
    
      [image: cover image]
    

  
    
      Thank you for downloading this Crossway book.

      Sign up for the Crossway Newsletter for updates on special offers, new resources, and exciting global ministry initiatives:

      Crossway Newsletter

      Or, if you prefer, we would love to connect with you online:

      
         [image: Crossway on Facebook]
         [image: Crossway on Instagram]
         [image: Crossway on Twitter]
         

    

  
    
      The Complete Works of John Owen

    

  
    
      The Complete Works of John Owen

      The Trinity

      Vol. 1  Communion with God

      Vol. 2  The Trinity Defended: Part 1

      Vol. 3  The Trinity Defended: Part 2

      Vol. 4  The Person of Christ

      Vol. 5  The Holy Spirit—His Person and Work: Part 1

      Vol. 6  The Holy Spirit—His Person and Work: Part 2

      Vol. 7  The Holy Spirit—The Helper

      Vol. 8  The Holy Spirit—The Comforter

      The Gospel

      Vol. 9  The Death of Christ

      Vol. 10  Sovereign Grace and Justice

      Vol. 11  Justification by Faith Alone

      Vol. 12  The Saints’ Perseverance: Part 1

      Vol. 13  The Saints’ Perseverance: Part 2

      Vol. 14  Apostasy from the Gospel

      The Christian Life

      Vol. 15  Sin and Temptation

      Vol. 16  An Exposition of Psalm 130

      Vol. 17  Heavenly-Mindedness

      Vol. 18  Sermons and Tracts from the Civil Wars (1646–1649)

      Vol. 19  Sermons from the Commonwealth and Protectorate (1650–1659)

      Vol. 20  Sermons from the Early Restoration Years (1669–1675)

      Vol. 21  Sermons from the Later Restoration Years (1676–1682)

      Vol. 22  Miscellaneous Sermons and Lectures

      The Church

      Vol. 23  The Nature of the Church: Part 1

      Vol. 24  The Nature of the Church: Part 2

      Vol. 25  The Church Defended: Part 1

      Vol. 26  The Church Defended: Part 2

      Vol. 27  The Church’s Worship

      Vol. 28  The Church, the Scriptures, and the Sacraments

      Hebrews

      Vol. 29  An Exposition of Hebrews: Part 1, Introduction to Hebrews

      Vol. 30  An Exposition of Hebrews: Part 2, Christ’s Priesthood and the Sabbath

      Vol. 31  An Exposition of Hebrews: Part 3, Jesus the Messiah

      Vol. 32  An Exposition of Hebrews: Part 4, Hebrews 1–2

      Vol. 33  An Exposition of Hebrews: Part 5, Hebrews 3–4

      Vol. 34  An Exposition of Hebrews: Part 6, Hebrews 5–6

      Vol. 35  An Exposition of Hebrews: Part 7, Hebrews 7–8

      Vol. 36  An Exposition of Hebrews: Part 8, Hebrews 9–10

      Vol. 37  An Exposition of Hebrews: Part 9, Hebrews 11–13

      Latin Works

      Vol. 38  The Study of True Theology

      Shorter Works

      Vol. 39  The Shorter Works of John Owen

      Indexes

      Vol. 40  Indexes

      The Complete Works of John Owen

      The Trinity

      Volume 7

    

  
    
      The Holy Spirit—

      The Helper

      John Owen

      Introduced and Edited by

      Andrew S. Ballitch

      General Editors

      Lee Gatiss and Shawn D. Wright

    

  
    
      The Holy Spirit—The Helper

      Copyright © 2023 by Crossway

      Published by Crossway
1300 Crescent Street
Wheaton, Illinois 60187

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher, except as provided for by USA copyright law. Crossway® is a registered trademark in the United States of America.

      Cover design: Jordan Singer

      Marble Paper Artist: Vanessa Reynoso, Marbled Paper Studio

      First printing 2023

      Printed in China

      Scripture quotations marked KJV are from the King James Version of the Bible. Public domain.

      Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-4335-6020-0 
ePub ISBN: 978-1-4335-8576-0 
PDF ISBN: 978-1-4335-8574-6 
Mobipocket ISBN: 978-1-4335-8575-3

      Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

      Names: Owen, John, 1616–1683, author. | Ballitch, Andrew S., editor. 

      Title: The Holy Spirit — the Helper / John Owen ; edited and introduced by 

      Andrew S. Ballitch ; Lee Gatiss and Shawn D. Wright, general editors. 

      Other titles: Pneumatologia. Selections 

      Description: Wheaton, Illinois : Crossway, 2023. | Series: The complete works of John Owen ; volume 7 | Includes bibliographical references and index. 

      Identifiers: LCCN 2022004734 (print) | LCCN 2022004735 (ebook) | ISBN 9781433560200 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781433585746 (pdf) | ISBN 9781433585753 (mobipocket) | ISBN 9781433585760 (epub) 

      Subjects: LCSH: Holy Spirit—Early works to 1800. 

      Classification: LCC BT121.3 .O94 2022 (print) | LCC BT121.3 (ebook) | DDC  231/.3—dc23/eng/20220615 

      LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022004734

      LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022004735

      Crossway is a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers.

      2022-10-26 11:06:24 AM

      Volume 7

    

  
    
      Contents

      Works Preface

      Editor’s Introduction

      The Reason of Faith

      The Causes, Ways, and Means of Understanding the Mind of God

      General Index

      Scripture Index

    

  
    
      Works Preface

      John Owen (1616–1683) is one of the most significant, influential, and prolific theologians that England has ever produced. His work is of such a high caliber that it is no surprise to find it still in demand more than four centuries after his birth. As a son of the Church of England, a Puritan preacher, a statesman, a Reformed theologian and Bible commentator, and later a prominent Nonconformist and advocate of toleration, he is widely read and appreciated by Christians of different types all over the globe, not only for the profundity of his thinking but also for the depth of his spiritual insight.

      Owen was born in the year that William Shakespeare died, and in terms of his public influence, he was a rising star in the 1640s and at the height of his power in the 1650s. As chaplain to Oliver Cromwell, dean of Christ Church, and vice-chancellor of Oxford University, he wielded a substantial degree of power and influence within the short-lived English republic. Yet he eventually found himself on the losing side of the epic struggles of the seventeenth century and was ousted from his position of national preeminence. The Act of Uniformity in 1662 effectively barred him from any role in the established church, yet it was in the wilderness of those turbulent post-Restoration years that he wrote many of his most momentous contributions to the world of theological literature, despite being burdened by opposition, persecution, family tragedies, and illness.

      There was an abortive endeavor to publish a uniform edition of Owen’s works in the early eighteenth century, but this progressed no further than a single folio volume in 1721. A century later (1826), Thomas Russell met with much more success when he produced a collection in twenty-one volumes. The appetite for Owen only grew; more than three hundred people had subscribed to the 1721 and 1826 editions of his works, but almost three thousand subscribed to the twenty-four-volume set produced by William H. Goold from 1850 onward. That collection, with Goold’s learned introductions and notes, became the standard edition. It was given a new lease on life when the Banner of Truth Trust reprinted it several times beginning in 1965, though without some of Owen’s Latin works, which had appeared in Goold’s edition, or his massive Hebrews commentary, which Banner did eventually reprint in 1991. Goold corrected various errors in the original seventeenth- and eighteenth-century publications, some of which Owen himself had complained of, as well as certain grammatical errors. He thoroughly revised the punctuation, numeration of points, and Scripture references in Owen and presented him in a way acceptable to nineteenth-century readers without taking liberties with the text.

      Since the mid-nineteenth century, and especially since the reprinting of Goold’s edition in the mid-twentieth century, there has been a great flowering of interest in seventeenth-century Puritanism and Reformed theology. The recent profusion of scholarship in this area has resulted in a huge increase of attention given to Owen and his contribution to these movements. The time has therefore come to attempt another presentation of Owen’s body of work for a new century. This new edition is more than a reprint of earlier collections of Owen’s writings. As useful as those have been to us and many others, they fail to meet the needs of modern readers who are often familiar with neither the theological context nor the syntax and rhetorical style of seventeenth-century English divinity.

      For that reason, we have returned again to the original editions of Owen’s texts to ensure the accuracy of their presentation here but have conformed the spelling to modern American standards, modernized older verb endings, reduced the use of italics where they do not clarify meaning, updated some hyphenation forms, modernized capitalization both for select terms in the text and for titles of Owen’s works, refreshed the typesetting, set lengthy quotations in block format, and both checked and added Scripture references in a consistent format where necessary. Owen’s quotations of others, however, including the various editions of the Bible he used or translated, are kept as they appear in his original. His marginal notes and footnotes have been clearly marked in footnotes as his (with “—Owen” appearing at the end of his content) to distinguish them from editorial comments. Foreign languages such as Greek, Hebrew, and Latin (which Owen knew and used extensively) have been translated into modern English, with the original languages retained in footnotes for scholarly reference (also followed by “—Owen”). If Goold omitted parts of the original text in his edition, we have restored them to their rightful place. Additionally, we have attempted to regularize the numbering system Owen employed, which was often imprecise and inconsistent; our order is 1, (1), [1], {1}, and 1st. We have also included various features to aid readers’ comprehension of Owen’s writings, including extensive introductions and outlines by established scholars in the field today, new paragraph breaks marked by a pilcrow (¶), chapter titles and appropriate headings (either entirely new or adapted from Goold), and explanatory footnotes that define archaic or obscure words and point out scriptural and other allusions in the text. When a contents page was not included in the original publication, we have provided one. On the rare occasions when we have added words to the text for readability, we have clearly marked them using square brackets. Having a team of experts involved, along with the benefit of modern online database technology, has also enabled us to make the prodigious effort to identify sources and citations in Owen that Russell and Goold deliberately avoided or were unable to locate for their editions.

      Owen did not use only one English translation of the Bible. At various times, he employed the Great Bible, the Geneva Bible, the Authorized Version (KJV), and his own paraphrases and translations from the original languages. We have not sought to harmonize his biblical quotations to any single version. Similarly, we have left his Hebrew and Greek quotations exactly as he recorded them, including the unpointed Hebrew text. When it appears that he has misspelled the Hebrew or Greek, we have acknowledged that in a footnote with reference to either Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia or Novum Testamentum Graece.

      This new edition presents fresh translations of Owen’s works that were originally published in Latin, such as his Θεολογούμενα Παντοδαπά (1661) and A Dissertation on Divine Justice (which Goold published in an amended eighteenth-century translation). It also includes certain shorter works that have never before been collected in one place, such as Owen’s prefaces to other people’s works and many of his letters, with an extensive index to the whole set.

      Our hope and prayer in presenting this new edition of John Owen’s complete works is that it will equip and enable new generations of readers to appreciate the spiritual insights he accumulated over the course of his remarkable life. Those with a merely historical interest will find here a testimony to the exceptional labors of one extraordinary figure from a tumultuous age, in a modern and usable critical edition. Those who seek to learn from Owen about the God he worshiped and served will, we trust, find even greater riches in his doctrine of salvation, his passion for evangelism and missions, his Christ-centered vision of all reality, his realistic pursuit of holiness, his belief that theology matters, his concern for right worship and religious freedom, and his careful exegetical engagement with the text of God’s word. We echo the words of the apostle Paul that Owen inscribed on the title page of his book Χριστολογία (1679), “I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them but dung that I may win Christ” (Phil. 3:8).

      Lee Gatiss

      Cambridge, England

      Shawn D. Wright

      Louisville, Kentucky, United States

    

  
    
      Editor’s Introduction

      Andrew S. Ballitch

      John Owen and the Holy Spirit

      Born into a humble, moderately Puritan clergy family during the reign of James I (1566–1625) and ordained as a priest in the Church of England under Charles I (1600–1649), John Owen (1616–1683) became a preacher to the Long Parliament in 1646, preacher of the regicide in 1649, and chaplain to Oliver Cromwell (1599–1658) during the invasions of Ireland and Scotland in 1649 and 1650. His academic career boasted the positions of dean of Christ Church, Oxford, from 1651 to 1660 and vice-chancellor of the university from 1652 to 1657. Owen’s was a principal voice in Cromwell’s religious settlement, and he became involved in the downfall of Richard Cromwell (1626–1712) in 1659, which precipitated the Restoration of the Stuart monarchy in 1660. Owen’s recent biographer, Crawford Gribben, sums up the latter decades of his life this way: “The changing legal and cultural circumstances of the reign of Charles II (1630–1685) forced Owen to withdraw from public life and facilitated the re-energizing of his already prolific publishing career in defense of high Calvinist theology and the toleration of Protestant dissenters.”1 One of the most significant fruits of this reenergized publishing career was his work on the Holy Spirit.

      Owen’s contribution to pneumatology was purposefully and self-consciously new. Few have dared such a detailed exposition of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, and fewer still accomplished a masterpiece on the topic. If Owen’s commentary on Hebrews is the epitome of his exegesis, his treatises on the Holy Spirit represent his mature theological reflection, occupying the last decade of his life. His Πνευματολογια, or, A Discourse concerning the Holy Spirit (1674) is a stand-alone treatment of the Holy Spirit’s nature and mission, operation in the Old Testament, work of regeneration, and role in sanctification. But his pen continued, and he completed five smaller treatises on various aspects of the Spirit’s work: The Reason of Faith (1677); The Causes, Ways, and Means of Understanding the Mind of God (1678); The Holy Spirit in Prayer (1683); and The Holy Spirit as a Comforter published posthumously with A Discourse of Spiritual Gifts (1693). These five shorter treatises constitute volumes 7–8 of the present Works and address the topics of illumination, biblical interpretation, extemporaneous prayer, Christian comfort, and ordinary and extraordinary spiritual gifts, all centering on and unified by the role of the Spirit.

      This introduction will proceed with two primary goals, which also determine its organization. The first is to provide an adequate, but by no means comprehensive, historical context. Owen did not write his treatises in a vacuum. He had concerns, experiences, and interlocutors that motivated and informed his writing. These must be identified and accounted for if true comprehension of Owen’s ideas and theology is to be achieved. In this vein, a brief narrative of the events leading to the Restoration of the English monarchy, the rise of the episcopal Church of England, and the formation of English Dissent will be provided, followed by a treatment of Roman Catholicism in this milieu and the sectarians, with particular focus on the Quakers and Socinians. The importance of these topics and groups will become apparent in due course. The second goal is to offer a thematic discussion of each treatise, including an outline of the arguments and the noting of major themes. Addressing these two topics will aid the reader in understanding Owen and serve as a guide in the eminently worthy endeavor of reading his writings themselves.

      The Restoration Church of England and English Dissent

      The tumultuous middle decades of seventeenth-century England could rightly be categorized as wars of religion, wars largely precipitated by Charles I. He threw his royal support behind a revolution in the Church of England, he provoked rebellions in both Ireland and Scotland, he compromised the relationship between crown and Parliament, with civil war in all three British kingdoms ensuing. The period beginning with the dissolution of Parliament in 1629 until the Long Parliament commenced in 1640 is conventionally referred to as the personal rule of Charles Stuart. He raised money in creative and unpopular ways and saw the emergence of a strong Roman Catholic presence at his court.2 But most significantly, Charles backed William Laud (1573–1645), whose meteoric rise through ecclesiastical ranks took him from bishop of Bath and Wells to archbishop of Canterbury (1633) via a stint as bishop of London.

      Moderate Calvinism had remained the accepted orthodoxy under James I, but changing beliefs under his son Charles were accompanied by changing attitudes toward worship. For English Arminians of the late 1620s and 1630s, and, most importantly, for Laud, God’s grace was conveyed primarily through the sacraments. Sermons told people about God, whereas God could be experienced directly through the sacraments, especially through the Lord’s Supper. This had major implications for places of worship. Not only did Laud launch an effort of beautification; he demanded that Communion tables be replaced with permanent altars and that they be railed off in the east end of churches. This appalled the Puritans because the changes smacked of transubstantiation and the Mass. Laudians did not just repudiate the predestinarian doctrines of mainstream Reformed Christianity; they insisted on ceremonies in a style consciously opposed to Puritan sensitivities. The episcopacy became nonnegotiable. Moreover, Laudians assumed a posture toward the Church of Rome that saw it as a true church in error, rather than no church at all and opposed to legitimate Christianity. All of this top-down policy had the full support of the king and at times was brutally enforced.3

      When Charles decided to force a version of the Book of Common Prayer on his Scottish Presbyterian realm, war ensued and quickly spread. The Scots drew up a national covenant and took up arms against the king. This rebellion, known as the Bishops’ War (1639–1640), bankrupted Charles and was a royal failure. Because only Parliament could levy taxes, Charles reluctantly summoned it in 1640. The Short Parliament was decidedly anti-Laud and opposed to arbitrary government, and Charles dismissed it after only three weeks. The convocation of the clergy that met parallel to the Short Parliament and continued after its dismissal produced a set of canons that doubled down on Laudianism and seemed to be aimed deliberately at enflaming the situation. The infamous “etcetera oath” that gave bishops a blank check regarding what they could demand of clergy and churches received the Scots’ ire. At this point, the Scottish Covenanters invaded the North, and Charles was forced to call what came to be known as the Long Parliament, which began in 1640 and continued in one form or another until 1653.4

      Divisions broke into violent civil war in 1642. Royalists cited obligations to conscience and honor in justification for their support of the king, as well as a general detestation of rebellion. Parliamentarians were persuaded that true religion was in mortal danger. Charles believed in a divine right of kings and absolute monarchy. He would not compromise or even negotiate about the heavy handedness of his reign to that point. To oppose the king, in his estimation, was to oppose God. Add this to suspicions of Roman Catholicism—which found evidence in Charles’s Catholic wife, Laud’s imposing of Catholic externals in worship, and the rebellion of Irish Catholics in the name of the king in 1641—and the result was the raising of armies. Parliament was determined to complete what the Reformation had started more than one hundred years earlier and ensure the establishment of true Protestantism. The year 1643 saw Royalist victories, but things began to shift with the Scottish alliance expressed as the Solemn League and Covenant. The pendulum swing gained unstoppable momentum in 1644 with Parliament’s establishment of the New Model Army, culminating in Charles’s surrender in 1646. The next three years included failed negotiations with Charles and the New Model Army’s quelling of uprisings in both Ireland and Scotland with Oliver Cromwell at the helm, as well as its purging from Parliament all those opposed to putting the king on trial for treason. The Rump Parliament (1648–1653), consisting of what was left of the members of Parliament, found Charles guilty of treason, which was followed in January 1649 by the previously unthinkable and internationally shocking regicide.5

      The machinery of government and the Church of England infrastructure collapsed in the chaos of the early 1640s. Bishops lay low or went into hiding, but the end result was still the execution of Laud in 1645 and the dissolution of the office of bishop entirely in 1646. This opened space for a variety of voluntary congregations and sects, and the unfettered promotion of ideas through an uncensored press. The Westminster Assembly, an advisory body to Parliament, began work in 1643 to create a new constitution, directory of worship, and confession for the English Church. The ninety English divines making up the Assembly well represented Puritanism, which divided mostly into Presbyterian and Independent factions. Parliament committed itself to the former through the Solemn League and Covenant, but the latter coincided with Cromwell’s sympathies; eventually, the Independents would have their day. But for some time, the Church of England existed without leadership or institutions. Parliament eventually banned the Book of Common Prayer and ordered the Westminster Assembly’s Directory for Public Worship to be used in its place, though this was largely unenforceable. With the rise of the Independents to greater prominence, the mood in general changed to one of toleration and religious liberty for sectarians.6

      The 1650s were a decade of political crisis in which responsibility for bringing order to an unstable and turbulent society fell to Cromwell, who never successfully handed over power to a civilian government. Officially, the Rump Parliament governed in the absence of a king and the House of Lords. Propaganda touted the government as a representative republic, but the situation was tenuous. The execution of the king stoked Royalist sympathies in Ireland and Scotland, and the threat of Charles II’s gaining continental support loomed large. The Rump sold off royal lands and made essential military improvements. Cromwell not only defended England from Ireland and Scotland but also conquered these countries. In the aftermath of Charles’s beheading, the only two groups retaining some authority were the army and the Rump. As a leader in both, Cromwell attempted to bridge the gap. He eventually dismissed the Rump in 1653, as it had become, in his estimation, woefully inefficient at accomplishing its purpose of reform, and set up a provisional assembly, the Barebones Parliament (1653), in its place. Lasting only six months, Barebones gave way to Cromwell’s becoming Lord Protector of the Commonwealth.7

      As attempts at a religious and political settlement were continually disappointed, Cromwell gave his attention to security and reform of sin in society. His five-year tenure as Protector (1653–1658) was a period of peace, broad toleration for orthodox Protestants, unofficial toleration of unorthodox sects who did not disturb the peace, and the legislation of holiness in the Puritan mold. He appointed his son Richard his successor at his death in1658, which turned out to be a mistake, as the younger Cromwell was able to control neither the army nor Parliament. The Puritan project failed, disillusion reigned, and Charles II was invited by Parliament to take the throne.8

      Charles II was no absolutist. Rather, he was determined to keep his throne and indulge his appetites. Regarding religion, he was apathetic unless involvement in religious disputes became politically advantageous.9 His interests in the years immediately after the Restoration lay in moderation, a conciliar tone, and promises of compromise. From 1660 to 1662, significant lobbying and negotiation happened. The Presbyterians wanted inclusion in the church settlement. Congregational and radical groups desired toleration of their independent worship. Acceptance of a range of Protestant opinions initially looked hopeful; the spirit seemed to be one of reconciliation. Charles even offered bishoprics to some high-profile Presbyterians—proposing presbytery within episcopacy—confirmed the majority of Cromwellian clergy without episcopal ordination or a religious test, and made Puritans his chaplains. But compromise divided the purist and pragmatic Presbyterians, Independents did not want inclusion at all, the number of Puritan members of Parliament fell, Thomas Venner (1608–1661) and his Fifth Monarchist uprising (1657) changed the societal mood, and attempts at a comprehensive, big-tent Anglican Church ultimately failed.10

      The 1662 Act of Uniformity, with its Book of Common Prayer, was an intentional purge. The prayer book was imposed exclusively, it alone could be used in worship, and all other forms of worship were outlawed. It mandated episcopal ordination. It demanded that clergy stand before their congregations and affirm the prayer book without reservation or qualification, denounce taking up arms against the king, and condemn the Solemn League and Covenant. The act was designed to be intolerable to Puritans, and it surely was. Roughly one thousand beneficed ministers, schoolteachers, and university fellows gave up their positions, bringing the ejected number to two thousand since the Restoration.11 Uniformity of worship was in contest with comprehensive and tolerant religion, a battle the former would finally win within the Church of England.12

      A series of laws known as the Clarendon Code tried to stamp out the very existence of nonconformity, with the rise of dissenting denominations as the net result. The 1661 Corporation Act required all officials to receive Communion in the Church of England. In 1664, the Conventicle Act outlawed religious gatherings of more than four people, not including one’s family or servants, that did not use the prayer book. The Five Mile Act of 1665 forbade ejected clergy from coming within five miles of their previous parishes. The 1670 Conventicle Act was particularly malicious. It authorized the seizure of property to cover the cost of fines, penalized officials who failed to prosecute, and ordered one-third of the fines be issued to informants. These measures were carried out with varying degrees of zeal and found opponents at every level of society.13

      Politics took a sudden turn in 1672 with Charles’s pro-French foreign policy amid war with the Dutch, when he attempted the Declaration of Indulgence to gain the favor of the dissenting movement in his realm as well as to please the French with whom he was secretly negotiating. This indulgence gave relative freedom to dissenting churches that registered with the government, but Charles was forced to revoke the declaration in 1673 because of anti-Catholic backlash. The final decade or so of Charles’s reign was marked by the Popish Plot (1678) and Exclusion Crisis (1679–1681). The latter arose from Parliament’s attempts to bar James II (1633–1701), Charles’s brother, from the royal line of succession because of his conversion to Roman Catholicism. The situation was tumultuous to a degree similar to the one that had led to civil war. While revolution was this time avoided, English society became deeply politicized, with the partisan labels of Whig and Tory coming into play at this juncture. Most Dissenters were Whig exclusionists, and Anglican Tory royalists feared another Puritan revolt. Tory reaction brought the worst persecution of Dissent in the Restoration period.14

      The short reign of James II, beginning in 1685, was one marked by reforms supportive of toleration and liberty of conscience that led to the Glorious Revolution of 1688–1689. James supported the Repealers, who wanted to reverse the laws penalizing religious nonconformity, and settled on a strategy that privileged reform rather than repression. He often did not exact penalties for nonconformity in an effort to co-opt, rather than coerce, opponents. As a Roman Catholic granting toleration of Roman Catholics, along with other religious minorities, James evoked increasing opposition from the Whigs and alienated the Tories, who feared freedom for Catholics might result in a Catholic takeover of the country. The Glorious Revolution resulted when Parliament invited William of Orange (1650–1702), married to James’s daughter Mary (1662–1694), to invade England and stymie a Catholic dynasty. His forces met little to no armed resistance, and William and Mary were installed as dual monarchs. The 1689 Act of Toleration that ensued gave freedom of worship to orthodox Protestant Dissenters.15

      The rise and fall of John Owen’s public life coincided with the rise and fall of the Puritan project that began with the Civil War and ended with the demise of the Commonwealth in 1660. The Laudian reforms at Oxford forced Owen to abandon his academic prospects as a student at Oxford University in 1637. After five years of living in obscurity, at the outbreak of civil war, Owen moved to London, sided with Parliament, and made a name for himself by taking advantage of the lax publishing restrictions.16 Beginning in 1646, he was regularly invited to preach before Parliament, even as he was siding with the Independent New Model Army and its vision of general toleration against the Presbyterian Parliament and its desire for national religious uniformity. His transfer of allegiance occasioned his becoming the “unofficial preacher-in-chief of the revolutionary regime.”17 He preached to the Rump Parliament the day after Charles I was beheaded, and he participated in military tours to Ireland and Scotland as Cromwell’s personal chaplain and confidant. Cromwell then gave Owen his academic positions in the senior leadership of Oxford University.18 Frustrated with failed attempts at a religious settlement and the perceived declension of Cromwell’s court, Owen fell out of favor with the Cromwell family and became associated with those opposed to Richard. By the time of the Restoration, Owen had returned to clerical life as the pastor of a gathered congregation.19 He lived the rest of his days in the context of social exclusion, political retaliation, and, at times, severe persecution, though Owen himself was sheltered from extreme forms of the latter. But he learned to navigate the treacherous times and made some of his most enduring theological contributions during this period.20 In a pamphlet from 1681 entitled A Dialogue between the Pope and the Devil, about Owen and Baxter, an anonymous author adeptly and satirically described the press, calling it “as large as Hell; and, like a Horse-Leach, it sucks, and is never satisfied.” And in reference to Owen’s vast output, the pamphlet said he had “a kind of ambitious itch to scribble.”21 Owen published tirelessly in his final decades, some of the fruits of his labor being these treatises on the Holy Spirit.

      Church of Rome

      Catholicism was doubly stigmatized in the English imagination, as it was both foreign and familiar. Catholics were foreign, different, and therefore necessarily inferior. At the same time, they were close and threatening.22 At times posing a real threat, but most often only a perceived one, an English Catholic community existed throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries while its country forged a Protestant identity. This community was marked by a struggle resulting from conflicting allegiances. Remaining true to pope, king, and conscience; maintaining religious integrity; and at the same time displaying basic English loyalty proved at times impossible, which regularly played into the politics of persecution and plots.23

      Many English Catholics maintained the Roman faith throughout the tumultuous reigns of the Tudors Henry (r. 1509–1547), Edward (r. 1547–1553), and Mary (r. 1553–1558), and under Elizabeth’s (r. 1558–1603) church settlement. This community underwent something of a revival beginning in the 1570s as Jesuit missionaries and seminary priests brought to it leadership and a voice. Forced to worship in secret, always marginalized and sometimes persecuted, this underground Catholic community of recusants solidified in the later years of Elizabeth’s long tenure on the throne. As the movement became linked in the official and public mind with treasonable conspiracy in alliance with Spain, the attitude of English Catholics changed to missionary status as a minority under a seemingly permanent Protestant settlement.24

      Catholics in England seemed to have a friend, though not a sympathizer, in James I. If never explicitly with words, implicitly with his actions, James made life easier for nonconformists of all stripes. At the succession of his son Charles I, prospects for the Catholic community looked the brightest they had in generations. England as a missionary province with a small, slightly expanding Catholic population is evidenced by the increased number of Jesuits in the early Stuart years. Eighteen Jesuits in 1598 grew to 193 in 1639. The relative relief and lack of harassment came at a cost, however. The Crown acquired a stake in Catholic survival through recusancy fines. A fiscalized penal system was regularized into compositions, or periodic payments to the king in lieu of recusancy fines. This system served as a framework for Catholic survival leading up to the Civil War, albeit an increasingly expensive one. As Charles looked for alternative sources of income in the 1630s, compositions rose from six thousand to thirty-two thousand pounds per year.25

      English Catholics met a crisis in the Civil War. They suddenly declined from the status of relative favor to being persecuted. Renewed suffering beset the community, and above all its priests, that had built a comparatively stable existence in England over the previous decades. Antipopery raged, and security turned to extreme danger, including brutal executions. While Puritans threatened the Crown, they blamed the Catholics. Pro-Catholic advisors had led Charles to invade Scotland. Catholics stirred up rebellion in Ireland. All the while Archbishop Laud, to some a crypto-Catholic, attempted to make the Church of England look like the Church of Rome. Or so the reasoning went, and the Puritans had to oppose Charles to keep Roman influences out of England’s national church.26 Anti-Catholic rhetoric rose as it had under Elizabeth, when suspicions were high regarding English-Catholic cooperation with Spain. Or as it had in the wake of the Gunpowder Plot (1605). Now the Irish Rebellion (1641) especially intensified anti-Catholicism so as to portray both Stuart absolutism and Laudianism as popish in their essence and to mobilize Protestant parliamentarians to declare war against their king. Catholics were painted as a treasonous, ruthless, and murderous liability.27

      Protestant fears of the Catholics as a solid military support for Charles were exaggerated, but propagandists painted the royalist forces in the north as a “Catholic army.” This, added to conspiracy, meant that Catholics did not fare well in Parliament-controlled lands during the Civil War or anywhere in the country in its aftermath. At the same time, real possibilities materialized for accommodation between English Catholics and the government in the late 1640s and 1650s.28 Yes, there were two executions during Oliver Cromwell’s time in power, though he was not in favor of them; eight priests were arrested in 1657, though they were subjected only to the Lord Protector’s mocking. This stood in marked contrast to the brutality of antipopery in the early 1640s.29 The 1650s were overall a mild decade for Catholics in England. Congregations largely functioned quietly and unnoticed. Cromwell’s secretary, John Rushworth (1612–1690) assisted Catholic gentry in preserving their estates. Cromwell himself entertained leading Catholics such as Lord Arundell (ca. 1607–1694), Lord Brudenell (ca. 1583–1663), and Sir Kenelm Digby (1603–1665).30

      Charles II showed promise of toleration, especially in the months leading up to the Restoration and its early years, but he had to retract promises and commitments. While true toleration did not materialize, Catholic numbers increased, and hopes seemed to be high. By the 1670s, “popery” was a well-worn umbrella term of abuse for almost anything politically objectionable to mainstream thought. The Jesuits, properly viewed as the political arm of the Roman Catholic Church on the continent, were particularly repulsive to the English mind. The “Popish Plot” of 1678 was a last attempt to drum up fears of popery as sedition. The middle of the 1680s saw recusancy fines drop to a negligible sum and very few arrests. The last clerical execution was 1681. Systematic persecution of nonconformity fizzled out across the board.31

      The hysteria around the Popish Plot from 1678 to 1681 began with a rumor excited by Titus Oates (1649–1705), which gained traction because of a pattern of suspicion aimed at Catholics.32 Fears of Catholics had been on the rise as a result of Charles’s pro-French foreign policy, French expansion under Louis XIV (1638–1715), and the conversion of James Stuart to Catholicism.33 Oates, the son of a Baptist preacher, was received into the Catholic Church and went to Jesuit colleges in France and Spain. He returned to England touting evidence of a Catholic conspiracy to bring England back under Roman ecclesiastical rule. The paranoia stirred up by Oates, though with an elaborate fiction, was exploited by the Crown’s opposition. They were unhappy with the favor the king showed to France and Catholics associated with monarchial absolutism.34 These years made it obvious that persecution of Catholics had little to do with religion; political popery was not the same thing as religious Catholicism. As the former was resolved, persecution of the latter dissipated.35

      The efforts of Charles II and then especially James II to offer indulgence to Catholics in the 1670s and 1680s were interpreted by many as attempts to reimpose the monopoly of the Church of Rome. James’s protoleration strategy, which of course did not exclusively benefit Catholics, was his undoing.36 Indeed, for those living in the seventeenth century, the date that Catholicism’s fate was sealed as a minority sect was different from how it is reckoned by historians looking back.37 Whatever the favor enjoyed by Catholics under James II, a dramatic downturn took place at the Glorious Revolution. Catholics were severely handicapped in society along with the rest of noncommunicant Anglicans, and at the same time anti-Catholicism served as nationalistic fuel for the emerging Protestant British Empire.

      The fact of the matter is this: a Catholic community existed in England throughout Owen’s lifetime and at times even flourished to a degree. International Catholicism was Tridentine, which by definition gave it an anti-Protestant posture. Owen, as part of the international Reformed movement—reading and sometimes writing in Latin, the language of international scholarship and politics—was very much aware of the Catholic Counter-Reformation. Whether real or imagined, the specter of Roman Catholicism was ever present in the minds of seventeenth-century Englishmen, Owen included. The fear extended both to homegrown Catholic sedition and to external threats such as Spain and France.

      Owen was reared within the Puritan movement, which self-identified as true Protestantism in juxtaposition to both the medieval Catholicism of England’s past and all of its accretions in the Church of England. This religious outlook and fervor was fueled partially by the remembrance of bloody persecution under Mary Tudor in the middle of the sixteenth century and events like the failed invasion of the Spanish Armada at the end of the century or the Gunpowder Plot at the beginning of the seventeenth century. Such events would have been instilled in Owen’s mind, and the warnings they messaged against the Church of Rome could not have been missed. The Irish Rebellion happened during Owen’s early adulthood, just before his rise to prominence. The Popish Plot dominated the last years of his life. Owen listened and contributed to the anti-popery rhetoric of the middle decades of the seventeenth century. While the treatises in this volume are not focused on anti-Roman polemics, Owen often does self-identify in contradistinction to Catholicism, which makes perfect sense given his context.

      In Owen’s discussions of the Holy Spirit as illuminator, comforter, and spiritual gift giver, Roman Catholicism serves as an explicit foil for his arguments. In The Reason of Faith (1677) and Causes, Ways, and Means (1678), Owen navigates between an overemphasis on reason, on the one hand, and the Spirit, on the other, when interpreting the Bible. In so doing, he carefully avoids an appeal to anything like the Roman curia; the Catholic appeal to tradition illustrates what must be rejected. In The Holy Spirit as a Comforter (1693), Owen weighs in on the Protestant and especially Puritan emphasis of an individual’s assurance of his or her salvation. The Spirit is given to and indwells the believer, resulting in assurance of final salvation by guaranteeing its completion. The Catholic Church supplants the Spirit’s work in this regard with the sacramental system, a system that professedly cannot provide ultimate assurance. Further, in A Discourse of Spiritual Gifts (1693), Owen wants to distance himself from the enthusiasm of radical dissent with all of its spiritual excesses. Even more, however, Owen views the rise of the Church of Rome, with its authoritarian pope and superstition, as a by-product of the neglect of true spiritual gifts. Ministry is supernatural and at the same time ordinary.

      Owen’s The Work of the Holy Spirit in Prayer (1682) contrasts the Spirit’s work in prayer with liturgical impositions (or set forms of prayer) and mental prayer, both of which are negatively illustrated by the Church of Rome. If it were a treatise on prayer in general, it would be a measly offering, but with its focus on the Spirit’s work, and with Owen’s sights set on liturgical prayers, explicitly in the context of the Church of Rome, this treatise brings clarity and provides insight to an important communal and private Christian experience. In his preface, Owen lays out his design to combat the worship of Roman Catholicism, summarized by the blanket designation “prayers of human composure.” It should be noted that much of Owen’s criticism parallels the Puritan tradition’s criticism of the Church of England and its prayer book. The decades following the Restoration were not the first time that Puritans shrouded their condemnation of prayer book worship with explicit reference to Roman Catholicism. The 1620s and 1630s had witnessed the same tactic.38 Owen’s readers knew exactly what he was doing.

      Owen’s censure of prayer book worship caused significant controversy among Dissenters in the several years following his death. Richard Baxter (1615–1691), in Catholic Communion Defended against Both Extremes (1684), interacts with a supposedly widely circulated manuscript of Owen’s that enumerated twelve arguments for separation from the Church of England. Baxter quotes the manuscript verbatim as he takes issue with the conclusion, and the content is consistent with Owen’s The Work of the Holy Spirit in Prayer. The author of the manuscript is arguing for separation from the Church of England’s worship based on the regulative principle of worship.39 Baxter makes clear that he remains unconvinced, as his defense of his own participation in communion with the established church makes clear.40 This precipitated a fury of publication. For example, an anonymous defender of Owen, in A Vindication of the Late Reverend and Learned John Owen (1684), challenged Baxter by concluding that the twelve arguments manuscript was not even Owen’s work. It was simply not as accurate and tightly argued as the sources confirmed to be Owen’s.41 Owen’s anonymous vindicator and Baxter continued to go back and forth.42 Isaac Chauncy (1632–1712), Owen’s successor as pastor of the church in London, also weighed in on the debate in his A Theological Dialogue, in which he set the words of Baxter’s initial discourse in dialogue with Owen, for whom Chauncy himself spoke.43 Baxter’s Whether Parish Congregations Be True Christian Churches was his capstone to the whole debate.44 Baxter’s penchant for criticizing Owen and others has been well documented, by both his contemporaries and his twenty-first-century biographers.45

      However, Baxter was not alone in his interaction with Owen’s views on liturgical prayers. In a kind of anthology of leading Independents, published under the title The Lawfulness of Hearing the Public Ministers of the Church of England, Owen is cited to demonstrate that not only is hearing the word preached in the Church of England acceptable; there is nothing wrong with hearing the Book of Common Prayer liturgy either. It is argued that Owen condemns composing forms of prayer for private use, but not the use of forms per se or that churches may collectively agree on prescribed forms by common consent. Further, liturgical forms are not intrinsically evil, according to Owen; God will accept them when they are sincere, even though they do not conform precisely to the word of God. Rather, Owen—as represented in this compendium—is setting up a better-and-best continuum.46 But a review of the references to Owen’s The Work of the Holy Spirit in Prayer reveals that this is not what Owen is communicating at all. Rather, Owen is responding to a very specific argument—namely, that believers who can pray on their own would benefit from occasionally using prescribed forms. He is not speaking to the lawfulness of prescription in corporate worship. Owen does leave room for real communion with God through liturgical forms in cases where the heart is prepared and motives are appropriate and where they are performed in ignorance. But he is not setting up a better-and-best dichotomy. He strongly denounces set forms as essentially obstructive to true prayer and worship and therefore unlawful.47 Despite this fact, Thomas Pittis includes a quotation from Owen’s The Work of the Holy Spirit in Prayer on the title page of his A Discourse of Prayer: Wherein This Great Duty Is Stated, so as to Oppose Some Principles and Practices of Papists and Fanatics. Even though Pittis argues that those who separate “under the pretense of greater Reformation, and a more pure, and Evangelical, Worship, do not pay homage, in their prayers, to the great God, in such a manner as is suitable to his Attributes, man’s dependence, and that infinite distance betwixt their Creator, and themselves”;48 even though he sees the end of extemporary prayer as rash and irreverent and at times nonsensical or worse;49 nonetheless, he still wants to take advantage of Owen’s influence for his own ends.50 On the subject of liturgical forms, Owen was leveraged by friends and enemies, and by both those inside and outside the established church.

      Also in his preface to The Work of the Holy Spirit in Prayer, Owen takes aim at mental prayer, contemplation that does not engage the mind but rather empties it. He recalls that it was Hugh Cressy’s (1605–1674) The Church-History of Brittany and its disparagement of what Owen considered the biblical position on the subject of prayer that served as the impetus for Owen’s treatise to begin with. Cressy received his initial education at Oxford before serving as chaplain to Viscount Falkland. This post put him at the center of the Great Tew Circle for a number of years. He later boasted that he had been the one who initially introduced Socinian works to England.51 Cressy converted to the Church of Rome when he became convinced that if the Bible alone was authoritatively to be judged by reason, then the Socinians were right. He did not want to concede orthodoxy, so he converted in 1646 and continued his education in Paris at the Sorbonne. When he took Benedictine orders, he spent seven years at a monastery in Douai, later becoming chaplain to Charles II’s wife. Cressy demonstrated his great learning in his ecclesiastical history of England, in which he leveraged manuscript evidence to demonstrate that the history of the English Church was thoroughly and consistently Roman.52 One element of this was the practice of contemplative prayer, the discussion of which certainly includes some harsh words aimed at the Protestant alternative. Cressy says,

      The most perfect manner of prayer in esteem with them is such a tedious, loud, impetuous, and uncivil conversation with God, as they see practiced by their preachers, which is no better than a mere artificial sleight and facility easily obtained by custom and a quick imagination, and may be in perfection practiced by persons full of inordinate, sensual, revengeful, and immortified passions.53

      This public dismissal from a prominent and learned Roman Catholic instigated Owen’s public reply.

      Revolutionary Sectarians

      The middle decades of the seventeenth century were indeed decades of religious war in England. King and bishop tried to make the Church of England less Reformed and more ritualistic. Thus, when monarchy and episcopacy called for taxes to be raised and the prayer book to be imposed on Scotland, Parliament united against them. In this context, censorship broke down, the army became a political actor, and the ever-changing government became more tolerant than ever before; and so the sectarians abounded. However, the temptation to see these sects or movements as discrete, easily identifiable bodies must be avoided. They were groups of people clustered around certain sets of ideas, but without a centralized structure or formal membership. Moreover, fluidity and overlap abounded; it was not unusual for people to move from identification with one sect to another. The sectarians tended to share a common yet broad concern: the rejection of the established church maintained by compulsory tithes and a desire for toleration and freedom of conscience. They pushed things beyond what even the Interregnum government allowed and challenged accepted wisdom and practice. While most appeared and vanished within these few decades, together they comprised an important element of Owen’s historical landscape. For that reason, the most important sects will be briefly described in turn.

      Baptists

      The seventeenth-century English Baptists were characterized by nonliturgical worship, with an emphasis on preaching and believer’s baptism. They were attacked with the label of Anabaptist, a stereotype that conjured particular fear and loathing in their context, but it was an illegitimate designation. The Baptists were the inheritors of the Puritan-become-Separatist movement associated with Robert Browne (ca. 1550–1633), taking the implications of the regulative principle of worship to their logical conclusions—namely, application to ecclesiology and the ordinances. By midcentury, two distinct groups were apparent: the Particular Baptists, stemming from independent London congregations associated with Henry Jacob (1563–1624), on the one hand, and the General Baptists, with roots in the Amsterdam church led by John Smyth (ca. 1570–1612) and Thomas Helwys (ca. 1550–ca. 1616), on the other. The former got their name from their traditional Protestant soteriology, the latter from their Arminian sympathies. However, they agreed that believer’s baptism was the entry into church membership. And while immersion was attacked with satire by their religious opponents, the real threat posed by Baptists was the breaking up of social cohesion caused by their independence. Rejection of the church equaled rejection of the state. The Particular Baptists especially worked hard to affirm submission in matters not of conscience and separate themselves from political radicals, while General Baptists showed some overt support for the Levellers. Both welcomed Cromwell’s government but were disillusioned like so many others when it failed to fully deliver the desired reforms. This disenchantment led some to join the Fifth Monarchy Men. With Restoration imminent, Baptists committed to live peaceably with whatever government would be established but remained stalwart against compulsory religion. The Baptists had served as a breeding ground for radical sects during the century’s middle decades and later consolidated to become an established and at times respected dissenting denomination.54

      Levellers

      The core of the Leveller platform was individual liberty and rights, but leaders did not necessarily share the same starting point; nor did they agree how their theoretical positions should be applied. For instance, Richard Overton (fl. 1640–1663) wrote An Arrow against All Tyrants and Tyrany (1646) developing an argument for political rights based on natural law, while John Lilburne (ca. 1614–1657) came to similar conclusions based on the Bible in London’s Liberty in Chains (1646). The movement lasted only six years, beginning with the publication A Remonstrance of Many Thousand Citizens in July 1646. The philosophy was basically this: God created people equal, and no one therefore had a God-given right to rule or govern over another. Government exists by consent of the governed. Ultimate sovereignty resided in the people, and thus government could act only by the will of the people. The aim was to purge undemocratic elements from the government—especially the House of Lords—and make the House of Commons truly democratic in practice. Even with a representative government, though, Levellers advocated for freedom of conscience, equitable justice, and the right of property. The Leveller movement’s primary concern was practical, not theological, meaning the short-lived coalition included various religious persuasions.55

      Diggers

      On the fringe of the Leveller movement were the “True Levellers” or Diggers. No tension between democracy and the maintenance of property rights existed in the Digger mind. The poor needed economic, not just political, freedom and this would be accomplished by the communal ownership of land. And this was not merely an appeal or theory. The group cultivated and planted land not their own, hoping to incite the process of making the earth a “common treasury.” The first reports of the Diggers appear in 1649 after Gerrard Winstanley (1609–1676) received direction in a trance to help usher in the kingdom of God, a kingdom which included no buying or selling, nor categories of ownership such as “mine” and “yours.” He set up a community, which quickly drew attention and was officially harassed, with the hope that the vision would spread. Other communities were also established. Digger ideology was radical and its theology unorthodox. The earth, in Winstanley’s teaching, was originally created for all to share equally. He does not use the category of the fall to explain the problem of humanity, but rather the biblical narrative of the strong, rich, and powerful struggling against the weak, poor, and powerless. Adam rises up in every man to take what is not his, and the second Adam, Christ, overcomes this impulse. Redemption is corporate, a communal event that includes the spurning of buying and selling. Because self-interest is not innate but rather caused by the system of buying and selling, if the latter is eradicated, a prelapsarian state is possible. Christ is not distinct from the saints, in Winstanley’s mind, and the second coming is his welling up in his followers, not a personal return. The resurrection can be similarly explained. Christ is still buried, waiting to rise up in believers. The Diggers clearly rejected the theological system of the established church and anything that could be described as orthodox Christian religion wholesale. The main community was violently broken up, and the movement sputtered out, its adherents being absorbed into the ranks of various other sects. Winstanley himself became a Quaker.56

      Ranters

      Even more extreme in the eyes of the establishment were the Ranters. They primarily rose out of Baptist and Seeker ranks, and while there were no real leaders, no formal membership, and hardly an identifiable movement at all, there were Ranters.57 Men like Abiezer Coppe (1619–1672), Joseph Salmon (fl. 1647–1656), and Jacob Bauthumley (1613–1692) drew attention with their crass antinomianism. The Ranter creed was that there is no sin, because if God indwelt a person it was impossible to sin and ergo the law was irrelevant. This article of faith flowed from strong mystical and pantheistic convictions. God in all things made everything and anything good. What made the Ranters radical was not so much this theology as their obvious readiness to act on it and take it to the extreme. Sexual immorality, drunkenness, sacrilege, and blasphemy abounded. Ranterism was short-lived, with an active period from 1649 to 1651, at the end of which an act was passed to put an end to the socially threatening behavior and ideas. Such people were not going to endure persecution or have any qualms about the path of least resistance. They strove to shock with their license. And shock they did.58

      Fifth Monarchists

      The Fifth Monarchy Men combined organization with a political agenda. They were millenarians, and they were committed to actively bringing the millennial reign about at any cost. They looked eagerly for the second coming of Christ, which would usher in his thousand-year reign of peace on Earth. Indeed, his return was their raison d’être. The execution of Charles and its aftermath were unmistakable signs and the fulfillment of prophecy. Fifth Monarchists placed Daniel 2, God’s establishing a fifth and eternal kingdom, alongside Revelation 20, the picture of the millennium. The resulting progression went like this: Assyria, Babylon, Greece, Rome—which was extinguished with the Roman Catholic sympathizer Charles—then king Jesus, the fifth monarch. The movement was solidified when hopes of ushering in the kingdom were dashed in 1651 by the Rump Parliament and then in 1653 by Cromwell himself and his Barebones Parliament. Christopher Feake (1612–1683) and Henry Jessey (1603–1663) were leaders who emerged during these early days. The group denounced Cromwell, but they largely agreed that they would need a clear sign before using force against him. Some claimed to receive messages from God in dreams and visions. The year 1657 saw the infamous attempt at uprising by Thomas Venner. This and other efforts were thwarted as Cromwell took great interest in the development of the movement and went to great lengths to keep it suppressed, especially in the ranks of his army. The Restoration was, of course, functionally the end of the Fifth Monarchists, and by century’s end they were no more.59

      Muggletonians

      Lastly, the Muggletonians emerged in 1652 with the cousins Lodowicke Muggleton (1609–1698) and John Reeve (1608–1658). Reeve received a special communication from God that the pair were the two last witnesses from the book of Revelation, comparing himself to Moses and Muggleton to Aaron. Reeve wrote the apology for the movement the same year, A Transcendent Spiritual Treatise, arguing that his revelation was superior from that claimed by other sects, because his came from outside himself. God spoke to him audibly. Reeve may have been the genius behind the movement, but it assumed Muggleton’s name as he singlehandedly led the group for forty years. The Muggletonians thought they were living in the last days, but they were no millenarians. They expected the second coming of Christ to usher the last judgement in immediately. They were dispensationalists with a Trinitarian view of history; the age of the Spirit had begun with the divine revelation to Reeve. They were predestinarians, which separated them from most other sects with whom they shared an emphasis on the Spirit over the words of Scripture. What gave them appeal was the power of the two witnesses to know whether an individual was numbered among the elect or not. With the witnesses, it became possible to have not only salvation but also assurance. Blessing and cursing based on this special insight became a distinctive of Muggletonian ministry. However, the group remained small, as adherents did not initiate conversations about their message. In their view, someone they encountered might be saved, but if they heard the message of the two witnesses and rejected it, they would certainly be damned. They were unitarians, understanding God to have a spiritual, and yet circumscribed body. So the Father became a physical, mortal human—Jesus—for a time, before taking on immortality again. After this, with the exception of the revelation to Reeve, God was disinterested in his people. He took no notice of prayers and was unmoved by suffering, to such an extent that nothing was gained from martyrdom or self-denial. The result of these beliefs was an informal piety. No prayer, no proselytizing, no ministers, no regular services. Just gatherings, often in taverns or alehouses, where leaders surfaced, and discussions were had. The Muggletonians were political quietists small in number and, as such, existed as a kind of unnoticed society after the Restoration into the twentieth century.60

      Owen witnessed firsthand the rise of these religious sects in the 1640s and 1650s, and in some cases was very much aware of their continuance later into the seventeenth century. This sectarian milieu resulted, he thought, from failures on two fronts: the doctrine of Scripture and the doctrine of the church. Owen’s Causes, Ways, and Means (1678) establishes a legitimate method of biblical interpretation, one that does not leave the meaning of Scripture open-ended. Further, the Spirit never contradicts the word, so whether it is Digger redefinition of sin or Ranter antinomianism, any teaching contrary to Scripture is categorically false, regardless of where it is claimed to have originated. Even more pointedly, the Spirit does not work apart from the word, so claims to special revelations, whether Fifth Monarchist or Muggletonian, are simply not true. Like all extraordinary spiritual gifts, prophecy and all the other extrabiblical revelation—“enthusiasm,” as it was called in the seventeenth century—ended with the extraordinary offices of New Testament prophets and apostles. Enthusiasm was a threat that was given life by many of these sects, and it not only undermined Owen’s conception of the authority and function of Scripture but also devalued the ordinary spiritual gifts and offices through which Christ provides for his church, as Owen outlines in A Discourse of Spiritual Gifts (1693). Owen shared many of the sectarian concerns; however, he believed that Scripture and the ordinary means of grace given by God to his church provided the answers and resources necessary for response to the legitimate apprehensions. The Muggletonian emphasis on assurance, for example, Owen shared. But rather than revising orthodox Christianity, he penned a biblical treatise on the certainty of salvation in The Holy Spirit as a Comforter (1693). The 1640s and 1650s turned the world upside down and violently shook it up, with the Restoration attempting to put things back in their place.61 What Owen experienced during those decades, and what was allowed promulgation, required a doubling down on emphases traditionally present in Christian theology, emphases such as the authority of Scripture, the coupling of word and Spirit, the Spirit’s provision of ministerial gifts, and the Spirit’s role in consolation. Owen’s delay until his final decade may be explained by his overall constructive writing project, which throughout his life seems to have been systematic rather than reactionary, while at the same time sensitive to his historical context.

      Quakers

      The Quakers, like so many other English sectarians in the seventeenth century, emerged out of the upheaval of the Civil War, when church hierarchy and censorship were abolished. However, unlike most other sects, they transformed into one of the main dissenting denominations after the Restoration. And while this evolution must be briefly outlined for historical context, it is important at the outset to observe that the movement’s theology changed very little, which is why Owen positioned himself so strongly against the Quakers, even at the end of his life when the Friends were all but established as a respectable dissenting denomination.

      Most histories of the Quakers begin in the 1650s, but the first definite event in Quaker history was the interaction between George Fox (1624–1691) and Elizabeth Hooton (1600–1672) in late 1646. Fox, the father of Quakerism and its foremost leader during his lifetime, had spent the previous few years wandering England, disenchanted with the hypocrisy of established religion. He became convinced of an “inner light,” something every individual possessed, which constituted ultimate authority and required obedience. The recognition of and submission to this inner light was the way of salvation, and it had major ramifications for traditional Christianity, implications that we will explore shortly. When Fox met Hooton, who was part of a Baptist meeting, she sympathized with him and took him in as a kind patron. She was convinced of his message by the first recorded instance of quaking and devoted herself to what was originally known pejoratively as Quakerism, dying in Jamaica as a missionary.62

      From 1647 to 1649, the Friends grew among those with sectarian tendencies, those with little time for the ordained ministry and prescribed ritual, as Fox and his followers continued to travel. In 1649, Fox landed himself in prison, the first of many times, for shouting down a priest and attacking the idea that Scripture was the final authority for the Christian. Such incidents were sporadic and took place initially in the countryside of England. Given that the Friends were unorganized and lacked a presence in London, they did not attract official government notice as a societal threat during their early expansion. As Fox traveled, he recruited sympathizers, and by the close of 1652, he had amassed the leaders who would carry the movement through the seventeenth century. Richard Farnworth (d. 1666), William Dewsbury (ca. 1621–1688), Margaret Fell (1614–1702), and James Naylor (ca. 1618–1660) were first. Fell’s estate, Swarthmoor Hall, served as the base of operations as the early movement organized, and Fell served as its chief administrator. Naylor, who would become infamous in the movement’s history, was the only person to be considered an equal colleague with Fox during the founder’s lifetime. These were followed by George Whitehead (1636–1723), a London businessman and conservative theological force later in the century; Edward Burrough (1633–1663), political pamphleteer and theologian; William Caton (1636–1665), missionary to Holland and Germany; and Richard Hubberthorne (1628–1662), eloquent preacher and writer. The Friends were well positioned to rapidly expand in the mid-1650s.63

      Adherents began delivering the message, the movement built momentum, and by 1655 one could find Quaker meetings throughout the country, with international efforts as well. Fox was organizing and writing pamphlets and letters of advice. Evangelistic pairs were strategically sent into cities and towns, sometimes finding a warm welcome, often among Baptists, sometimes not, which simply meant open-air preaching to whomever would hear. Teams of women were especially open to hostility. By the time the government noticed the Quakers in mid-century, there were thousands of them, and it was too late to just stamp them out by force, a policy implemented with great effect in other sectarian cases. In December 1654, leaders of the Friends gathered to discuss theology, a procedure for discipline, a policy for official publication, and other such matters that amounted to the movement’s regionalization and standardization. By the end of the decade, their numbers had increased to the range of thirty thousand to sixty thousand, and their ranks included a majority of small businessmen and artisans.64

      The first major breach in the movement came in 1656 with the notorious James Naylor affair. Naylor, Fox’s unquestioned number two within the Quaker movement and probably his equal from an external vantage, sided with Martha Simmons (1624–1665), a London meeting leader who had been chaffing under the leadership. While at her house, Naylor had a mental breakdown of sorts. An already tense relationship with Fox was irreparably damaged when, at the direction of Simmons, who was convinced that Naylor was Christ returned, Naylor reenacted the triumphal entry on his way into Bristol. He was arrested, charged with blasphemy, whipped, pilloried, and branded. Naylor gave the Quaker’s opponents an easy target and showed contradiction in what was supposed to be the leading of an infallible inner light. In his wake, Fox consolidated his leadership, writing pamphlets on essentially every matter that concerned Quakers. After Naylor, the excesses of early Quakerism were subdued.65

      Politically, things became quite unstable after Protector Cromwell’s death in 1658. What had to that point been a modest Quaker political program, one that really included only toleration and exemption from the mandated tithe, increased in its demands and pressure.66 During the process of Restoration, Fox and his leadership tried to ensure calm. Avoidance of Quaker involvement, especially violent involvement, on either side of the political and religious turmoil was the goal. But hopes for a favorable religious settlement for sectarians were dashed in 1661 when the Fifth Monarchists revolted. Persecution came, and, in response, Fox and the Friends committed themselves unequivocally and publicly to nonresistance and passivism. Their meetings were banned, censorship was reinstated, and the refusal to take oaths penalized. Oppression relaxed in 1664. The Quakers had survived, largely unbowed, and despite sporadic persecution for a few more decades, the dissenting denominations were never in serious danger of extinction again.67

      Within only a few years, the Quakers went from a radical sect to an introverted denomination that used the language of traditional Christianity more and more. Quaking in meetings all but disappeared, and the movement was drawn to respectability. In response to internal division and in order to weather systematic persecution, the Quakers ratcheted down discipline, and expressions of the Spirit were formally regulated by leaders. The early charismatic Quaker movement was replaced by a denomination, the Religious Society of Friends, a transformation that was complete by the end of the seventeenth century. The denomination’s shift toward theological orthodoxy and political respectability was ultimately demonstrated in the inclusion of the Quakers in the Toleration Act of 1689.68

      Owen’s career spanned much of this transformation. He had lived through Quaker radicalism, and in his opinion a change in respectability did not equal a change in substance. Owen held the post of vice-chancellor at Oxford University, making him responsible for discipline, when the Quakers first appeared in the university town. Elizabeth Fletcher (ca. 1638–1658) and Elizabeth Leavens (d. 1665) came preaching the message of the inner light in 1654, and to get the students’ attention, Fletcher walked seminaked through the streets.69 Owen accused the women of blaspheming the Holy Spirit and profaning the Scriptures, and had them whipped and expelled from the town. Two years later, Owen was present at Whitehall Palace when Fox had an audience with Cromwell, in which the Quaker leader passionately proselytized the lord protector.70 Despite such encounters, Owen’s concern was theology, not tone. This explains his sustained theological polemic throughout his prolific writing career.

      Owen’s antagonism toward the Quakers stemmed primarily from their overemphasis on the Holy Spirit, or in their own jargon, “inner light.” They came from a tradition of emphasis on the Spirit, but unlike the Reformers and Puritans, they saw no need for the safeguards of tradition or even biblical authority. By championing the inner light, Friends did away with doctrines and practices considered foundational to Christianity. As a result, the charge of heresy was quickly applied to the movement. It was the Quaker belief that all people had the inner light from God, which included potential saving power. This contradicted Owen’s doctrines of predestination and the atonement, because to Quakers all people are in essence partially saved. The only thing necessary to effect salvation was obedience to the inner light, with or without explicit knowledge of Jesus Christ and his sacrificial death on the cross. Because the inner light linked men and women directly to God, the Quakers disposed of the ordinances of baptism and the Lord’s Supper and the idea of set prayer or liturgical worship forms. Further, there was no need for a clerical hierarchy, whether formally in the institutional church or informally through education and training.71

      John 1:9, “that was the true Light, which lighteth every man that cometh into the world” (KJV), served as the biblical warrant for the Quakers’ distinct message. It bore witness to or described the Friends’ experience. “Every individual was born with the light of Christ, which, though darkened by sin, was never fully extinguished.”72 The one convinced by the Quaker message allowed this inner light to overcome sin and unite the soul with Christ. It was from this that the rest of Quaker theology flowed. And it was this passage that Owen set his sights on in his concentrated attack of 1658, Pro Sacris Scripturis Excercitationes adversus Fanaticos.73 Owen argues that Scripture is the word of God, that it is authoritative, and that it is perfect. He then contrasts this with the Quaker doctrine of the inner light, and he goes to the exegetical heart of the matter. Owen explains that the referent of the participle “coming” is the Light, not every man: “It is not said that Christ illuminates every man coming into the world, but rather that he, coming into the world, illuminates every man,” every man meaning all of God’s people, not all people without exception.74 So Johannine illumination is not natural, or something that all people experience. It is spiritual. And this illumination by the Spirit is inseparable from the word. This emphasis on the Scripture in answer to the Quaker undermining of biblical authority would remain a concern for Owen almost two decades later.

      In the late 1670s, when Owen wrote his twin treatises on illumination, The Reason of Faith and Causes, Ways, and Means, the Quakers, despite their developing coolness, formality, and respectability, were one of his primary interlocutors.75 Their doctrine of the inner light seemed to destroy the need for Scripture as revelation. It was not so much that they dismissed the Bible as a source of authority but that they held it to have no supreme authority, which could limit the inspiration of the indwelling Spirit. It was the inner light that tested the word, not the reverse. By relegating the authority of Scripture, the Quakers undermined its necessity. Owen blasted both positions as intolerable. Scripture is the objective light by which the knowledge of Christ is transmitted into our minds. There is no knowledge without Scripture. And the Spirit is the light that illuminates the mind by the means of the Scriptures. Owen responded strongly to the Quaker movement’s improper appeal to the Spirit, an overemphasis that has earned the Friends the description “the most extreme of the godly Puritans.”76 But if the Quakers took the Puritan appeal to the Spirit too far, there was another group, the Socinians, who overextended the Puritan application of reason.

      Socinians

      During Owen’s lifetime, Socinianism went from being a nonissue in England to the primary polemical opponent of Reformed Protestants. The Socinians are most often understood as rationalists who applied their reason to the biblical text, concluding that the Trinity and the atonement are absurd. While this is true, central also were claims about religion, freedom, and human nature, which help to explain the singularly extreme reaction to the Socinian caricature.77

      Faustus Socinus (1539–1604) offered a reinterpretation of Christianity that sought to place morality at the heart of the religion by reconceiving virtue and justice.78 He taught that Christ saves through his teaching and example, not by atoning for sins. The challenge, then, became to explain how and why a person might choose to follow Christ’s commands, a choice that must be voluntary in order to be virtuous. The doctrine of human depravity had to be revisited. Nothing in nature inevitably put people into relationship with God, positively or negatively. In Socinus’s conception of freedom, no room existed for original sin or innate knowledge of God. Human beings are presented with revelation, and therefore a choice must be made with their reason. Scripture, for Socinus, is trustworthy upon historical analysis and textual criticism, and it reveals Christ as a man who demonstrated virtuous living, with the afterlife as its motivating reward. God is not required to punish sin or exact satisfaction as a prerequisite to forgiveness, and because sin is fundamentally a debt, God has the right, but not a duty, to punish. This protected God’s freedom in Socinus’s estimation. Additionally, Socinus dismantled the doctrine of the Trinity. This he did primarily by conceiving of God in legal terms, drawing from his legal background, which dismissed the classical metaphysical category of substance or essence. Divinity is power and authority, which can be transmitted or transferred, but not divided. So the relationship between God and Christ was one of subordinate “divinity” based on received authority.79

      Socinus’s division of nature and true religion, revealed only in Christ, necessitated a contrast between Christ’s law and both natural law and the related Old Testament law. For traditional Protestants, natural law, which was articulated in Old Testament commandments, contained all duties required of people, thus justifying state established religion. Socinus taught pacifism and critiqued resistance theory—including self-defense—ideas that were explosive in Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. While Socinus’s radical ideas were tempered by his second-generation followers, they continued to develop his theology.80 This Socinian evolution took place under the direction of leaders such as Johann Crell (1590–1633) as they operated on the international theological stage, interacting most significantly with the Remonstrant heirs like Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) and Simon Episcopius (1583–1643).81

      In the early decades of the seventeenth century, Protestants on the continent viewed the Socinians as a disunifying force during a time of Roman Catholic resurgence. The same could be said of the Arminians, and they were indeed lumped together with Socinians during the Dutch Remonstrant crisis. With the conclusion of the Synod of Dort (1618–1619), the Reformed world had learned just how destructive of a weapon the charge of Socinianism could be. But Socinianism was peculiarly absent from discussions in England until the 1630s. This is understandable, given the fact that the anti-Calvinists in England were High Churchmen. They were not interested in emphasizing individual faith and morality the way both Arminians and Socinians did. As for the Puritans, they were consumed with the Church of England’s apparent movement even more toward the Church of Rome’s liturgical practices. However, when religious controversy was officially forbidden in the 1620s, asserting justification by faith polemically against the Socinians was a safe way to try to protect the national church from Arminianism and Roman leanings as well.82

      The two decades of upheaval between the start of the British Civil War and the Restoration of the monarchy (1640–1660) saw sustained efforts to both bring together natural law and Christianity and tear them asunder. The Great Tew Circle, representing the only positive interaction with Socinian ideas before the Civil War, supported the king and attacked the whole concept of a right of self-preservation and the resistance theory used by supporters of Parliament as justification for taking up arms. Socinianism and royalism were polemically conflated. During the Interregnum, when attention shifted to establishing a church settlement, Socinian concepts were used by some, such as Henry Hammond (1605–1660), to divide nature and Christianity on yet another front. Hammond defended episcopacy and argued that the church’s doctrine and polity must be based on the law of Christ. The fact that the church was a voluntary community, separate from any civil government, meant Parliament could not legitimately establish religion. This Socinian method of argumentation that placed a wedge between natural law and Christianity did not always result in anti-Trinitarianism, but it often did.83

      Including Trinitarianism in the church settlement did not turn out to be as simple as it would have seemed. It was accomplished largely by recasting the problem of heterodoxy in general as the problem of Socinianism in the early 1650s. Support for liberty of conscience was strong in this context, but the line was more often than not drawn at blasphemy and subversion. The Socinians provided both. The Independents gave the most concerted effort to defining heresy as they sought the toleration of Protestants who differed on disputable matters of doctrine and practice. When Parliament was under pressure to defend the inclusion of the Trinity in the church settlement on intellectual grounds, Owen led the charge in attacking those who explicitly denied the Trinity, showing that anti-Trinitarianism was intolerable without being forced in reality to defend the doctrine. This was significant because the whole project of a state-sanctioned church settlement relied on wedding natural law and Christianity, but the desire to include the Trinity coupled with the challenge of grounding the concept in natural theology or the explicit wording of Scripture had all but paralyzed the process. It was John Biddle (1615–1662), especially his English translation of the Racovian Catechism in 1652, who provided a suitably unpopular backdrop, a Socinian one, against which Owen proposed his own ecclesiastical vision.84

      By 1655, Owen and his cobelligerents were genuinely concerned about the infiltration of Socinianism in England, an anxiety that was not misplaced. Socinianism must not be associated with Biddle and his circle alone, for alarming tenets existed in the popular writings of Grotius and Episcopius as well. For Owen, most concerning was the separation of Christianity and natural law, which undermined the principles upon which religious unity in England was being sought in the Commonwealth, at least officially. His two most significant works against Socinianism were Dissertation of Divine Justice (1653) and Defense of the Gospel (1655). Oliver Cromwell commissioned the latter in answer to Biddle’s A Twofold Catechism (1654), but Owen was clearly also determined to address the historical-theological development of Grotius’s and others’ ideas, which undermined the universal principles appealed to in much of Reformed theology. Owen took aim at Grotius’s Annotationes, published in the 1640s, which modeled a historical method of biblical interpretation that undermined Trinitarian readings of key Scripture passages. Orthodox theological concepts like the atonement and the Trinity had not only to be proven true, but justification for the magistrate’s defense and promotion of them had to be made. For this constructive project, Owen turned to Thomism to back up what he found in Scripture.85

      Socinianism in the second half of the seventeenth century became increasingly diverse, as Socinians and Socinian ideas mixed with other people and ideas throughout Western Europe. The new Socinians appealed to ignorance on matters of theological speculation and biblical interpretation. They were skeptics. Some adopted Cartesian thought, or Lockean epistemology, or other early Enlightenment thinking. But there was a unity around anti-Trinitarianism and appealing to reason alone in biblical interpretation.86 This appeal to reason and the heterodox conclusions derived from it were what Owen relentlessly attacked. Even if he did not see explicit Socinianism everywhere, he observed in Restoration England the twin appeals to reason in approaching Scripture and to ignorance when forced to handle theological claims, so he continued to polemically engage Socinianism until the end of his life.87 In Owen’s dual treatises on the Spirit’s work of illumination, The Reason of Faith and Causes, Ways, and Means, both written in his last decade, Socinianism is one of his primary interlocutors. He desired to temper the Socinian appeal to reason with the necessity of the Spirit in both believing and understanding the Bible, and he explicitly referenced Socinianism throughout the project. Like many of Owen’s formulations, this did not become mainstream.

      In the England of Owen’s final decades, reason was usually portrayed in a positive light and given a role in religion. Owen and much of English Dissent granted it a place. But Anglicans especially presented the Church of England as reasonable religion. For Socinians, Arminians, and Anglicans, especially those of the Latitudinarian kind, the emphasis was placed on understanding the literal meaning of Scripture and applying it. Christ’s teaching was easy to understand when evaluated with human reason, but tough to practice. No technical, specialized theological language seemed necessary. There was no need for scholastic distinctions or dogmatics. Moreover, after the radicalism of the sectarians, with their spiritual excesses during the Civil War and Interregnum, reason appeared to be the safest way to move forward.88

      Owen’s Treatises

      The Reason of Faith (1677)89

      As Owen observed the divine origin of the Scriptures coming under attack and their authority being undermined, he purposed to defend the traditional concept of Scripture’s self-authentication made efficient by the Holy Spirit. But he had to avoid several theological pitfalls while doing so. He carefully distinguished himself from the Quakers and their spiritualism, which resulted in practical fideism in the terms of apologetic discourse. Adherents of the Church of Rome accused Protestants of holding a Quaker position, of faith based on private testimony or immediate revelation. Owen also went about his defense of Scripture in distinction from the rationalistic arguments found in the Church of England. Further, so-called proof of the inspiration and authority of Scripture based on objective evidence was being established effectively by other authors. What Owen attempts is a biblical synthesis in The Reason of Faith, which grounds belief in Scripture itself, witnessed to by the Spirit, a witness evidenced experientially in the life of the individual believer.

      As Owen’s title page reveals, he primarily concerns himself with the cause and nature of faith in this treatise. And it is important to note at the outset that when Owen uses the term faith in the context of this treatise, he usually is referencing not saving faith but divine and supernatural belief that Scripture is the word of God. Indeed, the foremost question on his mind in writing this treatise was, Why do Christians believe the Scripture to be God’s word? In short, his answer is this: The reason of faith is God’s authority and veracity revealing themselves in the Scriptures and by them. The ground of this faith is experimental—the renewing and sanctifying effect of divine truth, as proposed in Scripture—upon the mind. The work of the Holy Spirit is the efficient cause of such belief, but not the objective ground or evidence upon which faith rests.

      Responding to three short questions with three short answers gets to the heart of Owen’s project. What do Christians believe? Revelation—namely, the Bible. How do Christians believe revelation? Illumination. Why do Christians believe the Bible? The Scripture’s self-authentication. So illumination, in The Reason of Faith, is assent to Scripture’s self-authentication, which is enabled by the work of the Holy Spirit alone. I define illumination at this juncture because, in his preface, Owen identifies his treatise as the first installment of a two-part work on the Spirit of illumination, the second part being his treatise The Causes, Ways, and Means of Understanding the Mind of God. This latter work extends his initial definition of illumination by adding the Spirit’s work in understanding the mind of God in Scripture to the Spirit’s work in establishing belief that Scripture is the word of God.

      Chapter 1: The Subject Stated

      Owen opens his The Reason of Faith in chapter 1 by enumerating six premises regarding revelation. He asserts: (1) Revelation is the only objective cause of illumination. (2) Revelation was originally given immediately. (3) Scripture is sufficient. (4) Scripture is now the only external means of supernatural illumination, because it is the sole repository of all divine revelation. (5) However, subordinate means of making Scripture effectual, such as personal study and the ministry of the word, are not negated; in fact, they are assumed and required. (6) For Scripture to be a sufficient external cause of illumination, two things are required. First, we must believe it to be revelation, for learning cannot equate to illumination if the Bible is studied as any other book. Second, we must understand the mind of God as it is revealed and expressed in the Scriptures, which, again, is the subject of Owen’s second treatise on the Spirit of illumination.

      Chapter 2: What It Is Infallibly to Believe the Scripture to Be the Word of God, Affirmed

      In chapter 2, Owen, staying on the topic of revelation, moves to a discussion of grounding faith in the certainty of that revelation. He first draws the distinction between the material object of faith, which is the content proposed in Scripture, and the formal object, or cause, of faith. The latter is where Owen’s interest lies. Further, the faith he is concerned about is nothing less than divine and supernatural faith. The infallibility of this faith is not an inherent quality in the human subject; rather, it is the authority and veracity of God revealing the material object of faith that is the formal object, the ground or reason of faith. And as God’s full and exclusive revelation, it is Scripture, even more precisely, that provides the ground of faith. So faith is supernatural because the Holy Spirit produces it in the mind. It is infallible because of its formal reason—namely, Scripture, which is God’s revelation. And it is divine or opposed to what is merely a human belief. Owen concludes that the ground for accepting Scripture as divine revelation is “solely . . . the evidence that the Spirit of God, in and by the Scripture itself, gives unto us that it was given by immediate inspiration from God.” In the rest of this treatise, Owen attempts to expound this conclusion and its implications.

      Chapter 3: Sundry Convincing External Arguments for Divine Revelation

      Owen argues for the impossibility of believing with certainty upon fallible evidence, including all external arguments for the inspiration of Scripture. External arguments serve as no ground of faith, but they do confirm faith against temptations, oppositions, and objections, and so Owen provides a treatment of them in chapter 3. He gives weight to the antiquity of Scripture, its preservation, the divine content found in it, the church’s testimony to it, and its effects. After highlighting these five external arguments, Owen reinforces his initial point that while these adequately answer the objections of rational and unbiased persons, alone such arguments, at best, invoke a moral assurance of the truth of Scripture. In Owen’s words,

      Although those external arguments, whereby learned and rational men have proved, or may yet further prove, the Scripture to be a divine revelation given of God, and the doctrine contained in it to be a heavenly truth, are of singular use for the strengthening of the faith of them that do believe, by relieving the mind against temptations and objections that will arise to the contrary, as also for the conviction of gainsayers; yet to say that they contain the formal reason of that assent which is required of us unto the Scripture as the word of God, that our faith is the effect and product of them, which it rests upon and is resolved into, is both contrary to the Scripture, destructive of the nature of divine faith, and exclusive of the work of the Holy Ghost in this whole matter.

      External arguments persuade but do not result in divine and supernatural faith, for they are still in the realm of the natural, human, and fallible. They present probability, not infallible certainty.90

      Chapter 4: Moral Certainty, the Result of External Arguments, Insufficient

      Chapter 4 is Owen’s dismantling of the idea that what he has labeled moral certainty, the by-product of external arguments for the divine origin of Scripture, is sufficient reason of faith. He accomplishes this by arguing directly for moral certainty’s insufficiency and then by comparing it to the certainty wrought by the Spirit. The arguments against moral certainty’s sufficiency are four:

      1. The proper object of divine faith is divine revelation. When revelation was given, it was to be accepted as such purely on the basis that it was God, in relationship with his people, who gave it. Consider the Decalogue, where the preamble is merely “I am the Lord your God.” No external arguments seem necessitated. Christ and the apostles follow the same pattern in the New Testament, where the expectation existed that revelation was to be accepted on its own account.

      2. Moral certainty is the effect of reason, and therefore negates the need for a work of the Holy Spirit.

      3. Assent can be of no other nature than the evidence upon which it is built. Ergo, if the evidence is fallible, the assent is necessarily fallible.

      4. Believing Scripture with human faith overthrows believing the content of Scripture with divine faith, for there is no consistent or, more importantly, biblical warrant for a distinction in belief applied to revelation and the things revealed.

      While moral certainty may compel some level of obedience, it falls short of the infallible certainty produced by the Holy Spirit alone. At this point, Owen is inquiring after the power whereby an individual is enabled to believe the Scriptures, not the reason why one believes. The former pertains to the subject, or the human mind, while the latter to the object, or Scripture. Owen states that the work of the Spirit in this regard is “saving illumination of the mind, and the effect of it is a supernatural light, whereby the mind is renewed.” And “hereby we are enabled to discern the evidences of the divine origin and authority of the Scripture that are in itself, as well as assent unto the truth contained in it; and without it we cannot do so.” The two hindrances to faith, when revelation is proposed, are natural blindness after the fall and the prejudices produced by Satan. External arguments can aid faith only in the latter realm. The spiritual blindness resulting from fallen human nature can be overcome only by a miraculous work of God the Spirit. However, the content of this spiritual illumination is not immediate revelations of things not before revealed, but rather an internal revelation of that which is outward and antecedent unto it—namely, Scripture. There exists a difference in kind here. Illumination in this sense is the freeing of the mind from darkness, ignorance, and prejudice, while positively enabling the discernment of spiritual things. It is not the divine impartation of knowledge. So back to an earlier question, How do we believe that Scripture is the word of God? Owen answers, “It is because the Holy Ghost has enlightened our minds, wrought faith in us, and enabled us to believe.” Yet again, this is how, not why, we believe.

      Owen gives significant space to clarifying that the internal testimony of the Spirit is not the reason of faith. He asserts, “It is the common opinion of Protestant divines that the testimony of the Holy Ghost is the ground whereon we believe the Scripture to be the word of God,” though he wants to qualify this. The witness of the Spirit is not why we believe, but it is significant, even indispensable, nonetheless. The point is crucial for Owen, one reason being that the Church of Rome accused Protestants of settling the ground and assurance of faith in the soul of the individual. The point is also important for Owen’s intention in identifying the role of the Spirit in the execution of our obligation to believe the Scriptures. Though not the formal object of faith, the testimony of the Spirit does effectually persuade, and this effectual work of the Spirit is indispensable. In his conclusion to chapter 4, Owen summarizes, “Although no internal work of the Spirit can be the formal reason of our faith, or that which it is resolved into, yet is it such as without it we can never sincerely believe as we ought, nor be established in believing against temptations and objections.”

      Chapter 5: Divine Revelation Itself the Only Foundation and Reason of Faith

      To this point, Owen has laid a foundation of descriptions, definitions, and distinctions, a prolegomenon establishing what the reason of faith is not. In chapter 5, he wades into what he calls the principal part of his treatise, raising one more question about the work of the Spirit in the believer’s assent to Scripture. The question: What is the work of the Spirit regarding the objective evidence available concerning Scripture? He answers quite pointedly,

      We believe the Scripture to be the word of God with divine faith for its own sake only; or, our faith is resolved into the authority and truth of God only as revealing himself unto us therein and thereby. And this authority and veracity of God do infallibly manifest or evince themselves unto our faith, or our minds in the exercise of it, by the revelation itself in the Scripture, and no otherwise. Or, “Thus saith the Lord,” is the reason why we ought to believe, and why we do so; why we believe at all in general, and why we believe anything in particular. And this we call the formal object or reason of faith.

      This is the Spirit’s work because he immediately authored the whole of Scripture, and both in it and through it gives testimony to the divine truth and origin of it. How the Spirit does this Owen will explore in chapter 6. But before he does so, he firmly plants the concept of Scripture itself being the only reason of faith in an exegetical argument and the express example of the prophets and apostles, making a critical distinction at the outset. The question is where faith rests, not what arguments are available to prove that Scripture is revelation. Because faith rests in Scripture alone, the ministerial proposal of Scripture is a means of believing itself. When the word is proclaimed extraordinarily, by the prophets and apostles under inspiration, or ordinarily, through the ministry of the church, hearers are obliged to believe without any further evidence. This leads to the doctrine of Scripture’s self-authentication.

      Chapter 6: The Nature of Divine Revelations

      Owen approaches the fact that Scripture is self-authenticating by way of response to an objection, which is the content of chapter 6. The objection is that everyone who experiences a proposition of the Scripture would believe if Scripture evidences itself to be the word of God, at least if it is self-evident in the same way that the sun manifests itself by light or fire by heat. Owen answers this objection first with some epistemological considerations and second by surveying how Scripture evidences its divine origin and authority.

      Owen splits up knowledge into three categories: instinct, rational consideration, and faith. Faith by definition is assent upon testimony. God appeals to all three; his appeals to the first two are known as general revelation. The existence of God, for instance, is utterly apparent simply because of the existence of the world. And as to rational capacities, God’s works of creation and providence provide the material needed to make further insights into the nature, being, and properties of God. But the appeal to faith comes through special revelation, through Scripture, accepted upon testimony. This mode of knowledge rises above reason, but it is not irrational, for the same God who reveals himself to faith reveals himself also to reason and instinct, ensuring absolute consonance of general and special revelation. However, though dissonance is an impossibility, Owen argues that the appeal to faith through Scripture takes precedence. Human beings can infallibly know God through all three, but God’s word is implanted with vastly more details about himself and his properties, such that it is uniquely self-evident. Further, the capability of assenting to truth upon testimony is the most noble faculty and power of human nature, part of what constitutes the soul and separates God’s image bearers from the rest of his creatures. Failure to assent to Scripture when it is proposed is a problem with the subject, not the object, an insurmountable problem from a human perspective; the problem is the spiritual blindness associated with the fall and sinful suppression of the truth. Faith becomes capable of giving assent “because God works it in us and bestows it upon us for this very end.” Owen goes on:

      Yea, our faith is capable of giving an assent, though of another kind, more firm, and accompanied with more assurance, than any given by reason in the best of its conclusions. And the reason is, because the power of the mind to give assent upon testimony, which is its most noble faculty, is elevated and strengthened by the divine supernatural work of the Holy Ghost.

      God imbued such a power unto the revelation of himself by his word.

      Moving to how Scripture evidences its divine origin and authority, Owen teases out “the way and means whereby they evidence themselves unto us, and the Scripture thereby to be the Word of God, so as that we may undoubtedly and infallibly believe it so to be.” He posits, “There must be some testimony or witness in this case whereon faith does rest. And this we say is the testimony of the Holy Ghost, the author of the Scriptures, given unto them, in them, and by them.” This testimony consists of Scripture’s excellency and efficiency. With regard to the former, Owen understands Scripture to have details and impressions subjectively left in it and upon it by the Holy Spirit, of all the excellencies and properties of the divine nature. And as to the efficiency of Scripture, the Spirit wields power and authority in it and by it over the minds and consciences of men. Without the experience of divine efficacy, no one does or can believe; nonetheless, the divine effects are conversion, conviction, illumination, awe, and consolation. The Bible evidences itself as revelation by the stamp of the divine nature upon it and the miracles God works in the souls of individuals through it.

      Chapter 7: Inferences from the Whole

      In chapter 7, Owen concludes his work by drawing three inferences from what he has argued and by answering objections to his project. First, the three considerations:

      1. Evidence of the divinity of Scripture or the reason of faith is equally obvious to all believers.

      2. The assent of faith brings more assurance than any assent that is the effect of science upon demonstrable principles. Here, Owen explicitly employs the scholastic distinction between assurance of evidence and assurance of adherence. The certainty of faith exceeds science in the latter, while less so in the former. In any case, as applied to the concern at hand—namely, the certainty that Scripture is the word of God—the assurance of adherence exceeds the assurance of evidence because scientific evidence appeals only to the mind, while evidence by faith operates also on the will.

      3. Denial of the first two inferences or the separation of the internal work of the Holy Spirit (enabling belief) from his external work (evidencing Scripture’s divinity in and by it) undermines divine truth and substitutes persuasion through probability.

      Finally, Owen answers a few objections to these three inferences. To those who say that it disadvantages Christian religion to take away its rational grounds, especially in the task of convincing unbelievers, Owen responds that proving the doctrine of Christ and the doctrine of Scripture are two different things, though they are connected. The bottom line is that the apostles convinced unbelievers through their preaching, not rational argumentation. To those who propose that if Scripture is self-evident, then either all would accept it or the evidence lies in the efficacy of the Spirit in the mind, Owen counters that he does not deny the necessary work of the Spirit but that this work is the objective evidence upon which faith is built; and again, faith is assent upon testimony. Related to this objection is the resulting idea that none are obligated to believe outside of those who have faith wrought in them by the Spirit. Owen answers that the Spirit is the efficient cause of belief, but not the reason why we believe. Further, obligation has nothing to do with power or ability; we are responsible to receive Scripture as the word of God upon the evidence it gives in itself. Through Owen’s responses, he clarifies even further the reason of faith and its implications. Illumination accounts for the untold majority of Christians who have unshakable, yet perhaps uneducated or inarticulate, confidence in the Scriptures.

      The Causes, Ways, and Means of Understanding the Mind of God (1678)91

      Owen takes a mediating position in The Causes, Ways, and Means of Understanding the Mind of God, his treatise on biblical interpretation, between the irrationalism of the Quakers and the rationalism of the Socinians, without appealing to tradition or something like the curia as the Church of Rome does. All three of these groups subordinate the authority of Scripture: the Quakers to the inward light; the Socinians to human reason; the Church of Rome to tradition, practically determined by the pope. Owen wants to protect the right of private interpretation by the ordinary believer, while providing a method of interpretation that genuinely safeguards biblical authority. He agrees with Protestants in general on the sufficiency of Scripture itself as the rule of faith and practice, when it is understood according to the Spirit’s illumination.

      The Causes, Ways, and Means of Understanding the Mind of God comes as Owen’s second installment on the topic of the Holy Spirit’s illumination. The first, The Reason of Faith, articulated the evidence or grounds on which we receive Scripture as divine. In Causes, Owen offers the method by which we understand the divine mind revealed in Scripture. This second work’s nine chapters may be divided thus: chapters 1–6 expound the Holy Spirit as the principal efficient cause of right interpretation, and chapters 7–9 explain the means of proper understanding.

      In the preface, Owen defends the perspicuity of Scripture. This first step in the argument forms a foundation for the entirety of the treatise, the design of which is to compel the employment of obvious means in the interpretation of Scripture. Perspicuity is fundamental because the ordinary course of subordinating the authority of Scripture is leveling questions at its clarity or sufficiency and then proposing an alternative authority. For this reason, it is worth quoting Owen’s definition of perspicuity:

      The substance of what we plead for is, that such is the wisdom, goodness, and love of God toward mankind, in the grant that he has made unto them of the revelation of himself, his mind and will, in the Scripture, as that no one person does or can fail of attaining all that understanding in it and of it which is any way needful for his guidance to live unto God in his circumstances and relations, so as to come unto the blessed enjoyment of him, but by the sinful neglect of the means and duties prescribed by him for the attainment of that understanding, and want of a due dependence on those spiritual aids and assistances which he has prepared for that end.

      Chapter 1: Introduction

      Chapter 1 serves as Owen’s introduction and quickly builds on this foundation of perspicuity. The Spirit’s role in illumination is again tied to Scripture itself. Just as belief in the Bible does not depend on the church or any person, neither does the understanding of those things contained in it; rather, they are both part of the Spirit’s one work of illumination, which he accomplishes in tandem with the word. So Owen’s “principal design” is this:

      To manifest that every believer may, in the due use of the means appointed of God for that end, attain unto such a full assurance of understanding in the truth, or all that knowledge of the mind and will of God revealed in the Scripture, which is sufficient to direct him in the life of God, to deliver him from the dangers of ignorance, darkness, and error, and to conduct him unto blessedness.92

      Owen’s category of full assurance of understanding is of utmost importance, for in order to suffer for the truth or perform any act of obedience to God properly, one must be utterly persuaded that he or she has grasped divine revelation. This brings Owen to his primary question: How may anyone attain right understanding of the meaning and sense of the Scriptures? Or, to ask the same question another way, How can anyone perceive the mind of God in Scripture or what he intends to reveal?

      Owen provides a summary of his whole argument in seven points, which he will expand in the course of the treatise, to answer this chief question. The Spirit is the principal efficient cause of understanding Scripture correctly, such that without his work of illumination, Scripture cannot be properly understood. Here are the heads undergirding this conclusion:

      1. We do not need any new, immediate revelations to understand Scripture.

      2. This understanding does not depend on the instruction or interpretation of tradition, valuable as the history of the church’s interpretation is.

      3. However, mere natural reason does not bring proper understanding.

      4. So a special work of the Spirit in the supernatural illumination of our minds is necessary.

      5. Illumination alone results in full assurance of understanding.

      6. Such certainty does not result from “our reason and understanding merely in their natural actings, but as they are elevated, enlightened, guided, conducted, by an internal efficacious work of the Spirit of God upon them.”

      7. There are two means of right biblical interpretation. First, there are Christian duties such as prayer and Scripture meditation; second, there are disciplinary means such as those that come through formal education in the arts and sciences.

      For Owen, Scripture is the final arbiter of all things, so it is the authority even in how it is to be interpreted. Therefore, he moves in chapter 2 to the biblical evidence for the Spirit’s role in illumination.

      Chapter 2: The Holy Spirit as the Principal Efficient Cause of Understanding Scripture: Part 1

      Owen appeals first to Psalm 119 for biblical evidence for the necessity of divine illumination of Scripture; specifically, he explicates 119:18: “Open thou mine eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of thy law.” The “law” in this verse is a reference to the Pentateuch, the prophets, and the other writings constituting the Old Testament—in short and by implication, the whole of the Christian canon. The “wondrous things” the psalmist prays to behold are those wonderful things pertaining to Christ. And three things are assumed here in the request for beholding wonderful things: the necessity of Scripture, our duty and privilege to understand it, and our need of the Spirit’s help. Likewise, we are to pray for the enabling of God. Owen anticipates the objection that while those in the Old Testament needed their eyes opened in this way, Christians have the wonderful things revealed to them clearly in Christ and the New Testament. He answers the objection with an appeal to 2 Corinthians 3:13–18, particularly Paul’s concept of a double veiling. One veil was put on Moses’s face, but another covered the Israelites’ hearts. The first veil consisted in obscurity in instruction, which types, shadows, and parables darkened. It is this veil that the revelation of Jesus Christ and the doctrine of the gospel removed. The second veil involves the ignorance, darkness, and blindness that cover the understanding of human beings by nature. This covering is removed only by the effectual work of the Spirit.

      Similarly, in Ephesians 1:17–19,93 Paul prays for revelation, though not for new information. He requests enablement to discern things already revealed. Owen illustrates this request with the concept of a telescope. The telescope causes perception, and reveals only in the sense that it brings into view a reality that already exists. Owen understands Paul to ask for explicitly what the psalmist pleaded for implicitly under the category of wonderful things. He prays that the Ephesians would know these things in a way they could not naturally, in no way implying that they were foolish or uneducated. Rather, their minds, like all human minds, were darkened by sin. The apostle prayed for eyes to be opened, for an internal work of illumination, a work of the Spirit, since he is the immediate author of all supernatural effects and operations in his people.

      Chapter 3: The Holy Spirit as the Principal Efficient Cause of Understanding Scripture: Part 2

      In chapter 3, Owen presents more biblical evidence for the Spirit as the principal efficient cause of Scriptural understanding and then contrasts this with false knowledge. Referencing John 16:13 and the Spirit’s leading into all truth, Owen states that this work of the Spirit is “his work to give us a useful, saving understanding of all sacred truth, or the mind of God as revealed in the Scripture.” Jesus here promised the Spirit to help those who believe fulfill their duty to acquire right understanding of Scripture, the only deposit of all spiritual, divine, supernatural revelation. First John 2:20 and 2:27, then, speak of the Spirit as unction or anointing. According to Owen, the entire design of the apostle in these verses is this:

      All divine truths necessary to be known and to be believed, that we may live unto God in faith and obedience, or come unto and abide in Christ, as also be preserved from seducers, are contained in the Scripture, or proposed unto us in divine revelations. These of ourselves we cannot understand unto the ends mentioned; for if we could, there would be no need that we should be taught them by the Holy Spirit. But this is so, he teaches us all these things, enabling us to discern, comprehend, and acknowledge them.

      And the full assurance of understanding comes from the teacher, God the Holy Spirit, who is infallible. Because of this infallibility, this confidence rises above what any other evidence or demonstration could possibly provide, whether appeals to tradition by Roman Catholicism, on the one hand, or to rationalism by Socinianism, on the other.

      Before showing the contrast of false knowledge, Owen summarizes the biblical teaching this way: “that it is the Holy Spirit who teaches us to understand aright the mind and will of God in the Scripture, without whose aid and assistance we can never do so usefully nor profitably unto our own souls.” With this in the background, Owen raises the question of knowledge in the case of the unbeliever, making five points in answer:

      1. He distinguishes between knowledge and acknowledgment. The former by itself affects only the speculative part of the mind. The latter “gives the mind an experience of the power and efficacy of the truth known or discovered, so as to transform the soul and all its affections into it, and thereby to give a ‘full assurance of understanding’ unto the mind itself.”

      2. “To know a thing as the mind of God, and not to assent unto its truth, implies a contradiction.” Owen asserts, “I shall never grant that a man understands the Scripture aright who understands the words of it only, and not the things which are the mind of God in them.” An example of knowledge in the absence of acknowledgement is the Jews. The rabbis understand the words of the Bible impeccably in the original Hebrew, yet they miss the mind of God.

      3. False knowledge informs but fails to illuminate.

      4. Therefore, it fails to bring full confidence in understanding.

      5. Finally, false knowledge falls woefully short of enabling trust and adherence motivated by love; thus, prayers ought to be in earnest for the Spirit’s help.

      Chapter 4: The Nature and Effects of Illumination

      Chapter 4 shifts from the necessity of the Spirit’s illumination to the nature and effects of that work. Owen offers five effects, each of which he finds in Scripture. One effect of illumination is the opening of our eyes, as already discussed. He states, “This is the sum of what we plead: there is an efficacious work of the Spirit of God opening our eyes, enlightening our understandings or minds, to understand the things contained in the Scripture, distinct from the objective proposition of them in the Scripture itself.” Illumination, then, is more than the propositions of Scripture. It is a distinct work of the Spirit. Scripture is the content. Illumination is the grasping of that content. Other biblical descriptions of the effects of illumination include transfer from darkness into light, giving of understanding, teaching, leading, guiding into the truth, and shining into the heart. The nature of illumination is portrayed as light, understanding, and wisdom. Light is the “spiritual ability to discern and know spiritual things.” The “introduction of light into the mind is the proper effect of illumination.”

      Chapter 5: Ignorance

      Chapter 5 serves as a fitting parenthesis, an aside on the causes of ignorance and its remedy, before setting back on the main course of articulating the means of illumination. Owen prefaces his treatment of the general and particular causes of ignorance with a reminder that ignorance results from human deficiency. Human ignorance of divine truth is not a problem with Scripture. Rather, universally, natural vanity and darkness deprave the human mind. Left to itself, the human mind will seize the Scripture to its own destruction when presented with it. The particular causes of ignorance flow from the heart, which incline individuals to prejudice and perversion of the truth. At the forefront of these affections is pride, which in this case results in a carnal confidence in one’s own wisdom and ability. Other affections resulting in ignorance are love of honor and praise, resolute adherence to corrupt traditions and errors, love of sin, and spiritual sloth. Owen concludes, “While the minds of men are thus affected, as they cannot understand and receive divine, spiritual truths in a due manner, so are they ready and prone to embrace whatever is contrary thereunto.” Thus, there is a special work of the Spirit of God in the renovation of our minds, enabling us to learn the truth as we ought.

      The Holy Spirit removes hindrances by communicating spiritual light. He frees, delivers, and purges the mind of corrupt affections. Owen explicitly states that what people can understand without giving glory to God or bringing spiritual advantage to themselves is not his concern. But, positively, the Spirit implants spiritual habits and principles contrary to corrupt affections, such as humility, meekness, godly fear, reverence, and submission of the soul. Owen summarizes,

      Now all these graces whereby men are made teachable, capable of divine mysteries, so as to learn the truth as it is in Jesus, to understand the mind of God in the Scriptures, are wrought in them by the Holy Spirit, and belong unto his work upon our minds in our illumination. Without this the hearts of all men are fat, their ears heavy, and their eyes sealed, that they can neither hear, nor perceive, nor understand the mysteries of the kingdom of God.

      So illumination is a matter of the will and affections. But it will become clear that in Owen’s reasoning, even if this is the initial, indispensable step, there is more to the Spirit’s work of illumination.

      Chapter 6: Inspiration and Perspicuity

      In chapter 6, Owen transitions to the means of illumination, which is none other than Scripture itself. The composing and disposal of Scripture is another part of the Spirit’s work. Owen states it this way:

      The Holy Spirit of God has prepared and disposed of the Scripture so as it might be a most sufficient and absolutely perfect way and means of communicating unto our minds that saving knowledge of God and his will which is needful that we may live unto him, and come unto the enjoyment of him in his glory.

      Owen navigates this topic by considering the genre and clarity of Scripture. As to its genre, Scripture is not a systematic theology. God used a kind of literary conglomerate to reveal himself, which forces one to conclude that this must be the best way. And it does make sense upon reflection. Owen observes that this approach allows for flexibility in the context of reception. He finds it instructive that the purpose of Scripture is not primarily, or exclusively, knowledge, but rather transformation. Scripture’s genre makes the preaching ministry necessary, as well as diligence and perseverance in continually reckoning with biblical teaching.

      Regarding the clarity of Scripture, Owen presents a thoroughly Protestant doctrine of perspicuity. He claims, “The mind of God in all things concerning our faith and obedience, in the knowledge whereof our illumination does consist, is clearly revealed therein.” Yet because Scripture is divine revelation, it must be read and received, not like any other book, but as the word of the living God. And it follows that the mind must be freed by the Spirit, as previously noted, and that the truth cannot be mined in humanity’s natural strength and ability. Still, Owen is forceful in his assertion that the necessity of supernatural illumination in no way infringes on Scripture’s perspicuity. So, what about difficult passages? For this Owen distinguishes between hard to understand and hard to interpret. The former category includes things of a mysterious nature, such as the Trinity, the incarnation, eternal decrees, and the new birth. Truths such as these are above the ability of natural human reason to comprehend, but they are clearly expressed in Scripture. Difficult-to-interpret passages challenge us in the manner of their presentation. Owen has in mind allegories, parables, mystical stories, allusions, unfulfilled prophecies, ancient references, and rarely used words. Any truths necessary for faith and obedience revealed in such obscure places will be taught clearly elsewhere in Scripture. This conclusion springs from the doctrine of perspicuity and results in the concept of collation, the interpretive principle that within the canon clearer passages inform our reading of less clear passages. Another important interpretive principle introduced by Owen at this point is the analogy of faith, which he defines as the sum total of what Scripture clearly teaches regarding faith and obedience. The analogy of faith limits the possible meanings of any passage of Scripture to what is orthodox. With these two principles—collation and the analogy of faith—it can legitimately be maintained that Scripture is clear and that it provides for its own interpretation.94

      Chapter 7: Biblical Interpretation

      Thus far, Owen has presented illumination as it pertains to the mind and Scripture. What is as yet unexplored is the Spirit’s role in the actual application of our minds to understanding and interpreting Scripture. The helps or means afforded by the Spirit for this purpose are three: spiritual, disciplinary, and ecclesiastical. And the purpose, most basically, is understanding the mind of God as revealed in Scripture through the human authors. The aim is the divine author’s intended meaning, which is subtly yet significantly different from the end goal of interpretation being human authorial intent. These two are never in opposition, given Owen’s doctrine of inspiration; and at the same time, the fact that there is a divine author is what makes Scripture revelation. There are at minimum two senses of Scripture, or at least two ways of reading or understanding it: one illuminated by the Spirit, and the other not. While Owen does not develop the point, he seems to indicate that unilluminated understanding is the grammatical and historical intent of the human author and that illuminated interpretation goes further. The latter concerns the theological significance, that meaning intended by the Spirit, which at times may be above and beyond the meaning intended by the human author. Owen illustrates this by referencing Jewish interpretation of the Old Testament. The rabbis understand it in its original Hebrew as well as anyone, grasping the grammatical sense, construction, and propositions contained in it perfectly. Yet they understand “the words of it only, and not the things which are the mind of God in them.” Therefore, they do not truly understand Scripture. It is no coincidence that the title of Owen’s treatise refers to understanding the mind of God particularly and that his most consistent referent throughout the treatise when discussing the sense, meaning, or intention of the text is that intended by the Spirit.

      At the top of the list of spiritual means of interpretation, Owen places prayer, which in this context is a fervent, earnest plea for the Spirit’s help. The following promise is attached:

      Whoever, in the diligent and immediate study of the Scripture to know the mind of God therein so as to do it, does abide in fervent supplications, in and by Jesus Christ, for supplies of the Spirit of grace, to lead him into all truth, to reveal and make known unto him the truth as it is in Jesus, to give him an understanding of the Scriptures and the will of God therein, he shall be preserved from pernicious errors, and attain that degree in knowledge as shall be sufficient unto the guidance and preservation of the life of God in the whole of his faith and obedience.

      The one who will sincerely pray for help in understanding the Scriptures will not fall into soul-destroying error and will indeed comprehend the truths necessary for faith and obedience. Other spiritual means included by Owen are: readiness to conform the mind and heart to the doctrines found in Scripture; practical application of those doctrines; an ongoing intention for growth and progress in knowledge motivated by love for the truth and the experience of its excellence; and, finally, the ordinary ordinances of worship. Owen reinforces time and again that the spiritual means in no way supplant learning, study, and the use of reason in the interpretation of Scripture. However, Scripture is not an ordinary book, and thus the spiritual means must precede the disciplinarian means if true understanding is to be achieved.

      Chapter 8: Rules for Biblical Interpretation

      Having treated the spiritual means of interpretation, Owen turns in chapter 8 to what he terms disciplinarian means. These include study of the original languages, history, geography, and chronology, and the use of methodical reason. Owen begins by warning that such means are morally indifferent. He proposes that when applied to the interpretation of Scripture, disciplinarian means may be used properly, bringing blessing from the Holy Spirit, or abused, seducing people to trust in their own understanding. Concerning the biblical languages, Owen offers balance in proposing the advantages of learning Hebrew and Greek while instilling confidence in the exposition of good translations. History, geography, and chronology allow for consideration of historical context in the interpretive process. At the same time, Owen cautions against applying chronology strictly and minutely to history.95 Reason applied to Scripture in interpretation enables judgement of the sense and logical deductions. However, Owen quickly dispels the notion of authoritative systems of logic. He asserts that it would be a presumptuous mistake to reduce all reasoning in Scripture to any single system or to assume that anyone can “fathom the depths of Scripture senses” by imperfect human reason.96 Moreover, every interpretation must be tested by the analogy of faith, no matter how reasonable or logical it may seem. Again, the disciplinary means may be abused, but added to the foundational spiritual means, they are used by the Spirit in the work of illumination.

      Chapter 9: Biblical Interpretation and the Church

      In his concluding chapter, Owen addresses the ecclesiastical means of biblical interpretation. He begins by challenging the concepts of universal tradition and consent of the church fathers, claiming that these simply are nonexistent outside the analogy of faith, which, of course, is derived from Scripture itself. For Owen,

      the sole use of ecclesiastical means in the interpretation of Scripture is in the due consideration and improvement of that light, knowledge, and understanding in, and those gifts for the declaration of, the mind of God in the Scripture, which he has granted unto and furnished them with who have gone before us in the ministry and work of the gospel.

      In short, God’s promise to lead his people into all truth and maintain a gospel witness through his church enables us to consider the interpretations of saints throughout the ages with great benefit as we interpret the Scriptures ourselves.

      The Work of the Holy Spirit in Prayer (1682)97

      Owen’s treatise on prayer is an attack on set forms of prayer and an argument for free (unwritten and unmemorized) prayer. As previously noted, Owen felt compelled to write on the subject in response to Hugh Cressy’s rather abrasive dismissal of the Reformed Protestant position in his Church-History of Brittany. But Owen’s project is larger than merely an apologetic against the Church of Rome and its false worship flowing from its composed prayers. Two ideas dominate. Prayers of human composure in the national Restoration Church of England’s Book of Common Prayer and the neglect of prayer among other churches are Owen’s twin concerns.

      Owen begins by asserting the necessity, benefit, and use of prayer in general. This goes without saying, in fact. No true religion exists without prayer. All religion consists principally in prayer. And so the design of his discourse, in Owen’s own words, is that when it comes to prayer, “nothing more requisite in our religion than that true apprehensions of its nature and use be preserved in the minds of men, the declaration and defense of them, when they are opposed and unduly traduced, is not only justifiable but necessary also.” Owen understands prayer according to the Spirit to be under attack by the imposition of liturgical forms.

      The questions Owen seeks to answer include the nature of the work of the Spirit in aiding and assisting believers in their praying according to the mind of God and the effects and fruit of that work. The sum of what he pleads, from Scripture and experience, is this:

      Whereas God has graciously promised his Holy Spirit, as a Spirit of grace and supplications, unto them that do believe, enabling them to pray according to his mind and will, in all the circumstances and capacities wherein they are, or which they may be called unto, it is the duty of them who are enlightened with the truth hereof to expect those promised aids and assistances in and unto their prayers, and to pray according to the ability which they receive thereby.

      After summarizing his claim, he lays out eight general principles, which warrant enumerating, since they serve as a foundation for the treatise as a whole:

      1. It is the duty of every person to pray for himself or herself. The existence of God simply demands it.

      2. It is the duty of some to pray for others. Here, Owen is thinking of fathers, husbands, pastors, and the like.

      3. Whoever prays is obligated to pray as well as possible.

      4. And the best prayer includes intense, sincere actings of our minds through the greatest assistance we can attain.

      5. The duty of prayer is achievable with the aid of God himself.

      6. God expressly commands his people to pray, but not to compose written prayers for themselves, much less others.

      7. Assistance is promised to believers to enable them to pray according to the will of God. However, at the same time, no help is promised for composing prayers for others.

      8. Prayers given in Scripture have everlasting use but give no warrant for compositions unto the same end. This final principle leads Owen to the dominant topic in his preface, an earnest plea against set forms of prayer.

      Owen stops short of determining set forms of prayer as inherently sinful, absolutely unlawful, or entirely vitiating of acceptable worship, but neither does he have anything positive to say about them. Taking the Missal (or Roman Catholic Mass book) as a case study, he highlights the abuses and corruptions engendered by liturgical forms. While the Missal’s development was slow, it eventually imposed worship of human composure as divine and brought with it several unfortunate results. One was the doctrines of the Mass and transubstantiation. The Church of Rome came to believe what it first admitted in prayer. This theology of the Lord’s Supper could not have conceivably developed without enforceable set forms of prayer. Another disastrous result was the rise of arbitrary ceremonies that came to adorn the devised prayer forms, leading to superstition and idolatrous practices. A third calamitous outcome was the imposition of the Missal, enforced at times even to the point of death. These consequences further served as catalysts for the cessation of true spiritual and ministerial gifts.

      Owen proceeds to build upon the foundation laid in his preface in three movements. In chapters 1–3, he details the biblical evidence for true prayer. Chapters 4–7 exposit the nature of the Spirit’s work. And then chapters 8–9 draw out the duties associated with the Spirit’s gift of prayer. Owen concludes the treatise with two separate discussions, one on what he calls “mental prayer” and one on prescribed forms, in chapters 10–11, which are significant for historical context and will be handled briefly in turn.

      Chapter 1: The Use of Prayer, and the Work of the Holy Spirit Therein

      In chapter 1, Owen reasserts the duty of prayer, narrows his subject to the gracious operation of the Holy Spirit in prayer, and argues for the significant relevance of the topic. He observes that the great animosity between different groups on the issue of prayer arises from the fact that prayer is the hinge on which all other differences concerning worship depend. By looking in detail at two passages of Scripture, Owen evinces “that there is promised and actually granted a special work of the Spirit of God in the prayers or praises of believers under the New Testament.”
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