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SIDLOW BAXTER’S OBITUARY

When one only knows one minister from the time one begins going to church until one is almost seventeen, that minister is bound to make an impression, and since he was a man of great charm and personality, and extraordinary preaching ability, the impression is even greater.

J. Sidlow Baxter, born in 1903, came to Charlotte Baptist Chapel in Edinburgh late in 1935, not long before I was born. All my family seemed to gather at that crowded building and I suppose I absorbed his version of ‘truth through personality’ not only in church but also at the Sunday dinner table. Later he became a family friend, and my father and I accompanied him to Rugby Internationals at Murrayfield, and occasionally took him golfing at North Berwick, where on one occasion, at the first hole, he drove all his own golf balls into a field and followed them with a few of my father’s. Soon he was crossing the Atlantic – by liner – and he sent a box of balls with a card and a photo of his face on the comic golfer.

His ministry coincided with the war and all sorts of difficulties, yet the membership of the Chapel was at its highest, over 1100, and the work went on. Before and after the war the church used the Usher Hall for Sunday evening services, and it was filled. This minister could not only preach, he could sing and play the piano to concert standard, and he wrote music and hymns. On one – to me – memorable occasion he accompanied, on the Bechstein Grand, my father singing a Baxter hymn.

It is not difficult to gather the facts of his life, his experiences in the pulpit and on his travels, his many years of itinerant and conference ministry in America from 1953 until very recently. It is much more difficult to picture the real man. He carefully cultivated his Lancashire accent, and occasionally drew attention to his pronunciation. He loved words, and sometimes it seemed the longer the better. His prayers were eloquent, and when he preached he could move his congregation to tears and then to laughter. He was a natural actor, and an artist with phrases and ideas.

And what ideas! We grew up with a good, if somewhat outdated idea of what Roman Catholics believed, and how deluded they were. ‘Poor, poor, poor, Pope’ he proclaimed. ‘he hasn’t heard the gospel!’ We learnt of the sins of the Modernists, spreading wrong ideas about the scriptures, made in Germany. We were made wary of the ecumenical movement. We were treated to prophetic expositions in the premillennial dispensationalist mode. And we were taught about holy living, about crossing the Jordan into the promised land of the committed life, the second blessing. We learnt how superior the British constitution and its monarchy were to every other form of government, and I learnt – perhaps from home as much as church, how superior Charlotte Chapel people were to all other Christians! In that remarkable book, The Railway Man, Eric Lomax writes of his experience in Charlotte Chapel ‘in the reign of Sidlow Baxter,’ although I think the formidable elders would have disputed the phrase.

He was proud, in those days, of not having letters after his name. ‘By degrees they empty the church’ he would say, mainly in jest. Yet he encouraged young men to get the best education possible. He directed such future ministers as Arthur Lee, Walter Lang. Angus Mcleod, Peter Barber and Andrew ​MacRae to combine their time at the Baptist College with a degree from New College. And that was a place he considered full of modernism. But he trusted and supported these men and many others, including a great roll call of missionaries.

I still find his voice compelling as I listen to old tapes, and I now find his exegesis sometimes very strained and typological. His six volumes Explore the Book remain valuable. Recently I read what may have been the last of his many books – The Other Side of Death. In it I encountered preoccupations with purgatory and soul sleep, with the exact geographical location of heaven, and with the great assurance that all dying infants are immediately saved, that sounded to me like curiosities of doctrine. Yet his influence did not die at the end of December 1999 when he discovered the reality of death at the age of 96, and I for one salute his memory. ‘There were giants in the land in those days.’
� Derek B. Murray, ‘Rev James Sidlow Baxter – a Personal Reminiscence’ in Scottish Baptist Magazine, May 2000, p. 8.





