Confessional Subscription in early Baptist History (Part 1)
A. The First London Confession
I will begin by examining subscription with reference to the First London Confession, focusing on two points, its own words about subscription, and William Kiffin’s convictions about what subscription meant.

1. Its own Words
When the Particular Baptists first emerged from the paedobaptist separatist churches in the 1640s, they faced strong opposition. Rumors and innuendo tying them to the continental Anabaptists and the disaster in Münster were being disseminated, and they found it prudent and necessary publicly to distance themselves from that sad event and declare their orthodoxy and similarity to the paedobaptist churches around them. They did this by publishing the First London Confession of 1644. The preface to that Confession states,

Wee have . . . for the cleering of the truth wee professe, that it may be at libertie, though wee be in bonds, briefly published a Confession of our Faith, as desiring all that feare God, seriously to consider whether (if they compare what wee here say and confesse in the presence of the Lord Jesus and his Saints) men have not with their tongues in Pulpit, and pens in Print, both spoken and written things that are contrary to truth; . . . And because it may be conceived, that what is here published may be the Judgement of some one particular Congregation, more refined than the rest; We doe therefore here subscribe it, some of each body in the name, and by the appointment of seven Congregations, who though wee be distinct in respect of particular bodies, for conveniency sake, being as many as can well meete together in one place, yet are all one in Communion, holding Jesus Christ to be our head and Lord; . . . Subscribed in the Names of the seven Churches in London.[1]

The first name on the list is William Kiffin.

This action had two important facets. First, by publication they desired to make their views, held commonly and unanimously, known to a wide audience of readers. Secondly, by subscribing their names as representatives of the churches, they were publicly asserting that these doctrines were a true representation of the theological views held among them. Much was at stake, especially their on-going freedom in the face of rising Presbyterian anti-toleration political power. Remember Milton’s famous words: “New Presbyter is but old priest writ large.” Few of the Presbyterians were for religious toleration, desiring to replace the episcopalian state church with a presbyterian state church. Subscription was not a nicety; it was a sober, serious and public proclamation that they were orthodox Christians.

2. Kiffin’s words about it
The nature of the earliest Baptist understanding of confessional subscription is not a matter of conjecture. We have some explicit testimony to the exact intent of the men and churches involved in publishing the First London Confession of Faith.

In the 1690s, Benjamin Keach caused a furor among the Particular Baptist churches by introducing the practice of congregational hymn singing into public worship. A great controversy arose, and in the midst, Keach published a book in which he made some very unfortunate comments about the first churches in the 1640s. Among his assertions was that these churches did not believe that ministers should receive financial support from their churches. William Kiffin, George Barrett, Robert Steed and Edward Man responded to Keach in a 1692 work entitled A Serious Answer to a Late Book, Stiled, A Reply to Mr. Robert Steed’s Epistle concerning Singing. They showed Keach that the 1st London Confession (which he later admitted he had never seen) contained an article explicitly advocating ministerial support. Listen to their description of the issue:

[Keach and his supporters] exhibit a very grievous and a very false charge against those of the same Profession, that were more ancient in it than the Authors of this Reply, who vent this Scandal . . . . When those ancient Brethren were convinced of their duty, That Believers, upon Confession of their Faith, were the only Subjects of Baptism, and accordingly, sate down together in Communion as a Congregation or Church of Christ; and many in the Nation began to enquire into the truth thereof, they met with many harsh Censures and false Charges cast upon them to make the Truth of Christ contemptible, (viz.) That they were corrupt in the Doctrines of the Gospel; That they denied Subjection to Magistrates; that they held, that to maintain [i.e. financially support] ministers was Antichristian &c. They to clear themselves, and to take off those false charges, did think it their duty to publish to the Nation a Confession of their Faith; which when drawn up, was read in the Churches, being then seven in number; and consented to by all the Members, not one dissenting, and subscribed by two of each Church in the name of the rest. Which Confession of Faith was five times printed in the year 1644, and from that, to the year 1651, without the least alteration of any one Article of what was last printed: which Confession gave such general satisfaction to most Christians of all sorts of differing Perswasions from us, that it took off from many that Prejudice and Offence that was formerly taken by them against our Profession. What the Judgment of these Churches in their first Constitution, was, concerning the Maintenance of Ministers, may be seen in the 28th Article, in these words, We do believe that due Maintenance of Ministers should be the free and voluntary Communication of the Church: That according to Christ’s Ordinance, they that preach the Gospel, should live on the Gospel, &c. And accordingly they did then, and we have ever since made it our Practice, as a Duty required of all the Members of the Church that are able to give. . . . Herein we would be understood in this, that we now assert concerning the Churches, that we mean principally as they were in the beginning: And we do find, to our great Grief, that which was then falsly charg’d upon us by those that did not know us, is now as falsly (with a far greater Aggravation of their Sin) charg’d upon us by some of us, who might have satisfied themselves, had they perused our Confession of Faith. . . .

To this Charge we answer, That nothing can be more falsly asserted, or more slanderously uttered: For if this their Charge have the least shadow of Truth against the Baptized Churches in their first beginning here in England; they must needs be the grossest sort of Hypocrites, in professing the contrary by their Profession of Faith, and yet believing and practicing quite otherwise to what they solemnly professed as their Faith in the matter.[2]

Elsewhere in the context they call these charges “notorious Falshoods and abominable Slanders,” stating that Keach and his cohorts had uttered

a most false Accusation and Slander against the Baptized Churches in their first gathering, laying that to their Charge as a received Principle owned by them, which they had openly declared against to the whole World in their Confession of Faith, which was in those Days Printed and Published; whereby they stigmatize or brand them with the deepest Hypocrisy that depraved Mortals can be guilty of.[3]

This is strong language. These men viewed the solemn act of adopting, subscribing, and publishing a Confession of Faith to be so serious, that they considered anyone who claimed to own it, but practiced differently, guilty of, in their own words, “the deepest Hypocrisy that depraved Mortals can be guilty of.” For them, confessional subscription was a moral issue. It was a declaration of one’s convictions about the nature of the Christian Faith itself, and so could not be taken lightly. If you said that you believed something, you had better believe it, or you were nothing short of a hypocrite.

What is especially interesting about this material is that it spans 5 decades of Particular Baptist life. William Kiffin was present and involved in the adoption and publication of the First London Confession, as also the Second. He and his companions, writing in 1692, looked back to 1644 and made these assertions about subscription. These words apply to his understanding of confessional subscription as it was practiced throughout the first half-century of the existence of our churches. With this in mind, let us turn to our own Confession.
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Part 2
The Second London Confession
Here I will discuss four points: The Confession in the General Assembly; The Confession in the Churches; The Confession in the Associations; and The Confession as a doctrinal tool.

1. In the General Assembly
When it was first published in 1677, our Confession included an interesting preface (as well as an appendix) both of which are sadly left out of most modern editions. In the preface, the subscribers explained their reasons for issuing the document. Their words are of great interest:

There is one thing more which we sincerely profess, and earnestly desire credence in, viz. That contention is most remote from our design in all that we have done in this matter: and we hope the liberty of an ingenuous unfolding our principles, and opening our hearts unto our Brethren, with the Scripture grounds on which our faith and practice leanes, will by none of them be either denyed to us, or taken ill from us. Our whole design is accomplished, if we may obtain that Justice, as to be measured in our principles, and practice, and the judgement of both by others, according to what we have now published, which the Lord (whose eyes are as a flame of fire) knoweth to be the doctrine, which with our hearts we most firmly believe, and sincerely indeavor to conform our lives to.[1]

For these men, the Confession was an “ingenuous” unfolding of their principles, i.e. it was open, frank, free from reserve, restraint or dissimulation. They were even willing to invoke the Lord as a witness that it was a true statement of the doctrine “most firmly believed” to which they “sincerely indeavored” to conform their lives.

At the 1689 General Assembly, the importance of the Confession was manifest. As many as 108 churches were represented or sent communications to the Assembly, and the Confession was endorsed in famous terms:

We the Ministers and Messengers of, and concerned for, upwards of one hundred Baptized Congregations in England and Wales (denying Arminianism) being met together in London from the 3d of the 7th Month to the 11th of the same, 1689, to consider of some things that might be for the Glory of God, and the good of these Congregations; have thought meet (for the satisfaction of all other Christians that differ from us in the point of Baptism) to recommend to their perusal the Confession of our Faith, Printed for, and sold by, Mr. John Harris at the Harrow in the Poultrey; Which Confession we own, as containing the Doctrine of our Faith and Practice; and do desire that the Members of our Churches respectively do furnish themselves therewith.[2]

They “own” the Confession, and insist that it is a plain statement of their belief and practice. For them, the Confession was an apologetic tool. Outsiders would be able to read its declarations and recognize that these churches were doctrinally orthodox. We have no reason to think that they meant anything different with regard to the Second Confession than was intended with the adoption of the First Confession. The second name subscribed, after Hanserd Knollys, was William Kiffin.

2. In the churches
Confessional subscription was considered to be a serious matter among many churches. It was “solemn owning and ratifying,” a commitment to a definitive theological system. So strongly were these men committed to the words contained in their Confession that they considered anyone “the grossest sort of Hypocrite, in professing the contrary by their Profession of Faith, and yet believing and practicing quite otherwise to what they solemnly professed as their Faith in that matter.”[3]

The first known literary reference to the Confession appears in the Petty France, London, Church book. On 26 August, 1677, this note was entered: “It was agreed that a Confession of faith, wth the Appendix thereto having bene read & considered by the Bre: should be published.”[4] Joseph Ivimey, the English Baptist historian of the early nineteenth century took this to imply that the Confession originated in the Petty France Church,[5] very likely an accurate supposition. Ivimey writes, “It should seem . . . that this confession was prepared for the purpose of expressing the faith of that particular church, but was adopted by upwards of one hundred churches at the General Assembly in 1689.”

As an example of the Confession’s role in the churches, we may consider one London church. When the Maze Pond church was constituted in Feb., 1694, it explicitly adopted the Confession in the first article of the church covenant. Their words are these: “We believe the holy Scriptures of the old & new Testament to be the word of God, and a soficient [sic] rule of all Saveing knowledge, Faith, and Obedience, further herein we agree with a Confession put forth by our brethren the Baptiss [sic] in the year 1688 and signed at a Generall assembly by thirty Seven of them.”[6] This document served to identify their theological convictions.

3. In the Associations
We find a similar emphasis among the various associations. After the separation of the General Assembly into two meetings in 1692, one at Bristol and the other at London, the meeting in the metropolis quickly died. In 1706, an attempt was made to renew the London Association. The Bagnio/Cripplegate Church[7] refused to participate. Their records state:

Some reasons why we did not send Messengers to ye Association yt mett at Joyners Hall ye 25th March last: nor to ye previous meeting at Mr Deerings Coffee House on ye 18 of ye same

Humbly offered to ye consideration of all those Baptized Churches wch have or can sign the confession of our Faith printed in ye year 1688 and recommended to ye churches by ye Generall Assembly that met at Broken Wharf in London 1689.[8]

Among their reasons for remaining aloof were the presence of a seventh-day Baptist church which the 1689 Assembly had refused to admit, the presence of “that well known Arminian Church meeting in Barbican,” and most importantly,

Because the solemn owning & ratifying of our so well attested & generall approved Confession of Faith, as transmitted to us in ye full evidence of yt word by our late pastors &c in ye general assembly seems to us as it did also to them a thing absolutely nessesary to ye just & regular constitution of all associations: but ye admitting of the above sd churches into Association renders this altogether impracticable.[9]

They then cite the importance that subscription to Confessions had for the 1644 and 1652 London Association, the 1656 Western Association, the first issuance of the Second London Confession in 1677, and at the 1689 General Assembly. Listen to their words as they apply to confessional subscription in associations of churches:

That it hath been the stated method of our Associations most religiously to own ye same confession of faith is evident, for we find that ye association in London in 1644 subscribed in ye name of the churches the confession then put forth & also that Association which met in 1652 did ye same. And moreover in ye year 1656 the churches in Somerset, Devon, Dorset, Wilts, Gloucester, & Bristol met in Association put forth a Confession of their faith agreeable with ye former, on purpose that they might declare their harmony in Faith and practice: Again in ye year 1677 the Elders & Brethren of many churches in London & the country unanimously put forth our present confession of faith, which was approved of & signed by ye generall assembly wch met 1689, which generall assembly thought fitt at ye same time to let all ye churches know that they denyed Arminianism & that they hold that good old Orthodox Doctrine of personal election & final perseverance. And we would particularly note one clause in their preface wherein it is said, “our whole design is accomplished if we may obtain yt justice as to be measured by our principles & practices & ye judgment of both by others, according to what we have now published, wch the Lord whose eyes are as a flame of fire knows to be the doctrine which wth our hearts we most firmly believe, & sincerely endeavor to conform our lives to.” Now it’s plain that this neither was nor indeed can be spoken of by an Assembly that shall admit [7th day] Sabbarians [sic] or Arminians among them.

They express fear that the admission of the seventh day church and the Arminian church was a direct attempt to undermine the influence of the Confession in the Associations, and incorporate letters from the Bristol Association and the Bridgenorth, Worcestershire Association in support of their position. Bristol advised them to remain aloof from this doctrinally compromised group, saying of the Confession, “we hope [it] ever shall have a very honorable esteem,” and the Worcestershire Association wrote “it is proper for ye members of ye Baptist associations to subscribe ye Baptist Confession of faith printed 1689 generally owned amongst us before their admission into ye said associations; and that ye neglect hereof is of dangerous consequence.”[10] For these associations and the church to which they wrote, a weakened doctrinal basis barred formal communion. They would not join with the revived association simply because it would not maintain the strict theological standard traditionally held among the Particular Baptists.

4. The Confession as a doctrinal tool
The use of the Confession as a doctrinal exemplar is demonstrated by an incident from the life of the Broadmead, Bristol church. In April 1682, they required Thomas Whinnell, a member of a General Baptist church who was attempting to join their assembly, to subscribe the Confession, in order to ensure that his views were consonant with their own.[11] The serious differences in the convictions of these theologically diverse groups were settled paradigmatically by means of this personal affirmation. Whinnell went on to become pastor of the Taunton, Somersetshire Particular Baptist church.

Benjamin Keach used the Confession as an apologetic tool in 1694. He was engaged in a debate over the validity of infant baptism, responding to a question on the status of infants. Asserting that “all infants are under the Guilt and stain of original sin . . . and that no infant can be saved but through the Blood and Imputation of Christs righteousness,” he refers to the “Article of our Faith,” and bluntly says “See our confession of Faith” (which, by the way, does in the original incorporate the word “elect” prior to the phrase “infants dying in infancy”). For Keach, the doctrine contained in the Confession was a handy means by which to refute the notion of “habitual [infant] faith” held by his opponent.[12]

In similar fashion, the Philadelphia Association made use of the Confession. The records state, “in the year 1724, a query, concerning the fourth commandment, whether changed, altered or diminished. We refer to the Confession of faith, set forth by the elders and brethren met in London, 1689, and owned by us, chap. 22, sect. 7 and 8.”[13] The Confessional Lord’s Day Sabbath position was sufficient to answer the question. In 1727, they responded to a question about marriage in the same way. The records tersely state “Answered, by referring to our Confession of faith, chapter 26th in our last edition.”[14]

In all of these cases, the Confession of Faith played an active and vital role in the lives of the churches and associations. Our brothers understood its importance and made use of it as a helpful resource in many circumstances. It did not fetter them; it truthfully described their common convictions.

Summary
In summary, I would like to quote from C.H. Spurgeon. I have not been able to refer yet to him and his courageous struggle in the Downgrade Controversy. Listen to some of his words in response to the Baptist Union censure:

To say that “a creed comes between a man and his God,” is to suppose that it is not true; for truth, however definitely stated, does not divide the believer from his Lord. So far as I am concerned, that which I believe I am not ashamed to state in the plainest possible language; and the truth I hold I embrace because I believe it to be the mind of God revealed in his infallible Word. How can it divide me from God who revealed it? It is one means of communion with my Lord, that I receive his words as well as himself, and submit my understanding to what I see to be taught by him. Say what he may, I accept it because he says it, and therein pay him the humble worship of my inmost soul.[15]

Spurgeon was correct, and this is why we must maintain the same kind of adherence to our Confession. We believe that it is true to the words of Scripture, and for that reason, it is not simply a general summary of our beliefs, but an explicit declaration of them. Anything less and we lose the very nature of what we are as Reformed Baptists.
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