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From Persecution to Freedom tells the story of the emergence and growth of the Particular Baptist movement in 17th-century England in the face of persecution from the crown, the established church, and even other dissenters. At the heart of this historical fiction is the father-and-son duo, Benjamin and Nehemiah Coxe. By placing their lives at the center of the narrative, this book weaves together known historical facts with imaginative details to fill the gaps, offering readers a vivid and engaging glimpse into their world.

Thanks to the diligent work of church historians such as James and Samuel Renihan (another remarkable father-and-son team), we know much about the lives and contributions of the Coxes and other key figures featured in this story. However, the specifics of their day-to-day lives often remain unclear. This gap provided both the challenge and the opportunity for creative storytelling. I am deeply indebted to the Renihans, Michael A.G. Haykin, as well as many unnamed researchers who have preserved and shared historical documents, maps, descriptions of towns, and other invaluable online resources. These materials were essential to constructing the narrative, and connecting the historical dots.

As a work of historical fiction, it is important to note that while most of the dialogue, many of the scenes, and some of the characters are fictional, great care was taken to ensure the story remains consistent with what is known about the time, the events, and the people. There are, however, a few noteworthy exceptions. First, pastor John Gifford died in 1655, however he is such an influential figure in John Bunyan's life that I depict him living until 1671 so that he could appear in the book. Second, conflicting biographical accounts provide different years for Benjamin Coxe’s death. Unable to reconcile the contradictions, I chose the date that best fit the storyline. Third, historical records indicate that five London pastors traveled west in 1676 to confront Thomas Collier, but for the sake of narrative simplicity, I reduced this number to three. If any other details stray from historical fact, I welcome feedback at russ.mcguire@gmail.com.

Writing this book also meant addressing the many unanswered questions about the Coxes’ lives. Why did Benjamin leave London around 1648 and return around 1660? How did Nehemiah end up in Bedford in 1668? And why did Nehemiah join an Open Membership church, given his father’s earlier writings—and his own later writings—opposed the practice? While we may never know the answers to these questions, I’ve done my best to propose plausible explanations that fit the historical context. Still, readers should remember that these elements are the product of imagination rather than established fact.

Another rewarding challenge in crafting this book was researching the cities, towns, and buildings of the 17th century. Some of the locations described still stand today, but many have been significantly altered over time. London, in particular, has undergone dramatic changes—especially in the aftermath of the Great Fire of 1666 and later with the removal of the city wall and its gates in the 18th and 19th centuries. Modern tools like Google Maps were often helpful, but not always accurate. For example, the Petty France area of 17th-century London was nowhere near the area today known as Petty France. Discovering and verifying details like these helped make the process of research and writing interesting and fun – almost like a treasure hunt.

Interestingly, the journey of this book began not as a novel but as a play. It was first performed by members of the Reformed Baptist Church of Kansas City for a Reformation Day celebration. What started as a script evolved into this chapter book, with a richer narrative and deeper historical exploration. Modern tools like ChatGPT helped refine the writing, and careful human editing—including invaluable feedback from my wife—brought the story to life.

To God alone be the glory for the completion of this work. My hope is that it inspires you to delve into history and marvel at how God has used faithful servants like Benjamin and Nehemiah Coxe to defend Biblical truths and build His church. May their story encourage you to remain steadfast, sustained by God, as you witness God’s providence throughout history and in our lives today.
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Exeter: October 8, 1639

Benjamin Coxe walked briskly through the bustling streets of Exeter, his black robe trailing behind him as he approached the twin towers of St. Peter’s Cathedral. The bells chimed, their deep tones echoing across the cobblestone streets. Just beyond the cathedral stood the Bishop’s Palace, its square tower rising like a fortress. Benjamin had visited the palace many times before, often as a friend and guest of Bishop Hall. But today felt different.

A formal summons from the bishop had come early that morning, and Benjamin couldn’t shake the feeling that this was no ordinary visit.

He stepped under the arched entrance, his boots clicking on the stone floor. Inside, the usher greeted him with a polite bow. “Father Coxe, the bishop is waiting for you in the Great Hall.”

Benjamin followed silently, his confidence wavering. As he entered the hall, the sunlight streaming through the tall windows cast long shadows on the stone walls. Bishop Hall stood at the far end, his hands clasped in front of him. Benjamin bowed deeply. “My lord Bishop,” he said respectfully, “I trust this day finds your lordship in good health and high spirits.”

The bishop nodded, but his expression was serious. “Good health, yes, but I’m afraid my spirits are troubled.”

Benjamin’s smile faded. “Troubled, my lord?”

“I have received complaints, Father Coxe. Your recent sermons have caused quite a stir.”

Benjamin swallowed hard. He had always preached boldly, but he had never intended to cause trouble—just correct errors.

The bishop’s tone softened slightly. “You know I have been your advocate, even when your deviations from the Prayer Book have drawn attention from London and Canterbury. I shared with the Archbishop how you obediently placed the Eucharist table altar-wise at the eastern end of your church.”

Benjamin stiffened. “I wouldn’t say I did that obediently. It’s the only place it would fit in my small chapel. Christ’s sacrifice was made once and for all time—there is no need to treat the table like an altar for ongoing sacrifices. Salvation is by grace through faith in Christ alone—not through sacraments or rituals!”

The bishop held up a hand to calm him. “I know that, Benjamin, but Archbishop Laud saw it as compliance. Your apparent cooperation appeased him for a season. But the table is not the issue at hand.” He hesitated, as if weighing his next words. “The greater concern is your open criticism of episcopal government. Archbishop Laud has requested a copy of your recent sermon, and I was obligated to send it to him.”

Benjamin’s face flushed. “What have I said that the archbishop finds so offensive?”

The bishop sighed. “You’ve challenged the very foundation of our church’s authority. I told him that you would see reason and conform, but now it is up to you.”

“Conform?” Benjamin repeated, incredulous. “You want me to accept Laud’s Roman-like practices?”

The bishop’s gaze grew stern. “It’s not about what I want, Benjamin. It’s about your future. Either conform to the Church of England’s rules or leave the church altogether.”

Benjamin’s heart sank. His entire life had been devoted to serving God as a minister in the Church of England. His years of study at Oxford, the countless moves from parish to parish—had it all been for naught? “I have been faithful to the Church,” he said quietly, “but now the Church asks me to choose between her and remaining faithful to God and His Word.”

The bishop stepped closer, his voice gentler now. “This is your choice, Benjamin. Follow your conscience, or stay and continue your ministry. But you must decide quickly. The archbishop’s spies will be listening to your sermon this Sunday—if you choose to preach.”

Benjamin’s thoughts turned to his family. “What about my son James? He has just started at Oxford. If I leave the church, will he be forced to leave the university?”

The bishop placed a hand on Benjamin’s shoulder. “James is of age. He will make his own decision. You must think of your wife and the path God is calling you to follow.”

Benjamin nodded slowly. Everyone was required to pay their tithe to the Church of England, so he had never before had to worry about providing for his family. “Margarett and I will pray about this.”

“That is wise,” the bishop said. “But prayer alone will not buy you time. You must choose, and soon.”

With that, the bishop turned away, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. He knew this might be the last time he saw his friend.

Benjamin bowed deeply. “Your lordship,” he said softly, before turning and walking out of the hall. As he stepped back into the sunlight, the weight of the decision pressed heavily on his heart. Remain steadfast to the truth, or bow under the threat of persecution?
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