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Thomas Helwys was born around 1550 to an influential family in 

Nottingham, England.  Helwys studied law at Gray’s Inn in London. 

After graduating, he returned to his family’s home, married and started 

raising a family. Becoming interested in Puritan teachings, Thomas 

began entertaining many Puritan leaders and opened his home to travelers 

who were like-minded – leading to his acquaintance with John Smyth. 

As the friendship between Helwys and Smyth grew, they worked 

together leading a congregation in Gainsborough that included John 

Robinson, William Brewster and William Bradford – future Mayflower 

Pilgrims. The congregation soon became too large to remain hidden from 

the Church of England, and because of their leanings toward Separatism, 

faced persecution. 

In an effort to lower their profile, the church split into two congregations, 

one meeting in Brewster’s home in Scrooby and the other remaining in 

Gainsborough. Continuing to encounter opposition from the Church of 

England, the two congregations eventually crossed the North Sea to 

Amsterdam, where they could freely worship. 

Being one of the wealthiest members of the two congregations, Thomas 

Helwys funded the majority of the expenses for their trip to Holland. 

John Robinson recorded the magnitude of the Separatists’ debt to 

Helwys: “The truth is, it was Mr. Helwisse, who above all…furthered 

this passage into strange countries: and if any brought oars, he brought 

sails, as I could show in many particulars…” As for Thomas Helwys, he 

simply saw himself as a steward of God’s resources. 

Smyth and Helwys placed great emphasis on the authority of the 

Scriptures, to such an extent that only the original Greek and Hebrew 

texts were used in Bible studies. As they continued in their studies of the 

Scripture, they developed a strong conviction that infant baptism was not 

a true form of baptism, nor was any baptism from the Church of England 

or the Church of Rome. 

While in Amsterdam, John Smyth and Thomas Helwys founded the 

Baptist church movement, which led to the later founding of the General 

Baptists under Helwys. General Baptists believed in a general atonement, 

or that Christ died for all mankind – a view associated with Arminian 

theology. 

 

Thomas Helwys: Father of 

Religious Freedom 
  

“The King is a mortal man, and not 

God. Therefore, he has no power over 

the souls of his subjects; he has no 

power to make laws for their souls; he 

has no power to set spiritual Lords 

over them. If the King did have such 

authority, then he would be an 

immortal God and not a mortal man. O 

King, do not be seduced to sin against 

God nor against your poor subjects by 

making such laws.”                   

[Thomas Helwys, “A Short Declaration 

of the Mystery of Iniquity” (1612)] 

Helwys’ plea for freedom of 

conscience and religious liberty was 

dedicated to King James I (1603-

1625). The king, a strong believer of 

the monarch’s right to rule his subjects 

in religious matters, was not amused. 

Helwys soon found himself in Newgate 

Prison, where he died in 1616. 

Thomas Helwys was the founding 

pastor of the first Baptist church on 

English soil. His views of religious 

liberty reflected those of the General 

Baptists (The Standard Confession, 

1660) and the Particular Baptists (First 

London Confession, 1644). 

Baptists also defended the rights of 

conscience for others (Jews, Muslims, 

etc.). Roger Williams, who founded the 

American colony of Rhode Island, 

would also advocate for freedom of 

conscience and religious liberty. 
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Eric & Heather McDonald 
Tanzania 

  

Leaving their home in Alabama, the 

McDonalds arrived in Africa, in 2020, with 

their seven children, six travel partners, and 

around 75 pieces of luggage.  

They started their stay in Kenya, learning the 

language and culture. As part of their training, 

they visited local churches and made home 

visits in the village. 

Eric, a medical doctor, and Heather, a 

registered nurse, will be working as medical  

missionaries at the Baptist hospital in the city of 

Kigoma, Tanzania – on the eastern shores of 

Lake Tanganyika. 

“Learning to live in an unfamiliar culture is a 

full-time job, but God is so faithful. Life looks 

very different, but God has shown us that 

different is not bad, it’s just different,” says 

Eric. 

 

Source: Cooperative Program Stories, sbc.net/cp 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

William David                  

Nigeria  1874-1894 

 
William David moved to Nigeria when there had 

been no Southern Baptist work there for ten years. 

Earlier efforts in the country had been almost 

completely wiped out by civil war and a strong 

anti-Christian uprising in 1860. The few 

missionaries who had remained were dead.  

Soon after arriving, William David met a young 

national believer who had been preaching during 

the interim and immediately partnered with him to 

establish work in the country. Anti-Christian 

rhetoric was still strong, but a few believers 

remained and started forming a church. 

William was often ill and had to return to the U.S. 

for treatments, but he would not give up the work. 

On one trip home, he met his future wife, Nannie 

Bland. She served with him for six years through 

hardship and grief. They lost their firstborn 

daughter and their only son, and then Nannie 

became gravely ill. On her death bed, she urged 

William to continue the work. 

Africa was hard and unforgiving, but William 

David and the Foreign Mission Board continued 

the work. Roughly one-third of all missionaries 

appointed to Africa in the first 50 years died while 

serving. But, by 1900, there were six churches and 

more than 350 baptized believers. 


