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Foreword

Thomas Crosby set his hand to write a History of the English Baptists 
in 1738. An early pastor of his church, Benjamin Stinton, an “ingenious 

collector” of Baptist material, had submitted what he gathered to Crosby. 

Friends convinced Crosby to give the material to Daniel Neal that he 

might include the Baptists in his The History of the Puritans. On that mat-

ter Crosby commented, “under which general name, I did apprehend the 

English Baptists might very well be included.”1 Neal, however, in Crosby’s 

opinion, dealt slightly and condescendingly to the Baptists and did not do 

either them or the material he possessed justice. Though both the strengths 

and weaknesses of Crosby’s work are remarkable, none can doubt that he 

saw the Baptists as an integral part of that great movement of Puritanism, 

a more purely, primitive expression of it than those that adhered to that 

“pillar of popery,” the baptism of infants.

The great strength of Puritanism, however, lay precisely in its implica-

tions for a disciplined church willing to suffer for truth and righteousness. 

Its weakness lay in its embracing of the chimera of a purified parish church 

integrally connected to the state church. The Great Ejection of 1662 re-

newed the Puritan opportunity to suffer and focus more precisely on issues 

of doctrine, spiritual experience, and assurance. Within this context the 

Baptists showed the points at which they most resembled the Puritans. That 

is one thing this book demonstrates with utter clarity.

Before the Great Ejection, fifty years earlier in fact, Thomas Helwys 

returned to England from a self-imposed exile in Amsterdam in order to 

provide a witness for the truth and against soul-destructive error to his 

“natural country men,” many of whom were their “loving kindred in the 

1. Crosby, The History of the English Baptists, 1:ii.

© 2014 The Lutterworth Press



SAMPLE

Foreword

x

flesh,” and others their “most worthy and dear friends to whom we owe the 

best fruits of our lives and the entire affection of our hearts.”2

Helwys most useful and justly celebrated writing, The Mistery of Iniq-
uity, denounced the state church system and issued a clear and unalloyed 

call for liberty of conscience. He included an uncompromised criticism of 

the “so much applauded profession of Puritanism” for clinging to the hope 

of a purified Anglicanism and a consequent inclusion in the establishment. 

Submission of conscience to Parliament was a spiritual atrocity in Helwys’s 

view and of the essence of an anti-Christian posture. He challenged them 

with a keen observation about their agitation of Parliament for further re-

form of the state church.

By this you testify against yourselves that you are unreformed, 

and that there is a way of reformation, of which you would be, if 

you might have leave or license to enter into it. Seeing you cannot 

obtain it, you justify that it is lawful to walk in an unreformed pro-

fession upon this ground because you may not have leave by act 

of Parliament to reform. What more false profession can be found 

on earth than this of yours, who profess that you know a way of 

much truth in which you would walk, but you do not, because you 

cannot by superior power be permitted.3

Helwys’s commitment to liberty of conscience put him miles ahead 

of any other English thinker of the day. He contended that “none should 

be punished either with death or bonds for transgressing against the spiri-

tual ordinances of the New Testament, and that such offences should be 

punished only with the spiritual sword and censures” and then only in lo-

cal congregations.4 In addition, Helwys wrote plainly and forcefully to the 

king, that, like Helwys himself, he was but “dust and ashes.” He granted to 

him all legitimate power commanded by Scripture but did not allow any 

power over conscience. Helwys pled, politely but forcefully, that the king 

might remove the power of the earthly sword from the prelates of the Eng-

lish church and that he might not seek any power over the consciences of 

his subjects. Helwys put even the political fears of the day in a new perspec-

tive with a transcendent vision for liberty. Its scope must have been baffling 

to his contemporaries.

2. Helwys, The Life and Writings, 67.

3. Ibid., 220f.

4. Ibid., 160.
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We still pray our lord the king that we may be free from sus-

picion for having any thoughts of provoking evil against those 

of the Romish religion in regard of their profession, if they are 

true and faithful subjects to the king. For we do freely profess 

that our lord the king has no more power over their consciences 

than over ours, and that is none at all. For our lord the king is 

but an earthly king, and he has not authority as a king but in 

earthly causes. If the king’s people are obedient and true subjects, 

obeying all human laws made by the king, our Lord the king can 

require no more. For men’s religion to God is between God and 

themselves. The king will not answer for it. Neither may the king 

be judge between God and man. Let them be heretics, Turks, 

Jews, or whatsoever, it does not appertain to the earthly power to 

punish them in the least measure.5

Another Puritan whose consistency led him to a Baptist position 

was the man of irrepressible conscience, Roger Williams. Flourishing in 

his views thirty years later than Helwys, he pointed out, as did Helwys, 

the inconsistency of a Puritan’s seeking the privilege of “parish” ministry. 

Only recently had Puritanism led to the insight that God’s “people are a 

Company or Church of living stones,” which made necessary separation 

from any concept of a parish church, that depended on a national church, 

that contained “the rubbish of Antichristian confusions and desolations.”6

Questioning the attempts of Parliament in 1644 to establish Presbyte-

rianism, Roger Williams employed a historical argument as a demonstra-

tion of the utter futility of seeking to establish true religion by governmental 

power. “Who knows not in how few years the Common weale of England 

hath set up and pull’d down: The Fathers made the children Hereticks, and 

the Children the Fathers. How doth the Parliament in Henry the VIII his 

days condemn the absolute Popery in Henry the VII? How is in Edwards 

the VI his time the Parlament [sic] of Henry the VIII condemned for their 

halfe popery halfe Protestantism? How soon dothe Queen Maries Parla-

ment condemn Edward for his absolute Protestantisme? And Elizabeths 

Parlament as soon condemn Queen Maries for their absolute Popery?” 

Williams objected to the Parliament’s efforts to seek a mold and pattern 

of church government from Holland or Scotland. They were on a path of 

oppression of “many thousand precious souls, for whom [Jesus] hath paid 

5. Ibid., 209.

6. Roger Williams, “The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution” in The Complete Writings of 
Roger Williams, 3:66–67.
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so dear a ransome” and under the pretense of honoring him, they “oppose 

the Truth and Purity of his last will and Testament.” He knew that the com-

mand of a king or the act of a parliament could be changed in a day, and 

certainly in a generation, so that neither truth nor peace were honored in 

the religious settlements imposed by rulers. “And, Oh!” he exclaimed as he 

considered the consequences of the effort to establish by law a particular 

denomination, “Since the common-weale cannot without a spirituall rape 

force the consciences of all to one Worship, oh that it may never commit 

that rape, in forcing the consciences of all men to one Worship, which a 

stronger arme and Sword may soon (as formerly) arise to alter.”7

He made a very bold argument, showing that he had fully embraced 

the Baptist viewpoint on this issue and was ready to expand it to proportions 

far in advance of any of his contemporaries: “It is the will and command 

of God, that (since the coming of his Sonne the Lord Jesus) a permission 

of the most Paganish, Jewish, Turkish, or Antichristian consciences and 

worships, bee granted to all men in all Nations and Countries: and they 

are onely to bee fought against with that Sword which is only (in Soule 

matters) able to conquer, to wit, the Sword of God’s Spirit, the Word of 

God.”8 Williams molded the symmetry and contours of his views of liberty 

of conscience as a Puritan seeking a purer application of the body of divin-

ity commonly held.

The Puritans, however, continued their wonderfully experiential doc-

trinal writing and preaching as well as their futile attempts at establishing 

themselves as the Church of England sans the Book of Common Prayer. This 

all ended with the restoration of Charles II, the aggressiveness of a reso-

lutely Anglican Parliament, and the iron-willed purpose of Lord Clarendon 

to squash all parties that refused to conform. In 1662 the Act of Uniformity, 

the second act of the Clarendon Code, ended from a political standpoint 

the Puritan movement. Baptists were now joined by the fellow [lower-case] 

puritan soul-physicians in the sanctifying pressures of oppression. In this 

fellowship of transcendent truth we find the Baptists Thomas Wilcox and 

Vavasor Powell. Stephen Yuille notes:

In describing Thomas Wilcox and Vavasor Powell as Puritans, I 

am not referring to their political or ecclesiastical views, but their 

piety—what we might call “experimental Calvinism.” The Puri-

tans hold to the conviction that we must experience an affective 

7. Williams, Complete Writings, 2:260.

8. Ibid., 3:3.
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appropriation of God’s sovereign grace, moving beyond intellec-

tual assent to heartfelt dedication to Christ. This piety transcends 

the divide that exists between those of differing political and eccle-

siastical views: Independents and Presbyterians, Parliamentarians 

and Royalists, Conformists and Nonconformists.

Stephen Yuille sets a banqueting table for the reader both in the original 

texts he includes and in his own comments on these texts. The introduction 

he gives to the book on the appeal of Puritan divinity sets the table in a tanta-

lizing way, and does not only tease with the promise of satisfaction but deliv-

ers the goods. His ability to bring to bear an impressive synthesis of Puritan 

authors on the subjects dealt with in these pages gives an intoxicating taste of 

the riches of Puritan divinity, particularly the doctrine of justification and the 

suitableness and aggressiveness of Christ as a savior of sinners. I believe that 

Stephen Yuille has delightfully accomplished his purpose in publishing: “to 

heighten your appreciation of Puritan (and early Baptist) piety and, above all 

else, point you to ‘the unsearchable riches of Christ.’”

Dr. Tom. J. Nettles

Professor of Historical Theology

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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