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INTRODUCTION

The Issue Raised Publicly: 

(Exp: Three anonymous articles in The Sword and the Trowel (March, April  and June 1887), entitled “The Down Grade.” Written by Robert Shindler, pastor of the Particular Baptist Church in Addleston.)


By some means or other, first the ministers, and then the Churches got on “the down grade,” and in some cases the descent was rapid, and in all, very disastrous (ST, March, 1887, “The Down Grade”).


These facts furnish a lesson for the present times, when, as in some cases, it is all too plainly apparent men are willing to forego the old for the sake of the new (Ibid.).


. . . in too many cases sceptical daring seems to have taken the place of evangelistic zeal, and the husks of theological speculation are preferred to the wholesome bread of gospel truth.  With some the endeavor seems to be not how steadily and faithfully they can walk in the truth, but how far they can get from it. (ST, April, 1887, “The Down Grade”).

TIMELINE AND PROGRESSION    

1883
After John Page-Hopps, a Unitarian minister, speaks at the annual Baptist Union meeting in Leicester, Spurgeon tells Samuel Booth Harris, secretary of the Baptist Union, that he is thinking of “withdrawing quietly. . . a seceder from the talk but not from the work of the union” (Lewis Drummond, Spurgeon: Prince of Preachers, p. 667).



Spurgeon writes to his brother-in-law, William Jackson (Nov. 8, 1883), “I have fired the first shot, and the battle is beginning. . . we shall see who loves truth and who is a traitor. . . . I think I must personally withdraw from the Baptist Union” (Ibid., pp. 667-668). 



Beginning with this year Spurgeon refused to attend the annual Baptist Union meetings although he had been a regular key-note speaker at them to that point.


1884-1887
 Booth confides in Spurgeon, both by word of mouth and in correspondence, his concerns over the “new theology” invading the Baptist Union.  Spurgeon later reveals that he also talks with others of the Union’s presiding Council, including Alexander Maclaren.  


1887 (March, April, June) Robert Shindler’s articles appear in The Sword and the Trowel, under the title,  “The Down Grade.”

1887 (April-December) Spurgeon uses The Sword and the Trowel both to clarify and to defend Shindler’s articles.


(1) The Intent:


It is not intended to be an attack on any one, but to be a warning to all (ST, April, 1887, “The Down Grade”).


(2)
The Issues:



a.
What they were not:


The present struggle is not a debate upon the question of Calvinism or Arminianism, but of the truth of God versus the inventions of men (ST, April, 1887, “The Down Grade”).


Certain antagonists have tried to represent the Down-Grade controversy as a revival of the old feud between Calvinists and Arminians.  It is nothing of the kind.  Many evangelical Arminians are as earnestly on our side as men can be.  We do not conceal our Calvinism in the least; but this conflict is for truths which are common to all believers. . .  [We]e can argue other points and maintain Christian harmony at the same time (ST, December, 1887, “Restoration of Truth and Revival”).



b.
What they were:




i.
The foundational issue: the doctrine of inspiration

In the case of every errant course there is always a first wrong step.  If we can trace that first wrong step, we may be able to avoid it and its results.  Where, then, is the point of divergence from the “King’s highway of truth?”.  . . . The first step astray is want of adequate faith in the divine inspiration of the sacred Scriptures (ST, April, 1887, “The Down Grade”).



ii.
The primary corollary issues:

A new religion has been initiated, which is no more Christianity than chalk is cheese; and this religion, being destitute of moral honesty, palms itself off as the old faith with slight improvements, and on this plea usurps pulpits which were erected for gospel preaching.  The Atonement is scouted, the inspiration of Scripture is derided, the Holy Spirit is degraded into an influence, the punishment of sin is turned into a fiction, and the resurrection into a myth, and yet these enemies of our faith expect us to call them brethren, and maintain a confederacy with them! (ST, August, 1887, “Another Word Concerning the Down-Grade”).

(Illus: A gracious woman bemoaned in my presence that a precious promise in Isaiah which had comforted her had been declared by her minister to be uninspired.  It is a common thing to hear working-men excuse their wickedness by the statement that there is no hell, “the parson says so.” . . . . A student from a certain college preached to a congregation we sometimes visit such a sermon that the deacon said to him in the vestry, “Do you believe in the Holy Ghost?”  The youth replied, “I suppose I do.”  To which the deacon answered, “I suppose you do not or you would not have insulted us with such false doctrine (Ibid.).)


As a matter of fact, believers in Christ’s atonement are now in declared religious union with those who make light of it; believers in Holy Scriptures are in confederacy with those who deny plenary inspiration; those who hold evangelical doctrine are in open alliance with those who call the fall a fable, who deny the personality of the Holy Ghost, who call justification by faith immoral, and hold that there is another probation after death, and a future restitution for the lost.  Yes, we have before us the wretched spectacle of professedly orthodox Christians publicly avowing their union with those who deny the faith, and scarcely concealing their contempt for those who cannot be guilty of such gross disloyalty to Christ.  To be very plain, we are unable to call these things Christian Unions, they begin to look like Confederacies in Evil (ST, November, 1887, “A Fragment Upon the Down-Grade Controversy”).



iii.
The secondary issues were. . . 

At a certain meeting of ministers and church officers, one after another doubted the value of prayer meetings; all confessed that they had a very small attendance, and several acknowledged without the slightest compunction that they had quite given them up. . . . 


As for questionable amusements—time was when a Nonconformist minister who was known to attend the play-house would soon have found himself without a church.  And justly so; for no man can long possess the confidence, even of the most worldly, who is known to be a haunter of theatres. . . . The fact is, that many would like to unite the church and stage, cards and prayer, dancing and sacraments.  If we are powerless to stem this torrent, we can at least warn men of its existence, and entreat them to keep out of it (Ibid.).


The extent to which sheer frivolity and utterly inane amusement have been carried in connection with some places of worship would almost exceed belief. . . . If any of our churches have been guilty in this respect, how can they expect the divine Spirit to work with them? . . . The Lord our God is holy, and he cannot compromise with his own glorious name by working with persons whose groveling tastes lead them to go to Egypt—we had almost said to Sodom—for their recreations.  Is this walking with God? . . . It is a heart-sorrow to have to mention such things, but the work of the Lord must be done faithfully, and this evil must be laid bare.  There can be no doubt that all sorts of entertainments, as nearly as possible approximating stage-plays, have been carried on in connection with places of worship, and are, at this present time, in high favor.  Can these things promote holiness, or help in communion with God? (ST, December, 1887, “Restoration of Truth and Revival”).

October 28, 1887 
Spurgeon withdraws from the Baptist Union


He writes in the October issue The Sword and the Trowel, . . . we are led to ask the practical question: Are brethren who remain orthodox prepared to endorse such sentiments [unorthodox views] by remaining in union with those who hold and teach them? These gentlemen have full liberty to think as they like; but, on the other hand, those who love the old gospel have equally the liberty to dissociate themselves form them, and that liberty also involves a responsibility from which there is no escaping.  If we do not believe in Universalism, or in Purgatory, and if we do believe in the inspiration of Scripture, the Fall, and the great sacrifice of Christ for sin, it behoves us to see that we do not become accomplices with those who teach another gospel, and as it would seem from one writer, have avowedly another God (“The Case Proved”). 



He writes in a letter to the secretary, Booth, on October 28, 1887:

Dear Friend—I beg to intimate to you, as the secretary of the Baptist Union, that I must withdraw from that society. I do this with the utmost regret; but I have no choice.  The reasons are set forth in The Sword and the Trowel for November, and I trust you will excuse my repeating them here.  I beg you not to send anyone to ask for reconsideration.  I fear I have considered too long already; certainly every hour of the day impresses upon me the conviction that I am moving none too soon (quoted in Lewis Drummond, Spurgeon: Prince of Preachers, p. 687).


During the past month many have put to us the anxious question, “What shall we do?”  To these we have had no answer to give except that each one must act for himself after seeking direction of the Lord. In our own case we intimated our course of action in last month’s paper.  We retire at once and distinctly from the Baptist Union (ST, November, 1887, “A Fragment Upon the Down-Grade Controversy”).


October-December, 1887  Spurgeon is pressed to reveal the names of the liberals in the Union.  He writes “They keep on clamouring for names. . . . I don’t want any one to be drawn in to personalities, but if they cry ‘names,’ we shall have enough to give them (quoted by Lewis Drummond, Spurgeon: Prince of Preachers, p. 697).


But Booth writes to Spurgeon, “My letters to you were not official but in confidence. As a matter of honor you cannot use them” (Ibid.).

December 13, 1887
The Council of the Baptist Union meets to discuss its response to Spurgeon’s charges.


James Culross, President of the Union: Now I think we (have the right) to ask of (Spurgeon) who charge(s) us with the dereliction of duty to our Reedeemer [sic] where are the proofs? (quoted in Lewis Drummond, Spurgeon: Prince of Preachers, p. 696).


Booth responds: Again I say that whatever conversations I have had with Mr. Spurgeon were not of a kind to formulate charges against brethren in order that I might submit them to this council.  It never entered my mind that Mr. Spurgeon intended the things which may have passed in conversation to be brought here and formulated as charges (Ibid., p. 697).


Four men, James Culross, Alexander Maclaren, John Clifford, and Samuel Booth, are deputed to meet with Spurgeon in Mentone, France, where he is convalescing with gout.

December 17, 1887
Spurgeon responds to the overture

Dear Booth: It is outrageous that four eminent men should come a thousand miles to consult me. I trust they will never be so universally kind, or so unkindly wise. . . . I am not at all sure that I can see you brethren as a deputation from the Union. If you are going to discuss the question of my action toward the Union, I decline an interview.  Conversations are inaccurately reported, and I would prefer pen and ink.  Not that I mistrust anyone of the brethren, but that I know from experience that the imaginary “round-table” agreement is usually a mess of misunderstandings. . . . It would hardly be fair to propose to pounce upon me here: yourselves—four to one; myself—at the disadvantage of having required a journey of 1000 miles, etc., etc.  No!  No!  I would be kind, but I cannot be unwise.  I am not afraid, but I am not foolhardy (personal correspondence to S. H. Booth; archives of Regent’s Park College, Oxford).

January 13, 1888  The Council’s representatives (minus Maclaren) meet with Spurgeon at the Tabernacle.


Spurgeon insisted that the Union formulate a statement of faith similar to that of the Evangelical Alliance, something its representatives were unwilling to do.  The only statement of faith to which anyone had ever been required to subscribe to be a member concerned baptism by immersion.

January 20, 1888 The Council meets and passes a resolve that “Mr. Spurgeon should not have made the charges: as Mr. Spurgeon declines to give the names of those whom he intended them to apply, and the evidence supporting them, these charges, in the judgment of the council, ought not to have been made” (quoted by Lewis Drummond, Spurgeon: Prince of Preachers, p. 693).


To this Spurgeon responded publicly.  


The censure passed upon me by the Council of the Baptist Union will  be weighed by the faithful, and estimated at its true value. . . . I brought no charges before the members of the Council, because they could only judge by their constitution, and that document lays down no doctrinal basis except belief that “the immersion of believers is the only Christian baptism. . . . I would like all Christendom to know that all I asked of the Union is that it be formed on a Scriptural basis; and that I never sought to intrude upon it any Calvinistic or personal creed, but only that form of belief which has been accepted for many years by the Evangelical Alliance, which includes members of well-nigh all Christian communities (ST, February, 1988, “The Baptist Union Censure”). 

April 23, 1888
Baptist Union Assembly meets at City Temple, London, and some 2000 vote for an implied censure of Spurgeon.


A declaration of faith, authored by Joseph Angus and others, was presented.  It set out certain doctrinal fundamentals that all evangelicals believed.  However, when the declaration was presented to the Assembly that day, it was introduced with a disavowal of the Council’s authority to control any individual and a disclaiming of any role in enforcing legislation. In addition, it contained a footnote to the clause about resurrection and final judgment that read, “brethren in the Union. . . have not held the common interpretation of these words of our Lord.”


James Spurgeon, who had worked behind the scenes with the Council to get some similitude of a doctrinal statement in place, seems to have been completely taken in.  He seconded the motion, evidently not realizing that it amounted to an unacceptable compromise as well as an implied censure of his brother.


Henry Oakley, an eyewitness, recalled years later. . . 


I was present at the City Temple when the motion was moved, seconded, and carried.  Possibly the City Temple was as full as it could be. I was there very early, but found only a “standing seat” in the aisle of the back gallery.  I listened to the speeches.  The only one of which I have any distinct remembrance was that of Mr. Charles Williams.  He quoted Tennyson in favour of a liberal theology and justification of doubt.  The moment of voting came. Only those in the area were qualified to vote as members of the assembly.  When the motion of censure was put, a forest of hands went up.  “Against,” called the chairman, Dr. Clifford.  I did not see any hands, but history records that there were seven.  Without any announcement of numbers the vast assembly broke into tumultuous cheering and cheering and cheering yet.  From some of the older men their pent up hostility found vent; from many of the young men wild resistance of “any obscurantist trammels,” as they said, broke loose.  It was a strange scene.  I viewed it almost with tears.  I stood near a “Spurgeon’s man,” whom I knew very well.  Mr. Spurgeon had welcomed him from a very lowly position.  He went wild almost with delight at this censure of his great and generous master.  I say it was a strange scene, that that vast assembly should be so outrageously delighted at the condemnation of the greatest, noblest, and grandest leader of their faith (quoted in Iain Murray, The Forgotten Spurgeon, pp. 149-150).

POSITIONS EXPLAINED/DEFENDED   

I.
Unity:



1.
Should transcend denominational lines:


It is one thing to overleap all boundaries of denominational restriction for the truth’s sake: this we hope all godly men will do more and more (ST, August, 1887, “The Down Grade”).


The Evangelical Alliance has done grand service to he cause of truth by calling together Christians of all denominations to bear united testimonies to the common faith (ST, May, 1888, “Notes”).



2.
Should not be rupture over secondary issues:


The largest charity towards those who are loyal to the Lord Jesus, and yet do not see with us on secondary matters, is the duty of all true Christians. . . . We cheerfully admit that among men who possess the divine life, and a consequent discernment of truth, there will be differences of attainment and perception; and that these differences are no barrier to love and union (ST, November, 1887, “A Fragment Upon the Down-Grade Controversy”). 



3.
Is precious:


The intense desire for union has its commendable side, and we are far from undervaluing it.  Precious also is the protest for liberty, which certain valorous souls have lifted up (Ibid.).



4.
But may not be at the expense of truth:


To pursue union at the expense of truth is treason to the Lord Jesus. . . . It is our solemn conviction that where there can be no real spiritual communion there should be no pretense of fellowship.  Fellowship with known and vital error is participation in sin.  Those who know and love the truth of God cannot have fellowship with that which is diametrically opposed thereto, and there can be no reason why they should pretend that they have such fellowship (Ibid). 

     “First pure, then peaceable.” It is easy to cry “a confederacy,” but that union which is not based upon the truth of God is rather a conspiracy than a communion.  Charity by all means, but honestly also (Ibid).


John Clifford, the vice-president of the Baptist Union, . . . it pains me unspeakably to see this eminent “winner of souls” rousing the energies of thousands of Christians to engage in personal wrangling and strife, instead of trying of inspiring them, as he might, to sustained and heroic effort to carry the good news of God’s Gospel to our fellow-countrymen (G. Holden Pike, The Life and Work of Charles Haddon Spurgeon, vol. 6, p. 297).


Spurgeon suffered the loss of much of his good name, the defection of some of his College men, the loss of one of the largest financial contributors to his works, and the threat of lawsuits.  Neverthless, he believed in . . . 


II.
Separation:

   What saith the Scriptures?  “If there come any unto you, and bring not this doctrine, receive him not into your house, neither bid him God speed: for he that biddeth him God speed is partaker of his evil deeds.” (2 John 10, 11.)  “But though we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you, let him be accursed.  As we said before, so say I now again, If any man preach any other gospel unto you than that ye have received, let him be accursed.” (Galatians 1:8, 9.)  The spirit of Scripture is one, and therefore we may be sure that decision for truth, and separation from the erring, are in full consistency with the charity of I Corinthians 13. . . . It is true charity to those who err to refuse to aid and abet them in their errors (ST, December, 1887, “Notes”).

    At any rate, whether others do so or not, I have felt the power of the text, “Come out from among them, and be ye separate. . . .” (ST, June, 1888, “Notes”).
   The bounden duty of a true believer towards men who profess to be Christians, and yet deny the Word of the Lord, and reject the fundamentals of the gospel, is to come out from among them (ST, October, 1888, “Notes”). 


III.
What about working from within for reform?



    The operation of an evangelical party within can only repress, and perhaps, conceal, the evil for a time; but meanwhile sin is committed by the compromise itself, and no permanently good result can follow (ST, October, 1888, “Notes”).

APPEAL TO MEN TRAINING FOR THE MINISTRY


There will be a resurrection of characters as well as of persons.  Every reputation that has been obscured by clouds of reproach, for Christ’s sake, shall be rendered glorious when the righteous shall “shine forth as the sun in the Kingdom of their Father (Autobiography, IV, 253). 


There never was a more restless time than now.  What is being done today will affect the next centuries, unless the Lord should very speedily come. . . trimming now, and debasing doctrine now, will affect children yet unborn, generation after generation.  Posterity must be considered.  I do not look so much at what is to happen today, for these things relate to eternity.  For my part, I am quite willing to be eaten of dogs for the next fifty years; but the more distant future shall vindicate me. I have dealt honestly before the living God.  My brother, do the same.  Who knows but what thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as this?  (C. H. Spurgeon, An All-Round Ministry, pp. 360-361). 

