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      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, updated some punctuation for clarity, 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, or the Authorized Version (KJV), as well as his own paraphrases or 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, though Greek accents and breathing marks have been silently corrected.

      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

      This volume contains some of the most important sermons delivered by Owen in the 1650s. Many of these sermons were delivered on the national stage and address the turbulent events associated with a search for a lasting settlement for the English Revolution. Some of his other important sermons from Westminster have not come down to us. For example, there is no known record of the following: Owen’s weekly preaching to the executive of the new regime, the Council of State, in 1649–1651; his sermons to the Rump Parliament in June 1649, the Nominated Assembly in August 1653, and the Recalled Rump in May 1659; and finally, there is no known record of his preaching to the Council of State at Whitehall each Sunday in the highly fraught months of October and November 1659 (something Crawford Gribben described as the Council “keeping its friends close, and its enemies even closer”).1

      The sermons in volume 19 are not to be regarded as representative of all Owen’s preaching during that decade. For example, we have no extant record of the sermons he preached while in Ireland. Writing from Dublin Castle in December 1649, Owen described how he was constantly preaching to “a numerous multitude, of as thirsting a people after the Gospel as ever yet I conversed withal.”2 Indeed, there is some evidence that a number of people were converted through his ministry in and around Dublin.3

      There are, however, numerous examples of the fruit of Owen’s pulpit ministry in Cromwellian Oxford that are found in other volumes in this edition of Owen’s works. These help provide a fuller record of the themes that Owen addressed in preaching. In Oxford, Owen was preaching at Christ Church and delivering fortnightly Sunday afternoon sermons at the University Church of St Mary’s. Around the middle of the decade, a new wooden pulpit was installed in St Mary’s on the old stone pedestal.4 Some of this expository material was adapted into treatises for the press. For example, the material in important treatises such as Communion with God (1657) and Mortification of Sin in Believers (1656) found its first expression in Owen’s preaching in the 1650s. The former was a series of sermons from 1651 that took a number of years, and some persuasion from others, to finally make its way into print.5 In the latter Owen notes in passing that his preaching on the doctrine of mortification had enjoyed “some comfortable success” and that it was adapted for publication “with such additions and alterations as I should judge necessary.”6 Nonetheless, in works like these Gribben has detected “the strategies of the pulpit” in Owen’s “pithy soundbites.”7 Unlike much of what is contained in this volume, the application in the preaching from which these treatises evolved was often aimed at the individual believer rather than being directed to the duties and responsibilities of those in government. Nonetheless, the content of Owen’s political preaching ought not to be too sharply distinguished from his other preaching. For example, Owen’s work Of Temptation (1658) was based on sermons from Cromwellian Oxford delivered at the time when Owen was losing influence both at Oxford and Westminster. Owen emphasized that his message was particularly “suited to the times that pass over us,”8 in which “providential dispensations, in reference to the public concernments of these nations” had seen all things “shaken.”9 It is striking to note that Owen himself stated that he was not dealing with temptation in a general sense: he was providing a probing analysis of the “hour of temptation” that comes to “try them that dwell upon the earth” (Rev. 3:10). He spoke of a time of “backsliding” in which “thousands” had apostatized “within a few years.”10 Now increasingly alienated, he highlighted how “the prevailing party of these nations, many of those in rule, power [and] favour” had formerly been regarded as lowly “Puritans,” but their attitudes had changed once they had been “translated by a high hand to the mountains they now possess.” Owen lamented, “How soon they have forgot the customs, manners, ways, of their own old people, and are cast into the mould of them that went before them.”11 He specifically referred to those “in high places” who were particularly tempted to pursue “Crownes, Glories, Thrones, pleasures, [and] profits of the world.”12 Owen’s litany of sins resonated with the temptations that he believed accompanied the monarchical drift of the Protectorate.13 Thus, even something like Of Temptation displays many of the hallmarks of the sermons contained in this volume. The potentially subversive tenor of some of his pulpit ministry helps explain why he was replaced at St Mary’s. Owen’s rather provocative response was to set up a rival lecture at St Peter’s in the East.14 In the summer of 1659, John Locke mocked the dispirited preaching about the state of the nation that he, as a student, presumably heard from Owen’s other pulpit in Christ Church.15 It is highly plausible that the undated sermon Providential Changes, an Argument for Universal Holiness was preached in Cromwellian Oxford, most likely in the first half of 1657, and this is included in this volume to help readers follow the development of Owen’s preaching across the decade. Some of the sermons from volume 22 may tentatively be assigned a date in the 1650s, but the lack of certainty means that they are included among the other undated sermons.16

      Owen’s sermons from this decade are best described as a form of “prophetic preaching.”17 Taking the voices and assuming tropes of the biblical prophets, Owen offered an explanation of the events of the English Revolution and urged his hearers and readers to make a proper response. Patrick Collinson helpfully summarizes the message of this genre as “always the same: most favoured, more obligated, most negligent.”18 This pattern is certainly evident in Owen’s preaching as he drew attention to the undeserved blessings of apocalyptic significance that the nation had experienced, set forth the obligation incumbent upon it to respond appropriately to this unique providential moment, and as he lamented the nation’s failures to do so, with warnings of the consequent threat of divine judgment.

      The Steadfastness of the Promises, and the Sinfulness of Staggering

      Context of Owen’s Parliamentary Fast Sermon

      Recently returned from the Irish expedition, where he had served as a military chaplain, Owen preached to the Parliament on the occasion of a national fast. On January 29, 1650, the Rump had ordered a committee to draw up a declaration for this solemn day of fasting and public humiliation. The act appointing that a fast be held on Thursday, February 28, was read on February 2 and approved after two readings on February 4.19 As regular monthly humiliations had now been abolished, public fasts were now called only for specific purposes. Those reasons were set out in the published act.20 It began by making reference to the Lord, “who Ruleth over the Nations, who disposeth and ordereth all things, according to the Good pleasure of his own Will.” It explained how God’s intention was to “warn and awaken the inhabitants of the Earth” to live faithfully and fruitfully before him. It rehearsed how, in recent days, God had intervened decisively to deliver England from “Tyranny, Popery and Superstition.” The receipt of such goodness and mercy should evoke duty and obedience. The nervous new regime had introduced a test of loyalty that took the form of the Engagement Oath, and in January 1650 an act for nationwide subscription to this engagement was passed. This required all men to declare their allegiance to the Commonwealth “as now established without a single person, kingship or the house of peers.”21 This was the cause of significant debate at the time when this sermon was delivered and prepared for publication.22 In an attempt to broaden the support base for the new regime, particularly among Presbyterians, the engagement cautiously avoided religious language; indeed, people were told to regard it “not as a thing of Religion, but a civill action,” and some who promoted it encouraged subscribers to swear “equivocally.”23 As a result, some Presbyterians made much less than half-hearted promises of loyalty to the new republic.24 In this sermon, Owen appears to commend the Engagement Oath of fealty to the new regime.

      The act establishing the fast lamented how “we finde . . . crying sins, hideous Blasphemies, and unheard of Abominations (and that by some under pretence of Liberty, and greater measure of Light).”25 This was, most likely, a reference to the uproar caused by groups such as the so-called Ranters. Of particular relevance for this sermon was this act’s call for prayer and supplication concerning the propagation of the gospel, and this was a major theme that Owen chose to address in this sermon by offering “more specific guidance than heretofore” about how this might be done, all informed by his own recent experience across the Irish Sea.26

      The other preacher that day was the Welsh radical Vavasor Powell (1617–1670), whose sermon, like Owen’s, was also published. Powell was listed as one of the approvers of a parliamentary act that had established the Commission for Better Propagation of the Gospel in Wales and that had been passed the week beforehand, on February 22.27 This was part of a wider scheme designed to advance the gospel in Wales and the north of England.28 Powell appears to have been sponsored by Thomas Harrison, who had a key role in this propagation scheme.29 Powell’s sermon was distinctly millenarian, announcing that 1650 was “to be the Saints yeare of Jubilee.” He rejoiced in God’s providence both in England and Ireland and pleaded with members of Parliament to examine themselves to ensure that they were favoring the cause of the saints and being gentle to those with “tender consciences, who peradventure cannot subscribe and submit to your power and authoritie.”30

      If the choice of Powell as a preacher was linked to the Welsh scheme for the propagation of the gospel, then this was something of a two-pronged movement, with Owen’s sermon concentrating on the need for similar action in Ireland. Toby Barnard comments that the Rump Parliament had to be “goaded into action” by Cromwell through the action of some of his military chaplains from the Irish expedition and claims that this sermon by Owen “breathed new life” into the ordinance first read at the end of November 1649.31

      Somewhat unusually, the parliamentary order was not included in the printed version of the sermon. On Friday, March 1, the Commons instructed Sir William Masham to communicate thanks to Owen for the sermon he delivered at the previous day’s fast and requested that the sermon be published.32 Masham, a well-established member of the Essex gentry, had been the most prominent prisoner during the siege of Colchester and one of those to whom Owen dedicated Ebenezer (1648).33 He was readmitted to the House in February 1649 and elected to the new Council of State.34

      The sermon was printed by Peter Cole (ca. 1613–1665) to be sold at his shop at the sign of the printing press in Cornhill, near the Royal Exchange, where he had been operating since 1643.35 Cole was a prominent London bookseller and printer, best remembered for printing works on medicine, particularly those of Nicholas Culpeper. In the year that he printed this sermon, Cole also produced Owen’s Of the Death of Christ, the Price He Paid (1650) and works by a variety of ministers such as Jeremiah Burroughes, William Bridge, and John Cardell. The book collector George Thomason acquired his copy on April 30.

      Summary and Analysis of the Sermon

      Owen took as his text Paul’s description of Abraham’s faith: “He staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief” (Rom. 4:20).36 He called the saints to follow Abraham, setting out with trustworthy promises, even if they were unsure of exactly where their journey might lead. While Owen’s exposition of the text addressed the application to individual believers, given his context, his concerns lay with members of Parliament. Parliament had, like Abraham, triumphed over a king and enjoyed “outward success and glory” and yet was in many ways perplexed and in danger of stumbling in unbelief because of a refusal to believe the promises, not least about the “propagation and establishment” of the kingdom of Christ, because of “all the difficulties that lie in the way for the accomplishment of it.” Owen explained how this led to hesitation and indecision. The need was for “consolation and establishment” so that as rulers they would embrace the promise that “peace and prosperity” would be “the inheritance of the nation” in due “subordination to the kingdom of Christ” (Isa. 60:11; Jer. 30:20–21). Owen set about doing this by demonstrating the reliability of the promises of God because of “the ability of the promiser” and “the means whereby he works.” Consequently, the cause of staggering was unbelief. Opposition may, “for a season,” impede the fulfillment of the promise, but “the appointed hour” would come, and, like water welling up behind a dam, the promise would break through in great power.

      Owen turned to illustrate this by means of “the affair of Ireland,” where, despite the “mountains of opposition” seeming so great, he was confident of “deliverance for Ireland.” He believed that the “mountains” there included the following: the English Civil Wars that had delayed the Long Parliament’s plans to take action in Ireland; the Levellers (“that mighty mountain” that some “misnamed a Level”) who had tried to influence a significant part of the army soldiers not to participate in the expedition; and the “many congregations in this nation” failing to engage in “prayers, tears, and supplications for carrying on of the work of God in Ireland.” Owen claimed that even with respect to the “choicest and most rational advices of the army,” had they not been “overswayed” by providence, the cause would not have been as far advanced as it was. According to Patrick Little, the commanders of the expeditionary force initially planned that the main assault would land in Munster, but events took a different course, and the entire force eventually disembarked at Ringsend in Dublin.37

      This change of plan, which Owen attributed to the hand of God, had significant bearings on the outcome of the invasion because of three events. First, the Marquess of Ormond took the fateful decision to divide his army, sending his most able commander, Murrough O’Brien (d. 1674), the Earl of Inchiquin, south in the belief that Cromwell would land in Munster.38 Second, Colonel Michael Jones (d. 1649) won a remarkable victory at Rathmines, outside Dublin, over Lieutenant General Purcell’s royalists, killing up to four thousand, capturing two thousand five hundred, and seizing Ormond’s artillery, ciphers, and supplies. This was “a stupendous reversal of royalist fortunes, with incalculable psychological and strategic consequences.”39 From a parliamentarian perspective, this was hugely significant: according to Whitelocke, “There never was any day in Ireland like this.”40 The invasion force heard of this “astonishinge mercie” just before embarkation and believed it provided clear evidence of God’s favor.41 Third, although Henry Ireton set sail with a smaller force to the original target of Kinsale, unable to land, he diverted to Dublin. Thus, with no field army to face them, Cromwell’s full army assembled with its large train of siege artillery at Dublin. Once Drogheda had been taken, and the area north of Dublin secured, the main army marched south and met Lord Broghill (d. 1679), who had by this stage managed the successful mutiny of the garrisons in Munster against Lord Inchiquin.42 It is likely that these are the unplanned events in which Owen saw the hand of providence advancing the cause of the Cromwellian conquest of Ireland. Powell concurred in his sermon, telling members of Parliament that one of the “signes of the Lords presence, with you” was the “concurrence of Gods Providence in effecting those great things which you have undertaken, both in this land and in Ireland.”43 The members of Parliament whom Owen addressed, as well as the wider public hungry for news, would have been well aware of the ongoing successes that Cromwell was enjoying early on in the campaigning season of the year since news had been read to members of Parliament on February 25 and then subsequently published.44

      The final “mountain” was the “combined opposition” that arose. He depicted the royalist coalition as a strong “Fivefold Cord” of ill-matched associates in an unholy alliance: (1) the Scottish Covenanters in Ulster under Sir George Monro;45 (2) the Ormond Party united in its desire to maintain prelacy and the Book of Common Prayer; (3) the Roman Catholics of the Kilkenny Confederation; (4) the self-interested in the southern ports of Munster who had temporarily abandoned the parliamentary cause in April 1648 and who would need to be bribed to return; and (5) the native Irish rebels. These five groups now had joined forces after having spent the last seven years fighting one another in various combinations. For Owen, their union was reminiscent of the pact between the northern kingdom of Israel and Syria. This Syro-Ephraimite bloc had aimed to force Judah into alignment with them (Isa. 7–9), just as the enemies of the Commonwealth had been intent on doing. Owen cast their role in the drama as that of a monstrous “hydra” of “covenant,” “prelacy, popery,” “treachery,” and “blood.”46 In these examples, Owen’s portrayal of the enemy served to emphasize their strength that, in turn, highlighted the providential nature of their defeat.

      Owen’s first point of application was “unto temporals.” He called members of Parliament to live by faith when “called out to public actings.” Throughout the sermon, Owen was concerned with reliance on “carnal wisdom” and “carnal policy.” He linked this to those who “plot, and contrive, and design.” This is possibly an allusion to the continuing links that the Presbyterians maintained with Charles II. By this stage Charles had given up on securing help from Ireland and was turning to the Scots. In March 1650, negotiations began between Charles and the Covenanters in Breda in the Netherlands. Some London Presbyterians wished for “the presbyterian party in England” to be represented at Breda.47 Another area in which Owen detected the operation of such “carnal wisdom” was in the parliamentary “management of religion.” Here Owen criticized those for whom religious policy was simply a means to an end—for example, those who adopted policies specifically designed to gain the “assistance and compliance” of others. This could well be a reference to those in Parliament who were wishing to make concessions to the Presbyterian interest.48 Owen appeared to commend the Engagement Oath but was preaching for much more than a merely de facto acceptance of the legitimacy of the new regime; he exhorted his hearers to “Engage your hearts” and to believe that God was fulfilling his promises.

      Owen’s second use was to ensure appropriate engagement in “the propagating of the kingdom of Christ.” Thus, with respect to the reconquest of Ireland, members of Parliament ought not only consider “the sovereignty and interest of England” but should do their “utmost for the preaching of the gospel in Ireland.” He exhorted them not to conceive of the Cromwellian conquest of Ireland simply in terms of the destruction of the influence of the antichrist in that place but instead to see it as an opportunity for Christ “to take possession of his long since promised inheritance” in that place. He believed Parliament’s enemies in Ireland were “vassals of the man of sin” and “followers after the beast,” and justice required that they be given “a cup of blood” to drink. Referring to the Irish Rebellion of 1641, he likened Irish rebels to the Amalekites, the first of the nations that attacked God’s people who were seeking to enter their promised rest (Ex. 17). In doing so, they disobeyed the command “touch not mine anointed” and invited God’s pronouncement that all Amalekites would “perish forever” (Num. 24:20).49 Nonetheless, after the violence in which he claimed to see Christ “as a lion staining all his garments with the blood of his Enemies,” he pressed Parliament to send preachers to the island in order to “hold [Christ] out as a lamb sprinkled with his own blood to his friends.” He presented an impassioned firsthand account of what he had witnessed, speaking of the “tears and cries of the inhabitants of Dublin after the manifestations of Christ.”50 Elsewhere, he revealed how in Dublin he had been constantly preaching to “a numerous multitude, of as thirsting a People after the Gospel, as ever yet I conversed withal.”51 This concern was accentuated by his fears about preachers who had already traveled to Ireland “without call, without employments,” who were, he believed, “seducers and blasphemers” (he had previously called the magistrate to bring under his cognizance those who wander about with “no calling . . . under a pretense of teaching the truth, without mission, without call, without warrant”).52 Owen was suggesting that preachers who had been ejected in England could easily move to Ireland, bringing their heretical ideas with them.53 If they do not to their utmost sow the “Seed of the word,” then surely numerous “seducers and blasphemers” will sow their tares in “those fallowed fields.”

      Owen pressed for talk to turn into action: “This thing is often spoken of, seldom driven to any close!” He called his hearers and readers to pray that God would send “laborers” to Ireland (Matt. 9:38). Owen’s sermon proposed that Parliament should send “one gospel preacher, for every walled town in the English possession in Ireland.” Practically, he suggested that a committee be appointed to “hear what sober proposals” might come regarding how best to further this aim.

      The day after Owen delivered the sermon, Whitelocke reported on amendments to the bill for “Advancement of the Gospel, and Learning, in Ireland,” and the relevant committee was authorized to receive proposals for how to advance and maintain a preaching ministry in Ireland.54 That Owen thought himself among those bringing sober proposals is clear from the sermon’s dedicatory epistle, which describes the printed tract as “a serious proposal for the advancement and propagation of the Gospel in another nation.” The ordinance for the propagation of the gospel in Ireland was passed on March 8, the day Owen penned his preface.55 The rather sketchy ordinance was, according to Underdown, “uncontroversial” and lacked direct provisions beyond increasing the endowment of Trinity College Dublin, vesting the property of the late archbishop of Dublin and the dean and chapter of the cathedral in fifteen commissioners (of whom Owen was one).56 It was supplemented by a decision to “send over Six able Ministers” to Dublin, the place whose plight Owen had highlighted.57 Barnard concludes that “compared with Ireland’s needs, and with treatment of Wales and the north, the Rump’s legislation was meagre, and had been achieved only at Cromwell’s and his entourage’s prompting.”58

      Owen appeared to be particularly concerned about the so-called Ranter threat: those preachers of a “high and heavenly notion which have an open and experimented tendency to earthly, fleshly, dunghill practices.”59 He told Parliament that if it failed to act, Ireland in particular was in danger of becoming a “frippery of monstrous, enormous, contradictious opinions.”60 Owen warned that some have fallen into “downright atheism.” Care needs to be taken with the language because, according to Michael Buckley, early modern accusations of atheism “possessed all the accuracy of the newly developed musket.”61 It is unclear whether Owen was addressing practical or speculative atheism.62 Several pieces of Parliamentary legislation that year would go some way to addressing his concerns. In June there was an act “for the better preventing and suppressing of the detestable sins of prophane swearing and cursing,” which was intended to suppress the Ranters.63 This was closely followed in August with the “Act against several Atheistical, Blasphemous and Execrable Opinions, derogatory to the honor of God, and destructive to humane Society.” There was an anti-Ranter element to this legislation against blasphemy.64 It was against “divers men and women . . . most monstrous in their opinions, and loose in all wicked and abominable practices . . . not only to the notorious corrupting and disordering, but even to the dissolution of all humane society; who rejecting the use of any gospel ordinances, do deny the necessity of civil and moral righteousness among men.”65

      Owen was also horrified by “poor parentless children, that lie begging, starving, rotting in the streets, and find no relief.” In particular, he called on Parliament to provide for the families of soldiers who had “lost their dearest relations in your service” but who were now “seeking for bread, and finding none.” Powell concurred with the sentiments about the poor in his sermon, urging members of Parliament to remember prisoners and poor “Beggers.”66 By the summer of 1649, the Rump had resolved to reform the excise but would only complete those plans in September 1650.67

      His final three uses were “purely spiritual” and involved calling his hearers to learn how “to believe for your own souls” so that they would, in turn, be able “to believe for a nation.” Owen believed that there had been too many excuses for inactivity that were nothing but the consequences of the sin of unbelief, a sin that grieved, provoked, and dishonored God. It was unbelief and “carnal reasonings” that threatened the fulfillment of the promise: “Oh stop not success from Ireland, by unbelief.”

      Owen’s influence as a spokesman for the regime continued to increase in the wake of this sermon. On the day he penned the dedication to the version intended for publication, the Council of State appointed him to deliver sermons to it for the next year “every Lord’s day in the afternoon,” and to facilitate this it provided him with “fit lodgings” in Whitehall.68

      The Branch of the Lord, the Beauty of Sion

      Context of Owen’s Preaching in Scotland as an Army Chaplain

      After the defeat of the Scottish Engagers’ army at Preston in August 1648, the government of Scotland that had sanctioned the Engagement with the king was overthrown with the establishment of the more militant Kirk Party regime. Following the execution of Charles I, the Covenanters proclaimed his son to be Charles II on February 5, 1649, but they did not permit him to return to Scotland to exercise his authority until he subscribed to the Covenant and promised to implement Presbyterianism across his three kingdoms. By mid-1650, the king knew that any real hope of support from Ireland had disappeared, and he grudgingly consented to Scottish demands, signing the Covenant and sailing into the Moray Firth in June.69 It now seemed as if another Scottish invasion was likely in order to recapture England for Charles, and so the Council of State, having recalled Cromwell from Ireland, decided to conduct a preemptive invasion of Scotland with Cromwell as commander in chief. The invasion was unpopular with many; indeed, General Fairfax resigned rather than lead the army into Scotland.70 Owen was to serve on the Scottish expedition, and on June 26 the Council of State dealt with “his employment with the Lord General in the expedition to the North.”71 In mid-July, Cromwell’s forces had reached Newcastle, where A Declaration of the Army of England upon Their March into Scotland (1650) was composed and printed; it is possible that Owen had a hand in it since it set out to justify the invasion in largely religious terms. Rather than being directed to the Committee of Estates or the institutional Kirk, it was addressed to “all that are Saints and Partakers of the Faith of Gods Elect in Scotland.”72 It sought to distinguish the godly elect from those who refused to recognize the “finger of God” in recent acts of providence.73 The English Parliament’s recourse to providence angered the Kirk, which complained that the English used providence as a pretext to justify its invasion.74

      At the border in Berwick on July 21, just before the English army crossed into Scotland, Owen delivered a sermon that would, with another sermon delivered in several months, evolve into what was published as The Branch of the Lord, the Beauty of Sion: or, The Glory of the Church, in Its Relation unto Christ (1650).75 The text for the sermon was Isaiah 56:7, but the title of the published work drew on language used earlier in the prophecy: “In that day shall the branch of the Lord be beautiful and glorious, and the fruit of the earth shall be excellent and comely for them that are escaped of Israel” (Isa. 4:2 KJV). Owen would explain his understanding of the purpose of these verses from Isaiah 4 in his treatise The Doctrine of the Saints’ Perseverance (1654). He summarized how they laid out God’s gracious promises to Israel in the context of her present painful experience of exile. In particular, there were promises of justification (4:2), sanctification (4:3–4), and perseverance (4:5–6). All these were given on account of Christ, who is both “the branch of the Lord” and “the fruit of the earth.”76

      The text of scripture emblazoned on the title page of the printed sermon was Psalm 48:12–14. (In his 1649 sermon Human Power Defeated, Owen had expressed confidence that those who embarked for Ireland would be made “sensible” of the truth of these verses—in particular, that it was far more dangerous to fight against Christ than to fight against the antichrist.)77 The leading Scottish Covenanter, Archibald Johnston of Wariston (1611–1663), heard a report about the sermon and noted in his diary that Owen had warned that “God would bring doun Cromwell and his airmy, who was so proud as to say that at the sight of his face wee would all flye.”78 According to Whitelocke, when orders were given for the army to march, “they went on shouting as they entered Scotland.”79

      Cromwell’s invasion force of some sixteen thousand troops found the land stripped bare of crops, with even the animals driven north, and the weather was cold and wet.80 Despite Cromwell’s best efforts to bring the Scots to battle, the Covenanter army remained entrenched behind the fortified line of earthworks and gun emplacements that they had built from Edinburgh to Leith.81 Owen wrote to the Lord Commissioner John Lisle (ca. 1609–1664), a member of the Council of State, about a skirmish that took place at the end of July. This short letter reveals something of Owen’s understanding of how the Scottish army viewed their own cause and the invasion of the army of “sectaries.”82 Cromwell took the time to engage in a further theological offensive against the Scottish Presbyterian clergy. Writing to the Commissioners of the Kirk, he asserted the providential mandate that Owen had done so much to construct: “The Lord hath not hid his face from us since our approach so near unto you.”83 He accused them of pride and “Spirituall Drunkennesse” and urged them to read Isaiah 28:5–15 with its stinging denunciation of “dissolute priests.”84 (Owen would quote from this chapter in this sermon.) Cromwell told them that the Scots had made a covenant with “wicked and carnall men,” one that amounted to “a Covenant . . . with Death and Hell.”85 Owen may well have had a hand in The Declaration of the English Army Now in Scotland, written from Musselburgh on August 1, and a number of ideas from that tract are found in this sermon.86

      Following the Cromwellian invasion, a number of significant leaders within the Covenanter movement denounced the king for his manifest insincerity in subscribing to the covenant and called for the Scottish army to be purged of all known royalists and former Engagers according to the 1646 and 1649 Acts of Classis.87 In August, the Kirk Party insisted that Charles issue a declaration making clear his commitment to the covenanting cause by repudiating popery and prelacy and his alliance with the Irish Roman Catholics. He was also forced to express shame concerning the faults of his father and the idolatry of his mother. By the end of the month, a significant (and damaging) purge of the army had been carried out, perhaps reducing it in size by as much as one third.88

      Five weeks after the invasion commenced, the English army withdrew to Dunbar. Cromwell’s forces were reduced to some eleven thousand men because of sickness and desertion, and they were significantly outnumbered and effectively stranded on the coast, with the Scots occupying a more strategic defensive position. Nonetheless, among the English army there was a significant culture of prayer and preaching and confidence in the intercessions of the godly in England.89 Cromwell launched his attack before first light on September 3 by calling out “let God arise and his enemies be scattered” (Ps. 68:1). (Owen had quoted from this Psalm in two of his published sermons: Ebenezer [1648] and The Shaking and Translating of Heaven and Earth [1649].) In what was a stunning victory, the English apparently lost only twenty soldiers, compared to the loss of some three thousand Scots (according to Cromwell “the enemy made by the Lord of Hosts as stubble” to his cavalry) and the capture of around ten thousand prisoners.90 It was taken to be “an especially significant declaration of God’s favour.”91 According to Cromwell, it was “one of the most signal mercies God hath done for England and His people”92 and an act of divine punishment on the Scots for “not beholding the glory of Gods wonderfull dispensations in this Series of his Providences in England, Ireland and Scotland.”93

      It appears that Owen’s responsibilities as a preacher to the Council of State had necessitated a return to Westminster, so he was not present to witness this victory, against all the odds, at Dunbar. On September 10, the House of Commons ordered that he and Joseph Caryl would preach a thanksgiving sermon for the victory on October 8 at St Margaret’s, Westminster.94 However, two days later, on September 12, the Council of State determined that Owen and Caryl were needed in Scotland, and the following day the Commons ordered both preachers to go “forthwith” to Scotland “according to the Desire of the Lord General.”95 Accordingly, on September 20, £50 was to be paid to Owen, Caryl, and two other ministers who were to serve in Scotland.96 Their presence was necessary because in the aftermath of Dunbar Cromwell “renewed his theological offensive,” and the “religious warfare” began in earnest; he clearly wished to have Owen and other ministers alongside him.97 Owen “embraced his call” and traveled north with “thoughts of peace,” intending “to pour out a savour of the gospel upon the sons of peace in this place.” Back in Scotland, he was involved in “a vigorous culture of preaching” in which it also appears that officers including Cromwell and his second in command, the brilliant cavalry officer Major General John Lambert (ca. 1619–1684), participated.98 However, as R. Glynne Lloyd notes, Owen’s preaching did not seem to be as well received in Scotland as it was in Dublin.99 While few specifics are known, part of that preaching in Edinburgh involved a celebration of the submission of the city to the Cromwellians.

      When the Cromwellians had entered the capitol in September, they quickly seized control of Edinburgh’s presses.100 Cromwell prayed that the Lord would give the Scots “a cleare sight of the great worke, he is now in these last dayes carrying on.”101 In order to facilitate this, he had his press in Leith printed this sermon by Owen and another by fellow English Congregationalist minister Nicholas Lockyer (1611–1685). This sermon was published in November under the name of the printer Evan Tyler.102 The London book collector George Thomason acquired his copy on November 26. Owen’s sermons were, as Gribben describes, combined into “one seamless discourse” that was both a “celebration of Independent ecclesiology” and a “searing critique of the Presbyterian position.”103 Tellingly, the title page of the sermon contained the text of Psalm 48:12–14, a text whose interpretation for matters of ecclesiology was contested—for example, it had appeared on the title page of Samuel Rutherford’s A Peaceable and Temperate Plea for Pauls Presbyterie in Scotland (1642).104 The goal of these sermons was the same: to help define the purpose behind the Commonwealth invasion and persuade the Scots to accept it.105 The Branch of the Lord would help answer Cromwell’s desire that the Lord would give the Scots a clear vision of the work that he was doing through the revolutionary English regime.

      Alongside it, Cromwell’s Scottish press would publish Nicholas Lockyer’s sermon titled A Litle Stone, Out of the Mountain. Church-Order Briefly Opened (1652). It revealed his eager expectation of the church being “raised from its corruptions, intrusions and ruine made by unsound men.”106 Lockyer’s polemical description of the Scottish church shows remarkable similarities to what Owen had preached during the Scottish campaign.107 Both contrasted gathered churches comprised of “living stones” with the churches of the Kirk, which they believed to be comprised of “dead, rotten stones.” Lockyer declared the Kirk to be beyond hope of regeneration and rejected the idea that a national church could be purged. Instead, he called for the gathering of “Gospell Churches out of a Legall Nationall Church.”108 As Scott Spurlock recognizes, Owen’s sermon was subtler than Lockyer’s “openly anti-Kirk” sermon, but both would have been provocative, especially given that, since 1647, the Kirk had enforced strict censorship on the writings of the English Congregationalists.109

      The Kirk Party’s ascendancy was coming to an end, and as the sermon was published the party split between its more extreme and moderate members. For the more radical Covenanters, their defeat at Dunbar was a sign not of divine favor toward the English but of divine judgment on the ungodly Scots because the purging had not gone far enough.110 The emerging ideological differences within the Kirk Party came to the fore in the Western Association’s Remonstrance of October 1650. This announced that support for Charles II should not be forthcoming until he demonstrated sincere repentance and genuine commitment to the Covenant. The Branch of the Lord was published in the context of the November debates on the Western Remonstrance, which brought about open division of the Kirk Party. On November 28, the moderate Commission of the Kirk condemned this Remonstrance. Soon after Owen’s sermon was published, on December 1, the English defeated the forces of the Western Association at Hamilton. Later in the month, public resolutions led to the repeal of the Acts of Classes, thus allowing royalists and Engagers back into the Covenanter armies and public office. This was condemned by the minority Remonstrants, later termed Protesters.

      Owen’s published sermons found a warm reception from at least some in Scotland. In early January 1651, the officer and regicide Robert Lilburne wrote to Cromwell asking “that some able minister were here to speake in publique, and that I had some of Mr Owen’s sermons, and other books to disperse.” Many of the Scots had apparently told Lilburne that “they would gladly see and reade them,” particularly because “they have been keptt from them, and have not beene truely informed concerning our proceedings.”111 Cromwell would, presumably, have been delighted to receive Lilburne’s request since it was in line with his existing policy of disseminating preaching, which supported the regime.

      One of Owen’s perhaps most paradigmatic conversions occurred during this time—namely, that of the Scottish politician Alexander Jaffray (1614–1673).112 In his diary, Jaffray, a member of the Scottish Committee of Estates, described being seriously wounded in the fighting at Dunbar and his subsequent imprisonment by the English, during which months he “had good opportunity of frequent conference” with both Cromwell and Owen. Through these encounters, he came to understand the “dreadful appearance of God against us at Dunbar,” in which the Covenanters were “visibly forsaken.” Previously, Jaffray had been “zealous for presbytery,” but he came to abandon it, instead adopting Congregationalism. Significantly, Jaffray even appealed to a text frequently employed by Owen: Revelation 11:1–2.113 Owen persuaded Alexander Jaffray that “the sinful mistake of the good men of this [Scottish] nation” concerned “the knowledge and mind of God as to the exercise of the magistrate’s power in matters of religion—what the due bounds and limits of it are.”114 He accepted Owen’s interpretation of providence, particularly in regard to its civil and ecclesiastical implications. This accords with the Declaration of the Army upon the March into Scotland (July 15, 1650), which stated that ministers should preach rather than “medling with, or engaging the Authorities of the World.” Too many clergy had “seduced” the people by mingling “the Presbyterian with the Kingly Interest.”115 In other words, they had failed to recognize the due bounds of church and state. Similarly, Jaffray’s testimony resonates with Cromwell’s comments to Speaker William Lenthall after the battle of Dunbar, in which he described how God had dealt a blow to the “Ministers of Scotland” for “medling with worldly Pollicies & mixtures of earthly power, to sett up, that which they call the Kingdome of Christ.”116

      Summary and Analysis of the Sermon

      Owen took the text as a description of “Christ’s church of saints,” gathered out of the nations, with its appointed ordinances and worship. This was, in the first instance, the church universal but, in a secondary sense, “every particular church of his saints,” which Owen styled as “every holy assembly of mount Zion.” This house is built on the foundation of Jesus Christ and is made up of living stones—that is, elect believers. The principal builder of God’s house is the Holy Spirit, who makes instrumental use of “the prophets and apostles,” first in their labors and then in the apostolic doctrine.

      The resultant house is living, strong, and glorious: living because “Christ the foundation is a living stone, and they that are built upon him, are living stones”; strong because of the rock on which it is built; and glorious because Christ is present in each assembly and the glory of the ordinances of the gospel surpass all the glory of the worship of the tabernacle and temple. No opposition to this house has arisen or will arise that will not be broken in pieces. Owen listed persecutors of the church such as Pharaoh, Nebuchadnezzar, the pagan Roman emperors, the persecuting Laudian bishops, and others who had recently had their garments “rolled in blood.” Owen was seeking to justify the invasion on account of freeing the saints in Scotland from those who were seeking to impose religious tyranny. At Musselburgh on August 1, the officers spoke of “the Antichristian Tyranny that was exercised by the late king and His Prelates” over “the True Spiritual Church of Jesus Christ; namely, Those that were born again, and united to him by his Spirit.” They knew that “a time of Deliverance was to be expected to the Church of Christ, and destruction and ruine to Babylon.”117 They were “called forth by the Lord” to be “instrumental” in the “destruction of Antichrist” and the “Deliverance and Reformation of Christ’s Church and people.”118 Owen depicted the true church of the saints as “a house, a palace hung round about with ensigns, spoils, and banners taken from the enemies.” This is especially poignant given that in the rout, all the Scottish artillery and baggage were captured along with over two hundred regimental colors emblazoned with such slogans as “Covenant: for Religion, King and Kingdomes” and “Covenant: for Religion, Croune and Countrie.” Parliament ordered them to be hung in Westminster Hall alongside those taken at Marston Moor, Naseby, and Preston.119 Ian Gentles has analyzed banners from the civil wars to demonstrate how they were often “wrought from expensive materials,” regularly with religious or political slogans, and thus had “high symbolic importance.”120 This action was well-known and controversial. For example, Mercurius Politicus reported on the images and mottos on some of the flags.121 William Prynne was greatly exercised that Cromwell sent “all the Scots Colours to Westminster” in order to “hang up the Ensignes taken from them in Westminster Hall, as publicke trophies and testimonies to succeeding ages.”122

      Owen’s main intention was to speak of how this house stands in a twofold relation to Jesus Christ. In the first instance, he developed four relevant motifs from the architecture and furnishings of this house. He began by considering what it means for Christ to be the foundation, distinguishing the different senses in which he is foundational for the church. From all eternity, God purposed that Christ would be the church’s foundation. Christ is also first in that in the protevangelium he was announced as the one through whom grace would be given to the elect. Christ is first in that he is “laid in the heart of every individual stone, before they are laid up in this building.” Finally, he is to be first and preeminent in every particular congregation. Owen developed this architectural metaphor by considering how foundations “must be hidden, and out of sight unto all those that outwardly look upon the house.” He extended the illustration by describing the ornamental features of a great house—for example, impressive carvings on the exterior of the building. Here he refers to a type of decorative plaster work particularly associated with Essex known as pargework. A foolish person may believe that these outward structures are load bearing when in reality “they bear not the house,” but “there is a foundation in the bottom, which bears up the whole.” Owen confessed that he himself had at times mistakenly thought that the church would not survive without the assistance of the civil magistrate or the army. The reality was the other way round. The “very best” in civil government and the army realized that they were supported and held up by the church. Those who were worldly had no apprehension of the hidden foundation and made the mistake of thinking that they could easily demolish the church, not realizing that in doing so they would “dash themselves all to pieces.” His final use of the motif of the foundation is to say that without the foundation of faith “a man [may] be hewed and squared by the word and ordinances into outward conformity,” but the stone has no support and “will quickly fall to the ground,” leaving only a heap of rubbish.

      In terms of the furnishings of this house, Christ is the ark, altar, and candlestick. He is the ark and “the mercy seat covering it” in the sense that he hides the law with its condemning power and contains in himself the new covenant. Furthermore, he is the altar of this house—that is, the altar of sacrifice and atonement as well as the golden altar of incense. Finally, he is the “one eminent candlestick” of the church, giving out the light that is necessary for the church’s worship in revealing all that is necessary of the doctrine, worship, and discipline of the house. Others had attempted to “set up light in this house” by appeal to tradition, prudence, and ceremonies. The Commissioners of the Kirk had alluded to Jeremiah 9:14 and Isaiah 50:11 in regard to those who would tolerate error. They sought to portray the English army as comprised of those who “love to walk in the Immaginations of their own hearts, and in the light of their own fire, and in the sparkes that they have kindled, corrupting the truth of God, approving errors in themselves, and tolerating them in others.”123 Owen suggested that it was the Scottish Presbyterians who “compass themselves with sparks, and walk in the light of the fire which themselves have kindled, in the face of the Sun of Righteousness?” He exhorted his hearers and readers to “take heed of such ignes fatui, foolish misguiding fires.” Such so-called lights were “not from Christ” and were nothing more than a will-o’-the-wisp. Furthermore, Christ is the candlestick in that by the “mighty efficacy of his Spirit” he opens the eyes of the blind by “creating a new power of life, and light upon the soul.”

      Having addressed how Christ stands in relation to the church in terms of its “fabric and building,” he turned to consider Christ’s fivefold relation to his house as owner, builder, watchman, inhibiter, and avenger. First, Christ is the owner of the church. He not only has the title to this inheritance as the rightful heir but also has paid the price of purchase with his own blood; furthermore, he has conquered the devil, the “unjust usurper” who “had taken possession of this house, and kept it in bondage.” Owen raised three observations from Christ’s ownership of his house. First, Christ will “defend his own possession” from all who upon “various pretenses” oppose, encroach, spoil, or meddle with it. To do so was to fight against God. The language of meddling is significant within the context of the Scottish invasion. Cromwell and his council of officers had written about how the Scottish ministers should preach rather than “medling with, or engaging the Authorities of the World,” seducing the people by mingling “the Presbyterian with the Kingly interest.”124 After his victory, Cromwell wrote to Speaker William Lenthall, describing how God had dealt a blow to the “Ministers of Scotland” for “medling with worldly Pollices & mixtures of earthly power to sett up, that which they call the Kingdome of Christ.”125 Owen warns those whose actions appear to suggest that they are the owners: “Do not think it will excuse you to say, you wast mistaken.” Here Owen is adopting the rhetoric that Cromwell had addressed “to the General Assembly of the Kirk of Scotland” in his letter from August 3: “I beseech you in the bowels of Christ, think it possible you may be mistaken.”126

      The second observation arising from the Christ’s ownership was that he alone had the right to “order” the affairs of the house, and therefore no one should seek to tamper with it by ordering and regulating it for their own ends or according to their own wisdom. His final observation was pointedly anti-Presbyterian. Congregations in which “the far greatest part are dead stones” ought not to be called churches. Owen’s treatments of “titles” is striking when located in its context. David Dickson (ca. 1583–1662), a member of the Commission of the Kirk and a Resolutioner wrote, “Whosoever are born within the compasse of a Nationall covenant with God, are children of the Kingdome, that is, have an external title to be heirs of the Kingdome.”127 As John Coffey has argued, Samuel Rutherford was also committed to the idea that the visible church must be a comprehensive national church.128 Owen claimed that such a view was a great provocation to Christ to give the title of church to what was “a sty of swine, a den of unclean beasts, a ruinous heap.”129 In the early 1650s, the Covenanter minister Hugh Binning (1627–1653) acknowledged that “the great blot on our visible church” was that “the most part are not God’s children but are called so.”130

      Christ was also the Master-builder of his house, both the one mystical house and the congregations that comprised it, which he styles as “assemblies and dwelling places of mount Zion.” Only Christ can build the church because he alone can give “life unto dead stones,” meaning that the “workman” of free will “never placed stone in the house of Christ.” Furthermore, he alone gives directions for the “institution” and “perfection” of this building. It was a great mistake to try to “hew and square” the stones by “vows, promises, resolutions, and engagements” or to attempt to “beautify” dead stones “with duties and services” because only Christ can produce living stones. This was not an unfamiliar line of argument against the Covenanters, who demanded from both elect and reprobate alike a commitment to live in the fullness of covenanted expectations. Rutherford, for example, knew that Presbyterians were accused of endeavoring to lay dead stones in a living temple but rejected the idea that the church should be composed only of visible saints.131 The Covenanters believed in a covenanted nation and a church comprising both elect and reprobate alike. The visible church was not composed entirely of the elect but rather was an ecclesia mixta, comprised of both elect and reprobate.132 Rutherford captured the differences between the view laid out in this sermon by Owen and that held by the Covenanters in his treatment of the constitution of the visible church in his Due Right of Presbyteries (1644):

      A visible profession of the Truth and Doctrine of godlinesse, is that which essentially constituteth a visible church, and every member of the visible church; onely our Brethren and we differ much about the nature of this profession which is required in members added to the Church. Our Brethren will have none members of the visible Church, but such as are satisfactory to the consciences of all the visible church, and give evidences so cleare, as the judgement of discerning men can attaine unto, that they are truly regenerated. We againe do teach, that the scandalously wicked are to be cast out of the Church by excommunication, and these of approved piety are undoubtedly members of the visible Church, so these of the middle sort are to be acknowledged members of the Church, though the Church have not a positive certainty of the judgement of charity, that they are regenerated, so they be knowen. 1 To be Baptized. 2. That they be free of grosse scandals. 3. And professe that they be willing hearers of the Doctrine of the Gospell. Such a profession, as giveth evidences to the positive certainty of the judgement of charity, of sound conversion, is not required to make and constitute a true visible Church.133

      A distinction was made between external and internal covenanting: there was an external covenant to which all members of the visible church belonged that was distinguished from the internal covenant of which the elect, the members of the invisible church, were members. As Spurlock explains, “Rutherford understood the external covenant to stretch the canvas of a visible church over the whole population of Scotland.”134 In the aftermath of Dunbar, Protesters like Rutherford did lean in Owen’s direction as they sought a purged church. However, those on the majority Resolutioner side, such as Robert Baillie, maintained their commitment to a mixed church that pragmatically embraced lapsed “malignants” in the interests of maintaining a unified national Kirk.135 Owen’s sermon would have been highly provocative because he implied that another of the ways in which the Kirk had become infected with popery was by admitting the unregenerate. He had effectively unchurched much of Scotland because his issue with the mixed constitution of the Kirk could however be addressed satisfactorily only by the gathering of congregations of visible saints. That is exactly what Jaffray and several other Protesters were openly advocating in May 1652.136

      Owen then addressed what it meant for Christ to be the “great watchman or keeper of this house.” Christ appointed other watchmen—principally pastors—to be watchmen, but too often “they have been, and oftentimes are” guilty of self-interest, meddling, or abuse. Consequently, it was a mercy that Christ watched over the state and condition of his people “to eye them in their distresses, and to give them timely and suitable deliverance.” If there was a delay to his intervention, it was because he was allowing the godly to “strive and wrestle with great oppositions” in order “to draw out and exercise” faith. The “enemies of the church” should know that “the eye of Christ” is on them in “all their counsels and undertakings.” Owen described this in a way that resonated with recent events. The enemy may be “digging deep,” but their undertakings would come to nothing because Christ was “continually present” in all their planning. Owen pointed to an episode from the life of Elisha where the perplexed king of Syria could not comprehend how his Israelite enemies had prior knowledge of all his military maneuvers, knowledge that extended to “the words that thou speakest in thy bedchamber” (2 Kings 6:8–12 KJV). As Owen applied this, he attributed the intelligence that enabled Cromwell to identify the weakness in Leslie’s army to the hand of providence.

      Owen outlined a threefold sense in which Christ is the inhabiter or indweller of the church: it is his “habitation” and “his court.” First, he dwells in his house and in every stone of it by his Spirit. He clarified that “Christ does not assume the saints into a personal subsistence with himself, but dwells in their persons by his Spirit.” Perhaps Owen was aware of how the Congregationalist point about the visible church consisting only of those who were “partakers of the divine nature” might be misunderstood (2 Pet. 1:4). Rutherford, for example, had engaged with the Congregationalists’ use of this terminology. While Christ indwelled all his saints, he did not do so equally when it came to his “workings,” “operations,” and “manifestations.” Second, Christ dwells in his house by the “graces” of which his people are made partakers. These graces, such as “light, and life, and love,” are the “the ornaments of the living stones.” Third, Christ dwells in his church by his “ordinances.” From this Owen entered into a discussion about the “intimacy” that Christ has with his saints, drawing upon the Song of Songs in order to describe “the choicest communion.” This was a common theme among Congregationalists, and Owen’s treatment of these texts is similar to that adopted by William Strong in The Saints Communion with God (1655), and it anticipates his own sermons from the following year that would in time be published as Communion with God (1657). Once again, contextualization brings Owen’s point into clarity because Rutherford had claimed something very different: “The faithfull may become and stand members, and have a spirituall communion with a people . . . that are Idolaters, thieves, murtherers, worshippers of Baal, so being they worship the true God publickly as he commandeth, and be in externall covenant with him.”137

      Owen then warned about grieving the indwelling Spirit of Christ by “unbelief, unruly passions, worldly desires, [and] foolish imaginations.” In response, Christ would “hide his face,” and all sense of his presence would be lost. Although Owen was clear that the application was not limited to the Scots, the implication was that this is exactly what the Covenanters had done as he paraphrased Isaiah’s warning of how God would act to make “your heart ache, your joints tremble, and break all your bones in pieces” (see Isa. 38:13). Owen’s point would have been heard by many engaged in significant heart-searching after the events at Dunbar which, as Spurlock notes, resulted in “a number of queries about the very nature of a covenanted nation.”138 Owen pressed the point by insisting that the indwelling Christ could be grieved by calling the appearances of the grace of Christ in others “hypocrisy, humor, folly, pride, [and] singularity.” The implication was that this is what the Scots had done by describing the English army as nothing more than an army of sectaries.139

      The final consideration of Christ’s relationship to his house was as its “great avenger,” the one who would “destroy all the enemies of his holy dwelling.” Here Owen returned to texts and motifs from his sermons from the previous two years to argue that “every instrument of persecution in the world” would be called to account, “sooner or later, temporally or eternally.” For example, the old pagan Roman Empire had been judged, and anti-Christian Rome would also be destroyed, tellingly, “with all its adherents.” In the Declaration of Musselburgh, the junior officers in the army announced that they were fighting for “the destruction of Antichrist, [and] the advancement of the Kingdom of Jesus Christ.”140 Owen’s point here was that the Scots had effectively “roused” the lion and so had been destroyed by the avenger.

      Owen closed the sermon with three brief but significant applications. The first concerned the “eminent privilege of them which are indeed stones of this house.” It was a great honor to serve Christ and be “safeguarded as his.” Second, it was “vanity” to trust in “outward church privileges” because Christ actually “abhors those assemblies” comprised of “dead rubbish.” By implication, this was a call to abandon such assemblies and to be gathered into churches made up of living stones. Finally, Owen explained that persecution appeared “in various forms,” some “old ones new painted,” and others “new pretenses.” Regardless of the form it took, persecutors would be destroyed.

      The Advantage of The Kingdom of Christ in The Shaking of the Kingdoms of The World

      Context of Owen’s Sermon Celebrating the Victory at the Battle of Worcester

      The Scots crowned Charles at Scone in January 1651 in the hope that he would be a covenanted monarch reigning over three kingdoms.141 Charles’s intention was that with the support of the Scots he would invade England in the hope that this might exploit disillusionment with the republican regime and northern royalists would rally to his standard. At the beginning of August, around thirteen thousand Scottish royalist troops crossed the border into England. There was, however, no general uprising, and Charles’s army began to dwindle because of desertion and dysentery. With Parliament’s army in pursuit, the depleted royalists arrived at the loyal but weakly fortified city of Worcester, tired and exhausted after the long march from Stirling. By now, the Parliamentary army had caught up with them, and the king found himself outnumbered and effectively trapped in the city. On September 3, this covenanted king and his Scottish army suffered an overwhelming defeat. Cromwell attacked the city from the east and south, and after the walls were breached, bitter street fighting ensued. The aftermath was, as Gentles explains, “a scene of desolation,” with the streets “choked” with corpses and “the stench of death everywhere.”142 It was said that perhaps nearly three thousand royalists were killed, compared to only two hundred parliamentarians, and more than six thousand were taken prisoner. Charles fled and eventually escaped to France. It was not lost on anyone that this was the first anniversary of the victory at Dunbar. The day after his sweeping victory, Cromwell wrote to William Lenthall, expressing his desire that this “Crowning mercy,” as he put it, would “provoake those that are conserned in it to thankfull nes, & the Parliamt. to doe the will of him, who hath done his will for it, & for the Nation.” He warned that “the fatnes of these continued mercies may not occasion pride, & wantonnes, as formerly the like hath don [illegible], to a chosen Nation.” He demanded that “justice rightuousnes, mercie & trueth, may flow from you, as a thankfull returne to our gratious God.”143

      On Saturday, September 6, having heard about “the great Success God was pleased to give the Army, in a total Rout of the Enemy,” the Rump Parliament resolved to hold a day of solemn thanksgiving across England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland, and that “Mr. Thomas Goodwyn and Mr. Owen, be desired to preach before the Parliament that Day.” Earlier in the summer, Joseph Caryl (1602–1673) had replaced Owen as preacher to the Council of State, but the invitation is evidence that Owen “still moved on the national stage.” Sir Henry Mildmay was, once again, tasked with giving him notice.144 The thanksgiving was originally scheduled to take place on Thursday, October 2, but on September 26 it was pushed back to October 24 (the reasons for this were not stated).145 After the service, Parliament had been due to dine at the Banqueting House on Whitehall, but for some unknown reason that feast was canceled. Details were duly published as An Act for Setting Apart Friday the Four and Twentieth Day of October, One Thousand Six Hundred Fifty One, for a Day of Publique Thanksgiving: Together with a Narrative Declaring the Grounds and Reasons Thereof (1651). Such a celebration was an occasion of great rejoicing for some.146 However, such days of public thanksgiving were not universally well received. For example, the minister of Doulting in Somerset did not attend any service of thanksgiving and chose to pass the day in an alehouse.147 In Dorchester in Dorset, a collection was held as part of the celebration, but only a paltry sum was given, even less than the small sum collected to mark the victory at Dunbar the previous year. This was indicative of “the townsmen’s ambivalence towards the Commonwealth.”148 Unsurprisingly, in Scotland, the ministers of the Kirk refused to participate in the thanksgiving, judging it instead a day “to fast and murne” because of their “miserie and destruction.”149

      The sermon was printed by Leonard Lichfield (1604–1657), a “jobbing printer” who styled himself “printer to the university.”150 It was sold by the Oxford bookseller Thomas Robinson at his shop by the junction of St Mary’s Church and High Street.151 A London edition was printed probably in the same year as the Oxford edition.152 It was dedicated to the members of Parliament of the House of Commons, “the supreme authority of the nation.” Owen sought to impress upon them that they were living in unprecedented days and were themselves instrumental in the fulfillment of God’s providential purposes. In particular, as was befitting the occasion, he drew their attention to the “wasting and desolation” of “the late grand attempt of those in Scotland” to oppose the cause of Jesus Christ. For Owen, despite its appeal to “zeal” and “reformation,” the covenanted interest was no more than a hypocritical pretense, and its supporters were motivated by “revenge” and a desire to persecute and enslave. This was a provocation to God who executed “dreadful vengeance” against them at Worcester. Owen informed members of Parliament that his sermon dealt with the obligations placed upon them to make an appropriate response to such a gracious deliverance. In other words, this was a sermon calling for Parliament to demonstrate reforming zeal. This accords with Cromwell’s words to the Rump via Speaker Lenthall on the day after Worcester, when he urged its members to respond with thankfulness and “to doe the will of him, who hath done his will for it.”153

      Now that Scottish and royalist resistance was collapsing, the regime was secure, and there were further moves to broaden the support base for the Commonwealth by securing an amnesty for former royalists through the Act of Oblivion. Not only had the Scottish army been defeated, but in the summer, the Presbyterian minister Christopher Love (1618–1651) had been executed for his alleged role in a royalist conspiracy. This had broken the back of pro-Covenant English Presbyterian resistance to the regime, and in the middle of October, Love’s fellow conspirators received a reprieve.154 However, this “reversion to peace” also brought “its anxieties.”155 In the turbulent political waters of the autumn, fissures in the regime were coming to light. The Rump Parliament was becoming more aware of the complexities of significant change and reform in matters of religion, law, and the electoral franchise. As the army officers (and their chaplains) returned from nearly two years of fighting, they discovered that a good deal of what they had been fighting for was now viewed as unrealistic.

      Owen preached as part of a campaign to push a threefold reformist agenda. First, the army sought the dissolution of the Rump Parliament and fresh elections, even though the result could prove to be problematic; as Owen came to preach, the Rump had been discussing the bill for such a new representative. Second, there was a renewed demand to reform the English legal system. The Rump had debated legal reform on a number of occasions, but as Cromwell complained in June 1650, “the sons of Zeruiah are yet too strong for us: and we cannot mention the reformation of the law.”156 In the sermon, Owen lent his voice for a reform of the law. Third, there was the outstanding issue of the church settlement. Owen shared the Cromwellian desire for a settlement that would include all truly godly. After the victory at Dunbar, the army had prodded the Rump into agreeing to a measure of religious toleration with the repeal of the Elizabethan laws compelling attendance at parish church services on the Sabbath. That, however, had been the Rump’s last effort at religious reform, and at this point the broad national church settlement was still not in place.157

      Summary and Analysis of the Sermon

      Owen was aware that many were slow to recognize God’s hand of providence. This had been the case with the wicked in the Old Testament, people like the Egyptians and Philistines, and often the reason for this was judicial blindness and hardening. In order to interpret the significance of the “providential alteration” that was being celebrated on the day of thanksgiving, Owen selected a text from a chapter in Ezekiel that described, in the form of a parable, how “God would destroy the outward visible monarchy of the Jews” because of idolatry and persecution (see Ezek. 17:24). Owen sought to trace obvious parallels to contemporary events, not least because the passage described how God “subdues the nation” and “takes away two kings, one after another.” The Scots had been defeated, and two Stuart kings had been removed in quick succession, one by death and the other by exile. Owen took the opportunity to clarify that “kingly government” did not have any “eminency” in it: God had also employed rule by elders and judges at various times in biblical history. Although the monarchy did have an important typological role for the people of God, in time, the people began to idolize the type, embracing “the shadow instead of the substance,” which led to “the neglect of the spiritual kingdom of Christ represented thereby.” Owen noted how God’s purposes in providential alterations of civil rule often involved the “plucking down of kings,” with all the accompanying “tumults and embroilments of the nations”—namely, “the setting up” of the kingdom of Christ, “planting it in the church,” advancing it, so that it would flourish. In “this nation” of England, such work involved the punishment of tyrants (the late king, Charles I) and the disappointment of “revengeful persecutors” (the Kirk Party in Scotland) and the establishment of godly “governors” (the new republican regime).

      Using the arboreal metaphor of his text, Owen expounded several aspects of this great work of advancing the kingdom of Christ with respect to its author, responses to it, and the assurance of its accomplishment. First, considered negatively, this work of the Lord involves the rejection of all means of worldly glory, whether the monarchy in the days of Ezekiel or, in Owen’s day, the rejection of the “mighty monarchy” of the house of Stuart, the “triumphing prelacy” of the Laudian bishops and all attempts at enforced “conformity.” Considered positively, and contrary to the expectations of many, it involved the exaltation of “things, persons, [and] assemblies” that were instrumental in the advancement of the kingdom of Christ despite many viewing these instruments as “weak and contemptible.” Second, in terms of responses to these providential observations, Owen observed that people were often reluctant or unwilling to see the hand of God at work when what was being done went against their expectations of what they judged reasonable. Nonetheless, he insisted that God would continue his work until all people acknowledged his mighty works of providence. The saints could be assured that despite opposition, God would continue to advance the kingdom of Christ. From his exposition of the verse, Owen raised two significant observations that he would spend the rest of the sermon proving and applying.

      The first major observation was as follows: “In the carrying on the interest of Christ and the gospel, God will work wonderful providential alterations.” Owen explained that there were three principal seasons of divine “appearances” to advance the kingdom of Christ and the gospel. The first was during the time of the promulgation of the gospel by Christ and his apostles. This included the “wars and rumors of wars” that Christ prophesied (Matt. 24:6) concerning the destruction of Jerusalem and for which Josephus recorded the unparalleled “destruction and desolation” that took place. The second such season involved the spread of the gospel across the Roman Empire and the dissolution of that pagan empire. Owen understood this to be a fulfillment of the opening of the six seals described in Revelation 6. The importance of this chapter for Owen’s understanding of history is seen in his referencing it in five previously published sermons.158 The third and final season of “wonderful providential alterations” was ongoing in the work of Christ “to recover his people from anti-Christian idolatry and oppression” in fulfillment of Revelation 17–19. Owen explained that when the Reformation began in the sixteenth century, it was attended by “wars, tumults, and destructions” and that work of deliverance and transformation was not yet complete. As he had argued in previous sermons, the interest of the antichrist was not restricted to its manifestation in Roman Catholicism. When Owen said that he would not speak about “any engagements of war with foreign nations,” he simply did not need to do so because, as Gribben notes, “Owen had already made his position clear . . . he was calling for a global revolution.”159 As for what nation Owen might have in mind, Venning points out that France was, at this time, the “likeliest choice of target,” especially since many in the army viewed the French as sharing some responsibly for the invasion from Scotland.160 Colonel Edward Sexby and other English envoys were in Huguenot regions of southwest France, seeking to gain support from the radical party known as the Ormée. In the month Owen preached this sermon, the Council of State was considering sending an expeditionary force to La Rochelle in response to a request that had come via Conan, the agent of the Comte du Daugnon, the pro-Condé governor of La Rochelle.161 Nonetheless, Owen argued that there was “work enough” to be done domestically, and Owen’s thanksgiving sermon was a call to complete that work.

      Owen offered two reasons why providential desolations like what had been witnessed at Worcester were necessary. The first was that in order for Christ to come into his possession, he had to act against the leaders of the Western nations who grasped onto his inheritance by seeking to oppress his people. He offered the example of how the Stuart kings James I and Charles I were committed to “holding fast prelacy”—that is, the system of episcopal church government that Owen provocatively styled as “a mere antichristian encroachment upon the inheritance of Christ.”162 This had to be shaken to pieces in the First Civil War. More recently, the Kirk Party in Scotland, “those who would have been our oppressors” by the imposition of Presbyterian uniformity, had been destroyed, and “the cockatrice” (a mythical dragon hatched by a serpent) had been crushed while it was still in its shell (Isa. 14:29). The second reason why such providential shakings were required was because God was delivering his people and taking revenge on those who oppressed them. Owen recognized that even in England there were those who wished to impose the yoke of false worship on others and persecute those who would not conform. In the run-up to the battle of Worcester, there were some supporters of this agenda and others who were simply complacent and unmoved at the plight of the godly. Owen was unequivocal: vengeance would be taken on all of them, and that could not happen “without great alterations.” The trials that this inevitably would refine the godly and expose hypocrites.

      Owen applied this first observation by way of two main uses. The first was for his hearers and readers to understand that the English revolution—which had caused such “amazement” as the world was turned upside down and set ablaze—came about because God was advancing the interest of Christ and removing all obstacles that stood in the way. The house of Stuart was brought down, and Charles I was “brought to punishment for blood.” The Scots had been exposed as hypocrites for forming an alliance with the English Parliament against the king and then entering into an alliance with English royalists against the English Parliament. In England, those who had once favored the cause of Parliament but who had turned away revealed their true identity in their “cursing, repining, [and] slighting the marvelous appearance of God” in support of the new republic. No obstacle could stand in the way of God’s work of delivering Zion.

      Owen’s second use was to provide the rationale for why the saints ought to rejoice even in an “outwardly dreadful and horrible” dispensation such as the slaughter at Worcester. When the enemies of Christ were being destroyed, the saints were to sing the song of Moses and the Lamb (Rev. 15:3) because they had witnessed a deliverance that was both temporal and spiritual. Consequently, he contended that there was every reason to rejoice in the outcome at Worcester because the nation had been delivered from an Egyptian-like “tyrant full of revenge” (Charles II returned from exile) and a Babylonian “discipline full of persecution” (enforced Presbyterian uniformity). As Spurlock explains, Owen’s assessment was that Scotland bore the responsibility for the conflict between the two nations “because it had attempted to impose its tyrannical anti-Christian form of church government upon England.”163 Therefore it was incumbent upon the nation “to rejoice” in the destruction of a Babylonian-like regime. For Owen, there was no place for neutrality, given that the hand of God was so obviously at work in these alterations.

      The second major observation that Owen drew from his text was that “the actings of God’s providence in carrying on the interest of Christ, are and shall be exceedingly unsuited to the reasonings and expectations of the most of men.” Here Owen offered a number of examples as to why “the thoughts of God are ‘not as our thoughts,’ neither doth he look on ‘outward appearances.’” He explained that this was the case with Jesus Christ, who was rejected by many because he did not conform to their expectations. Similarly, the apostles were “ignorant, weak, unlearned fishermen, despised upon all accounts,” and yet they were the “instruments” that God made use of in the proclamation of the gospel to the pagan world. When it came to the destruction of Babylon, the Scots made the mistake of thinking that reformation would be accomplished “with might, power and strength” and so put their confidence in the king. They thought that if Charles II’s “malignant” advisors were removed from the royal court, the king with “sound good men” next to him would further the covenanted interest and establish a system of enforced Presbyterian uniformity (what Owen termed the “iron yoke”). Contrary to their expectations of being lifted up and exalted to influence, they found themselves “shaken and broken with unparalleled destruction.” The so-called army of sectaries that the Scots so despised was actually the great instrument employed by the Lord to achieve his purposes.

      Owen explained that there were at least several reasons why the thoughts and expectations of many in his day were at odds with God’s ways. The first was that corrupt hearts long for “carnal power and glory.” For Owen, the Scots wanted to see Charles returned to his English throne so that they would “be great under him”; they were set on “re-enthroning . . . tyranny” under the guise of their covenant. Another reason was that by such works of providence, God gave people “a clear” and uneclipsed view of his power. Such manners of working also had a role in judicial hardening. Owen believed that the late king’s heart had been hardened and that through his “stubbornness” many mighty providential alterations had been carried out. The application was straightforward; it was “vanity” (and “a great provocation”) for proud hearts to reject the work of God simply because it did not conform to expectations: “our ways please not God, when his ways please not us.”

      Time did not permit Owen to deal with two other observations raised from the text, and so he closed with one final general point of application. This “use” was drawn from the prophet Amos’s counsel for how to live during such a “great dispensation of providence”: “prepare to meet thy God” (Amos 4:12 KJV). This was the duty incumbent upon the nation and its Parliament and army. Given the tensions that were developing between these two groups, this use was proposed as the way in which their unity could be restored. Owen was endeavoring to mediate between the Parliament and the army by calling for them to look back over the Second Civil War, the campaign in Ireland, and the defeat of the Scots through this shared providentialist and apocalyptic framework. This meant submission and acceptance of the mind and will of God in three areas: his works of providence, worship, and holiness.

      With regard to God’s works of providence, Owen laid out six things that were “clearly promised” for the period of latter-day glory. Here he returned to a number of texts that he had made reference to in earlier sermons, particularly ones from Isaiah and Revelation. Those in authority (and others among the godly) were to believe these promises because prayerful faith would hasten their fulfillment more than great armies. Owen then raised two areas in which action was required from Parliament as a response to the “constant appearing of God” in vindication of its cause against all opposition: “the advancement of the gospel” and “the administration of justice.” Here he was referring to two issues in which Parliament and the army were increasingly at odds. Owen impressed on his hearers and readers that God’s work in his days involved “staining the glory of all flesh” (Isa. 23:9) and “shaking and translating” the heavens and earth (Heb. 12:26–27). In the wake of this triumph on the battlefield, Owen was expecting the dawn of a new era, and that involved action in the areas of religion and law. The radical-moderate split over these two issues caused significant tension in Parliament at the time. With the former, Owen would the following year lead a broad coalition of ministers that made proposals for the better regulation and propagation of religion in the Commonwealth church. With the latter, the Rump had debated legal reform on a number of occasions and had made some progress—for example, in November 1650, an act was passed declaring that legal proceedings would take place in English rather than in Latin or French and that the paperwork would be written in ordinary script rather than in the antiquated “court hand.” As others added their voice to the calls for further reform to the law, particularly the army’s Council of Officers, two months later, in December 1651 Matthew Hale’s Commission was established and charged with overhauling the English legal system.164

      Owen tactfully raised the issue of the self-interest of those in government. This matter had generated a degree of tension in Rump-army relations, as it was thought that the Rump had been hesitant to embark on legal reform because its membership was dominated by lawyers intent on maintaining their position within the status quo. Owen called his hearers to loosen their grip on those things that were being shaken away and to instead find their riches in Christ.

      A response was also required in the area of worship. Owen was concerned about a tendency to neglect God’s ordinances or to utilize those institutions without an appropriate response of the heart. This was not confined to public worship and included “private worship, both personal and family,” as well as Sabbath keeping. He made reference to the recent new laws that the Rump Parliament had passed concerning Sabbath observance and encouraged his hearers to set an example in this area.

      The final area of response that Owen dealt with was in holy living. Here Owen appealed to a text that he would expound in depth in the posthumously published sermon Providential Changes, an Argument for Universal Holiness (2 Pet. 3:11), which is included in this volume. Owen sought to harness the recent victory at Worcester, utilizing it as a further call to holiness of life, a responsibility that he believed was particularly important for those in government (2 Sam. 23:3).

      The sermon was “an immediate success,” being published in London and Oxford in 1651 and then in Leith in 1652.165 Spurlock suggests that Robert Lilburne’s earlier appeal for copies of Owen’s sermon may have been the motivation for this sermon being printed by the “Evan Tyler” print house in Leith.166 Four days after it was preached, Parliament ordered Owen and Thomas Goodwin to preach at the University of Oxford, and for the next five years they alternately delivered sermons from the pulpit of the University Church of St Mary’s.167

      The Laboring Saint’s Dismission to Rest

      Context of Ireton’s Funeral

      Henry Ireton (1611–1651) was educated at Trinity College, Oxford, and underwent legal training at Middle Temple, London. During the First Civil War, he had fought at Marston Moor, Naseby, and the siege of Bristol. He entered the House of Commons as the member of Parliament for Appleby in 1645, and in 1646 he married Oliver Cromwell’s oldest daughter, Bridget.168 Ireton became the army’s chief political strategist. He was involved in drawing up the Heads of the Proposals, the army’s basis for attempted negotiations with the king in 1647, and he participated in the Putney Debates with the Levellers later in that year. During the Second Civil War, Ireton served in Kent and Essex. It is quite possible that Owen would have become acquainted with Ireton during the siege of Colchester. In the immediate aftermath of the siege of Colchester, it was Ireton who had led Lucas and Lisle out from the Council of War to be put to death as traitors.169 In late 1648, he participated in the Whitehall debates and had an important role in orchestrating both Pride’s Purge and the regicide.170 Ireton was convinced that the army was God’s instrument and that the king must be brought to justice.171 He was appointed Cromwell’s second-in-command for the Irish expedition of 1649 and succeeded his father-in-law as Lord Deputy in Ireland. He died of a fever shortly after concluding the siege of Limerick on November 26, 1651.

      Owen was chosen to preach at his high-profile funeral in London. As Gentles has shown, through the 1640s London provided the stage for a number of significant funerals, “each of which exploited the familiar idioms of civic pageantry for the purpose of forwarding a political agenda.”172 Ireton’s funeral would be no different. Evelyn provided a full account of what he described as “the Magnificent Funeral of that arch-Rebell Ireton.”173 Evelyn was not the only one to mock the funeral. Anthony Wood recorded that a hatchment was hung at Somerset House while Ireton’s body was lying in state, “with this Motto under his Arms depicted thereon, Dulce est pro patria mori, which was englished by an honest Cavalier thus, It is good for his country that he is dead.”174 There was all the pomp and grandeur of a state funeral with trumpeters and four heralds wearing new tabards bearing the arms of the Commonwealth.175 Owen delivered the sermon at Westminster Abbey because, as Gribben notes, “preaching was central to [the] construction of godly memory.”176 And, as Jeanne Shami comments, funeral sermons in London were “reaching their apogee in the 1640s and 1650s.”177 Anthony Wood, a hostile detractor, claimed that Owen preached “not without some blasphemy.”178 Afterward, Ireton was buried in Henry VII’s chapel at the abbey. Merritt notes how the funeral was “notorious for its lavish expense,” with the Venetian ambassador describing it as “sumptuous.”179 The government commissioned a substantial tomb to be completed by a prominent London mason.180 After the Restoration, in January 1661, Ireton’s remains were disinterred along with those of Cromwell and John Bradshaw.181 Evelyn described how their “Carkasses” were “draged out of their superbe Tombs (in Westminster among the Kings).”182

      Such a lavish funeral was likely at odds with Ireton’s own austerity and views on how the dead should be commemorated. Ireton refused a number of opportunities to enrich himself during his career, and, as Farr comments, “it seems unlikely that Ireton received the funeral that he would have wanted.”183 There are perhaps hints of Owen seeking to disassociate himself with aspects of the funeral when he explained that he was charged to “preach the word, not to carry on a part of a funeral ceremony.” Nonetheless, the funeral provided an important occasion for the new regime to demonstrate its legitimacy.

      Owen dedicated the sermon to his friend, Colonel Henry Cromwell (1628–1674), who had served under Ireton, his brother-in-law, in Ireland and who had been alongside him when he died.184 In the prefatory address to Cromwell’s son, Owen described Ireton as an exceptional example of “righteousness, faith, holiness, zeal, courage, self-denial, love to his country, wisdom and industry.”

      The work was licensed by those appointed by Parliament, and the title entered on the register of the Stationers’ Company on April 15, 1652.185 It was printed by Robert and William Leybourn (or Leyborne), who were, most likely, brothers operating a printshop on Monkswell Street, Cripplegate.186 It was published by Philemon Stephens, who had already been responsible for a number of Owen’s earlier works. Owen’s return to working with him may suggest that “Owen was now someone who could make money for his publishers.”187

      Summary and Analysis of the Sermon

      Owen’s text comprised the words of discharge spoken to Daniel upon which he formally took his leave to go to his rest: “But go thou thy way till the end be, for thou shalt rest, and stand in thy lot at the end of the days” (Dan. 12:13). He judged these words to be able to stand alone and so proceeded without his usual examination of the context. He divided the text into four parts and from it raised six observations, two of which he handled at length and two only briefly.

      For Owen this was a fitting “parallel” between Daniel and Ireton because both were dismissed from their faithful service having demonstrated the same qualities of wisdom, love for God’s people, and uprightness in the discharge of their offices and employments. Both showed “civil wisdom” in “the management of the affairs of men” and were men of “the most eminent abilities” and “most useful employments” who died doing their work.

      Daniel was also one who received clear visions about the “providential alterations” that would take place from his own day to the end of the world, all of which were centered on the exaltation of the kingdom of Christ. Ireton was a model of one who listened to God’s providential voice and who understood the times in which he was living, asking, “What saith the Lord?” and “What Israel ought to do.” In Ireton’s own Declaration, this outlook is obvious as he writes, for example, about how “the Lord our God” had stretched “his heavy hand over this Nation” in those “capital Judgements of Sword and Pestilence.”188 Ireton explained how he believed divine judgments were sent for “reproving, or restraining, for awakening, or quickening, for humbling, teaching or instructing, for purging or purifying, for trying or perfecting.”189 The godly were to seek God through “frequent exercise of Prayer with Fasting (such is without Superstition) and (suitable to the Faith, Simplicity, Truth and Purity of the Gospel).”190 Recalling the title and theme of his parliamentary sermon from February 1650, Owen portrayed Ireton as an exemplary godly magistrate precisely because he “staggered not” and instead was “steadfast in faith.” Owen presented Ireton as one fully aware that he was living during the period of the “vengeance of the Lord and his temple” before Christ would “reign in Righteousness and Peace.” Owen spoke of how even in the “most dismal and black engagements,” Ireton remained confident that, in “the appointed season,” there would be “the coming in of the promised glory.” Unlike those “swallowed up” in “applying secondary causes,” Owen was able to hold up as an example Ireton’s pattern of “receiving from God, and holding out to others, clear and express visions concerning God’s wonderful providential alterations in kingdoms, and nations, which were to be accomplished, from the days wherein he lived.”

      Owen drew out further similarities between Daniel and Ireton in the area of love for their people. He mentioned Ireton’s “great neglect of self,” something for which others also remembered Ireton. John Cook (bapt. 1608–d. 1660), prosecutor at the trial of the king and Ireton’s Chief Justice of Munster, shared this perspective: “If he erred in any thing (as error and Humanity are inseparable) it was in too much neglecting himselfe.”191 Similarly, John Hewson (d. 1660), the regicide governor of Dublin, also praised Ireton for his selflessness, writing the following on December 2, 1651: “Wee that knew him, can and must say truly, wee know no man like minded; most seeking their own things, few so singly minde the things of Jesus Christ, of publique concernment, of the interest of the precious sons of Zion.”192 Edmund Ludlow (ca. 1616–1692), who had served with Ireton in Ireland, also remembered his austerity and self-denial: he “was so diligent in the publick service, and so careless of food he used, what hour he went to rest, or what horse he mounted.”193 Ludlow recalled Ireton turning down Parliament’s gift of land worth £2,000 a year, and, as such, he believed that Ireton would have despised the “pompous and expensive vanities” associated with his funeral.194

      It appears that Owen sought to justify some of the changes in policy that Ireton engaged in during the late 1640s. For example, the Leveller leader John Lilburne (1615?–1657) described Ireton as “the cunningest of Machiavilians” and accused the regicide of playing “fast and loose with the King” by initially being willing to bargain with him in the The Heads of the Proposals (1647).195 Similarly, Lilburne and the other Levellers were incensed that Ireton had appeared to court them in late 1648 before turning his back on their Agreement of the People.196 He reasoned that “what is most wisely proposed in one season, may be most foolishly pursued in another.” As Owen discussed Ireton’s political involvement, he revealed something of his own political theory.197 Political society is necessary because of human sinfulness and serves to mitigate the effects of the fall. For Owen, certain principles of natural law precede the formation of human government and serve as the foundation on which political society is built. These principles are “universally unchangeable and indispensable,” and these “general rules of unchangeable righteousness, and equity” apply to “all times, places, ways and forms of government.” The example that Owen offers is that of self-preservation. This had been an important principle for Ireton, for whom peace was “the central political value, which governments existed to maintain.”198 In the Whitehall debates, Ireton had argued that

      the necessary thing, that which necessarily leads all men into civil agreements or contracts, or to make commonwealths, is the necessity of it for preserving peace. Because otherwise, if there were no such thing, but every man [were] left to his own will, men’s contrary wills, lusts and passions would lead every one to the destruction of another, and [every one] to seek all the ways of fencing himself against the jealousies of another.199

      In Ireton’s Army’s Remonstrance, appeal was made to the principle that peace and safety is the highest law (salus populi suprema lex). However, when it came to particular forms of government, Owen, like Ireton, granted considerable freedom to human beings to shape their own political communities.200 For Ireton, “‘Just principles of law, nature and nations’ provided the ultimate sanction for any system of government.”201 At the Putney debates in 1647, Cromwell said that he was not “wedded and glewed to formes of Government.” Forms of government were secondary matters, but “Drosse & Dunge in Comparison of Christ.”202 In 1648, the army leaders spoke of significant flexibility over forms of government, being prepared to believe that “any of them,” “monarchical, aristocratical, or democratical,” might be appropriate “as providence should direct us.”203 This is another example of what Owen refers to in saying that what is wisely proposed in one season would be foolish in another. Serving as an apologist for the revolution in which Ireton had engaged, Owen explained that under certain circumstances alterations to the form of government were permitted, and indeed required. This could be when an institution degenerated or even when it had outlived its usefulness. In such circumstances, change was required for the sake of “mutual preservation,” a universal principle of natural law. The implication of what Owen was claiming is that the political institutions such as the monarchy and the House of Lords were, under certain circumstances, “alterable and dispensable.” Owen alluded to Ireton’s role in the regicide when he described him as “an eminent instrument in the hand of God in as tremendous providential alterations, as such a spot of the world has at any time received since Daniel.” Owen allowed “prudence” to determine the manner in which individuals would be designated for office or their tenure in such positions. This had relevance for two matters that the army and others were pressing the Rump to consider—namely, the electoral franchise and the Rump’s own dissolution.

      The parallels between Daniel and Ireton continued in that both were “saints of the most eminent abilities, in the most useful employments,” and they were dismissed from service before they could see “the issue and accomplishment of those glorious things wherein themselves have been most eminently engaged.” They were dismissed for a variety of reasons, not least so that they were seen to be merely instruments in the hands of the one who was doing the work. The first application Owen made from this was to remind those of “eminent abilities” who were engaged in “eminent employments” that they had only an allotted season in which to do that work. It was therefore incumbent upon them “to improve the time.” It was possible to do “a world of work for God” in a short period of time, just as Ireton did in his forty years. Ireton had worked long hours in Ireland, something that Cromwell alluded to in one of the letters to his daughter, Ireton’s wife, Bridget.204 This meant that his hearers needed to “be diligent to pass through your work, and let it not too long hang upon your hands.”

      Owen pressed this home with a litany of areas in which parliamentary reform and action was necessary: the relief of oppressed persons (probably the poor and those imprisoned);205 responding to requests from widows and orphans (perhaps a call for pensions for army widows and orphans); chastising offenders against God and man; encouraging the better administration of justice across the nation; and the propagation of the gospel. In all these areas of reform, there had been little action.

      The Commons revived its committee for poor law reform in April 1652, which did succeed in passing a bill for the relief of poor prisoners. As for law reform, despite the lengthy debates that had taken place, it “now vanished from parliamentary view.”206 Ireton would have been disappointed because in Ireland he had supported Cook’s legal reforms.207 The propagation of the gospel, the last of the areas that Owen mentions, is of particular note. The energy of the relevant committee had “waned markedly,” and the propagation bill had by this stage effectively “gone completely to sleep.”208 Owen was imploring his hearers to do something about it. The opportunity to do so arrived days later when, on Tuesday, February 10, Owen and some fellow Congregationalists appeared at the bar of the House of Commons to submit a petition calling for Parliament to take action over the recent republication of the Latin anti-Trinitarian tract known as the Racovian Catechism.209 Hunter Powell suggests that the Council of State had Owen and his colleagues present its warrant for the seizure of all copies of the catechism.210 Mortimer proposes that Owen may have hoped to take advantage of Ireton’s legacy in order to call Parliament to greater religious reform since it was well known that Ireton had been a supporter of the civil magistrate’s authority in “spiritual” matters—namely, to ensure that there was tolerance for the orthodox godly and the exercise of restrictive power in order to restrain heresy.211 This may have been what Owen had in mind when in this sermon he spoke about the need to chastise those who offended against God. In response, the Rump created two committees: one to consider the Racovian Catechism and the other to confer with Owen and the other petitioners and to receive proposals “for the better Propagation of the Gospel.”212 A week later, Owen and his colleagues submitted a blueprint for a church settlement to the committee in the form of a list of fifteen proposals, which they duly published as The Humble Proposals of Mr Owen, Mr Tho Goodwin, Mr Nye, Mr Sympson and Other Ministers (1652). The title page reveals its consistency with what Owen believed to be the two broad duties of the magistrate—namely, supplying “all Parishes in England with able, godly and Orthodox Ministers” and also dealing with “dangerous Errours and Blasphemies.”213 It included provision for the vetting, supervising, and maintenance of ministers.214 All people were required to attend public worship, apart from those who out of a “scruple of conscience” would meet in alternative venues notified to the magistrate. Any ministers who opposed “those Principles of Christian Religion, without the acknowledgment whereof the Scriptures doe clearly and plainly affirme, that salvation is not to be obtained” would “not be suffered to preach or promulgate any thing in opposition unto such Principles.”215

      These Humble Proposals resulted in a barrage of criticism from the sects and other champions of a fuller toleration such as Roger Williams (just recently returned from New England), Sir Henry Vane, John Milton, and Marchamont Nedham.216 They were, however, an attempt for a broad settlement within the Commonwealth’s national church. As Coffey points out, even the Arminian John Goodwin was persuaded to subscribe to them, despite having criticized the magistrate’s power in matters of religion throughout the 1640s.217 The committee called to consider Owen’s proposals initially met regularly over the next few months, but then it stalled because of the Rump’s internal divisions. There was another gesture toward toleration in June, with recusants no longer being forced to attend Protestant worship against their consciences.218

      Owen offered two reasons why those employed in great works are so often called away before their work is done. The first was because of “secret provocations.” There is every indication that Ireton would have agreed with Owen at this point because John Cook wrote about him in very similar terms: “upon the least losse we received by the Irish, or any disappointment; Oh, sayes he, is not our God angry with us? let us be fervent in prayer to know his minde in every checke or chastisement.”219 The second was because God had “better things in store for his saints.” Consequently, if those who were engaged in the work of God were unlikely to see the end of their work, they should “seek for a reward of your service in the service itself.”

      Owen turned to offer comfort with his third observation about the dismissed saint being in a condition of rest: freed not only from the power of indwelling sin and its guilt but also from the trouble of this life. He presented Ireton as one whose pilgrimage was “consumed in travail”; but now there was “no more fighting, no more blood, no more sorrow.” The one whom he described as “our deceased friend” no longer battled with “tyrants” and “rebels” but was at rest. Owen dismissed all ideas of purgatory and limbo. As Richard Muller states, these postmortem receptacles of souls were regarded by the Reformed orthodox “as inventions or fabrications of Rome.”220 Owen also dismissed the different conceptions of Christian mortalism, both psychopannychism (that the soul in some sense sleeps at death) and thnetopsychism (that the soul dies with the body).221

      Owen closed with a rehearsal of Ireton’s capacities: his exceptional “heroical virtues,” particularly his “courage” and tenacity; his “ability, faithfulness, and industry” in his work in the civil state as a wise counselor and commitment to his work; and the fruit of the Spirit seen in Ireton’s “faith, love, and self-denial.”222 This set Ireton apart from those involved in government whose rule caused others to suffer by their “weakness, treachery [and] sloth” and “unsettled, pragmatical shuffling.” Owen hoped that he could make his point “without offense,” but the point would not have been missed by those present: in light of eternity, the nation had to engage in serious reform, and they could do that by seeking to emulate the example of Ireton.

      Concerning the Kingdom of Christ, and the Power of the Civil Magistrate about the Things of The Worship of God

      Context of This Fast Sermon during the First Anglo-Dutch War

      On August 10, 1652, Parliament proposed that a fast would be held on September 8. When the act was read again on August 19, the matter was referred to the Committee for Propagating the Gospel, presumably to seek its guidance in crafting the rationale for the keeping of the fast. On Wednesday, September 1, the Rump Parliament passed the act for the fast but moved the day to Wednesday, October 13.223 The preachers were to be Owen; Thomas Goodwin (1600–1680), president of Magdalen College, Oxford; and Christopher Feake (ca. 1611–ca. 1682), the Fifth Monarchist leader and lecturer at St Anne’s Blackfriars.224 Once again, Owen’s invitation came via Sir Henry Mildmay, with Goodwin being nominated by Colonel William Purefoy (ca. 1580–1659), a regicide and member of the Council of State,225 and Feake by the Army Office and regicide Thomas Harrison (1616–1660).226 The act appointing the fast sought to discover “how the saving truth of the Gospel may be best advanced and propagated, and whatsoever is contrary to sound Doctrine & the power of Godliness suppressed.” The act also spoke of the war between the Commonwealth and the United Provinces that had started in July, stating that the fast would provide an opportunity to pray for God’s “Presence with, and Blessing upon the Forces and Navy of this Commonwealth.”227

      The ongoing debate about the civil magistrate’s role in the propagation of the gospel is one of the most important contexts in which to locate this sermon. Owen’s Humble Proposals had been published in March, and these constituted what Hunter Powell refers to as the magisterial Congregationalists’ “manifesto” for the church of the English republic.228 These proposals envisaged a state-supervised national church with an educated ministry and a panel of triers to vet and discipline the clergy.229 In order to define the boundaries of acceptable doctrine, a list of foundational doctrines was under consideration according to which no one would be permitted “to preach or promulgate any thing in opposition unto such principles.”230 These fundamentals were not published until December 1652, but they were known about by the end of March. These principles were generous in scope and had the potential to unify the Reformed orthodox middle ground of Congregationalists and Presbyterians.231 The Congregationalists hoped that this would be a means to prevent heresy while maintaining toleration for the various Dissenters who were deemed to be within the bounds of orthodoxy. The issue was pressing because an English translation of the Socinian Racovian Catechism appeared in July, almost certainly a work of John Biddle (1615/16–1662), who had recently been released from prison.232 The Humble Proposals had alarmed Separatists and, almost immediately, a significant campaign had been launched against them by Roger Williams, John Milton, Henry Vane, and Marchamont Nedham.233 In the sermon, Owen provided “a telling summary of the tumultuous last year of the Rump Parliament.”234 For example, Owen could well have had Williams in view as one who advocated unlimited toleration, no involvement of the civil magistrate in matters of religion, and the disestablishment of the ministry.235 Similarly, he may be alluding to the ideas put forward by Sir Henry Vane the Younger (1613–1662), author of the anonymously published Zeal Examined, which appeared in June. In early July, Milton praised Vane for his near unmatched understanding of “spirituall powre and civill.”236 Shortly beforehand, in his sonnet “To the Lord Generall Cromwell,” Milton had warned of “new foes,” “hireling wolves whose Gospell is their maw,” who threatened “to bind our soules with secular chaines.”237

      As this debate about the magistrate’s role in the propagation of the gospel continued, tensions were mounting between Parliament and the army, and, according to Gentles, by the autumn (the time Owen came to preach) the mood of the officers had “turned ugly.”238 There was a growing sense that the Rump was incapable of accomplishing the reforms that it believed were necessary.239 The Dutch war was unpopular with the officers, not least because of the expenditure that it required and because it pushed domestic reform further down the political agenda. The army had issued a strong petition to Parliament on August 12, 1652, demanding wide-ranging reforms. (One of the officers who submitted the petition was Colonel John Okey [ca. 1606–1662], who also had subscribed to Owen’s Humble Proposals.) It spoke of how the officers, having sought the Lord, desired that twelve articles be considered.240 The first of these was, “That speedy and effectual means be used for promoting the gospel, profane and scandalous ministers be outed, good preachers encouraged, maintenance for them provided, and tithes taken away.” This petition also included calls for legal reform, changes in public accounting, arrangement for soldiers’ pay, and measures for dealing with poverty. The final article reminded the Rump that a bill settling the nature of a future Parliament was long overdue and that measures should be taken to ensure that those elected would be suitably qualified—that is, “well-affected,” “pious, and faithful to the interests of the Commonwealth.” The importance of this petition from August is seen in how the following year Cromwell and the officers justified the dissolution of the Rump on the basis that there had been so little progress on the matters laid out in it.241

      After the sermons were preached at the fast, Owen and Goodwin were informally thanked by the house, but Feake was not, having caused controversy by being “very home in his applications.”242 At least two sources recounted how the fiery Fifth Monarchist spoke “plain English” to the Parliament. The resulting controversy was not unlike what happened when John Simpson preached on March 13, 1651.243 Outside Parliament, although the fast was to be held across England and Wales, it was noted that while some kept it “very strictly,” many of the Presbyterians “would not open their church doors.”244 Owen alluded to this in the sermon when he pointed out that public fasts were “neglected, despised, [and] spoken against.” Owen’s sermon was printed by Leonard Lichfield for Thomas Robinson.245 In the previous month Owen had been nominated by Cromwell to be the vice-chancellor of the University of Oxford and had been duly elected by convocation. Nonetheless, on the title page the author is simply styled “John Owen” without any of his titles. The book collector George Thomason had acquired his copy by the end of October.

      Summary and Analysis of the Sermon

      As he had done at Ireton’s funeral, Owen looked to the prophet Daniel to provide an example of a godly magistrate. The sermon reveals how Owen himself was in “a reflective mood”; like the prophet Daniel he too was “grieved” and “perplexed.”246 He presented Daniel as one who was seeking the truth—in particular, the interpretation of the things that he witnessed in order to understand the mind and will of God.

      Daniel found himself in this state because of the very things that Owen had been describing in his various parliamentary sermons—namely, “the great works of the providence of God, in the shaking and overturning of kingdoms and nations, in a subserviency to his kingdom.” The things that Daniel had witnessed were communicated to him in visions of violent “winds and seas.” The language is particularly evocative in the midst of the First Anglo-Dutch War (1652–1654), which had started just some three months beforehand, and at that time it must have seemed as if the nations were indeed being “tossed with the winds of commotions, seditions, oppressions, [and] passions,” resulting in “horrible tumults, shakings, confusions, and violence.” Owen regarded all this as the work of God in “the setting up, and pulling down the powers of this world.” As to the nature of the kingdom that Christ was establishing, Owen recognized the ongoing disputes about its “rise, and manner of government.” Here he alluded to the Fifth Monarchists and their expectations of an earthly kingdom and claimed that they had made the mistake of adopting the erroneous views held by the pope and the Jews. He sought to correct this by insisting that the kingdom of Christ was “First and principally . . . internal and spiritual.” The fast had been called in order to receive “strength and direction” for “carrying on” and propagating this kingdom. Owen recognized that such a task was difficult and that it was easier to complain about the Rump’s inactivity in this matter than to guide and direct its members about how to do the work. Nonetheless, he proceeded to offer them five “brief observations” of what was “clear and certain from Scripture” about the nature of Christ’s kingdom. Aware that there were “endless and irreconcilable” differences about the kingdom that it was believed Christ would set up, it appears that he himself believed that Christ’s future reign would be “only differenced by more glorious degrees and manifestations of his power.” “While never directly naming the Fifth Monarchists,” Owen sought to correct their invective with five observations that offered a rebuttal of their radical millenarianism.247 This had direct bearing on the matter of the magistrate’s role in the propagation of the gospel and the search for a national church settlement because the Fifth Monarchists were calling for the overthrow of secular government in order to make way for the rule of the saints. First, Owen insisted that the saints in every age should pursue godliness and regard any “outward glory” that would appear in the world as “a shadow” of this; he described as “sin and folly” the attempts of some radical millenarians to try “to set up the kingdom of Christ in the world” while “pull[ing] it down in their own hearts.”248 Nonetheless, and second, it was indeed the case that an apocalyptic shaking of the nations would take place, and this would result in a transformation of their governments and constitutions. Owen reminded his audience that this was something he had “fully demonstrated elsewhere” and pointed to his sermon from April 1649, The Shaking and Translating of Heaven and Earth. Third, Owen once again returned to Isaiah 60, a chapter that he had referenced in numerous previous sermons, to make the point that the civil powers of those nations would come to serve the interests of Christ as “his kingdoms” (Rev. 11:15). Fourth, Christ would advance his glorious kingdom through the conversion of the Jews and the destruction of the antichrist. Thus, any attempt to set up a kingdom for Christ in the world before these promises were fulfilled was, in effect, an attempt to “set up his kingdom here on a molehill.” Finally, unlike the kingdoms of this world, the kingdom of Christ was not established by “outward force” through the actions of “the sword of man setting up a few to rule over others.” Rather, it was a work of the Holy Spirit through the word of God.

      Having “opened” the words of his text, Owen made three observations, the first of which was: “In the consideration of God’s marvelous actings in the world, in order to the carrying on of the gospel and the interest of the Lord Jesus Christ, the hearts of his saints are oftentimes filled with perplexity and trouble.” God’s great works associated with the coming of Christ, either his coming in the flesh or his coming to advance his kingdom, were astonishing and beyond expectation. Even the saints had not been expecting such “shakings” as led to the regicide, the establishment of the English Republic, and, more recently, the banishment of Charles II. Owen engaged in what Gribben describes as “homiletical flattery” in order to portray the Rump as being united in a commitment to the further propagation of the gospel while, at the same time, acknowledging there was much that was unsettling.249 He made what Hunter Powell describes as “dire warnings against sectary views of the magistrate’s power.”250 His concerns reflect the debates of the past year, particularly about the Humble Proposals that had been before Parliament.251 He laid out some of the views that he was most concerned about:

      Say some, “There is no gospel at all” say others, “If there be, you have nothing to do with it”: some say, “Lo, here is Christ”; others “Lo, there”: some make religion a color for one thing; some for another: say some, “The magistrate must not support the gospel”; say others, “The gospel must subvert the magistrate”: say some, “Your rule is only for men, as men, you have nothing to do with the interest of Christ and the church”: say others, “You have nothing to do to rule men but upon the account of being saints.”

      For maximum impact, Owen reminded his hearers and readers of the anticlericalism of those who referred, shockingly, to the clergy as “chemarims” and “locusts”—something Feake’s associate, John Simpson, had done.252

      Parliament’s problems were not only confined to the increasingly radical views of the sects, as Owen specifically drew attention to the opposition that the new regime had faced from the Scottish Covenanters and was now facing given that the Netherlands had joined “the great antichristian interest.” This was all the more shocking given that in the previous year serious consideration had been given to a federal union of the two republics.253

      Owen then turned to direct his hearers to the “ways and means of quietness”—namely, as suggested in the second observation, a discovery of God’s will in “faith and prayer,” both “public and private.” Owen was convinced that public fasts were either neglected, criticized, or observed with cold formality. This was a far cry from the observance he remembered from the 1640s and evidence that the nation had “certainly backslidden.” Nonetheless, he told his hearers that if his directions were followed, they would enjoy communion with God, the peace that flowed from it, and divine guidance.

      Owen spoke of the “extremes” and “extravagances” of the various parties involved in the quest for a church settlement and, by contrast, sought to portray himself (and by implication the Humble Proposals) as being marked by moderation. On the one hand, he cautioned members of Parliament about neglecting their responsibilities: if “you shall say, you have nothing to do with religion as rulers of the nation, God will quickly manifest that he has nothing to do with you as rulers of the nation.” On the other hand, he warned about those who seek to “set up forms of government, to compel men to come under the line of them,” who wish the civil magistrate to “thrust in your sword to cut the lesser differences of brethren,” or those engaged in “the great design” of the antichrist—namely, “grasping temporal power, upon a spiritual account.” Owen portrayed his political theology as one characterized by moderation, summarizing his view in stating that the civil magistrate’s responsibility was that the gospel be “protected, preserved, [and] propagated” in the nation.

      This led Owen on to one of the express purposes of the public fast: seeking God’s direction for the propagation of the gospel and preventing that which is contrary to sound doctrine and godliness. He began by offering a brief summary of “what God has promised concerning magistrates, kings, rulers, judges, and nations, and their subserviency to the church.” As he had done in previous sermons, Owen appealed to passages from Isaiah and Revelation in support of his contention that magistrates had a duty to support the interest of the church, acting for its “good, welfare, and prosperity.” Owen insisted that these promises belonged to the gospel age and therefore “belong directly to us, and our rulers.” This was important because proponents of far-reaching toleration were arguing against magisterial restraint or coercion in matters of religion, dismissing the Old Testament’s teaching on the magistrate’s responsibilities in religious matters as applicable only to national Israel.254 They did this very well aware that those in favor of religious coercion rested their case on the Old Testament laws against blasphemers and idolaters. Owen was providing different grounds for the magistrate’s power in matters of religion in these prophecies of a time when godly rulers would be raised up in the nations of the world. If the members of the Rump were to be such rulers, then they must

      put forth their power, and act in that capacity, wherein he has placed them in the world, for the good, furtherance, and prosperity of the truth and church of Christ: they shall protect them with their power, feed them with their substance, adorn them with their favor, and the privileges wherewith they are entrusted: they shall break their forcibly oppressing adversaries.

      Owen then offered five further principles relevant to the propagation of the gospel. First, the magistrate’s duty of protection extended to ensuring that the gospel was preached and propagated in the nation. Second, a nation that embraced the gospel would enjoy prosperity and be instrumental in the destruction of oppressive tyrants. Third, should a nation reject the gospel and refuse to serve Christ and his church, then Christ would, “sooner or later,” come against that nation in judgment. Fourth, the magistrate was not only responsible for seeking the good, peace, and prosperity of the people but also charged to “prevent, obviate, remove, [and] take away” those things that cause “confusion, destruction, [and] desolation.” The latter included not only threats to national security and various crimes but also those things that were “morally” opposed to the good and welfare of the nation, particularly those things that would bring God’s judgment on a nation. He offered obvious examples, such as murder and adultery, but suggested that there were other provocations that required a similar response. This may be an oblique reference to the magistrate’s responsibilities to act against certain forms of heresy and blasphemy. Finally, he also argued that the judicial laws given to Israel were no longer in force, though the moral elements of those laws remained binding once they had been “unclothed of their Judaical form.”

      Owen closed by laying down three rules by way of direction, pointing his readers to Of Toleration (1649) for a fuller treatment of the matter.255 First, his readers needed to be fully persuaded of what the truth of the gospel was and what constituted error. Second, he insisted that “error and falsehood” had no right to any protection from the civil magistrate. Finally, he noted that “the plea of conscience,” far from serving as a justification, could, on occasion, be an aggravating factor.

      God’s Work in Founding Zion, and His People’s Duty Thereupon

      Context of This Sermon to the Second Protectorate Parliament

      In the summer of 1656, Oliver Cromwell, as Lord Protector, reluctantly issued writs for an extraordinary Parliament with elections set to take place in August. (Owen’s brother Henry was one of those elected to an Irish constituency.)256 The regime had little choice because of the “looming financial disaster” caused, not least, by the outbreak of war with Spain and the cost of maintaining armies in Ireland and Scotland.257 Cromwell had thought that the conflict would have been funded by the seizure of Spanish silver, but this was not to be, given the blundering failure of the so-called Western Design in 1655.258 The army Grandees and the Council of State failed to manage these elections quite as they had confidently intended. The elections had been fraught, and, from the regime’s point of view, the results were even worse than those of the elections to the First Protectorate Parliament. Consequently, the decision was taken to exclude those members of Parliament who were hostile to the new constitution, the Instrument of Government, and critical of the political role of the army: nearly one hundred members out of four hundred sixty were purged, and around sixty others withdrew in protest.259 This was done on the basis that under the terms of this constitution they were not “persons of known integrity, fearing God, and of good conversation.” Those excluded included crypto royalists, rigid Presbyterians, and committed republicans. Of those who remained, there was “a sizeable bloc of MPs favourable to Presbyterianism who sought an anti-militarist return to the ancient constitution.”260 As Patrick Little describes it, “very strong Presbyterian undercurrents” had remained through the early 1650s, and these “broke the surface” in this Parliament.261 Many in Parliament were critical of the regime’s tolerant approach to religion, particularly where Quakers were concerned.

      Owen addressed this second Protectorate Parliament on two occasions. The first was as the preacher at the grand and militaristic opening of the Parliament on September 17. On that day, the Lord Protector, accompanied in his coach by Lord Lambert, journeyed to the abbey with the members of the Council of State, and some three hundred soldiers. They arrived for ten o’clock in the morning to be greeted by the newly elected members of Parliament who had already gathered. The abbey where Owen would deliver this sermon was now “more than ever before the church of the state,” serving as “the religious heart of the regime.”262 Although Austin Woolrych described Owen as preaching an “adulatory sermon,” it was, as we shall see, actually somewhat more ambiguous.263

      Those in the abbey to hear Owen preach would have been unaware that outside, Miles Sindercombe (d. 1657) was engaged in a conspiracy to assassinate Cromwell as he left the building and proceeded to Parliament. A house had been rented near the abbey, and scaffolding had been erected to provide an elevated position for the gunmen. The plot was aborted at the last moment because the would-be assassins lost their nerve in the presence of the gathering crowds of onlookers.264 After the service, Cromwell met with the three hundred or so members of Parliament in the Painted Chamber of the medieval Palace of Westminster and gave a lengthy and at times rambling speech outlining the reasons for calling the present Parliament.265 The heat was stifling, and Cromwell spoke for up to three hours. Security was a dominant theme in the light of the threat posed by royalists, Roman Catholics, and those radicals of the levelling sort. He praised the rule of the major generals and defended his war with Spain. In this address, the Lord Protector signaled his approval of what Owen had said, stating that he desired liberty for Presbyterians, Independents, and Baptists, stating that this was “the peculiar Interest all this while Contested for.”266 The members then moved to the House of Commons, and, after the election of the speaker of the House, it was agreed that the lieutenant of the Tower of London, Major Generals Sir John Barkstead (d. 1662),267 and John Maidstone,268 the steward of Cromwell’s household, “should return the Thanks of the House to Doctor Owen for the pains by him taken in the Sermon preached before them” and that he be asked to prepare the sermon for publication.269 News of Owen’s preaching spread, as is evidenced by Ralph Josselin hearing about Owen’s sermon two days after it was preached.270 It was printed by Leonard Lichfield (d. 1657), so-called printer to the University of Oxford, for the Oxford bookseller Thomas Robinson. George Thomason had acquired his copy by October 25. On the title page, Owen included the text of Psalm 48:12–14. The published sermon was dedicated to the Lord Protector and Parliament, but Gribben describes Owen’s preface as offering only “rather faint praise” to Cromwell.271

      Summary and Analysis of the Sermon

      Owen expounded the text “What shall one then answer the messengers of the nation? That the Lord hath founded Zion, and the poor of his people shall trust in it” (Isa. 14:32). Owen had quoted this text in a previous sermon as a summary of “the great alterations that have been in these nations.”272 As Owen set this verse in its context, its relevance would have emerged to all contemporary hearers and readers. It came from a season when Judah was “low,” “broken,” and “divided” because of foreign enemies and domestic problems. The parallels would have been all too clear because at this time progress in the Anglo-Spanish war was slow, a far cry from the previous wars against the Scottish and the Dutch, and such was the nature of internal political tensions that the military and political leaders of the regime had felt forced to exclude over one hundred elected members of Parliament. Owen selected a text that drew particular attention to one of the most obvious errors of Hezekiah’s reign.273 Owen commented that “all would have been well” for Hezekiah “and his posterity” had he followed the clear instructions prepared for him by the prophet when the Babylonian envoys came. However, Hezekiah failed to act as required, and instead the man who had once stood firm against the threat of the Assyrian army now melted in the face of Babylonian flattery (Isa. 39:2). He made it very explicit that “His mistake herein, was the fatal ruin of Judah’s prosperity,” and this warning from the opening of the sermon frames all that follows.

      It was Owen’s contention that the “peculiar” work of God in the past few years had not been principally that of the setting up and pulling down of “new fabrics of government or ruling.” He argued that God did not delight in one form of government more than another. This defense of the Protectorate was a tacit rebuke to civilian republicans like Sir Arthur Hesilrige, John Bradshaw, Thomas Scot, and John Weaver, who refused to accept the Protectorate and who were prominent among those members excluded from Parliament.274 Rather, when it was asked, “What [God] has done in England,” through the mid-seventeenth-century crisis, Owen’s unequivocal answer was that God had acted to “found Zion” and “establish the interest of his chosen.” By this Owen meant that God had destroyed those who sought “to overthrow Zion” and had given the peace, liberty, and freedom to gather gospel churches of “secret covenanted ones.” Cromwell would echo this sentiment later in the day with his comment that securing toleration for the godly was “the peculiar interest all this while contended for.”275

      Owen summarized four “observations” “drawn from the words” of his text and then dealt with each in turn. He commented that he hoped to strike the balance of addressing his hearers with both due reverence and appropriate authority. He also voiced his conviction that not all in the abbey that day were regenerate. The first observation was about how the nations were “diligently inquiring concerning God’s dispensations among his people.” In the case of England, Owen thought that surrounding nations were making such inquiries because they envied the nation’s unique and exalted position and feared how the nation would grow and develop. The second observation concerned the answer that should be given to the nations when they were inquiring about what God had done. Owen recognized that not all could see what God had done because their vision was clouded and distorted by being taken up and preoccupied with their own agendas and rivalries. This diverted their attention from the great “providential alterations of the late times that have passed over us.” Owen was thinking of how the Laudian tyranny had been overthrown and those who had been imprisoned had been released and those exiled to the Netherlands or New England had been able to return home. He was horrified that some were contemplating a return to tyranny and superstition. His third observation was that “the great design of God in his mighty works and dispensations, is the establishment of his people and their proper interest.” Those whom God “by his providence raises up to rule and government” had an instrumental role in ensuring that the people of God had this freedom to worship. Owen warned that God would “pull down” rulers who did not discharge this responsibility. His final observation was that it was “the common interest” of God’s people that was to be preserved. Owen reiterated what he had “sundry years since, sundry times complained of to a parliament of this commonwealth”—namely, that too many were taken up with their own “peculiar interest” and therefore despised the “common interest.” He confessed that his optimism that things would change was withering by the day. Owen regarded these four observations as “foundations . . . laid in the words of the text” that led him to application.

      Owen’s first “use” was a call on those in political power to consider how they would give an account of “what God has done in these nations.” He hoped that their response would indicate enthusiastic support of “the old and common cause.” This phrase was shorthand for the struggle of the civil war and was provocative because it was often used to rally opposition to the Protectorate. He warned against allowing personal “disquietness” to inadvertently “cast contempt on the work of God.” Owen recognized that the counsel that he was about to offer would be regarded by many of his hearers as unlikely to yield results and potentially was even irrational. This was because Owen suggested that the godly themselves be consulted about what the common interest of Zion was, and he was aware that, to many, the various parties seemed hopelessly divided. He responded to this by employing a Ciceronian argument to prove what was the best option for a church settlement that would include all the godly of the nation. In a fragment of Cicero preserved in Augustine and mediated by Francis Bacon, Owen recounted how when asked which was the best school of philosophy, the ancient sects, such as the Stoics and the Epicureans, all put themselves first and assigned Plato to the second place. From this Cicero reasoned that because all parties were united in their views of what constituted the second-best option, it was in fact the best and preferred option. Owen applied this to the situation of the day: Presbyterians sought uniformity of doctrine, worship, and discipline; radical anticlericalists such as the Quakers sought an abolition of tithes and believed an ordained and educated ministry to be anti-Christian; and Fifth Monarchists were still calling for the rule of the saints. Owen reasoned that all the godly would put his own position, at the very least, in second place276—namely, that despite their differences, the godly would be able to live in peace with the civil magistrate, ensuring that the godly would be “preserved, protected, and secured.”277

      Owen offered five reasons in support of this. First, it comprehended all the godly, recognizing that not all churches were identical according to the degree of spiritual light they had received. Second, none who lived by faith and prayer in the late dispensations were excluded. Third, such an option prevented coercion, oppression, and persecution. Fourth, all the godly were united by the opposition of those who sought to destroy them. Finally, reiterating a point from earlier in the sermon, he insisted that God’s great work had been focused on the church rather than on the establishment of “this or that form of the civil administration of human affairs.” Owen remained ambivalent to particular forms of government, stating that the only thing promised about government was that it would be “laid in an orderly subserviency, to the common interest of the saints.” Owen had made a very similar point in The Kingdom of Christ, and the Power of the Civil Magistrate (1652) in saying that “the civil powers of the world, after fearful shakings and desolations, shall be disposed of into a useful subserviency to the interest, power, and kingdom of Jesus Christ.”

      The second major application was to call his hearers to go to this work. To aid the government in this task he offered two directions. The first was to refuse to engage with any counsel that was inconsistent with this common interest because to do so would be to contend against the work of God. He was aware that there was much discussion about clamping down on toleration and “establishing a discipline in the church” and rejected any suggestion that he was arguing “for errors and unsettlement.” Rather, he was calling for “mutual forbearance” until God intervened to unite his people. Owen exhorted his hearers to be “instrumental” in this process. True reformation would come about through a personal reformation and a reformation of “families” and “parishes.” It would be accomplished by prayer, preaching, and the other means of grace. In all of this it was imperative that people did not forget that this work of God had been what the Wars of the Three Kingdoms had been about “from the beginning to the end.”

      Owen’s second direction regarding how the government could go about this task in all its consultations, actions, and proposals was to make the work of establishing Zion its “polestar.” That would lead to two priorities: pursuing peace domestically and building a pan-Protestant alliance internationally.278 The latter would involve a plan to “gather into one common interest, the Protestant nations abroad in the world, that we may stand or fall together.” In his speech later that day, Cromwell spoke of the recently elected Pope Alexander VII and his plan to “unite all the Popish Interest in all the Christian world against this nation about any, and against all the Protestant Interest in the world.”279 At this time, there were efforts to broker peace among the Protestant nations in the Baltic who were engaged in the Second Northern War (1655–1660) in order to forge a defensive alliance between Sweden and England as part of a plan for a Protestant League. Correspondingly, the Papacy and the Roman Catholic Habsburg Empire were increasingly aligned and strengthened because of conflict between various Protestant nations.280

      Owen’s third major “use” was to carry on the work of reformation, encouraging and resourcing it as required. This would involve taking action against those who “under pretense of religion . . . disturb the civil peace.” By doing so, they would be “preservers of the good old cause of England.” This would require sincere seeking after God’s will and “love and forbearance” as they sought to “regard, cleave to, promote, [and] protect” the common interest of Zion.

      God’s Presence with a People, the Spring of Their Prosperity

      Context of Owen’s Fast Sermon

      On September 18, 1656, the day after the second Protectorate Parliament assembled, it resolved that “a day of public fasting and humiliation” be held throughout England, Scotland, and Ireland. The Parliamentary preachers were to be Owen, his Oxford colleague Thomas Goodwin, and the prominent London preacher George Griffith. Owen was invited by Major General Thomas Kelsey (d. ca. 1676), Goodwin by Sir William Strickland (ca. 1596–1673), and Griffith by Major General Whalley (ca. 1607–ca. 1675). A committee was established to prepare the declaration for the fast. This received its second reading in Parliament on September 22 and was presented to Cromwell for approval. The date of the fast was changed to October 30, and the declaration was duly published on September 23.281 It expressed concern about “the abominable Blasphemies vented and spread of late through the apostasie of, and the abuse of liberty by, many professing Religion” and sought for believers to be united by “Agreements in fundamentals.” The declaration called for prayer that God would defeat the designs of those who opposed the interest of Christ and his people and that, furthermore, God would grant his presence to those in government so that they would be united in the work to which they were called.282

      In the intervening period prior to the fast, news of Captain Richard Stayner’s capture of two vessels from the Spanish plate fleet off Cadiz had reached London giving “a needed boost to government morale.”283 This news came at the beginning of October and served for many as a long-awaited providential sign, especially in the context of the ongoing war against Spain. An official account of the victory was published on October 4, and the sermons from the public thanksgiving on October 8 were published as Joseph Caryl’s A Sermon Pressing to, and Directing in, That Great Duty of Praising God (1657) and John Rowe’s Mans Duty in Magnifying Gods Work (1656).284 Rowe was confident that such a providential mercy had “silenced the secret thoughts and reasonings of some, touching the engagement in this war; and who are too apt to say, that God never owned you since you undertook this business.”285

      Reports of the fast sermons from the service held on Thursday, October 30, at St Margaret’s were published in Mercurius Politicus. The weekly newsbook summarized Owen’s message to the purged Parliament as follows: “the great concernment of any people, is to know where lies the Spring of all their Success, and to what it is proportioned.” It continued by describing how after opening the text the following doctrine was “raised” from it: “That Gods special presence with any people in providential dispensations for their good, depends upon their obediential abiding with him in National Administrations for his glory.”286 The news report also recorded summaries of Goodwin’s sermon on Romans 15:8–9 and that by Griffith on 2 Chronicles 20:12. Outside of Westminster, Owen’s old acquaintance Ralph Josselin kept the fast by preaching on Isaiah 5:25 but confessed that he found his own heart “very dead and unaffected.”287 The preachers were thanked on Friday, October 31, and invited to publish their sermons. Owen’s work was printed by “R.N.” This is almost certainly a reference to Roger Norton (d. 1664), a printer in Blackfriars.288 It was published by Philemon Stephens and was entered on the Stationers’ Register only days after it was preached on November 6, 1656.289 On the title page, Owen styled himself with the DD that he had been awarded by diploma on December 23, 1653. This was qualified by a description of himself as “a servant of Jesus Christ, in the work of the gospel.”

      Summary and Analysis of the Sermon

      Owen took as his text the record of the “thanksgiving sermon” delivered by the prophet Azariah to King Asa (2 Chron. 15:2). Despite the seeming incongruity of doing so on “a day of humiliation,” Owen thought the “instruction” suitable for the occasion because it summarized the “rules, and exhortations” that were necessary, given “the event, and issue of our affairs.” The text recorded an event in the aftermath of Judah’s great victory against “the huge host of the Ethiopians” who had come against Jerusalem (2 Chron. 14). Owen drew an explicit parallel between his preaching of the sermon and the prophet going out to meet those returning to Jerusalem in triumph carrying “abundant spoils.” The point would not have been lost on his hearers—that as the sermon was being delivered “the Spanish prizes,” the spoils taken from the captured “Silver Gallion,” were in the process of being transferred to the Tower of London.290 As the title of the published version of the sermon suggests, Owen was interested in “the spring” of such mercies, something even “the best of men” were quick to forget, and the “duty” that this placed on the recipients to “use and improve their peace.” The importance of “duty” had been prominent in the thanksgiving sermons celebrating the capture of the treasure fleet that were delivered earlier in the month by Joseph Caryl (1602–1673) and John Rowe (1626–1677), as is evident in their respective titles: A Sermon Pressing to, and Directing in, That Great Duty of Praising God (1657) and Mans Duty in Magnifying Gods Work (1656). As Owen delivered his fast sermon, he was aware of the divisions and conflicting agendas that existed among the rulers of the nation about how to respond “in making peace or war” in dealings “with neighboring princes, and nations.” As Owen set about “the opening of the words,” he explained that he would take his hearers to matters of “unspeakably greater importance” by dealing with two main questions.

      First, Owen set about clarifying and explaining what exactly it meant for God to be with a people “in respect of providential dispensations.” Not simply in that “general” sense of God’s “ordering, disposing, guiding, [and] ruling” all the events of nations and their governments but in that “special” sense of being with a people in guidance, blessing, and preservation. This gave rise to his first “observation,” the doctrinal proposition that the nation must recognize that the source of all its prosperity was the special presence of God and that it was therefore necessary “to attend to that which will give continuance thereunto.”

      Second, he posed the question about what it meant for a people to abide with God. Given the context, his particular concern here was abiding with God “in national administrations”—that is, how to order the affairs of the nation so that God would thereby be glorified. This led to the main doctrinal observation of the sermon, which stated that God’s special presence with a people “depends on their obediential presence with him, in national administrations to his glory.” A significant assumption underlying this position was that God’s presence in respect of providential dispensations was “purely conditional,” in the sense it was distinct from that of the gospel, resting on an entirely different “foundation” and operating according to a different principle. Nonetheless, God’s presence with a people was always merciful rather than “merited,” with the strength to fulfill the condition being itself given by God. For Owen, the evidence supporting this conditionality lay both in the history of God’s dealings with his people of old and in the events of history. A king like Asa of Judah enjoyed seasons of blessing when he acted in obedience but also experienced divine curses for disobedience. For example, when Asa relied on King Ben-Hadad of Damascus for assistance against Baasha rather than trusting in the Lord, there was plague and war (2 Chron. 16:7–14). The same conditionality could be seen in the history of the Roman Empire. It flourished under those emperors “who ruled with God,” and now, as Owen understood it, in its present form as the Holy Roman Empire, it endured “the fury and cruelty of Turk and Pope.” This was because its present rulers were characterized by “unrighteousness, idolatry, luxury, and persecution.” Owen was referring to how the Holy Roman Empire had been devastated by the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), a struggle over religion and the power of the emperor, particularly in Habsburg lands. One example of the rulers that Owen had in mind would be Ferdinand II, Holy Roman emperor from 1619. He was a champion of the Counter-Reformation, and his determination to re-establish Roman Catholicism across all his lands had been a significant cause of that war.291 At the same time, on the borders of the empire, the Ottomans were, once again, beginning to pursue their expansionist ambitions. As Owen saw it, the empire was experiencing all these things because its rulers did not abide with God. He issued two brief cautions by way of qualification. First, that outward “flourishing” and “prosperity” was not always proof of God’s special presence. This was important because a number of Roman Catholic nations continued to prosper, as did the Ottoman empire, which was at the beginning of the period of the Köprülü revival (1656–1702). Second, periods of affliction and distress, like what the Protectorate had endured in recent years, did not necessarily mean that God had withdrawn his special presence.

      Owen’s first point of application was to give further instruction about how, through abiding with God, the nation could enjoy God’s special presence. He explained how, at the time of the Exodus and wilderness wanderings, the pillar of cloud and fire that were symbolized God’s presence with his people. This “eminent pledge of the presence of God” guided the people on their journey toward “their resting place” and offered them “protection and defense” along the way. In a similar manner, the “assembly of Parliament” was also being led and directed by God toward a resting place. Owen also believed that God’s special presence had preserved the nation from enemies internal and external and, furthermore, “our own follies.” Here he referred to the first Protectorate Parliament that met from September 1654 to January 1655. Despite the best intentions of some, it succeeded in passing no legislation during its entire sitting. Owen explained that it was as if the cloud had settled on them, and so “they could not see how to take one step forward.”292 As he saw it, England was still journeying through the wilderness, and God had been present at the last Parliament “to cause us to rest and cease.”293 Thomas Goodwin had also employed this motif as he preached at the opening of the first Protectorate Parliament on September 4, 1654. In Cromwell’s speech as the nation’s new head of state, he made reference to this otherwise unpublished sermon by Goodwin: “the only parallel of God’s dealing with us that I know in the world, which was largely and wisely held forth to you this day, [is] Israels bringing out of Egypt through a Wildernesse, by many Signes, and Wonders, towards a Place of Rest; I say towards it.” According to the Lord Protector, Goodwin had spoken “largely and wisely” as he described how, even up to that point, the slow and painful journey through the wilderness had been delayed due to “unbelief, murmurring, repining, and other temptations and sinnes, wherewith God was provoked.”294 There had, of course, been times when God’s presence had been “eclipsed,” as for example in the failure of the campaign against the Spanish empire known as the Western Design. In April 1655, English forces were repulsed from Hispaniola having suffered heavy losses. News of the regime’s first major defeat reached England in July. It was understood as a sign of divine displeasure and caused significant soul searching with days of fasting being held on November 21, 1655, and March 14, 1656.295 Owen assured members of Parliament that not every defeat or disappointment was a sign of God’s departure because often such providences were designed as trials whose purpose could be to bring about renewed enjoyment of God’s presence. The cloud by which God ordinarily led his people was not the only “pledge of his presence with them.” Owen explained that in “extraordinary seasons,” there were “extraordinary manifestations” of God’s glory, “eminent and glorious appearances,” such as what occurred at Mount Sinai and the dedication of the tabernacle. Owen was confident that England had enjoyed such special providences. An example of what he had in mind could well have been the capture of the part of the Spanish treasure fleet.

      In order to continue to enjoy God’s special presence, the “rulers” of the nation had to abide with God. Owen distanced himself from the claims of the Fifth Monarchists, who advocated the rule of the saints over the masses, claiming that their methods “have not become sober men, much less saints of Christ.”296 Owen spoke favorably of how the present constitution, the Instrument of Government (1653–1657), had been “framed” and “balanced”: the Lord Protector governing with an elected unicameral Parliament and a Council of State, elected by the Parliament. As S. R. Gardiner memorably put it, that constitution steered “a middle course between the despotism of a ‘single person’ and the despotism of a ‘single House.’”297 Woolrych describes how the “ghost” of Owen’s old friend Henry Ireton “hovers over the constitution of the Protectorate.”298 Even with such a constitution, Owen confessed that his “heart trembles” at the thought that those who governed the commonwealth had their “rise” from a people who were so “dark and profane . . . full of enmity against the remnant.” He insisted that it was the duty of those in government “to consider all ways and means whereby the power of these nations may be in succeeding seasons, devolved on men of the like spirit.”299 By “all ways and means,” Owen tacitly included the Council’s exclusion of a hundred elected members under article 17 of the Instrument of Government. Major General Kelsey, who had sponsored Owen’s invitation to preach, was a strong supporter of this policy of exclusion, stating, “The interest of God’s people is to be preferred before a thousand Parliaments” in order to prevent a return to slavery under “Egyptian taskmasters.”300 By contrast, civilian republicans like Sir Arthur Hesilrige (1601–1661) and Thomas Scott (d. 1660), both of whom had been excluded, saw this as an act of “absolute arbitrary sovereignty” and further evidence of the army’s continued influence on the direction of government.301 However, for Owen, such actions were necessary because if those in power were not “men interested personally in Christ,” then “England’s glory and happiness” would come to an end. This was not a new theme in Owen’s preaching. He told members of Parliament that this point was something that he had “delivered long ago, and many times in this place.”

      Owen continued with application as he turned to deal with how to ensure that as the rulers of the nation they did not act in such as manner as to be “the cause of God’s departure from us.” First, it was necessary for the rulers of the nation to seek counsel and direction from God in all things, seeking his glory, sensing their own unworthiness, and walking in integrity and uprightness. This involved public and private prayer and diligent use of days of fasting, such as the occasion on which Owen was preaching. Second, Owen urged his hearers to trust God for protection rather than relying on their own counsel and strength. God was glorified when his people trusted him in perplexing storms, submitting to God’s providence rather than attempting to prescribe to God what must take place. Third, the rulers of the nation were to prioritize the interests of Christ and his people. He chose not to deal with this in detail because this had been a prominent theme in his sermon from the previous month at the opening of the Parliament, God’s Work in Founding Zion (1656), which is included in this volume.

      The concluding uses were threefold. First, as the prophet had said, the presence of God was to be the main concern of the Parliament rather than matters of military strength, political alliances, and foreign policy. Owen believed that through the events of the mid-century crisis, experience had taught that God’s presence was the people’s “life,” “preservation,” “protection,” “prosperity,” “safety,” “success,” and “peace.” This was in line with Protectorate policy. Earlier that year, Cromwell had issued a fast-day declaration seeking to ascertain how the nation might recover God’s “blessed presence.”302

      Second, with a pledge of God’s presence, the Parliament could be confident in the face of all opposition. Owen rehearsed some of the difficulties that were raised by opponents of the government. There were those like Fifth Monarchists prophesying the “ruin and destruction” of the Parliament. Others raised the specter of the threat of Roman Catholic powers uniting against England. There were also concerns about how the war against Spain would be financed. Owen’s response was simply, “If God be with us, who can be against us?”

      The third “use” was to prioritize anything that would serve to confirm God’s special presence. Here Owen underlined to them how on any occasion he had “opportunity to speak to you or any concerned in the government of this nation, in public or private,” and he spoke about the need to protect and encourage “the remnant, the hidden people.” This rehearsal of previous messages was useful because many members of Parliament were newcomers. Owen explained that this was because the civil power’s treatment of the remnant would determine if God’s presence would remain with the nation.

      He closed the sermon by dealing with two areas of policy and reform that, if successfully implemented, could ensure God’s presence would remain with his people. The first was the Cromwellian church settlement. Recognizing that many were unhappy with the current model, he nonetheless expressed his confidence that it would eventually be seen to have been good for all the godly in the nation.303 He did take the time to remind members of Parliament about the situation in Wales, where, he claimed, nearly all were “running into extremes” to the detriment of the propagation of the gospel.304 He thus presented his position as a moderate middle way between, on the one hand, the “misguided zeal” of those like the Fifth Monarchists and, on the other, those committed to “formality,” who would be satisfied only by a return to “beggarly readers in every parish.” By claiming the middle ground, he sought to make his proposed settlement more reasonable and thereby made other proposals appear extreme and lacking the potential to be truly comprehensive. Owen’s confidence in the Cromwellian church settlement would be tested in the coming months during the debate about what to do with the notorious Quaker James Nayler (1618–1660). This would only increase the tensions between those who supported some measure of liberty of conscience and those who sought to suppress the sects.

      Owen urged members of Parliament to set the wheels in motion for the “righteous administrations of justice.” Mentioning how “many particulars lie before you; more will present themselves,” he opined that “troublesome times have always produced good laws” and urged them to provide for “good execution” of justice.305 The “particulars” before Parliament included those suggested by William Sheppard in Englands Balme. Owen’s point was timely: two weeks after the second Protectorate Parliament convened, William Sheppard signed the preface to Englands Balme, at Whitehall. It was entered in the Stationers’ Register on October 11, and by October 23 Thomason had acquired his copy.306 The Protectorate administration indicated that it was prepared to back Sheppard’s plan by creating him a sergeant-at-law just weeks later. Sheppard had spent the past two years working on this blueprint for the reform of English law aimed at establishing a new simplified and decentralized legal system. He proposed transferring much more responsibility to godly justices of the peace (assisted by a second rank of “all sober and civil men”) while ensuring that “godless and wicked men” were “incapable of any office in the commonwealth.”307 Owen gave his endorsement to these serious and detailed plans for legal reform, hoping that the English Parliament might, at long last, make significant progress in this area. The sermon appears to have borne fruit. When the Lord Protector addressed the house on November 27, he praised members of Parliament for having achieved, in some measure, the very thing that Owen had been calling for: “though you have satte but A Little time . . . you have made manny good Lawes the Effects whereof the people of the Common-wealth will with Comfort find hereafter.”308

      Providential Changes, an Argument for Universal Holiness

      Dating and Context

      This sermon was published posthumously in 1721, and, though undated, it is possible to suggest a plausible date for delivery early in 1657.309 This was a particularly apt time for Owen to be reflecting on the changes brought by providence because by this stage “Owen was losing ground on all fronts.”310 Perhaps the most important initial clue to dating lies in Owen’s lament of how “we scarce seem to be the same generation of men that we were fifteen or sixteen years ago.” There are good reasons to believe that this is a reference back to the golden era of 1641–1642 and therefore to believe that this sermon was preached in 1657. Gribben notes that in the spring of that year, Owen’s “changing fortunes reflected broader changes in the political landscape,” and in this sermon Owen makes three references to “constitutions” of government, particularly highlighting debates between rival parties over “newly framed constitutions.”311 Owen described providential “alterations” that had shown that “forms of government of old established,” but also “newly framed constitutions” were “obnoxious” (that is subject) to “dissolution.” The “old established” form was almost certainly that of king, Lords and Commons. The “newly framed” constitution would appear to be the Instrument of Government by which, in December 1653, Oliver Cromwell became Lord Protector. Moves were underway to change this constitution by the autumn of 1656 in order to secure the regime by removing the influence of the army and placing it on a more parliamentary foundation. This sermon was not necessarily preached after the Instrument was replaced by another constitution called The Humble Petition and Advice in May 1657; rather, it could belong to earlier in the year when many had decided that the Instrument was unsatisfactory and stood in need of replacement.312

      On two occasions, Owen spoke of “a plot,” adapting the trope to rhapsodize about a plot for godly reformation that “the men of the world would have more just cause to fear, than ever they had of any,” one that would “blow up their contrivance, disappoint their counsel, ruin their interest, shake heaven and earth.” This evocative language is suggestive of the circumstances surrounding the arrest of the disgruntled former soldier and conspirator Miles Sindercombe, convicted of treason for plotting to bomb the protector’s apartments at Whitehall and sentenced on February 9, 1657.313 It is plausible to see Owen alluding to Sindercombe’s plot because of its high profile at the time; secretary Thurloe’s propaganda machine made great use of the foiled plot and the subsequent trial in order to give additional impetus to moves that were afoot for a new, more traditional constitutional settlement. The fact that Cromwell narrowly escaped death raised issues not only of security but also of political succession. In late February, a new draft constitution was introduced for debate; it would soon be renamed as the Humble Petition and Advice. Its supporters argued that it was essential for the long-term safety and stability of the three nations.314 In the sermon, there are repeated references to how the three nations (England, Scotland, and Ireland) might be spared from God’s punishment, and these are suggestive in the context of ongoing debates about how best to ensure the security of the nation.

      The circumstantial evidence for a date in the first part of 1657 is strengthened with the realization that one of the reasons why Owen was willing to see the Instrument replaced was because of the unprecedented debate surrounding the trial of the Quaker preacher and writer James Nayler in December 1656. Upon his release from Exeter jail, Nayler achieved infamy by riding into Bristol with his followers in an attempt to recreate the events of Palm Sunday.315 The parliamentary committee’s report stated that “James Nayler did assume the gesture, words, honour, worship, and miracles of our blessed Saviour. Secondly, the names and incommunicable attributes and titles of our blessed Saviour.” Therefore, he was deemed a “grand imposter and seducer of the people.”316 The intense debates over Nayler led to calls for his death, and the motion to do so was defeated by the narrow margin of ninety-six to eighty-two. Instead, he was whipped through the streets, had his tongue bored through, and was branded on his forehead as a blasphemer. All of this may lie behind Owen’s reference to those who were prepared to contemplate “persecution, banishment, [and] blood” in order to enforce religious uniformity. The whole incident had demonstrated the inadequacies of the existing constitutional settlement because, under article 37 of the Instrument, Nayler was protected so long as he professed “faith in God by Jesus Christ.”317 Indeed, the Instrument had allowed Quakerism to flourish, and in this sermon Owen discusses how groups, like the Quakers, were seeking to emulate the outward practice of the Old Testament. The new constitution of the Humble Petition and Advice would avoid such debilitating ambiguity and define anti-Trinitarian heresy more clearly while, at the same time, offering a degree of liberty to the orthodox godly. It stated that “the true Protestant Christian religion . . . and no other” should be “held forth and asserted for the public profession of these nations” and it explicitly called for a “Confession of Faith.”318



OEBPS/content/images/instagram.jpg





OEBPS/content/images/facebook.jpg





OEBPS/cover/9781433560484.jpg
INTRODUCED
&EDITED By
==

Yot €. Cogy

The
COMPLETE WORKS
of JOHN OWEN

The Christian Life + Volume 19

wealth and

Sermons from the Common
Protectorate (1650-1659)

INTRODUCED & EDITED BY

Martyn C. Cowan






OEBPS/content/images/cw-logo.png
ax CROSSWAY"

WHEATON, ILLINOIS





OEBPS/content/images/twitter.jpg





