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The 1700s were a time of great progress and expansion for the Baptist churches in America due in large part to the Great Awakening of the 1730s. Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield were used by the Lord to lead this revival. The Lord brought this revival to America when George Whitefield arrived in 1739.

The Great Awakening greatly aided the Baptist churches. Before the Great Awakening there were only 8 Baptist churches in Massachusetts.  After the Great Awakening, 27 more churches were started between 1740 and 1775. By 1787 the number of Baptist churches in New England grew to 151 churches.

The Lord used Baptist pastor Hezekiah Smith to continue the growth of the Baptist churches in America. While pastoring a Baptist church that he started in Haverhill, New Jersey, he helped to start 13 Baptist churches in Maine and New Hampshire by riding out to remote towns to preach and evangelize. He also assisted in the founding of the first Baptist institution of higher learning in America, Rhode Island College (now Brown University) and in the founding of the Massachusetts Baptist Missionary Society. Smith also served with distinction as a chaplain in the American Revolution and became a close friend and advisor of General George Washington.

Another significant event for the Baptist churches in the 1700s was the organization of the Philadelphia Association. For several years the Baptist churches around Philadelphia met together for fellowship and edification. In 1707 they appointed delegates and marked the official beginning of the Philadelphia Association. This was an example of Baptist churches voluntarily fellowshipping together for their own good. The Philadelphia Association greatly influenced the Baptist churches of that day. Soon there were many other associations as well. By 1800 there were 48 associations of Baptist churches in America.

The American Revolution interrupted the progress of the Baptist churches because many of the pastors were serving in the military. Baptists pastors were so influential in America’s fight for independence, that the British blamed them as the primary catalyst for the American revolution.  After the war and the pastors returned home, the growth of Baptist churches resumed. Henry Vedder attributes this growth to (1) the religious liberty in all the states, (2) the missionary work of the pioneer preachers and (3) the harmony between the democratic spirit of the American people and the polity of the Baptist churches.

As people moved westward, so did Baptist churches. Most of the growth of Baptist churches west of the colonies was due to the work of great numbers of Baptist itinerant preachers. They were not supported by any missionary society. They simply wanted to take the gospel to those people. Many churches were established in Kentucky, Tennessee, Ohio and Illinois. Vedder says of these men, “Many men of God went forth into this wilderness not knowing where they should find a night’s lodging or their next meal, willing to suffer untold privations if they might only point some to the Lamb of God.”  The Lord used those men to establish many Baptist churches.

1. Jesus taught that we must be regenerated before we can be included in the kingdom of God (John 3:3).
a. John 3:3 “ Jesus answered and said unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.”

2. Salvation and Baptism have always been a requirement of church membership since the church’s beginning on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:41-47).
a. Acts 2:41 “Then they that gladly received his word were baptized: and the same day there were added unto them about three thousand souls.”
b. Acts 2:44 “And all that believed were together…”
c. Acts 2:47 “And the Lord added to the church daily such as should be saved.”
d. Acts 4:4 “Howbeit many of them which heard the word believed; and the number of the men was about five thousand.”

3. Baptism is a public identification with Christ and His disciples and is closely associated with church membership.
a. Matthew 28:19-20 “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you: and, lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world. Amen.”
b. Acts 2:41 “Then they that gladly received his word were baptized: and the same day there were added unto them about three thousand souls.”

4. Church discipline assumes a regenerate and baptized church membership.
a. Matthew 18:15-17 “Moreover if thy brother shall trespass against thee, go and tell him his fault between thee and him alone: if he shall hear thee, thou hast gained thy brother. But if he will not hear thee, then take with thee one or two more, that in the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established. And if he shall neglect to hear them, tell it unto the church: but if he neglect to hear the church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man and a publican.”
b. This passage describes the process for removing an unrepentant member from the church.  This passage assumes a defined body of people who have placed their faith and Christ and have been formerly received into the membership of the church.
c. 1 Corinthians 5:11-13 “But now I have written unto you not to keep company, if any man that is called a brother be a fornicator, or covetous, or an idolator, or a railer, or a drunkard, or an extortioner; with such an one no not to eat. For what have I to do to judge them also that are without? do not ye judge them that are within? But them that are without God judgeth. Therefore put away from among yourselves that wicked person.”

5. In the 1600’s many of the Puritans’ children had been baptized as infants but refused to testify of conversion as adults, but they still wanted to be members of the church.  The Puritans made a compromise called the Halfway Covenant which allowed unconverted adults to have their children baptized in the church.  This led to the quick collapse of the Puritan faith and set the stage for the Great Awakening led by Jonathan Edwards and George Whitfield.  This is happening again in evangelical churches today as churches minimize church membership as a church growth strategy.  Discipleship is a slow, voluntary process that requires great commitment. We cannot be afraid of that commitment personally, or afraid of calling believers to that level of commitment corporately.
a. Matthew 10:37-39 “He that loveth father or mother more than me is not worthy of me: and he that loveth son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. And he that taketh not his cross, and followeth after me, is not worthy of me. He that findeth his life shall lose it: and he that loseth his life for my sake shall find it.”
b. Hebrews 10:25 “ Let us hold fast the profession of our faith without wavering; (for he is faithful that promised;) And let us consider one another to provoke unto love and to good works: Not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as the manner of some is; but exhorting one another: and so much the more, as ye see the day approaching.”
