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IntroductIon 

It is a curious fact that although the concept 
of the encyclopedia has its origins within the 

ideological matrix of the eighteenth-century 
Enlightenment, when it comes to conser va-
tive expressions of theology, this era was not 
really conducive to encyclopedic or systematic 

summaries of the Christian 
Faith. In this regard, a work 
like John Gill ’s (1697–1771) 
A Complete Body of Doctrinal 
and Practical Divinity (1769–
1770) was definitely out of 
sync with conservative theo-
log ica l  t rends .  T he ot her 
g re at  B apt i s t  t he olog i a n 
of this era, A ndrew Ful ler 
(1754–1815), was more typi-
cal. Though he was entirely 
capable of drawing up a sys-
tematic theology, he resisted 
doi ng so u nt i l  it  w a s too 
late. W hen he finally began 

to write something in this vein, he had about 
sixteen months to live, and he never got beyond 
writing down his thoughts on the prolegomena 
of theology, the being of God, the necessity 
of revelation along with the inspiration of the 
Bible, and the doctrine of the Trinity.2 Fuller 
was well aware of his era’s aversion to system-
atizing theology, for as he noted in a sermon 
he gave at the annual meeting of the Baptist 
churches of the Northamptonshire Associa-
tion in 1796: “systematic divinity … has been 
of late years much decried,” and that because 
such a way of going about doing theology was 
regarded as “the mark of a contracted mind, and 
the grand obstruction to free inquiry.”3 In other 
words, the Enlightenment exaltation of rational 
inquiry unfettered by such external authori-
ties as divine Writ or holy Church had made 
a significant imprint upon the world of Chris-
tian writing. Fuller went on to note, however, 
that only in the realm of religious thought was 
such an attitude acceptable. In other spheres of 
thought and action, such as philosophy, agricul-
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ture, or business, it would be regarded as folly 
to dispense with a foundational system of first 
principles.4 Fuller was convinced that there is 
a system of truth to be found in the Scriptures, 
even though that truth is not arranged system-
atically.5 But the same was true of the world of 
nature, Fuller argued. There one sees a “lovely 
variety but amidst all this variety, an observant 
eye wil l perceive unity, order, arrangement, 
and fullness of design.”6 W hatever difficulties 
might therefore attend the discover y of the 
systematic interlocking of biblical truths, it was 
vital to recognize that, from God’s perspective, 
there was a unif ied body of truth. As Fuller 
noted in another context, to simply abandon the 
idea of theological truth because key aspects of 
it were disputed is, at best, absurd and, at worst, 
“infinitely … pernicious,” for “if all disputed 
subjects are to be reckoned matters of mere 
speculation, we shall have nothing of any real 
use left in religion.”7 

Now, one of the most disputed theological 
loci in the eighteenth century was also one that 
had been absolutely central to the Christian 
tradit ion, namely, the doctr ine of the Trin-
ity. The Trinitarianism of the Ancient Church 
had remained basically unchallenged until the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Even 
du r i ng t he R efor mat ion,  a most t u mu lt u-
ous theological era, this v ital area of Chris-
tian belief did not come into general dispute, 
though there were a few, like Michael Servetus 
(1511–1553) and the Italians, Lelio Francesco 
Sozzini (1525–1562) and his nephew Fausto 
Sozzin i (1539–160 4), 8 who rejected Tr in i-
tarianism for a Unitarian perspective on the 
Godhead. However, as Sarah Mortimer has 
argued in her ground-break ing study of sev-
enteenth-century English Socinianism, in the 
centur y af ter the Reformation the Socinian 
understanding of human beings as “ inquir-
i ng , reason i ng a nd ac t ive i nd iv idua ls who 
must take responsibil ity for their own spiri-
tual l ives” did come to play a crit ical role in 

undermining the way that “Trinitarian com-
munities” in England had establ ished theo-
logical boundaries for themselves.9 This was 
part of a grow ing t ide of rat ional ism in the 
seventeenth centur y and the one fol low ing 
that led to a “fading of the trinitarian imagina-
tion” and to the doctrine coming under heavy 
attack.10 Informed by the Enlightenment’s con-
f idence in the “omnicompetence” of human 
reason, increasingly the intellectual mentalité 
of this era either dismissed the doctr ine of 
the Trinity as a philosophical and unbiblical 
construct of the post-Apostolic Church, and 
turned to classical A rianism as an alternate, 
though admittedly odd, perspective, or sim-
ply ridiculed it as utterly illogical, and argued 
for Deism or Socinianism.11 Of course, this 
re-tooling of theological perspectives did not 
happen without significant conf lict. Contrary 
to the impression given by various historical 
over views of the doctrine of the Trinity, the 
late seventeent h a nd eig hteent h cent u r ies 
were actually replete with critical battles over 
Trinitarianism. A nd some of these involved 
the Trinitarian community of which Andrew 
Fuller was a member, the Particular Baptists.

the PartIcular BaPtIsts: a 
trInItar Ian communIty

Through the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies the Particular Baptists in the British Isles 
tenaciously confessed a Trinitarian understand-
ing of the Godhead and so, while other commu-
nities, such as the Presbyterians and General 
Baptists largely ceased to be Trinitarian,12 the 
Particular Baptists continued to regard them-
selves, and that rightly, as a Trinitarian commu-
nity. Their earliest confessional document, The 
First London Confession of Faith (1644/1646), had 
declared this about God:

In [the] … Godhead, there is the Father, the Son, 
and the Spirit; being every one of them one and 
the same God; and therefore not divided, but 
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distinguished one from another by their several 
properties; the Father being from himself, the 
Son of the Father from everlasting, the Holy 
Spirit proceeding from the Father and the Son.13

B. R. White has argued that this confession 
gave these early Baptists an extremely clear and 
self-conscious sense of their community’s dis-
tinct identity and raison d’être.14 And yet, as this 
specific paragraph also reveals, these Baptists 
were desirous of declaring their complete solidar-
ity with the mainstream of classical Christianity 
that was rooted in the fourth-century Trinitar-
ian creedal declarations and that also included 
the medieval Western Church’s commitment to 
the Filioque. The other major Particular Baptist 
confession of the seventeenth century, The Sec-
ond London Confession of Faith (1677/1689), was 
equally forthright in its Trinitarianism—in the 
words of Curtis Freeman, its “words … resonate 
with Nicene orthodoxy”15—and firmly linked 
this core Christian doctrine to spirituality. The 
“doctrine of the Trinity,” it affirmed, “is the foun-
dation of all our communion with God, and com-
fortable dependence on him.”16 

Throughout the long eighteenth century this 
communit y unhesitatingly maintained that 
this doctrine is, in the words of Benjamin Wal-
lin (1711–1782), the “first and grand principle of 
revealed truth and the gospel.”17 In 1690, the Lon-
don Baptist layman Isaac Marlow (1649–1719), 
for example, published a treatise on the Trinity in 
which he stated his conviction that of those ele-
ments of divine truth that redound most to the 
glory of God and best further the fellowship of 
believers, “the blessed doctrine of the holy Trin-
unity is the chiefest.”18 Nearly fifty years later, the 
renowned preacher Joseph Stennett II (1692–
1758) similarly affirmed that “the doctrine of the 
ever blessed Trinity, is of the greatest importance 
to his [that is, God’s] glory.”19 

Typical of the Particular Baptists’ grip on the 
doctrine of the Trinity during this era was a major 
defense of this doctrine by the voluminous John 

Gill. His The Doctrine of the Trinity Stated and 
Vindicated—first published in 1731 and then reis-
sued in a second edition in 1752—proved to be an 
extremely effective defence of the fact that there 
is, as Gill put it, “but one God; that there is a plu-
rality in the Godhead; that there are three divine 
Persons in it; that the Father is God, the Son God, 
and the Holy Spirit God; that these are distinct in 
Personality, the same in substance, equal in power 
and glory.”20 Gill was especially concerned in this 
treatise to affirm the eternal sonship of the second 
person of the Godhead. As he explained in a letter 
he wrote to John Davis (1702–1778), the Welsh 
pastor of the Baptist Church in the Great Valley, 
Devon, Pennsylvania, in March of 1745: 

Jesus Christ is the Son of God by nature and not 
office, … he is the eternal Son of God by ineffable 
filiation and not by constitution or as mediator in 
which respect he is a servant, and not a Son. And 
of this mind are all our churches of the particular 
Baptist persuasion nor will they admit to commu-
nion, nor continue in communion [with] such as 
are of a different judgment. … I have some years 
ago published a treatise upon the doctrine of 
the Trinity, in which I have particularly handled 
the point of Christ’s sonship, have established 
the orthodox sense of it, and refuted the other 
notion, which tho’ it may be held by some, as not 
downright Sabeleanism [sic], yet it tends to it.21

The heart of this treatise was later incorporated 
into Gill’s Body of Doctrinal Divinity (1769), which, 
for most Baptist pastors of that day, was their 
major theological reference work. As John Rip-
pon (1751–1836), Gill’s successor at Carter Lane, 
noted in a biographical sketch of his predecessor:

The Doctor not only watched over his people, 
“with great affection, fidelity, and love;” but he 
also watched his pulpit also. He would not, if he 
knew it, admit any one to preach for him, who was 
either cold-hearted to the doctrine of the Trin-
ity; or who denied the divine filiation of the Son 



7

of God; or who objected to conclude his prayers 
with the usual doxology to Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit, as three equal Persons in the one Jehovah. 
Sabellians, Arians, and Socinians, he considered 
as real enemies of the cross of Christ. They dared 
not ask him to preach, nor could he in conscience, 
permit them to officiate for him. He conceived 
that, by this uniformity of conduct, he adorned 
the pastoral office.22

Gil l ’s defence of the Trinit y did far more 
than adorn the pastoral off ice; through it he 
played a key role in shepherding the English 
Particular Baptist community along the path-
way of biblical orthodoxy.

Gil l ’s concern to uphold the eternal son-
ship and reject Sabellianism was not misplaced. 
During the late 1740s and 1750s the inf luential 
Welsh Calvinistic Methodist leader, Howel Har-
ris (1714–1773), was pushing Patripassianism and 
seemed to be veering towards Sabellian hetero-
doxy,23 while Gill’s fellow Baptist Anne Dutton 
(1692–1765) was sure that she detected Sabellian-
ism in a tract by the popular Anglican Evangeli-
cal William Romaine (1714–1795).24 Among the 
Baptists, John Allen (fl.1740s–1780s)—“a prickly 
and polemic character,”25 and also something of a 
loner who emigrated to America where he helped 
inf lame politically radical sentiments prior to 
the Revolution—publicly accused Gill in 1770 
of undermining the salvific work of Christ in his 
affirmation of the eternal generation of the Son. As 
Allen put it in his own peculiar style:

I wonder for my part how the Doctor [Gill] dares 
to die with such an idea in his heart, that he who 
is the glory of God, the glory of heaven, the glory 
of the saints, has only his personal glory and 
existence by generation: does the Doctor think 
such stuff as this will pass in Israel? … the Doctor 
teaches, that a first, second, and a third person 
existeth [in the Godhead], the one by nature, 
the other by being begotten,—and the other by 
procession; such an idea as this of the existence of 

God, we think is unworthy his name, his nature, 
and perfection, and contrary to the declaration 
of the truth of Christ, who says, “I am, I am the 
first” [Revelation 1:17b]; as tho’ he had said, “I 
am of myself, and derive neither essential nor 
personal glory from none”—therefore it is that we 
believe according to the sweet simplicity of the 
Scriptures, that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, 
the sacred three that bare record in heaven [see 
1 John 5:7], self-exist in every glory and perfec-
tion of the divine nature, whether essential or 
personal as the Triune God. ... [So] if he [that 
is, Christ] is not self-existent in all the glories of 
his divine person, my soul, I think, can never be 
saved; for can that being (or to come close to the 
point) that divine person that has its highest exis-
tence by generation save another? And does not 
this idea cut through (as it were with the Arian 
and Socinian sword) all the glories of Christ’s 
person, the merit of his blood, the conquest of 
his resurrection, and power of his intercession?26

In other words, Gill’s promotion of the eternal 
generation of the Son ultimately achieved what the 
Arians or Socinians aimed at—it fatally under-
mined the confession of the Son’s essential deity!

THe CH A llenGe OF SOCiniA niSM
Although the particular piece in which this cri-

tique of Gill appeared also contained drubbings of 
numerous other English Baptists,27 Allen’s rejec-
tion of the eternal generation of the Son gained a 
hearing in more than one Baptist quarter. Andrew 
Fuller, for instance, was given one of Allen’s publi-
cations on this subject to read when he was a rela-
tively young Christian in 1775. True to a life-long 
“determination to take up no principle at second-
hand; but to search for everything at the pure 
fountain of [God’s] word,”28 Fuller tested Allen’s 
views by Scripture and came to see that a number 
of biblical texts—namely, John 5:18; Galatians 
4:4; Hebrews 1:8, 5:8–9; and 1 John 3:8—pro-
vided clear evidence that Allen was mistaken and 
that Christ was indeed “the Son of God anteced-
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ently to his being born of a woman, and that in 
calling God his own Father, he made himself equal 
with God.”29 In the long run, Fuller was glad that 
he wrestled with this issue among others early on 
in his Christian life. It gave him the deep convic-
tion that “everything pertaining to the person of 
Christ is of more than ordinary importance.” And 
it also provided a kind of test run for his polemical 
responses to Socinianism in the 1790s.30 

Socinianism was the leading form of hetero-
doxy within English Dissent in the last quar-
ter of the eighteenth century. 31 In large part, 
this was due to the vigorous campaigning of 
Joseph Priestley (1733–1804), whom Michael 
R. Watts, in his study of the early history of Brit-
ish Nonconformity, has dubbed the “Leonardo 
da Vinci of Dissent.”32 By his early twenties, 
Priestley was proficient in physics, philosophy, 
and mathematics as well as a variety of modern 
and ancient Near Eastern languages. During the 
1760s and 1770s his reputation as England’s fore-
most experimental scientist was established by 
his publication of a weighty history of electrical 
experimentation and his discovery of ten new 
gases, including oxygen, ammonia, and sulphur 
dioxide. Alongside this illustrious career as a sci-
entist Priestley was also a prolific and profound 
theological author. In fact, he regarded his work 
as a theologian as his true vocation.

After his conversion to the Socinian cause, 
which probably took place in 1769, 33 Priest-
ley devoted much of his t ime to theological 
writing “with no other view,” he baldly stated 
on one occasion, “than to make proselytes.”34 
“An unf lagging and often pugnacious contro-
versia l ist ,” Priest ley sought to establ ish his 
position not on nature and human reason, as 
did the Deists, but on a serious and rational 
investigation of the Scriptures and history. 35 
As a Dissenter he had inherited the Protestant 
commitment to the Scriptures as a suff icient 
source of religious truth. “Revelation,” as Mar-
tin Fitzpatrick has noted, “lay at the core of his 
religion.”36 This attachment to the Scriptures, 

though, was yoked to a deep-rooted conviction 
that the “plainest and most obvious sense of the 
Scriptures is in favour of those doctrines which 
are most agreeable to reason.”37 In other words, 
the Scriptures do indeed contain divine rev-
elation, but their interpretation is to be deter-
mined by what is in accord with sound reason. 
Priestley did not deny that there were certain 
aff irmations of Scripture which were beyond 
the grasp of human reason. He admitted, for 
example, the historicity of many of the miracles 
of the apostolic era, including the bodily resur-
rection of Christ.38 What he refused to counte-
nance, though, were interpretations of Scripture 
which, to his mind, entailed a logical contra-
diction. This explains why orthodox Trinitari-
anism bore the brunt of Priestley’s theological 
polemic. 39 Priest ley was conv inced that the 
doctrine of the Trinity not only had no scrip-
tural foundation, but it was also a mathemati-
cal impossibility, “since three cannot be one, 
or one, three.”40 From Priestley’s perspective, if 
there is one divine being, there must perforce be 
one person and thus one God; if there are three 
divine persons, then there must be three divine 
beings and so three gods. 

I n the Institutes of Natural and R evealed 
Religion, Priestley’s earliest major theological 
work, Priestley thus maintained that God had 
instructed “the first parents of mankind” in the 
truth of his oneness and the fact that he alone 
is to be worshipped. “History,” Priestley told 
his readers, “informs us that the worship of one 
God, without images, was in all nations prior 
to poly theism.”41 This “primitive rel igion of 
mankind”, however, soon became corrupted, 
and idolatr y gradual ly superseded the wor-
ship of the one true God. In order to free men 
and women from their idolatr y God gave to 
human beings the Scriptures, a fact that Priest-
ley regards as self-evident when one considers 
“ how strongly this great article, the worship 
of one God only, is guarded in all the books of 
Scripture.”42 Yet, because of the human bent 
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towards idolatr y, this art icle was subject to 
corruption both during the t ime of the Old 
Testament dispensation and after that of the 
New. Priestley was especially concerned with 
the latter period, for it was then that there was 
introduced into the life of the Church not only 
the worship of Mary and “innumerable other 
saints,” but also what he bluntly described as 
the “idolatrous worship of Jesus Christ.”43

The Reformation had only partially recti-
fied this state of affairs, for, while it had rejected 
prayers to the Virgin Mary and to the saints, 
“prayers to Christ, who is no more a proper object 
of worship than his mother, … were retained.”44 In 
arguing against the propriety of praying to Christ 
Priestley envisaged himself as completing there-
fore one aspect of the rediscovery of New Testa-
ment Christianity that had been left undone by the 
sixteenth-century Reformers. In fact, Alexander 
Gordon has pointed out that the major difference 
between the Socinianism promoted by Priest-
ley along with friends like Theophilus Lindsey 
(1723–1808) and earlier English versions of this 
heterodoxy is that while the former categorically 
condemned the worship of Christ as idolatrous, 
the latter merely sought to keep it within due mod-
eration. In Gordon’s words, Priestley and Lindsey 
made “reduction of worship to a strict Patrolatry 
… central and distinguishing.”45 

From what he called “the general tenour of 
Scripture” Priestley argued that the early church 
knew nothing of Christ as “a proper object of wor-
ship” or prayer.46 He found proof for this assertion 
in the fact, for instance, that Christ and his follow-
ers in the early church were in the habit of direct-
ing their prayers to God alone. As Priestley put it:

Our Saviour himself always prayed to his Father, 
and with as much humility and resignation as 
the most dependent being in the universe could 
possibly do; always addressing him as his Father, 
or the author of his being; and he directs his 
disciples to the same great Being, whom only, he 
says, we ought to serve.47

Priestley appears to have in mind here such 
incidents in the life of Christ as his prayers in the 
Garden of Gethsemane (e.g. Luke 22:42) and his 
response to his disciples’ request to teach them 
how to pray (Luke 11:1–2). The life of the early 
church as it is described in Acts provided Priest-
ley with further examples. In Acts 4:24–30 there 
is recorded a “prayer of some length,” which is 
addressed solely to God. Later, when James, the 
brother of John, was martyred and Peter impris-
oned, supplication was made on Peter’s behalf to 
God without any mention of Christ (Acts 12:5). 
Likewise, the Apostle Paul, in such passages as 
Ephesians 3:14, “speaks of himself as praying to 
God, and not to Christ.”48

Not only did Priestley find no clear examples in 
the New Testament that provided a precedent for 
praying to Christ, he was also confident that the 
New Testament commanded us to pray to none but 
God alone. James, for instance, directed those of his 
readers who lacked wisdom to ask God for it (James 
1:5). He did not, Priestley emphasizes, advise “them 
to apply to Christ or to the Trinity for direction in 
these circumstances.”49 The same is true with regard 
to the Apostle Paul. In his Notes on All the Books 
of Scripture (1804), Priestley quotes with evident 
approval a comment by a fellow Socinian, Paul Car-
dale (1705–1775), on the Apostle’s instruction in 
Philippians 4:6 [“let your requests be made known 
unto God” (KJV)]: “had it been possible for St. Paul 
to entertain the doctrine of a Trinity, he would no 
doubt have directed his own prayers, and [those 
of] the Philippians, to the Sacred Three, as is the 
common language of the present age.”50 As Stephen 
Ford has pointed out, the final clause of this quote 
obviously has in view the language of the Church of 
England’s Book of Common Prayer, in which prayers 
and collects are regularly concluded with a refer-
ence to the Trinity.51 An open letter that Priestley 
wrote to a Swedenborgian congregation in 1791 
made a similar point regarding Christ’s instruc-
tions about prayer in John 16:23 [“In that day ye 
shall ask me nothing. Verily, verily, I say unto you, 
whatsoever ye shall ask the Father in my name, he 
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will give it you” (KJV)]. According to Priestley’s 
reading of the text, Christ “plainly distinguishes 
between praying to the Father, and asking any thing 
of himself.”52 His comments on this verse and its 
context in the Notes on All the Books of Scripture reit-
erated that “Christ is not to be the object of worship 
or prayer in any respect,” and that, contrary to what 
Christ appears to teach by the phrase “whatsoever 
ye shall ask the Father in my name,” 

the intercession of Christ with God for us is 
needless. We are to address our prayers to God 
himself immediately; and his affection for us is 
such as will always induce him to grant what-
ever is proper for us, without the intercession, or 
mediation, of any being whatever for us.53

In his scientific enquiries Priestley was regu-
larly guided by utilitarian considerations, since he 
believed that the “immediate use of natural science 
is the power it gives us over nature, by means of the 
knowledge we acquire of its laws; whereby human 
life is … made more comfortable and happy.”54 Simi-
larly, “the sound knowledge of Christianity is not of 
importance as a matter of speculation merely”; the 
theological convictions for which Priestley con-
tended could not be believed without an impact on 
the “sentiments of our hearts, and our conduct in 
life.”55 In the case of his belief regarding the nature of 
God there were at least two practical consequences. 
First, God the Father alone should be the recipient 
of prayer and he alone worshipped. Then, Socinians 
must separate themselves from those who disagreed 
with them and they needed to form their own con-
gregations. Addressing men and women of like mind, 
Priestley therefore raised the question that if

it was a sufficient justification of the first Reform-
ers, that they considered the church from which 
they separated as worshipping saints and angels; 
will it not justify your separation from their par-
tial reformations, that you consider them as pray-
ing to and worshipping one whom you consider 
as a man like yourselves, though honoured and 

distinguished by God above all other men? To 
join habitually in public worship with Trinitar-
ians, is countenancing that worship, which you 
must consider as idolatrous; and which, however 
innocent in them, is highly criminal in you.56

The society, however, in which Priestley was seek-
ing to propagate his viewpoint and establish Socinian 
congregations was to a great extent still dominated 
by a powerful ancien régime whose political ideology 
and religious convictions were firmly interwoven.57 
Consequently, it is not at all surprising that his asser-
tions regarding the person of Christ involved Priest-
ley in a variety of heated and prolific debates during 
the 1780s and early 1790s, which fostered a wide-
spread public perception of Priestley as an enemy to 
both church and state. Indeed this perception was the 
key factor in the violent Birmingham “Church-and-
King” riots of 1791, which witnessed the destruction 
of Priestley’s home, library and laboratory, as well as 
the meeting-house in which he regularly preached, 
and which eventually led to his emigration to the 
United States in 1794.58

“ar dent love to chrIst”
Among Priestley’s fellow Dissenters who pub-

licly deplored these riots was Andrew Fuller. From 
Fuller’s point of view the riots were an “iniquitous 
business,” contrived and executed by “men of no 
principle.”59 Fuller’s profound disapproval of the 
riots did not deter him, however, from publishing 
in 1793 an extensive critique of Priestley’s posi-
tion in The Calvinistic and Socinian Systems Exam-
ined and Compared, as to their Moral Tendency.60 
Fuller was well aware that there had been numer-
ous replies in response to the Socinian position by 
orthodox authors. What made his response unique 
was that it sought to determine which one of these 
two rival perspectives on the Christian Faith was 
most “aretegenic,” that is, most conducive to the 
development of moral transformation and the cre-
ation of virtuous character.61

As has been noted, Socinians such as Priest-
ley argued that the first-century church refused 
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to venerate Christ and thus worshipped God 
aright. Yet, Fuller asks, if this be so, how does one 
explain the fact that:

The primitive Christians … worshipped Jesus 
Christ. Not only did the martyr Stephen close 
his life by committing his departing spirit into 
the hands of Jesus, but it was the common 
practice, in primitive times, to invoke his name. 
“He hath authority,” said Ananias concerning 
Saul, to bind “all that call on thy name” [Acts 
9:14]. One part of the Christian mission was 
to declare that “whosoever should call on the 
name of the Lord should be saved” [cf. Romans 
10:13], even of that Lord of whom the Gentiles 
had not heard. Paul addressed himself “to all 
that in every place called upon the name of 
the Lord Jesus Christ” [cf. 1 Corinthians 1:2]. 
These modes of expression (which, if I be not 
greatly mistaken, always signify Divine wor-
ship) plainly inform us that it was not merely 
the practice of a few individuals, but of the great 
body of the primitive Christians, to invoke the 
name of Christ; nay, and that this was a mark by 
which they were distinguished as Christians.62

In order to demonstrate that the worship of 
Christ was not unknown during the period cov-
ered by the New Testament, Fuller began with Acts 
7:59, a text that was frequently raised during this 
controversy over the person of Christ. The Baptist 
author saw in Stephen’s “calling upon” Christ an act 
of invocation and prayer, and thus worship.63 Fuller 
observed that the verb “to call upon” is one that is 
used a number of times in a variety of contexts in 
the New Testament to designate Christians. Ana-
nias, for instance, described the believers in Damas-
cus as “all that call on thy name” (Acts 9:14). This 
description is found in the midst of an address to 
the “Lord” (Acts 9:10, 13), who, from the context, 
can be none other than Jesus (Acts 9:17; see also 
Acts 9:5). A similar phrase was used by the Apostle 
Paul when he characterized his ministry as a procla-
mation of God’s desire to save “whosoever shall call 

upon the name of the Lord” (Rom 10:13) and when 
he designated Christians as all those who “call upon 
the name of Jesus Christ our Lord” (1 Cor 1:2). 
Since this phrase clearly depicts prayer in Acts 7:59, 
Fuller reasoned that it must have a similar meaning 
in the other New Testament texts where it appears. 
Thus, he stated that “these modes of expression … 
always signify Divine worship.”64

Moreover, the early Christian writers, Fuller 
maintained, made the dignity and glory of Christ’s 
person “their darling theme,” for they “considered 
Christ as the All in All of their religion; and, as such, 
they loved him with their whole hearts.”65 Among 
the examples he adduced in support of this observa-
tion is Paul’s depiction of Christ in Ephesians 1–3.

Feeling in himself an ardent love to Christ, he 
vehemently desired that others might love him 
too. For this cause he bowed his knees to the 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ [cf. Ephesians 
3:14], in behalf of the Ephesians; praying that 
Christ might dwell in their hearts by faith. He 
represented him to them as the medium of all 
spiritual blessings; of election, adoption, accep-
tance with God, redemption, and the forgiveness 
of sins; of a future inheritance, and of a present 
earnest of it; as Head over all things to the church, 
and as him that filleth all in all. He described him 
as the only way of access to God, and as the sole 
foundation of a sinner’s hope; whose riches were 
unsearchable, and the dimensions of his love 
passing knowledge.66

Priestley, as has been noted, regarded the fact that 
Paul directs his prayer in Ephesians 3:14 to God the 
Father, and not to Christ, to be a significant indica-
tion of the Apostle’s convictions about the impro-
priety of prayer to Christ.  Fuller, though, sought to 
relate this prayer to its immediate and larger context 
in the letter to the Ephesians. Central to the prayer in 
Ephesians 3 is Paul’s request of the Father that Christ 
might indwell the hearts of his readers by faith. Who 
is this Christ, though, about whom Paul makes such 
a request? Well, in what precedes his prayer Paul has 
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described Christ, to use the words of Fuller, as “the 
medium of all spiritual blessings” (cf. Eph 1:3), the 
“only way of access to God” (cf. Eph 2:18), and the 
One “whose riches were unsearchable” (cf. Eph 3:8). 
Moreover, the Apostle finished his prayer by stating 
that “the dimensions of his [i.e. Christ’s] love” sur-
pass knowledge (Eph 3:18–19). Could the love that 
is evident in such descriptions as these, Fuller justly 
asked, ever be bestowed on “a fellow creature”—“a 
fallible and peccable man” in Priestley’s perspec-
tive67—without it being considered anything but 
“the height of extravagance, and essence of idolatry”? 
In other words, while Paul’s prayer may not actually 
be addressed to Christ, its content and that which it 
presupposes all point to a conviction of Christ’s deity. 

The Socinians’ rejection of the propriety of 
praying to Christ or worshipping him led in turn 
to Fuller’s refusal to recognize them as Christian 
brothers and sisters.68 As the Baptist theologian 
pointed out in an article on “The Deity of Christ”:

Calling on the name of the Lord Jesus is consid-
ered, in the New Testament, as of equal impor-
tance with believing in him, having the same 
promise of salvation annexed to it.—“Whosoever 
shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved” 
[Romans 10:13]. And seeing it is asked, “How shall 
they call on him in whom they have not believed?” 
[Romans 10:14], it is strongly intimated that all 
who truly believe in Christ do call upon him. 
This is one of the distinguishing characteristics 
of the primitive Christians. Paul’s Epistle to the 
Corinthians was addressed to them, in connexion 
with “all who in every place call upon the name of 
Jesus Christ our Lord” [1 Corinthians 1:2]. Now 
as a rejection of the Divinity of Christ renders it 
idolatry to worship him, or call upon his name; so 
it must involve a rejection of that by which primi-
tive Christians were distinguished, and which has 
the promise of salvation. … [W]e have no warrant 
to acknowledge those as fellow Christians who 
come not under the description given of such in 
the New Testament; that is, who call not upon the 
name of Jesus Christ our Lord.69

Romans 10:13–15a outl ines the chain of 
events by which a person is saved. It begins 
with God sending forth someone to preach the 
gospel and concludes with a person responding 
in faith by calling upon the name of the Lord. 
Fuller noted how vital is the f inal link in this 
chain, the calling upon the name of the Lord, 
for it is this action which is determinant of the 
status of Christian. Unless a person has called 
upon the name of the Lord for salvation, he or 
she cannot consider himself or herself a Chris-
tian. This conclusion is further supported by 
1 Corinthians 1:2, which describes Christians 
by means of the verb “to call upon” and where 
this verb is used in a similar fashion to Romans 
10, namely the invoking of the Risen Christ in 
prayer. The Socinians, however, rejected the 
propriety of prayer to Christ on any occasion 
and for any reason. By so doing, Fuller can only 
conclude, they should not be regarded as Chris-
tians in the New Testament sense of the term.

Fuller thus was in full accord with Priestley 
that Socinians and Trinitarians should not wor-
ship together and that the former ought to have 
their own “separate communion”70 or community.

Some of the grand ends of Christian society 
are, united ly to worship God—to devote 
ourselves to the blessed Trinity by Christian 
baptism—and to acknowledge the atonement 
made by the Redeemer, by a participation of 
the ordinance of the Lord’s supper. But what 
union could there be in worship where the 
object worshipped is not the same—where 
one party believes the other to be an idolater, 
and the other believes him to be a degrader of 
Him who is “over all, God, blessed for ever” 
[Romans 9:5]? … Either we are a company of 
idolaters, or they are enemies to the gospel—
rendering the cross of Christ of none effect. 
Either they are unbelievers, or we are at least 
as bad—rendering to a creature that homage 
which is due only to the Creator; and, in either 
case, a union is the last degree of absurdity.71
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Fuller’S Tr iniTAr i A niSM
Foundational to Fuller’s response to Priestley 

was the former’s deep conviction that Jesus is fully 
divine. For Fuller, Socinianism’s denial of Christ’s 
deity made it akin to Deism and this could only 
lead to the total ruination of the virtuous life.72 
As he put it in a sermon he preached in 1801: “The 
person and work of Christ have ever been the cor-
ner-stone of the Christian fabric: take away his 
Divinity and atonement, and all will go to ruins.”73 
Christ’s deity and his atoning work are “the life-
blood of Christianity”; deny them and there is 
only death.74 Fuller thus frequently insisted that 
without the confession of the deity of Christ, one 
simply cannot be counted as a Christian, for “the 
proper Deity of Christ … is a great and fundamen-
tal truth in Christianity.”75 

Given this insistence about Christ’s deity, 
it is noteworthy that when it came to the divin-
ity of the Holy Spirit Fuller was nowhere near as 
emphatic, though he did believe that the Scrip-
tures “expressly call … the Holy Spirit God” in 
Acts 5:3–4 and he did not hesitate to assert that 
“every perfection of Godhead” has been ascribed 
to the Spirit.76 This lacuna is somewhat surprising 
since Fuller, like others impacted by the Evangeli-
cal revivals of the eighteenth century, had a robust 
understanding of the Spirit’s work and ministry.77 
In part, this is due to the fact that Priestley and 
the other apostles of Socinianism focused their 
attention overwhelmingly upon Christ and not the 
Holy Spirit. When Fuller on one occasion referred 
to the first principles of Christianity he believed 
were the focus of the Socinian controversy he 
listed the doctrine of the Trinity, the deity of 
Christ, and the atoning death of the Lord Jesus,78 
not the distinct deity of the Spirit. Fuller’s defence 
of the deity of Christ and the propriety of worship-
ping him is therefore akin to the way that Atha-
nasius argued in the fourth century. The Church 
Father also spent most of his time and energy 
defending the full and essential divinity of Christ 
in the face of the Arian onslaught against Christ’s 
person. Only near the end of his life did Athana-

sius turn his attention to the Spirit.79 However, 
Fuller was also aware that the Spirit’s overarch-
ing new covenant ministry is the glorification of 
the Lord Jesus—the “Holy Spirit is not the grand 
object of ministerial exhibition; but Christ, in his 
person, work and offices”—and this is a key reason 
why “much less is said in the Sacred Scriptures on 
the Divinity and personality of the Holy Spirit.”80 
And here Fuller seems to have followed Scripture. 

Finally, with regard to statements about the 
Trinity, Fuller is certain that the Scriptures affirm 
the existence of three divine persons—the Father 
and the Son and the Holy Spirit.81 These three are 
never to be considered three separate beings, but 
one God. As Fuller put it: “in a mysterious man-
ner, far above our comprehension, there are in the 
Divine unity three subsistences.”82 How they are 
one has not been revealed—and so to believe it 
steadfastly requires faith and humility.83 More-
over, this is a truth that must be regarded as being 
above reason, not against it nor a contradiction. 
As long as Christian theology does not make the 
mistake of the Socinians, which is to regard God 
as unipersonal, it can affirm this truth without 
fear of being irrational. In this Christians need to 
“regulate [their] ideas of the Divine Unity by what 
is taught us in the Scriptures of the Trinity; and 
not those of the Trinity by what we know, or think 
we know … of the Unity.”84 

In addition to the experience of worship, dis-
cussed at length above and which for Fuller was 
determinative for his understanding of the God-
head, Fuller’s ref lections upon baptism served 
to reinforce his Trinitarianism. His main piece 
on this ordinance is The Practical Uses of Chris-
tian Baptism, a highly significant tract on the 
meaning of baptism. Fuller argued that since 
baptism is to be carried out, according to Mat-
thew 28:19, “in the name of the Father, and of 
the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” submission to 
the ordinance entails an avowal of the fact that 
God is a triune Being. Well acquainted with the 
history of the early Church at this point, Fuller 
rightly stated that this baptismal formula was 
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widely used in that era to argue for the doctrine 
of the Trinity.85 To relinquish the doctrine of 
the Trinity is thus tantamount to the virtual 
renunciation of one’s baptism.86 

Fuller tied baptism to the Trinity again, and 
also to worship, in a small piece entitled “The 
Manner in which Divine Truth is Communicated 
in the Holy Scriptures.” He wrote:

The doctrine of the Trinity is never proposed 
to us as an object of speculation, but as a truth 
affecting our dearest interests. John introduces 
the sacred Three as witnesses to the truth of the 
gospel of Christ, as objects of instituted wor-
ship, into whose name we are baptized; and Paul 
exhibits them as the source of all spiritual good: 
“The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love 
of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit 
be with you all. Amen.” [2 Corinthians 13:14]. 
Again, “The Lord direct your hearts into the love 
of God, and into the patient waiting for Christ.” 
[2 Thessalonians 3:5].87

W hat is noteworthy about this text is the 
refusal to see the Trinity as merely a “meta-
physical mystery,” or as Fuller put it, “an object 
of speculation.”88 Rather, Fuller emphasized 
that the doctrine has a bearing on our “dearest 
interests,” namely, the truth as it is in the gos-
pel, worship, and “all spiritual good.” The first 
item, the truth of the gospel, is supported by an 
allusion to 1 John 5:7, the famous Comma Johan-
neum, which Fuller evidently regarded as genu-
ine.89 For the third point, “all spiritual good,” 
Fuller has recourse to 2 Corinthians 13:14 and 2 
Thessalonians 3:5. The use of the latter Pauline 
text is fascinating. Fuller’s Trinitarian reading 
of it ultimately goes back to Basil of Caesarea 
(c. 329–379), who employs it in his argument 
for the Spirit’s deity in his classic work, On the 
Holy Spirit.90 Fuller most likely found this read-
ing of the Pauline verse, however, in John Gill’s 
commentary on 2 Thessalonians 3:5, where Gill 
follows Basil’s interpretation.91 

It is w ith regard to the second point, the 
Trinity as the object of adoration, that Fuller 
ment ions bapt ism: “t he sacred T h ree” a re 
described “as objects of instituted worship, into 
whose name we are baptized.” Fuller was pre-
sumably thinking of Matthew 28:19. The rea-
son why doctrinal confession of the Triunity 
of God is vital is because it lies at the heart of 
Christian worship. Fuller clearly saw baptism 
into the name of the Triune God as not only the 
initiatory rite of the Church—what made it a 
“Trinitarian community”—but also the begin-
ning of a life of worshipping the Trinity. Fuller 
made the same point in yet another text that has 
already been cited: among “the grand ends of 
Christian society are unitedly to worship God” 
and this meant nothing less than “to devote our-
selves to the blessed Trinity by Christian bap-
tism—and to acknowledge the atonement made 
by the Redeemer, by a participation of the ordi-
nance of the Lord’s supper.”92 Fuller’s choice of 
the verb “devote” here is noteworthy. Christian 
baptism is an act of dedicating oneself to the 
Triune God—an act that surely is to continue 
throughout the Christian life till it culminates 
in the beatific vision of the Trinity. 
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