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Baptists are men and women of principle. Rejecting as tenuous all hu​man foundations of religions such as church creeds, church tradition, and prelate proclamations, Baptists tena​ciously hold the Holy Writ as the
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only reliable source of truth. However, as Bible believers, Baptists find them​selves in agreement with the historic orthodox doctrines of the church as expressed in the Chalcedon, Nicene, and Apostolic Creeds. What makes Baptists different from other Christian groups is not their belief in the his​torical doctrines of Christendom, but rather the acceptance and application of five principles of scriptural truth. These statements of Bible truth are known as the Baptist distinctives:

The Bible is the only rule for faith and practice.
There is a crisis of authority in our age. By what standard does one make his judgments of right and wrong? The spirit of our century is anarchy born out of relativism and evolutionism. The Baptist response is not a call for the strong hand of authoritarianism, but a return to the Bible as the only true guide for moral belief and practical living. This is the first of the Baptist distinctives. All scripture is God-breathed and therefore profitable for teaching, for censure, for conviction and for training in righteous behavior (II Timothy 3:16). This revelation given by the Apostle Paul to Timothy is the same immortal truth given to all Christians today. This divine principle excludes humanism's siren song of self-actualization (i.e. reaching one's potential without God) and the deifi​cation of nature. Jesus' command to "search the scriptures" (John 5:39) is as important to an urbane American as it was to an agrarian Roman world.
The priesthood of the believer.
The conclusion expounded by Peter that "you are a holy priesthood" (I Peter 2:5, 9) is a Biblical expression of a godly individuality; this is the second Baptist distinctive. Believers are directly accountable to God through Christ for the activities of their lives. "There is one God, and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus" (I Timothy 2:15).
This principle once accepted is un​derstood to have direct applications to the right of the individual to a pri​vate interpretation of scripture and to holding private property as a stew​ardship from God. This principle of a God-sanctioned individuality also leads to a disciplined life through the

controlling application of self-govern​ment. Thus, the principles of soul liberty, freedom of conscience, and voluntary association logically follow. The Gospel message is dependent upon methods of persuasion, not coercion. The essence of the Gospel is volun​tarism. Each individual has the right to voluntarily accept or reject, and will ultimately be judged by his Crea​tor according to his choices. People are created as individuals, saved indi​vidually, accountable for individual action and are judged as individuals. Each one stands alone before God. Individual action is supreme whether in personal evangelism or purchasing at the market place, but all such action is under the absolute Lordship of Christ; "for one is your master, even Christ. .."(Matthew 23:8).
The independence of the local church.
The third Baptist distinctive is the independency of the local church. As the Lord required self-governing individuals, so also the New Testament teaches the autonomous church. The local body of believers is to be self-governing, self-supporting, and self-propagating (I Corinthians 5, Acts 13). The New Testament neither mandates nor gives examples of ecclesiastical hierarchies. The church is autonomous and sovereign in all its actions whether in discipline of members (I Corinthians 6), election of officers (Acts 6), or in its associations with other churches (Acts 15). There is no higher authority than an assembly of believers meeting to transact business with a pastor as its leader. There is no ecclesiastical authority (no prelate, no convention personnel, no synod or council) higher than the local church. The church is administered by the elected represen-l;ilives of the members.
The church, as a small democratic republic, is the only safeguard of the economic principle of free enterprise, the political principle of representa​tive government, and the spiritual principle of religious freedom (R. V. Clearwaters, The Local Church in the New Testament, p. 35). There is no higher authority than the local church even in the civil realm. A different authority, yes, but a higher one, no. The church as an organization is sepa​rated from the sphere of responsibi​lity of the state (Matthew 22:15-22). The state governs with the sword of coercion, the church with the sword of persuasion. The state received the believer's allegiance, the Lord of the church his conscience. "Civil govern​ments ... are to be respected . . . and in all temporal matters not contrary to conscience and the Word of God, to be obeyed, but they have no right of dictation to, or control over, or of interference with, matters of religion ..." (Hiscox, The New Directory for Baptist Churches, p. 12).
A regenerated church membership.
The fourth distinguishing principle of Baptists is a regenerated church membership. The early church "added" to their church roll only those that were "saved" (Acts 2:41, 47). Indivi​duals seeking to identify with the church gave testimony of their salva​tion experience. The church was not made up of everyone living in a given geographical area (parish), but rather consisted of believers who voluntarily gathered together out of society for the purpose of fellowship and edifi​cation (Acts 2:42). Faith, not geo​graphy, determined church member​ship. The New Testament church was a "gathered church," a voluntary church, a free church. This Gospel-
dispensing church provided an oppor​tunity for choice among the people. Where the Gospel-preaching church went, freedom of choice followed as an ethical principle. Where freedom of choice exists, therein lies liberty. An option less, totalitarian society is not a comfortable home for the volun​tary church. At issue here is the freedom to separate, to separate one​self from the world to the body of Christ. The Hebrew word for "holy" refers to a separation, to that which is "set apart," hence, "consecrated" or "sacred." Used 430 times in the Old Testament, "holiness" was a ma​jor characteristic of the believer's life. The godly individuals in both Old and New Testaments were to be "holy" (Leviticus 20:26; I Peter 2:9). Separat​ing oneself for a spiritual purpose through regeneration involved reject​ing the dominating externals of society and, by force of inner conviction, assembling with those of like faith and practice. Such internal motivation en​couraged leadership and societal chan​ges.
Two ordinances.
A major distinction between Bap​tists and other Christian groups is their understanding of the church ordinances, baptism and the Lord's supper. First, these activities are the legitimate function only of the church. They are not to be practiced apart from the local body of believers for their significance is understood only in relationship to the church. Hence, religious gatherings conducted by para-church organizations (camps, youth groups) ought not to engage in ordi​nances given by Christ to the church. They also are not practiced in private gatherings as in a hospital room or private home. Second, these ordi-

nances of the Lord are not called sacraments, for baptism and the Lord's supper are not a means of obtaining grace. Participation in these activities does not result in salvation.
Believer's baptism by immersion is one distinctive by which Baptists main​tain their identity. Considered as an initiatory rite for church membership (Acts 2:41), this ordinance often separates those who act upon truth from those who only like to talk about it. The book of the Acts of the early church, negatively, gives no example of an unbeliever (or infant) being bap​tized and, positively, gives specific examples of individuals who upon salvation immediately desired to be baptized (Acts 9:19, 16:13, 18:8). The Greek word haptizo, which unfor​tunately was never translated inlo the English language, only transliterated as "baptism," means "to dip" or "immerse" (Arndt and Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon, p. 131). The command to disciple and bapli/.e in the Great Commission makes Christ the author of this emphasis, not the Baptists. Immersion alter salvation is a simple act of obedience to the teach​ing (Matthew 28:19, 20) and example of the Lord Himself (Matthew 3:13-17). The genius of immersion is lli.il after the free gift of salvation the in​dividual is required to count the cost of his discipleship by (he separating act of baptism. The conclusion is thus one becoming a Baptist by conviction, not convenience, and not by geoi'.raphi-cal birth, but by a voluntary act of the will. One chooses freely his religious associations as opposed to heinj;. co creed as an unwilling infant. The spiritual coercion of infant baptism is to be rejected as both unscriptural and opposed to the voluntary emphasis of

the entire Gospel message.
Baptists prefer to use the phrase "The Lord's Supper" for what is commonly and acceptably called Com​munion. The apostle Paul, following Christ's example (Matthew 26; Mark 14; Luke 22), enjoined the church at Corinth not to neglect this important symbolic practice (I Corinthians 11). Since Jesus Himself said, "This is my body" and "This is my blood" while standing before His apostles, Baptists, following standard canons of interpre​tation, believe that those statements, normally understood, could not have had reference to Christ's actual body and blood. Therefore, the ingesting of a piece of unleavened bread and a portion of grape juice are in no way mystical rites involving magical phenomena whereby flour and juice are turned into the flesh and blood of Christ. the Lord's supper is simply a memorial of His self-sacrifice for the human race. Jesus said, "This do in remembrance of me." Hence, the church corporately, while assembling together, observes this practice as a means whereby individuals may be personally drawn closer to their Savior Who suffered and died for them.
These five principles that are known as Baptistic distinctive are not the sole possession of Baptists, but historically it has been the Baptists who have more
Consistently accepted and applied  them. Even though these revelatory truths are hated and despised by some in this world,, truth continues to exist, for, Balthasar Humeier (1528), a Baptist  by conviction in the Sixteenth century, concluded in each of his writings, truth is immortal."
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