CHRISTOPHER ANDERSON’S DOCTRINAL POSITION

Two statements of Christopher Anderson’s doctrinal belief are available. One, a brief ‘confession of faith’, is found in two public documents, dated 1824 and 1837, and is discussed below. The other, a much more detailed and apparently personal composition, dated between 1832 and 1835, is recorded only in a notebook written by him and now in the archives of the Baptist Missionary Society. The text of the latter, and a comparison of it with the former, have been made available by Professor Donald Meek, so nothing further is said about it here.
 

The first surviving statement of Christopher Anderson’s doctrinal position dates from 1824. He had purchased Charlotte Chapel in his own name in 1818, but as the years passed, he thought it proper to convey the building to seven trustees, who were to hold it in trust for the congregation worshipping there. Following the practice of the day, he set out, in the Trust Disposition and Assignation, the doctrinal basis that the trustees were to acknowledge.
 There was nothing distinctive of Christopher Anderson in it - the wording is almost identical with the doctrinal basis of the General Union of the Particular (or Calvinistic) Baptist Churches, formed in London in June 1813, which he had come to know though them and through the Baptist Missionary Society and Bristol Baptist College. For the reasons set out in Revival in Rose Street, in the section ‘Whatever happened to the trustees?, Anderson did not proceed with the 1824 deed, but in 1837 he finalised an almost identical Trust Disposition. In both deeds, the Statement of Belief reads (retaining the upper and lower cases as they appear in the handwritten 1824 deed; there were fewer capitals in the 1837 one):

three equal persons in the Godhead:

eternal and personal election:

original sin:

particular redemption:

free justification by the imputed righteousness of Christ:

efficacious Grace in Regeneration:

the final perseverance of genuine Believers:

the Resurrection of the dead:

the future judgement and life-everlasting:

the necessity of Repentance towards God and of faith towards our Lord [and Saviour – 1824 only] Jesus Christ:

in order to Christian Baptism:

with the congregational order and independency of Christian Churches inviolably.

The brevity of the wording contrasts with the elaborate Confessions of Faith, drawn up in the seventeenth century, and still referred to in the early nineteenth century, by Presbyterian and other churches. Christopher Anderson’s doctrinal basis was a typical statement of faith of a Particular Baptist church of the day. No doubt he deliberately adopted a statement similar to many others throughout the land, in order to show that he was not an isolationist but wanted to be aligned with English Particular Baptists. 

The brevity of the wording is explicable also by one of the distinctives of Baptist Identity, which is to play down the importance of credal statements. Although it was printed long after Christopher Anderson’s day, the first Annual Yearbook of the Baptist Union of Scotland aptly summarised four ‘Distinctive Principles of the Baptists’, of which the fourth read:

Baptists do not recognise Creeds and Confessions of Faith as Church institutions. The Roman Catholic, Episcopalian, and Presbyterian Churches require their preachers and office-bearers to subscribe a Creed or Confession of Faith. Baptists consider this an unwarrantable interference with the authority of the Scriptures and the liberty of the Christian conscience. While regarding declarations of belief as of historical interest, they acknowledge no authority over the conscience but the Word of God. Their history has been an unremitting struggle for liberty of conscience and an unfettered Bible. Against all Creeds, Confessions, Traditions whatsoever - Catholic or Protestant - Baptists place the open Scriptures.

Anderson recognised that while it would be dangerous to build a church without a doctrinal basis, it was equally dangerous to over-stress doctrinal distinctiveness. His fundamental concern was that people should come to Christ and find salvation in him. They were not to come to a set of rules or regulations.

All early nineteenth-century Baptists in Scotland were Calvinist in doctrine, although English Baptists and Scotch Baptists had their own distinctive emphases. However, both of their theologies stressed the sovereignty of God in salvation. None of the Scottish Baptist Churches at that stage followed the General Baptists in England, who were Arminian (see below).
Having said that, Christopher Anderson and others, notably Andrew Fuller, were coming to occupy a distinctive position within the Particular Baptist community. It is sometimes described now as ‘Moderate Calvinisism’ or ‘Evangelical Calvinism’.
 Although they would have described themselves as full Calvinists, they did not stress eternal election and reprobation to the point where the preacher could not call on all his hearers to respond in faith to Christ.
 Christopher Anderson's emphasis was not on the ‘limits’ of salvation but on the potential of it - that ‘whosoever will’ may come to Christ. This set him apart significantly from the Scotch Baptists, as he himself acknowledged.

Mention should be made here, as there is nowhere else appropriate for it, that a number of Scottish Baptists, during Christopher Anderson’s later years, ceased to hold the Calvinism which had been almost universally accepted in Scotland until then. They adopted an Arminian theology. The first Scottish Baptist minister to espouse Arminianism seems to have been James Watson of Montrose in the late 1820s, followed by a few others in the 1830s.
 Arminianism was actively promoted in Scotland from 1839 onward by James Morison (a Presbyterian, who founded the Evangelical Union for like-minded ministers) and by Francis Johnston (who was the prime mover in the second Baptist Union of Scotland) and others. They were influenced by the writings of the American revivalist, Charles Finney, who, like Morison and Johnston, had been brought up as a traditional Calvinist. Finney’s 1835 Lectures on Revival in Religion rejected the Calvinist doctrines of election, original sin and the necessity for a supernatural work of the Spirit in a person’s heart before conversion.
 He taught that if the right human methodology was used, people would turn to the Christian faith. 

The Johnstonian Baptist Union of 1843–56 did not become openly and exclusively Arminian in its theology until January 1850, by which time Christopher Anderson was seeking to retire from active churchmanship, but Brian Talbot has noted his name among the supporters of a society formed just before that time, specifically to encourage Calvinistic Baptists in their principles of belief.
 Regarding the approach by the Baptist Home Missionary Society for Scotland to merge with the Johnstonian Baptist Union:

We are left to speculate on how closely Christopher Anderson and Francis Johnston would have worked together if the merger had taken place, because Anderson was an ‘evangelical Calvinist’ and Johnston had enthusiastically embraced moderate Arminian theology. It took another twenty-five years for their successors to work out how these two fundamentally different theological perspectives of redemption could join together in a Baptist Union of Scotland.

‘The final perseverance of genuine believers’
The seventh phrase in the doctrinal basis in Christopher Anderson’s Trust Disposition is ‘the final perseverance of genuine believers’ Andrew Fuller’s last letter to Anderson expressed concern that in conversation with a mutual friend about this, the friend thought Anderson seemed to have some doubt on the subject. ‘Was it so? And is it a settled point with you? Mr. M'Lean, in his discourses on the parable of the sower, seems to have some such doubts, and some things that cannot be reconciled with what he has advanced in the Commission. He there maintains that ‘all who really believe the Gospel are conscious of it, and so have evidence of their own particular salvation. But if believers may apostatize and be lost, a consciousness of being a believer would afford no such evidence. I have made some remarks on this in my “Letters on Sandemanianism,” pp. 70, 71. Let me hear from you, and tell me your mind on this subject.’

Anderson replied, ‘As to our good friend Mr. Satchell’s fears, assure him they are groundless. In regard to the subject of the final perseverance of the saints of God, as God is possessed of infinite wisdom to devise the plan of redemption, His grace and power are equal to carry it into execution. Oh no; the secret of the Lord is with them that fear Him and He will shew them His covenant. If any man be in Christ Jesus, he is a new creature and the heart being created anew in Christ Jesus, this is assuredly that “which hypocrites could ne'er attain, which false apostates never knew.” This, I hope, will satisfy, yet I would add also, that “of all the Father giveth him, He will lose nothing, but will raise it up again at the last day.” I entirely approve of what you have said in your “Letters.” Perhaps it may have escaped you that I enjoyed the pleasure of talking with you over all the subjects of that volume, or almost all, either at Kettering, or in journeying together. To return, however, to perseverance. There is, it should seem, no way of discovering apostates but by their apostasy, and consequently the addresses of a practical, scriptural preacher may seem to militate against the views of some in his auditory. The attainments of apostates, for example, are sufficient, when well described, to make many Christians tremble. What a fine spirit did the Apostles shew when our Lord said, “Verily, verily, I say unto you, that one of you shall betray me.” And they, each one for himself, trembled and said, “ Is it I? is it I?” I know, however, that Brother Satchell subscribes to all this, and I think I see the good man - for I was and am truly attached to him - I see him assenting, Yes, Sir, yes, Sir, very true. But I cannot add the additional remark which he would subjoin; his remarks are so peculiarly his own.’
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