
 

Studies in Church History  

Puritans of the 17th Century  
   
   

Introduction.  

Whilst the Reformation was the most radical and revolutionary 
event in the history of the Church, it was considered by many at 
the time to be incomplete. We have looked at the life and 
teaching of John Hooper and observed his stand against the use 
of vestments and his criticism of the Church leaders of the 
Reformation, Ridley, Latimer and others. Hooper felt that there 
was still too much of Roman Catholicism within the Church and 
he wanted to see the Church purged of these elements.  

Hooper was not alone in this thinking. The movement commonly 
known as Puritanism, consisted mainly of those who, like 
Hooper, sought for the completion of the Reformation which 
meant a radical break with traditional worship and Church 
structure resulting in a purifying, as they saw it, of the Church. 
They saw that the Church still contained much that savoured of 
Rome. Indeed, they wanted to see the Anglican Church in 
England modelled on the pattern of the continental 
Protestantism, especially on that of Geneva ( John Calvin's 
teachings). The returning refugees who had fled to the Continent 
during the reign of Mary, brought back many new ideas with 
which to perfect the Reforming of the Church. This they wanted 
to achieve now that Elizabeth, the second daughter of Henry Vlll 
was on the throne.  

In Puritanism, iron discipline was combined with fervent spiritual 
devotion, a true marriage of law and grace. Every area of life 
came under the influence of God and the guidance of the Word. 
Each task, professional or manual, was done to the glory of God 
with a scrupulous eye to His will. If their doctrine of God 
elevated them, their doctrine of sin humbled them. Their 
emphasis on sound doctrine was impressive. With an eye to the 
Scriptures alone as their rule of faith and practice, they sought to 
form a Church in England that embodied the ideal truth of God. 
Therefore, they rejected Anglican ceremonies and vestments, 
and Episcopalian Church government, which they saw as the 
outgrowth of tradition rather than scripture in practice. The 
Church had to be free from the control of the state, and 
monarchs were not to dictate the order and function of the 



Church in England. In a word, who ruled the Church and the 
spiritual realm of life - God or man? The answer of the Puritans 
was a confident affirmative for the freedom of the Church under 
the sole sovereignty of the Scriptures. In a word, the Puritans 
argued, "Having emptied the cup of the Romish enchantress of 
its sorceries, the Church should cast away the glittering chalice 
in which they had shown their witching colours".  
   
   

1. Historical Background to Puritanism  

a) The Elizabethan Settlement  

When Elizabeth, the daughter of Henry Vlll and Anne Boleyn, 
ascended the throne at the death of her half-sister Mary in 1558 
there was laid upon her young shoulders (aged 25) a task of 
extreme difficulty and danger. England’s first experience of a 
female monarch had failed to give the people confidence. 
Mary`s attempt as a counter-Reformation had failed. All eyes 
were focused on this second woman on the throne of England. 
What would her policy be? Would she carry on as her sister had 
done? Was the breach with Rome and the Reformation in 
England which succeeded it just an insignificant incident which 
could now be forgotten; or would the new queen go back to the 
point where her brother Edward Vl had left off and carry on from 
there? Not only did Elizabeth command the attention of those 
resident on English soil, but also many on the Continent waited 
with bated breath to see if it was safe to return and implement 
their new Reformation ideals.  

Ecclesiastically the people of England lay in three groups. First 
there were the strong Romanists who had supported Mary, the 
pro-Romanist party. Secondly the nucleus of the protestant party 
also were waiting to invite back the exiles from the Continent 
and were ready to come out into the open to work for the 
Reformation. Finally, there lay between these two groups a 
middle party which did not wish to see a return to Rome but 
neither did they want to see the establishment of a Geneva type 
Protestant Church in England. They wanted to see a reformed 
Roman Catholic Church.  

Elizabeth's policies were moderate, however, thus initially 
pleasing the middle party. Nevertheless, she refused to allow 
the Elevation of the Host in her private chapel, and chose 
Matthew Parker, a definite Reformer, to be her new Archbishop 
of Canterbury. Parker had been at Cambridge in the days of 
Lutheran infiltration, and had been a friend of Ridley, Bilney, 
Barnes, Latimer and most of the reformers. Elizabeth produced 
a "settlement" which trod a middle path between Roman 



Catholicism on the one hand, and Genevan Calvinism on the 
other.  

Elizabeth's first Parliament met in January 1559 and she 
proceeded to pass two acts of supreme importance. The Act of 
Supremacy and the Act of Uniformity. Elizabeth was now 
supreme governor of both Church and state. This Act undid 
much of Mary's legislation and reopened the breach with Rome. 
The Act of Uniformity made Edward's Prayer Book of 1552 
mandatory for Church worship and doctrine. Whilst rejecting 
many of the political and religious tenets of Catholicism, 
Elizabeth, with the determination to retain full control of Church 
as well as State and unite as far as possible the various 
elements within her realm, dismissed the "extremism" of the 
Puritan faction within her Church and sought to impose 
conformity to her Anglican model by the Acts of Supremacy and 
Uniformity in 1559.  

The Roman Church did not take lightly Elizabeth's "reforms". 
Pope Pius lV sought to enlist the aid of Philip of Spain, 
England's ex-king but Philip had no wish to become involved 
with England's politics. Rome still wanted to "convert" Elizabeth 
and England with her, back to the "mother Church". In 1568 the 
pope found a useful collaborator in Mary Queen of Scots who 
did her best to rally the Romanists in the north of the country. 
She felt herself to be the rightful heir to the throne in England 
and promised to return the country to the bosom of Rome. In 
1569, Earls of Westmorland and Northumberland raised a 
rebellion with the purpose of getting rid of Elizabeth and 
restoring the "true and Catholic religion". Rome supported the 
rebellion and made their contribution by excommunicating 
Elizabeth. Mary Queen of Scots was tried and executed 
February 8th 1587. This did more than anything else to break 
the back of the Roman party. A military crusade was launched 
by the pope against Elizabeth in the form of the Armada in 1585, 
which was totally beaten and destroyed through the English 
admirals led by Francis Drake.  

b) Elizabeth and the Puritans.  

It is possible to state that the Puritan movement proper began at 
this time, 1559, with the making of the Act of Uniformity. The 
Puritan era also ended in the second half of the seventeenth 
century with the official Act of Uniformity in 1662 under the reign 
of Charles ll. It is said that Puritanism was suspected by 
Elizabeth, feared by James l under whose reign it grew, 
increased in power under Charles l who despised it, gained 
ascendancy under Cromwell who honoured it, and ended under 
Charles ll who hated it.  



During the Elizabethan reign the Puritans divided into three main 
groups. First there were those who were entirely Anglican and 
who believed in its system of government and the prayer book. 
Secondly, there were those who believed in Presbyterianism (a 
form of Church government advocated by John Calvin in which 
each congregation is self-governing by a group of elders of 
equal rank) and did not believe in the Prayer Book or bishops.  

The Presbyterians, coming back from Geneva after Mary's 
persecutions, felt that any worship in the Church which could not 
find biblical support was an insult to God. They questioned the 
ecclesiastical system. They felt that the Bible taught that 
"bishops", "elders" and "pastors" where synonymous terms in 
scripture. The leader was Thomas Cartwight ( 1535-1603) who 
advocated a system for the appointment of elders to each parish 
for discipline with pastors being elected by each congregation. 
He wanted to abolish Archbishops and Archdeacons. There 
were opposed to a complete separation from the Church of 
England itself, seeking to reform the Church from within through 
government. This was the birth of Presbyterianism.  

Finally, the third group was the "Separatists" who believed in 
immediate withdrawal from the Church of England. Their 
founder was Robert Browne who led this group of "Separatists" 
which later came to be the foundation of the Congregational 
Church. Of all the Puritans, Elizabeth was most severe with the 
Separatists. Browne established a congregation of his own in 
Norwich for which he was imprisoned. On his release he and his 
flock fled to Holland but later returned to England.  

The elements of worship to which the Puritans objected were 
such issues as the sign of the cross in Baptism, the imposition of 
hands in Confirmation and the ring in Marriage, but most of all 
the vestments worn by the priest (remember John Hooper!). As 
time moved on the Puritans began to object to the doctrines of 
the Church and the Episcopal form of government. Thomas 
Cartwright was a vigorous leader of the Puritans who was 
determined that the Church should be thoroughly Scriptural. 
Nothing, either in worship or in the constitution of the Church 
which could not be justified by the Scriptures was to be tolerated 
( recall the controversy over "Things Indifferent"!).  

Whilst Elizabeth was opposed to the Puritans in principle, and 
assent to the Prayer Book and its teaching was made obligatory, 
it was not rigidly enforced. Consequently, the Puritans did have 
space to express their scriptural interpretations and so they 
could remain within the Church of England. There was no 
thought in their minds of leaving the Church; they remained 
within (as Anglicans and Presbyterians), determined to develop 
their teaching and to influence others.  



c) The Puritans under James l ( reigned - 1603-1625)  

James the Vl of Scotland became James l of England in 1603 
(son of Mary Queen of Scotts). Many of the Puritans looked to 
James`s enthronement as the dawning of a new day. Here was 
a man who had come from Scotland, from the Presbyterian 
Church of Scotland, who a Calvinist in his doctrine. The Puritans 
presented James with their "Millinery Petition" at Hampton 
Court, in which they requested the abolition of popish 
ceremonies, not to be compelled by law to use the Prayer Book 
and that there should be adequate ministries within the 
Churches.  

As a result James called the "Hampton Court Conference". The 
only positive response from this Conference was the decision to 
produce the Authorized Version of the Bible which was 
published in 1611 (The King James Version). Like Elizabeth, 
however, James felt that the removal of the bishops would be an 
attack on his throne, "No bishop, no king" was his slogan. He 
saw in the Puritans a real danger to his throne. As a result of his 
policy some three hundred Puritan minister had left the Church 
of England in 1605. Some went to Holland, and others to various 
other countries. In 1620 the famous voyage of the Pilgrim 
Fathers in the Mayflower to America took place. They and many 
others set off to begin a new life in of religious freedom in New 
England.  

d) The Puritans under Charles l (reigned 1625-1649)  

Coming to the throne in 1625 Charles l (second son of James 1) 
placed ecclesiastical powers into the hands of Archbishop Laud. 
Laud immediately enforced the Act of Uniformity much stronger 
than Elizabeth would ever have done. He also compelled the 
clergy to read what was called "The Book of Sports" from the 
pulpit on a particular Sunday. That meant that they had to read a 
book in which the people were urged and encouraged to set up 
a Maypole and to have games around it on Sundays, and to 
indulge in various other practices. The ministers were not to 
condemn these sports, but rather to encourage the people to 
practise them and indulge in them. Laud was determined to root 
out and destroy Puritanism. He denounced Calvinistic 
preaching, and cruelly persecuted some of the best preachers. 
For instance, the father of the famous Archbishop Leighton was 
arrested, whipped, set on the pillory, had one ear cut off, his 
nose slit and branded on the cheek with a red hot iron. Such 
was the hatred of Archbishop Laud for the Puritans. Thus in 
twelve years under Laud's administration, 4,000 Puritans 
became planters of new Churches in America.  



Charles l and Laud over reached themselves when they 
attempted to force their Episcopal forms of Church life upon 
Scotland. There was a dramatic reaction from the Scots who 
formed the "Solemn League of Covenant" which was an 
assertion that Presbyterianism and the abolition of prelacy alone 
would be admitted. This eventually led to the outbreak of Civil 
War between 1642 and 1648.  

Just after the commencement of the Civil War, the situation had 
become so desperate that serious action was called for. 
Parliament, therefore, called an assembly of 120 clergymen, and 
30 laymen to meet at Westminster on July 1 1643. The group 
comprised Anglicans, Presbyterians and Independents, but the 
overwhelming majority were Presbyterians. Their aim was to 
produce some kind of a settlement. This Assembly produced the 
famous "Westminster Confession of Faith" and the "Directory of 
Public Worship " and the "Shorter and Larger Catechisms" 
(rejecting the 39 Articles). It represents a standard body of 
Calvinistic doctrine coupled with a Presbyterian form of Church 
government. Parliament then abolished the Prayer Book in 
1645, with the Westminster Confession taking its place for 
Church worship which provides an order of worship substantially 
that used in conservative Presbyterian and Congregational 
Churches for generations.  

e) The Puritans under Oliver Cromwell ( governed 1645-
1658)  

In 1649 Charles l was tried for treason and beheaded. Cromwell, 
though not identified wholly with any one Puritan strand, was 
inclined towards the Independents ( Brownists, Separatists). 
Under his Protectorate a large degree of toleration was allowed 
in which was included moderate Episcopalian Puritans, 
Presbyterians, Independents and some Baptists (the Baptists 
having arisen under John Smyth the Puritan who became a 
Separatist and then in Holland 1609 established the first Baptist 
Church).  

The Presbyterians were at this point very powerful in the realm 
of the Church, but from 1653 to the end of the Commonwealth, 
the Independents gained control. Cromwell himself was an 
Independent. During this period religious conditions in England 
were confused. The Church was still Established but the 
bishops, deans and canons had been abolished. The Prayer 
Book was not allowed to be read in Church services for the new 
"Directory of Public Worship" produced by the Westminster 
Divines was to be used in its place. However, if the minister 
could recite the Prayer Book from memory he was permitted to 
do so.  



In 1660 Oliver Cromwell died and his son Richard Cromwell was 
now in control but this proved unsatisfactory. There was great 
confusion and the majority of the people felt that the exiled king 
must be brought back. So, they decided to bring Charles ll back 
from exile. He returned to London in May 1660.  

f) The Puritans under Charles ll ( Reigned 1660-1685)  

(Son of Charles 1 & Henrietta Maria, sister of Louis X111 of 
France) 

At this time the Presbyterians were in control once again. 
Indeed, the Puritan Presbyterians still hoped and longed for a 
purified Church of England. It was they, in large measure, who 
were responsible for bringing Charles ll back in to the country 
and hence to the throne of England. Of course, this was an 
opportunity also for the Episcopalians to return to power, for 
they had been rejected between 1648 and 1660.  

On May 1st Charles ll made his famous Declaration of Breda in 
which he promised a "liberty to tender consciences, and that no 
man shall be disquieted or called in question for differences of 
opinion in matters of religion which do not disturb the peace of 
the Kingdom". Many of the Puritans rejoiced at this, thinking that 
their day had come, here would be the liberty for worship and 
preaching for which they had hoped.  

However, this was not to be. In spite of Charles' initial 
presentation of what appeared to be a religious toleration, the 
Puritans again became the targets of persecution. The Prayer 
Book was re-imposed and speedily followed by the Act of 
Uniformity in 1662 to which no Puritan could ever submit. The 
Act demanded that "unfeigned assent and consent" to 
everything in the new edition of the Prayer Book, required, 
among other things, the renunciation of Presbyterian ordination 
and a submission to Episcopalian re-ordination. It also required 
an oath of allegiance to Charles ll.  

The inevitable followed. Before the winter of 1662 almost two 
thousand of the Church's best ministers had been expelled from 
their ministries- cast out into the world, many destitute, with their 
families. There followed a series of cruel and ingenious Acts 
aimed at preventing the ejected pastors from preaching, even 
privately, under penalties varying from the petty to vicious. 
There was the "Five Mile Act" which prohibited the minister from 
living within five miles of his former place of residence or 
Church. Then there was the "Conventicle Act" which warned of 
fines, imprisonment and ultimate transportation for presence at a 
service not in accordance with the Prayer Book and attended by 
five or more persons not of the same household. Such persons 



were forbidden to teach school - about the only occupation 
readily open to a deprived minister. The actual date for their 
submission to the new Prayer Book was designed for St 
Bartholomew`s Day, August 24th 1662. This meant that any 
minister who vacated his ministry would automatically lose his 
year's tithes, i.e.., payment for services which they had already 
rendered to the Church during the year.  

It is at this point that the age of the Puritans gives way to the 
Non-Conformists. The Puritans were not destroyed but survived 
through the coming decades as a thoroughgoing religious Non-
conformity. It extended itself through the remainder of the Stuart 
persecution to the Revolution of 1688, and into the Eighteenth 
Century Revival period and on through the Victorian era of the 
nineteenth century which witnessed so much of the widespread 
missionary movement and finally, into our own age in 
evangelical Non-conformity.  
   
   

2. The Puritans themselves  

a) General characteristics  

Whilst the Puritans aimed to establish a more purified Church 
which reflected the New Testament, they also recognised the 
need to pursue sound doctrine and a pattern of personal piety. 
These three areas constitute English Puritanism. William Ames, 
a great leader in the movement, once defined "divinity" as the 
'doctrine of living to God' and in making this definition, he 
described the whole moving spirit of Puritanism. For Puritanism 
was not merely a set of rules or a larger creed, but a life-force; a 
vision and a compulsion which saw the beauty of a holy life and 
moved towards it, marvelling at the possibilities and thrilling to 
the satisfaction of a God-centred life.  

"Puritan" as a name, was in fact, mud from the start. Coined in 
the early 1560s, it was always a satirical smear word implying 
peevishness, censoriousness, conceit, and a measure of 
hypocrisy. Such a viewpoint has existed in the study of Church 
History for many years. However, over the last half century 
researchers have come to realise that the Puritans were not wild 
men, fierce and freaky, religious fanatics and social extremists, 
but sober, conscientious, and cultured citizens; persons of 
principle, devoted, determined and disciplined and excelling in 
the domestic virtues. The Puritans exemplified spiritual maturity. 
Visionary and practical, idealistic and realistic too, goal-oriented 
and methodical, they were great believers, great hopers, great 
doers, and great sufferers. They present as undaunted and 
unsinkable, rising above discouragement and fears. Spiritual 



warfare made the Puritans what there were. They accepted 
conflict as their calling, seeing themselves as their Lord's 
soldier-pilgrims, just as in John Bunyan's allegory.  

George Whitefield, that prince of preachers belonging to the 
eighteenth century, said this of the Puritans, " Ministers never 
write or preach so well as when under the cross; the Spirit of 
Christ and of glory then rests upon them. It was this, no doubt 
that made the Puritans... such burning and shining lights. When 
cast out by the black Bartholomew-act (the 1662 Act of 
Uniformity) and driven from their respective charges to preach in 
barns and fields, in the highways and hedges, they in an 
especial manner wrote and preached as men having authority. 
Though dead, by their writings they yet speak: a peculiar unction 
attends them to this very hour...".  

Puritanism was at heart a spiritual movement, passionately 
concerned with God and godliness. As a spiritual movement it 
began in England with William Tyndale the bible translator, and 
it continued till the latter years of the seventeenth century. Into 
its making went Tyndale's reforming biblicism; John Bradford's 
piety of the heart and conscience; John Knox's zeal for God's 
honour in national churches; the passion for evangelical pastoral 
competence that is seen in John Hooper; the view of Holy 
Scripture as the "regulative principle of church worship and 
order"; the anti-Roman, anti-Arminian, anti-Socinian, anti- 
Antinomian Calvinism that John Owen and the Westminster 
standards set forth; the comprehensive ethical interest that 
featured in Richard Baxter; and the purpose of popularising and 
making practical the teaching of the Bible that gripped Perkins 
and Bunyan, with many more. Puritanism was essentially a 
movement for church reform, pastoral renewal, evangelism, and 
spiritual revival; and in addition, as a direct expression of its zeal 
for God's honour, it was a world-view, a total Christian 
philosophy.  

The Puritans were pastor/theologians. Men such as Owen, 
Flavel, Watson, Manton, Brooks, Guthrie, Bunyan, Venning, 
Bridge, Bolton, Sibbs, Baxter, Goodwin, Boston Charnock, 
Burroughs, Traill, Gurnall and Matthew Henry, plus many others 
like them were men of outstanding intellectual power, as well as 
spiritual insight. In them mental habits fostered by sober 
scholarship were linked with a flaming zeal for God and a minute 
acquaintance with the human heart. All their work displays this 
unique fusion of gifts and graces. In thought and outlook, they 
were radically God-centred. Their appreciation of God's 
sovereign majesty was profound, and their reverence in 
handling His written Word was deep and constant. They were 
patient, thorough, and methodical in searching the Scriptures. 
They understood most richly the ways of God with men, the 



glory of Christ the Mediator and the work of the Spirit in the 
believer and the Church. Thus they made superb pastors.  

b) Some identified Puritan attitudes  

i) The Puritan's life style  

We would call it "holistic" in the sense that the Puritans saw their 
whole lives, intellectual, leisure, work, family and worship as 
integrated into one single purpose of honouring God. There was 
for them no disjunction between the sacred and the secular; all 
creation, as far as they were concerned was sacred. Seeing life 
whole, they integrated contemplation with action, worship with 
work, labour with rest and love of God with love of neighbour 
and of self.  

ii) The quality of Puritan spiritual experience  

In the Puritans' communion with God the Holy Scripture was 
supreme. By Scripture, as God's word of instruction about 
divine-human relationships, they sought to live. The Puritans 
practised meditation overall the range of biblical truth as they 
saw it, applying it to themselves. In this the Puritan sought to 
search and challenge his heart, stir his affections, to hate sin 
and love righteousness, and encourage himself with God's 
promises. Self-examination was a Puritan art, in which the 
believer would inspect his heart and life looking for spiritual blind 
spots and lurking inward evil. They may not be called morbid or 
introspective for they found such an exercise to be the road to 
peace and lasting joy in Christ as they discovered more of His 
forgiving grace. They were masters of sin, in that they 
understood the biblical "sinfulness of sin", its power, its dangers 
and its consequences.  

The Puritans were experts on the subject of sanctification. This 
they saw as a double aspect that involved the negative 
"mortifying of sin" and the positive growing and maturing of the 
new man. They taught that Christians may never relax, for sin 
"will not otherwise die, but by being gradually and constantly 
weakened; spare it, and it heals its wounds, and recovers 
strength" ( John Owen Vol 3). Cultivating holy lives is the means 
of successfully assaulting particular sins, "Growing, thriving and 
improving in universal holiness is the great way of the 
mortification of sin. The more vigorous the principle of holiness 
is in us, the more weak, infirm and dying will be that of sin...This 
is that which will ruin sin..." ( John Owen Vol 3). Hating sin and 
loving righteousness was the twofold Puritan approach to 
sanctification. Thomas Brooks states, " Where their is real 
holiness there is a holy hatred and indignation against all 
ungodliness and wickedness... he (the Christian) looks upon 



every sin as having a hand in the death of his Saviour, and 
therefore he cries out, ' Crucify them all, crucify them all' he 
looks upon every sin as grieving of the Spirit, as vexing of the 
Spirit, and as a quenching of the Spirit; and so nothing will 
satisfy him but the ruin of them all" ( Brooks vol 4 Heb 12:14).  

iii) The Puritans fervour for action  

As people of vision, they were crusading activists, workers for 
God, depending on God for Him to work through them. In this 
they were people of prayer. Cromwell and his army made long, 
strong payers before each battle, and preachers made long, 
strong payers privately before ever venturing into the pulpit, and 
laymen made long, strong prayers before tackling any matter of 
importance such as marriage, business deals, major purchases, 
or whatever.  

The Puritans were great evangelists. Some laboured in hard 
areas seeing little fruit for their work, whilst others were seen as 
most successful preachers winning souls for Christ. Of one 
itinerant preacher, it was said, "he rode about from place to 
place, preaching fervently and winning many souls to God". 
Another was known as the children's evangelist who was 
remembered for more than forty years after his ministry ceased.  

That the Puritans could be called "evangelists" is not a 
misnomer, although the term "evangelism" had not been coined 
in their generation. One has only to read the powerful, direct and 
yet heart warming expressions found in Joseph Alleine's "Alarm 
to the Unconverted", or Richard Baxter's " Call to the 
Unconverted" (true Puritan evangelistic tracts!) to realise that the 
Puritan's were enthusiastic evangelists devoted to the ministry of 
preaching to the unsaved. The elaborate practical handling of 
the subject of conversion, demonstrated in Puritan literature, 
was regarded by the rest of the Protestant world of the 
seventeenth century to be something unique.  

By way of illustration, here are the chapter headings of Alleine's 
"Alarm to the Unconverted", in which the very the title itself 
portrays the typical Puritan concept of the necessity of saving 
the lost for Christ. Alleine writes, "Mistakes about conversion; 
The nature of conversion; The necessity of conversion; The 
marks of the unconverted; The miseries of the unconverted; 
Directions to the unconverted, and The motives to conversion".  

iv) The Puritan`s vision for revival  

When the Puritans spoke of "Reformation" they really meant 
either "renewal" or "revival". The essence of their kind of revival 
was enrichment of understanding of God's truth, arousal of 



affections God-ward, increase of ardour in one's devotions, and 
more love, joy, and firmness of Christian purpose in one's calling 
and personal life. Richard Baxter's famous volume entitled, "The 
Reformed (Revived, Renewed) Pastor", was written from the 
belief that the ideal for the Church was that through a "reformed 
or revived" clergy all the members of each congregation should 
be revived! By this he meant it to mean being truly converted, 
theologically orthodox and sound, spiritually alert and expectant, 
in character terms wise and mature, ethically enterprising and 
obedient, and humbly but joyously sure of their salvation.  

The Puritan goal was to complete what England's Reformation 
began; to finish reshaping Anglican worship, to introduce 
effective church discipline into Anglican parishes, to establish 
righteousness in the political, domestic, and social-economic 
field, and to convert all English men and women to a vigorous 
evangelical faith. Through the preaching and teaching of the 
gospel, and the sanctifying of all arts, sciences and skills, 
England was to become a land of saints, a model and paragon 
of corporate godliness, and as such a means of blessing the 
world. Such was the Puritan dream as it developed under 
Elizabeth, James, and Charles, and blossomed under Cromwell, 
before it withered in the dark tunnel of persecution between 
1660 and 1689.  

v) The Puritan's love of the Bible.  

Puritanism was, above all else, a Bible movement. To the 
Puritan the Bible was in truth the most precious possession that 
the world affords. His deepest conviction was that reverence for 
God means reverence for Scripture, and serving God means 
obeying Scripture. To his mind, therefore, no greater insult could 
be offered to the Creator than to neglect His written word; and, 
conversely, there could be no truer act of homage to him than to 
prize it and pour over it, and then to live out and to give out its 
teaching. The Puritan knew that Scripture must be read, not 
merely as words that God spoke long ago, in the actual inspiring 
of the Biblical books, but as words that God continues to speak 
to every reader in every age. "Think in every line you read that 
God is speaking to you" says, Thomas Watson. Again, to quote 
the Puritans, "Never think you have knowledge enough; study 
the word more fully...." (Goodwin).  

vi) The Puritans and worship  

Swinock wrote, "Godliness is worship". He went on to add, 
"Worship comprehends all that respect which man oweth and 
giveth to his Maker... It is the tribute that we pay to the King of 
Kings, whereby we acknowledge his sovereignty over us, and 
our dependence on Him... All that inward reverence and respect 



and all that outward obedience and service to God, which the 
world enjoineth, is included in this one word worship". Of course 
the Puritans used the concept of worship in its more narrow 
sense as all our direct communion with God; invocation, 
adoration, meditation, faith, praise, prayer and the receiving of 
instruction from His word both in public, within the family and in 
private. For the Puritans worship had to be simple, an inward 
matter of the heart, scriptural and sincere. Owen stated, "... 
Worship of God ought to be orderly, comely, beautiful and 
glorious...". He then proceeded to add, "In the spiritual worship 
of the gospel, the whole blessed Trinity, and each person herein 
distinctly...". John Owen finds Revelation 1:4 to be a precedent 
for prayer to the Holy Spirit.  

True worship was of the heart and could not be seen to 
dependent on buildings or "aids to worship". Commenting on 
John 4:24 Stephen Charnock says, "Worship is an act of the 
understanding, applying itself to the knowledge of the excellency 
of God, and actual thoughts of His majesty... It is also an act of 
the will, whereby the soul adores and reverenceth His majesty, 
is ravished with His amiableness, embraceth His goodness, 
enters itself into an intimate communion with this most lovely 
object, and pitcheth all his affections upon Him". The only 
support and aid in worship was seen in the ministry of the Holy 
Spirit. Whilst worship was attended with great discipline and 
seriousness, it was not without joy. Stephen Charnock again 
comments, "The evangelical worship is a spiritual worship, and 
praise, joy, and delight are prophesied of as great ingredients in 
attendance on gospel ordinances. The approach is to God as 
gracious, not to God as unpacified, as a son to a father, not as a 
criminal to a judge... Delight in God is a gospel frame, therefore 
the more joyful, the more spiritual". Carefully observing a 
balance been reverence and joy, the Puritans sought to contain 
both types of attitudes in their worship, "God is a Spirit infinitely 
happy, therefore we must approach Him with cheerfulness; He 
is a Spirit of infinite majesty, therefore we must come before Him 
with reverence.....", says Charnock.  

vii) Puritans and preaching  

The Puritan revolution was bloodless, spiritual and verbal. In 
other words, they sought to create changes, not through the 
sword but through the Word of God, the preached Word. The 
Puritans were masters in the pulpit, and it was here that they 
really came into their own. It was here, in the art of preaching 
that they majored in their work for God. Pastors of excellence, 
they certainly were, but if they excelled in any spiritual art at all, 
it was in the matter of preaching. Wherever Puritanism was 
strong, the Puritan pulpit was very much in evidence and the 
office of preaching and teacher was elevated to a place of 



dignity and prominence. They saw that the principle part of a 
minister was to preach. Robert Traill gives his impression of a 
minister, "Art thou a minister? Thou must be a preacher. An 
unpreaching minister is a sort of contradiction". They would 
never have considered elevating the pastoral office above that 
of preaching.  

It was the genius of the Puritan preaching that in style it was 
plain without being dull; in emphasis, an admirable balance of 
doctrine and practice; in character, faithfully devoted to the 
exposition of the word of Scripture, both letter and spirit, which 
they loved. The preaching of the Puritans was eminently plain 
and easily understood. This is not to say that it was dull and 
shallow. Indeed, they were masters of theology and experts in 
precise exposition, yet they filled their teaching and exhortations 
with illustrations, metaphors and similes taken from every-day 
life, which were easily understood and remembered by their 
congregations. They sought to "think like great men, but speak, 
like common people". Hence the Puritans did preach "so as to 
be understood", and to that end employed every lawful aid of 
native wit and acquired art; anecdote and allegory; metaphor 
and simile to help gain the attention and to win the hearts and 
lives of their hearers for their divine Master.  

The Puritans desired to make their preaching practical and 
relevant to the lives and experiences of their congregation. 
Bearing in mind the variety of different spiritual states in the 
people within their congregations, some unconverted, others 
backslidden, cold and indifferent, lacking in holiness, doubtful, 
depressed, needing assurance etc., they sought to make each 
sermon convey a blessing, warning, challenge, Gospel call, 
encouragement and exhortation, directed to the hearts. 
Bunyan's "Pilgrims Progress" provides an example of the 
Puritan way of thinking and vast application that they sought to 
make within their preaching. From the reading of Thomas 
Watson, Flavel and in particular Thomas Brooks ( to name just a 
few) one is impressed by the extensiveness of their applications 
and their common stylish phrase, "use one; use two; use 
three......". The Puritans never preached a sermon that could not 
be "done". They were masters of no divinity more than practical 
divinity.  

Like Richard Baxter, the Puritans preached for eternity as well 
as time, to the heart as well as to the mind and, like him in his 
celebrated words, they all "preached as never sure to preach 
again", each "as a dying man to dying men". Thus it was through 
their sincerity of motivation, power of utterance, soundness in 
doctrine and relevance in application, that the Puritans produced 
the golden age of evangelical preaching in England.  



   
   

Conclusion  

Truly, it can be said that the Puritans were amongst "God's 
giants". They lived in a disturbed and troubled period in which 
they experienced much persecution for their faith. What we 
today think of as the comforts of home were unknown to them; 
their medicine and surgery were rudimentary; they had no 
aspirins, tranquillisers, sleeping tablets or anti-depressant pills, 
just as they had no social security or insurance; in a world in 
which more than half the adult population died young and more 
than half the children born died in infancy, disease, distress, 
discomfort, pain and death were their constant companions. 
They would have been lost had they not kept their eyes on 
heaven and known themselves as pilgrims travelling home to 
the Celestial City.  
   

 
   
  


