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 The history  of a Church which through long years has 1

resolutely set itself against the worldly spirit in Christian work, 

and dared to conduct its business from first to last on spiritual 

principles, is full of instruction. 

Highgate Road Chapel 

 At Highgate Road Chapel he endeavour to do God's work 

in God's way has been conducted for many years under the 

ministry of Pastor James Stephens, and the result is a living 

Church, bearing a faithful testimony to the power of the Gospel.  

 When, over forty-three years ago, Mr. Stephens accepted 

the invitation to the pastorate, he made it a condition that no 

method, however plausible or successful, be employed, either for 

attracting and retaining congregations, or for raising funds, which 

is not in clear accord with Apostolic principles and practice.  

 And while the details of his method may not commend 

themselves to everybody, we think its vindication of the spiritual 

principles which lie at the root of the Christian Church must 

appeal to all. 

 This brief biographical note was printed in Watching & Waiting July 1921. 1

See Bound Volume 28, page 37. A fuller memoir of the life and ministry of 
Pastor James Stephens, entitled ‘God’s Work in God’s Way,’ was printed in 
1935. Some second hand copies are still available in Christian Bookshops.  
This biographical note was taken from the publication entitled ‘The Christian’. 



Born in 1846 

 James Stephens was brought up from early days in 

Glasgow. His parents ‘sat under' the famous Dr. John Ker, and 

their son joined the Church under the same distinguished 

ministry. On leaving school, he went into business life for three 

years, matriculating at the University of Glasgow at the end of 

that term, in 1861.  

 Having graduated Master of Arts, he entered, in 1865, the 

Divinity Hall of the United Presbyterian Church, and six years 

later was ordained to what was then Church Street U.P. Church, 

Berwick-on-Tweed. 

 These were formative days for the young minister, who 

threw himself with energy into a revival following a day's visit to 

Berwick from D. L. Moody, and gained much from his association 

in that movement with leading Evangelical ministers, notably the 

late Principal Cairns. It was at Berwick also that his views upon the 

financial support of the Church underwent a complete revolution.  

 After reading the 'Narrative of the Lord's Dealings with 

George Müller,’ he was led to the conviction that the prevailing 

system of pew-rents was not in consonance with the teaching of 

Scripture. He forthwith put the matter before his office-bearers, 

proving his sincerity by surrendering the guarantee of a fixed 



stipend, in the confidence that God would provide for his needs.  

 His remarkable ministry at Berwick - in all probability unique 

in the annals of Scottish Presbyterianism - came to an end after 

five-and-a-half years, Mr. Stephens having arrived at convictions 

which led him to renounce the practice of Infant Baptism.  

Assistant to Adolph Saphir 

 Shortly after, he accepted an invitation to become 

assistant to the late Adolph Saphir, during his great ministry at 

Notting Hill; and Dr. Saphir's biographer puts it on record that Mr. 

Stephens was greatly esteemed as a preacher by that 

congregation, and that his departure was much regretted by both 

minister and people.  

 A breakdown in health necessitated a sea voyage, and Mr. 

Stephens accordingly sailed for America. On returning home, he 

was asked by the late Dr. Grattan Guinness to undertake for a 

time the oversight of the students at Harley House, and during 

his stay there he was baptised by the late Dr. James Culross.  

 Soon after, he was asked to preach at Highgate Road 

Chapel, which had been opened for public worship a year earlier. 

He did so, and was invited to become the first pastor. After 

conferring with the Committee, he accepted the call, and thus 

began his forty-three years' ministry, on February 3rd, 1878. 



Seven days later, the Church was constituted with sixty-eight 

members, four of whom are still upon the roll. 

 Mr. Stephens had accepted the pastorate on condition that 

pew-rents be abolished, and the Committee be prepared to 

depend on purely voluntary gifts, not only for the support of the 

pastor, but for all Church expenditure as well. The proposition 

was no slight challenge to faith. There was a debt of £3,176 on 

the chapel, and a sum of nearly £500 due to the treasurer. 

Pew-rents Abolished 

 Pew-rents were abolished and boxes for freewill offerings 

placed in the chapel, and from that day to this no pew-to-pew 

collection, nor any direct personal appeal for money, has been 

made. The experiment was eagerly friends and neighbours, a 

well-known local minister giving it as his opinion that the new 

régime would not last for more than four years.  

 But 'the new régime' was not merely the exchange of one 

method for another, it was faith's reliance on a faithful God, and 

after forty-three years the Church blesses the day upon which it 

was led to adopt it. Every need has been met, and as early as 

1885 the heavy debt was practically extinguished, the remaining 

£100 being paid off in the following year, when a resolution to 

avoid debt in the future was registered. 



 In 1888, Mr. James Coxeter, the senior deacon and 

treasurer, to whose earnestness and liberality the building of 

Highgate Road Chapel was due, presented the Church with the 

adjoining house, known as Grove End Lodge.  

Freewill Offerings 

 Since 1878, the congregation, which is by no means a 

wealthy one, has raised no less than £64,096 by Freewill 

Offerings, exclusive of the amounts given separately for the 

pastor's support. Of this sum £20,234 has been given to Foreign 

Missions, and £3,500 for the erection of Sunday-schools, a 

Mission Hall, and a new room for the Men's Class which had 

outgrown its former quarters.  

 Since the inception of the Church thirty-two of its members 

have gone out to the foreign mission-field, the Church 

contributing directly or indirectly to their support. And both pastor 

and people take a deep interest in the work of the Hebrew- 

Christian Testimony to Israel.  

The Whole Counsel of God 

 Mr. Stephens is a forceful and uncompromising expounder 

of the whole counsel of God.  His utterance has the weight that 

comes of well reasoned and profoundly-realised spiritual 



conviction. His is the gift of clear-cut, incisive utterance, an 

intensity which owes nothing to sentiment or superficial emotion.  

 His theology is sharply defined, and presented with the 

characteristic orderliness of a logical mind.  

 The Plenary Inspiration of the Bible and its supreme 

authority in all matters of faith and practice; the Atonement of 

Christ as the only ground of man's acceptance with God; the pre-

millennial Coming of Christ as the hope of the Church and the 

world; the call of the Church and its members to a life of holy 

separation-these are some of the doctrines which lie at the root 

of Mr. Stephens' ministry, and which he preaches with a blend of 

dogmatic force and experimental wisdom, acknowledging with 

gratitude God's forbearance towards him, and His merciful 

kindness in continuing to give him His help to this day. 

Most Valued Friends 

 His most valued friends included the late Pastor F. H. White 

and Dr. C. Y. Biss, the latter of whom he visited frequently in his 

last long illness; and includes Mr. David Baron and various 

supporters of this paper.  He refers also with pleasure to his having 

had a slight personal acquaintance with the late Mr. B. W. Newton. 

 Separation to the Truth for the love of it has led him to 

break from several of the organisations of Christendom, viz:- 



Presbyterianism, The Baptist Union and Association, The Sunday 

School Union and the YWCA. He and his Church stand today 

independent in the fear of God and love of the One Church.  

 He has written a clear and most helpful booklet ‘Genesis 

1-3: How should it be interpreted’.  

Postscript  

Pastor James Stephens also penned a series of expository 

addresses on The Epistle to the Hebrews, entitled, ‘The Pre-

eminence of Christ’, published in 1943. He served the Lord in the 

following places: 

• Minister, United Presbyterian Church, Berwick from 1871 

• Colleague to Dr Adolph Saphir, Trinity Presbyterian 

Church, Notting Hill, 1876-1877 

• Pastor, Highgate Road Baptist Church, 1878-1923 

• Paster Emeritus, 1923-1932 



Retirement of Pastor James 

Stephens , M.A. 
 Many of our friends  will learn with regret that, through 2

failing health, the honoured Pastor of Highgate Road Chapel has 

felt compelled to relinquish his office, after a ministry of over 

forty-five years. 

 In connection with this event, a special meeting of past and 

present members was held at the Chapel on Thursday evening, 

October 18th, a very large number being present. After tea in the 

school-rooms, an adjournment was made to the Chapel. The 

meeting was opened with praise and prayer, and letters were read 

from absent friends, including Dr. Percy Bruce, Mr. David Baron 

and Pastor Milton Marshall, who were unable to be present. 

 The Chairman (Mr. J. E. Rayner) briefly opened the 

proceedings, describing the meeting as a ‘family gathering,' met 

to render thanks to God for His goodness in the gift of the Pastor, 

and his long and fruitful ministry. They desired to honour God 

only, yet they could not forget that He had worked through an 

honoured instrument, one whom they had all learned to love. He 

 The following record of the retirement of Pastor James Stephens was 2

published in Watching and Waiting, November 1923. See Bound Volume 2, No 
56. 



concluded by expressing the feelings of the meeting in the words 

of Numbers 6:24-26. 

 Mr. H. C. Tryon, a former Deacon, gave an interesting 

account of the manner in which the ministry of Pastor Stephens 

had been blessed, through the power of the Holy Ghost, to his 

conversion and that of his wife, at a time when they had mutually 

agreed to have nothing further to do with the things of God. 

 Pastor Percy Smart, of Stroud Green, as an old member 

at Highgate Road, described, not only his own conversion, and 

how he had been instructed in the faith under Mr. Stephens' 

ministry, but also gave an interesting account of a Ministers' 

Study Class, formerly conducted by Pastor Stephens.  

 As Illustrating his humbleness of mind, Mr. Smart told the 

meeting that, though a teacher towering head and shoulders 

above them all, Mr. Stephens simply regarded himself as one 

among brethren, even to the extent of quietly and unobtrusively 

pushing aside a special" chair which had been placed for him, 

and taking another like the rest of the brethren.  

 This class, said Mr. Smart, had been a marvellous help to 

him, and to many another of God's ministering servants, 

particularly in instructing them in those great dispensational 

truths for which this paper has always stood. 



 Mr. W. H. Dines, in a most gracious testimony to the 

blessing he had received under Mr. Stephens, described his 

teaching and his life. After speaking of his association with him 

as a Deacon and fellow- worker, he said it was impossible to 

disassociate the message from the man.  

 While the Truth was always most faithfully preached, it 

was preached in love and gentleness, so that, though the carnal 

mind might rebel at the Word proclaimed, never could exception 

be taken on the ground of the ‘manner’ of its presentation. 

 The Church Treasurer (Mr. E. C. Taylor) then, in a few 

words, asked the Pastor's acceptance of a cheque for £1,107 

185s 10d., which had been contributed by past and present 

members, and other Christian friends from all parts of the world. 

 After the hymn ‘How good is the God we adore,’ Pastor 

Stephens, who was obviously deeply moved, spoke most 

feelingly of the liberality which had always characterised the 

Church at Highgate Road, and never more so than on the 

present occasion; it was almost greater than he could realise, but 

he felt he should do so more fully as time went on.  

 He then gave briefly his conception of the position of a 

Christian minister, that of ‘one among brethren,’ just a member of 

the Church, like themselves, so that, even when differing from his 



fellow- members, as he had sometimes done in the past, he was 

simply exercising his right as a member. In his view, a minister 

was not called upon to take part in politics, or in movements for 

‘the betterment of the race,’ nor was the Church constituted to 

provide education, recreation or amusement. 

 The Church and its ministry were ordained for purely 

spiritual ends. His duty was to ‘Preach the Word,’ not to say 

certain things about a text, but to seek earnestly, as he had 

humbly endeavoured to do, to find the actual meaning of the 

words, to discover what God intended to teach when He wrote 

the passage, even though it might mean, as it had sometimes 

done, spending hours over the question of the exact meaning of 

a single word.  

 He remembered a visitor to one of the services saying 

afterwards to one of the members, ‘Why, it was like a big Bible 

class,’ and he felt gratified, as that was what he would desire that 

his teaching should be. He concluded by expressing his 

conviction that his work at Highgate Road was now finished and 

that he was fulfilling God's will in making way for a younger man, 

one who, he was convinced, was faithful to God and His Truth. 

 The meeting was then closed with singing ‘God be with 

you till we meet again,’ and prayer. 



© The right to copy, reproduce, distribute, adapt, and/or publish this digital 

production belongs exclusively to The Sovereign Grace Advent Testimony  



Published by  

Sovereign Grace Advent Testimony 
Olivet House, 32 Crescent Business Park, Lisburn,  

Co Antrim, Northern Ireland. BT28 2GN 

Please visit our - website - for other digitised articles which are 

available for downloading and reading. These are available in 

either pdf or epub formats or both. Such as: 

● The Millennial Position of Spurgeon by Mr Dennis M. 

Swanson 

● Pre-millennial Protestantism By Rev Gordon Dane 

● The Sovereign Grace Advent Testimony's Manifesto 

● The COMMON MARKET and its future or The Coming 

Federation of Europe and Afro-Asia  

Literature can also be purchased through our webstore.   

If you desire to correspond with us then send us an email via 

info@sgat.org. 

http://www.sgat.org/links.html
https://www.sgat.org/pdf/The-Millennial-Position-of-Spurgeon-by-Dennis-Swanson.pdf
https://www.sgat.org/pdf/Pre-millennial-Protestantism.pdf
https://www.sgat.org/pdf/Sovereign-Grace-Advent-Testimony-Manifesto.pdf
https://www.sgat.org/pdf/The-COMMON-MARKET-and-its-future-or-The-Coming-Federation-of-Europe-and-Afro-Asia.pdf
https://www.sgat.org/store.html
mailto:info@sgat.org?subject=



