
Baptist History

Lesson 9

Alternate view of First Baptist Church in Providence.

Some claim the church in Newport was the first Baptist church in America. It was organized around the same time and had John Clarke as pastor. ABA writer and historian I.K. Cross is of this belief.

People claim the First Baptist Church in Providence dissolved and then another church claiming its origin in 1638 arose.

I should have brought this up last week because John Christian and others addressed it and I got busy reading the history of the church and never went back and made note of the fact that some people question whether or not the Providence church was the first BC in America. Many people believe it’s not. I said last week, “Most people believe this is the first BC in America” and never gave the other side. There is no way of knowing because as with everything else in Baptist history, “All the records have been destroyed.” David Benedict and John Christian both question whether or not the church claiming to be the one founded by Williams today is the one he founded. 
Historian J.R. Graves questions whether or not Williams was even a Baptist in the first place. Thus, there are many questions about this subject and not very many clear answers.

The important thing is to know early on in America, there were Baptist churches preaching the truth. That’s what we know is true.

I) Philadelphia Association


1707 -- First Baptist Association in America. All five churches were planted by church members from Wales. The churches were: Lower Dublin, Piscataway, the Welsh Tract, Cohansey and Midddletown. 


The churches in Rhode Island were established by Separatists who converted to the Baptist way. 


The Welsh Tract church was the most prominent. It was organized in Wales with 16 members. Organized in 1701 with the purpose of coming to America. They bought a tract of land in New Castle County on the Delaware River. (PICTURE OF CHURCH)

The association published its first confession of faith in 1742. The association had good ministers, including John Gano. He served many years as a pastor in New York. He had an active part in influencing Baptist concerns for religious liberty as the Continental Congress wrote the new constitution.


The Philadelphia church, even though it shared a name with the Association, was considered a branch of the Lower Dublin church.


The association started with five churches, but Morgan Edwards said, “it has so increased since as to contain 34 churches in 1770, exclusive of those that have been detached to form another association.”

Before founding the association, people from the churches would meet once a year, but they weren’t representing their respective churches.


(The following info is from the Philadelphia Association minutes.)


The Philadelphia Association was instrumental in domestic missions early on. Churches and pastors were requested to help poorer churches. Morgan Edwards, and then Gano after him, were appointed “evangelists and were sent into remote areas” to preach and help weaker churches.


1763-64 -- Philadelphia Association sent James Manning, a Baptist preacher, to Rhode Island to found a college. Called Rhode Island college at the time. Now Brown University. 


1764 -- “Agreed to inform churches to which we respectively belong, that insomuch that a charter is obtained in Rhode Island government, toward erecting a Baptist college, the churches should be liberal in contributing toward carrying the same into execution.” (PICTURE OF COLLEGE)


-- From University Web site - The school was the Baptist answer to the Congregationalist Yale and Harvard, Presbyterian Princeton and Episcopalian Penn and Columbia. It was the first college to welcome all denominations. Ended Baptist affiliation in first half of 20th century.
1722 -- Asked churches to submit names of young men who “were hopeful for the ministry and inclinable for learning.” They requested churches to let Abel Morgan know before Nov. 1, so he could submit their names to the Academy.”


1776 -- “Concluded to raise a sum of money among our churches for the encouragement of a Latin grammar school.”


Letter written in 1731 -- Another request for young ministers. “Do not discourage them.” “See what gifts you have among you; if there be any hopeful youths, let them exercise themselves, and be kind to them and tender to them.” Some issues never change -- they were worried about younger men surrendering the ministry 300 years ago. God has always provided.


1755 -- The Religious Society was instituted in Charleston, SC. It was “highly useful in aiding the Charleston Association in its benevolent design. Several young men were furnished by it with the means of pursuing studies preparatory to the ministry.”


Samuel Stillman and Edmund Botsford were among this group. Both pastured 40 years or more in Boston (Stillman) and Georgetown (Botsford). (Wood Furman, A History of the Charelston Association of Baptist Churches in the State of South Carolina, pages 11-12.)


Today, the Philadelphia Association has 123 churches with 45,000 members. (part of American Baptist Churches)

II) More Associations

By 1800, there were 48 associations. Charleston in 1751, Sandy Creek, NC in 1758, Kehukee, NC in 1765 and Ketocton, VA in 1766 rounded out the first five.


The powers of an association and its relationship to churches, ministers and members were debated.


In Belden’s “History of the Cayuga Baptist Association” it says, “A diversity of opinions prevailed in the churches in relation to forming an association and were expressed, both by their delegates and in letters to the body. Many, ever watchful against any infringement of individual rights, and ever vigilant in their defense of Baptist views of unrestricted liberty of conscience and church independence, expressed their fears that an associated body might become corrupt, and assume an unwarranted control of the actions and discipline of the churches. In their letters to the body, they express, in most definite terms, their belief that Christ and not an associated body of any kind, is Law-giver and Head of the church.”


Minutes from Philadelphia Association, 1749: “At our annual association of churches, (the following essay) was proposed to the consideration of the Association; and the same, upon mature deliberation, was approved and subscribed by the whole house.”


This essay they adopted spoke to the independency of each church. This essay said they needed to lay ground rules for associations. “Such churches there must be, agreeing in doctrine and practice, and independent in their authority and church power, before they can enter into a confederation, as aforesaid, and choose delegates or representatives and associate together.”


“…is not to be deemed a superior judicator or having a superintendence over the churches, but subservient to the churches, in what may concern all the churches in general…”


The Association can withdraw from churches deviating from the truth and tell all the churches in the association about what happened to warn them about the behavior of that church. 


The first Separate Baptist church at Craig’s Meeting House, Orange County, VA, in 1771, adopted this: “We believe we have a right to withdraw ourselves from any church unsound in doctrine or irregular in practice.”


John L. Waller, from Kentucky, wrote, “First does a church sustain the same relation to an association that an individual member does to the church? Second, if so, is it Baptist custom for an association to receive a church contrary to the wish and votes of another church or churches in the same association?”


First answer-- “No. The relation between the member and the church is a divine ordinance -- instituted by Jesus Christ -- and is regulated by the precepts and principles of the New Testament.” The relationship between church and association has its origin in early church polity. As the churches are sovereign and independent, they sustain no relation to each other except by agreement, and are bound in nothing, except by express stipulation. Whatever they have not covenanted to do by the terms of association, is of no force or obligation.” 


When a church violated the compact upon which she agreed to meet in association with her sister churches, she forfeits her rights under that contract. As long as the church adhered to the compact, it was regarded as a member.


Even when dropped from an association she “is as much of a church as she ever was.” Connection to an association is not essential to a church. What is important is that it keeps its piety, purity of doctrine and walks in the way of the Lord.” 

The Second question = “The reception of a church by unanimity or by majority is a matter solely to be settled by the constitution or compact of the association.” Waller says fellowship should be preserved if taking a certain church on would offend a church that was already a member. 


(All of the preceding info from Waller was found in John Christian’s “History of the Baptists, Volume 2)


These were the usual principles the Baptist associations in the United State followed.


“In 1755, the (Philadelphia) Association taking into account the destitute conditions of many places in the interior settlements of this and neighboring states (then provinces) recommended to the churches to make contributions for the support of a missionary to itinerate in those parts.”


John Gano was selected. “He devoted himself to the work; it provided ample scope for his distinguished piety, eloquence and fortitude; and his ministrations were crowned with remarkable success. Many embraced and professed the gospel.”


III) John Gano (1727-1804)

-Baptist minister and Revolutionary War chaplain

-Raised Presbyterian

Ordained at Scotch Plains New Jersey Baptist Church in 1754.

Founding pastor of First Baptist Church in the city of New York. By 1762 this church had 300 members. The church still exists and is in the General Association of Regular Baptist Churches.

-Helped with founding Brown University.

-Hart found Gano in Northeast and selected him to represent the Philadelphia Association in helping churches in the South who were struggling. 

-Would take itinerant trips to the South while pastoring and was sometimes gone for as much as two years. 

John Gano’s trip to Virginia and North Carolina.

He visited three churches in these states on one particular trip. His report to the association led to the visit of Miler and Vanhorn (also pastors) the following year and in the reorganization of these churches.

Description of these churches (in the Kehukee Association) “gathered churches without requiring an experience of grace previous to their baptism; but baptized all who believed in the doctrine by immersion, and requested baptism of them.” Many of these ministers weren’t believed to be saved before they were baptized or began to preach.

Morgan Edwards records this story: “Mr. Gano, on his arrival, sent to the ministers, requesting and interview with them, which they declined, and appointed a meeting among themselves to consult what to do. Mr. Gano hearing of it, went to their meeting and addressed them in words to this effect: ‘I have desired a visit from you, which, as a brother and a stranger, I had a right to expect, but as ye have refused, I give up my claim and come to pay you a visit.’ With that, he ascended into the pulpit and read for his text the following words: ‘Jesus I know, and Paul I know, but who are ye?’ The text he managed in such a manner as to make some afraid of him, and others shamed of their shyness. Many were convinced of errors touching their faith and conversion, and submitted to examination.”

This trip resulted in Vanhorn and Miller being sent to the churches and preaching the gospel. They were well-received in most places. “their preaching and conversation seemed to be with power, the hearts of the people seemed to be open, and a very great blessing seemed to attend their labors.” (A Concise History of the Kehukee Association)

Christian calls Gano the foremost chaplain of the Revolution. Historian Wood Furman writes: “As a minister of Christ he shone like a star of the fist magnitude in the American churches, and moved in a widely extended field of action. … His presence was manly, open and engaging. His voice strong and commanding, yet agreeable and capable of all those inflections which are suited to express either the strong or tender emotions of an intelligent, feeling mind. In mental endowments and acquired abilities he appeared highly respectable; with clear conception and penetrating discernment, he formed, readily, a correct judgment of men and things.” (Sprague, “Annals of the American Pulpit,” VI).


