Free Will Baptist Doctrine

Introduction

Webster’s New World Dictionary defines doctrine as:  1 something taught; teachings 2 something taught as the principles or creed of a religion, political party, etc. and 3 an official statement of a nation’s policy . . .

For our purposes we will say doctrine is the teachings of Christianity which we believe.  The large majority of Christian denominations teach the same doctrines in regard to salvation; these doctrines concern; God, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, the Trinity, Man, Sin, and Salvation by grace through faith.  Some denominations have statements pertaining to what they believe.  These are referred to as Statements of Faith, Confessions of Faith, Articles of Faith and other titles.  Other denominations do not have their doctrines in written form.  Free Will Baptists have two written statements: Articles of Faith and The Faith of Free Will Baptists.  
Many ecumenical groups (non-denominational churches, community churches, etc.) have a slogan “Doctrine divides, service unites.”  They see disagreements among Christians as petty and divisive and therefore seek to ignore or even eliminate doctrinal teaching in the church.  Some of these groups state that full and complete faith in Christ is all that is required for Christians.  Even that simple statement is doctrine.  All groups that meet as a Christian church have to believe something.  All these groups have to agree as to whether communion is offered and whether or not to baptize people; those are doctrines.  No group can meet as a Christian church and say they don’t teach anything.

The early church had to deal with false teachings in the fellowships.  For instance, Gnostics believed that the flesh and spirit were separate entirely.  The flesh was of the earth while the spirit was heavenly.  It did not matter what you did in the flesh because it was going to be destroyed.  Only the spirit (what you thought) mattered.  Arianism believed that Christ was not co-equal and co-eternal with the Father.  Monophysitism believed that Christ had only one nature and that nature was divine.

Because of these and other teachings, the early church fathers began to set down beliefs (doctrines) that the church was to follow.  After the Reformation the groups that called themselves Christian followed the same basic beliefs as the early church.  These are called orthodox churches because all follow the same doctrines concerning salvation.  However, these groups differed in regard to interpretations of subjects not regarding salvation; thus the different denominations of the present day.

Most of the lessons in this series will reflect the beliefs of all orthodox Christianity.  Obviously all denominations don’t believe the same way on everything.  Even people within the same denomination (or even the same church body) disagree on certain points.  These lessons will conform essentially to Free Will Baptist doctrine.

But first a brief history, where did Free Will Baptists come from?

The Free Will Baptist denomination was formed in the United States during the eighteenth century.  There were two separate branches that began independent of each other, one in North Carolina and the other in New Hampshire.  However, the roots of the denomination began in England during the seventeenth century.

In 1600 the Church of England (Anglican Church) was the official church in the country.  It was illegal to be part of another church organization.  There were dissenters to the body during the early years of the century that formed their own groups.  The Puritans were one such group and obtained their name because they were dissatisfied with what they considered unbiblical practices within the church and wanted to “purify” it.  They remained within the church but were concerned with reform.  Another group was the Separatists.  They wanted to separate entirely from the church.

One man who was associated with both the Puritans and Separatists was John Smith.  He was the pastor of a Separatist congregation who, along with other Separatist groups, was being persecuted by the Church of England.  Smith led a group to Holland and settled in Amsterdam in 1607.  Thomas Helwys was a lawyer and a member of the congregation.  One of the first disagreements the two had with Anglican beliefs was infant baptism.  The Church of England held infant baptism as one of its ordinances.  Smith and Helwys believed baptism was for believers who had accepted the Gospel of Christ.

While in Holland, Smith and Helwys became influenced by the teachings of Dutch theologian Jacobus Arminius.  The prevailing belief of the time came from the teaching of John Calvin.  He taught that men are saved by God’s election rather than by personal belief.  This view is that God predestinated who would be saved and lost and that Christ died only for the “elect,” other individuals have no opportunity for salvation.

Arminius taught that God desires salvation for all and that Jesus died for the sins of all.  God has given man the freedom of choice to accept or reject Christ’s sacrifice.  Those who accept are saved and placed into the body of Christ; those who reject are lost and if they die in that condition will be eternally lost.

Smith later joined the Dutch Mennonites and Thomas Helwys led the group back to England in 1611 when the religious persecution had declined.  Helwys established the first Baptist church in England in 1612 at Spitalfield just outside London.  This church was called a General Baptist church.  The name came from the teaching that the atonement of Christ was a general atonement (that Christ died for all) rather than a particular atonement (that Christ died only for the elect).  It was not until 1633 that the Particular Baptist churches began to arise and begin using the derisive term “freewillers” to refer to the General Baptists.

The first Baptist church in America was formed in 1638 by Roger Williams in Providence, Rhode Island, and was a General Baptist.  Today a church (built in 1775) is still in existence on the original site and is called The First Baptist Church in America.

Today the General Association of General Baptists is headquartered in Popular Bluff, Missouri.  That group has approximately 60 associations of 816 churches with more than 73,000 members.  Other groups that formed from the original General Baptists are:  the Old Baptist Union, Separate Baptists and the General Six-Principle Baptists.

The first Free Will Baptist Church was formed in 1727 in Chowan County in the northeast corner of North Carolina.  Benjamin Laker, who had arrived in Carolina from England in 1685, was a General Baptist and taught the doctrine to different groups but no organized body had been formed.  After Laker’s death his son-in-law, Paul Palmer, formed the group into a church.  Two other churches in North Carolina, one near the South Carolina border, were formed by the ministry of Paul Palmer.

Palmer died in 1747 but the ministry was carried on by William Sojourner (also spelled Surginer), Josiah Hart, William Parker and Joseph Parker who also established and pastored churches.  As in England, the other denominations used “freewillers” as a derisive term for these groups but the churches took the name and applied it to themselves.  At this time the terms General Baptists and Free Will Baptists were used interchangeably.

In the 1750’s the Particular Baptists (Calvinist—predestination) began trying to reform the General Baptist –Free Will Baptist churches.  The Particular Baptists were more dogmatic in their views and sought to reform those who believed into their way of thinking.  Of the more than 20 churches that had been formed by the General Baptists, by 1770 only 4 churches and 4 pastors remained.  Thus the movement was forced to begin anew with William Parker, the only original minister still living, leading the way.  By the 1830’s the churches of this movement in North and South Carolina numbered 2,000 members and this became known as the “Palmer” line of Free Will Baptists.

In 1770 a New Englander named Benjamin Randall was convicted of his sins after hearing a message by the English evangelist George Whitefield.  Randall joined the Congregational Church but left in 1775 to join a Baptist church.  By 1780 he realized their strict Calvinist beliefs did not match his and he departed and joined a General Baptist church where he was ordained.  Later that year he organized his own church in New Durham, New Hampshire.  The stated foundational beliefs of the church were the free will of man and the universal call of the gospel.  In 1799 the name “Freewill Baptist” appeared in the minutes of Randall’s church.  By 1820 the movement consisted of 220 churches throughout New England.

The movement continued to grow and by 1900 there were 1,500 churches in 20 states that had been organized into The General Conference of Free Baptists (the will had been dropped).  In 1910-1911 that conference merged with the Northern Baptist Convention and lost its identity.  In 1950 the Northern Baptist Convention’s name was changed to American Baptist Convention, the current name of American Baptist Churches in the USA was adopted in 1972.  In 2006, the American Baptist Churches USA reported 1,371,278 members in 5,659 churches.

Not all of the Free Baptist churches merged with the Northern Baptists.  Groups in southern Ohio, southern Illinois, West Virginia, Missouri and other western states kept their identity.  These groups formed the Cooperative General Association of Free Will Baptists on December 28, 1916 in Pattonsburg, Missouri.

Meanwhile the southern lines of Free Will Baptists were growing with churches in all the southern states from the Carolinas to Texas.  However these didn’t form a union until the General Conference was organized in 1921 in Nashville, Tennessee.  The western organization of the remaining Randall line along with churches in Missouri, Oklahoma, Nebraska and Kansas and the southern line of the General Conference finally met at Cofer’s Chapel Free Will Baptist church in Nashville in November, 1935 and formed the National Association of Free Will Baptists.  The National Association today includes approximately 2,500 churches in 40 states with more than 300,000 members.  There are also still several associations of Free Will Baptists not affiliated with the National.  These include the Original Free Will Baptist Convention in North Carolina, the United American Free Will Baptist Church, an African-American organization formed in 1901 and headquartered in Kinston, North Carolina and the United American Free Will Baptist Conference based in Lakeland, Florida.  There are also a number of “local” associations that are unaffiliated with any of the Conferences.  These associations total approximately 300 churches with some 22,000 members.

Midfield Free Will Baptist Church is united with the National Association of Free Will Baptists through the Tennessee State Association.  The state association is divided into groups such as the Appalachian Association, Cumberland Association, Northeast Association and the Liberty Association among others.  Midfield is a member of the Union Association which is divided into quarterlies (groups that meet every three months).  The Union Association has the Eastern Quarterly with 11 churches as members, the Central Quarterly with 38 churches and the Northern Quarterly with 21 churches.  Midfield is a member of the Northern Quarterly.

Not all of the differences in denominations are in beliefs.  There are also differences in the organizational structure of churches.  Although groups have many and varied designs of organization, these come down to three basic types.

Episcopal:  In this system the head of an individual church is usually called a bishop and governs the congregation.  Bishops are subject to higher ranking bishops who are formed into councils or synods (another name for a religious council).  Sometimes there is an order of councils with each having higher authority than the previous.  Not surprisingly the Episcopal Church has this method of government along with the Catholic Church, the Methodists and Lutherans.

Presbyterian:  Under this type a church is governed by a “session” (council) formed by the minister and lay elders.  The session is under the presbytery, a body made up of representatives from member churches.  This presbytery is under a synod with a General Assembly over the synods.

Congregational:  In this type of government, the local church is a self-ruling body.  Many types of churches with this system form into associations and yield certain authority to higher bodies as in the Presbyterian form of government; but the congregations can withdraw from these associations at any time.  Congregational churches have complete control of church property and the selection of pastors.

Midfield Free Will Baptist follows the congregational form of church government.  As stated in the Treatise of the Faith and Practices of the National Association of Free Will Baptists, Part IV, Chapter 1, Section 1, B:  “The local church is an independent and self-governing body, with full authority to transact its business, choose its pastor and officers, receive, discipline, and dismiss members, hold free title to all its properties, and conduct all its internal affairs.”
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(Explanation of the logo from the National Association of Free Will Baptists website, nafwb.org)

The logo of the Free Will Baptists incorporates four symbols used by the earliest communities in Christendom: the ship, the fish, the anchor, and the cross.
In the four corners of the ship's sail, the symbols of earliest Christianity are enhanced by modern emblems of a vital, living faith - the Holy Bible, the Loaf & Cup, the Basin & Towel and Clasped Hands - the symbols of Free Will Baptists.
The Ship symbolizes the Church and represents all the members pulling in one direction, guided and empowered by the Holy Spirit. Seeking to fulfill Christ's last command to the Church, Free Will Baptists unite in one purpose with one priority to proclaim the good news of the gospel throughout the world.

The Fish, represented in the symbol by the space between the bottom of the sail and the top of the ship's body, is one of the most popular symbols for Jesus Christ. Many believe that it was a secret symbol which identified Christians during periods of persecution. The word "fish" in the first century Greek (ichthus) is an acrostic for Jesus Christ, Son of God, and Savior.
The Anchor on the bow of the ship symbolizes the Christian hope of salvation, "the sure, strong and steadfast anchor of the soul.” The Cross forms the emblem in the mast of the ship. It is the most familiar symbol in the history of the world. The Cross - an instrument of execution and death turned into a worldwide emblem of hope and love by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
The Bible has always been at the heart of our life as Free Will Baptists, the centrality of the scriptures. Free Will Baptists adopt the Word of God as our only rule of faith and practice. We believe the scriptures to be inspired, inerrant, infallible and immutable.
The Loaf & Cup represent the Lord's Supper, one of the gospel ordinances. This ordinance commemorates the death of Christ for our sins in the use of the bread which He made the emblem of His broken body and the cup the emblem of His shed blood. Participation in this ordinance expresses love for Christ, faith and hope in Him, and serves as a pledge of perpetual fidelity and faithfulness to Him.
The Basin & Towel historically symbolize the service and outreach of the church, but for us it has an added significance of representing our practice of washing the saints' feet.

The Clasped Hands symbolize many things to us:  fellowship, brotherhood and the warmth of our faith.  Perhaps the most important thing symbolized by the clasped hands is our commitment to reach out to people around the world with the good news.
