
Dr William Simpson Flett  (1844 – 1909) 
Flett’s name first came to light as the author of the anonymously printed Liberty of 
Conscience on Baptism, in a list of publications advertised in volume 2 of S J B Carter’s 
magazine The Message. 

On 7 September 1844 William Simpson Flett was born to the Findochty (Scotland) 
shoemaker David Flett.  At age 73, David died of heart disease in Findochty on 22 May 
189259, and his wife five years later on 24 October 1897.  They had been married at 
Rathven on 6 October 184060. 

David and Agnes Flett (nee Simpson) made a significant contribution to the population of 
Findochty Fletts61.  Their known children were: 

• Ann Gardiner Flett, born Findochty 8 February 1841 

• Margaret Flett, born Findochty 12 December 1842 

• William Simpson Flett, born Findochty 7 September 1844 

• David Flett, born Findochty 1 October 1846 

• Alexander Flett, born Findochty 29 May 1849 

• Agnes Flett, born Findochty 4 July 1852 

• Thomas Flett, born Findochty 1854, died 22 September 1860 

• Margaret Flett (2), born Rathven 29 May 1857 

• Catherine Flett, born Rathven 8 March 1860 

• Thomas Simpson Flett, born Rathven 7 August 1862 

William married on 20 September 1872 while living in Leith and working as a mercantile 
clerk.  His wife’s unusual name is corroborated by independent sources in Australia and 
Scotland.  She was Bruce Pole Paterson, daughter of Laurence Paterson62 and Catherine 
Pole.  William’s younger brother David was present at the wedding and was one of the 
signatories to the marriage certificate.  In Leith on 1 July 1873 a daughter, Alice Bruce 
Flett, was born to the young married couple. 

                                                           
59 Banffshire Advertiser, 26 May 1892, p.2 col.5. 
60 Reg. No. 55604 
61 “In a role of voters taken about 1920, Findochty accounted for 182 fishermen householders, comprising 24 

Campbells, 35 Smiths, 39 Sutherlands and 84 Fletts…”  First Fletts in Findochty by C M Flett. 
http://myweb.tiscali.co.uk/sheena_charles/genealogy.htm 

62 John Grasso has a copy of W T P Wolston’s Behold the Bridegroom inscribed,  
Lawrence Paterson, with love from the author, Edinburgh, Sept. 14, 1902. 



 

                                                          

Within ten years William commenced medical studies and qualified as a Licentiate in 
Edinburgh in 1883, adding his Bachelor of Medicine and Master of Surgery qualifications 
in 1884.  Although for him there are no available immigration records63 it is clear that he 
shortly afterwards moved to Melbourne.  His first registration64 as a medical practitioner 
in Australia was on 2nd January 1885.  At that time he was living in Fitzroy.  He received 
his MD title from Edinburgh in 1886 and from Melbourne in 1887. 

At Fitzroy in 1887 his son James Paterson Flett was born.  And three years later in 1890 
his wife Bruce died.  Tragedies of early colonial life were not merely known to him 
professionally, but also personally.  Faced with a widower’s responsibility to bring up a 
three year old son65, how poignant are the words he spoke to the medical fraternity in 
1888, “we know that the struggle is as keen and fierce in our colony as anywhere, as 
evidenced by the mortality [rate] of Melbourne being even greater than that of London.” 66 

Between 1896 and 1899 William’s surgery was listed at 20 Auburn Rd, Hawthorne.  At 
the time of the Federal Referendum in 1899 the electoral roll listed his home address as 35 
Auburn Rd, Hawthorne67.  He died at age 64 in 1909 at Hawthorne68. 

From Auburn, Melbourne, WSF in 1894 wrote a small and helpful book entitled, “Liberty 
of Conscience on Baptism”.  This was a refutation and response to an intolerant and rather 
abusive review, by Rice T Hopkins, of JND’s Letters on Baptism.  Hopkins, a brother 
associated with open and independent meetings, had published this review in a magazine 
called “Needed Truth”, the organ of a small sect with adherents predominantly in Scotland 
and England69. 

Other titles by WSF include: 

The Order and Character of the Various Dispensations.  An address delivered at the 
Prophetic Conference held in Ballarat, December 1887. 

Claims of Darwinism rationally and scientifically considered in the light of Darwin’s life 
and letters.  A lecture delivered in Melbourne, 26th July 1888. 

The Testimony of the Lord and other addresses.  Delivered at Melbourne, April 1895. 

 
63 There is an entry for a Mrs Flett and daughter Alice in the passenger list of the Loch Vennachar, which arrived 

in Melbourne in September 1876. 
64 Reg. No. 1189.  {M.B.et Ch.M 1884; L.R.C.P et L.R.C.S et L.Mid. Edin. 1883} 
65 James lived to 81, having died at Heidelberg in 1969.  (Reg.18814) 
66 See footnote in introductory section. 
67  Also, the Sands & McDougall Directory for 1904 has this listing. 
68 Reg. No.8844 
69 Hopkins himself however rejected the sectarian views of the “Needed Truth” party.  Ian McDowell has 

demonstrated this in “Rice Thomas Hopkins – An Open Brother”, manuscript notes, 17 June 1992. 



 

                                                          

He also made frequent contributions throughout 1897 and 189870 to Carter’s magazine, 
“The Message”. 

As a sample of his ministry, these notes were taken at the 1897 Easter Conference: 

— Dedication; or, The Delivered Man — 

“I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that you present your 
bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which a your reasonable 
service.” Rom.12:1. 

The opening verse of this wonderful chapter gives us the why, the what, and the 
how of the walk which is characteristic of the one who has been justified and 
delivered by grace through and in Christ according to the general teaching of the 
epistle.  It might be summed up in the word dedication. 

THE WHY.—The reason or motive is referred to by the Apostle as “the mercies 
of God”, because these compassions or mercies of God had to meet our case, not 
only as guilty, but also as lost.  That is to say, the mercies of God in relation to 
what we have done — sins; and the mercies of God in relation to what we are — 
sin.  The key-word of the justification aspect is righteousness, and the key-word 
of the deliverance aspect is death.  It is mercy — mercy from first to last — 
grace, beginning, middle, and end.  As the result of the magnificent way in which 
our guilt, our sins, are fully met to God’s glory (chapters 1 to 5:11), we get a 
chain of blessings — namely, full forgiveness, accomplished redemption, 
complete justification, perfect peace, free access, present favour, and the hope of 
glory, with a twice repeated additional “not only so”, as to glorying in tribulation, 
and joying in God Himself. 

From chapter 5 verse 12, however, another question is raised and dealt with: not 
only what we ourselves have been guilty of — what we have done — but what 
we are through the sin of one man; not through our own action, but the action of 
Adam, the head of the race, and our connection with him.  It required a different 
aspect of the mercies of God to meet this side of the case.  It being by derivation 
from the first man that we became what we are, provision had to be made for our 
being disconnected from him, and a new connection established with the new 
Head of a new race by a new derivation — namely, by deriving from Christ 
spiritually just as we had derived from Adam naturally.  In other words, by 
becoming the spiritual offspring of the Last Adam, as we had been the natural 
offspring of the first. 

Thus what we are, whether in Adam or in Christ, depends not on our own 
conduct, but solely and entirely on the conduct of the respective heads.  Indeed, it 
is this view of the mercies of God — the obedience of the One constituting “the 
many” (those of His race) righteous, just as the disobedience of the other had 

 
70  These were the first two volumes.  By 1902 – volume 6 – he was no longer a contributor.  I have not gained 

access to volumes 3 or 4.  The Chapter Two archive contains a copy of volume 5, and this neither contains 
articles by Dr Flett nor advertisements for any of his writings. 



 

constituted “the many” (those of his race) sinners — that leads to the question, 
“Shall we continue in sin, that grace may abound?”  The reply is virtually, How 
was the disconnection from the first man effected?  How were we delivered from 
the sin we inherited from Adam?  The answer is, By death.  But whose death?  
Christ’s death.  Well then, how can I be both dead to sin and live in sin at the 
same time?  Deliverance is by our having died in His death, not in our own; not, 
however, His death for sins, which met what we had done, but His death to sin, 
meeting what we are.  Hence chapter 6 is the divine statement of deliverance 
from sin, with the exhortations founded thereon; chapter 7 (1st part), deliverance 
from the law, while the remainder of chapter 7 gives the experience necessary to 
deliverance from both.  No one really knows what the “sin” from which we are 
delivered means, unless he has gone through that experimental ordeal.  He learns 
what sin is by the law, which is the “strength of sin”, and by which is the 
“knowledge of sin”, and thus he is able to say, “I know that in me (that is, in my 
flesh) dwelleth no good thing.”  Not only no good thing in, so that it is absolutely 
certain that no good thing can come out, but the terrible discovery of something 
which in its very nature is evil, only evil, and that continually; something whose 
very essence is to do and want to do what is forbidden; something that is “not 
subject to the law of God, neither indeed can be”; something so incorrigibly bad 
that the holy, just, and good law, instead of making it better, only aggravates it!  
Oh, what a horrible thing, then, the “sin that dwelleth in me” must be!  But he 
finds an “I” that hates it, then that it is too strong for the “I” that hates it, and that 
he is incapable of freeing himself from it.  At last he gives himself up as 
hopeless, and exclaims, “O wretched man that I am!  Who shall deliver me?”  No 
sooner is he brought to this point than he finds Christ the answer to everything.  
And then, not till then, can he say, “I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord.”  
In other words, he has learned by divine teaching that God sees him as having 
died with Christ, and he is set free, being ushered into the blessed normal 
Christian state of chapter 8, which is the enjoyment of deliverance. 

THE WHAT.—Now what is the dedication itself?  Not consecration, for which 
this is constantly mistaken, but the presentation to God of our bodies.  We were 
in bondage and captivity to the law of sin, which is in our members; but the law 
of the spirit of life in Christ Jesus having made us free from the law of sin and 
death, we now yield our bodies, thus liberated, to the One who has delivered us, 
for Him to use as He pleases.  Our bodies, without wills of our own, are vessels 
meet for the Master’s use, simply to hold what He chooses to put in them — 
instruments for His disposal.  The moment there is a will, it is the flesh.  But, in 
view of the, deliverance found in Christ, we are besought to present our bodies to 
our Deliverer, for Him to control according to His will. 

THE HOW.—How are we to be dedicated?  My body is a living sacrifice, holy, 
and acceptable to God.  It is to be living, for we are alive to God, and are in the 
new power of the spirit of life.  It is to be holy, separate to God, as no longer 
under the dominion of sin. It is to be well-pleasing, for our business is now to 
please the One who has freed us.  It is to be intelligent or reasonable, that is, the 
logical and loving outcome of the sense in the soul of the grace shown us in 



 

                                                          

Christ.  Here, then, we have the free service of a willing mind, offering with 
intelligence all its powers to God, and giving up the body as a sacrifice wholly to 
Him.  It is self-sacrificing subjection to the will of God, knowing it is perfect, 
and delighting in it.  Nothing less than this, beloved, becomes us as blessed by 
the grace that reigns through righteousness unto eternal life. 

Dr Flett undertook the responsibility to compile all the notes of these meetings, which 
were published that year in “The Message”.  Later, in May, brethren asked him to repeat 
this task for a series of meetings then held in Stawell, a country Victorian mining town.  
Four brothers sent him the notes they had taken, and they were subsequently published.71 

These notes attracted the displeasure of F E Raven72, and subsequent agitation by his 
acolytes in Melbourne led, in [about] 1903, to trumped-up charges being made against 
WSF – with suggestions even that there had been no readings and that WSF had 
concocted the notes in his medical consulting room! 

Flett had grown increasingly concerned about significant departures within the fellowship 
from truths once held to be vital.  It is significant that the 1901 and 1902 volumes of The 
Message contained nothing written by him.  Raven was well aware of WSF’s concerns – 
and not long before his death wrote a letter to G J Stewart which may well have been the 
cause of brethren acting with rigour against Dr Flett.  A trnscript of the letter is included 
in a subsequent section on G J Stewart. 

This teaches a lesson of the sorrowful tragedy of the intrusion of inordinate human 
leadership into Christian fellowship.  As a consequence of his exclusion from the Raven 
fellowship, Dr Flett’s valuable ministry has been all but obliterated.  Once outside the 
influences of that fellowship, he was then free to examine carefully some of its departures 
from the truth, and he published the results of that examination serially from September 
1903 to May 1905 in “Demonstration of Errors in the New Teaching as affording 
opportunity for presenting the Truth”.  He continued his medical practice during that 
period, and was called home to be with the Lord in 1909. 

 
71  W S Flett, “Demonstration of Errors in the New Teaching as affording opportunity for presenting the Truth,” 

September 1903 to May 1905. p.61-62 
72  “I cannot but think that a time will come when they will have trouble in Melbourne.  It seems to me that there 

is a good deal of arrogance and assumption there — and their publication of the (most unspiritual) dialogue to 
which you refer, which is only a covert attack on things that have been said in England, is a bad and ill-
conditioned move.  That kind of thing has always hitherto led to division in the long run.  I can only say that if 
anyone reading it does not discern its dogmatic and assumptious tone, and the absence of unction, I am sorry 
for them.  There would be no difficulty in pulling it to pieces, but it does not merit the labour, and I have a 
great repugnance to these attacks on the part of people ostensibly in fellowship.  I regard it as being a grave 
breach of fellowship.  I learn from Stewart that a tract depot has been started from Stawell and suppose that it 
will be employed for the issue of what is thought to be orthodox matter, and practically set aside the one at 
Melbourne.  I do not think their literature will find much acceptance in this country.”  14th September 1898.  
FER to G A van Someren.  [Letters of F E Raven, p.136.] 


