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Unit 5. The Puritans 

Reflection 
 

What comes to mind when you hear the word ‘Puritan’? 

 

Puritan types 
 
Let us begin by getting our heads around the identity of this group known as ‘the Puritans.’ 
No prior knowledge shall be assumed here, but we hope that you will be encouraged to 
expand your knowledge of this phenomenal and hugely significant group of Christians. 
Once again, we shall have to overlook much of the Puritan heritage while we narrow our 
focus to their contribution to mission. 
 
Though intended as a term of abuse, ‘Puritan’ described those who believed that the 
Reformation in England had not gone far enough. These people believed in the need to 
achieve a new, biblically informed church. The history of Puritanism is rather complicated, 
so that the term is useful only up to a point. This in part stems from there being four broad 
types of Puritans: 
 
• Separatists: though sharing many of the theological convictions of classical 

Puritanism, these are not always viewed as authentically ‘Puritan’ because they 
rejected the idea of a State church, calling for its dissolution. 

• Anglicans: these were the first Puritans proper, and were zealous for the reform of the 
Church of England under the Word of God. They were happy for bishops to be in place, 
but wanted to rid the Church of all ‘popery.’ 

• Presbyterians: wanted to follow the system already in place in Scotland by getting rid 
of the bishops. 

• Independents: became known as Congregationalists, similar to Separatists but 
distinct from them for many years. 

 
A potted history 
 
The following serves as a context for the period of the Puritans’ work, and the reasons for 
these actions. This should also help us to understand something of current church 
structures and theological emphases in the English-speaking world. 
 
Henry VIII (1509-1547) 
 
The English Reformation began during Henry VIII’s reign. Protestant ideas from 
Wittenberg spread rapidly throughout Europe, reaching England in this period. Without 
theological conviction of his own, the English monarch used the pretence of religious 
reform as an opportunity to break with the Roman Catholic Church so that he could legally 
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divorce, remarry and hopefully produce a male heir. Thus, the main impetus of the 
Reformation did not begin with gospel convictions. 
 
Edward VI (1547-1553) 
 
It was during the reign of Henry VIII’s sickly son, Edward VI, that Archbishop Thomas 
Cranmer (1489–1556) acted as the theologian of the English Reformation. He introduced 
the theology of Luther and Calvin into the English Church around 1550.  
 
Mary Tudor (1553-1558) 
 
During the ‘bloody’ reign of Mary Tudor, the Latin Mass was reinstated, and English 
allegiance to the Roman Pope was enforced. This resulted in about 270 Protestant 
martyrs, including Thomas Cranmer. 
 
Queen Elizabeth (1558-1603) 
 
When Queen Elizabeth (1533-1603) came to the throne in 1558, many who had fled to 
Europe in order to escape persecution under Mary — the ‘Marian exiles’ — returned to 
England with hopes of continuing the reforms which had begun under Edward VI. 
Elizabeth introduced Acts of Uniformity (1659–1662), which made it a legal obligation for 
people to attend Church of England services and standardised the form of services in the 
Book of Common Prayer. She appointed some of the Marian exiles to positions of 
influence. But many felt that her Acts of Uniformity left the Church only ‘half reformed.’ The 
Queen had failed to rid England of the clerical vestments, with ceremonies remaining 
Catholic in form. Greatly preferring uniformity throughout her land, she demanded strict 
observance of Cranmer’s Book of Common Prayer and his Articles of Religion. This 
preoccupation with a uniform structure in Elizabeth’s Acts could not satisfy the Puritans’ 
longing for the Bible to be preached in its purity, as was happening in the great Reformed 
churches around Europe.  
 
Thomas Cartwright (1535–1603) was a Puritan who was horrified by the immoral and 
incompetent clergy whom the English bishops tolerated. Through his Cambridge lectures 
in 1570, Cartwright convinced many that the road to reform required the more disciplined 
Presbyterian model practised in Geneva. His calls for reform and abolition of the 
episcopacy were significant in the theological fracture which was developing in the English 
church.  
 
By 1586, a Book of Discipline began to circulate quietly among concerned ministers. 
This outlined new patterns for public worship that ensured the preaching of the word 
and proper administration of the sacraments. Unlike Cranmer’s Book of Common 
Prayer and Articles of Religion, these were not received texts or official documents, 
which led to ongoing tension over its use. 
 
Once Elizabeth overcame the international threat of Catholicism by defeating the Spanish 
Armada in 1588, she turned her attention again to reinforce conformity within the English 
Church with renewed vigour: for the sake of national stability, she wanted commonality of 
religion. To carry out her vision, she created a Court of High Commission under 
Archbishop John Whitgift (1530–1604). He suspended hundreds of clergy, accusing them 
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of sedition and disloyalty against the Queen’s rule in her Act Against Puritans (1593). 
There was thus strong opposition to these ‘Puritan’ men of conviction, whose purpose was 
to reform the church under the word of God. Some of the ejected ministers continued 
preaching in lectureships sponsored by sympathetic Puritan gentry, while a few began to 
gather congregations in private homes.  
 
Although Elizabeth successfully ended any organised efforts to reform the Church from 
within itself, a ‘spiritual brotherhood’ of reform-minded ministers continued to flourish. This 
was especially true in Cambridge, the hotbed of Puritanism, where students flocked to 
hear the sermons of William Perkins (1558–1602). During his ministry at Great St Andrews 
Church, Perkins kept the university press busy printing his books on reformed theology 
and practical divinity that were eagerly read throughout England. This was informal, unable 
to reform the church in any significant way. Yet many of the practical and theological 
changes developed during this period. 
 
James I (1603-1625) 
 
The ascension of James I in England revived Puritan hopes for further reforms. However, 
although James had a Presbyterian upbringing, he was not convinced of 
Presbyterianism. Nevertheless, around 1000 ministers formally presented their requests 
to the new king in The Millenary Petition (1603). In this petition, they appealed for 
changes in the administration of baptism and use of vestments, and argued for the need 
for self-examination before Communion. They desired to see church members 
characterised by godliness. They wanted to replace irresponsible, absent bishops with 
clergy who were able to preach — men who could lead not merely as figureheads, but as 
gospel ministers. They longed for greater restraint in the ecclesiastical courts which had 
the power to excommunicate lay-persons and suspend ministers.  
 
In 1604, James I held a conference at Hampton Court to consider their requests. 
Broadly speaking, he refused them. Nevertheless, he agreed to produce a fresh 
translation of the Bible to assist English preachers, although he did demand that all 
clergy conform to the liturgy and government of the Church of England (as had been the 
case under Elizabeth and Archbishop Whitgift). 
 
To ensure Puritan ministers would not do or preach what they wanted, the king began a 
new campaign of imposing ceremonial conformity among his bishops. As a result, nearly 
90 ministers were suspended from office between 1604 and 1609, including prominent 
Puritan leaders John Robinson (1575–1625; he was the pastor of the ‘Pilgrim Fathers’ 
before they left on the Mayflower) and William Bradford (1589–1657; later one of the 
Mayflower pilgrims and long-term Governor of the Plymouth Colony, Massachusetts). 
Although the Puritan ministers were effectively suspended, they continued to preach with 
the support of influential lay-people and others who remained within the Church of 
England. 
 
Charles I (1625-1649) 
 
Charles’ marriage in 1625 to Henrietta Maria, a devout Catholic, sparked immediate fears 
among Puritan ministers and Parliament that the new king intended to lead England back 
to Rome. Suspicions grew when Charles appointed his trusted adviser, William Laud 
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(1573–1645), as the bishop of London in 1628. For the sake of his own agenda (and quite 
apart from any gospel considerations), Laud opposed the authority of the Pope. But he 
reintroduced many Catholic forms of worship and support of Arminian theology, which 
distressed the Puritan clergy. After Charles dissolved Parliament and assumed personal 
rule in 1629, Bishop Laud unleashed a bitter persecution of Puritans. He prohibited the 
preaching of predestination, required all clergy to use the prayer book and clerical dress, 
and ordered that the laity kneel while receiving Communion. 
 
After his appointment as Archbishop of Canterbury in 1633, Laud opposed the observance 
of the Sabbath, which was a distinct mark of Puritanism. In opposition to this, Laud 
threatened to suspend any church that did not read the Book of Sports, a document 
outlining the various sports and recreations which were permissible on Sundays and other 
holy days. Clearly, Laud was a determined adversary of Puritanism, seeing it as a danger 
to the State-controlled church.  
 
Hounded by Laud’s agents, many Puritans chose to emigrate either to the Netherlands or 
to the New World during this period. They moved to New England, seeing the possibility of 
establishing a true commonwealth under God. In 1630, John Winthrop (1588–1649) led 
the first great Puritan exodus to Massachusetts aboard the Arbella as part of a seven-ship 
flotilla. During the next decade, some of the most esteemed preachers in England — 
including John Cotton (1595-1652), Thomas Hooker (1586-1647), and Thomas Shepherd 
(1605-1649) — were among the 13,000 emigrants to New England. 
 
The escalation of Laud’s repressive tactics in 1637 proved disastrous for King Charles. His 
barbaric treatment of Puritan non-conformists like William Prynne (1600-1669), whose 
ears were cut off and face branded with hot irons, brought back alarming memories of the 
brutal persecutions against Protestants under Mary Tudor, some hundred years prior. 
From this, civil unrest grew among the Puritans. 
 
Charles I fled London in May 1642. In league with the Scottish Presbyterians and with the 
support of the Puritan clergy, the Parliament rejected Charles’s claim of the divine right of 
kings, plunging the country into civil war. Charles and his cavalier army proved no match 
for the brilliant leadership of Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658) and his New Model Army of 
Puritan soldiers. Parliament arrested Archbishop Laud and executed him for treason in 
1645. John Owen was the chaplain to this army. 
 
After the defeat of the Royalists, Charles I was tried and executed on January 30, 1649. 
Throughout the English Civil War (1642–1648), under the direction of Parliament, over 100 
Puritan leaders assembled at Westminster Abbey to draft a new confession of faith for the 
national Church in 1646. This was the Westminster Confession of Faith, and is regarded 
as the purest expression of Puritan theology. Adopted with minor modifications by both 
Congregationalist and Baptist groups, the Westminster Confession became the basis for a 
new church uniformity: despite differing churchmanship, these different groups shared a 
support for the Christendom model.  
 
From Cromwell to the Act of Toleration (1649-1689) 
 
In spite of the great achievement at Westminster, any semblance of solidarity among 
nonconformists quickly disappeared with the end of the monarchy. After the creation of a 
new Commonwealth, the political tensions between Presbyterians and Independents in 
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Parliament continued to escalate. To avoid political gridlock, Cromwell dissolved 
Parliament in 1653 and ruled the country as Lord Protector until his death in 1658. 
Cromwell’s guarantee of religious freedoms allowed unprecedented growth among nearly 
all religious sects. Independents were promoted to positions of great power within the 
Puritan Commonwealth. John Owen, for example, was appointed Vice Chancellor of 
Oxford, a former Royalist stronghold. 
 
Richard Cromwell’s failed attempt to succeed his father created a complex political crisis 
that led to the restoration of the monarchy in 1660. In spite of promises by Charles II to 
preserve liberty of conscience, Anglican loyalists driven by revenge pressured the king to 
restore religious conformity through a series of acts known as the Clarendon Code, named 
after Lord Chancellor Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon. Thus began the period of dissent 
that resulted in the persecution and imprisonment of many famous Puritan pastors, 
including John Bunyan and Richard Baxter. 
 
In 1662, the Act of Uniformity required Puritan ministers to repudiate their denominational 
ordinations, renounce their oath to the Solemn League and Covenant, and be re-ordained 
under the bishops. Nearly 2000 ministers (a fifth of all the clergy) refused to conform and 
were ejected from their parishes on St Bartholomew’s day, August 24, 1662. The 
Conventicle Act in 1664 banned non-conformists from preaching in the fields or conducting 
services in homes. The Five Mile Act of 1665 prohibited ejected ministers from coming 
within five miles of their former parishes or any city or town. 
 
Sadly, most of the leading Puritans died before persecution lifted, in 1689, through the Act 
of Toleration under William and Mary (joint monarchs from 1689–1694). Banned from 
English churchyards even after their death, many Puritans, including John Bunyan, 
Thomas Goodwin and John Owen, were buried in a special non-conformist cemetery in 
Bunhill Fields, London. By the end of the century, much of the Puritan passion to reform 
the Church of England was redirected into forming various dissenting denominations then 
lawfully permitted by the English government. 
 
Puritans and mission 
 
Throughout this period, a kind of ‘mission’ continued in England, with some using the 
power of state and sword, and others coming with biblical convictions. But their common 
acceptance of the Christendom model affected their view of mission.54 
 
Though the Westminster Confession has no mention of mission or responsibility to the 
world, J. I. Packer has argued that Puritans were evangelists.55 They saw revival take 
place in their ministry. One well-known example is that of Richard Baxter in Kidderminster, 
who wrote The Reformed Pastor as a guide to pastoring one’s flock. Baxter had the habit 
of preaching the word in public, and visiting every household to catechise (which was a 
way of teaching doctrine through questions and answers). He saw what was effectively 
revival: whole households converted under his ministry. During his ministry, the gospel 

                                                
54 Most of the Puritan writings that we have readily accessible — such as those of Owen, J., and Baxter, R., 
— express Christendom views. The Separatists, who are not regarded as part of official Puritanism, did not 
have this church-state position. They wanted the dissolution of the Church of England, but they were the far-
out radicals. 
55 Packer, J. I., A Quest for Godliness: The Puritan Vision of the Christian Life (Crossway, 1994), 291–308 



   

39 
 

39 

became a topic of conversation throughout Kidderminster. Moreover, he wrote a popular 
explanation of the gospel called A Call To The Unconverted, in which he expounds: 
 

God hath blessed with unexpected success beyond all the rest that I have written 
except The Saint’s Rest. In a little more than a year there were about twenty 
thousand of them printed by my own consent and ten thousand since, beside many 
thousands by stolen impression which poor men stole for lucre’s sake. 
 
Through God’s mercy I have had information of about almost whole households 
converted by this small book which I set so light by, and as if all this in England, 
Scotland and Ireland were not mercy enough to me, God (since I was silenced) hath 
sent it over on his message to many beyond the sea; for when Mr [John] Elliot had 
printed all the Bible in the Indians’ language, he next translated this, my Call to the 
Unconverted.56 

 
Like all of us, the Puritans were working within a certain historical context and 
convictional framework. Evangelism and mission for the Puritans consisted of sinners 
coming under the word of God where it was preached. They saw their task as reforming 
the church, rather than extending it: it did not need extending when everyone was 
already within its orbit! England was a Christian country, in spite of their dissatisfaction 
with a number of monarchs. They desired to see the existing apparatus of church used 
for the gospel. 
 
They were gospel men and women, prepared to die for the sake of Jesus’ glory. What we 
must learn from them is the passion for the gospel, and the clarity of the gospel. These 
people were passionate about truth and godliness. They were faithful in their time and 
context, even as we must be. They were evangelistic within this Christendom framework, 
but this meant that they did not necessarily have the concern that they ought to have had 
for those outside Christendom.  

Exercise 
 

Reflect critically on your Christian community and your own belief and practice.  
 

• Do you know any believers who come from outside your cultural context, 
who might be able to alert you to some blind spots in your understanding 
and practice of mission? If not, you may wish to take advantage of our 
unprecedented access to Christian material on the internet. Of course, this 
should be done wisely and in consultation with mature members of your 
Christian community. But it can be a valuable exercise to give us insight 
into where our habits fall short of the gospel. 

 

 
 
                                                
56 Baxter, R., A Call to the Unconverted to Turn and Live (Wilson, Spence & Mawman, 1745) 
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Conclusion 
 
Today, our world is very different from that of the Puritans. Yet our responsibility is the 
same: to be biblically faithful and culturally relevant. We no longer live in Christendom, so 
even if we thought that Christendom was the ideal, we would not be able to employ the 
same methods now as were employed then. Like the Puritans, we need to be prepared to 
pay the price for biblical faithfulness and relevant gospel ministry. The Puritans lost all their 
luxuries; they were prepared to make all sacrifices for their gospel convictions. The 
challenge for us is whether we will do the same. All too often we cling to our own comfort 
— whether it is the area where we live, our level of disposable income, our desire to stay 
in a Christian ghetto, or even to demand that unbelievers come to us where we feel 
comfortable before we speak the gospel to them. May God by his grace grant us the 
desire, the wisdom, and the love to be “all things to all men, that by all possible means we 
might save some” (1 Corinthians 9:22). 

Exercise 
 
Spend some time discussing in your Christian community: 
 
1. What principles can you learn from the Puritans about being engaged in Jesus’ 
Great Commission? 
2. How might you put some of those principles into action in your local context? 
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