Baptist History
Lesson 6
I) Elizabeth I (continued from last week)
-Appointed John Whitgift as Archbishop of Canterbury. Whitgift was intent on getting everyone to conform to the Church of England. He and Elizabeth both hated Puritans.
Fletcher, in his “History of Independency), II, pg. 145, wrote about Whitgift, “This man was thorough in all he did, especially if souls were to be snared, or persons of real piety to be punished. He seems to take a malicious delight in bending the laws over to the side of persecution; and when no law existed which could thus be used, he either made or sough to procure one. He was probably more feared and detested than any man of his day.”

Baptists started fleeing or hiding and pretending to conform while they waited for conditions to improve. 
Thomas Crosby, author of “The History of the English Baptists,” which he wrote in 1738, says, “But to close this reign, Queen Elizabeth having by her proclamation commanded all Anabaptists and other Hereticks to depart the land, whether they were natives or foreigners, under the penalties of imprisonment or loss of goods; all that were of this opinion were obliged either to conceal their principles, or fly into some other county, where they might enjoy the liberty of their religion.”
This sent many dissenters to Holland, including many Baptists.

Cook’s “Story of the Baptists” says in 1575, a congregation of Baptist was formed around Aldersgate, London. Some of these were banished, 27 were imprisoned and two were burned in Smithfield. These men were Jan Pietersz Wagenmaker and Hendrick Terwoort.
They were imprisoned for having an Anabaptist meeting in Aldersgate at London. Terwoort was 26. Pietersz was an older man whose first wife had been martyred.
“We are sorry that you do not understand our matter. We seek with our whole heart to serve the one God and Christ, in a good conscience, and to edify our neighbor, as far as possible in us lies. Therefore we gladly receive what the Holy Spirit testifies, and wish to be permitted to adhere to the plainness and simplicity of the Word of God.” They also petitioned to be released, but were not.  


It is recorded in several places that as Pietersz went to the stake, he said, “The holy prophets and also Christ our Savior, have gone this way before us, even from the beginning until now.”


Some protestant preacher said, “These men believe not on God,” to which Pietersz replied, “We believe in one God, our heavenly Father Almighty and in Jesus Christ, His Son.” They were burned at the stake on July 22, 1575.

Cook puts the blame for this burning on Elizabeth’s advisors rather than the queen herself.
Elizabeth died in 1603 and was replaced by James I. James united Scotland and England in one kingdom. 


Mode of baptism was still immersion for the most part. The Episcopal Church all but forbad sprinkling. Christian says immersion was custom, but not law.

Interesting to note that in places where immersion of infants declined, Anabaptists thrived.


II) Congregationalists


With the evacuation of dissenters to Holland came the rise of the Congregationalists. This wasn’t a denomination as much as it was a group of denominations or a movement. 

Congregationalists (which would later include Puritans and Pilgrims) and Baptists had similar thoughts on some counts, but Congregationalists followed infant baptism.

Robert Brown was considered the father of the Congregationalists. He went to Norwich, a city that had many Dutch Baptists, in 1580. Fuller says in his “Church History of Britain,” Volume III, Page 62: “There were almost as many Dutch strangers as English natives inhabiting therein.” Collier in “Ecclesiastical History of Great Britain,” writes, “At this time the Dutch had a numerous congregation at Norwich; many of these people inclining to Anabaptism, were the more disposed to entertain any new resembling opinions.”


John Christian claims Browne learned many of his opinions there


Anabaptists and Congregationalists were similar in thoughts of each church being independent. 

Weingarten, in “Revolutions Kirchen Englands,” Page 20, writes, “The perfect agreement between the views of Browne and those of the Baptists as far as the nature of a church is concerned, is certainly proof enough that he borrowed this idea from them, though in his ‘True Declarations’ of 1584, he did not deem it advisable to acknowledge the fact, lest he should receive in addition to all the opprobrious names heaped upon his, that of Anabaptists. In 1571 there were no less than 8,925 Dutch-men in Norwich.”


Williston Walker was a historian of the Congregationalists and he wrote the following: Read Page 13 of Christian Chapter 15. (Walker, A History of the Congregational Churches of the United States, p. 26)

Browne fled to Middleburg, Zealand in 1582 and his church was broken up. Many of the ones who left Browne’s church went in with the Baptists. Johnson, the pastor at the Separatist Church in Amsterdam, writing in 1606, said, “A while after they were come hither, divers of them fell into the errors of the Anabaptists, which are too common in these countries, and so persisting, were excommunicated by the rest.” (Johnson, An Inquire and Answer of Thomas White, pg. 68.)
III) James I (reigned from 1603-1625)

People during this time were asking basic questions about the establishment of things. Arber, in his “story of the Pilgrim Fathers,” wrote people were asking who was in authority in human affairs, upon what does government rest and for what purpose does it exist. Baptists and other dissenters were underground during this reign. 

James was a Presbyterian while he was in Scotland. Cook, on page 84, says, “While in Scotland, James was a strict Presbyterian, but when he ascended the English throne, he became an Episcopalian, and an intolerant bigot.” 


Once again, you have people fleeing England or just hiding out.


April 11, 1612, Edward Wightman was burned at the stake for saying infant baptism was an abominable custom, and that Christianity is not wholly preached and professed in the Church of England, but in part.

Wightman was the last Baptist burned in England. From William Sawtre – Edward Wightman is a span of 212 years that people were burned for going against the reigning church. Fourteen hundred people were burned at the stake in this time span.

Wightman was a Baptist minister in Burton. However, some histories record that Wightman was executed for views that included warped thoughts about the Trinity, a doctrine he apparently doubted, and he thought the soul didn’t experience heaven or hell until the Judgments. Until then, your soul just rested with your body. (Marie Rowands, ‘The 1607 Return of Staffordshire Catholics’, Staffordshire Catholic History, 4, 1963–4, p 6–32; Clarke, Lives of Two and Twenty English Divines, p 147.)

Either way, Wightman was the last person to be burned at the stake in England for heresy.


Crosby says it’s hard to distinguish between Baptists and other dissenters because all nonconformists were under the umbrella term of Puritans at this point. 


John Christian presents a letter that can be found in the Library of the House of Lords. It is a petition written by Baptists to King James in 1610 that was rejected by the Church of England. Read the letter on page 16 of Christian, Ch. 15.


The dissenters got another petition together in 1615. The title was “Persecution for Religion Judged and Condemned.


Read petition on Page 17, Ch. 15 of Christian.


These dissenters understood loyalty and submission to the king and governmental officials was important. They just didn’t believe that this included believing as the king believes. 


These people acknowledged the leadership in their country. They said they were willing to take the oath of allegiance to the king. Christian goes on to say they acknowledged some errors that some Anabaptists held. What these people were against was the way the bishops were ruling as some “pretended spiritual power.” 

Price in his “History of Protestant Nonconformity in England”, I, pages 520, 523, wrote about how the type of thinking by Baptists and Puritans was far ahead of their time. He calls it “an astonishing progress in the knowledge of religious freedom.”


The idea of religious freedom starts coming to the forefront in this time period.


Leonard Busher, who wrote the document we just read, also wrote, “Christ’s kingdom is not of this world, therefore it may not be purchased or defended with weapons of this world, but by His Word and Spirit. It is not only unmerciful, but unnatural and abominable, yea, monstrous, for one Christian to vex and destroy another for difference and questions of religion. It is not the gallows, nor prison, nor burnings, nor banishing, that can defend the Apostolic faith. They cannot be Christ’s bishops and preachers, that persuade princes and people to such anti-Christian tyranny and cruelty. And it is very evident that these bishops and ministers, who give over men and women to the magistrates, to be persuaded by persecution.” (Cook, Story of the Baptists, Page 86.)

Busher was a follower of Browne, who according to the Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia, ended up becoming a Baptist. He was a good friend of Thomas Helwys, a Baptist leader.

Busher, in “Religious Peace: or, a Plea for Liberty of Conscience,” contends “except a man be born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” He says because salvation is in Christ, how can men persecute others for their beliefs when they have no real power over anyone.

Even the Turks tolerate others.

“How much more ought Christians, when as the Turks do tolerate them? Shall we be less merciful than the Turks? Or shall we learn the Turks to persecute the Christians?”

“That for the more peace and quietness, and for the satisfying of the weak and simple, among so many persons differing in religion, it be lawful for every person or persons, yea, Jews and papists, to write dispute, confer and reason, print and publish any matter touching religion, either for or against whomsoever, always provided they allege no Fathers for proof of any point of religion, but only the holy Scriptures.” (Busher, Page 51)

Busher lived from 1573-1651 and lived in Holland and Amsterdam for a while after publishing some of his works. He returned to England in 1614.

Stoughton, in Ecclesiastical History of England, Volume II, page 232, writes, “The Baptists were foremost in the advocacy of religious freedom, and perhaps to one of them, Leonard Busher, citizen of London, belongs the honor of presenting, in this country, the first distinct and broad plea for liberty of conscience.


IV) Thomas Helwys (1575-1616)


Thomas Helwys was born into a wealthy family.

“If the King’s people be obedient and true subjects, obeying all humane lawes made by the king, our Lord the King can require no more: for men religion to God is betwixt God and themselves; the King shall not answer for it, neither may the King be judge between God and man.” – A Short Declaration of the Mistery of Iniquity.”

Considered a General Baptist, which means that while he wasn’t a Calvinist, he did believe one could fall from grace.

Helwys escaped to Amsterdam in 1608 or so. He allowed his family to stay in England because the executions were stopping around this time. His wife ended up being arrested.

Helwys returned to England and in 1612, wrote a letter to King James and sent him a copy of his book. Helwys was put in Newgate prison and died there in 1616.

Helwys has Helwys Hall named after him at Regent’s Park College at Oxford.

