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I.  Introduction.   
A.  What is Puritanism?  “Puritanism I define as that movement in sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century England which sought further reformation and renewal in 
the Church of England than the Elizabethan settlement allowed. ‘Puritan’ itself 
was an imprecise term of contemptuous abuse which between 1564 and 1642 (these 
exact dates are given by Thomas Fuller and Richard Baxter) was applied to at least five 
overlapping groups of people – first, to clergy who scrupled some Prayer Book 
ceremonies and phrasing; second, to advocates of the Presbyterian reform programme 
broached by Thomas Cartwright and the 1572 Admonition to the Parliament; third, to 
clergy and laity, not necessarily nonconformists, who practised a serious Calvinistic 
piety; fourth, to ‘rigid Calvinists’ who applauded the Synod of Dort, and were called 
doctrinal Puritans by other Anglicans who did not; fifth, to MPs, JPs and other gentry 
who showed public respect for the things of God, the laws of England and the rights of 
subjects. Professor and Mrs. George [C.H. and K. George] have argued that the word 
‘puritan’ ‘is the “x” of a cultural and social equation: it has no meaning beyond that 
given it by the particular manipulator of an algebra of abuse’. In fact, however, there 
was a specific, though complex and many-sided, reality to which all these uses of the 
‘odious name’ really did pertain. This was a clergy-led movement which for more 
than a century was held together, and given a sense of identity too deep for 
differences of judgement on questions of polity and politics to destroy, by three 
things. The first was a set of shared convictions, biblicist and Calvinist in 
character, about on the one hand Christian faith and practice and on the other 
hand congregational life and the pastoral office. The second was a shared sense of 
being called to work for God's glory in the Church of England by eliminating 
popery from its worship, prelacy from its government and pagan irreligion from 
its membership, and so realising in it the New Testament pattern of true and 
authentic church life. The third was a shared literature, catechetical, evangelistic 
and devotional, with a homiletical style and experiential emphasis that were all its 
own. Of the hundred or so authors who wrote it, William Perkins, who died in 1602, 
was the most formative and Richard Baxter, whose career as a devotional writer 
began with The Saints' Everlasting Rest in 1650, was the most distinguished. Such was 
the Puritanism that we are to discuss.”   

B.  What is Revival?  “Revival I define as a work of God by his Spirit through his word 
bringing the spiritually dead to living faith in Christ and renewing the inner life of 
Christians who have grown slack and sleepy. In revival God makes old things new, 
giving new power to law and gospel and new spiritual awareness to those whose 
hearts and consciences had been blind, hard and cold. Revival thus animates or 
reanimates churches and Christian groups to make a spiritual and moral impact on 
communities. It comprises an initial reviving, followed by a maintained state of 
revivedness for as long as the visitation lasts.  Taking the early chapters of Acts as a 
paradigm, and relating them to the rest of the New Testament, which is manifestly a 
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product throughout of revival conditions, we may list as marks of revival an awesome 
sense of the presence of God and the truth of the gospel; a profound awareness of sin, 
leading to deep repentance and heartfelt embrace of the glorified, loving, pardoning 
Christ; an uninhibited witness to the power and glory of Christ, with a mighty freedom 
of speech expressing a mighty freedom of spirit; joy in the Lord, love for his people, 
and fear of sinning; and from God's side an intensifying and speeding-up of the work of 
grace so that men are struck down by the word and transformed by the Spirit in short 
order, making it appropriate pastorally as well as theologically to baptise adult converts 
straight after they have professed faith. It is true, of course, that there can be personal 
revival without any community movement, and that there can be no community 
movement save as individuals are revived. Nonetheless, if we follow Acts as our 
paradigm we shall define revival as an essentially corporate phenomenon in which God 
sovereignly shows his hand, visits his people, extends his kingdom, and glorifies his 
name.” 

 
II.  Revival Was What the Puritans Were Seeking.   

A.  Puritanism was not merely a power struggle between the church and state, but a 
movement that sought spiritual revival.   
1.  “I should observe here that, though these points are drawn directly from the Bible, 

they are also in a real sense Puritan points, if only because most if not all of them 
are found in the theology of revival adumbrated by the great Jonathan Edwards, of 
whom Perry Miller truly said: ‘Puritanism is what Edwards was’. I have maintained 
elsewhere that the understanding of revival embedded in the writings of Edwards’ 
thirties is the most important single contribution that Edwards has to make to 
evangelical theology today, and remains the classical treatment of its subject; but 
this is beyond my scope now.”   

2.  “For more than two centuries, since Daniel Neal's History of the Puritans first 
appeared (four volumes, 1732-38), it has been customary to understand the Puritan 
movement in terms of the power struggle that went on in church and state; and this, 
of course, is part of the truth, though it leaves the question of Puritan motives 
somewhat in the air. Here, however, Dr Irvonwy Morgan supplies the vital clue. He 
writes:   

 
The essential thing in understanding the Puritans was that they were preachers 
before they were anything else. . . . Into whatever efforts they were led in their 
attempts to reform the world through the Church, and however these efforts 
were frustrated by the leaders of the Church, what bound them together, 
undergirded their striving, and gave them the dynamic to persist was their 
consciousness that they were called to preach the Gospel.”   

 
3.  “And I venture to suggest that for a truly adequate understanding of Puritanism we 

must await the day when its history will be told as a revival story, in which the 
church conflict which has hitherto been taken as the key to interpretation is 
recognised as having all along been subservient to the larger Puritan aim – and, be it 
said, partial achievement – of a spiritually renewed nation. The day when this story 
can be told properly is not yet. Analysis of Puritan preaching, teaching, piety, 
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pastoral work, and spiritual experience has begun, but still has far to go, and 
theological evaluation of this material is in its infancy. Nor have all the source 
materials yet been assembled. The limited objective of this present paper is simply 
to make credible the statement that Puritanism was, at its heart, a movement of spir-
itual revival (like that of the friars, and the Lollards, and the Reformation itself, 
which the Puritans professedly sought to complete). To establish this point will 
confirm the need to study Puritanism in the terms stated above and may perhaps 
become an incentive to doing so. So now in my argument I set out three broad facts, 
as follows.”   

 
B.  Arguments that Puritanism was a movement seeking revival.   

1.  “The first fact is that spiritual revival was central to what the Puritans professed to 
be seeking.  
a.  “Remarkably, this fact is rarely highlighted and often ignored. Why is that? 

Three reasons at least may be suggested. First, the Puritans did not seek 
revival in isolation from their quest for a more scriptural church order, and 
professional historians and pietistic evangelicals tend to assume (I do not know 
why) that these are distinct and even contrasting quests on which men do not 
engage at the same time. Second, the Puritan pursuit of revival was in its own 
day mocked and not taken seriously (that is what the history of the word 
‘Puritan’ really tells us), and later students have been betrayed hereby into 
similar failure to take this quest seriously. Third, the Puritans did not use 
‘revival’ as the technical term for what they sought, but expressed their 
objectives entirely in terms of the vocabulary of ‘reform’. When, for instance, 
in 1656 Richard Baxter published his classic on the ministry, The Reformed 
Pastor, what he meant by ‘reformed’ was not Calvinistic in doctrine (he assumed 
that, at least in a broad sense); what he meant was renewed in vigour, zeal and 
purpose, in other words revived, as the book itself makes plain. And when he 
wrote elsewhere, ‘If God would but reform the ministry, and set them on their 
duties zealously and faithfully, the people would certainly be reformed’, what he 
meant by ‘reformed’ was once again what we would express by saying ‘revived’. 
But historians and evangelicals (again I do not know why) regularly conceive of 
‘reform’ and ‘reformation’ in the church as a matter of externals only, doctrine 
publicly professed and order publicly established, without reference to inward 
renewal of heart and life; so they miss the spiritual dimensions of the goal of 
‘reform’ which the Reformers and Puritans always had at heart.”   

b.  “Yet if we ask why throughout Elizabeth's reign Puritans preached, wrote and 
petitioned for official action to produce a godly and competent ministry; why 
Puritans introduced and backed ‘prophesyings’ (gatherings for biblical 
exposition), which Elizabeth suppressed; why through lectureships and 
incumbencies Puritans tried to establish their own network of learned and godly 
preachers across all England; why they constantly encouraged the wealthy to 
finance promising young men to the university, to prepare for the ministry; why 
Puritan feoffees [trustees] bought patronage rights and endowments (advowsons 
and impropriations) after 1625, till Laud had them inhibited by law; why the 
1642 Parliamentary Committee for Plundered Ministers and the 1654 
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Cromwellian Committees of Ejectors (to displace incumbent clergy) and Triers 
(to examine would-be incumbents) were set up – if, in short, we ask why concern 
for a ministry of evangelical quality was always top of the list of Puritan 
priorities, as indeed it was – the answer stares us in the face. As Baxter put it: 
‘All churches either rise or fall as the ministry doth rise or fall (not in riches 
or worldly grandeur) but in knowledge, zeal and ability for their work.’ The 
Puritans wanted, more than anything else, to see the church in England ‘rise’ 
spiritually, and they saw that this could not be without a renewed ministry.”   

c.  “So it was not, as William Haller often implies, that after 1570 the Puritan clergy 
turned to preaching and pastoral work as a means to the end of building up a lay 
constituency strong enough to secure the changes in church order which at that 
time were unattainable by direct action; the truth is rather that, as Edward 
Dering's John Knox-like sermon before Elizabeth in 1570 and the 1572 
Admonition (to look no further) make plain, the end to which all church order, on 
the Puritan view, was a means, and for which everything superstitious, 
misleading and Spirit-quenching must be rooted out, was the glory of God in and 
through the salvation of sinners and the building up of lively congregations in 
which people met God. And by the salvation of sinners the Puritans meant 
not just their conversion, but also their growth in fellowship into spiritual 
health, strength and consecrated obedience – in short, their holiness (for the 
Puritans used that great word in a sense so broad as to include in it every 
aspect and dimension of the godly life). But without a ministry that was 
‘powerful’, ‘painful’ (laborious) and ‘useful’ – the three great Puritan 
commendations of good clergymen – holiness among the people of England 
would never become a reality. That was why for more than a century Puritan 
clergy spent themselves in preaching and pastoral care. The cause they served 
was not so much that of restructuring as of revival.”   

 
2.  “This leads to the second fact, which is that personal revival was the central theme 

of Puritan devotional literature.”  
a.  “About four-fifths of the way through his 1143-page folio, A Christian 

Directory (sub-titled A Sum of Practical Theology and Cases of Conscience. 
Directing Christians, how to use their knowledge and faith; how to improve all 
helps and means, and to perform all duties; how to overcome temptations, and to 
escape or mortify every sin), Richard Baxter reaches ‘Ecclesiastical Cases of 
Conscience’, number 174: ‘What books, especially of theology, should one 
choose who for want of money or time can read but few?’ In reply, he lists 
what he calls ‘the poorest or smallest library that is tolerable’: Bible, 
concordance, commentary, catechisms, something on the doctrines of the 
gospel, and ‘as many affectionate practical English writers as you can get.’ 
He names some sixty, all but three of them Puritans, and then repeats: ‘as many 
as you can get.’ It is this literature, to which Baxter himself contributed so much 
(his Directory, Saints Everlasting Rest, Call to the Unconverted, Life of Faith, 
Dying Thoughts, and a great deal more), that concerns us now.”   

b.  “What was in these books? Sermons, mostly, expounding Scripture by the 
characteristic Puritan method of ‘doctrine, reason and use’ – proposition, 
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confirmation, and application. But the sermons were linked to form treatises, 
for the Puritans took much latitude in developing the various lines of thought, 
theological and applicatory, that their passage suggested, and might ‘stand on’ a 
text for weeks together while they drew these out. The writers were called 
‘affectionate’ and ‘practical’ because on paper, just as in the pulpit, they used 
words in a way calculated not merely to inform, but to make men feel the force 
of truth and to show them how they should respond to it. The contents of these 
homiletic treatises may be generally described, in John Downame’s words, 
as ‘that part of Divinity. . . which consisteth more in experience and 
practice, than in theory and application, and more principally tendeth to the 
sanctification of the heart, than the informing of the judgement and the 
increasing of knowledge; and to the stirring up of all to the practice of that 
they know in the duties of a godly life, and in bringing forth the fruits of 
faith in new obedience. . . .’ Specific categories of Puritan books include the 
following:   
(i)  “Evangelistic books, dealing with sin and redemption, repentance and 

faith, conversion and regeneration.    
(a)  “‘It hath been one of the glories of the Protestant Religion, that it 

revived the Doctrine of saving Conversion, and of the new creature 
brought forth thereby,’ wrote Thomas Goodwin and Philip Nye in 
1656 in their preface to Thomas Hooker’s The Application of 
Redemption; ‘but in a more eminent manner, God hath cast the honour 
hereof upon the Ministers and Preachers of this Nation, who are 
renowned abroad for their more accurate search into and discoveries 
hereof.’ Puritan theology has indeed been called a theology of regeneration 
because of its pervasive orientation upon this theme. Many books deal with 
it directly. To name a few for many: John Rogers’ The Doctrine of Faith 
(1627), Ezekiel Culverwell’s Treatise on Faith (1623), Perkins’ Treatise of 
the Nature and Practice of Repentance (1593), Richard Sibbes’ Bruised 
Reed (1630), William Whateley’s The New Birth (1618), and John Flavel’s 
Method of Grace (1681), all debouching [issuing] in exhortation and 
invitation to seek the Lord while he may be found. In addition, Puritan 
writers invented the ‘wakening persuasive’, what we should call the 
evangelistic tract if ‘tract’ is an allowable word for books of forty thousand 
words! Richard Baxter's Call to the Unconverted to Turn and Live. . . 
from the Living God (1658), which sold 20,000 copies in a year and was 
translated into French, Dutch and Red Indian, was the pioneer work here, 
followed by Joseph Alleine’s Alarm to the Unconverted (1672) which 
borrowed from Baxter and of which, according to Calamy, 70,000 copies 
were circulated within a generation. Also, as a response to a situation in 
which nominal Christians and ‘gospel hypocrites’ abounded, the Puritans 
wrote much that was designed to crack through their veneer of religiosity 
and alert them to their need of renewing grace. In this class come books 
like Daniel Dyke’s Mystery of Selfe-Deceiving (1614), Thomas Shepard's 
Parable of the Ten Virgins, and Matthew Meade's The Almost Christian: 
or the False-Professor Tried and Cast (1662).”   
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(b)  “Analysis of this corpus of evangelistic writing is not possible here, but it 
can safely be said that in declaring the gospel of God’s free grace in Christ 
the Puritans leave nothing to be desired by the standards of any earlier or 
later age. Their belief, as children of the Reformation, that all the contents 
of Scripture are either law or gospel led them to an extremely rich explo-
ration of both. The occasionally voiced suggestion that there was some-
thing legalistic in their stress on the need for a ‘preparatory work’ of 
contrition and humbling for sin before men can close with Christ is quite 
false: the only point they were making (and, admittedly, sometimes labour-
ing, as the needs of their readers required) was that, because fallen man is 
naturally in love with sin, it is psychologically impossible for him to 
embrace Christ whole-heartedly as a Saviour, not just from sin’s penalty 
but from sinning itself, until he has come to hate sin and long for deliver-
ance from it.  The ‘preparatory work’ is simply the creating of this state of 
mind. On the whole the Puritan account of conversion as a work of man 
turning to God which is also a work of God turning man to himself seems 
to mirror exactly what the New Testament says.”   

 
(ii)  “Casuistic books, spelling out the standards of conduct set in God’s law 

so that Christians might be able to live with a good conscience, knowing 
that they were doing God’s will. The century that followed the Reformation 
was a great age of ‘case-divinity’ among both Romans and Protestants, but 
whereas Jesuit casuistry was guidance for the priest in the confessional, that of 
the Puritans was for the ordinary Christian in everyday life. Perkins was the 
pioneer here, systematically reforming the medieval heritage on conscience 
and good works by the Bible; most of the contents of the three folio volumes 
of his works (1616-1618) prove on inspection to be ‘case-divinity’. Baxter’s 
massive Directory sums up two generations of work in this field, and between 
Perkins and Baxter lie abundance of smaller books like the Plaine and 
Familiar Exposition of the Ten Commandments by John Dod and Thomas 
Cleaver (1603) (nineteen editions in thirty-two years), and many treatments of 
particular areas where problems of right conduct arose then, as they arise now 
(marriage and the family; work; the occult; the use of wealth; the stewardship 
of truth, etc). All this material remains enormously impressive in the depth of 
its insight into both biblical teaching and the paralogisms of the human heart.”   

(iii)  “Paraenetic books, written to ‘comfort’ (i.e., strengthen and encourage), 
and to give the Christian both motives and resources for ‘cheerful 
obedience’ on a basis of ‘triumphing assurance’. Into this category fall 
countless volumes ‘opening’ themes of the gospel – the love of God, the 
work of Christ, the renewing ministry of the Spirit, and the commitment 
to save made to the believer by all three Persons of the Trinity in the 
covenant of grace. I venture to affirm that the richness of these treatments is 
still unparalleled, however antiquated and unwieldy their form. In this 
category also come books dealing directly with assurance, books designed to 
help Christians in states of anxiety, morbidity, and dryness (‘desertion’) to 
discern the genuineness of their faith in face of feelings of desperation and the 
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reality of their standing in grace in face of temptations to conclude themselves 
lost. These books were written because throughout the Puritan period there 
were many troubled souls who needed help of this kind. In many minds the 
questions ‘What must I do to be saved?’ ‘Am I among the elect?’ and ‘Am I in 
a state of grace?’ were unhelpfully tangled up with each other, and one of the 
chief strengths of Puritan pastoral writing, as of Puritan pastoral dealing, was 
the skill with which these questions were separated and confusions about them 
sorted out. The pioneer work here was Perkins’ Treatise Tending unto a 
Declaration whether a man be in the estate of Damnation or in the estate of 
Grace and if he be in the first, how he may in time come out of it; if in the 
second, how he may discern it, and persevere in the same to the end (1586); 
the classic treatment was perhaps The Christian's Great Interest by the 
Scotsman, William Guthrie, which John Owen much admired.”   

 
c.  “Such, in brief, was Puritan devotional literature. We could use Bunyan’s 

Pilgrim’s Progress as a pictorial index to its scope and contents. William Haller, 
who wrote in 1938 what is still the best introduction to it, speaks of its 
‘extraordinary vitality’, and there is an abundance of contemporary testimonies to 
its usefulness. Baxter himself records how when he was about fifteen 

 
a poor pedlar came to the door. . . . And my father bought of him Dr. 
Sibbes’ Bruised Reed. This. . . opened the Love of God to me, and gave me 
a livelier apprehension of the Mystery of Redemption, and how much I 
was beholden to Jesus Christ. . . . After this we had a Servant that had a 
little Piece of Mr. Perkins’s Works (of Repentance, and the right Art of 
Living and Dying Well, and the Government of the Tongue): And the 
reading of that did further inform me, and confirm me. . . the reading of 
Mr. Ezek. Culverwell's Treatise of Faith did me much good, and many 
other excellent Books, were made my Teachers and Comforters: And the 
use that God made of Books, above Ministers, to the benefit of my Soul, 
made me somewhat excessively in love with good Books. . . . I remember 
in the beginning how savoury to my reading was Mr. Perkins’s short 
Treatise of the Right Knowledge of Christ crucified, and his Exposition of 
the Creed; because they taught me how to live by Faith on Christ.”   

 
d.  “This is one sample testimony for many that might be given. The literature as a 

whole is remarkably homogeneous, and its purpose is constant – to induce faith, 
repentance, assurance, and joyful zeal in the life of pilgrimage, conflict and good 
works to which the saints are called; in other words, to create and sustain a 
spiritual condition for which personal revival is the truly appropriate name.”   

 
3.  “The two facts we have so far looked at, namely, the centrality of revival in Puritan 

purpose and personal revival as the focus of Puritan literature, lead on to the third, 
which is this: the ministry of Puritan pastors under God brought revival. Only in 
these terms can the remarkable blessing that increased through the seventeenth 
century till the Restoration be adequately described.”   
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a.  “The pattern for Puritan ministry was set by the Scriptures and the Prayer Book 
ordinal, which describes clergy as called ‘to be messengers, watchmen and 
stewards of the Lord; to teach, and to premonish, to feed and provide for the 
Lord’s family; to seek for Christ’s sheep that are dispersed abroad. . . .’ From the 
hagiological records of Puritan ministers and from the ideals set out in Baxter’s 
Reformed Pastor (to look no further) we can see clearly enough how this calling 
was understood and discharged. Many of the pastors were men of great gifts and 
great unction, whose preaching was ‘powerful’ in every sense and whose 
counselling ministry as ‘physicians of the soul’ transformed many deranged 
lives. To illustrate this, and the way in which over the years the fruits of faithful 
ministry increased, here are glimpses of three of these men in action.”   
(i)  “Richard Greenham, a pastoral pioneer, was incumbent of Dry Drayton, 

seven miles from Cambridge, from 1570 to 1590. He worked extremely hard. 
He rose daily at four and each Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday 
preached a sermon at daybreak, to catch his flock before they dispersed into 
the fields; then on Sunday he preached twice, and in addition catechised the 
children of the parish each Sunday evening and Thursday morning. Mornings 
he studied, afternoons he visited the sick or walked out into the fields ‘to 
confer with his Neighbours as they were at Plough’. In his preaching, Henry 
Holland, his biographer tells us, ‘he was so earnest, and took such 
extraordinary pains, that his shirt would usually be as wet with sweating, as if 
it had been drenched with water, so that he was forced, as soon as he came out 
of the Pulpit to shift himself. . . .’ He was a pastoral counsellor of uncommon 
skill. ‘Having great Experience and an excellent Faculty to relieve and 
comfort distressed Consciences,’ writes Holland, ‘he was sought to, far and 
near, by such as groaned under spiritual Afflictions and Temptations. . . the 
fame of this spiritual Physician so spread abroad that he was sent for to very 
many, and the Lord was pleased so far to bless his labours that by his 
knowledge and experience many were restored to joy and comfort.’ His 
friends hoped he would write a book on the art of counselling, but he never 
did; nonetheless, he passed on a great deal of his lore to others by word of 
mouth. In a letter to his bishop he described his ministry as ‘preaching Christ 
crucified unto my selfe and Country people’, and the contents of his 
posthumously published Works (a small folio of over 800 pages) bear this out. 
Yet, for all his godliness, insight, evangelical message and hard work, his 
ministry was virtually fruitless. Others outside his parish were blessed through 
him, but not his own people. ‘Greenham had pastures green, but flocks full 
lean’ was a little rhyme that went round among the godly. ‘I perceive noe 
good wrought by my ministry on any but one family’ was what, according to 
Holland, he said to his successor. In rural England in Greenham’s day, there 
was much fallow ground to be broken up; it was a time for sowing, but the 
reaping time was still in the future.”   

(ii)  Now we move on to look at Richard Fairclough, Rector (from 1647 to 
1662) of Mells, a village in Somerset, and a friend of the great John Howe, 
who preached his funeral sermon, as Fairclough had requested in his will. 
From Howe's Sermon come the following sentences. 
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It was soon observed what a star had risen. . . which made an obscure 
country village soon become a most noted place; from sundry miles about, 
thither was the great resort, so that I have wondered to see so thronged an 
auditory as I have sometimes had the opportunity to observe. . . that did 
usually attend his most fruitful ministry. And O how hath that congregation 
been wont to [habitually] melt under his holy fervours! His prayers, 
sermons and other ministerial performances had that strange pungency, 
quickness and authority with them, at some times; that softness, gentleness, 
sweetness, alluringness at others; that one would think it scarce possible to 
resist the spirit and power wherewith he spake. And the effect did in a 
blessed measure correspond; they became a much enlightened, knowing, 
judicious, reformed . . . religious people. His labours here were almost 
incredible. Beside his usual exercises on the Lord’s day, of praying, 
reading the Scriptures, preaching, catechising, administering the 
sacraments. . . he usually five days in the week, betimes in the morning, 
appeared in public, prayed and preached an expository lecture upon some 
portion of the Holy Scriptures. . . he always had a considerable 
congregation. . . . Yet he also found time, not only to visit the sick (which 
opportunities he caught at with great eagerness) but also, in a continual 
course, all the families within his charge; and personally and severally to 
converse with everyone that was capable, labouring to understand the 
present state of their souls, and applying himself to them in instructions, 
reproofs, admonitions, exhortations and encouragements, suitable thereto; 
and he went through all with the greatest facility and pleasure imaginable; 
his whole heart was in his work. Every day, for many years together, he 
used to be up by three in the mornings, or sooner, and to be with God 
(which was his dear delight) when others slept. . . .”   

 
The lifestyle was essentially the same as with Greenham: but now the harvest 
was starting to come.”   
 

(iii)  “Finally, we glance at Richard Baxter, who ministered at Kidderminster 
from 1641 to 1660, with a five-year break during the Civil War. Kidder-
minster was a town of some 2,000 adults, and most of them, it seems, were 
converted under his ministry. He found them, he tells us, ‘an ignorant, rude 
and revelling people, for the most part. . . they had hardly ever had any lively 
serious preaching among them.’ But his ministry was wonderfully blessed.   

 
When I first entered on my labours I took special notice of everyone 
that was humbled, reformed or converted; but when I had laboured 
long, it pleased God that the converts were so many, that I could not 
afford time for such particular observations. . . families and 
considerable numbers at once. . . came in and grew up I scarce knew 
how.   
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Here is Baxter's retrospect of what went on.   
 

The Congregation was usually full, so that we were fain to build five 
Galleries after my coming thither. . . . The Church would have held 
about a thousand without the galleries. Our private Meetings were also 
full. On the Lord's Days there was no disorder to be seen in the 
Streets, but you might hear an hundred Families singing Psalms and 
repeating Sermons, as you passed through the Streets. In a word, when 
I came thither first, there was about one Family in a Street that 
worshipped God and called on His Name, and when I came away there 
were some streets where there was not past one Family in the side of a 
Street that did not so; and that did not by professing serious Godliness, 
give us hopes of their sincerity. And those Families that were the 
worst, being Inns and Alehouses (sic) usually some persons in each 
House did seem to be religious. . . . When I set upon Personal Con-
ference and Catechising them, there were very few families in all the 
Town that refused to come. . . . [Baxter asked them to call on him at 
his home.] And few families went from me without some tears, or 
seemingly serious promises of a Godly Life.   

 
What Baxter refers to here is the practice which he describes and commends 
in The Reformed Pastor, and which, as we heard from Howe, Fairclough also 
followed, of systematically interviewing families for the purpose of personal 
spiritual dealing. Baxter met families in this way at the rate of seven or eight a 
day, two days a week, so as to get through all 800 families in the parish every 
year. ‘I first heard them recite the words of the catechism [the Westminster 
Shorter Catechism was the one he used], and then examined them about the 
sense, and lastly urged them with all possible engaging reason and vehemency 
to answerable affection and practice. I spent about an hour with a family.’ His 
testimony to the value of this practice is emphatic. ‘I find we never took the 
rightest course to demolish the kingdom of darkness till now. . . . I find more 
outward signs of success with most. . . than of all my public preaching to 
them.’   

 
His retrospect continues: 

 
Some of the Poor men did competently understand the Body of Divin-
ity. . . . Some of them were so able in Prayer, that very few Ministers 
did match them. . . . Abundance of them were able to pray very 
laudably with their Families, or with others. The temper of their 
Minds, and the innocency of their lives was much more laudable than 
their Parts [abilities]. The Professors of serious Godliness, were 
generally of very humble Minds and Carriage. . . . 

 
And, writing in 1665, he was able to say that despite intense anti-Puritan 
pressure exerted against them during the years since he left them, ‘not one, 
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that I hear of . . . are fallen off, or forsake their Uprightness.’ His final 
comment is: ‘O, what am I . . . that God should thus abundantly encourage 
me, when the Reverend Instructors of my youth, did labour Fifty years 
together in one place, and could scarcely say they had Converted one or two 
of their Parishes!’ But by the Interregnum the long-awaited time of harvest 
had come. My final comment is: was not this revival?   

 
In that connection, Baxter's comment on religion in the Cromwellian period is 
of deep interest. It was written in 1665. 

 
I must bear this faithful Witness to those times, that as far as I was 
acquainted, where before there was one godly profitable Preacher, 
there was then six or ten; and taking One Place with another, I 
conjecture there was a proportionable increase of truly godly People. . 
. where the Ministers had excellent parts, and holy lives, and thirsted 
after the good of Souls, and wholly devoted themselves, their time and 
strength and estates thereunto, and thought no pains or cost too much, 
there abundance were converted to serious Godliness. . . . God did so 
wonderfully bless the Labours of his unanimous faithful Ministers, that 
had it not been for the Faction of the Prelatists . . . and the Factions of 
the giddy and turbulent Sectaries . . . together with some laziness and 
selfishness in many of the Ministry, I say, had it not been for these 
Impediments, England had been like in a quarter of an Age to have 
become a Land of Saints, and a Pattern of Holiness to all the World, 
and the unmatchable Paradise of the Earth. Never were such fair 
opportunities to sanctifie a Nation, lost and trodden underfoot, as have 
been in this Land of late! Woe be to them that were the causes of it. 
[He is referring to the wretched events that followed the Restoration.)”   

 
b.  “I defined my task in this study as one of making credible the claim that Puritanism 

was a movement of revival. I believe that the evidence I have adduced does that. 
Further study of the Puritan ministry in seventeenth-century England, along the lines 
of Irvonwy Morgan's book, The Godly Preachers of the Elizabethan Church, would, 
I think, warrant the conclusion that in the middle of that century a work of grace 
was in progress in England that was every whit as potent and deep as its better-
known counterpart a hundred years later [The Great Awakening]. Certainly, the 
understanding of the gospel and the principles of its ministry in the two periods was 
identical, apart from the private oddities of John Wesley's theology, which he 
miscalled Arminianism out of deference to the Wesley family tradition but which is 
better categorised as inconsistent Calvinism. Recent studies of the evangelical 
revival have highlighted its debt to Puritanism; and it was Whitefield, the friend of 
that pure Puritan born out of due time, Jonathan Edwards, who wrote, as we saw, 
in 1767: ‘For these thirty years past I have remarked, that the more true and 
vital religion hath revived either at home or abroad [he means in Britain or 
America], the more the good old Puritanical writings . . . have been called for.’ 
Interestingly, it was also Whitefield who wrote in his diary in 1743 of his visit to 
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Kidderminster: ‘I was greatly refreshed to find what a sweet savour of good Mr. 
Baxter's doctrine, works and discipline remained unto this day.’ The Puritan 
and evangelical movements need to be studied together; their links with each other 
are much stronger and more numerous than is sometimes realised. The great 
difference, of course, is that whereas after two generations the evangelical revival 
became socially acceptable, the men of the Restoration systematically scattered and 
stamped out the fires of Puritan Christianity, as part of their public rejection of the 
revolutionary order. Further study would, I think, confirm Baxter's judgement, based 
as it was on a far fuller knowledge of the state of religion in England in the 1650s 
than we yet have, ‘Never were such fair opportunities to sanctifie a Nation lost and 
trodden under foot.’”   

c.  “To be sure, nothing happened in Puritan England quite so spectacular as the 
Sixmilewater revival in Antrim in the 1620s, that ‘bright and hot sun-blink of the 
gospel’ as Robert Fleming called it, when crazy James Glendinning preached the 
law and struck men down thereby without knowing how to preach the gospel, so 
that Robert Blair and others had to do it for him; nor anything as overwhelming as 
that Monday in 1631 at the Kirk o' Shotts when for an hour and a half diffident John 
Livingstone preached as he never preached again, either before or after, and persons 
testified afterwards that they had been converted or at least had their Christian lives 
transformed by the power that attended his words. There was, to be sure, that 
unforgettable lecture day at Dedham, some time in the 1620s, when the great John 
Rogers bore down on his 500 hearers for neglecting the Bible:   

 
He personates God to the people, telling them, ‘Well, I have trusted you so 
long with my Bible. . . it lies in such and such houses all covered with dust 
and cobwebs; you care not to listen to it. Do you use my Bible so? Well, you 
shall have my Bible no longer.’ And he takes up the Bible from his cushion, 
and seemed as if he were going away with it and carrying it from them, but 
immediately turns again and personates the people to God, falls down on his 
knees, cries and pleads most earnestly. ‘Lord, whatever thou dost to us, take 
not thy Bible from us; kill our children, burn our houses, destroy our goods, 
only spare us thy Bible, take not away thy Bible’. And then he personates 
God again to the people: ‘Say you so? Well I will try you a while longer; and 
here is my Bible for you, I will see how you will use it, whether you will love 
it more. . . observe it more. . . practice it more, and live more according to 
it.’ 
 

And at this point, so Thomas Goodwin, who was there, told John Howe, whose 
words I have been quoting, the entire churchful of people dissolved in tears, and 
Goodwin himself  ‘when he got out. . . was fain to hang a quarter of an hour on the 
neck of his horse weeping before he had power to mount; so strange an impression 
was there upon him, and generally upon the people, upon having been expostulated 
with for the neglect of the Bible.’ Generally, however, the Puritan revival seems to 
have been a comparatively quiet and orderly work, apart from the fanaticism that 
boiled out of it during the 1640s and 1650s when it was at its height.”   
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3.  “Further light on the Puritan revival would come from a study of Puritan theology, in 
particular its unprecedented interest in and concentration on the ministry of the Holy 
Spirit; and also from a review of Puritan worship, with its stress on ‘heart-work’, 
spontaneity, the singing of hymns and psalms, free Spirit-prompted prayer marked by 
‘familiarity’, ‘fullness’ and ‘affection’, and the ‘plain, pressing, downright’ preaching 
of sin and grace which would ‘rip up’ the conscience and then pour in gospel balm. 
Puritan theology and worship, as they developed, showed increasingly their character 
as both products and adjuncts of revival. Further exploring of the annals of Puritan 
ministry would also throw fresh light on the movement, as was said above. It would, 
for instance, be fascinating to learn more about men like Elkanah Wales, of Pudsey, 
who ‘was reckoned the most successful Preacher in Converting Souls, in the whole 
Country’, though, as with Greenham and so many more since, ‘more among 
Strangers and Occasional Hearers, than his own People’ ; or about the itinerant 
Henry Oasland of Bewdley, ‘Who Rode About from Place to Place, Preaching 
fervently and winning many Souls to God’; or Thomas Tregoss of St Mabe in 
West Cornwall, who ‘Dated his Conversion, after he had been some time in the 
Ministry. . . and a sufferer for Nonconformity too; or about Samual Annesley, 
John Wesley's maternal grandfather, whom Parliament ‘intruded’ into Cliffe 
(Kent) in place of a minister who had been scandalous but popular, and whose 
congregation, resenting the change, attacked him ‘with Spits Forks and Stones; 
threatening him with Death’, whereupon he promised to leave them as soon as they 
were ready to accept another minister of his own type, and who after ‘the People were 
greatly Reform’d, and his Labours had marvellous Success’ kept his word and went, 
‘least any seeming Lightness of his might prove a Scandal to his Young Converts’; or 
about Thomas Lye, the children’s evangelist, who was remembered for more than 
forty years after his ministry ceased for ‘his excellent Knack of Catechising 
Young Ones, whom he by many Artifices entic'd to delight in the getting 
Knowledge in the best things’. These men (and there were literally hundreds like 
them) were revival ministers working in revival times, and their stories would take us 
to the very heart of the Puritan movement. But this book would then be far too long. 
However, my point has been made, and now I have done.”   

 
*Taken from J. I. Packer’s book, A Quest for Godliness:  The Puritan Vision of the 
Christian Life, pp. 35-48.   


