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The history of First Baptist Church, San Mateo could be told in many ways. We could 
consider the pastors and the people who have led the church through the years. We could 
describe all the ministries, programs, and events that the church has run. We could tell you 
about individuals’ stories of how the church has made a difference in their lives. Any one of 
these angles could be interesting and informative. 

But for this story, we will consider the life of the church through the lens of God’s faithful-
ness to His promises. An early document describes First Baptist Church as “the house that 
prayer built.” 

Indeed, as we reflect on the history of this church, we can clearly see God’s provision for His 
people in this place. We also see that, when God’s people are faithful to God’s call, they are 
blessed and their efforts are multiplied.

As you read this brief history of First Baptist Church, keep these thoughts in mind—and 
also consider how God has been faithful throughout your own personal history. How can 
you live your days so that they can be described as “the life that prayer built”?

Thus far the Lord has helped us.          
 —1 Samuel 7:12 (NASB)

The House that Prayer Built: 
Commemorating 70 Years of First Baptist Church, San Mateo



Stage 1: Building on the Foundation
The beginnings of First Baptist Church of San Mateo had their roots at another 
local church—the First Baptist Church of Burlingame. 

The leaders of FBC Burlingame felt a need to reach the children of the neigh-
boring town with the gospel and Christian teaching. So, on September 28, 1941, 
a Sunday School class was established at a home on 11th Avenue. The first 
meeting, 29 students and 8 teachers attended. 

Soon, the numbers grew, and FBC Burlingame leadership wanted to reach a 
greater number of families in San Mateo. Thus, the search was on for an addi-
tional location. They drove and prayed… prayed and drove… until one member 
of the search team was inspired to ask the manager of the Manor Theatre on 
25th Avenue if the space could be used for their classes. The manager was ame-
nable, and thus, on May 13, 1942, the program began at that location. Setting 
up this makeshift “schoolhouse” was no mean feat. Every Sunday morning, 
the movie posters had to be covered, taken down, or turned around; additional 
lighting had to be strung; and the teachers had to set up their “classrooms” in 
various corners of the theatre.

These early days were not without their challenges. Several times, the manager 
of the Manor threatened to revoke his permission for using the theatre if the 
children were not better controlled and disciplined. Finding permanent build-
ing space for the classes proved difficult. However—as in many parts of this 
story—God remained faithful, providing adequate space and funding for the 
church to do its work. The church was able to secure space at 2450 El Camino 
Real; this was used for the children, and eventually had adult classes as well.



Though spaces such as these were usable, it was obvious that the people of the 
church longed for a building of their own. Initially, the nascent church had 
purchased lots at 28th and Garfield, which they intended for a church build-
ing. However, these dreams fell through; the church applied for rezoning in 
this residential area, but the neighbors petitioned against the church, primar-
ily in order to keep down the amount of traffic on their streets.

But what appeared to be an obstacle was, indeed, not an obstacle for God, as 
this seeming setback did not stop the formation or the work of the church. 
The church prayed, and merged their Beresford and 11th Avenue classes into a 
combined Beresford Baptist Church. Beginning on April 16, 1944, they met at 
the property on El Camino; and by November, they had the first signatures on 
a charter member list.

1945 proved full of additional growth for the church. Declaring the list of char-
ter members complete by January 1, the church then commenced to beginning 
a building fund; by February, members had already contributed over $1,700 
(the equivalent of around $23,000 today). On February 15, 1945, those present 
at a business meeting voted to officially become Beresford Baptist Church. In 
addition, they elected deacons and church officers. Though many marked that 
event as the “birth” of the church, it wasn’t until April 15 that the church for-
mally voted to be known as First Baptist Church of San Mateo, the name by 
which we still know it today.

From there, things moved relatively swiftly. Later in the summer of 1945, 
negotiations began for three lots at our present site at 28th and Alameda. By 
God’s providence, the church was able to sell the lots at 28th and Garfield for 
a profit—more than enough to purchase the new lots. Groundbreaking cere-
monies were held on January 27, 1946; and on February 1, construction began. 



The quest for obtaining materials and labor may have 
seemed daunting to this small congregation. However, 
the people prayed, and God provided. Whether mill-
work, lathing, painting, flooring, or any other need relat-
ed to construction, God supplied the answers (and often 
speedily and at low cost). Skilled leaders from within 
the congregation led the planning and construction, and 
most church members contributed by volunteering time 
to paint, clean, and build as needed; they also donated 
items for the kitchen, chairs, and more. Thus, through 
prayer and dedicated service, all things came together.

During this period, God also provided a permanent 
pastor. On May 5, the church invited Leth Davidson, a pastor from the First 
Baptist Church of Porterville, to candidate for service at FBC; not long after-
ward, on May 22, the church voted him pastor. On August 11, he began minis-
tering here, just in time for the new building to open. 

On August 15, 1946, the congregation of First Baptist Church of San Mateo had 
its first meeting at its present location. Only half of the chapel could be used, 
because the flooring was not yet completed. 

Perhaps the origins of First Baptist Church of San Mateo were not quite what 
you’d expect. But to those who lived through, and served during, its early 
years, it was very plain that God was at work, and was very ready to provide 
for His work in this place. As you face your own challenges, remember the les-
sons gleaned from this era of our church’s history— God can do amazing things 
through people who are prayerful and dedicated; and, the situations that feel 
like setbacks often set the stage for greater opportunities.



Not long into its lifetime, FBC had begun to 
experience preadolescent “growing pains.” 
Both the Chapel and the Sunday school 
rooms were at (if not beyond) capacity. Every 
Sunday, people filled the services in the cha-
pel. Furthermore, children were already being 
shifted to Sunday school classes at Shoreview 
Baptist Church, and with the prospect of 
more children on the horizon, the issue of 
space would not be improved without increas-
ing the amount of classroom space available. 
Church meals were also held in the chapel… which meant that every time a 
meal was hosted, all the pews and furniture had to be moved. Furthermore, 
those meals were prepared in a tiny kitchen.

Because they felt a spiritual responsibility to this growing population, church 
leaders recognized a need to expand the existing building. As they wrote regard-
ing the growth of the nation (and our local area): “These are people. They are 
not just statistics. They need Jesus Christ and a place where they can worship 
God.” Thus, the building project had an earnest spiritual purpose, and each 
desired new space had a corresponding potential for expanded ministry. 

• A new sanctuary would serve as a place “used exclusively for worship services 
with no need to use it for other gatherings,” and would be “of sufficient size to 
accommodate in comfort all who would come and worship God… designed to 
allow many to come and think about God and His will for their lives.”

• By building additional classrooms, more children would hear the gospel and 
grow in their Christian walk. 

• A large social hall—supplemented by a larger kitchen and workspace—would 
“make it easy for us to get together and enjoy fellowship with our friends.” 

Of course, this ambitious (but faith-driven) project required funding. Members 
were encouraged to consider giving as a way that God would build their 
faith and increase their spiritual maturity. In fact, the expansion project was 
described as “our opportunity.” A 1954 booklet stated: “These are wonderful 
days of growth and formation. God has placed you here to have a chance to 
have a part in all of this. Take a big part. Take a sacrificial part. You will be 
happy and God’s work will be blessed.”

Stage 2: Preparing a Sanctuary



The entire church was expected to give 
towards these efforts; but again, they were 
reminded that this was a spiritual enterprise 
founded on God’s leadership and desires. 
Pastor Leth Davidson said, “Giving to help 
meet the needs of our church is a valid and 
important reason for giving. But, an even 
greater reason for being a sacrificial giver is 
because we need to give in order to be the people with the kind of love and faith 
that our God wants us to be and that our heart whispers to us that we should 
be.” Likewise, the Finance Chairman, Franklin Cates, wrote: “Do nothing before 
you pray for God’s guidance. Make a pledge that will bring the conviction that 
you have done the will of God.” 

Given the pressing need for teaching space, the class-
rooms were the first to be built. By 1957, the church 
Building Committee Chairman, Kenneth Treadwell, had 
laid out a three-year vision plan for the construction of 
the sanctuary. They hoped to begin building the new 
sanctuary by 1959. 

However, the road to building these spaces was not a 
quick and easy one. In 1959, the Chairman noted that, 
although the church was meeting its original schedule 
for giving, rising building costs—as well as the discov-
ery of additional needed items—meant that the budget 
had to be increased. Thus, a greater commitment to sac-
rificial giving and prayer were in order, as was a call to personally participate 
in the construction of the building. Even so, they said: “The building of your 
Christian life is more important than the assembling of materials for the erection 
of a building. Have you ever thought of the dreams or plans that God has for 
your life?”

By 1962, the leaders were readying the church for their first meeting in the new 
sanctuary, held on Palm Sunday. And, with this first “dream” of the sanctuary 
nearing completion, Pastor Davidson turned his vision towards increasing FBC’s 
ability to minister outside its walls. Indeed, the church began greater outreach 
efforts, via greater giving to missionaries in such places as Thailand, the Congo, 
and Mexico, as well as giving towards Redwood Glen camp. They also sought to 
increase the number of staff, so that the church could better serve the immedi-
ate community, meet peoples’ needs for wisdom, truth, and peace, and strength-
en relationships through the message and love of Jesus Christ.



Dedication Litany
From Service of Dedication for the Sanctuary, April 15, 1962

Pastor: O Eternal God, Thou art the one that cannot be contained by the heavens, much less by the 
temples that men create. Yet, Thou art a God that pleases to meet with men and to have them worship 
Thee. So, we come now to dedicate this place of worship unto Thee. We give it to Thee that it might be 
used for the glory, praise, and honor of God, the Father; God, the Son; and God, the Holy Spirit.

People: We thank Thee, Our God, for the faithful servants of Thine, who, through their vision and 
stewardship, have made it possible to be observing this occasion today.

Pastor: God, we give this sanctuary to Thee as an expression of our love for Thee, for Thou hast loved 
us with a great love and given us our Savior, Jesus Christ.

People: We dedicate this sanctuary for a place of worship through prayer and praise. We dedicate 
it as a place for the proclamation of God’s Word and the celebration of the ordinances of Christ’s 
Church.

Pastor: Lord, use this place for the salvation of men, for the sanctification of believers, and the 
encouraging of God’s people.

People: We dedicate this place to the forwarding of the Gospel of Christ in our community and 
throughout the world that all might now the gracious terms of salvation.

Pastor: Let this place, O God, be used to bring knowledge and understanding to the young and may it 
be a source of guidance to those who are just beginning to learn of life’s true values and the Pearl of 
Great Price. May the aged find confidence and inspiration through the hope of God’s tomorrow.

People: May the needy and sorrowing find strength and comfort through this place, and let it be a 
source of courage to men that they might stand firm for the will of God.

Pastor: Lord, use this place for the improving of the standard of righteousness of our community and 
for the encouraging of integrity in civic, business, home, and private life.

People: Let this sanctuary be used to promote peace, justice, courage, kindness, and love in our world.

Pastor: We dedicate this place to the service of God and man to the end that we and all men might 
have a greater love for God and for one another.

People: We thank Thee, God, for our Christian heritage and for those who have gone before us and 
their hallowed memories.

Pastor and People: Now, O God, we stand before Thee this day, and in Thy presence and in the pres-
ence of each other, reaffirm our love for Thee and our willingness to be faithful followers of Jesus 
Christ. Use us and this sanctuary as Thy temples that glory might be brought to the Father and the 
Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 



But there was still work to be done on the building. Throughout the 1960’s, the 
people of the church completed the baptistry, the social hall and kitchen (which 
we refer to as the Fellowship Hall), a parlor (which has gone by several names, 
including the Fireside Room, the “red room”—referring to its previous red car-
pet—and the choir room), a patio, and a prayer room. They also finished up the 
work on the classrooms, and outfitted the rooms with such necessities as tables, 
chairs, heating, and wood trim.

By the 1970’s, with most of the building projects at, or near, completion, the 
church’s leadership felt the need to expand outreach even more keenly, continu-
ing the emphasis on global missions. They also followed a call to reinforce God’s 
truth in the lives of the times’ youth, who (much like today) needed guidance 
in facing “current issues and the riddle of life.” So too the aging population of 
church members needed greater attention and outreach.

In 1971, First Baptist Church celebrated its 25th anniversary. Church members 
celebrated God’s faithfulness in providing the land, materials, and work needed 
for the building. They also expressed gratitude for God’s ability to use them in 
sharing the gospel “at home and abroad” with people of all ages. And things 
came full circle in 1972, when work began on refurbishing the chapel. 

Throughout these years, the church stayed focused on bringing people to Christ, 
teaching the Word faithfully, and walking with discipline and obedience. God 
blessed their faithfulness, and during this time, He established other lasting 
ministries, such as a strong program for junior high, high school, and college 
students. 

Thus, the expansion of the church was, truly, an expansion of the spiritual work 
that God was doing here on the corner of 28th and Alameda. The work itself 
took faith and dedication; so, too, did the expanding ministries. With great 
gratitude, many can trace their own spiritual “roots” to the seeds planted here 
during this period of time.



With the period of intense construction at an end, FBC primarily concentrated 
on the growth of the congregation and the church’s ministries.

A 1980 report to church members made a brief mention of building con-
cerns—completion of the Meditation Room and upstairs bathrooms among 
them. However, it primarily focused on church activities, such as the avail-
able programs for preschool-aged children to senior citizens; an active music 
program with children’s, youth, and adult choirs; and continued giving to mis-
sions efforts, as well as support for the chaplain at Hillcrest Juvenile Detention 
Facility.

Throughout the 80’s, 90’s, and early 2000’s, the people of FBC continued to 
serve the Lord and make Him known throughout San Mateo. God’s Word 
stayed paramount in the teaching, and His gospel stayed paramount in the 
activities of the church. The building here on the corner, which so many gave 
so sacrificially to build, has remained a visible testimony of God’s faithfulness 
to the people who serve Him here. We can thank Him for providing this space, 
where we can worship Him in freedom.

Stage 3: Building Ministries



By reviewing the story of First Baptist Church’s early years, we see God’s faith-
fulness and His responsiveness to the prayer of His people. 

We can also recognize that God works in different ways within different phases 
of our own lives. Sometimes, provision comes swiftly, with seemingly little 
effort of our own (beyond prayer). Other times, we must wait years—even 
decades—for His promises to come to fruition. He uses different methods to 
teach us different lessons—but in all cases, He wishes to teach us dependence on 
Him, and a love for one another.

So, where do we go from here? It is up to God, and it is up to our obedience to 
Him.

In all things, we must trust Jesus to guide us through our days. As individuals, 
and as a church, we can have faith that the Lord will provide all we need. We 
can also know that, when we serve Him, even our everyday actions have eternal 
significance.

As we continue to love and serve the Lord in this place, let us always remember 
to center our lives around Him, and entrust all things to Him through prayer. 

Stage 4: Building Another Story for God

 ‘The latter glory of this house will be greater than the former,’ says the Lord 
of hosts, ‘and in this place I will give peace,’ declares the Lord of hosts.
          —Haggai 2:9 (NASB)


