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This is week seven of our eight week It’s Time journey, and I confess that it has been challenging for me.  The title of this week’s focal chapter is, “It’s Time to Rediscover Our Baptist Heritage and Renew Our Baptist Witness.”  You can hear how much more complicated that is than (for instance) the chapter entitled, “It’s Time to Pray.”  In one sense, my struggle this week reflects a struggle Baptists have always had when it comes to our heritage.  On the one hand, there are some wonderful things about Baptist heritage, and we want to teach that.  On the other hand, the best thing about Baptist heritage is our focus on Jesus.  Baptists are Jesus people, and we spend so much time focusing on Jesus that it’s hard to find time to teach Baptist heritage.


I am a profoundly Baptist Christian.  You may have heard me say, “I’m so Baptist that if a mosquito bites me, it flies away humming ‘There’s Power in the Blood.’”  Part of my “Baptist-ness”– you’re right:  that’s not a word– part of my “Baptistity”– part of my Baptist nature is that I want my sermons to focus on Jesus.  And yet, because Baptist heritage has been so focused on Jesus, I think it is fair to talk about that at least once in a while.  


Dr. Bill Leonard was my professor of Church History in seminary, and he is now the Dean of the Wake Forest Divinity School.  In January, Baptists Today printed an interview with Dr. Leonard, which began with the question, “What is about Baptists that intrigues you?”  And the first words out of his mouth were, “Their messiness.”   He knows us.  Baptists have been messy from our earliest days.  I don’t know if you have noticed, but the name of the company which publishes most of our Sunday School literature is Smyth & Helwys, which are the names of the first two Baptist pastors.  John Smyth (pronounced with a long i) began the first modern Baptist church in 1609 in Amsterdam, Holland.   In 1612, Thomas Helwys took a significant part of the congregation to London and began the first Baptist church in England.  The move was in large part to growing disagreement and conflict between Smyth and Helwys, and that sort of set the tone for Baptist history; and  Baptists  have been discussing and debating and dissenting and breaking away to form new congregations ever since. 


Baptist beginnings in America were also somewhat messy.  The first Baptist church on American soil was begun by Roger Williams, who founded the colony of Rhode Island and the town of Providence.  He said that the providence of God had brought him to that place, and the settlement was established with the expressed purpose of having religious liberty.  Williams was one the great proponents of the separation of church and state– else how can you have religious liberty?  He began the first Baptist church on American soil in 1639 or 40, but in less than six months, he had become so disgruntled with the church that he left.


I was in a Baptist meeting and heard a story about a man flying in a little one person plane, and he had to make an emergency landing on what turned out to be a deserted island.  For ten years, he lived alone on that island.  Finally, somebody spotted him and sent the Coast Guard to rescue him.  The Coast Guard captain noticed three huts, three little buildings, which the man had built.  He said, “Are there other people here on the island with you?”  The man said, “No, I’m alone.”  The captain said, “I see that there are three buildings.”  The man said, “That building is my home; that’s where I live.  And that’s my church; that’s where I worship.  And that’s where I used to worship until I got mad and moved my letter!”  He had to be Baptist.


Baptists are stubborn and opinionated.  In spite of that, however, there is remarkable diversity in Baptist life.  In fact, I think that this widespread diversity is in a real sense a result of our being so stubborn and opinionated; because what we are most stubborn and opinionated about is this focus on Jesus– or to put it in doctrinal terms, our focus on the lordship of Christ.  Baptists have always said that the lordship of Christ is the most important thing; far, far more important than whatever is second.  Therefore Baptists have said:  if we agree about the lordship of Christ, we can disagree about a lot of other things.  If we agree that Jesus is Lord, we can be different from one another in many ways– and we are.  You can go into a Baptist church and hear classical music or electric guitar and drums.  But whatever the style of music, Jesus is Lord.  Whatever one’s theory of biblical inspiration, Jesus is Lord.  However one interprets this scripture or that scripture, Jesus is Lord.  Every single Baptist church has its own unique constitution and bylaws, but however the church is organized, Jesus is Lord yesterday, today, and forever (in the words of the writer of Hebrews), and nothing is going to change that.  That is a very Baptist way of thinking.  So there is this remarkable diversity in almost every aspect of Baptist life, but what creates unity within that diversity is this focus on the lordship of Christ.  


Some of you are aware that in the last 25 or 30 years, the leaders of the largest Baptist denomination have sort of abandoned this mindest, and (from my point of view) instead of letting the lordship of Christ create unity, they have let some other issues create conflict and division.  But historically, unity based on the lordship of Christ has been the Baptist way; and I think that that is exactly what the New Testament calls us to; and I thank God for the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, which is preserving the Baptist tradition of unity within diversity based on the lordship of Christ.


By the way, what we are talking about gives us a framework for interpreting the best and the worst of Baptist history and heritage.  When we have lost our focus on Jesus, the result has been the squabbling and bickering which are all too prominent in Baptist history.  But in our best moments and in our healthiest churches, our common love for Jesus has created a genuine love for each other which is larger than our differences of opinion.


So I think that the primary defining feature of Baptist heritage is this focus on Jesus, this focus on the lordship of Christ.  If you take the lordship of Christ and apply it to individual believers and to local congregations, you get two other doctrines which are crucial in Baptist heritage.  The first is the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers.  To understand it, it might help to know something about how it developed.  In the early 1600's, the Church was very hierarchical in its organization; that is, it had a top-down structure.  The Catholic Church is a good example of a classic hierarchy:  the Pope tells the cardinals, who tell the bishops, who tell the priests, who tell the deacons, who tell the laity.  In this week’s focal chapter, Daniel Vestal lists about twice that many levels, or steps, in the hierarchy, but you get the idea.   So believers took their petitions and especially their confessions to a priest of the Church, who presumably passed them up to God.  Similarly, God’s word and God’s will and even God’s forgiveness came to believers through a priest.  So whatever went up to God went through the priest, and whatever came down from God came through the priest.  And Baptists came along and said, “No!  Every believer has direct access to God through Christ.”  And they latched on this language from 1 Peter 2:5 and 9 which says that all believers are priests through Christ.  They said, “We do not need the clergy of Church to bridge the gap between God and us, because Christ has already done that once and for all.  So we will take our confessions and petitions to God through Christ, and we will receive God’s will and God’s word and God’s forgiveness through Christ.”  In Christ, every believer is a priest.


This notion that every believer has direct access to God had (and still has) two very important implications:  freedom and responsibility.  In Christ, we are free– to discover God’s will for ourselves, to interpret God’s word for ourselves, to accept God’s offer of forgiveness and salvation for ourselves.  Yet just as we are free to do these things, we also have the responsibility to do these things.  We have the responsibility to discover and fulfill God’s will for our lives.  We have the responsibility to read and study and interpret God’s word.  We have the responsibility to accept God’s offer of forgiveness and salvation.  In Philippians 2:12, Paul says:  “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.”  I hear two things in that:  (1) this is serious business– it should be done with “fear and trembling”; and (2) it is “your own” salvation, and you have to work it out.  You have the responsibility to read and know the word of God and to receive God’s offer of forgiveness and salvation; and when we stand before God, we will not be able to lay these responsibilities at anybody else’s feet!  And at the same time, in Christ you are free– to work out your own salvation and your own theology and your own understanding of God’s will for your life; and nobody can keep you from doing that, and nobody can tell you how to do that.  (This is sometimes called Soul Freedom or Soul Liberty, and it is built into the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers.)


Just as applying the lordship of Christ to believers is important in Baptist heritage, applying the lordship of Christ to congregations is also important; and the result is the other doctrine which has been very significant in Baptist heritage, and that is the autonomy of the local church.  In short, it means that nobody from outside of our church can tell us how to do church.  On the political level, the result is the separation of church and state.  No governmental leader– not the mayor of Greenwood, not the governor of South Carolina, not the President of the United States of America– nobody can tell us what to believe or how to worship or anything else.  And just as no governmental leader can do these things, no religious leader can do these things– not the Pope, not the Archbishop of Canterbury, not the Coordinator of the national Cooperative Baptist Fellowship.  The only head of this church is Jesus Christ, and we answer to no one except him.


For those who are relatively new to this church, in 1970, this local congregation made a decision which went against a very old and very entrenched Baptist tradition.  The tradition said that in order to join a Baptist church, you had to be baptized by immersion– you had to be dunked.  In 1970, this church decided to accept any form of Christian baptism.  It was a very Baptist moment, in at least three ways.  (1)  It focused on the lordship of Christ.  The church decided that if a person has received Jesus as savior and lord, that is far more important than how he or she was baptized.  (2)  It reflected the autonomy of the local church.  The association, the state convention, and the national convention didn’t really like it, but this church answers only to Christ, so they did what they felt Christ was leading them to do.  And (3) it was messy.  The church was promptly kicked out of the local association.  We were labeled “liberal” and  “uncooperative” and I don’t know what else, and eventually the Southern Baptist Convention washed their hands of us.  But in that time of isolation and being labeled and judged and excluded, the church found peace and comfort and strength from– what else?– focusing on Jesus.  They said, “We believe that this is what Christ has led us to do.  We think this is how we can best be witnesses for him and fulfill the mission which he has for our church.  And we trust that where Christ has led us, he will go with us.”  And he has.


There is a lot about Baptist heritage which we should happily leave behind– squabbling, posturing for power, splitting churches and diving resources over things which are not that important– which, by the way, all happen when we lose our focus on Jesus.  That makes it pretty clear what part of Baptist heritage we should carry forward into the future:  our focus on Jesus and his lordship; and this stubborn refusal to let anything become more important than that.  So we end where we began:  focus on Jesus. 


The younger folks in our congregation will associate the name John McCain with politics.  Some of us who are older may remember that he was imprisoned in North Vietnam during the Vietnam War.  It was a barracks style prison, so there were forty or fifty guys in one room; among whom was a naval officer, Lt. Commander Mike Christian.  Sometimes the prisoners were allowed to receive packages, and Mike Christian told the others that if they got anything which had red or white cloth, he wanted it.  When he had gathered enough, he took his blue prison uniform top, turned it inside out, and using a piece of bamboo as a needle, he sewed a crude American flag.  Every night, he would turn his shirt inside out, hang it on the wall, and they would all stand and say the Pledge of Allegiance.  John McCain said, “It was the most important aspect of our lives.”   It’s not hard to see why:  it symbolized their very identity and purpose.


Then one night a guard came in during the pledge.  He ripped the flag off the wall and dragged Mike out.  They beat Mike for several hours and then brought him back and dumped him into the cell.  John McCain said, “Later that night, as we were settling down to sleep on the concrete floor, I looked over and there was Mike Christian, his face still bloody and swollen beyond recognition.  By the light of the solitary light bulb hanging overhead, he was scrounging around for pieces of red and white cloth so that he could make another flag.”


As important a symbol as our flag is, there is another symbol which is even more important for those of us who believe in Jesus Christ.  It is a symbol even more representative of our identity and purpose, the symbol toward which we journey in this season of Lent, the cross of Jesus.  He made it so important not only by enduring beatings and mocking and shame, but also by dying– for us– on the cross.   So every time we see it, we know that our confession is the same yesterday, today, and forever:  Jesus is lord!






