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Doing a series of blogs on MB influences alongside the podcast through MB history is
our desire. We will cover men like Johann Oncken and August Liebig as well as groups like the
German Baptists. The Edwuard Wuest blog has already been posted. These are not meant to be
scholarly sources, but blogs pointing to other sources. | am not a church historian, but am sharing
some of what | have been learning. | hope you enjoy.

Johann Oncken: Missionary and Organizer

Life and Ministry Overview

Born in 1800 Germany, he immigrated to Scotland at 14. Later working in London, he
came under the influence of Methodists and Presbyterians. He traveled in 1823 to Hamburg as
part of a missionary society and started one of the first Sunday Schools in Germany.*

By 1829 he was leaning towards believers baptism. He consulted with Robert Haldane
and historian Joseph lvemey, but it was a stranded Baptist layman from America and later at the
request of the American Baptist Missionary Union that Barnas Sears would baptize him in 1834
with a half-dozen friends at night out of authorities reach.

Even without theological education Oncken was ordained the first pastor of the first
Baptist church in modern Europe. Sears approved the doctrinal statement and made them apart of
the American Baptists.

They would face persecution and be called ““a fanatical Anabaptist sect?? After 8 years
there would be a semblance of local toleration. They were connected to the events of Munster
200 years prior, their ecclesiology as Baptists was not the norm and Conventicle Laws rendered

their meetings illegal.
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Though they were not cousins of the Munsterites, Munster mania nonetheless was
strong.? It would take many years to shake free of this false charge.

A church separate from secular and ecclesiastical authorities was offensive. Rumors
would flow of immorality at believer’s baptisms. If caught baptizing or being baptized they
would be imprisoned. Also controversial was the use of lay people to perform many religious
functions.

Conventicle Laws after Waterloo in Germany were similar to Charles Il in England in
1664. For example no more than 5 persons could meet for religious purposes unless a clergyman
of the established church was present. It would be 1848 before these laws would collapse.
Cultural obstacles would remain in the absence of legal ones.

Oncken would end up married 3 times in all. 2 daughters and a son died before losing his
first wife in 1845 leaving young children behind. He remarried and she too died in 1875. He then
married a lady from Spurgeon’s tabernacle and she would nurse her husband through his final

illness.

Missionary, Church Planter and Theologian
His support over the years was wide. The Mennonites, Moravians, Lutheran Inner
Mission, Christian Alliance, various Pietistic movements, American Baptist Missionary Society,
and the British Particular Baptists all supported him at one time or another.
He did a lot of traveling. He went to America, across Europe to Denmark, England,
Lithuania, Switzerland, Russia and others. He won converts, organized churches, and ordained

ministers. He was definite of faith and broad of charity according to one biographer.*

% Jets, 232-33 Schaff defends them saying they are not descendants of the wild fanatics of the 16" century,
but recent and of English and American origin.



He seems to have been a careful theologian despite no formal training. This is an excerpt
from a letter to the son of a friend who was not yet a believer.
The reason why faith is represented in the Holy Scriptures as of such paramount
importance, does not arise from any inherent efficacy in faith itself, but because true faith
forgets and rejects everything on earth and in heaven, and looks to and grasps the Lord
Jesus Christ and His work. . . . We do not wish you to go to heaven, my dear boy, without
good works, for you never will enter those holy gates without them, but we wish you to
bring such works as are perfect: The works of the Lord Jesus Christ who had no sin,
neither was any guile found in his mouth. . . . Faith, then, dear Martin, upholds and
defends the most perfect works that can be conceived: for it rests upon the glorious work
of our dear Redeemer. If such be the case, it follows as a matter of course that in our own
lives we shall tread as closely in the footsteps of our Lord, as present imperfection
allows, but never, never can our imperfect obedience gain us an admission to heaven.”
He constituted no less than 280 churches, 1,222 preaching stations, 771 Sunday schools
in Germany. He also founded over 170 churches in Scandinavian or Slavic states.® He was a
passionate evangelist, started a Bookstore so he could distribute Bibles’ and started a school for
training pastors. In 1867 they had to erect a new church with seating for 1400. Spurgeon came
and preached at the opening as a friend of Oncken.
Many countries owe their Baptist origins to Oncken and his associates. Denmark,
Netherlands, Hungary, Switzerland, Austria, Sweden, Russia, Bulgaria, and Romania among
others. In America he helped the spread of German Baptist Churches. Spurgeon would call him

the Apostle Paul of Europe.® And he was sometimes called Germany’s Spurgeon.’ He believed

every Baptist was a missionary and in disciple making disciples.
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"2 million Bibles were distributed in his lifetime. Saxon.
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Where did this zeal come from? He was a Calvinist. The above quote sounds like a
Marrow Man. He was warm-hearted. He even said he could love a holy Arminian as well as a
Calvinist!™

Was he connected to the Second London Baptist Confession? The German Baptist
Confession does not seem to have a direct tie to Second London. It upholds the 3fold division of
the law, the law/gospel distinction and the active and passive obedience of Christ being a
Calvinistic document. He was associated with men like Spurgeon who were particular Baptists.

Captain Tubbs who ministered to Oncken early on was a part of Sansom street Baptist
church in Philadelphia that held to the Philadelphia confession. So it seems he was probably

familiar with it to some degree. It is also said

“Oncken and Spurgeon were truly at one on all points of doctrine and practice besides
being at one in their experience of persecution and hardship, and at one in their desire to

% 9

train men ‘to teach others also’.
With the Mennonites
Despite all this going on in his own country and travels elsewhere, he had time with the
Mennonites.? He spent 6 weeks with Mennonites in Poland. In 1841 he went to East Prussia,
founded a church there and gained contacts. He visited Russia in1864, and again in 1869

penetrating further in. Abraham Unger a leader of the Mennonite Brethren was acquainted with

° Hayden.
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him and wanted his influence on the new movement.*® Oncken would help to organize the group
and ordain leaders. It is possible he was influenced by Mennonites. He perhaps had some of their
writings and some of Menno Simons works and correspondence before and after his baptism.
Correspondence continued with the Mennonite Brethren after his time in Russia with them.
Other men from Hamburg would minister among the Mennonites, perhaps most notably August
Liebig.

This influence seems to be downplayed by our historians.** We should not assume they
were ignorant because these Mennonite Brethren were Calvinists. Where do you think their zeal
for missions came from?! Perhaps the Mennonite Brethren were weak organizers and knew this
was a strength of Oncken as well. August Liebig did much to help organize the church, but that
is another article. The Mennonite Brethren wanted this influence and sought it out™® and sent men
to Hamburg for training. It has been said that the German Baptists and Mennonite Brethren have
a common theology of salvation.*® They did missions work together. The relationship with
German Baptists can be expanded in another article.

Oncken’s influence does not seem to be all positive. Some note that he was addicted to
tobacco and so his help was not altogether wholesome.*” The Mennonites decided tobacco was
sinful. One thing missing in Mennonite confessions of faith is a section on Christian Liberty.

Oncken quite possibly smoked a cigar on occasion and would not give in to the demands of some

3 We shouldn’t assume that the Mennonite Brethren leader didn’t know what he was doing.

4 Albert Wardlin Jr. MB and GB in Russia, 101-102. In Mennonites and Baptists a Continuing
Conversation. Also Valerie Rempel telling MB story, 36. In Renewing Identity and Missions 150 Years of MB ed,
Dueck.
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putting extra biblical laws as if they were God’s law. It is interesting that his first impression of
the Mennonites in 1841 on a visit, was of them running a distillery and selling his “poison”. He
preached a 90 minute sermon with good effect.'® The Mennonite and Mennonite Brethren had a
more precisely defined and restrictive norms than the Baptists did when it came to alcohol and
nicotine. The Baptist tobacco smoke was “irritating” and “alienating”.'® Nonetheless they

continued to work closely together.
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