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Edmund Burke: “All those who don’t know history are destined to repeat it.” 
 
Baptist History:  
 

C. H. Spurgeon: “We believe that the Baptists are the original Christians. We did not 
commence our existence at the reformation, we were reformers before Luther 
and Calvin were born; we never came from the Church of Rome, for we were 
never in it, but we have an unbroken line up to the apostles themselves. We have 
always existed from the days of Christ, and our principles, sometimes veiled and 
forgotten, like a river which may travel under ground for a little season, have always had 
honest and holy adherents. Persecuted alike by Romanists and Protestants of almost every 
sect, yet there has never existed a Government holding Baptist principles which persecuted 
others; nor, I believe, any body of Baptists ever held it to be right to put the consciences of 
others under the control of man. We have ever been ready to suffer, as our martyrologies will 
prove, but we are not ready to accept any help from the State, to prostitute the purity of the 
Bride of Christ to any alliance with Government, and we will never make the Church, although 
the Queen, the despot over the consciences of men.”  

 
Some historians claim that there was no distinctive group of churches calling themselves Baptist 
prior to the Protestant (Catholic) Reformation, and hence there is way to trace such claiming the 
name today back to the first century church. This is an unfounded claim as the name Baptist means 
nothing without the doctrine and practice behind it. It it by doctrine and practice that Baptists might 
trace their history. 
 

William Cathcart: “Christian history, in the First Century, was strictly and properly Baptist 
history, although the word "Baptist," as a distinctive appellation was not then known. How 
could it be? How was it possible to call any Christians Baptist Christians, when all 
were Baptists?" (The Baptist Encyclopedia, 1881, p. 286) 

 
I. K. Cross: “We simply respond to that charge by stating that it is not the name that makes 
the product, but the product makes the name.” (The Battle for Baptist History, 1990, p. 7) 

 
Baptist beliefs predate the Protestant (Catholic) Reformation (which started in 1517). 
 

Dr. Ypeig and Dr. Dermout: “We have now seen that the Baptists, who were formerly 
called Anabaptists, and in later times, Mennonites, were the original Waldenses, and have 
long in the history of the church received the honor of that origin. On this account the 
Baptists may be considered the only Christian community which has stood since 
the days of the apostles; and as a Christian society which has preserved the pure 
doctrine of the Gospel through all ages.” (Quoted by I. K. Cross in The Battle for Baptist 
History, p. 35) 

 
The work of the Dr. Ypeig and Dr. Dermout (History of the Reformed Church of the Netherlands) was 
a result of the Dutch Baptists claim of apostolic origin. The first churches called Baptist arrive in the 
17th century. 
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William Cathcart: “The first known Baptist Congregation was formed by a number of these 
fleeing separatists in Amsterdam, Holland in 1608. It was largely made up of British persons 
led by John Smyth who along with Thomas Helwys, sought to set up the group according to 
New Testament patterns. As they saw it, it was important to 'reconstitute' and not 
just 'reform' the Church. There was emphasis placed on personal conversion and on 
baptism, which was to be given to individuals who had personally professed faith in Jesus 
Christ, that is, to believers only and on mutual covenanting between and among believers. 
Though taking some years to crystallize, the reconstituting efforts of Smyth, Helwys and 
others gave distinctive shape not only to the group's belief and practice, but the various others 
which emerged from it. Some affiliated groups started when members of the Amsterdam 
group went back to Britain and took the name 'Baptist' to identify themselves. This had to do 
with the distinctive approach to the meaning and mode of baptism.” 

 
“With the continuing religious and civil disturbances, and with the new awareness in Europe 
of North America, many persons, including those influenced by Baptists and related beliefs, 
practices and groups, crossed the Atlantic to build a 'New World'. They sought not only to 
establish dwellings, but their faith as well. In time the entire continent, but particularly the 
Eastern section, was affected, Baptist Churches, being among the many institutions, which 
sprang up in the seventeenth century. All these shaped not only the new American 
Environment, but eventually impacted beyond it as well.” 

 
William Cathcart: “The American Baptists deny that they owe their origin to Roger 
Williams. The English Baptists will not grant that John Smyth or Thomas Helwysse was their 
founder. The Welsh Baptists strenuously contend that they received their creed in the first 
century, from those who obtained it, direct, from the apostles themselves. The Dutch Baptists 
trace their spiritual pedigree up to the same source. German Baptists maintained that they 
were older than the reformation, older than the corrupt hierarchy which it sought to reform. 
The Waldensian Baptists boasted an ancestry far older than Waldo, older than the most 
ancient of their predecessors in the Vales of Piedmont. All these maintain that it 
ultimately reappears, and reveals their source in Christ and His apostles." (The 
Baptist Encyclopedia, 1881, pp. 620-621.) 

 
Why is Baptist history important? 

1. To ensure that we understand our origin: the first century church established by Jesus Christ 
and intimated by the work of John the Baptist. 

2. To ensure that we understand the antiquity of our doctrine and practice. 
3. To ensure that we understand why we are different than many others who claim the name 

Baptist (or worse, Reformed or Calvinistic Baptist) in our day and age. 
4. To prepare ourselves to hold fast to the doctrine and practice as our forefathers did. 
5. To understand what brought our forefathers together to write a confession. 
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Baptist Confession History: 
 
What is a confession? At its simplest, a confession is an acknowledgement or profession of 
doctrine and practice. The London confessions consist of statements followed by scriptural proofs. A 
church’s articles of faith would be considered a confession. A confession does not supersede scripture. 
All statements must be proved by scripture. Any statement’s wording that is unclear or in opposition 
to scripture must be reconsidered. 
 
Why have a confession? To establish a document, other than the scriptures, but based upon and 
aligned with the scriptures, which local churches can use to establish an understanding of their 
common doctrines and practices. To enable the creation of a catechism to allow for children and 
adults to be trained in scriptural doctrine and practice. 
 
In 1644, seven churches in London gathered together and published a confession of faith, now 
commonly known as the First London Baptist Confession (of 1644) which was followed by a slightly 
edited version of the same in 1646. Both the 1644 and 1646 edition are called the First London 
Baptist confession. It is important to note that the Baptist confession preceded the Westminster 
(Reformed) Confession. Here is the introduction to the 1644 confession: 
 

“A confession of faith of seven congregations or churches of Christ in London, which are 
commonly, but unjustly, called Anabaptists; published for the vindication of the 
truth and information of the ignorant; likewise for the taking off those aspersions 
which are frequently, both in pulpit and print, unjustly cast upon them.” 

 
The introduction is followed by these scriptures: 

 
Acts 24:14-15 14 But this I confess unto thee, that after the way which they call heresy, 
so worship I the God of my fathers, believing all things which are written in the 
law and in the prophets: 15  And have hope toward God, which they themselves also allow, 
that there shall be a resurrection of the dead, both of the just and unjust.  
 
Acts 4:20 For we cannot but speak the things which we have seen and heard.  
 
John 18:23 Jesus answered him, If I have spoken evil, bear witness of the evil: but if well, 
why smitest thou me?  
 
Matthew 5:11-12 11  Blessed are ye, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and 
shall say all manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake. 12  Rejoice, and be 
exceeding glad: for great is your reward in heaven: for so persecuted they the prophets 
which were before you.  
 
Matthew 19:29 And every one that hath forsaken houses, or brethren, or sisters, or 
father, or mother, or wife, or children, or lands, for my name's sake, shall receive an 
hundredfold, and shall inherit everlasting life.  
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The tone of the introduction and the scriptures that follow it give the impression that the churches 
signing the confession were under pressure to conform to and desired to distinguish themselves from 
others who identified themselves as churches and Christians but did not adhere to the truth of 
scripture. It gives the impression that this group of people were willing to be persecuted for the sake 
of Jesus Christ. 
 

Cardinal Hosius (President of the Council of Trent in 1560): “If the truth of religion were to 
be judged by the readiness and boldness of which a man of any sect shows in suffering, then 
the opinion and persuasion of no sect can be truer and surer than that of the 
Anabaptists since there have been none of these twelve hundred years past, that have been 
more generally punished or that have more cheerfully and steadfastly undergone, and even 
offered themselves to the most cruel sorts of punishment than these people.” 
 

The writing of the 1644 and 1646 confessions reflected the concerns of the time, and what followed 
from the Church of England (a Protestant assembly) certainly bore out their concerns. 
 

1. Clarendon Code, (1661–65): four acts passed in England during the ministry of Edward Hyde, 
1st earl of Clarendon, designed to cripple the power of the Nonconformists, or Dissenters.  

a. The Corporation Act (1661) forbade municipal office to those not taking the 
sacraments at a parish church;  

b. The Act of Uniformity (1662) similarly excluded them from church offices;  
c. The Conventicle Act (1662, revised 1670) made meetings for Nonconformist worship 

illegal, even in private houses, where more than four outsiders were present;  
d. The Five-Mile Act (1665) forbade Nonconformist ministers to live or visit within five 

miles of a town or any other place where they had ministered.  
2. The Toleration Act of 1689 eased some of the restrictions, but the specific acts under the 

Clarendon Code were not repealed until the 19th century. 
 
Second London Baptist Confession of Faith was written and signed in 1677, but not published until 
1689 because of persecution. Within the context of the events of the time, the 1689 London Baptist 
Confession of Faith was printed and distributed. An "advertisement" was appended to the fifth 
edition of the Confession in 1720, as follows: 
 

"This Confession of our Faith, together with the brief Instructions of the Principles of 
Christian Religion, or the Catechisms, both with the proofs in the margin, and also that with 
the words of the scriptures at length; with this Confession, put forth by the ministers, 
elders, and brethren of above one hundred congregations of Christians, baptized 
on profession of their faith in England and Wales, denying Arminiainism, 
owning the doctrine of personal election and final perseverance: having sold the 
property, right and title of the printing thereof, to John Marshall, bookseller, at the Bible in 
Gracechurch Street, by us, William Collins and Benjamin Keach, it is desired that all persons 
desirous to promote such useful books, do apply themselves to him." 
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Charles Haddon Spurgeon had the 1689 Confession reprinted and prefaced the edition: 
 

“This little volume is not issued as an authoritative rule, or code of faith, whereby you are to 
be fettered, but as an assistance to you in controversy, a confirmation in faith, and a means of 
edification in righteousness.  Here the younger members of our church will have a body of 
divinity in small compass, and by means of the scriptural proofs, will be ready to give a reason 
for the hope that is in them. Be not ashamed of your faith; remember it is the ancient gospel of 
the martyrs, confessors, reformers, and saints.  Above all, it is the truth of God, against which 
all the gates of Hell cannot prevail.  Let your lives adorn your faith, let your example adorn 
your creed.  Above all live in Christ Jesus, and walk in Him, giving credence to no teaching but 
that which is manifestly approved of Him, and owned by the Holy Spirit.  Cleave fast to the 
Word of God which is here mapped out for you.” (October 1855) 

 
It is with the history of the church and the background of the London Confessions that we endeavor 
to begin a review of the doctrine and practice described therein. 
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