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I.  Introduction.   
A.  Last week, we consider Puritan preaching.   

1.  What the Puritans believed regarding it:  The way Christ communicates to His 
church.   

2.  How it came about:  Zwingli’s preaching through Matthew; William Perkins’ 
Art of Prophesying.   

3.  The principles behind it:  primacy of the intellect, the supreme importance of 
preaching, belief in the life-giving power of the Word, belief in the sovereignty 
of the Holy Spirit.   

4.  And what kind of preaching these produced:  expository, doctrinal, orderly, 
popular, Christ-centered, experimental, piercing in its application, powerful in 
its manner.   

 
B.  This evening, we’re going to look at Puritan evangelism.   

1.  The first question we should ask is, Did the Puritans believe in evangelism?   
a.  The word was not actually a part of their vocabulary.  They agreed with 

Calvin that the office of evangelist mentioned in the NT, those who assisted 
the apostles in the work of the Gospel, was now extinct.  But though this was 
the case, we must not conclude they were not concerned with evangelism.   

b.  Many of them preached successfully to the unconverted.   
(i)  Richard Baxter, minister at Kidderminster, is perhaps the only one who 

is widely remembered today.   
(ii)  But that wasn’t the case in the 17th Century.  It was said of Hugh Clark 

that “he begat many Sons and Daughters unto God”; and of John Cotton 
that the Lord crowned, “his Labours with the Conversion of many Souls.”   

 
c.  The Puritans were also the originators of evangelistic literature.   

(i)  Richard Baxter’s Call to the Unconverted, and Joseph Alleine's Alarm 
to the Unconverted, are both outstanding examples.   

(ii) The way they handled the subject of conversion was considered valuable 
by their peers among the Protestants.   

(iii)  Thomas Goodwin and Philip Nye, wrote in their preface to Thomas 
Hooker’s, The Application of Redemption, “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. . . . 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.”   

 
2.  It is the insights the Puritans gained that we’ll consider this evening.   
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II.  Lecture:  Puritan Evangelism.   

A.  There are actually two types of evangelism that have developed in the history of 
Protestantism:  the Puritan and modern varieties.   
1.  Today we’re so used to the modern variety that we hardly recognize the other at 

all.   
a.  The modern type involves converting and consolidating.  Evangelism is seen 

as an intense recruiting period.   
(i)  Special meeting with special preachers are organized distinct from the 

worship service.   
(ii)  In the meetings, everything is aimed at securing a decisive act of faith in 

Jesus Christ.   
(iii)  At the end of the meeting, those who have responded are asked to come 

forward for counseling, or to fill out a card, or to raise their hand as their 
public testimony to their new conviction.   

(iv)  After this, they are directed to local churches as converts.   
 

b.  This is the kind of evangelism that originated with Charles Finney in the 
1820s.   
(i)  He introduced protracted meetings and the “anxious seat,” a pew that was 

left empty where those concerned for their salvation could come at the end 
of the meeting for counseling.  This was the forerunner of the altar call.   

(ii)  At the close of his sermons, Finney would say, “There is the anxious 
seat; come out, and avow determination to be on the Lord's side.”  

(iii)  These were Finney’s so-called “new measures.”   
 

c.  Finney, who had been a schoolmaster and a lawyer, was converted at 29.   
(i)  Afterwards, he went straight into evangelistic work.   
(ii)  He claimed to hold to Edwards’ belief that revivals were periodic 

visitations from God, but questioned Edwards’ view that man cannot 
produce them, as well as Edwards’ belief in the total inability of man – 
that fallen man cannot repent, believe or do anything spiritually good 
without God’s saving grace.   

(iii)  He believed that depravity was universal – that man was constantly 
inclined towards sin – but he was Pelagian in his conviction that everyone 
is able to turn whole-heartedly to God once they are convinced it is the 
right thing to do.   

(iv)  And so he believed the whole work of the Spirit in conversion was to 
impress on the mind the reasons for repenting and surrendering to God.  In 
other words, he believed it amounted to nothing more than moral 
persuasion.  

(v)   Man can always reject these arguments and go to hell in spite of God, 
but the stronger the arguments and persuasives are, the more likely they 
will break down man’s resistance.   

(vi)  And so Finney used every emotion producing means at his disposal to 
get man to change his mind.   
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(vii)  He wrote in his Revival Lectures, “To expect to promote religion 
without excitements is unphilosophical and absurd. . . until there is 
sufficient religious principle in the world to put down irreligious 
excitements, it is vain to try to promote religion, except by 
counteracting excitements. . . . There must be excitement sufficient to 
wake up the dormant moral powers. . . .”   

(viii)  Since everyone can choose to believe in Christ and become a Christian, 
it is the evangelist’s duty to press him to an immediate decision and 
commitment to Christ.   

(ix)  If Finney was right regarding man’s sinful state, then his “new 
measures” would have been correct as well.  B. B. Warfield wrote, “It is 
in such practices that a Pelagian system naturally expresses itself if it 
seeks to become aggressively evangelistic.”   

(x)  But if Finney was wrong, his methods were also wrong, as are the 
majority of those used in the church today.  Not everyone in the church 
today is as Pelagian as Finney, but they still for the most part practice his 
form of evangelism.   

(xi)  Some believe that the ends justify the means, but the truth is that most of 
Finney’s “converts” fell away, as most do today through this method of 
evangelizing.   

(xii)  The statistics given by the Billy Graham Organization were that 2% of 
those who answer the altar call at their meetings actually become members 
of Bible-believing churches.   

 
2.  The Puritans, on the other hand, believed that “the conversion of a sinner is a 

gracious sovereign work of divine power,” and so they evangelized accordingly.   
a.  They believed in effectual calling – the work of the Spirit which accompanies 

the external call of the Gospel.   
(i)  The Puritans, in The Westminster Confession, put it this way:  “All those 

whom God hath predestinated unto life, and those only, He is pleased, 
in His appointed and accepted time, effectually to call, by His Word 
and Spirit, out of that state of sin and death in which they are by 
nature, to grace and salvation by Jesus Christ; enlightening their 
minds spiritually and savingly to understand the things of God; 
taking away their heart of stone, and giving unto them a heart of 
flesh; renewing their wills, and, by His almighty power determining 
them to that which is good; and effectually drawing them to Jesus 
Christ; yet so as they come most freely, being made willing by His 
grace” (10.1).   

(ii)  They also wrote in the Shorter Catechism, “Effectual calling is the 
work of God's Spirit, whereby, convincing us of our sin and misery, 
enlightening our minds in the knowledge of Christ, and renewing our 
wills, he doth persuade and enable us to embrace Jesus Christ, freely 
offered to us in the gospel” (31).   

 
b.  The Puritans believed three things regarding effectual calling:   
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(i)  It is a work of divine grace.  Man cannot do this for himself or for 
someone else.  It is the first thing God does in applying redemption to 
those for whom it was purchased.  It is His giving His Holy Spirit to 
unite the sinner with Jesus Christ, thus essentially raising him to life, 
on the basis of what Christ has done.  It is purely of God’s free mercy 
and grace in Christ.   

(ii)   It is a work of divine power.  It is the Spirit who does this work, 
acting on the mind giving both understanding and conviction, and on 
the heart, changing its character from loving sin to loving God, thus 
“making the sinner both able and willing to respond to the gospel 
invitation.”  And so He persuades the mind (something Arminians and 
Pelagians believe), but does so by changing the heart, giving the sinner the 
ability to embrace what he hears (something they both deny).   
(a)  John Owen writes, “The work of grace in conversion is constantly 

expressed by words denoting a real internal efficacy; such as 
creating, quickening, forming, giving a new heart. . . . Wherever 
the work is spoken of with respect unto an active efficacy, it is 
ascribed unto God. He creates us anew, he quickens us, he begets us 
of his own will; but when it is spoken of with respect to us, there it 
is passively expressed; we are created in Christ Jesus, we are new 
creatures, we are born again, and the like; which one observation is 
sufficient to evert [overthrow] the whole hypothesis of Arminian 
grace.”   

(b)  Thomas Watson wrote, “Ministers knock at the door of men’s 
hearts, the Spirit comes with a key and opens the door.”   

(c)  This work of the Spirit is always effective, it “removeth all obstacles, 
overcomes all oppositions, and infallibly produces the effect intended.”   

(d)  It is irresistible, not because God drags sinners to Christ against their 
wills, but because it changes their hearts so that they come freely.   

(e)  The Puritans took seriously the fact the Bible says man is dead in sin 
(Eph. 2:1), and that he is totally unable to do anything pleasing to God 
(Rom. 8:7).   

(f)  God was the only one strong enough to break the power of sin.  Only 
the One who has life in Himself can raise the spiritually dead to life.   

 
(iii)  Effectual calling is a work of divine freedom.  God alone has the power 

to effect it, when He is pleased to do so.  As Paul writes in Romans 9:16, 
“So then it does not depend on the man who wills or the man who runs, but 
on God who has mercy.”   
(a)  Owen expounds this in his sermon on Acts 16:9, entitled, “A vision of 

unchangeable, free mercy in sending the means of grace to undeserving 
sinners.”  He tells us plainly that God is not only sovereign in where the 
Gospel reaches, but also in whom will respond to it.  He writes, “All 
events and effects, especially concerning the propagation of the gospel, 
and the Church of Christ, are in their greatest variety regulated by 
the eternal purpose and counsel of God. . . .  In this chapter. . . the 
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gospel is forbidden to be preached in Asia or Bithynia; which 
restraint, the Lord by his providence as yet continueth to many parts 
of the world [while] to some nations the gospel is sent. . . as in my text, 
Macedonia; and England. . . .”  Why do only some hear?  And why 
when the Gospel is preached do we see “various effects, some 
continuing in impenitency, others in sincerity closing with Jesus 
Christ? . . . In the effectual working of grace also for conversion and 
salvation. . . whence do you think it takes its rule and determination . . 
. that it should be directed to John, not Judas; Simon Peter, not Simon 
Magus?  Why, only from this discriminating counsel of God from eter-
nity. . . . The purpose of God's election, is the rule of dispensing saving 
grace.”   

(b)  Jonathan Edwards, a New England Puritan, often made the same point.  
In a sermon on Romans 9:18 – “So then He has mercy on whom He 
desires, and He hardens whom He desires – he lists the different ways in 
which God is sovereign in salvation:  “(1) In calling one nation or 
people, and giving them the means of grace, and leaving others 
without them. (2) .. . In the advantages he bestows upon particular 
persons' [e.g., a Christian home, a powerful ministry, direct spiritual 
influences, etc]. . . . . (3) In bestowing salvation on some who have had 
few advantages [e.g., children of ungodly parents, while the children 
of the godly are not always saved]; (4) . . . In calling some to salvation, 
who have been heinously wicked, and leaving others, who have been 
very moral and religious persons. . . . (6) In saving some of those who 
seek salvation and not others [i.e., bringing some convicted sinners to 
saving faith while others never attain to it].”   

(c)  Edwards believed “it is part of the glory of God’s mercy that it is 
sovereign mercy.”  No Puritan preacher stressed the sovereignty of God 
more than Edwards, and yet his preaching was evangelistically fruitful.  
His ministry was used by God more than once to bring and promote 
revival.   

(d)  He once wrote, “I think I have found that no discourses have been 
more remarkably blessed, than those in which the doctrine of God's 
absolute sovereignty, with regard to the salvation of sinners, and his 
just liberty, with regard to answering prayer, and succeeding the 
plans, of natural men, continuing such, have been insisted on.” 

(e)  God’s sovereignty also appears in the time of conversion.  Goodwin 
writes, “the great God for holy and glorious ends, but more especially. 
. . to make appear his love and kindness, his mercy and grace, hath 
ordained it so that many of his elect people should for some time 
remain in a condition of sin and wrath, and then he renews them to 
himself.”  It is not man, but God, who determines when a man will 
believe.   

(f)  God is sovereign in the way sinners are converted.  Sinners must know of 
their sins, be convicted of its guilt and pollution, before they are brought 
to faith – no one comes to Christ savingly who is not first thoroughly 
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convinced that he needs Him.  This is Puritan “preparation” which is often 
misunderstood.  (There must first be contrition, or hatred for and sorrow 
over sin, especially as dishonoring to God and defiling to self, and the 
acknowledgement that salvation is needed.)  A wise preacher will 
therefore press the Law of God onto the sinner’s conscience to show him 
the sinfulness of his sins; then when he is sufficiently concerned, point 
him to the Savior.  This is what a correct understanding of God work in 
sinners will produce by way of preaching.  They would never have told a 
troubled person to stop worrying about their sins and to trust in Christ, 
before they had faced up to the magnitude of their sins.  To do so would 
be to produce a Gospel-hypocrite, of which we have so many today.   

(g)  But we must bear in mind that God is also sovereign in how long 
conversion takes.  He does not convert anyone without preparing them as 
we’ve seen.  But He does this in a variety of ways.  Goodwin writes, “God 
breaketh not all men's hearts alike.”   

(h)  Some are converted quickly; the preparation is done in a moment.  Some 
take much longer, sometimes years before the seeker finds peace in Christ, 
as it was in John Bunyan’s conversion.  There is no set rule how long it 
will take or how intense it will be.  There must be hatred of sin.  God will 
effect the inward call when He chooses.  The counselor’s role is to 
understand what is happening and give appropriate counsel at each stage.   

 
c.  Another thing we need to realize about Puritan evangelism was that they had for 

the most part captive audiences.   
(i)  Church attendance was part of national life in those days, and their 

evangelizing of those present was part of their work of building the whole 
congregation up in Christ.  It consisted of three things:   
(a)  To explain to everyone their great need to be converted and saved.   
(b)  To explain to them the great love of God, that He sent His Son to die 

for sinners, and of Christ, who calls all burdened souls to come to Him 
for salvation.   

(c)  To explain the ups and downs we face as we move from our blissful 
ignorance about our spiritual condition to a knowledgeable, self-
abasing, whole-hearted faith in Jesus Christ.   

 
(ii)  They dealt with this third theme by continually emphasizing four truths:   

(a)  “The duty of receiving Jesus Christ as Saviour and Master; the 
danger of settling in religion for anything less; the impossibility of 
coming to Christ without renewing grace; and the necessity of seeking 
that grace from Christ's own hand.”   

(b)  They exhorted sinners to come to Christ in their pulpits and in their more 
personal dealing, but they didn’t believe sinners necessarily had the ability 
to do so.   
(1)  They didn’t command them to decide for Christ at that moment, or tell 

them they were giving them the opportunity to do so.   
(2)  This was Finney’s greatest weakness – believing that it was in 
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everyone’s power to accept Christ at any moment.  He equated the 
immediate response the Gospel requires with instant conversion on the 
part of those who seemed to do so.  The result was a crop of false 
conversions.   

(3)  Fruit shouldn’t be picked before it is ripe.  The long term effect of this 
kind of evangelism is barrenness.  It wasn’t for nothing that the areas 
Finney first worked were later called “the burned-over district.”  Those 
who experienced his Gospel were less apt to be interested in it, since 
they tried it and it didn’t do anything for them.   

 
d.  Why does modern evangelism produce any fruit?   

(i)  After all, Billy Graham has been using a modified form of Finney’s 
evangelism for years, and it has yielded some fruit – the 2% we heard about 
earlier.   

(ii)  Packer is undoubtedly right when he says, “Modern evangelism will always 
depend for its fruitfulness, under ordinary circumstances, on the prior 
exposure of the audience it gathers to evangelism of the Puritan type-longer-
term, broader-based, deeper-digging, church-, community- and friendship-
centred, oriented more to worship and less to entertainment.  Modern 
evangelism is only likely to reap where Puritan evangelism has first sowed.”   

(iii)  Billy Graham’s organization stated that of the 2% that were genuinely 
converted and established in Bible-believing churches, 98% of them were 
invited by friends who had been inviting them to church and ministering the 
Gospel to them over a prolonged period of time.   

 
B.  An example of Puritan evangelism:  Richard Baxter.   

1.  Of course, principles are more powerful when we see living examples; and we 
have one sterling example in the life and ministry of Richard Baxter at 
Kidderminster.   

2.  Who was Richard Baxter?   
a.  Who’s Who gives this listing, “BAXTER, Richard, gentleman; born 12 

November 1615, at Rowton, Salop; educated at Donnington Free School, 
Wroxeter, and privately; ordained deacon by Bishop of Worcester, 
Advent 1639; head of Richard Foley's School, Dudley, 1639; curate of 
Bridgnorth, 1639-40; parish lecturer at Kidderminster, 1641-42; army 
chaplain at Coventry, 1642-45, and with Whalley's regiment (New Model 
Army), 1645-47; vicar of Kidderminster 1647-61; at Savoy Conference, 
1661; lived privately in or near London, 1662-1691 (Moorfields, 1662-63, 
Acton 1663-69, Totteridge 1669-73, Bloomsbury 1673-85, Finsbury 1686-
91); married Margaret Charlton (1636-81), 1662; imprisoned for one 
week at Clerkenwell, 1669, for twenty-one months at Southwark, 1685-
86; died 8 December 1691; author of The Saints' Everlasting Rest (1650), 
The Reformed Pastor (1656), A Call to the Unconverted (1658), A Christian 
Directory (1673), and 131 other items printed in his lifetime, also of 
Reliquiae Baxterianae (autobiography, edited M. Sylvester, 1696), five 
other posthumous books and many unpublished treatises; special 
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interests, pastoral care, Christian unity; hobbies, medicine, science, 
history.”   

b.  Packer writes, “Baxter was a big man, big enough to have large faults and 
make large errors. A brilliant cross-bencher, widely learned, with an 
astounding capacity for instant analysis, argument and appeal, he could run 
rings round any one in debate, yet he could not always use his great gifts in 
the best way. In theology, for instance, as we saw earlier, he devised an 
eclectic middle route between the Reformed, Arminian and Roman doctrines 
of grace: interpreting the kingdom of God in terms of contemporary political 
ideas, he explained Christ's death as an act of universal redemption (penal 
and vicarious, but not strictly substitutionary), in virtue of which God has 
made a new law offering pardon and amnesty to the penitent. Repentance and 
faith, being obedience to this law, are the believer's personal saving 
righteousness. Baxter, a Puritan conservative, saw this quaint legalistic con-
struction as focusing both the essential Puritan and New Testament gospel 
and also the common ground with regard to God's grace that the warring 
trinitarian theologies of his day (Calvinist, Arminian, Lutheran, Roman 
Catholic) actually occupied. Others, however, saw that 'Baxterianism' (or 
'Neonomianism', as it was called because of the 'new law' idea at its heart) 
altered the content of the gospel, while its 'political method', if taken seri-
ously, was objectionably rationalistic. Time proved them right; the fruit of the 
seeds which Baxter sowed was Neonomian Moderatism in Scotland and 
moralistic Unitarianism in England.  

c.  “Again, Baxter was a poor performer in public life. Though always respected 
for his godliness and pastoral prowess, and always honestly seeking doctrinal 
and ecclesiastical peace, his combative, judgemental, pedagogic way of 
proceeding with his peers made failure in his pacific purposes a foregone 
conclusion every time. For more than a quarter of a century after the ejections 
of 1662 he was the nonconformists’ chief spokesman, and the 
comprehensivist ideal which he championed was undoubtedly statesmanlike, 
yet Baxter can hardly be called a statesman himself. Granting that his habit of 
total and immediate outspokenness (‘plain dealing’) on all matters of 
theology and ministry was a compulsion of conscience and not just 
compensation for an inferiority complex (in fact, it was probably a bit of 
both), his lifelong inability to see that among equals a triumphalist manner is 
counter-productive was a strange blind spot. That (for instance) in 1669 he 
went to the great John Owen, with whom he had in the past crossed swords 
theologically and politically, in hope of achieving solidarity and co-operation 
with the independent leader in the ongoing church conflict, was typical and 
admirable. That on meeting Owen ‘I told him that I must deal freely with 
him, that when I thought of what he had done formerly, I was much 
afraid lest one that had been so great a breaker would not be made an 
instrument of healing’, though he was glad to see that in his most recent 
book Owen gave up ‘two of the worst of the principles of popularity’, was 
also typical, though perhaps less admirable. But that he was afterwards 
surprised, disappointed and hurt that Owen, while professing goodwill, took 
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no action is surely remarkable! The plain fact is that Baxter insulted people, 
treating them as knaves or fools, and that has never been the way to win 
friends. Whether different behaviour or absence on Baxter’s part could have 
altered any part of the wretched run of events (rejection, ejection, and 
persecution of Puritan pastors) between the Restoration (1660) and the Act of 
Toleration (1689) is doubtful, for passion, interest and distrust ran very high. 
The fact remains, however, that Baxter’s well-meant but censorious 
interventions regularly deepened division, as when in 1690 he published The 
Scripture Gospel Defended to stop Tobias Crisp’s sermons from causing 
trouble and thereby wrecked the ‘Happy Union’ between Presbyterians and 
Independents almost before it had begun.   

d.  “As a pastoral evangelist, however, Baxter was incomparable. His 
achievement at Kidderminster was amazing. England had not before seen a 
ministry like it, and by the late 1650s Baxter was a widely acclaimed role-
model for pastors throughout Puritan England. Kidderminster parish con-
tained about 800 homes and 2,000 adults, most of them in the town itself, and 
Baxter saw himself as spiritually responsible for them all. It appears that the 
majority came to a solid Christian faith under Baxter’s ministrations. How 
did it happen? It has been said that there are three rules for success in the 
pastorate: the first is, teach; the second is, teach; and the third is, teach! 
Baxter is an outstanding instance of a man who observed these rules. A 
schoolmaster by instinct and prior experience, Baxter usually called himself 
his people’s teacher, and teaching was to his mind the minister’s main 
business. So, in a whole series of complementary ways, he gave himself to 
this task.   

e.  “In his regular sermons (one each Sunday and Thursday, each lasting an 
hour) he taught basic Christianity.   

 
‘The thing which I daily opened to them, and with greatest 
importunity laboured to imprint upon their minds, was the great 
fundamental principle of Christianity contained in their baptismal 
covenant, even a right knowledge, and belief of, and subjection and 
love to, God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, and love to all 
men, and concord with the church and one another. . . . The opening 
of the true and profitable method of the Creed (or doctrine of faith), 
the Lord’s Prayer (or matter of our desires), and the Ten 
Commandments (or law of practice), which afford matter to add to 
the knowledge of most professors of religion, [takes] a long time. And 
when that is done they must be led on . . . but not so as to leave the 
weak behind; and so as shall still be truly subservient to the great 
points of faith, hope and love, holiness and unity, which must be still 
[always, constantly] inculcated, as the beginning and end of all.’   
 
“Such was Baxter’s teaching programme in the pulpit.   
 

f.  “In addition, he held a weekly pastor’s forum for discussion and prayer; he 
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distributed Bibles and Christian books (one-fifteenth of each edition of his 
own books came to him free in lieu of royalties for him to give away); and he 
taught individuals through personal counselling and catechising, giving an 
hour to the members of each of seven family units in his own home (seven 
hours altogether) on Monday and Tuesday afternoons and evenings, and so 
getting through nearly all the parish families once a year. (A few families 
refused to visit him for this purpose, but not many.) Christians, he urged, 
should regularly come to their pastor with their problems and let him check 
their spiritual health, and ministers should regularly catechise their entire 
congregations. To upgrade the practice of personal catechising from a 
preliminary discipline for children to a permanent ingredient in evangelism 
and pastoral care for all ages was Baxter’s main contribution to the 
development of Puritan ideals for the ministry; and it was his concern for 
catechising that brought The Reformed Pastor to birth.   

g.  “The members of the Worcestershire Association, the clerical fraternity of 
which Baxter was the moving spirit, had committed themselves to adopt the 
policy of systematic parochial catechising on Baxter’s plan. They fixed a day 
of fasting and prayer, to seek God’s blessing on the undertaking, and asked 
Baxter to preach. When the day came, however, Baxter was too ill to go; so 
he published the material he had prepared, a massive exposition and 
application of Acts 20:28. Because of his forthrightness in rebuking and 
exhorting his fellow-ministers, he called his work Gildas Salvianus, after two 
writers of the fifth and sixth centuries who also had not been mealy-mouthed 
about sin, and added The Reformed Pastor as subtitle. But on the title-page 
of the first edition it is the word ‘Reformed’ in the subtitle that stands out, 
being printed in bigger and bolder type than anything else, and this is surely 
how Baxter wanted it. By ‘Reformed’ he does not mean Calvinistic in 
doctrine (though he was a sort of Calvinist, and wanted others to share his 
beliefs at this point); he means rather renewed and revived in practice. ‘If 
God would but reform the ministry,’ Baxter wrote, ‘and set them on their 
duties zealously and faithfully, the people would certainly be reformed. 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.’ It was 
the ‘rise’ of the ministry in this sense that Baxter sought.   

h.  “The Reformed Pastor is the supreme transcript of Baxter’s heart as a Puritan 
evangelist, and it is dynamite. Evangelism as an expression of Christian love 
through ministerial labour is what it is about, and its spiritual honesty, 
integrity, energy, and straightforwardness are almost unnerving. It is often 
said, quite fairly, that any Christian who seriously thinks that without Christ 
men are lost, and who seriously loves his neighbour, will not be able to rest 
for the thought that all around him people are going to hell, but will lay 
himself out unstintingly to convert others as his prime task in life; and any 
Christian who fails to behave this way undermines the credibility of his faith, 
for if he cannot himself take it seriously as setting priorities for his own 
living, why should anyone else take it seriously as a source of guidance for 
theirs? But The Reformed Pastor silences such thoughts: for here in the 
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person of Richard Baxter we meet a terribly frank and earnest Christian who 
thinks, talks and behaves with perfect consistency at this point, being content 
to accept any degree of discomfort, poverty, overwork, and loss of material 
good, if only souls might be saved. When one knows one is going to be 
hanged in a fortnight, said Dr Johnson, it concentrates the mind wonderfully; 
and when, like Baxter from the time of his majority, one lives with one foot 
in the grave, it imparts an overwhelming clarity both to one’s sense of 
proportion (what matters, and what does not), and also to one’s perception of 
what is and what is not consistent with what one professes to believe.   

 
“‘O sirs,’ cries Baxter to his clerical colleagues (laymen will do well to 
listen, too), ‘surely if you had all conversed with neighbour Death as 
oft as I have done, and as often received the sentence in yourselves, 
you would have an unquiet conscience, if not a reformed life, as to 
your ministerial diligence and fidelity: and you would have something 
within you that would frequently ask you such questions as these: ‘Is 
this all thy compassion for lost sinners? Wilt thou do no more to seek 
and to save them? . . . Shall they die and be in hell before thou wilt 
speak to them one serious word to prevent it? Shall they there curse 
thee for ever that thou didst no more in time to save them?’ Such cries 
of conscience are daily ringing in my ears, though, the Lord knows, I 
have too little obeyed them. . . . How can you choose, when you are 
laying a corpse in the grave, but think with yourselves, “Here lieth the 
body; but where is the soul? and what have I done for it, before it 
departed? It was part of my charge; what account can I give of it?” O 
sirs, is it a small matter to you to answer such questions as these? It 
may seem so now, but the hour is coming when it will not seem so. . .’” 
“Nobody can say that Baxter was not real; and who will question our need 
of such reality today, and in the ministry most of all?   
 

i.  “Then, again, as the book projects reality, so it is a model of rationality in 
relation to evangelism. Baxter is utterly thorough in working out means to his 
end. Like Whitefield and Spurgeon, he knew that men are blind, deaf and 
dead in sin, and only God can convert them; but, again like Whitefield and 
Spurgeon, he knew too that God works through means, and that rational men 
must be approached in rational fashion, and that grace enters by the 
understanding, and that unless all the evangelist does makes for credibility, 
his message is not likely to be used much to convince. So Baxter insisted that 
ministers must preach of eternal issues as men who feel what they say, and 
are as earnest as matters of life and death require; that they must practice 
church discipline, to show they are serious in saying that God will not accept 
sin; and that they must do ‘personal work’, and deal with individuals one by 
one, because preaching alone often fails to bring things home to ordinary 
people. Baxter was very frank on this.   

 
‘Let them that have taken most pains in public, examine their people, 
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and try whether many of them are not nearly as ignorant and careless 
as if they had never heard the gospel. For my part, I study to speak as 
plainly and movingly as I can. . . and yet I frequently meet with those 
that have been my hearers eight or ten years, who know not whether 
Christ be God or man, and wonder when I tell them the history of his 
birth and life and death as if they had never heard it before. . . . But 
most of them have an ungrounded trust in Christ, hoping that he will 
pardon, justify and save them, while the world hath their hearts, and 
they live to the flesh. And this trust they take for justifying faith. I 
have found by experience, that some ignorant persons, who have been 
so long unprofitable hearers, have got more knowledge and remorse 
in half an hour's close discourse, than they did from ten years' public 
preaching. I know that preaching the gospel publicly is the most 
excellent means, because we speak to many at once. But it is usually 
far more effectual to preach it privately to a particular sinner. . . .   
 
“Therefore personal catechising and counselling, over and above preach-
ing, is every minister’s duty: for this is the most rational course, the best 
means to the desired end. So it was in Baxter’s day. Is it not so now?   
 

j.  “One of the unhappy by-products of the institutionalising process that 
produced modern evangelism is the spread of the idea that evangelising is a 
special skill, confined to a minority. Granted, some pastors are used by God 
in the ministry of conversion more than others, but Baxter insists that every 
pastor must study the difficult art of winning souls. He writes: 

 
“Alas! How few know how to deal with an ignorant, worldly man, for 
his conversion! To get within him and win upon him; to suit our 
speech to his condition and temper; to choose the meetest subjects, 
and follow them with a holy mixture of seriousness, and terror, and 
love and meekness, and evangelical allurement-oh! who is fit for such 
a thing? I profess seriously, it seems to me, by experience, as hard a 
matter to confer aright with such a carnal person, in order to his 
change, as to preach. . . . All these difficulties in ourselves should 
awaken us to holy resolution, preparation, and diligence. . .”   
 

k.  “Every pastor an evangelist, dealing with individuals about their souls, is 
Baxter’s Puritan formula. Some will do it more fruitfully than others, but it is 
a ministry to which all are called and in which all must engage. This is the 
challenge of Puritan evangelism.   

l.  “The Reformed Pastor faces the modern minister with at least these questions. 
(1) Do I believe the gospel Baxter believed (and Whitefield, and Spurgeon, 
and Paul), the historic biblical gospel of ruin, redemption and regeneration? 
(2) Do I then share Baxter’s view of the vital necessity of conversion? (3) 
Am I then as real as I should be in letting this view of things shape my life 
and work? (4) Am I as rational as I should be in choosing means to the end 
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that I desire, and am charged to seek, namely, the conversion of all the people 
whose pastor I am? Have I set myself, as Baxter set himself, to find the best 
way of creating situations in which I can talk to my people personally, on a 
regular basis, about their spiritual lives? How to do this today would have to 
be worked out in terms of present circumstances, which are very different 
from those Baxter knew and describes; but Baxter's question to us is, should 
we not be attempting this, as a practice constantly and inescapably necessary? 
If he convinces us that we should, it will surely not be beyond us to find a 
method of doing it that suits our situation; where there’s a will, there’s a way! 

m.  “Baxter’s basic principle is that in the life of the church evangelism must be 
a matter of constant priority. He works this out within the clericalist frame of 
reference that the Puritans inherited from the Middle Ages and maintained 
against lay-led anarchy, as they saw it, during the Interregnum (the years 
between the execution of Charles I and the restoration of Charles II to the 
throne; 1642-1660); so naturally he limits his discussion to the pastor’s role, 
and represents evangelistic ministry to the captive congregation and its 
individual members as the pastor’s exclusive responsibility. The evangelism 
Baxter envisages is catechetical and heavily didactic, and that emphasis 
reflects the deep doctrinal ignorance which at that time characterised the lay 
people of semi-rural Worcestershire, apart from some exceptional folk in his 
own congregation. Nowadays, things are different: the churches of the West 
are minority enclaves within secular communities; evangelism focuses on 
those who do not yet come to church; and knowledgeable laymen share in it, 
as they should. In bringing Baxter’s approach to bear on today’s situation we 
must not lose sight of these differences. But the things that Baxter writes 
about-the need for pastors seriously to watch over themselves, and seriously 
to discover and minister to the spiritual needs of each member of their flock, 
taking pains to ensure first and foremost that these members are all 
thoroughly converted and truly regenerate-still apply; and this is where 
evangelism of the Puritan type finds its initial focus, in this or any age.   

n.  “Said G.K. Chesterton: it is not that Christianity has been tried and found 
wanting, but that it has been found hard, and not tried. Are we not compelled 
in honesty to say the same about Puritan evangelism?”   


