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Baptism as a Baptist distinctive
in historical and contemporary perspective

by Darren Clark

Introduction

In the inventory of Christian theology and practice
no topic has agitated or occupied Baptists quite as
much as that of baptism. This central Christian rite
has played an obvious part both in the appearance of
the Baptists at the dawn of the seventeenth century
and in their subsequent history. During this time the
Baptist concern for the proper subject and mode, and
to a lesser extent the proper meaning, of Baptism
has never diminished as they have persistently
propagated and promoted their views.! Believer’s
baptism was so closely associated with the Baptist
identity that it came to be adjectival for the Baptists
of the seventeenth century. Both Generals and Par-
ticulars referred to themselves as “baptised believ-
ers,” “churches of the baptised way,” or “baptised
saints.”” Probably the most common public percep-
tion of Baptists has been their practice of baptising
new converts by immersion.> This is not to say that
Baptists have always had a homogeneous view of
baptism for there has been division over other as-
pects of the ordinance.

This essay will first explore the rise of the Gen-
eral and Particular Baptists in the seventeenth cen-
tury with a view to identifying their understanding
of the significance and meaning of baptism. Since
the British Baptists would have the greatest influ-
ence on the development of the denomination in
Queensland,” this essay will focus on those later
developments in England that surface in the devel-
opment of the denomination in Queensland. Once
an understanding of the Queensland context is estab-
lished, the essay will turn to discuss how the central
Baptist emphases on baptism can be properly ex-
pressed in contemporary Queensland Baptists
churches.

The beginning — Smyth and the Generals

Although John Smyth’s interaction with Ana-
baptists at the dawn of the seventeenth century ap-
pears to have influenced him with regard to his un-
derstanding of baptism, there is evidence that his
concept of believer’s baptism developed as a part of
his application of Puritan and Separatist principles.’
Many Puritans had spent time in Geneva during an
exile under Mary (1553-1558) where they came un-
der the influence of Calvin’s teaching. Upon their
return the Puritans sought to reform the English
Church beyond what they saw as a half-hearted

compromise introduced by Elizabeth.’ In the latter
half of Elizabeth’s reign a number of small groups
began to separate from the Established Church alto-
gether in an effort to bring about reform.” These
Separatists rejected the Volkeskirche with its com-
prehensive inclusion of the parish residents within
its membership, believing it could not embody the
Reformation’s insights on faith and grace.8

In 1607 Smyth composed two works in which
he defended and explained the Separatist under-
standing of the church.’ In these works he empha-
sised the Separatist distinction (commonly empha-
sised by Protestants and Catholics) between the in-
visible church, which he said is determined by the
presence of the Spirit, and the visible church, which
he asserted is formed by a covenant between God
and believers.'” However, he primarily focused on
the visible church ' and contended that the true
visible church must be composed of those “sepa-
rated from all known sin, practicing the whol will of
God knowne unto the[m].”'* The test of fitness for
membership in the true visible church is the mani-
festation of “an outward visible faith”, confirmed by
subsequent obedience to Christ.”® The outward evi-
dence was thus indispensable to Smyth’s concept of
the church as an indicator of the trueness of any lo-
cal congregation. As Anglicanism clearly contained
mixed membership it could not be the true church; it
must be identified with Antichrist."

Smyth’s close examination of the New Testa-
ment, however, would lead him away from Separa-
tism to adopt believer’s baptism as the true constitu-
tion of the church.'> After reconstituting his church
on the basis of believer’s baptism (1608-1609),'¢
Smyth debated the Separatist Richard Clifton,'” who
defended the Separatist practice of paedobaptism.'®
Clifton, following other Separatists, defended pae-
dobaptism with the Genevan equation of circumci-
sion with baptism.'® Clifton argued that as children
in the Old Testament were engrafted into the cove-
nant by circumcision, so children of the faithful in
the New Testament are engrafted into the church by
baptism.20

This undercut Smyth’s understanding of what
constituted a true visible church and he rejected
Clifton’s reasoning. Smyth made use of the Puritan
understanding of Scriptural authority Lo argue that
there is no biblical warrant for paedobaptism and
that initiation into the true church must be through
believer’s baptism.” He contended that God’s
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covenant with Abraham applies to his “spiritual
seed” and that the Spirit is the seal of this cove-
nant.” He also read passages such as Genesis 17
with a conditional covenant reading and asserted
that true baptism only relates “to them that are of
Abraham’s faith, that are actually believing to justi-
fication.””* The spiritual seed of Abraham are those
who have faith but these “must first believe actually,
& be sealed with the Spirit ... & then receave the
baptisme of water.”®> In Smyth’s argument baptism
itself is not the seal but simply the visible evidence
(sign/illustration) of the underlying spiritual real-
ity 26

For Smyth the issue regarding paedobaptism
was not that infants could not receive God’s grace,
but they could not exhibit evidence of saving grace
and be reckoned amongst the members of the
church.?” Smyth thus set three precedents that
would be followed by General Baptists in the seven-
teenth century: that it is only for those exhibiting
true belief prior to baptism, that it is an outer sign
illustrating deeper spiritual interaction between God
and the believer (rejecting any ex opera operato
role),?® and that it relates closely to the believer’s
initiation into the visible church.” Immersion
would not be adopted as a regular practice until the
1650-1660s.

The Particulars

Although the details are somewhat more
sketchy, believer’s baptism can also be seen to have
played a significant part in the emergence of the
Particular Baptists from a Separatist church estab-
lished in London by Henry Jacob (1616). This
church was originally a moderate Separate church
accepting that there were occasions when they could
communicate with parish churches, but eventually
church growth saw an increase in members holding
to stricter Separatist convictions.*! In 1630 contro-
versy erupted over the issue of paedobaptism and in
1633 a small group believing it entirely erroneous to
associate with the Anglicans split from the church.
It was reported that this group received “a further
baptism” but it is unclear as to whether they were
rejecting paedobaptism or only baptism received in
Anglicanism.

In any case, by 1638 another group broke away
to join a congregation led by John Spilsbury with
the belief that baptism was only for professed be-
lievers.®® This group established contact with a
group of Anabaptists in Holland (Collegiants), who
appear to have passed on to the English group an
emphasis on baptism as a vivid portrayal of the
death-burial-resurrection motif in Paul (Col 2:12,
Rom 6-4).>* This helps explain why the Particulars
so quickly shifted to a focus on immersion, as the
emphasis on the death-burial-resurrection motif

would be best represented by this mode.** The Par-
ticulars did not at this stage emphasise baptism as an
initiation into the visible church as the Generals did.

Rep 2o g : P
A River Baptism in Queensland

The 17th and 18th Centuries

A survey of seventeenth century Baptist confes-
sions *® reveals that Baptists did vary as to what bap-
tism actually signifies: the remission of sins, the
believer’s identification with the death-burial-
resurrection of Christ,37 Christ’s inward baptism, the
cleansing that enables believers to live in true right-
eousness,”® and the believer’s “ingrafting” into the
body of Christ.*® However, it is clear that baptism
was significant not simply because it was seen as a
commandment from Scripture, but also because it is
an accurate and vivid expression of the essence of
the Gospel.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
debates emerged between Baptists over the necessity
of laying-on-of-hands after baptism if they were to
receive the Spirit.40 The practice of laying-on-of-
hands stemmed from an application of Hebrews 6:1-
2 to initiation into the church and was defended by
prominent leaders such as Thomas Grantham in the
1670s. The practice had fallen into disuse by the
end of the eighteenth century.41

A second controversy was concerned with
whether communion should be administered to those
not yet baptised as believers.*> John Bunyan (1628-
1688) had argued that baptism ought not to be the
defining feature in deciding whether a believer is a
worthy participant in communion. Rather, true faith
and a lifestyle demonstrating that faith formed the
necessary proofs.43 Bunyan preferred to maintain a
distinction between the outward form and the inner
spiritual conversion of the believer. His point was
that to make baptism an absolute essential for com-
munion was to make it “an essential of the Gos-
pel.”44 In opposition to Bunyan, Thomas Paul ac-
centuated the link between baptism and Christian
obedience to argue that baptism is “the first fruit of
Faith, and the first stage of Gospel obedience”.*
Debate would surface again in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries as churches holding to the open
communion policy grew in numbers.**
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19th Century

By the mid 1800s the Oxford movement within
Anglicanism had appeared with a high regard for the
place of baptism as a means of bringing the grace of
God to believers. Many Baptists such as Spurgeon,
who attacked Anglican acceptance of baptismal re-
generation, reasserted the Baptist emphasis that bap-
tism produces no regeneration.47 However, there
were two other developments that affected the way
that Baptists understood baptism. First, the post-
Enlightenment Baptist already saw believer’s bap-
tism as the mental response to the revelation of
truth, undertaken with free volition by rational peo-
ple.*® With the rise of the Oxford movement these
Baptists were prompted to associate with the “evan-
gelical” camp. Evangelicalism with its emphasis on
the need for personal faith and conversion inevitably
facilitated a strengthening of the understanding of
baptism as a symbol of discipleship or a witness to
faith. The death-burial-resurrection motif tended to
be accentuated and the General Baptist emphasis on
baptism as a rite of initiation fell into the back-
ground.49 Second, the greater interaction between
Baptists had produced a heightened concern for the
unity of the Church as the Body of Christ. In sev-
eral areas of Christian witness and service Baptists
had come to regard Paedobaptists as fellow believers
and this led some like Robert Hall to argue that the
denial of communion to the Paedobaptist degraded
communion from a symbol of Christian unity to “the
badge and criterion of a party”.”

The First Baptists in Queensland

The British Baptists had been the primary influ-
ence in Australia and it appears that Baptists in
Queensland inherited much of the same dynamic
found in England.”’ The advent of the Baptists in
Queensland can be traced back to the persistent lob-
bying of J. Dunmore Lang, which led to the immi-
gration of German (1830s) and then British (1849-
1850) Baptists to the area.”> An ecumenical and
pragmatic spirit is seen in the way that the first
Queensland Baptists joined with Congregationalists
and Presbyterians to form the United Evangelical
Church in 1849 under Charles Stewart, a Baptist
minister. However, by 1854 a number of Baptists
had arrived bringing with them a greater desire for a
denominational distinctiveness.”

The original united congregation had been in-
tentionally set up as a temporary arrangement along
open membership lines.>* However, upon the depar-
ture of the Congregationalists in 1857 the church
(now Wharf Street) decided to admit only Baptists
to membership but to allow “Paedo-Baptists to be
admitted to the Lord’s Table”.> Later in that year
the requirement of “holding Calvinistic doctrine” for
membership was omitted making believer’s baptism

the solitary doctrinal distinctive of the church.”®
This position would only be reinforced under the
leadership of B. G. Wilson, who was considered by
many as a General Baptist.”” The Wharf Street atti-
tude to Baptism, membership and communion was
passed on to many of her daughter churches (e.g.
Ipswich, Maryborough, Rockhampton, Sandgate,
Enoggera) but as in Britain other churches preferred
a closed communion line. To some within the
Wharf Street congregation the allowance of mixed
communion was unacceptable so they withdrew to
form the Jireh Strict and Particular Baptist Church
with the intention of restricting membership and
communion to baptised believers.*®

The importance of believer’s baptism for both
streams of Baptist churches can be seen in that they
required the profession of faith in Christ accompa-
nied by evidence of a life witnessing to a consistent
spirituality as requisites for baptism. Even the few
“Union” churches (opened membership to Paedo-
baptists) agreed to teach and to practise only be-
liever’s baptism.” Most churches connected bap-
tism closely with membership (and at times with
communion) in a way that made it into an identity
marker demarcating the regenerate from the unre-
generate.”’ As such baptism by immersion was val-
ued (along with communion) as an ordinance of
“perpetual obligation.” 5! In 1899 the Association
(formed 1877) adopted a doctrinal statement from
Victoria that speaks of Baptism as a symbol of the
regenerate believer’s fellowship with Christ’s death,
burial, and resurrection.”” Even when updated re-
cently this remained the sole motif attached to bap-
tism.

Contemporary Queensland — modern influences

Modern Queensland Baptists face a different
context from that of our predecessors. Change oc-
curred through Billy Graham’s crusade of 1959,
which became a catalyst for realignment from reli-
ance on the British Baptists towards a focus on the
Southern Baptist Convention (SBC). From this time
forward Queensland Baptists would import a great
deal of their ministry methodology, models of
church structures, and trends in music and beliefs
from America.** Yeta comparison of the Faith and
Message issued by the Southern Baptist Convention
in 1963 * and the constitutions of the Baptist Union
of Queensland (BUQ) from 1960 onwards suggests
that Baptists in Queensland were not directly influ-
enced (at least on the official level) by America in
their understanding of baptism. Whereas the SBC
statement accentuates a function of Baptism as a
prerequisite for both membership and participation
in communion, the statements on baptism in the
constitutions of the BUQ remained unchanged
throughout that period. In fact, from 1970-1990 the
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BUQ issued model constitutions in their handbooks
emphasising baptism as a prerequisite for member-
ship but recommended open communion.

What does seem to have led to a rethinking
amongst Queensland Baptists regarding baptism is
what David Parker has called “trans-colonisation”.
Trans-colonisation refers to an increase in interna-
tional mobility whereby a range of trends and influ-
ences from other countries, especially America, has
become entrenched in the Australian culture so that
the Australian church has become a kind of “global-
ised Western/American church”.®® A result of this
development has been a rise in religious consumer-
ism whereby Australian Christians seek out congre-
gations that suit them, irrespective of denomina-
tional background.”’ Furthermore, believers from
other denominations can find that their non-
membership limits their participation in the life of
the church, despite the fact their godly character,
spirituality and commitment to the church remain
unquestioned.70 Some Queensland Baptists have
dealt with these issues by opening church member-
ship to believers committed to other baptismal doc-
trines.”’ Believer’s baptism by immersion is still a
normal practice and teaching of these churches.

:erﬁél orm aptls{fy—GYmple Baptist

Open Membership

The approach of constituting open membership
churches would appear to be a good way forward in
the Queensland context. It takes seriously the Bap-
tist (and indeed Christian) emphasis on faith in
Christ as a defining feature of what it means to be a
Christian.” Indeed, since John Smyth’s time a the-
ology of conversion has been at the heart of the Bap-
tist understanding of baptism. It has always been
faith first then baptism and Baptist churches in
Queensland, whether they have opened or closed
their membership, have consistently recognised this
point.” Yet opening communion to all but insisting
on closed membership is an inconsistent policy. The
illogical nature of this position is apparent in that it
is recognised that a person’s saving faith qualifies

them for communion with Baptists as spiritual

equals but that same faith is not enough to qualify
them for membership because that faith has not been
expressed in baptism.” One way to deal with this is
to create a class of “associate members” but the
message still goes out that those with true faith who
have not taken believer’s Baptism are somehow
spiritually inferior to Baptists when it comes to
qualification for membership. This is not desirable
since it opens Queensland Baptists up to Bunyan’s
charge of making Baptism an essential of the Gos-
pel.

Baptism as a sign

A similar point should be made for how Queen-
sland Baptists can apply the Baptist distinctive of
immersion in the modern context. Modern Baptists
cannot simply push water baptism aside. The New
Testament does teach outward water baptism (Mat
28:16-20) and immersion does appear to be associ-
ated with the ordinance through the Greek word
Bontidw (to dip or plunge).” A salient feature of the
seventeenth century Baptist confessions was the
importance placed on baptism as a sign of a deeper
spiritual reality (the Gospel, committed discipleship,
cleansing, ingrafting into Christ and his one body).

It was therefore important, as the First London
Confession asserts, that bein(g a sign baptism “must
answer the thing signified”.”® Baptism by immer-
sion in water is most effective in illustrating the
deeper spiritual reality (cf. Romans 6:1-11). This
being said, however, it must also be recognised that
the most important aspect of the Baptist approach to
baptism is the quality of faith. This suggests that
emphasis must be upon believer’s baptism rather
than on baptism by immersion as the absolutely
necessary feature of baptism.”” Adopting this
viewpoint means we can teach immersion in water
as the preferred mode of baptism without falling
into legalism.

Baptism as Initiation

There is also the issue of how Queensland Bap-
tists can properly relate baptism to initiation into the
visible church. Certainly the seventeenth century
Baptists, especially General Baptists, took the view
that baptism is an important part of initiation into
the visible church.” In the modern context closed
membership churches such as Toowong Baptist
Church connect baptism closely to initiation into the
church.” Even with an open membership policy
churches do not necessarily deny the place of be-
liever’s baptism in initiation of the new believer into
the local church.® Although baptism does not have
any intrinsic meaning or power to unite the new be-
liever with the church, its vivid imagery of the con-
version experience makes it a perfect focal point for
illustrating the place the new believer has within the
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community of God. Baptism is rightly seen as an
event relating to the personal experience of the be-
liever. However, texts such as Ephesians 4:5 and 1
Corinthians 12:13 indicate that baptism can cor-
rectly be associated with the convert’s incorporation
into the Body of Christ. One way of achieving a
greater focus on this aspect of baptism would be to
make baptism a central part of a church’s worship
service rather than just an addition to the “main
event”*

. 1 =

James and George Grimes: the first to be bap-
tized in Queensland—at what is now the Roma
Street Forum, once the town reservoir—by Rev
James Voller (of Sydney) on 31 May 1857

3 HEguans

The Importance of Baptism

Ultimately there is more involved in the Baptist
concept of baptism than simply a return to the biblical
mode of baptism. For the early Baptists the rite of bap-
tism was important because it flowed out of their belief
that the visible church should consist only of believers.
Since the national church by its very nature included
those who were clearly unchristian, baptism was natu-
rally an important indicator of who should be counted
in the true church. Baptism was valued as a vivid sign
of the transforming power of the Gospel in a person’s
life and, in an era where such an act could easily bring
persecution, it could be trusted to demonstrate genuine
faith. As the context changed in later centuries many
Baptists became aware that people belonging to other
denominations could indeed possess genuine faith and
the older controversy regarding the necessity of bap-
tism for communion resurfaced. The challenge for
Queensland Baptists today is to constitute and organise
our churches so that the fundamental Christian empha-
sis on salvation through faith and God’s grace are
worked out consistently in our beliefs and our prac-
tices. Open membership does effectively address this
issue but there is also a need to ensure that baptism is
not simply pushed aside. Baptism can be made a cen-
tral part of our worship services and in doing this
churches will be able to engender a greater undetstand-
ing of the ordinance among all those attending our
churches.
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