Holy water and holy bread were not any better after the benediction made by the priest than before. (Burnet, History of the Reformation of the Church of England.)

All these people were punished. 

John Christian wrote: “Alice Grevill, who had been a Baptist for 28 years, was condemned to death, Simon Fish and Tames Bainham, in the year 1525, belonged to a Baptist church, located in Bow Lane. Fish was a theologian and pamphleteer. He was educated in Oxford, came to London and entered Gary’s Inn, about 1525. He was denounced as a damnable heretic and in 1531 died of a plague. His wife, who was suspected of heresy, married Bainham, who was burnt for heresy in 1532.” Fox’ Book of Martyrs says Bainham demanded that only believers should be baptized. He was burned at the stake on April 20, 1532 at Smithfield. (Volume II, pages 329-330)

In Gardiner’s “Letters and Papers of Henry VII,” (VII p. 167) there is evidence of Henry VIII exterminating the Baptists and even lending help to others countries like Germany so they could do the same. 

Bishop Hugh Latimer in his sermon before Edward VI, said the following referring to the

“Baptists were burned in different parts of the kingdom, and went to death with good integrity.” (Cook, Story of the Baptists, Page 79.)

“The Anabaptists that were burnt here in divers towns in England as I have heard of credible men, I saw them not myself, went to their death, even intrepid, as ye will say, without any fear in the world, cheerfully. Well, let them go.” (Latimer, Sermons, I, page. 148)

Latimer ended up being martyred himself. He was more protestant in his preaching and was imprisoned under Henry VIII and was forced to give up the title of Bishop of Worchester. In the reign of Edward VI, he was reinstated and named the court preacher. When Mary came to the throne, he was imprisoned again for his beliefs and burned at the stake. 

In 1538, the Landgrave of Hesse examined Baptists in Germany and found that the group was spreading its doctrine every day in England. He wrote a letter to Henry to warn him about the Baptists. In October 1538, Henry started a commission that included Thomas Cramner, the archbishop of Canterbury, as president. This group was commissioned to persecute the Anabaptists. 

Baptist books were burned. Nov. 16 – Henry issued decree that no one could sell or print books of Scripture without the supervision of the king or another official. “Sacramentarians, Anabaptists and the like, who sell books of false doctrine, are to be detected to the king or Privy Council.” (Titus MSS. B I. p 527.) Foreigners who were “rebaptized” were ordered to leave the country and others were burned at the stake.

John Christian wrote that there were more Baptists in England at this time than there were in America before the Revolution.

Ammonius, on Nov. 8, 1511, wrote to Erasmus: “It is not astonishing that wood is so dear and scarce the heretics cause so many holocausts, and yet their numbers grow.” (Brewer, Letters and Papers of Henry VIII, I page 285.) Erasmus joked back that Ammonius should be angry with the heretics for increasing the price of fuel. (Page 297)

Hacket, an English official, wrote that there were at least 6,000 Anabaptists at the time in England and that they were consistently increasing.

Latimer spoke in a sermon about a town in England that had 500 Anabaptists in it. (Latimer, Sermons V, pg. 151.)

Immersion was the method of infant baptism used during Henry’s reign. Erasmus wrote in 1531, “We dip children all over in cold water, in a stone font.” Every 16th century English monarch was immersed.

II) Edward VI (reigned from 1547-1553)

Edward, who took the throne at age nine, was merciful toward reformers. His reign saw Protestantism in England – while Henry reigned, he would not allow a renunciation of the Catholic church. Thomas Cramner was the archbishop of Canterbury at the time and led the charge in the reformation. Before the Church of England’s only rejection of Catholicism was the rejection of papal authority. After Edward, it became institutionally Protestant. People saw him as the Josiah of England – destroying idols.

The Baptists were increasing in numbers. Bishop Fowler Short wrote in “History of the Church of England, VI, page 543, “Complaints had been brought to the Council of the prevalence of Anabaptists…To check the progress of these opinions a Commission was appointed.” Other writers speak to the numbers of Baptists in various parts of England.

Bishop John Hooper wrote to Henry Bullinger in June, 1549 and said, “The Anabaptists flock to this place (London) and give me much trouble.” (Ellis, original Letters Relative to the Reformation, I, pg. 65)

There were many Baptists in the County of Kent. Hoopper wrote again in 1550, “That district is troubled with the frenzy of the Anabaptists more than any other part of the kingdom.” (Ellis, Original Letters, p. 87)

So, while the Church of England took a more Protestant tone, they were still troubled by the Anabaptists. 

John Vernon wrote to John Gates in 1551: “For this our country of Essex, in which many of these libertines and Anabaptists are running in, “hoker moker,” among the simple and ignorant people to incite and move them to tumult and insurrection to magistrates and rulers of this realm. Whence I trust if ye once know them, ye will soon weed out of this country to the great good and quiet of the king’s subjects of the same county and shire. (Tracts of the liberty of Conscience, cx)

There were only two people burned at the stake in Edward’s reign and they were both Baptists. 

A woman named Joan from Kent was most likely a church member at Eythorne. (Christian, I, Chapter 15). She was arrested in 1548 and burned months later. 

George van Pare was a surgeon and a Baptist.

In Burnet’s History of the Reformation, Volume II, Burnet records van Pare’s death. “He suffered with great constancy of mind, and kissed the stake and faggots that were to burn him. Of this Pare I find a popish writer saying, that he was a man of most wonderful strict life, that be used to eat not more than once in two days, and before he would eat he would lie sometimes in his devotions prostrate on the ground.”

John Calvin was a big Anabaptist opponent: “Anabaptists and reactionists should be alike put to death” (Froude, History of England, V, pg. 99)

To Lord Protector Somerset: “These altogether deserve to be punished by the sword, seeing that they do conspire against God, who had set him in his royal seat.” (Calvin to the protector, MSS. Domestic Edward VI, V. 1548.)

In Edward’s reign, we see that weaker children would be sprinkled upon, as opposed top the immersion-only policy of Henry’s reign.

People were hesitant and had doubts about pouring at this point. 

A Dutchman named Giles van Bellan was on trial in York. He said, “No man can make any water holier than God made it.” The saving power isn’t in the water.

III) Mary Tudor

Mary Tudor came to power after Edward died in 1553. She reigned five years and died in 1558. “Bloody Mary.”

Mary was intensely Roman Catholic. She was ready to undo what her brother and leaders around him had done. She reestablished relations between Rome and the Church of England, reestablishing Roman Catholicism and murdering many Protestants.


Many of the people Edward had dealt with and was led by in his reign were burned at the stake (Latimer, Cramner, etc.)


Froude, (“History of England” VII, pg. 10), writes, “Catholicism was credible to the uneducated, the eccentric, the imaginative, the superstitious; credible to those who reasoned by sentiment, and made syllogisms of their passions, it was incredible then and ever more to the sane and healthy intelligence which in the long run commands the mind of the world.”


Henry and Edward saw Baptists killed in their reigns. Mary had any type of anti-Catholics killed. Mary surrounded herself with people like Phillip II of Spain – her husband, Gardiner – Bishop of Winchester and Edward Bonner – Bishop of London who was described as a common cutthroat.


J.M. Stone was a Catholic and tried to explain away Mary’s deeds, but even he had to admit the fact that many people died at her hands.


As for the Baptists, Ivemy’s “History of the Baptists” Volume I pg. 97 says, “The Baptists came in for their full share of suffering and that many of the martyrs were of that denomination, which was numerous.”


It’s hard to differentiate between the Baptist martyrs and Protestant martyrs during this reign. 

IV) Elizabeth I
Took the throne on Nov. 17, 1558. Last of the Tudors. Reinstated Protestantism her brother began.

Catholics were constantly plotting against her. 

William Cecil, (secretary of state) speaks of the increase of Baptists in numbers and courage as to why the State church was getting weaker.

Under Mary, many Baptists fled England, but under Elizabeth, they would start coming back. Many remained, as evidenced by Marsden: “But the Baptists were the most numerous, and for some the most formidable opponents of the church. They are said to have existed since the days of the Lollards, but their chief strength was more abroad.”

Evans, in “Early English Baptists” Volume I, p. 147. “Not only the existence, but the wide spread of Baptist principles during the reign of the royal Tudor lioness, is acknowledge on all hands.”

John Christian has three reasons for the number of Baptists in Elizabeth’s reign.

1) Protection given for Dutch and French refugees. Churches were allowed to come to England. Baptists churches weren’t part of this, but many individual Baptists came in. 

2) A protestant queen gave the Baptists from the Netherlands hope for religious freedom of some kind. 3) Number of native Baptists started coming out in the open with the promise of religious freedom.

Robert Hutchison, in his “Works,” page 214, wrote, “Divers sectaries were crept in, under the cover and title of true religion, who through the persuasion of the devil hath sowed the devlish seed, as the Anabaptists.”

Bishop Jewell (1560) wrote to Peter Martyr, “We found at the beginning of the reign of Elizabeth, a large and inauspicious crop of Arians, Anabaptists and other pests, which I know not how, but as mushrooms spring up in the night and in darkness, so these sprung up in that dark and unhappy night of the Marian times.” (Zurich letters, page 91.)

Queen Elizabeth was aware of the number of Anabaptists and knew more were coming daily, referring to this as, “dangerous opinions, contrary to the faith of Christ’s church.” (Documentary annals, I Pages 307-308)

A man named Whitgift wrote a book against Baptists and had some replies to that book, so he came out with a volume called “Defense.” There, he said, “They had their private and secret conventicles and did divide and separate themselves from the Church, neither could they communicate with such as were not of their sect, either in prayers, sacraments or hearing the Word.”

- You can see the main problem the Church of England had with Baptists. These thoughts still occur today.

Baptist churches were founded during this time and were still around in John Christian’s time. 

Elizabeth banned Baptist preaching on Dec. 27, 1558. A little more than a month later, the High Commission Court was started by Parliament. Baptists would suffer because of this.

I) Injunctions came out against dissenters, including one that banned printing heretical books.

II) These were followed with a search warrant. The kingdom was divided and groups of clergymen and laymen would go through dioceses and would call the local bishop, clergy and a handful of homeowners and quiz these people, then make them swear to be obedient to the Church of England.

III) Feb. 28, 1559 “An Act for the Uniformity of Religion” Came fully into operation in December of that year. There was to be one religion, one mode of worship, one form of discipline and church government.” 

Now the Church of England was the conglomerate monster we know today.

England was looked on as a “paradise of heresy.” To prove to Spain that they weren’t Elizabeth started punishing the Anabaptists. 
