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    FOREWORD


    Timothy Larsen


    

      A TRULY GREAT PREACHER IS MARKED by a combination of faith and fire—faith in two senses. The first is the faith was once delivered unto the saints. The sermons of great preachers are messages of substance. They are not merely frothy concoctions of sentiment and anecdote, but rather they find their center of gravity in the purity of doctrine, in the profundity of Scripture, and in the power of the gospel. The second is faith in the sense of personal conviction. This living faith is also fuel for the fire. Great preachers have convictions that are contagious. They speak existentially to the whole person, unleashing deep emotions and galvanizing the heart, the intellect, and the will. They move their hearers, and not merely in an ephemeral and superficial way. Deep calleth unto deep. The hearer feels located, as if the preacher is speaking specifically to him or to her. The messenger provokes a response in the listener.


      In the context of specific ages, nations, or denominations, a few figures will emerge preeminent, widely hailed as fitting the above portrait of a great preacher. In the early church, John Chrysostom was one. His very name, Chrysostom (the golden-mouthed), was really an honorary title in tribute to his power in the pulpit. In the twelfth century, I would not have wanted to try to hold out with a bad conscience against an authoritative proclamation from Bernard of Clairvaux—nor in the fourteenth century against a piercing oration from Catherine of Siena. In the eighteenth century, even a penny-pinching Deist such as Benjamin Franklin found himself throwing all his money into the offering plate when George Whitefield made the appeal. Would that Franklin had also joined the myriads who gave their lives to Christ when Whitefield delivered a sermon! The nineteenth century was a sermonic age that produced a company of great preachers. Even just in the single city of London many worthy voices were raised in the cause of Christ whose ministries resounded to other countries and down the decades well beyond their deaths. I have been a Victorian scholar my whole career, but if I was transported back in time to Victorian London, I would skip the chance to see Queen Victoria and opt instead to go hear Catherine Booth, the mother of the Salvation Army, preach with fiery conviction the gospel of Jesus Christ.


      Greatest, of course, is a silly category. The kingdom of God is not a listicle. When Stanley Hauerwas was named “America’s Best Theologian” by Time magazine, he had the grace and wisdom to reply, “Best is not a theological category.” We make no more invidious a claim than that Charles Haddon Spurgeon is numbered among the great preachers. And Spurgeon himself, desiring no solitary perch of preeminence, would have been the first to add, “And may their tribe increase.” Every great preacher from the past whose words we can read or whom we can learn about is a gift to us today. We do not need to choose. They are a great cloud of witnesses, and they all belong to us. The memory of the righteous is a blessing.


      Still, Spurgeon’s ministry was so extraordinary according to so many metrics that authors shy away from making the superlative claims that stare them in the face. No one I have read has ever said that Spurgeon, in his day, was the pastor of the largest Christian congregation in the entire world. If he was not, however, who was? If he was not the Christian author with more words in print than any other, then who was? If his sermons did not circulate more widely than anyone else’s, then whose did? If he was not the most popular preacher of the nineteenth century, then who was? Again, these claims do not matter in themselves. They are, in truth, as we have already intimated, a little unseemly when discussing servants of Jesus Christ. The point is simply that it was so incalculably vast that it is easier to underestimate than overestimate the reach and significance of Spurgeon’s ministry.


      You could be buried alive in books about Spurgeon. His giant reputation has created an entire publishing phenomenon focusing on just one man. The first book about Spurgeon was published when he was just twenty-two years old! By the time he was twenty-three, the first full biography had already appeared. At his death at the early age of fifty-seven, biographies of Spurgeon started appearing at the rate of one per month. Just one of these, The Life and Work of Charles Haddon Spurgeon by G. Holden Pike, was six volumes long.


      Still, Spurgeon has been scandalously neglected by scholars. It is hard to think of anyone with his level of fame and reputation who has been so thoroughly ignored. There are literally only a handful of scholarly books on Spurgeon. For a long, long time, Patricia Kruppa’s Charles Haddon Spurgeon: A Preacher’s Progress, published in 1982 but essentially her 1968 PhD dissertation, held the field alone. It was a flawed study, but as the only scholarly one, it was also essential. (And there is still such a dearth of academic studies on Spurgeon that it has been recently reissued by a new publisher without even being revised or updated.) Today, however, people have the privilege of reading Tom Nettles’s wonderful and worthy book, Living by Revealed Truth: The Life and Pastoral Theology of Charles Haddon Spurgeon (2013). If you want to read a biography of Spurgeon, start with it. Nettles did his research well, but he chose to write a book that tilted toward the preferences of the popular market rather than attending to the needs and concerns of scholars. Perhaps the best academic study of Spurgeon hitherto has been Peter J. Morden, “Communion with Christ and His People”: The Spirituality of C. H. Spurgeon (2010).


      Thomas Breimaier’s Tethered to the Cross: The Life and Preaching of Charles H. Spurgeon is the most important scholarly study of Spurgeon that has ever been written. It is the very best place to start for anyone who wants to study Spurgeon. It is extremely well researched and highly judicious. You can trust that the claims are well grounded and right. It is also a joy to read.


      Before turning to the central themes of Tethered to the Cross, it is worth mentioning a few unexpected delights that one encounters along the way—almost by the bye, but not quite. I myself have done research and written scholarly chapters on Spurgeon, and for what it is worth, these were new delights for me that either Breimaier has uncovered or I had somehow hitherto missed. One is Spurgeon’s poignant and profound sermon “Accidents, Not Punishments.” His text was Luke 13:1-5. People were shaken by recent deaths in a train collision, and Spurgeon preached against the assumption that these people were being punished because of their exceptional sinfulness. When David Livingstone died deep in the interior of Africa, they found a copy of that sermon among his possessions. He had marked it “very good.”


      I was also struck by Spurgeon’s refusal to take up even seemingly Christian or scriptural concerns that he felt would deflect him from his fundamental task of preaching the gospel. On the issue of a young earth, he simply retorted, “I do not know, and I do not care, much about the question.” Likewise he refused to join the rage among conservative Christians for eschatological theories and end-times speculation. On the imagery in the book of Revelation, Spurgeon declared, “I confess I am not sent to decipher the Apocalyptic symbols, my errant is humbler but equally useful, I am sent to bring souls to Jesus Christ.”


      I was also pleased to learn about the amazing Lavinia Bartlett, a woman in Spurgeon’s congregation who matched him in her zeal for souls and in the converting power of her Bible teaching. Spurgeon’s own magazine, The Sword and the Trowel, recommended that male preachers sit under Bartlett’s ministry in order to learn how to be more effective. Stories were told of souls whose hearts had remained hard even under Spurgeon’s ministry but had been cracked open for Christ to enter in through Bartlett’s teaching. Likewise I was riveted by the account of an African American preacher and former slave from Virginia, Thomas L. Johnson, who trained at Spurgeon’s seminary, the Pastors’ College, before going on to a fruitful ministry. Echoing Paul’s letter to Philemon, Spurgeon sent him out into a racist world with this reference: “He is a beloved brother in the Lord and should be received as such.” And I was staggered to learn that there came a point at which the majority of all the Baptist ministers in England and Wales had been trained by Spurgeon in his Pastors’ College. Not only did Spurgeon apparently have the largest congregation in the world, but the second largest congregation in London (and, for all I know, the world) was one founded by his disciple and former student, Archibald Brown—the East End Tabernacle. (After Spurgeon’s death, Brown would eventually succeed Spurgeon at the Metropolitan Tabernacle.)


      Whatever you think of Spurgeon—even if you dislike him—if you want to study him, this book is essential for you. If you love Spurgeon, however, you will love this book. Breimaier has gone straight to the secret of Spurgeon’s power. Charles Haddon Spurgeon preached Christ and him crucified. Spurgeon’s aim was not simply to preach the Bible. It was to preach the gospel, through the Scriptures, by the power of the Holy Spirit. The gospel kept his eyes steadfastly fixed upon the cross. With the power of the cross of Christ to convert people ever before him, the whole Bible was open to him. He ransacked the Old Testament from cover to cover for treasures new and old. The New Testament ever brought forth its daily bread. Breimaier shows convincingly that Spurgeon would find an evangelistic message in texts where even other prominent conservative evangelical preachers did not. To lose sight of this reality, he insisted, is to forget your own story of salvation: “By the Word of the Lord you were brought to the cross, and comforted by the atonement.” This book is about Spurgeon’s long obedience in the same direction. He lived the advice he gave to aspiring ministers: “First and above all things, keep to plain evangelical doctrines; whatever else you do or do not preach, be sure incessantly to bring forth the soul-saving truth of Christ and him crucified.”
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INTRODUCTION

The Cross in the Tabernacle


WHILE STILL IN HIS TWENTIES, Charles Haddon Spurgeon became a familiar name for many English evangelicals. His preaching was a topic of debate in newspapers and magazines within a year of his arrival in London. His critics included the English novelist George Eliot, who reluctantly acknowledged that Spurgeon “has the gift of a fine voice, very flexible and various; he is admirably fluent and clear in his language,” though she held little regard for his theology, which she branded as the “the most superficial, grocer’s back-parlour view of Calvinistic Christianity.”1 His popularity extended beyond the upper working and lower middle classes, and in time his admirers would include the earl of Shaftesbury, American President James Garfield, and Prime Minister William Gladstone. By his fortieth birthday, he oversaw a magazine, a college for pastors, a vocational evening school, almshouses, two orphanages, and the largest congregation in the English-speaking world.

Spurgeon’s sermons were the centerpiece of his ministry. He preached over three thousand messages during his tenure at the Metropolitan Tabernacle. Along with his publishers, Passmore and Alabaster, Spurgeon revolutionized the process of sermon distribution. The sermons were recorded by stenographers on Sundays and were quickly typeset, edited by Spurgeon, and sold for a penny each in London the following week. When the transatlantic telegraph cable was successfully installed, newspapers in Chicago and Boston published sermons that had been preached in the Metropolitan Tabernacle the previous week.2 Spurgeon’s sermons were reprinted in periodicals throughout the world, as translations appeared in over thirty languages, including German, Russian, Arabic, and Urdu. By the time of his death, over fifty-six million copies of Spurgeon’s sermons had been sold.3 These sermons found a wide variety of usage, from the pulpits of Russian churches to the pocket of the African explorer David Livingstone.4

Spurgeon’s engagement with the Bible was responsible for his considerable fame in the Victorian world. His preaching drew listeners from a variety of social backgrounds, and it produced numerous conversions to Christianity. Recently published transcripts of membership interviews that had been conducted in the nineteenth century by elders of Spurgeon’s church provide helpful context, introducing congregants such as John Charles Samuel, a man who self-identified as a former “infidel, blasphemer, tavern lounger, and mocker of religion,” who was drawn by the popularity of Spurgeon’s oratory and visited the New Park Street Chapel on several occasions.5 Recalling his experience of hearing the famous preacher, Samuel wrote that Spurgeon “looked at me a good deal as if he knew I was an infidel. I felt he was preaching only to me.”6 A New Park Street Chapel elder’s notes on the conversion of a man named John Fletcher recorded that Fletcher “looked everywhere for comfort but the right places. But at last he was constrained to look only to Christ, and now sincerely believes he has found mercy through the Saviour’s blood and trusts alone in Jesus.”7 Another interviewee, Rose Edwards, said that in Spurgeon’s preaching she “saw the love of Christ as she never saw it before,” and that the “sermon convinced her of the very great guilt of her sins and led her to cry for mercy and forgiveness.”8 Accounts of conversions generated by Spurgeon’s preaching often emphasized common themes, which included a sense of the preacher speaking directly to them and an overwhelming conviction generated by reflection upon Christ’s crucifixion.9

In referring to his method of biblical interpretation, Spurgeon was said to insist, “I take my text and make a beeline to the cross.” The quotation, which certainly resonates with Spurgeon’s general approach to Scripture, is problematic in that I have not found it within Spurgeon’s sermons or books.10 However, Spurgeon’s beeline reference does appear in a variety of books on preaching, and also, without citation, in Lewis Drummond’s biography of Spurgeon, published in 1992.11 The earliest reference to the quotation appears in a sermon by the Southern Baptist pastor W. A. Criswell (1909–2002), though Criswell did not identify his original source.12 The quotation, wherever it first appeared, is valuable in raising the larger question of how Spurgeon approached the biblical text. Did he make a “beeline” to the cross in every sermon? Did he have a unified approach to biblical interpretation?

The primary goal of this book is to identify and analyze C. H. Spurgeon’s approach to biblical hermeneutics. It will argue that Spurgeon, one of the most renowned preachers of his era, viewed the entire Bible through the lens of the cross of Christ, with an aim to bring about the conversion of sinners.13 This approach led him to interpret texts throughout the Bible in a similar manner, resulting in sermons, articles, and instruction that favored cross-centered language, aimed at the conversion of unbelievers. These themes of crucicentrism and conversionism are drawn in part from the historian David Bebbington’s seminal work, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain.14 In it, Bebbington argues that evangelicals are characterized by the presence of four key theological emphases: activism, biblicism, crucicentrism, and conversionism.15 It should be noted that while Spurgeon’s teaching and extant ministries exemplified all four of Bebbington’s categories, this work will focus primarily on the particular role that crucicentrism and conversionism played in his biblical interpretation. For Spurgeon, all of these points were interconnected, and as such many sermons included a focus upon the cross and the need for conversion, as well as an emphasis that those in the congregation who were already converted should deepen their knowledge of the Bible and actively engage in personal evangelism. Further, it will be noted that Spurgeon’s engagement with the Bible varied according to a number of factors, most notably the nature of his audience. As such, while the primary focus of this project will remain on the overarching themes of crucicentrism and conversionism throughout Spurgeon’s preached and written material, at certain points it will be noted that he was not restricted to these themes and varied his content and presentation in light of his intended audience.


THREE STUDIES OF NINETEENTH-CENTURY PREACHING AND CHARLES H. SPURGEON

This book stands on the shoulders of a number of volumes that have helped to inform and shape contemporary understanding of Victorian biblical interpretation, preaching in the nineteenth century, and C. H. Spurgeon himself. With regard to the first category, as Benjamin Jowett remarked in 1860, “the path of the critical Interpreter of Scripture is almost always a thorny one in England.”16 Perhaps the most significant movement within nineteenth-century biblical studies was the forward march of higher criticism. This had its roots in seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century English and Irish Deist thought, but by the mid-nineteenth century had become associated with German scholarship, primarily as conducted at the universities of Göttingen and Tübingen. The focus of higher criticism, broadly speaking, was to pursue the original meaning of an ancient text within its historical context. These scholars began to ask historical questions of the Bible and developed theories that challenged, among other things, the traditional authorship of texts and the historical accuracy of biblical descriptions.17

British Christians witnessed a significant shift in the nature of biblical scholarship as German works of higher criticism began to appear. Several authors have offered helpful accounts of the theological developments. Hans Frei provides an overview of developments in biblical interpretation over two centuries in his classic work, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative.18 In his profiles of F. D. Maurice and William Robertson Smith, the biblical scholar J. W. Rogerson explores the controversial work of these two advocates of modern biblical criticism in Britain.19 Rogerson also contributed to a general introduction to Christian biblical interpretation, with a section devoted to higher criticism in the nineteenth century.20 Finally, his monograph titled Old Testament Criticism in the Nineteenth Century evaluates biblical interpretation in both Germany and England in the light of theological and sociopolitical developments.21 For broader engagement with the history of Old Testament interpretation, works from Rudolf Smend and Henning Graf Reventlow are valuable, particularly with regard to nineteenth-century German scholarship.22 There are also several relevant studies pertaining to New Testament higher criticism in Britain. Stephen Neill’s The Interpretation of the New Testament: 1861–1986 highlights key methodological shifts within New Testament faculties in both Germany and Britain.23 David M. Thompson offers a similar survey in his Cambridge Theology in the Nineteenth Century, the scope of which extends to scholars of both Old and New Testaments as well as influential clergy.24

Additional studies survey wider themes in British responses to higher criticism. Tod Jones’s study of the Broad-Church movement provides biographical sketches of several important figures in Victorian biblical studies, particularly in his chapter “Cambridge Apostles and Prophets.”25 Taking a literary approach, George Landow’s Victorian Types, Victorian Shadows provides a thorough investigation of the role of typology in the arts, examining how Christians from various denominational affiliations in part rooted their biblical interpretation in “divinely intended anticipations of Christ and His dispensation in the laws, events, and people of the Old Testament.”26

While the historical accounts of the changing reception of the Bible among intellectuals have been valuable, it is also important to consider the popular understanding of the Bible in the Victorian period. Recent years have seen several notable publications on the topic of the Bible in nineteenth-century popular culture. Colin Kidd and R. S. Sugirtharajah have written helpful volumes on the role of race and imperialism in the church’s use of the Bible.27 Willis Glover’s book on evangelical Nonconformists and higher criticism, though dated, remains a significant text on the topic, and as such it is referenced in even the most recent scholarship.28 Glover argues that many evangelicals were initially suspicious of higher criticism because of its roots in “Germanism,” which functionally ruled it as both Hegelian and rationalistic.29 Perhaps the most thorough account to date has been Timothy Larsen’s A People of One Book, which studies the role that the Bible played in the lives and thought of a diverse cast of historical figures, including C. H. Spurgeon.30 Central to Larsen’s study is the argument that the Bible played a significant role in public and private life of nineteenth-century England, saturating the thought and writings of those both inside and outside the church. Larsen’s analysis of Spurgeon offers a comprehensive account of the preacher in his context, though his assessments of Spurgeon’s “holy earnestness” to see conversions produced through the preaching of the Bible would have been strengthened by an analysis of Spurgeon’s frequent references to Christ’s crucifixion, a theme that wove its way through the bulk of his sermons, addresses, printed books, and lectures.31

In addition to the preceding volumes on Victorian biblical interpretation, there have been a number of helpful volumes surveying preaching in the era. Commenting on what he viewed to be the most important facet of preaching, the Roman Catholic convert and priest John Henry Newman (1801–1890) remarked that “talent, logic, learning, words, manner, voice, action, all are required for the perfection of a preacher; but ‘one thing is necessary’—an intense perception and appreciation of the end for which he preaches, and that is, to be the minister of some definite spiritual good to those who hear him.”32 Middle-class Victorians, who heard on average two different sermons every week, had unprecedented opportunity to attend sermons in a variety of contexts, from local churches to street corners and assembly halls.33 Those who did not travel to church could read sermons that were transcribed, printed, and sold, some within a week of their first airing. As J. N. Ian Dickson comments, “Sermons and their method of delivery, in an age and religious climate fascinated by both, have a story to tell us about the past.”34

Studies of preaching in the Victorian church began to appear in the early part of the twentieth century, among them a two-volume History of Preaching written by Edwin Dargan.35 Dargan’s work, though dated, provides a good overview of key preachers in the nineteenth century; however, his assessments often focused on the lives of the preachers rather than the content of their preaching. More recently, The Oxford Handbook of the British Sermon provides a number of chapters dealing with the intricacies of sermons in the nineteenth century, from John Wolffe’s discussion of funeral sermons to Keith Francis and Robert J. Surridge’s chapter on evangelical sermons on the apocalypse.36 Other noteworthy introductions to preaching in the Victorian era include Robert Ellison’s A New History of the Sermon: The Nineteenth Century and the sixth volume of Hughes Oliphant Old’s series on preaching, subtitled The Modern Age.37 Ellison’s New History is wide-ranging in subject, extending to an analysis of sermons outside the Christian tradition in both Britain and the United States. This approach is not without drawbacks, as several significant preachers from both nations are excluded or minimized in the pursuit of the broader spectrum.38 One final monograph on preaching worth noting is Ian Dickson’s Beyond Religious Discourse, which analyzes evangelical sermons in nineteenth-century Ireland.39 While geographically removed from Spurgeon’s London, Dickson’s analysis of evangelicalism and preaching in Ireland makes valuable contributions to a wider understanding of nineteenth-century preaching.

Finally, several books and chapters on Victorian preaching feature discussions of Spurgeon himself. The View from the Pulpit, edited by P. T. Phillips, explores the pulpit ministry of Christian ministers from a number of theological camps, including R. J. Helmstadter’s treatment of C. H. Spurgeon and social work in London.40 While Helmstadter rightly observes that “salvation was overwhelmingly the dominant theme” of Spurgeon’s ministry, his chapter focuses primarily on Spurgeon’s activism. Andrew Tate offers a literary study of Spurgeon’s conversion account—with insights into the influence of Spurgeon’s conversion upon his preaching—though he does not engage with enough of Spurgeon’s sermons and other printed material to comprehensively develop his argument.41 Robert Ellison’s The Victorian Pulpit offers a unique approach to the categorization of sermons on what he describes as an orality-literacy spectrum, locating sermon content on a range between oral and literary uses of language.42 Ellison’s work, criticized by some for being too narrow in scope, nevertheless provides a valuable analysis of Spurgeon’s preaching in one of his three case studies.43 He argues that Spurgeon is representative of the “orality” side of the rhetorical pendulum, constructing sermons that bore more in common with classical oratory than the more prosaic offerings of preachers such as John Henry Newman.

These studies are particularly helpful in assessing Victorian preaching from historical, literary, and occasionally theological vantages, though few have combined all three of these components in the study of an individual preacher to identify his or her method of biblical interpretation.44 As hermeneutics play a central part in the construction of sermons, further investigation into a preacher’s approach to biblical interpretation could provide an additional voice to this collection of studies and would contribute helpfully to further studies in the history of biblical interpretation and preaching.




STUDIES OF SPURGEON

Having surveyed the landscape of volumes discussing biblical interpretation and preaching in the nineteenth century, we turn to books written on Spurgeon himself. As early as 1856, when Spurgeon was only twenty-two years old, an American pastor named Elias Lyman Magoon published a selection of Spurgeon’s sermons in the United States.45 Magoon’s introduction includes a brief biographical sketch of Spurgeon, which concludes that before long his sermons would be read “from the Eastern Atlantic to the Great Pacific of the west.”46 A more formal biography of the “boy preacher” was published in London the following year.47 Spurgeon was the subject of newspaper articles, caricatures, and biographies throughout his lifetime, and written work evaluating his life and ministry continues through the present day. Due to the large amount of material written on Spurgeon, the comments below will be limited to the literature most pertinent to the present study.

While a number of biographical sketches continued to appear throughout Spurgeon’s early ministry, perhaps the most influential early biography came in 1881 from his friend George C. Needham.48 Additionally, Spurgeon’s widow, Susannah, and one of his private secretaries, Joseph Harrald, worked to complete a four-volume edition of his autobiography, which served as a basis for many of the biographies that would follow.49 In the two years following Spurgeon’s death in January 1892, a large number of biographies were published, averaging one per month.50 These early biographies contain a fairly narrow range of assessments of Spurgeon from admiration to outright hagiography, and as such they must be consulted carefully and critically. Several remain worthy of engagement due to their authors’ friendship with and proximity to their subject. For instance, G. Holden Pike, another personal secretary, authored a six-volume biography that offers an exhaustive and generally positive view of his friend’s life.51 In addition to the biographical material, eyewitness accounts of services at the Metropolitan Tabernacle are numerous and provide informative first-hand accounts of his preaching. C. Maurice Davies’s Unorthodox London, published in 1876, is a collection of reflections on visits to a number of London houses of worship, a journey that records the religious world “from the North Pole of Nonconformity to the most torrid regions of Romanism.”52 Davies, a doctor of divinity and former fellow of the University of Durham, provides a theologically informed perspective on both the Metropolitan Tabernacle and Spurgeon himself, situating them in the context of dozens of other church congregations.

A generation later, more critical accounts of Spurgeon appeared. Lewis Brastow’s 1904 work Representative Modern Preachers refers to Spurgeon’s “dogmatic provincialism, exegetical crudeness, and intolerance of the modern world,” though he also identifies Spurgeon as a “homiletic prodigy” and ranks him with such respected orators as Horace Bushnell, John Henry Newman, and Thomas Guthrie.53 Brastow, an American Congregationalist minister who eventually served as the dean of Yale Divinity School, tends to focus more on Spurgeon’s oratorical flair than the content of his sermons. Later biographies by W. Y. Fullerton and J. C. Carlile offer slightly more comprehensive assessments of their subject.54

The mid-twentieth century also produced several works on Spurgeon designed as both historical investigation and instruction for contemporary ministers. Iain H. Murray, a conservative evangelical Presbyterian, portrays Spurgeon’s works as valuable if not necessary reading for evangelical Calvinists of all denominations.55 Through Murray’s initiative, the Banner of Truth Trust republished several works of Spurgeon that had long been out of print. Ernest W. Bacon’s biography Spurgeon: Heir of the Puritans highlights many of the traditional episodes of Spurgeon’s life and work, and his biography is the first to focus specifically on lines of continuity from the seventeenth-century Puritan divines to Spurgeon.56 Engagement with Spurgeon was not limited to English literature, as evidenced by the German Lutheran theologian Helmut Thielicke’s Encounter with Spurgeon.57 Thielicke’s endorsement of Spurgeon goes so far as his recommendation that his readers “sell all you have (not least of all some of your stock of current sermonic literature) and buy Spurgeon,” and then follows his introductory remarks with a German translation of Spurgeon’s Lectures to my Students.58 In addition to Thielicke’s work, Michael Nicholls, David Bebbington, and Ian M. Randall have each provided further investigation of both the Pastors’ College and Spurgeon’s work as an educator.59

Some biographies in more recent years, such as those from Arnold Dallimore and Lewis Drummond, have avoided the hagiographic tone and offered more balanced appraisals than those provided by the earlier biographers.60 Dallimore’s work, which intended to provide a theologically oriented assessment of Spurgeon, succeeds only partially in achieving its author’s goal. Having written the book to appeal to a wide-ranging audience, the Baptist pastor Dallimore’s investigation of Spurgeon’s theology is often limited to brief descriptions of his positions at significant moments within his career, such as the Downgrade Controversy. Lewis Drummond’s biography, released to coincide with centenary of Spurgeon’s death in 1992, unfortunately contains a number of errors, including a reference to Spurgeon preaching at the commemoration service of John Bunyan’s tomb in 1801, thirty-three years prior to Spurgeon’s birth.61 The most recent major biographical study was written by Tom Nettles, who sympathizes with Spurgeon’s theology and praxis yet provides a fairly comprehensive overview of much of the available primary source material, including a strong engagement with Spurgeon’s magazine, The Sword and the Trowel.62

The first critical biography of Spurgeon was the Columbia University doctoral thesis of 1968 by Patricia Kruppa, titled Charles Haddon Spurgeon: A Preacher’s Progress, which has been published several times, most recently in 2017.63 Kruppa’s interaction with primary sources, including a significant number of periodicals, remains unmatched among the current biographies. In some areas, however, her assessment requires further analysis, such as her statement that Spurgeon “measured everything he read against the yardstick of a verbally inspired Bible and the pronouncements of the Puritans, and in consequence, found little to approve of in the theological writing of his own time.”64 While Spurgeon certainly held biblical inspiration and Puritan theology in a high regard, he found much to value in a wide range of scholarship, as is duly attested in his Commenting and Commentaries.65 Furthermore, the tension in which Kruppa’s thesis holds her subject as both “representative Victorian” and “intellectual captive of the past” is problematic. Mark Hopkins is correct in pointing out that Kruppa “cannot have it both ways.”66 Hopkins’s Nonconformity’s Romantic Generation, though primarily focused on the Downgrade Controversy, offers critical engagement with Spurgeon’s theological positions, particularly in the latter years of his work.67 Additionally, Peter Morden’s “Communion with Christ and His People” provides a compelling perspective on Spurgeon and spirituality, along with theological observations on Spurgeon’s positions with regard to conversion, baptism, prayer, and suffering.68 A particular strength of Morden’s writing is his familiarity with the archival material at Spurgeon’s College in London, where he also served as a lecturer and administrator.

Doctoral dissertations and theses from the late twentieth century to the present indicate that Spurgeon studies are alive and well on both sides of the Atlantic. Jeremy Thornton’s University of Cambridge thesis of 1974 explores Spurgeon’s soteriology, or doctrine of salvation. Thornton surveys a variety of Spurgeon’s preached and written material and argues that Spurgeon “adhered strongly to a defined body of truth, that lay at the heart of his ministry.”69 He then expands his argument by evaluating Spurgeon’s Calvinism in comparison to the Calvinism of both the Puritans and a number of contemporary figures. Timothy McCoy’s Southern Baptist Theological Seminary dissertation of 1989 surveys Spurgeon as an evangelist, with a helpful analysis of the theological dimensions to his evangelism.70 McCoy’s work, in which he seeks to follow in the tradition of Bacon’s Spurgeon: Heir of the Puritans, draws lines of continuity from Spurgeon’s doctrine of salvation to his methodology of evangelism. John David Talbert’s Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary dissertation, also of 1989, surveys Christology broadly throughout Spurgeon’s preaching, with particular focus on Spurgeon’s engagement with Old Testament texts.71 Talbert’s investigation of the role of Christology in Spurgeon’s sermons is helpful; as he restricts his investigation to the Old Testament, however, he does not provide a sufficiently comprehensive evaluation of Spurgeon’s biblical interpretation. A noteworthy recent doctoral thesis is Christian T. George’s St. Andrews University thesis of 2011 on Spurgeon and Christology, which provides a balanced view of Spurgeon as both a pastor and a theological figure.72 In discussions of Spurgeon and biblical interpretation, George seeks to classify Spurgeon’s hermeneutics in the language of Alexandrian and medieval allegory.73 He rightly suggests that for Spurgeon, “any technique used to preach the immediacy of salvation was acceptable hermeneutically.”74 Though George interacts with Spurgeon’s hermeneutics, his primary objective is an exploration of Spurgeon’s Christology.

Duncan Ferguson’s article on Spurgeon’s hermeneutics correctly identifies the role of both Puritan and Baptist traditions in his methodology, as well as Spurgeon’s christocentric focus, yet in his analysis Ferguson minimizes the extent to which Spurgeon’s crucicentrism and conversionism were present in his biblical interpretation.75 Furthermore, Ferguson’s conclusion that Spurgeon has a “complete resistance to historical scrutiny” is surprising, given that while he references the introduction to Commenting and Commentaries, he neglected to mention the latter survey portion of the book, in which Spurgeon grants positive reviews to a number of commentaries written from a critical perspective.76 Several more recent articles or book chapters offer correctives to this perspective. Peter Morden’s chapter on Spurgeon and the Bible in his Communion with Christ and His People suggests that Spurgeon’s perspective on the Bible is the product of a matrix of religion, culture, and temperament.77 Timothy Larsen’s first work on Spurgeon analyzes his posthumously published commentary on the Sermon on the Mount alongside decades of sermonic material on the address.78 Larsen’s second and more exhaustive engagement with Spurgeon and the Bible provides good engagement the subject, though in writing broadly about Spurgeon’s biblical engagement he has not fully explored Spurgeon’s hermeneutical method.79 Thus, while there is a significant amount of scholarship on Spurgeon, there is no sustained study of his approach to biblical interpretation. As Spurgeon was known primarily for his use of the Bible in both pulpit and print, further investigation of his interpretation will provide helpful context to the broader ministry of the Victorian “Prince of Preachers.”




WORDS AND WORKS BY SPURGEON

Considering the total content of his sermons in addition to his printed volumes, commentaries, and magazine, Spurgeon may well have been one of the most prolific English-language authors of his lifetime, having published an estimated eighteen million words.80 The bulk of this figure comes from Spurgeon’s published sermons, the first of which appeared in The New Park Street Pulpit, which covered the first six years of Spurgeon’s pastorate in London.81 This collection of sermons was followed by the expansive Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit, which added an additional fifty-seven volumes.82 Additionally, Spurgeon wrote a multi-volume commentary on the Psalms titled The Treasury of David, as well as a commentary on the book of Matthew titled The Gospel of the Kingdom, which was published after his death.83 Finally, his magazine, The Sword and the Trowel, maintained a monthly publication beginning in January 1865.84 Along with these documents, the archives in the Heritage Room at Spurgeon’s College in London contain a number of significant primary sources, including letters and information pertaining to the organization and work of the college from its founding to the present day. Spurgeon’s personal library, formerly housed at William Jewell College in Liberty, Missouri, has recently been acquired by the Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in Kansas City, Missouri, and is now part of the Seminary’s Spurgeon Library.




OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

What follows are six chapters, each exploring a different facet of Spurgeon’s crucicentric and conversionistic approach to the biblical text. While the structure of the chapters is thematic, they follow a broad chronology, beginning with Spurgeon’s youth in rural England and culminating in his work as an educator in his Pastors’ College.

Chapter one explores Spurgeon’s childhood and early theological education, noting the strong influences of village Nonconformity and Puritanism present throughout his youth. The chapter centers on Spurgeon’s conversion, which occurred during a sermon from a village preacher at a Primitive Methodist church in Colchester. The sermon, which was little more than a fervent appeal for conversion, was loosely drawn from an Old Testament text, though the words of the preacher on the morning in early 1850 were almost completely focused on the crucifixion of Christ and the conversion of his listeners. The chapter discusses this narrative account as well as Spurgeon’s early pastoral ministry in the Cambridgeshire village of Waterbeach.

Chapter two focuses on Spurgeon’s biblical interpretation during the first twenty years of his ministry in London. The chapter considers Spurgeon’s use of the Bible outside of his preaching, discussing several key moments within his ministry. Discussions include an early controversy with a high Calvinist minister in London who objected to the free offer of the gospel, which was a vital theme in Spurgeon’s crucicentric and conversionistic interpretation. The chapter also discusses Spurgeon’s publishing during the early years of his ministry, which included the establishment of his magazine, The Sword and the Trowel. Finally, the chapter analyzes several of Spurgeon’s speeches, focusing particularly on speeches and addresses in which he discussed the nature and proper use of the Bible.

Chapter three considers Spurgeon’s engagement with the Old Testament. It opens with a brief survey of developments in critical biblical studies during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to provide some context for Spurgeon’s treatment of the Bible. The chapter then proceeds to argue that the cross and conversion were central to Spurgeon’s approach to Old Testament texts, and these priorities occasionally led him to take circuitous routes to arrive at crucicentric and conversionistic conclusions. The chapter also includes detailed analysis of Spurgeon’s engagement with Old Testament scholarship, noting that although he read widely, he would only endorse commentaries that upheld traditional Christian positions on the historicity of the Bible.

Chapter four continues the approach of chapter three, providing a critical analysis of Spurgeon’s engagement with New Testament texts. In keeping with the structure of the previous chapter, the discussion of Spurgeon’s interpretation provides a brief overview of developments in New Testament scholarship and discusses Spurgeon’s assessment of a wide range of commentaries. Although the New Testament does include a significant amount of material that could be considered both crucicentric and conversionistic, the chapter argues that Spurgeon drew crucicentric and conversionist readings from a variety of texts, including texts where he appeared to bypass a straightforward interpretation in favor of an evangelistic one.

Chapter  five surveys Spurgeon’s ministries outside the pulpit during the latter years of his ministry. The chapter will continue a critical engagement with Spurgeon’s magazine, The Sword and the Trowel, analyzing articles and book reviews that provide broader context for Spurgeon’s assessment of trends in scholarship and how they could be of use to further his crucicentric and conversionistic approach to hermeneutics. In addition to its evaluation of Spurgeon’s later publications, the chapter will also briefly assess Spurgeon’s perspectives on the Bible amid the Downgrade Controversy, a significant conflict within the Baptist Union of Great Britain and Ireland in 1887 and 1888.

Chapter six, the final chapter, focuses on Spurgeon’s work in the realm of education. The chapter will address several of Spurgeon’s educational endeavors, from courses for women to evening classes for workers, culminating in an analysis of Spurgeon’s Pastors’ College, which trained hundreds of Baptist ministers during his lifetime. In addition to a brief survey of the college’s history, including observations on the academic staff and students, the chapter analyzes surviving records of student instruction pertaining to biblical studies and preaching, noting parallels to Spurgeon’s crucicentric and conversionistic priorities in his own ministry.

In this book I attempt to provide the first sustained investigation of Spurgeon’s hermeneutics and in doing so demonstrate that the cross and conversion were central to any understanding of his approach to biblical texts. In the chapters that follow, Spurgeon’s interpretation of Scripture will be studied in the context of his conversion and early ministry, publications, addresses, sermons, and instruction to students. In addition to providing a thorough account of an important facet of Spurgeon’s work through its exploration of the “Prince of Preachers,” the study will help to inform broader studies of the history of preaching and biblical interpretation in the Victorian era.
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ECHOES OF ESSEX

Theological Education from Stambourne to Waterbeach


Even as a boy he knew his Bible; and at an age when most of us were but boys, he began to preach the gospel, and, from the first, with such remarkable knowledge of the Word of God, and facility and felicity in its presentation as turned the eyes of all men to the boy-preacher of London. . . . And when that boy-preacher startled all London by the marvel of his preaching, and still more by the marvel of his praying; it was the result of early and long study of the Word on the one hand, and communion with God in the closet on the other.

A. T. PIERSON





BORN IN 1834 IN KELVEDON, ESSEX, Charles Haddon Spurgeon was the first of eight surviving children of John and Eliza Spurgeon.1 Shortly after Charles’s birth, the family relocated to Colchester, where John Spurgeon worked as a clerk for a coal firm while also serving as an itinerant Congregational preacher. The Spurgeons sent eighteen-month-old Charles to live in Stambourne with his paternal grandparents, James and Sarah. Later, Charles Spurgeon would idealize rural England, and he professed to a “sentiment of reverence” for Stambourne.2 The town, which had at one time been called the “headquarters of Protestant resistance,” boasted a long history of Nonconformity.3 James Spurgeon stood firmly within this tradition. The Spurgeons’ Congregational church in Stambourne boasted a significant library, much of which came from the collection of a previous minister, Henry Havers.4 This library was important for the young Charles, whom David Bebbington has described as “bookish.”5 Learning to read while in the care of his grandparents, he was a voracious reader.6 Indeed, Patricia Kruppa’s observation that Spurgeon’s “first playthings were books” is a fitting description.7

While Puritan works such as Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress were key influences, the Bible was central. Late in his life, he wrote, “Before my conversion, I was accustomed to read the Scriptures to admire their grandeur, to feel the charm of their history, and wonder at the majesty of their language, but I altogether missed the Lord’s intent therein.”8 The Lord’s intent, according to Spurgeon, was the “inner meaning” within the biblical text, one that drove him toward a crucified Christ and “His great atoning sacrifice.”9 Standing firmly within the Puritan tradition, Spurgeon learned as a child to view the Holy Spirit as essential for biblical interpretation, believing that it was only through the Spirit’s quickening that “the inner meaning shone forth with wondrous glory.”10

Spurgeon experienced a religious conversion in 1850, when he was fifteen years old. Electing to worship in a Primitive Methodist Chapel in Colchester rather than taking a longer walk through a snowstorm, Spurgeon listened to a lay minister’s sermon on Isaiah 45:22, “Look unto me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth.” This verse took on special meaning for Spurgeon, and it appeared frequently in his preached and written work in the years that followed. Furthermore, the method that the preacher employed, namely a crucicentric and conversionistic reading of a single verse, provided a model that Spurgeon himself would eventually follow. Newly converted and filled with a passion for souls, Spurgeon set out to preach a similar simple gospel message. He began by passing out gospel tracts in Cambridgeshire and teaching a Sunday school for boys. This work eventually gave way to preaching, which would eventually pave the way for his first pastorate in a small Baptist church in the rural village of Waterbeach.

This chapter will investigate the extent to which Spurgeon’s early life shaped his interpretation of the Bible and the development of the particular method with which he approached the biblical text: through the lenses of crucicentrism and conversionism. In his published sermons, which would eventually number over three thousand, there are echoes of both Puritan voices and of a simple Primitive Methodist sermon that he heard in 1850. Spurgeon’s early years were saturated with biblical passages, in written and preached form, and the various theological traditions he experienced in his youth culminated in him crafting a thoroughly crucicentric and conversionistic interpretation of the Bible. These traditions included rural Nonconformity, Primitive Methodism, the Established Church, and finally, the Particular Baptist denomination. This chapter will analyze significant moments from Spurgeon’s formative years—moments that exemplify his early interaction with the Bible, from his rural childhood to his first pastorate—and evaluate their contribution to his theology and biblical interpretation.


STAMBOURNE AND THE EMBERS OF PURITANISM: SPURGEON’S PASTORAL HERITAGE

Spurgeon frequently referred to his youth in rural England in his published works.11 His idealization of life in rural English countryside was portrayed in one of his final books, the autobiographical Memories of Stambourne.12 Gratitude for his family’s religious devotion found expression when he proclaimed to the congregation at the Metropolitan Tabernacle that “it is one of the highest privileges that God has ever been pleased to grant to me that I can rejoice in a father and a grandfather who trained me in the fear of God; and I congratulate every young person who has such a pedigree.”13

Charles’s grandfather James Spurgeon (1776–1864) was the pastor of the local Independent congregation.14 James had studied at the Hoxton Independent College, a Dissenting academy in London, and had taken up his pastorate in Stambourne in 1810.15 During James’s time as a student, the college was run by a Scottish minister, the Rev. Robert Simpson (1764–1817), who was described as a man who was “in every particular Calvinistic” and “well read in Greek and Latin, but in Hebrew greatly excelled.”16 The Evangelical Magazine recorded that Hoxton students’ examinations included reading “in Chaldee, part of Daniel; and in Greek, part of the 3rd Olynthiad of Demosthenes. . . . Third-year men read in Hebrew four chapters of Isaiah, in Greek, part of Book I of the Illiad; in Latin, part of Tacitus’s Life of Agricola.”17 Charles Spurgeon’s friend, assistant, and eventual biographer, G. H. Pike, regarded James as “one of the last representatives of Old Dissent” and observed that “his faith was old-fashioned in its childlike simplicity.”18 Pike may indeed be correct in his assessment of James Spurgeon as representative of an older generation of ministers; however, the Baptist historian Peter Morden cautions that Pike may have been “overpainting” in his attempts to present Charles as a representative of a Puritan tradition.19

While thoroughly committed to the Independent church, James was remembered by his grandson as having a cordial relationship with the local established church parish minister, James Hopkins.20 James Spurgeon also served as an inspiration for the character John Ploughman, a pseudonymous character created by his grandson. The John Ploughman books, which contained a combination of rural anecdotes and Christian devotional material, were among Spurgeon’s most popular works.21 Holding fast to conservative evangelical Independency throughout his entire life, James’s last recorded words to his grandson were indicative of his commitment to the legacy of Puritanism. He said, “I have grown in experience; but from the first day until now, I have had no new doctrines to teach my hearers. I have had to make no confessions of error on vital points, but have been held fast to the doctrines of grace, and can now say that I love them better than ever.”22 Charles was deeply influenced by his grandfather’s hesitancy toward “new doctrine” and would later refer to it from his own pulpit as “old heresy with a fresh coat of varnish.”23

John Spurgeon (1810–1902), Charles’s father, was also a preacher, though unlike his father and son, much of his ministry was spent as an itinerant. During Charles’s youth, John worked as a clerk in a coal mining office in Colchester while traveling nine miles on Sundays to preach to an independent congregation in Tollesbury. He also ministered for a time in London at the Fetter Lane Congregational Chapel, in 1868.24 James Allen’s biography of Charles Spurgeon suggests that John was additionally involved with an Independent church in Cranbrook, Kent.25 Allen’s book contains a quotation from John in which he laments the burden that the itinerant nature of his ministry placed upon his family. He wrote, “I have been away from home a great deal, trying to build up weak congregations, and felt that I was neglecting the religious training of my own children while I toiled for the good of others.”26 In the same statement, John praised his wife for her dedication to their children in his absence.

Sources related to John Spurgeon are rather scarce and largely limited to incidental references in his son’s magazine, The Sword and the Trowel.27 The surviving material suggests that in some respects John’s influence upon Charles may best be seen in their work together as ministers. For instance, in his later years John worked alongside his son in supporting the nondenominational Stockwell Orphanage, which was established in 1867. The orphanage provided shelter for over two hundred boys, eventually adding a girls’ wing in 1879. While it is not clear whether John had permanent employment as a minister in his later years, there is some evidence to suggest that he continued preaching. In 1877, Charles placed a small advertisement in The Sword and the Trowel to recommend his father as an ideal candidate for an Independent congregation looking for “an old-fashioned gospel minister, and an experienced pastor.”28 In addition to working among his son’s parachurch ministries, John also occasionally preached at the Metropolitan Tabernacle in Charles’s absence.

It should not be overlooked that the women in the family also had a significant influence on the young Spurgeon. His father’s sister, Ann Spurgeon, helped to care for the young Charles at Stambourne and maintained a keen interest in her nephew’s education and ministry in subsequent years.29 Spurgeon once observed that his future biographers would find no “difficulty in accounting for the position that God has given me. I can tell you of two reasons why I am what I am: My mother, and the truth of my message.”30 In a letter following his conversion, Charles referred to his mother Eliza as the “great means in God’s hand of rendering me what I hope I am.”31 Later, in an 1884 sermon called “The Joy of Holy Households,” Spurgeon recalled “when my father was absent preaching the gospel, my mother always filled his place at the family altar. . . . We could not have a house without prayer; that would be heathenish or atheistical.”32

The pastoral work of both the elder Spurgeons ingrained the significance of preaching upon Charles from a young age. James Spurgeon provided a working model of friendly discourse with ministers of differing theological traditions, and both elder Spurgeons were strong proponents of a Puritan theology that would remain central to Charles’s identity throughout his ministry.




FROM THE MANSE LIBRARY TO CAMBRIDGESHIRE: SPURGEON’S EARLY EDUCATION

As a child, Spurgeon was known for his love of books, and his appetite for reading would be emphasized by most of his biographers. In one of the first biographical entries about Spurgeon, the American Baptist pastor Elias Lyman Magoon wrote that Spurgeon “began the assiduous study of books at an early period, and evidently has ever since been a comprehensive reader of whatever he deems of practical use.”33 Magoon also noted that Spurgeon acquired knowledge from both books and his studies in Maidstone and Cambridge, writing that he “accumulated no small amount of literary treasure; but his best acquisitions were secured in the early and accurate knowledge of human nature, which, through juvenile discipline in diversified life, Providence caused him to possess.”34 Spurgeon later highlighted An Alarme to Unconverted Sinners by Joseph Alleine (1634–1668) and A Call to the Unconverted to Turn and Live by Richard Baxter (1615–1691) as key texts from his youth.35

In addition to the Puritan divines, the young Spurgeon began to read the Bible in a variety of contexts, including times of family prayer. His formative years were spent in households that valued interaction with both the biblical text and contemporary theological developments. In a moment of reflection near the end of his life, Spurgeon highlighted the significance of his early biblical engagement, writing that “I can bear witness that children can understand the Scriptures; for I am sure that, when but a child, I could have discussed many a knotty point of controversial theology, having heard both sides of the question freely stated among my father’s circle of friends.”36 As a pastor, Spurgeon consistently promoted the benefits of biblical and theological instruction for children of all ages, and this extended to providing Christian reading material aimed specifically at young readers. He published a volume titled Come Ye Children, which functioned as an instructive aid for parents and Sunday school teachers as they began to teach the Bible to children.37 Spurgeon’s introduction to this particular book is telling in its emphasis on what he deemed to be the most important facet of biblical instruction, namely that “Christian children mainly need to be taught the doctrine, precept, and life of the gospel: they require to have Divine truth put before them clearly and forcibly.”38 For Spurgeon, conversionistic interpretation of the Bible was not only a matter for Sunday preaching but also for family devotional reading.

While the influence of Spurgeon’s relatives and his personal reading were the primary factors in his theological development, Spurgeon also benefitted considerably from time spent at several schools. He attended the Stockwell School in Colchester beginning in 1844 and subsequently enrolled at St. Augustine’s Agricultural College in 1848, along with his brother James Archer Spurgeon. His time at St. Augustine’s was brief; he stayed there for one year before taking up a position as an usher, assisting the headmaster at the Newmarket Academy in Cambridgeshire. His duties at Newmarket included working as a tutor and organizing a student missionary society.39

While Spurgeon’s reflections on his education express gratitude toward his instructors, he reserved the most praise in his autobiography for a woman named Mary King, who worked as a cook at the Newmarket Academy. Spurgeon suggested that he learned “more from her than I should have learned from any six doctors of divinity of the sort we have nowadays. . . . The cook at Newmarket was a godly experienced woman, from whom I learned far more than I did from the minister of the chapel we attended.”40 According to J. D. Everett, an instructor at the Newmarket school, King was a “member of the Bethesda Strict Baptist Church . . . a staunch Calvinist, logical, clear-headed, and had a wonderful knowledge of the Bible. . . . He [Spurgeon] told me, in his own terse fashion, that it was ‘cook’ who had taught him his theology.”41 This account indicates the extent to which Spurgeon valued lay interpretation of the Bible and also his penchant for hyperbole, even as a student. A few years after his conversion, Spurgeon published a volume titled The Saint and His Saviour. While the book was largely focused upon what Spurgeon deemed the various stages of an individual’s understanding of and relationship with Christ, he took a moment in a chapter on conversion to highlight the influence of Mary King, writing that he owes “his eternal obligations to an old cook, who was despised as an Antinomian, but who in her kitchen taught him many of the deep things of God, and removed many a doubt from his youthful mind.”42




EARLY THEOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT

While Spurgeon’s achievements as a preacher are unquestioned, most biographers and historians have not rated him as a theologian.43 In recent years, however, a few scholars have begun to investigate the theological dimensions of Spurgeon’s ministry. Mark Hopkins, for instance, highlights Spurgeon’s contributions as a “preacher and mystic.”44 Recent writings by Tom Nettles and Christian George have recognized theological elements in Spurgeon’s ministry but have stopped short of labeling Spurgeon as a theologian.45 Furthermore, several recent works have analyzed Spurgeon’s interaction with Victorian scholarship. Christian George’s recent doctoral thesis, for instance, has provided a close analysis of Spurgeon’s engagement with languages, indicating that he had a “mastery” of Greek and Hebrew, along with “adequate proficiencies” in Latin and French, and a “limited but attempted understanding of German.”46 He was also, as we have seen, a voracious reader. Although he never attended university and his formal education ended in his teenage years, Spurgeon’s sermons would eventually achieve a popular influence far greater than that of many theologians of his day.

As a fifteen-year-old student, he composed a sixteen-chapter thesis against Roman Catholicism, combatively titled Antichrist and Her Brood; or, Popery Unmasked.47 Although the essay was never published, a surviving chapter, reproduced in Spurgeon’s Autobiography, provides a window into his early view of the Bible.48 The adolescent Spurgeon strongly criticized Catholicism for contributing to the “spiritual ignorance” of its followers. By spiritual ignorance, he meant a lack of engagement with the Bible that was an impediment to conversion, writing that the “greatest spiritual darkness is to be ignorant of the only way of salvation as it is revealed alone in the Scriptures. The Church which withholds the Bible from its members, or takes away from them the genuine word of God, is guilty of bringing the most dreadful famine upon the minds of men.”49 Standing firmly within Protestant tradition, he maintained that vernacular translations of the Bible were of vital importance. He suggested that many Roman Catholic priests were unfamiliar with the biblical text and therefore could not adequately convey the central message of the Bible, namely that of salvation through Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection. “Every Christian knows, experimentally,” he continued, “that the Bible is the Word of God. When a sinner becomes seriously concerned about his character, state, and prospects, if he reads the Bible, he finds at first that it is all against him. By the holy law of God he is convicted and condemned; and he is conscious of a power and dignity in the Word of condemnation.”50

In assessing this work, it is worth considering how well this young village Nonconformist understood contemporary Roman Catholic doctrine. Most of his cited references were from Reformation and Puritan-era books, and many of his critiques appear to be directed at late medieval Catholicism. In one of his more forceful statements, he wrote that “in the Bible, the Almighty addresses us as by a voice from Heaven: ‘Look unto Me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth.’ The Church of Rome stands by, and presumes to decide who shall and who shall not hear these words of the Almighty Saviour.”51 The scholarly foundations, in short, were respectable but dated, reflecting the sources that he might have found in his father or grandfather’s libraries but not showing much knowledge of contemporary Catholic thought and practice. Spurgeon tellingly suggested that the Catholic priests’ withholding of the Bible hindered the conversion of their flocks. Curiously, Spurgeon’s biblical reference in this chapter was Isaiah 45:22, a text that would play a prominent role in his conversion just two months later.




SPURGEON’S CONVERSION NARRATIVE

Spurgeon’s conversion, which occurred on a January morning in 1850, represents both a turning point in his life and, most significantly for this study, a key encounter with the Bible that further solidified his resolve to connect engagement with Scripture with a message of transformation rooted in the Christian gospel. Narrative accounts of Spurgeon’s conversion are numerous, ranging from a brief mention in an early biography written by George Stevenson, to a sustained monologue in Spurgeon’s lengthy Autobiography.52 These accounts established a paradigm in which conversion, as Spurgeon experienced it, was not only a pivotal moment in his religious life but an idealized pattern that he attempted to recreate and establish as normative in his own ministry.

One of the hallmarks of nineteenth-century evangelicalism was the emphasis on a particular moment of conviction and repentance leading to an individual’s profession of faith, known more commonly then and now as “conversion.”53 Conversion itself is helpfully defined by the church historian Jerald Brauer as a “profound, overwhelming, totally transforming experience in which a person believes that he has experienced death and rebirth through the powerful working of the Spirit of God.”54 Narratives of conversion, made popular in England during the Puritan era, illustrated clear lines of demarcation between one’s former self and a newly converted identity.55 Such narratives marked an individual’s spiritual progress against an established and systematic ordo salutis, or order of salvation. In his introduction to an edited volume of Bunyan’s Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, Roger Sharrock identifies five stages of conversion utilized by many Puritan ministers, namely:


	(1) early providential mercies and opportunities,


	(2) unregenerate life: sin and resistance to the Gospel,


	(3) conversion (often initiated by an “awakening” sermon),


	(4) vocation to preach the Gospel, and


	(5) an account of the course of ministry.56




Spurgeon, who was well-steeped in Puritan theological writing and devotional practices, crafted an extensive autobiographical account that could fit within these five stages.

Despite the devout influences of his childhood homes, Spurgeon did not have a conversion experience while living with his family, though it was a frequent topic in the correspondence he exchanged with his parents during his time at boarding school.57 His memoirs suggest that his lack of conversion had worried him throughout much of his youth. Much of this wrestling involved direct engagement with the biblical text. Battling what he described as a period of prolonged depression, Spurgeon records, “When I was for many a month in this state, I used to read the Bible through, and the threatenings were all printed in capitals, but the promises were in such small type I could not for a long time make them out. . . . I did not believe they were mine.”58 Other journal entries from this time period included descriptions of feeling “like a dog under the table, not allowed to eat of the children’s food.” Despite extensive reading on the subject of conversion, Spurgeon wrote that he “panted and longed” to understand how to be saved.59 Spurgeon’s reflections here are emblematic of his Puritan-inflected upbringing, in that the Holy Spirit was required to illuminate the text to men and women.60

When he introduced the subject of his conversion in his Autobiography, Spurgeon kept the Bible central, writing that “the revealed Word awakened me; but it was the preached Word that saved me.”61 Spurgeon’s Autobiography records January 6, 1850, as the date when he was converted.62 Opting on a snowy morning to worship in a Primitive Methodist chapel rather than endure his walk any longer, Spurgeon encountered a small congregation where a “thin looking man, a shoemaker or tailor, or something of that sort, went up to the pulpit to preach.” The text was Isaiah 45:22, “Look unto me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth,” an Old Testament prophetic text. Spurgeon’s portrayal of the preacher’s manner and language is not particularly favorable; he goes so far as to suggest that the uneducated man was “really stupid” and “did not pronounce the words rightly.”63 He also suggests that the preacher’s delivery was in keeping with his apparent lack of education. Emphasizing the speaker’s thick accent, Spurgeon summarized portions of his sermon in colorful vernacular:

Many on ye are lookin’ to yourselves, but it’s no use lookin’ there. You’ll never find any comfort in yourselves. Some look to God the Father. No, look to Him by-and-by. Jesus Christ says, “Look unto Me.” Some on ye say, “We must wait for the Spirit’s workin.” You have no business with that just now. Look to Christ. The text says. “Look unto Me.”64


The sermon continued on in a strongly crucicentric vein, as the lay minister exhorted his listeners to “look unto Me; I am sweatin’ great drops of blood. Look unto Me; I am hangin’ on the cross. Look unto Me; I am dead and buried. Look unto Me; I rise again. Look unto Me; I ascend to Heaven. Look unto Me; I am sittin’ at the Father’s right hand. O poor sinner, look unto Me!”65 As Spurgeon’s narrative continues, the preacher turned and addressed him directly, having seen his discomfort, and narrowed his message, suggesting that the young man looked “very miserable.” According to Spurgeon, this sermon “was a good blow, struck right home. . . . I looked until I could almost have looked my eyes away, and at that moment I saw the sun; and I could have risen that instant, and sung with the most enthusiastic of them, of the precious blood of Christ, and the simple faith which looks alone to Him.”66 Summarizing his experience, Spurgeon wrote “my gratitude most of all is due to God, not for books, but for the preached Word,—and that too addressed to me by a poor, uneducated man. A man who had never received any training for the ministry, and probably will never be heard of in this life.”67

While this narrative from Spurgeon’s Autobiography has been recounted in virtually all subsequent biographies, some scholars have observed that Spurgeon’s account of the Primitive Methodist service, written many years later, may not have been accurate, at least with regard to several details. Timothy McCoy offers compelling evidence that the sermon actually took place a week later than Spurgeon’s date, on January 13, 1850, and that the preacher in question was likely a Methodist minister named Robert Eaglen.68 Moreover, Spurgeon’s narrative account of his conversion developed over time, taking on greater detail in later years. This is problematic in that in one of his earliest accounts of his conversion, Spurgeon said that he remembered very few of the details of the events on the January morning. Preaching to the congregation at the New Park Street Chapel, he suggested that he did not know “the man who uttered the words that were the means of relieving my heart: ‘Look unto me and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth.’ I do not recollect what he said in the sermon, and I am sure I do not care to know. I found Jesus there and then, and that was enough for me.”69 Peter Morden has argued that Spurgeon’s retelling of his conversion narrative developed over time, with specific details added or subtracted “until the carefully fashioned, dramatised account of the event in How Spurgeon Found Christ was published.”70 Spurgeon’s own framing of his conversion became, in the words of Morden, “packaged and marketed as an aid to evangelism.”71

While some of the discrepancies regarding the finer details of Spurgeon’s conversion may remain unanswered, several elements of Spurgeon’s accounts do remain consistent in all of his retellings of the event. Among them are Spurgeon’s insistence on the relative unimportance of the preacher and his identity, on the importance of a thoroughly crucicentric interpretation of Isaiah 45, and on the Holy Spirit acting as the unseen agent of his conversion.72 This sermon, which deeply struck Spurgeon, was on one level rather different from the lengthy and eloquent sermons that he himself would later preach. However, there are also some elements that would make their way into his pulpit addresses. First, it focused tightly on one isolated verse. Worship services at Spurgeon’s Tabernacle were focused around the sermons, and sermons themselves usually came from a single verse.73 Second, and more significant, this sermon appears to have ignored the immediate context of the verse in favor of an interpretation that was directly crucicentric. Crucicentrism, often coupled with a strong appeal toward conversion, constituted the evangelistic aim of many of Spurgeon’s sermons. Thus, Peter Morden is right to observe that for Spurgeon “the cross of Christ was the fulcrum around which a right understanding of salvation must revolve.”74

A reference appearing in an early biography affirms Spurgeon’s evangelistic impetus. In a section directly following an abridged account of his conversion, Spurgeon was quoted as saying, “I now think I am bound never to preach a sermon without preaching to sinners. I do think that a minister who can preach a sermon without addressing sinners does not know how to preach.”75 David Bebbington has observed that the atoning death of Christ on the cross and the continuing work of the Holy Spirit were “the motor of Spurgeon’s ministry.”76




EARLY MINISTRY OPPORTUNITIES: SUNDAY SCHOOL AND BEYOND

Following his baptism, Spurgeon increased his involvement in church work, establishing a Sunday school that met in the vestry of the Independent chapel in Newmarket.77 Though he initially intended to take on a group of day pupils and work as an educator, he also developed his abilities as a Sunday school teacher and eventually worked to help train other Sunday school teachers to be more effective communicators.78 He viewed the work of Sunday school teachers as “helping in this great warfare against the enemy” and credited his lessons to the children in Cambridge as preparing him for his future ministry.79 Spurgeon went so far as to write that “he who teaches class in a Sabbath-school has earned a good degree. I had rather receive the title of S.S.T. than M.A., B.A., or any other honour that was ever conferred by men.”80

In his earliest ministry, the evangelical tenets of crucicentrism and conversionism had already begun to take shape in Spurgeon’s teaching. Reflecting on his Sunday school work, he lamented the untimely death of one of his students, who had forsaken the interventions of his family and teachers and “drank himself to death at one debauch.”81 Reflecting on his last meeting with the student before his death, he noted the consequences of “not pointing dying sinners to a living Christ, and inviting them to trust in His precious blood.”82 “I daily feel,” he added,

that the atmosphere of earth has as much a tendency to harden my heart as to harden plaster which is newly spread upon the wall; and unless I am baptized anew with the Spirit of God, and constantly stand at the foot of the cross, reading the curse of sin in the crimson hieroglyphics of my Saviour’s dying agonies, I shall become as steeled an insensible as many professors already are.83


Spurgeon’s success as a Sunday school teacher eventually led to invitations for him to train and support other adult Sunday school teachers. Tom Nettles has noted that while Spurgeon was initially uncomfortable with the idea of addressing older Sunday school teachers, his instruction was well-received by them and the meetings eventually became “like a small chapel.”84 In the autumn of 1850, Spurgeon was invited to join the Lay Preacher’s Association, despite his young age and rather recent conversion. The association was established to provide support for rural churches in the form of itinerant preachers, and Spurgeon was recommended in part through his connection with the St. Andrew’s Street Chapel in Cambridge.85 His itinerant preaching ministry began with a sermon in Teversham, a village approximately one mile east of Cambridge, and it expanded significantly in the subsequent year.86 During 1851, he preached nearly two dozen sermons in churches throughout the area, including a small congregation meeting in Waterbeach Chapel.87

In an entry in his Autobiography, he recorded, “I was for three years a Cambridge man, though I never entered the University. I could not have obtained a degree, because I was a Nonconformist; and moreover, it was a better thing for me to pursue my studies under an admirable scholar and tender friend, and to preach at the same time.”88 As he observed,

I had, however, a better College course, for, when I first began to preach, this was my usual way of working. I was up in the morning early, praying and reading the Word; all the day, I was either teaching my scholars or studying theology as much as I could; then, at five in the evening, I became a travelling preacher, and went into the villages around Cambridge, to tell out what I had learned. My quiet meditation during the walk helped me to digest what I had read, and the rehearsal of my lesson in public, by preaching it to the people, fixed it on my memory. . . . I never learned so much, or learned it so thoroughly, as when I used to tell out, simply and earnestly, what I had first received into my own mind and heart.89


During his first pastorate, Spurgeon briefly considered enrolling at Stepney Academy, a training institution for Baptist ministers located at the time in London. Joseph Angus, the President at Stepney, arranged to meet Spurgeon in February 1854. However, when Spurgeon arrived at the meeting place, the maid sent him to the wrong room and the meeting did not take place.90 Spurgeon later interpreted the missed opportunity as divine providence, as he was invited to take up the pastorate at the New Park Street Chapel in London later that year.91




WATERBEACH CHAPEL: SPURGEON’S EARLY SERMONS AND FIRST PASTORATE

Spurgeon preached at Waterbeach Chapel for the first time on October 3, 1851, and by the end of the month, he was invited to become the church’s pastor. Waterbeach, a small village located a few miles north of Cambridge, had a growing population that peaked at near fifteen hundred in the middle of the nineteenth century.92 Spurgeon quickly became so popular that Ebenezer Smith, a member of Waterbeach Chapel, later recalled that in a single week early on in his pastorate, Spurgeon received fifty-two separate invitations for home visits on a single Sunday.93 As Spurgeon was still living in Cambridge at the time, he often lodged with the Smith family on Saturday evenings. Writing of one particularly influential sermon, Smith recollected,

On another occasion he could not sleep on the Saturday night, and early in the morning ere the light had dawned he awoke me. The perspiration was streaming from his forehead, he told me he had seen a vision of Hell. He described the last things, the Judgment, the wailing, the torments and the shriek of the lost, until I grew frightened. The next morning he preached his marvelous sermon on the Final Conflagration, one of the most awful sermons that was ever heard from a Christian pulpit. Men and women swayed in agony, it was a mental torture unknown in our churches to-day. It seemed as though he shook his audience over the Pit until the smoke of God’s wrath filled their eyes and made them weep, and entered their throats until they gasped for mercy. It was not done for effect. The power lay in the fact that it was real to the preacher. He had lived through a nightmare of a terrible experience and it was being used to a holy purpose. He was deeply in earnest and men knew it. He never preached a religion he had simply learned, but a truth that had been cut into his soul by a deep and rich experience.94


The sermon as Smith described it corresponds to an unpublished sermon titled “The Great Conflagration.”95 In this early sermon Spurgeon emphasized his belief that the future judgment of humanity was “plainly literal” and that “this fire will melt but not annihilate the globe. Elements . . . shall melt and the whole map shall be in a blazing state. This molten earth shall then become a new earth and a new heaven shall be its canopy.”96 Spurgeon made a number of biblical references throughout the body of the sermon, many of them examples of divine fire acting as an agent of destruction. He closed with an appeal for conversion, inviting his listeners to consider “the dreadful doom of the ungodly to be consumed in this fire . . . [and] to pity and pray for them and labor for their conversion. Father, help. Help through Jesus.”97

The surviving records of Spurgeon’s early sermons are largely comprised of his sermon notes, which are contained in nine notebooks that span the years 1851 to 1854. The notebooks, which are stored in the Heritage Room of Spurgeon’s College in London, are currently being published as The Lost Sermons of C. H. Spurgeon.98 The notebooks contain a varied collection of sermon notes and manuscripts, which suggest among other things that Spurgeon varied his manner of preparing sermons during his early years as a pastor.99 While many of the notes are fragmentary, they are the best source for the themes and content of his earliest sermons.

Furthermore, the Lost Sermons are helpful in identifying Spurgeon’s earliest influences with regard to theology and biblical interpretation. Christian George, the series’ first editor, notes that in his youth Spurgeon borrowed liberally from a diverse group of preachers and authors, including “John Gill, Philip Doddridge, Richard Baxter, John Bunyan, Charles Simeon, George Whitefield . . . and others.”100 For instance, Spurgeon’s first sermon, simply titled “Adoption,” closely followed an outline from the Baptist theologian and preacher John Gill (1697–1771).101 In some instances, Spurgeon directly referred to texts from which he borrowed, as in the case of a later sermon drawn from the printed sermons of the noteworthy evangelical Anglican minister Charles Simeon (1759–1836), whose published sermons and outlines were widely used throughout the century.102 It is not possible to know whether Spurgeon acknowledged these references from the pulpit, and he only noted some of the references throughout the notebook. What is important for the present study is that the young Spurgeon came under a diverse and not easily predictable set of influences: he drew inspiration from long-dead Puritans as well as contemporary authors and from Methodists and Anglicans as well as Baptists. From his earliest sermons, Spurgeon saw the value of consulting a variety of sources in his sermon preparation, and he would continue to read widely throughout his life. Noting this, George highlights an aside that Spurgeon made in an 1863 sermon where he commented,

The man who never reads will never be read; he who never quotes will never be quoted. He who will not use the thoughts of other men’s brains, proves that he has no brains of his own. Brethren, what is true of ministers is true of all our people. You need to read. Renounce as much as you will all light literature, but study as much as possible sound theological works, especially the Puritanic writers, and expositions of the Bible.103


The full set of Lost Sermons notebooks contains over four hundred sermons and fragments, which provide helpful information regarding Spurgeon’s text selection and content outlines.104 For instance, in the first volume, nearly a third of the sermons were preached from three books: the Gospel of Matthew, Psalms, and Proverbs. Spurgeon’s early interest in the former two books he maintained throughout his life, and he would eventually write commentaries on both of them.105 George, referring to an entry in the New Park Street Pulpit series, notes that Spurgeon had hoped eventually to publish his earliest sermons.106 While Spurgeon never published his earliest sermons, he did publish a series of sermon notes.107

The volumes of Lost Sermons illustrate the presence of crucicentric language from the outset of his ministry. The title page to the first volume featured a set of drawings by the young preacher, including a crudely sketched cross on a hill with a crown floating above it.108 One of the most overt references to the crucifixion of Christ was in an undated sermon called “Gethsemane’s Sorrow.”109 In it, Spurgeon discussed “the Shock given to his unsullied purity by his standing in the room of sinners and bearing their guilt away.”110 Spurgeon suggested that Christ’s foreknowledge of the events of the cross would “increase the pain,” noting that Christ knew the suffering he would experience from “Herod and his mighty men, the crown of thorns, the horrid flagellation . . . the cry ‘crucify him.’ His going through the streets, fainting, nailing to the cross, forsaken of his God, his death.”111 His conclusion, captured only in outline form, records that Spurgeon emphasized that the reason for the cross was “to satisfy justice and save sinners.”112

Spurgeon’s early sermons also included what he conceived as crucicentric messages drawn from the Old Testament. In a sermon drawn from Psalm 22, his notes connect the psalmist’s lament with the experience of Christ on the cross:

He cites instances of God’s deliverance of others but remembers the opinions men had of him (5, 6). He sees the wagging of the heads (7, 8). He appeals to God’s former love (9, 10). He cries (11). Tell of his enemies (12, 13). He sweat. He fainted. His bones were dislocated by the fixing of the cross in its place. Heart fails. Inflammation comes over him. Thirst, clamminess of the mouth. He is near death. He tells his crucifixion (16). His emaciation and the impudent gaze (17). His garment parted (18).113


Psalm 22, one of the most christological of the Old Testament psalms, was referred to by Christ himself during his crucifixion in the Gospel accounts of Matthew and Mark. Spurgeon’s final comments were drawn from the last words of the psalm, which read, “He has done it.” From this statement, Spurgeon suggested that in the death of Christ, “all is fulfilled, law magnified, justice paid covenant fulfilled. It is finished.”114 George helpfully notes that Spurgeon’s sermon structure borrowed heavily from a book on Psalm 22 written by a nineteenth-century Anglican minister named John Stevenson.115 Stevenson interpreted Psalm 22 in a crucicentric fashion and finished the section on the final verse of the Psalm with a series of references to Christ drawn from New Testament references.116 Spurgeon’s sermon shared Stevenson’s evangelistic impetus, and his further sermons on the psalm continued in a similar vein.117 Spurgeon’s sermon on Psalm 22 delivered in 1872 expanded on these themes, suggesting that the psalm was

full of sacrificial suffering. If you desire to comprehend its real meaning you must hear it from the dying lips of the incarnate God. It is through the cross that the nations shall fear and tremble and turn to God. . . . I do not look for the triumph of the church to her treasuries, nor to her institutions of learning, nor even her zeal, or to the popular ability of her preachers: I look to the cross.118
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