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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, 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.

      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

      Joel R. Beeke

      John Owen (1616–1683) wrote The Nature of Apostasy (1676)1 during a time of turmoil when the spiritual influence of Puritanism in England was in retreat, ungodliness and heterodoxy were on the rise, and many of his hopes for the further reformation of Christianity in England lay shattered under an inhospitable political and ecclesiastical reality.2 It is remarkable, then, that instead of capitulating to despair, Owen pressed forward in print to contend for the truth of the gospel, expose error, aid the spiritual health of Christians, promote Christ-saturated godliness, and advocate for biblical purity of worship in England and beyond. Owen’s first publication, A Display of Arminianism (1643), and his continued polemical focus in works against Roman Catholicism, Arminianism, and Socinianism show that his concern for the defense and vitality of Reformed doctrine remained steady throughout his career. However, Owen’s interest in theological error or apostasy was not merely doctrinal or intellectual as he saw an inextricable connection between the doctrine, worship, and holiness of life that Christians maintain and practice. He was concerned not only about the heterodox ideas plaguing the church but also the sensuality, profaneness, disobedience toward God’s commands, and neglect or corruption of the divinely mandated elements of Christian worship to which many Christians were defecting.

      Owen published The Nature of Apostasy during the most prolific period of his career when he wrote over half of his works.3 Other Puritans also wrote on apostasy, such as Thomas Goodwin, who devoted part of his Discourse of Election to the topic.4 However, Owen’s work gave this topic “the fullest and best Puritan treatment” in a book-length discussion.5 For Owen, apostasy is not a matter of crossing a boldly etched line in the ground, but a steady, downward slide along a gradation of errors that can lead to destruction if one does not address and repent of it.6 To impress the danger of apostasy upon every Christian’s conscience regardless of how strong one may think one’s spiritual condition is, Owen made a pastorally insightful distinction between partial apostasy and total apostasy (“stumbling” versus “falling”).7 In his treatise, he combined his concern for the church’s purity of doctrine, holiness, and worship with his skill in dealing with the inner struggles of the Christian life—the ever-necessary fight against sin and pursuit of growth in godliness—to leave no Christian reader self-assured that he or she is free from the danger that apostasy constantly presents.

      Of course, when Owen complained of the “grand defection from the truth and holiness of the gospel which is so prevalent in the world,”8 he was writing from a historical perspective situated in the political realities, intellectual developments, and spiritual trends of his day. When we become familiar with the realities of Owen’s situation, this work—along with all his sermons, commentaries, and treatises—will more vividly jump off the page, as it were, with greater significance for us. We will therefore now consider some of the political, spiritual, moral, and intellectual currents of the time in which Owen wrote The Nature of Apostasy, summarize the work and its key practical applications, and offer an outline of this unique and insightful treatise.

      Owen and the Post-Restoration Decline of Puritanism in England

      John Owen wrote The Nature of Apostasy seven years before his death with a deep awareness of “the spiritual decline of post-Restoration days.”9 Two days before he passed, he wrote to a friend that he was “leaving the church in a storm.”10

      The External Pressures of the Restoration: Broken Hopes for Reformation

      The declension of Puritanism was but one dimension of the multifaceted, society-wide upheaval effected by the restoration of the monarchy in 1660 that followed the English Civil Wars (1642–1651). Externally, by the time Owen was writing The Nature of Apostasy the Puritans were being oppressed by the post-Restoration political settlement, which fostered an atmosphere that was unfavorable to Puritanism. They found themselves in a “dark tunnel of persecution between 1660 (Restoration) and 1689 (Toleration)” when “the men of the Restoration systematically scattered and stamped out the fires of Puritan Christianity, as part of their public rejection of the revolutionary order” imposed during the Commonwealth (1649–1660), in which Owen played a leading part.11

      At the inception of these conflicts in 1643, the English parliamentarians and Scottish Covenanters made an alliance to combine forces against the royalist army and its Irish allies, sealing such alliance by subscribing to the Solemn League and Covenant. For Scottish and many English Presbyterians, this covenant was the instrument for achieving their primary goals: to secure the fruits of the Reformation in Scotland, to further the reformation of the church in England, and to extend that reformation into Ireland as well. Thus there would be an established Presbyterian church in all three kingdoms, reformed in doctrine, worship, and church order. For their allies—Cromwell and his New Model Army, a diverse amalgamation of Congregationalists, Baptists, and other sectarians—the Solemn League and Covenant was simply a way of securing Scottish support for the military and political dominance of the parliamentarians over the royalists.12 Cromwell, as “the political leader of the Independents par excellence,” held this fragile unity together, but not for long.13

      When the English Parliament executed King Charles I for treason in 1649, the Scottish Parliament crowned his son, Charles II, as king of Scotland. The presence of Charles II in Scotland prompted the English government to launch “a preemptive invasion” of Scotland in 1650, which led to the defeat of a large Scottish force at the battle of Dunbar.14 Soon the Cromwellians began associating Presbyterianism with things “Scottish” and even “Royalist,” causing the “political influence” of Presbyterians to fade even as they continued to “fight as best they could for the reformation to which they had sworn in the Solemn League and Covenant.”15 The execution of King Charles I widened the divide between Presbyterians and other Puritans because many Presbyterians regarded it as criminal regicide. Scottish Presbyterians in particular began resisting “the Cromwellian military reign” during the Commonwealth period (1649–1660). Cromwell, for his part, retaliated by thwarting Presbyterian aims in England and showing favor to his non-Presbyterian constituents.

      The eve of the Restoration was a time of foreboding and growing tension. Oliver Cromwell’s death in 1658 created chaos and disorder among the factions. The apparently solid Puritan front under Cromwell’s leadership split before Owen’s eyes into a conflicting mass of parties and sects. Less than a year later, as Owen preached before Parliament in February 1659, he sensed a palpable feeling of “national uncertainty”: “trouble” was “brewing,” “Parliament was factious and lacked good leadership,” “the army was restless, the soldiers’ pay was in arrears,” and Owen had to spend  “a great deal of energy trying to heal divisions among leading men in London.”16 In the face of the splintering of alliances under the Commonwealth, Owen’s efforts to maintain “reconciliation and unity among the orthodox Protestants” were futile.17

      The public rejection of the Commonwealth (also referred to as the Interregnum) coincided with the Church of England’s publication and authorization of a revised Book of Common Prayer in April 1662; Parliament’s Act of Uniformity in May, “which insisted total acceptance of this book by all clergy or forfeiture of their livings”; and the Great Ejection on St. Bartholomew’s Day (August 24), “when almost 2000 Puritan clergy were expelled from their” churches.18 Adding to the chaos was a “series of . . . disasters” that hit the nation in the late 1660s—the Great Plague of 1665 (which was “Britain’s last major outbreak of bubonic plague”), the Great Fire of London in 1666, and England’s “defeat at the hands of the Dutch in 1667.”19

      Thus, as Cowan writes, the vision Owen and the Puritans had for the Reformation of “individuals, religion, the university and the magistrate” was “largely unsuccessful”; Owen himself “lost his position of influence at the very heart of the Cromwellian establishment”; and “Interregnum attempts for comprehensive national reformation were a ‘dismal failure.’”20 As a signer or subscriber of the Solemn League and Covenant, therefore, Owen lived through the meteoric rise and subsequent crashing and burning of Puritan hopes for the further reformation of the Church of England. National and political chaos that engulfed hopes of reformation was therefore the primary context for spiritual and moral decline during the Restoration period when Owen wrote The Nature of Apostasy.

      The Internal Corrosion of the Churches: Moral Decline and Spiritual Ignorance

      As the external political pressures mounted for the Puritans, an internal, spiritual decay also festered in their churches. In the mid-1670s, the last decade of his life, Owen was disturbed by the spiritual condition of the churches, complaining that declension was all he could see in London, that “the churches were in ruins” and increasingly indifferent to key doctrines (such as the imputed righteousness of Christ, divine election, and the sovereign grace of effectual calling), and that even “the dissenting churches were failing.”21 Owen complained that the Reformed churches at this time were racked with “divisions, debates, and animosities multiplied about the principal articles of our religion, whereby those tongues are divided and hands engaged in mutual intestine conflicts.”22 Also writing during these dark days, Richard Baxter recalled the revival of religion under the height of Puritan influence during the Commonwealth period: “There was a proportionable increase of truly godly People . . . where the Ministers had excellent parts, holy lives, and thirsted after the good of Souls.” As Baxter looked at his current situation, however, he could only lament: “Never were such fair opportunities to sanctifie a nation, lost and trodden underfoot, as have been in the Land as of late! Woe be to them that were the causes of it.”23 The causes of this undoing of revival, as Owen’s Nature of Apostasy reveals, are complex and diverse.

      The nineteenth-century editor of Owen’s works, William H. Goold (1815–1897), observed that the time in which Owen wrote this treatise—sixteen years after the restoration of Charles II (1660–1685)—was indeed one of declining morality. As he considered the possible causes of the moral decline of this era, Goold challenged the idea current among some historians of his day, such as Thomas Macaulay, that the conspicuous moral decline in post-Restoration culture was largely a reaction against the shackles of Puritan moral restraint during the Commonwealth which, when removed, allowed the vices that were repressed under the Puritans to break forth “with ungovernable violence.”24 To Goold, this reading of history was dependent on simplistic exaggeration of Puritan austerity, since “the blighting influence” creeping into England during the Restoration “extended even into Puritan circles.”25 Macaulay’s caricature of Puritanism seemed merely to be an echo of the “anti-Puritan feeling” that “was let loose at the time of the Restoration and has flowed freely ever since.”26 Against Macaulay’s one-dimensional explanation for post-Restoration moral decline, Goold pointed us to Owen’s explanation in The Nature of Apostasy as providing a more complex understanding involving a confluence of multiple causes of apostasy from the gospel—operative both in his day and in all ages.27

      In his preface to the reader, Owen demonstrates a nuanced understanding of the nature and causes of apostasy when he poses two related questions: whether it is the corruption of the doctrine of the gospel that gives rise to men’s moral wickedness or it is men’s moral corruption that makes the restoration of truth more difficult. To bring biblical clarity to such questions, and to give counsel that is applicable both within his context and beyond, Owen decides to pursue “a general inquiry [as to] what might be the secret causes and reasons whence it is that all sorts of persons, in all ages, have been so prone to apostatize from the sincere profession of the gospel in faith and obedience.”28 Owen’s goal is to equip readers with a spiritual and theological toolkit to foster the biblical beliefs and practices necessary for escaping from the broad road that leads to apostasy.

      Owen minces no words about the spiritual condition of his day, describing it with a vividness that signals urgent concern:

      The way, paths, and footsteps of gospel-faith, love, meekness, temperance, self-denial, benignity, humility, zeal, and contempt of the world, in the honors, profits, and pleasures of it, with readiness for the cross, are all overgrown, and almost worn out amongst men, that they can hardly be discerned where they have been. But in their stead the “works of the flesh” have made a broad and open road that the multitude travel in, which, though it may be right for a season in their own eyes, yet is the way to hell, and goes down to the chambers of death; for these works of the flesh are manifest in the world, not only in their nature, what they are, but in their open perpetration and dismal effects.29

      Yet the regression from gospel spirituality and the rise of open sensuality were not the only marks of the apostasy as Owen discerned it. Widespread spiritual ignorance was also at work:

      The most are so ignorant of the mysteries of the gospel, so negligent or formal in divine worship, so infected with pride, vanity, and love of the world, so regardless of the glory of Christ and honor of the gospel, that it is no easy thing to find Christian religion in the midst of professed Christians, or the power of godliness among them who openly avow the form thereof.30

      Owen makes plain that his treatise does not target just one error or sect of Christendom but is all-inclusive in its application since “the state of religion is at this day deplorable in most parts of the Christian world” and even “among the generality of professed Christians, the glory and power of Christianity are faded and almost utterly lost.”31 All Owen could see as he looked around was the growing contagion of apostasy.32 One asks, in passing, what account would Owen give of the state of Christianity in our own day?

      In response to this sad state of affairs, Owen says that rather than merely complaining about the total and partial apostasy of his day or venturing to oppose it without knowing its true causes, he sets forth his “thoughts about the nature, causes, and occasions of the present defection from the gospel and decay of holiness, with the means of preservation from its infection, and prevention of its prevalency in private persons.”33 Thus, Owen writes with heaviness of heart and prayerfulness, confessing, “I verily believe neither my prayers nor tears have been proportionable unto the causes of them in this matter.”34

      As Owen says in the final chapter of his treatise, “I have no certain ground of assurance that this apostasy shall not grow, until in one instance or other of it, it swallow up all visible profession.” Nevertheless, Owen does “hope for better things, and pray for better things,” and such hope stands on a twofold foundation: first, God’s elect “that truly fear him, and diligently serve him, shall be preserved from perishing eternally, and everything that necessarily leads thereunto,” and second, “God has appointed a time and season, wherein he will not only put a stop unto this defection from the gospel, but an end also.”35 This is the reality that inspires the theologian, against all odds, to write, to pray, and to hope.

      Owen’s Polemical Concerns: Roman Catholicism, Arminianism, and Socinianism

      By the end of chapter 3 in The Nature of Apostasy, Owen has charged the Reformed churches of his day with regressing into Roman Catholicism, Arminianism, and Socinianism.36 Throughout Owen’s other polemical and pastoral works, he expends a great deal of energy in combating these three challenges to Reformed Christianity—which “were highly significant both theologically and politically”—and “his contributions were perhaps the most significant made by an Englishman to these various controversies.”37 Before defining these theological systems, it is important first to understand the Pelagianism that Owen saw as underlying all three theological systems.

      Pelagianism is a key theological backdrop for Owen’s polemics against Roman Catholicism, Arminianism, and Socinianism. Pelagianism grew out of the teaching of Pelagius (ca. 354–418), a British layman whose letters, treatises, and biblical commentaries promoted monastic asceticism and taught that human willpower, as a gift of grace, is all people need to overcome sin and sinfulness. Pelagianism denied the doctrine of original sin, asserting that humans are free from the guilt or transmitted corruption of Adam’s sin and can, by the power of their human nature, live perfect lives of holiness. Augustine (354–430), who wrote voluminously on the primacy of God’s grace in salvation, combated Pelagianism. In its broader usage, the term “Pelagianism” can refer to any teaching that “threatens the primacy of grace, faith and spiritual regeneration over human ability, good works and moral endeavour.” Since the sixteenth century, the term “semi-Pelagianism” has often been used with reference to anti-Augustinian thought that credits unaided human willpower with the ability to engender faith, a view often promoted out of concern to guard against spiritual lethargy.38

      Overall, Owen’s theology was “anti-Pelagian . . . both at the level of theology and of practice” and drew plentifully from the work of Augustine, whose “anti-Pelagian treatises” helped Owen articulate “his polemics against the Arminians, the Jesuits and the Socinians.”39 Owen’s fight against these groups, therefore, was in part a struggle against an age-old heresy. To further understand this fight, we will first define Roman Catholicism, Arminianism, and Socinianism in their historical contexts in general and then discuss the impact of these systems in John Owen’s England in particular.

      Roman Catholicism

      During the first thousand years of the early church, the “the prominence of the see of Rome steadily increased” until its claim to universal authority and commitment to “certain doctrinal emphases became increasingly clear.” The early medieval theology around the sixth century that centered on the monastic patterns of daily-life devotion shifted sharply with the refining of “scholasticism in the eleventh century,” which saw reason as a vehicle to the truths of the faith. Medieval scholasticism was embodied in Thomas Aquinas’s (1225–1274) Summa theologica and was anticipated in questions formulated by Peter Abelard (1079–1142), Anselm (1033–1109), and Augustine.40

      Historically, it is only after the Great Schism between Eastern and Western churches (1054) that one can identify a Roman Catholic church.41 In the Church of Rome, political and ecclesiastical power gradually merged and saw the rise of popes such as Gregory VII (1073–1085) who claimed “complete temporal power in Western Christendom.” The bull of Boniface VIII (1294–1303) titled Unam Sanctam (1302) “not only declared that there was no salvation or forgiveness outside the one church, but that this church was to be identified with the Church of Rome under the headship of Peter and his successors.” At the Council of Florence (1438–1445), this headship, embodied in the Papacy, was declared to be superior even to church councils.42

      The Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century, sparked by the theological challenges of Martin Luther (1483–1546) in his Ninety-five Theses (1517), was the culmination of complaints that had been mounting for centuries against the church’s corruption, secularization, and sanctuary rights; the power of canon law over civil affairs; and the benefits and conduct of clergy.43 The Catholic Counter-Reformation began with the scholars who debated Luther in the 1520s; climaxed with the Jesuits under Ignatius Loyola (1491–1556), the Inquisition, and the Council of Trent (1545–1563); and concluded with the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) and the Treaty of Westphalia (1648).44 Central to the theological disputes between Roman Catholics and Protestants have been the nature of grace (including humanity’s role in salvation), the doctrine of transubstantiation, the relationship between justification and sanctification, the authority of tradition over Scripture, the power of the Papacy, and the proper way to worship.45 With the Council of Trent, the distinctiveness of the Roman Catholic Church became even sharper, since Rome not only condemned Protestantism—famously declaring that “If any one shall say, that by faith alone the impious is justified, . . . let him be anathema”46—but also “anathematized many of the doctrinal positions that had been debated in medieval Catholic theology.”47

      The Counter-Reformation was an effective campaign against Protestantism, aiming “to reform the church from within, chiefly by means of education; to preach the gospel to the lost outsider and to the heathen; and to fight against Protestantism in any shape or form, by any means, with any weapon.”48 The Counter-Reformation is estimated to have won back “one-third of the territory that had accepted the Reformation at its widest extent, notably most of southern Germany and all of Poland” by 1600.49

      Owen and Roman Catholicism

      The conflict between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism in Europe was bitter and bloody, being fought not only with the weapons of philosophy and polemics but also outright warfare. Catholic-Protestant “strife in Germany lasted for thirty years, whilst in Italy, Spain, and most of Northern France, the Reformation was stifled” at the cost of the lives of many martyred Protestants. The Spanish Duke of Alva inflicted suffering on Protestants in the low countries, and “King Phillip II of Spain fitted out his great Invincible Armada in 1588, with the intention of invading England, deposing Queen Elizabeth I, and restoring that nation to the Roman fold by force.”50

      In England, the effects of the ebb and flow of the Reformation were felt by everyone from king to commoner. Beginning with “the reign of King Henry VIII (1509–1547),” the Reformation “made great advances in the all-too-short reign of King Edward VI (1547–1553), and suffered a truly bloody and horrendous setback under the reign of Roman Catholic Queen Mary Tudor, known in British history as ‘Bloody Mary’ for the number of Protestants who were martyred during her reign (1553–1558).”51

      England was once more claimed for the Protestant faith when Elizabeth I came to the throne. Her long reign (1558–1603) brought stability to church and state, but her policy for the church was to limit the extent of its reformation. During these years the nascent Puritan movement began its long campaign for the further reformation of their national church, a campaign that continued through the reigns of James I (1603–1625) and Charles I (1625–1649), reaching its height during the Commonwealth (1649–1660). Puritanism “was all but eradicated in England from the Restoration of the monarchy with the reign of King Charles II (1660–1685) and the reign of his openly Roman Catholic brother James II (1685–1688).” Ultimately, “King James II was prevented from bringing Britain under Roman Catholicism by the Glorious Revolution in 1688,” which brought England under the Protestant coregency of William III (1650–1702) and Mary II (1662–1694).52

      As Owen wrote The Nature of Apostasy during the reign of Charles II, there was a palpable fear that the hard-won Reformation could be entirely overthrown in England. Stephen Westcott notes that Roman Catholic agents made subtle attempts

      to exploit the situation of the restoration of the British monarchy after the Puritan ascendancy, and the triumph of the High Anglican party to attempt to push matters even further towards a compromise with Rome. It might have seemed quite feasible that the reaction against Puritanism, the severity of the Clarendon Code of laws in silencing the evangelicals, and the king’s ambiguous religion, all might set up an unstoppable chain-reaction that might sweep the nation back into the Roman fold.53

      In this tense post-Restoration environment, Franciscan friar John Vincent Canes wrote Fiat Lux (1661), which argued that England should return to Roman Catholicism. Canes pointed out that “all of the strife about religion sprang from” the Reformation, before which “all was peace and tranquility.” Further, England had been through much upheaval in the religious and political realms, including the Civil Wars, the Commonwealth, military rule, restoration of the monarchy, battles between Puritans and Laudians, “the overthrow of the Bishops, the attempted Presbyterian settlement,” and “the hot-house growth of so many sects under the Commonwealth.” Thus, Canes claimed, the English people were fatigued by all the theological, political, and military strife. Simply surrendering to Roman Catholicism, therefore, would bring to many people’s lives welcome tranquility, building upon the stability of the restored monarchy.54

      In 1662, Owen prepared an anonymous response to Fiat Lux titled Animadversions on a Treatise Entitled Fiat Lux (1662). A rejoinder to Canes’s response to Animadversions appeared in 1664 as Vindication of the Animadversions on Fiat Lux. In Animadversions, Owen refutes each section in Fiat Lux, including the claims that only the Roman church can identify Scripture as Scripture and interpret it, that there is no religion superior to popery, and that Roman Catholicism is truly innocent and unblameable. Owen’s reply to these and other points is multifaceted. He argues that Scripture predates Rome (which is a recipient, not an author, of Scripture), that by slighting the Bible’s authority Rome resembles paganism more than Christianity, and that Rome’s claim to superiority is problematic since the gospel emerged first from Jerusalem, not Rome.55 Further, he contends that Rome’s claim of innocence would be easily overturned if one could “ask the Albigensians, the Waldenses, the Lollards and other martyrs where this innocence and unblameableness lies”; that the Roman Mass is a blasphemous “insult to Christ and his redeeming work” because it “makes Christ suffer repeatedly, with a sacrifice that is never finished”; and that the Roman teaching that good works can contribute in part toward redemption because of their meritorious quality contradicts the teaching of Scripture.56

      Other anti-Roman Catholic polemics appear in various works of Owen, such as The Duty of Pastors and People Distinguished (1644), Exercitations on the Epistle to the Hebrews (1674), The True Nature of a Gospel Church (1689), and A Brief Instruction in the Worship of God (1667). In these works Owen charges Rome with corrupting corporate worship by changing the nature of the Lord’s Supper,57 corrupting the biblical idea of the priesthood,58 unjustly using physical punishment to enforce its polity and religion,59 violating the second commandment, and not following Scripture in their worship practice.60 With an eye to the practices of (Laudian) Anglicanism and Romanism, Owen contends “that the church has no right or power to institute anything new in the worship of God, and that the attempt to do so is the root of all superstition.”61 Owen thus contends with Rome on the basis of what has been called the “regulative principle” in Reformed Christianity. Expounding the second commandment, the Westminster divines formulated this regulative principle as follows: “The second commandment requireth the receiving, observing, and keeping pure and entire, all such religious worship and ordinances as God hath appointed in his word . . . [and] forbiddeth the worshipping of God by images, or any other way not appointed in his word.”62 Thus, “worship is by divine warrant, command, prescription”; “whatever we do in worship must have biblical warrant”; and worship based on human imagination is idolatry.63 Owen discerned that the worship practices of the Roman Catholic Church engender a kind of superstition that “suffocated genuine spirituality.” Being historically Trinitarian, as Owen believed the Roman Catholics were, was not enough because “their devotional practices fostered superstition and self-reliance rather than resting in the finished work of Christ and the transforming power of the Spirit,” which is a subversion of the practical implications of Trinitarianism.64

      The argument against the worship practices of the Roman Catholic Church is not merely that it violates the regulative principle; a more deeply rooted error is the fact that the Roman church has no principle of sola Scriptura and makes church tradition a source of equal authority with the Scriptures. Against contemporary Roman Catholic apologists who argued that the authoritative interpreter of the Scriptures was the Roman Catholic Church, Owen insisted that “the only unique, public, authentic, and infallible interpreter of Scripture is none other than the Author of Scripture Himself” who gives guidance through specific passages and the general sense of the wider context. It is therefore the duty of every person to learn, expound, and declare God’s self-disclosed revelation.65

      Moreover, Roman Catholicism was not only apostate in terms of “false doctrine and idolatrous worship,”66 but also “has given the most eminent example of apostasy” from the holiness of life that the gospel requires. More than “any church in the world,” says Owen, the Romish Church exhibits this kind of apostasy, not just as a kind of prototype for “whatever of the same nature befalls others,” but even as the source where “this apostasy began, and by which it is principally promoted.”67 Owen therefore argues that Rome’s “distinctive dogmas and practices, its priesthood and hierarchy, its origin, development and track record over time have all been exposed and found wanting,” for Roman Catholicism contradicts “the word, lacks the Spirit, and has no sure promise of salvation.”68

      After the Restoration and during a brief time leading up to it, Owen shifted his polemical strategy against Roman Catholicism to frame it as a defense of Protestantism in general, the English monarchy, and the Church of England.69 He praised Charles II as “not only the greatest Protestant but the greatest potentate in Europe.”70 He presented himself as “a defender of the Church of England and its statement of faith,” the Thirty-Nine Articles.71 In his promotion of a generic English Protestantism, he admitted to “the lack of value of confessions of faith,” which “may reflect his despair at being able to gain public acceptance for even the simplest statement of religious ‘fundamentals’ during the 1650s.”72 Yet even as “he was arguing in print that he had accepted the Restoration settlement, he was actively seeking to evade its rigor, and to escape its jurisdiction” in his brief consideration of a move to New England. Even as Θεολογουμενα Παντοδαπα (1661), Animadversions (1662), and A Vindication (1664) went on the offensive against Roman Catholicism, these works “represent[ed] a brief capitulation to some of the central intellectual concerns of early Restoration culture.”73 Despite Owen’s polemics, by the late 1660s Roman Catholicism was again becoming “fashionable at court,” and by the mid-1670s, around the time The Nature of Apostasy was written, “Owen, who had written millions of words to clarify Protestant theology, could not understand the evil days on which he had fallen. . . . Despite his best efforts,” it seemed “his extraordinary project of refining the Reformation had failed.”74

      Generally, Owen’s regard for Roman Catholicism “as hopelessly corrupt and idolatrous” was in keeping with the “anti-Roman rhetoric which was staple for Reformed Orthodox theologians.”75 More specifically, in the decade that The Nature of Apostasy was written there was a real feeling of the danger that the Reformation could again be lost in England because of the advance of Roman Catholicism.

      Owen and the Scholastic Method

      In light of Owen’s denunciation of Roman Catholicism, some readers may be surprised to find him using scholastic terminology and concepts, which are often associated with Roman Catholic doctrine. However, Owen used this method to clarify his own theological points, just as many other Reformed theologians did.76

      Scholasticism was a methodology of teaching and inquiry in the medieval university system that used various forms of debate to dispute (i.e., refute or establish) a thesis, similar to a legal court case wherein a “subject was stated, challenged, defined, opposed, and finally adjudicated.”77 As a method of theology and philosophy it began in the ninth century and thrived between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries. It became known for applying complex and highly nuanced categories, definitions, and distinctions to theological and philosophical issues and using “the fundamental qualities, clearness, conciseness, and richness of technical phrase.”78 Thomas Barlow, Owen’s tutor, divided the development of

      scholastic theology into three basic historic periods: 1020 to 1220, marked by the development of sophisticated rationales for the Roman Papal Supremacy and doctrines such as transubstantiation; 1220 to 1330, when the church came to terms with the impact of Aristotle’s metaphysical treatises in the realm of theology; and 1330 to 1517, the worst (pessima) age, when theologians became increasingly absorbed in abstract and speculative questions.79

      In the period of early Reformed orthodoxy, from 1563 to about 1640, “Reformed theology began to establish itself in the universities, work out and elaborate the basic positions established by the earlier generations, and consequently to develop a methodological sophistication and self-awareness which led to the more obvious appropriation of the traditional language and methods of medieval scholasticism.” This included the simultaneous appropriation of technical vocabulary and metaphysical categories and the rejection of medieval notions such as transubstantiation.80

      Therefore, scholasticism influenced the theological method of post-Reformation Protestant theologians like Owen, whose adaptation of scholastic methodology sought to “understand the practical operations of spiritual things through the various levels of causation,” “to develop a logical coherence to their biblical theology,” and “to develop a more defined system of understanding the ways in which God works.”81 Owen’s use of “Protestant scholastic theology . . . was more Christ-centered and less argumentative and metaphysical” than “medieval scholasticism.”82

      Readers may already be familiar with some key elements of Aristotelian logic as used in scholasticism. Syllogisms, for instance, involve “the combination of premises to produce inferences” where a major premise (e.g., “All human beings are mortal”) is joined to a minor premise (“Socrates is a human being”), leading to a conclusion (“therefore, Socrates is mortal”). If the premises are undisputed, the conclusion is considered valid. Another key element of Aristotelian logic is the “principle of contradiction,” which “demands that an argument contain no internal contradictions” (i.e., one cannot posit a thesis only later to deny it). Also key is the distinction between “essence” and “accident” where a subject (e.g., “Plato”) has certain attributes (being human, being Greek, or being wise), some of which are essential (being human) and some of which are only accidental (being wise) to the existence of the subject. Aristotle subdivided accidental attributes even further into substance, quantity, qualification, relative, where, when, being-in-a-position, having, doing, and being-affected. The scholastic distinction of essence and attributes is used in the Roman Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation to explain how “the bread continues to look like bread, and the wine like wine” when “the bread essentially becomes the body of Christ” and the wine “essentially becomes the blood of Christ.” The explanation is that the accidental attributes “of the taste, color, and form of the bread and wine” have not changed but their essential attributes have.83

      There is a potential for confusion over how Owen felt about scholasticism since he can be seen using terms and concepts from scholastic methodology in one place84 while a few pages later criticizing scholasticism and the “schoolmen.”85 One of Owen’s most explicit criticisms of the schoolmen in The Nature of Apostasy is not an attack on scholasticism itself, but on the “pride” that “corrupted” the “endeavors of the schoolmen.” Pride, as the third major cause of apostasy that Owen discusses, found a vehicle in the method of the schoolmen. According to Owen,

      Most of their disputes were such as had never had foundation nor occasion in the world, if Aristotle had not invented some odd terms and distinctions, remote from the common understanding and reason of men wiser than himself. . . . But being furnished and puffed up with a conceit of their own sagacity, philosophical ability, and disputing faculty, harnessed with syllogisms, distinctions, solutions, and most preposterous methods of craft, they came with boldness on Christian religion, and forming it to their own imaginations, dressing it up and exposing of it in foolish terms of art, under a semblance of wondrous subtlety, they wholly corrupted it, and drew off the minds of men from the simplicity of the truth as it is in Christ Jesus. Not one article of religion did this proud, self-conceited generation of men leave, that (whether their conclusions were true or false about it) any man could come to the understanding of it, who had not been a better proficient in the school of Aristotle than of Christ. To believe and teach the doctrine of the Scripture, though with sound reason and judgment, and in the way of the Scripture to affect the minds and consciences of men without their philosophical notions, niceties, distinctions, whereby they had carved a corrupt, depraved, monstrous image of all things, and the knowledge of them, was among them to be a heretic or a blockhead. By the pride, confidence, and pretended subtlety of these men, was religion totally corrupted, and the fountains poisoned from whence others sought for the waters of the sanctuary. Even what was left of truth among them was so debased, so divested of its native heavenly glory, beauty, and majesty, was rendered so deformed and unsuited unto that spiritual light wherein alone it can be usefully discerned, as to render it altogether useless and inefficacious unto its proper ends.86

      Owen and other Puritans rejected the “rationalistic scholasticism” (as practiced by the schoolmen) that was “gaining strength and influence” because it gave reason and faith equal status in theology, diminished the authority of revelation, and was overly speculative, being engrossed in abstract metaphysical questions.87 Reformed theologians like Owen had to walk carefully as they used

      the accepted terminology and logic patterns within the parameters and presuppositions of Scripture, with the ever present danger of the system coming to dominate over revelation, and this degenerating into dry and metaphysical Protestant scholasticism: the very danger that Owen is conscious of and warns against.88

      Therefore, while “Owen was deeply read in the classics, in Aristotelian philosophy, in the medieval schoolmen, in Romanist theology, and the writings of heretics and Protestant sects and heretics,” he was able both to use scholastic methodology and attack its use when untethered by biblical presuppositions.89 He used “the language and distinctions of medieval theology for his own particular theological purposes” drawing upon the medieval metaphysical tradition, especially the thought of Thomas Aquinas, and combined it “with biblical authority to create a doctrinal tour de force in countering the claims of his theological enemies.”90

      Owen’s criticism of scholasticism rose to its highest pitch in 1661 with the publication of Θεολογουμενα Παντοδαπα, wherein he both sets forth a theology of revelation and challenges scholastically generated “ideas that he anticipated would become the ideological foundations of the new church settlement” and the restored monarchy.91 Owen contended that “out of a mixture of philosophy, traditions, and Scripture, all corrupted and perverted,” the schoolmen “have hammered that faith which was afterward confirmed under so many anathemas at [the Counter-Reformation Council of] Trent.”92 The mention of Trent makes clear that Owen has Roman Catholic scholasticism in mind, but this was not “merely an attack on Catholic scholasticism”; rather, it expressed “the full fruit” of the “niggling doubts about method that had surfaced occasionally in his writing in the later 1650s.” He increasingly believed, and by the Restoration was certain, that the scholastic method should be “abominated wherever it was found,” whether in Reformed or Roman Catholic works.93

      Thus, Owen was a Reformed scholastic in a restricted sense, allowing the use of its logical methodology “in explicating, presenting, and defending the faith, laying out the dogmas in a systematic and reasoned way” but never supplanting Scripture as the all-sufficient, self-interpreting arbiter of the truth and always being vigilant of the “danger of logic (philosophy) breaking out of those bonds and becoming supreme.”94

      Arminianism

      Like Roman Catholicism, the decades-old system of theology known as Arminianism also provoked a response from Owen. Dutch theologian Jacobus Arminius (1560–1609) aroused controversy in the Netherlands by inverting the relationship between election and grace in Reformed theology, arguing that “election was subsequent to grace” and “conditional on man’s response” and that “God does not choose anyone but instead foresees that some will choose him.” These views, rooted in Pelagianism, were advanced by Arminius’s followers in the five points of the Remonstrant Articles (1610), which state that (1) predestination is conditional, such that if God foresees that a person will believe, he chooses that person; (2) Christ died for all people, but only those who believe are actually saved; (3) a person needs God’s grace to believe; (4) but people can resist this grace; and (5) it is not clear as to whether all the regenerate will persevere.95

      The Remonstrant Articles were debated by an international delegation at the Synod of Dort (1618–1619). The delegates perceived that the Arminians were advancing a semi-Pelagian view of grace that was detrimental to the Reformed doctrines of atonement, justification, and assurance of salvation. The Synod of Dort therefore condemned Arminianism and issued the Canons of Dort, which were organized to answer each of the five points of the Remonstrant Articles. Arminianism thus took shape as “a modification of the Reformed understanding of grace in a semi-Pelagian direction”96 and, despite its suppression initially in the Netherlands, it “spread pervasively throughout the world.”97

      By the sixteenth century, the Church of England could “be seen as broadly Reformed.”98 By and large, most Anglicans were Calvinists. However, when twelve-year-old Owen began his studies in 1628 at Queen’s College, Oxford, the atmosphere of the college was becoming more accepting of Arminian theology, and the “predestinarian theology” of Calvinism—held to by Owen, his brother, and their father—was losing the normative status it held at the university a generation earlier. In 1630 William Laud, an antipredestinarian, became archbishop of Canterbury, the chancellor of Oxford, and “the chief promoter of Arminian ideas in the university community.”99 At the same time, Christopher Potter, provost of Queen’s College, began criticizing the conclusions of the Synod of Dort (1618–1619).100 Laud’s ceremonial embellishment of public worship thus came to be identified with Arminianism.

      In the summer after Owen graduated with an MA, “Laud imposed forms [of worship] on the university that [Owen] could not accept” and repurposed “the institutions of the university . . . to advance the liturgical claims of the Arminian party” and to accommodate “the increasing emphasis on sacramental devotion.” In a sermon in 1647, Owen vividly depicted this Reformation-eroding, Laudian sacramentalism: “In worship, their paintings, crossings, crucifixes, bowings, cringing, altars, tapers, wagers, organs, anthems, litany, rails, images, copes, vestments—what were they but Roman varnish, an Italian dress for our devotion, to draw on conformity with that enemy of the Lord Jesus?”101 These modifications compelled Owen to leave Oxford in 1637.102 Owen would still, however, be ordained as a priest in 1638 by an ardent Arminian and supporter of Laud, Bishop John Bancroft (1574–1640). Around 1636, Owen began a seven-year “reading project” to study “the key ideas of the theological system that had hijacked his university,” which led to the publication of A Display of Arminianism (1643) and The Death of Death in the Death of Christ (1647).103

      Owen’s Display of Arminianism critiqued the work of Jacob Arminius and his followers. In it he quoted “verbatim from standard Arminian writers, printed in one column, over against plain, unvarnished statements of Scripture in the second column,” framing the contrasting positions as “free will” versus “sacred Scripture.”104 Owen also linked Arminianism to the work of Socinians, reflecting “the widespread fear among conservative Calvinists that the Arminian threat to soteriology could descend into a full-blown assault on the doctrine of the Trinity.”105 Further, Owen characterized Arminianism as an erroneous departure from the confessional standards of Anglicanism—the Thirty-Nine Articles—arguing that by their theological innovations, Arminians “apostated from the pure doctrine of the word of God, the consent of orthodox divines, and the confession of the church of England.”106 But the treatise was just as motivated by politics as it was by theology. Publishing this work in the initial months of the First English Civil War (1642–1646), Owen’s dedication of the treatise to the “Lords and Gentlemen of the Committee for Religion” in the English Parliament is worded to justify the parliamentarian war effort. Not long after A Display of Arminianism was published, Owen was offered a coveted position in the parish of Fordham, Essex, by the committee to whom the work was dedicated.107 At the close of England’s First Civil War, Owen’s first published sermon, “A Vision of Unchangeable Mercy” (1646), argued that Arminianism was ultimately a threat to the gospel and that the war effort was “a struggle for true religion.”108 In fact, “the tensions provoked by” the advance of Arminianism “played a large part in triggering civil war” in the first place.109

      For the Reformed in England, Arminianism seemed to be “somewhat more amenable to Roman Catholicism” since “a semi-Pelagian notion of grace would seem to make faith into a kind of work and therefore to advocate that most offensive of Roman doctrines, justification by works.” Another factor that closely associated Arminianism with Roman Catholicism was the Anglican Laudian party that was considered Arminian and was behind instituting conformity to a “quasi-Roman ceremonialism” in the Church of England.110

      By the 1640s Calvinism was already in noticeable decline in England. After the Restoration, attacks against Calvinism grew more strident, impelling some Puritans to abandon Calvinism for Arminianism (as John Goodwin had done earlier), moderate their Calvinism (as had Richard Baxter),111 or else “hold the line” and “defend Calvinism for all it was worth” (something Owen had done from the beginning to the end of his career). By the 1670s, the “demise of Calvinism” was “obvious to all.”112

      In The Nature of Apostasy (1676), published thirty-three years after the appearance of his first work against Arminianism, Owen lamented the great “inroad” that Arminianism had made “on our first profession.” In this context he mentioned the work of Dutch theologian Simon Episcopius, alluding to certain “Racovian [i.e., Socinian] additions” made to Arminianism.113 Owen also denied the validity of a statement made by Arnoldus Poelenburg (1628–1666), a successor of Episcopius, that “most of the prelates and learned men in England are of their [Arminian] way and judgment.”114 Further, Owen spent several paragraphs debunking the assertion of John Goodman (d. 1690) that “no one father or writer of the church, Greek or Latin, before St. Austin’s time, agreed with the determinations of the synod of Dort.”115

      The gradual changes introduced into the Church of England—which from Owen’s perspective originated with “Laud’s appointment as bishop of London” in 1628—meant not only the beginning of “the political ascendancy of the Arminians” but, as Owen believed in the early 1640s, “a high-level conspiracy to undermine the orthodox foundations” of the English church.116 “For many Puritans,” like Owen, “the rise of the Arminians could mean nothing less than the dismantling of the Reformation.”117 As Owen wrote The Nature of Apostasy toward the end of his career (1676), the doctrinal system that he had been contending with since his earliest work in 1643 was advancing unchecked in England, which seems to suggest that he fought a losing battle to the very last.

      Socinianism

      Socinianism was another doctrinal system that provoked Owen’s ire and attention. One of the central distinctives of Socinianism is denial of the deity of Christ, which is why it is considered a precursor to modern Unitarianism. If Socinianism has modern tendrils in Unitarianism, it has ancient roots in Arianism.

      In fact, Owen considered Socinianism as merely a new instance of Arianism under a different name.118 Arianism rejects the uncreated deity of Christ, denying that he is equal in essence with the Father, and stresses “the creaturely commonality of Christ with those he was to redeem and, hence, Christ’s importance as representative creature and model.”119 Arius (ca. 250–ca. 336) was a presbyter in Alexandria, Egypt, who created controversy by contradicting the teachings of his bishop, Alexander (d. 328), on Christ’s relation to the Father. Arius taught that God the Father’s uniqueness made it impossible for him to communicate his essence to another and that Christ, therefore, was only a special being created by God to undertake creation and disclose revelation. By the time Arius was condemned by the Council of Nicaea (325), his followers had spread his teaching well beyond Egypt.120

      After the formalization of the doctrine of the incarnation in the Nicene Creed, the Definition of Chalcedon in 451, and the summary of Christology by John of Damascus in the eighth century, the Trinitarian doctrine of Christ was largely left unchallenged until the sixteenth century when Michael Servetus (d. 1553) denied Christ’s deity and was burned at the stake for it. Other anti-Trinitarians fleeing persecution took refuge in Poland and Transylvania and, “under the guidance of Faustus Socinus and others, they spread anti-Trinitarian theology throughout Europe by means of their Racovian Catechism.”121

      Socinianism arose in the sixteenth century from the teaching of Lelio Sozzini (1525–1562; in Latin, “Socinus”) and his nephew, Faustus (1539–1604). The two men were self-educated, well-travelled, and prolific lay theologians who “raised questions about the divinity of Christ,” reinterpreted his person and work, and “defended the authority of the Scriptures on rational and historical grounds, rather than on the testimony of the Holy Spirit.”122 After their arrival in Poland in 1579, the Sozzinis associated themselves with the non-Trinitarian Minor Reformed Church of Poland and “began to be called Socinians.” Their anti-Trinitarian theology was given expression in the Racovian Catechism (1605), which taught that “Jesus did not die for satisfaction of sin” but “to inspire disciples to follow his example”; it also emphasized “correct knowledge as the key to salvation” and a “non-dogmatic interpretation of the Scriptures.”123

      The Socinian emphasis on reason over revelation is why Socinianism was “often seen as an early form of rationalism.”124 With the “rise of a more historical and critical approach to the Scriptures and the search for a rational rather than a revealed Christianity,” Socinianism spread and became a major threat to orthodoxy in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—especially as it appealed “to many distressed by bitter theological warfare, who sought a simpler biblical and more tolerant Christianity.”125

      Unfortunately, Arianism, Socinianism, and modern-day Unitarianism go hand in hand with the rejection of biblical infallibility, which is necessary for their rejection of “the Bible’s testimony to the divinity of God the Son,” and “for this reason Arians, Socinians, and Unitarians have, in all ages, been in the forefront of so-called ‘higher’ and destructive Bible criticism.”126 Moreover, Socinianism breeds easily in an environment of Arminianism, as the Reformed in the Netherlands realized when one of the most prominent Arminians involved in the Remonstrance, Simon Episcopius (1583–1643), built his own theology that denied the deity of Christ and the Holy Spirit on the foundation of Arminianism.127

      Just as Arminianism made inroads into England, so did Socinianism. The conclusion Owen reached in The Death of Death in the Death of Christ (1647)—that the Arminian belief that Christ died for all men could “hurry poor souls into the bottom of Socinian blasphemies”—led him to focus on “a new theological antagonist, with which he would grapple through the following decade and beyond.”128

      Interestingly, Owen regarded Arminianism and Socinianism “both as essentially manifestations of the same heretical tendency towards notions of human autonomy . . . as points on a sliding scale of heresy, with the difference being one of quantity, rather than quality, of error.” This is why readers may notice that Owen tends to “blur the differences between the two.” Although the two systems are different “on several points of doctrine, Owen focuses mostly on the way soteriology is impacted by the relative autonomy each tradition grants to the human agent.”129 Arminianism attempted to resolve the tension between omniscient divine sovereignty and the free choice of humans, while some Socinians did away with the tension as a whole by denying God’s knowledge of future contingencies or uncertainties. Owen and other Reformed theologians accused both positions of atheism because “the metaphysical freedom which both systems granted appeared to remove human beings from the need for specific divine causality,” which was “tantamount to declaring that . . . human beings are creators, gods, with reference to their own actions.”130 To Owen, therefore, Arminianism and Socinianism represent “essentially the same moral problem: the desire to deny that human beings are subject to God’s sovereignty and to the impact of sin.”131

      Socinianism’s entrenchment in Eastern Europe formed a kind of barrier to the expansion of “further Reformation eastwards, as Romanism did to the south.” So the missionaries and enthusiasts of Socinianism took their anti-Trinitarianism westward.132 The Netherlands, and particularly Holland, was seen somewhat as a staging ground for the invasion of Socinianism into England as “English and Dutch merchants” were reported in 1646 to be involved in “a flourishing trade in the books of Socinian authors Ostorodius, Oniedinus, Crellius, and Socinus.”133 It had taken “nearly a century after the days of the Socinii” for Socinianism to make “a dramatic appearance in England in the period of confusion and enthusiasm that accompanied the Civil Wars and Cromwell’s Commonwealth”—a time when “many sects sprang up like weeds after a rainstorm.”134

      Socinianism was ushered into England by John Biddle, a school headmaster in Gloucester. Biddle was imprisoned in 1646 “on the charge of heresy,” being already known by that time as an “anti-Trinitarian agitator.”135 While in prison, he published Twelve Arguments Drawn out of Scripture (1647), which “directly challenged the rationality of holding Jesus Christ to be divine” and distilled for the English public the essence of Socinian anti-Trinitarian thought. Socinianism was a vague “system of denial rather than a compact philosophy in its own right,” and this vagueness accounts for the success with which it spread as it opposed the Reformed faith and denied the Trinity, the divine nature of Christ and the Holy Spirit, and the atoning satisfaction made by Christ on the cross.136

      During the 1650s, Socinianism’s influence was perceived to be increasing at an alarming rate, largely thanks to the publications of Biddle.137 When the Racovian Catechism was republished in London in 1652, Owen and his colleagues pursued the people who were behind its printing and helped form a committee that published a list of “Trinitarian and evangelical” fundamentals that excluded Roman Catholics and Socinians. When Biddle’s view came to Parliament’s attention in 1654, “it ordered all copies of his book to be burnt by the public hangman and commissioned John Owen, a leading Puritan theologian, to write a considered response to his work.” Other writers during this time such as Matthew Poole and Edmund Porter also responded to the “moral panic about Socinianism” by writing against it, but the definitive refutation of the system fell to Owen.138

      This work, published the next year as Vindiciae evangelicae; Or, The Mystery of the Gospel Vindicated (1655), refuted John Biddle’s catechisms, the Racovian Catechism, and ideas of leading European Socinians.139 Since Socinianism was “a rejection of the moral categories of orthodoxy in terms of divine retributive justice and vicarious sacrifice,” Owen used Vindiciae to rule out various “misconstructions of Christ’s punishment.”140

      Some of Owen’s most characteristic insights were forged in the cauldron of anti-Socinian polemics. For instance, Owen responded to a major Socinian critique against Christ’s divinity that was based on a literalistic reading of the gospels. If Christ were divine, Socinians reasoned, he would not have needed the assistance of the Holy Spirit. Owen, however, insightfully “incorporated this recognition of the Spirit’s work in the life of Jesus within his overview of the Spirit’s wider ministry in the life of the Church,” arguing that “in restoring the image of God to the Church, the Spirit had first to renew it in the human nature of Christ. As its head he is himself part of that Church.”141 Owen explained that

      God, in the human nature of Christ, did perfectly renew that blessed image of his in our nature which we lost in Adam, with an addition of many glorious endowments which Adam was not made partaker of. . . . God designed and gave unto Christ grace and glory; and he did it that he might be the prototype of what he designed unto us, and would bestow upon us.142

      The Spirit’s work in the physical body of Christ corresponds, therefore, to his work in the mystical body of Christ—“what he does in the one is the foundation of what he does in the other”:143 “he who prepared, sanctified, and glorified the human nature, the natural body of Jesus Christ, the head of the church, hath undertaken to prepare, sanctify, and glorify his mystical body, or all the elect given unto him of the Father.”144

      One of Owen’s works with which modern readers may be more familiar is Communion with God the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost (1657). What is not widely known, however, is just how novel Owen’s “insistence that Christians could have communion with the individual persons of the Trinity” was.145 Owen’s move “to radically distinguish the operations of the divine persons” in Communion with God “was made in the context of the Socinian advance” and reflects Owen’s desire to combat Socinian influence while proffering constructive theological and practical insights.146 Combatting Socinianism was also one of the main reasons Owen gave for writing his magisterial commentary on the epistle to the Hebrews.147

      In The Nature of Apostasy, Owen writes that Socinians fill the vacuum of the spiritual ignorance of people’s minds with unbounded rationalism rooted in pride, saying, “they get the advantage of the ground in general, by pretending to reduce all men unto right reason” in declaring “that there is no reason why we should believe anything that reason cannot comprehend” and “that the mind of man is, in its present condition, every way sufficient unto the whole of its duties, both intellectual and moral, with respect unto God, and to answer whatever is required of us.”148 Socinians promise much but deliver little. “In that emancipation of reason from under the bond of superstition and tradition, in that liberty of rational inquiry into the true nature and causes of all things, in that refusal to captivate their understandings in religion to the bare authority of men no wiser than themselves,” they flaunt an “increase of learning and converse, with a decay of the true fear of God, the very idol of this age” and applaud “whoever will prepare a sacrifice unto it, though it be of the most holy mysteries of the gospel.” At the same time, Socinians cast derision on those who do not join them: “whoever shall refuse to cast incense on its altar shall be sure to be exploded, as one that professes himself to be a fool, and even a common enemy unto mankind.”149 Here and throughout his works Owen confronts “the rising rationalism of his times,” which was congenial to Socinian thought, by confessing that God is the ultimate authority, affirming the proper “ministerial use of rationality,” and emphasizing the limitations of human reason due to our finitude and sin.150 The fact that Owen considered Socinianism to be “one of the most troublesome threats to orthodoxy” is clearly reflected throughout The Nature of Apostasy.151

      Kapic observes that “by the end of the seventeenth century Socinianism and Arminianism were some of the strongest growing pre-Enlightenment religious forces.”152 The Socinianism of Owen’s day “attempted to synthesize two intellectual trends, bringing together the Renaissance emphasis on rationalism with the Reformation’s emphasis on freedom.”153 Among the many strands of Socinianism, what was common was “a thoroughgoing biblicism joined with an unflinching rationalism” that aimed “to follow the scriptures wherever they led, allowing ‘unbiased’ human reason to illume the path and remove any foreign debris that had sidetracked earlier generations of the church.”154 Socinianism fostered a direct path to a moralism that downplayed the reality and need for justification by faith in Christ alone.155 Thus, Owen fought a “lifelong battle against the rising tide of Socinian rationalism.”156

      In this battle, however, Owen did not succeed as much as he desired. The final decades of the seventeenth century saw Socinianism win “the support of a large section of the intellectual community in England” in spite of the challenges “put forward from the ranks of orthodox theologians in the prolonged debate.” Because of the beachhead Socinianism made in the intellectual community, “English Presbyterianism, the community that had drawn up the Westminster [Standards] and had hopes at one time of assuming control of the state Church,” was “almost wholly won over to Unitarianism in the decades that followed.” This undoing of much theological good ought to serve as a warning for Christians today that “without a robust Christology,” even a “theologically confident and highly influential body of Christians” like the heirs of the Westminster divines “was hardly able to survive as a recognizable body.”157

      Proclaiming the Person of Christ and His Benefits to Believers

      Negatively, Owen’s contention against Roman Catholicism, Arminianism, and Socinianism certainly was a polemical struggle against idolatry, Pelagianism, and neo-Arianism. But Owen’s works also overflowed with a positive, constructive insight and passion for the person and work of Christ and the great benefits those who have been brought into union with him may enjoy throughout their earthly pilgrimage. Polemics against heresy was a necessary task, like pulling weeds, for preparing the ground for a greater display of Christ and the benefits he offers to his people.

      One of the chief themes that inspired Owen’s theological work was the priesthood of Christ as the once-for-all sacrifice of atonement for sinners and the benefactor of grace, including his continued, efficacious ministry for believers. The fact that Owen saw Christ’s priesthood as a major doctrine confronting the major heresies of his day is evident from Owen’s first—and now lost—work, titled On the Priesthood of Christ, against Papists, Arminians, and Socinians, the three main “polemical targets” to which Owen “directs most of his polemical fire” from the beginning to the end of his career.158 The priesthood of Christ was the juncture where orthodoxy was most under attack in Owen’s day by these three powerful enemies.159 For Owen, the priesthood of Christ becomes a three-front battlefield because

      the Catholics undermine the biblical teaching about Christ’s once-for-all sacrifice through their insistence upon the Mass and upon the intermediary role of human priesthood; the Arminians undermine the efficacy of Christ’s priestly work through their understanding of a universal atonement and their semi-Pelagian notion of free will which means Christ’s priesthood establishes salvation only as a possibility, not as an actuality;160 and the Socinians undermine Christ’s priesthood by denying that Christ is very God of very God and thus reconfiguring the priesthood as little more than a moral paradigm for others to follow.161

      Owen’s greatest interest, then, is to proclaim the “person of Christ” and “the benefits we receive from him” and to expose and refute any system of thought that robs God’s people of the faith and life centered on such a Savior. In The Nature of Apostasy, Owen alludes to Socinianism as the most “grievous” of all the evils he had seen in his life because of “the public contempt I have lived to see cast on the person of Christ, as to its concernment in our religion, and the benefits we receive from him.”162

      Likewise, as Owen refutes Remonstrant thought and brings biblical clarity to the issue of the extent of the atonement in A Display of Arminianism (1642), his point of focus is “not so much predestination” as it is “the unity of blood sacrifice and heavenly intercession in the work of Christ,” whose “whole life is rooted in his role as mediator: his sacrifice provides the basis for the heavenly intercession; the heavenly intercession is where the sacrifice finds its completion; and the two cannot and must not be separated.”163 Christ’s intercession, Owen said, “is nothing but a continued oblation of himself.”164

      Owen’s passion for the priesthood of Christ and its benefits for his people becomes even more relevant in the context of Owen’s lifelong interest in the epistle of Hebrews. Hebrews overflows with themes of Christ’s supremacy as the great high priest of his people, which is the source of their strength and faith and the object of their gratitude and worship.

      The Nature of Apostasy was, in fact, an expansion of Owen’s commentary on Hebrews 6:4–6 and was published as an appendix to volumes of the commentary (1674, 1680, 1684).165 Owen’s reflection on Hebrews 6:4–6 is so important “that he publishes two versions of it: the first comes in his Hebrews commentary” and the second is found in The Nature of Apostasy (which accounts for the brevity of his treatment of this passage in his Hebrews commentary).166

      In addition to Owen’s treatise on apostasy, other writings such as his discourse on the Sabbath and Doctrine of the Saints Perseverance grew out of his Hebrews commentary or were primarily intended to exposit Hebrews. Owen tells readers that his discourse on the Sabbath is based on and supplemental to his commentary on Hebrews 4 as “but a part of our remaining Exercitations on that Epistle.”167 As for his treatise on perseverance, Owen said that its primary intent was to help readers understand Hebrews 6 and only secondarily to oppose the Arminian treatment of perseverance in John Goodwin’s Redemption Redeemed (1651): “The confutation of Mr. Goodwin was but secondarily in my eye; and the best way for that I judged to consist in a full scriptural confirmation of the truth he opposed. That I chiefly intended.”168 Moreover, there is a “substantial duplication of content” between Owen’s The Doctrine of Justification and his commentary on Hebrews 7:22 owing to his simultaneous work on both projects.169

      In sum, Owen’s interest in the priesthood of Christ—one of the most important themes in Hebrews and the subject of his earliest unpublished work, “On the Priesthood of Christ”—served as an optic through which he launched critiques on Roman Catholicism, Arminianism, and Socinianism.170 Owen thus sustained a “a pattern of personal, pastoral, polemical, and exegetical interest in the letter to the Hebrews” throughout his ministry, pouring twenty-two years into its exposition in a commentary that he considered his life’s crowning work and a task for which all his other studies prepared him.171 His method of biblical interpretation, which was refined through his massive commentary on Hebrews, in turn “contributed to his life and thought,”172 such that his study of Hebrews became both the ground and goal of much of his wider work.

      Owen and Enthusiasm (Early Quakerism)

      As noted above, Owen was preoccupied with battling Socinian, Arminian, and Roman Catholic errors during a period that has been called High (Reformed) Orthodoxy (ca. 1640–1700), characterized by the “integration of polemics into the development of theological systems” to address threats against orthodoxy on a greater scale than had been done in the preceding years. This does not mean, however, that Owen was too busy to confront “more localized heretical groups such as the Quakers.”173

      In meeting the challenge of the Quakers, Owen confronts what he called “enthusiasm,” which exaggerated the gifts of God to “distort healthy Christian spirituality.”174 Owen does not always explicitly name the competing theological systems as sources of apostasy while he exposes and refutes them. He often prefers to expose the harmful tendencies underlying these systems “that endangered genuine Christian spirituality”—“especially various forms of rationalism, blind enthusiasm, and manipulative superstition” that undergirded the thought of early Quakerism (as well as Socinianism and Roman Catholicism).175

      The “enthusiasts,” or Quakers (known today as the Religious Society of Friends), emerged from “the religious controversies of the 1650s in England” and “the turmoil of the English Civil War (1642–1651).”176 Today there are approximately twenty thousand Quakers worldwide, over half of whom are evangelical, in line with the influence of Joseph John Gurney (1788–1847) and the Richmond Declaration (1887).177 They are to be distinguished from their more theologically liberal cousins, the so-called “Hicksite” Quakers. The early Quakerism of Owen’s seventeenth-century context was distinguished by “its emphasis on the divine light within every human being (a conviction drawn from John 1:9), its fiery proselytizing, its contempt of university learning, and its reliance on dramatic, socially disruptive gestures.”178 Early Quaker enthusiasts believed that this “universal inward Light” acted savingly on Christians and non-Christians alike, “revealed scriptural truth (Jn. 16:13), and enjoined non-violence, strict equality and a disuse of all conventional forms of honorific address.”179 Quaker ministry was unpaid and not ordained; creeds, confessions, and theological formulations (such as imputed righteousness and the Trinity) were rejected; and the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper were discontinued. When Quakers gathered, they worshiped in silence, “waiting for the Holy Spirit to inspire extempore prayers, sermons or testimonies.”180 While affirming that God could speak to people mediately through the Scriptures, Quakers claimed to experience “the Spirit’s immediate inspiration and guidance like the Apostles and saints of the New Testament era.”181

      The early Quakers of Owen’s day were much more aggressive and heterodox than their modern-day descendants. They disrupted church services in what they called “the steeple-houses” and held demonstrations on the campus of Oxford University while Owen was vice-chancellor there. Two Quakers, Elizabeth Fletcher (d. 1659) and Elizabeth Leavens (d. 1665), sparked riots at Oxford and were arrested, whipped, and driven out of town—punishments administered under Owen’s watch. The Quaker Samuel Fisher, a former Baptist and former Presbyterian, wrote against the infallibility of Scripture. A key work of Owen’s refuting such attacks against Scripture and claims to extrabiblical revelation by enthusiasts was A Defense of Sacred Scripture against the Fanatics (1658).182 Thus, Owen devotes scant amount of space to dealing with certain elements of enthusiasm in The Nature of Apostasy not because he thought it was less dangerous than other heresies but because he deals specifically with enthusiasm in his 1658 work against the fanatics as well as in Πνευματολογια, or, A Discourse concerning the Holy Spirit (1674).183

      Interestingly, “Owen (perhaps surprisingly) groups Roman Catholics and Quakers together because they both allow another source of authority to have precedence over special revelation: for one it is ecclesial tradition, for the other it is the ‘inner light.’”184 In writing on apostasy from gospel worship in The Nature of Apostasy (chap. 11), Owen makes a twofold indictment of enthusiasts, who neglect the worship Christ appointed in preference for the dictates of their “light within,” and Roman Catholics, who make additions to the worship that Christ appointed by the dictates of their church tradition. Regarding enthusiasts, Owen wrote, “conveniency and the light within are all the reason and guide which they plead for them. And for the sacraments, or baptism and the supper of the Lord, which are so great a part of the mystical worship of the church, on I know not what fond pretenses, they utterly reject them.”185 Regarding Roman Catholics, Owen stated that

      by rejecting its simplicity and pure institutions, substituting a superstitious, yea, idolatrous worship of their own in the room thereof . . . they have added unto it rites and institutions of their own, in great number, partly superstitious and partly idolatrous, so there is no one ordinance or institution of Christ which they have not corrupted, the most of them so far, as utterly to destroy their nature and use.186

      Owen on the Church, Pastoral Ministry, and Christian Life

      Owen on the Church: Dissenting and Congregational

      Between Owen’s arrival at Oxford in 1628 and his first departure in 1637, the Arminian “quasi-Roman” influence of the Laudian party of the Anglican Church was a great cause for concern. Despite being ordained in that church in 1638, he remained committed to reforming, and then dissenting from, the Church of England. In the late 1650s, no doubt with thoughts of his own efforts in mind, Owen maintained that the Anglican church “doth not, and it is to be feared, will not, nor can reform itself,” especially because it was not actively guarding against Socinianism and Arminianism.187

      Owen’s dissent expressed itself in close association with both Presbyterianism and Congregationalism, which were not in the 1640s “completely separate factions outside the Church of England.” However, after 1644, Owen was no longer “a convinced presbyterian,” and he began distancing himself from it.188

      A key factor in this shift was his reading of John Cotton’s The Keys of the Kingdom, which spurred an “impartiall examining [of] all things by the word.”189 The result of his study moved Owen from holding to a form of church government “where ultimate power in the church lay in the higher courts and assemblies which operated at a supra-congregational level” to a form of government “where power was restricted to the individual congregation, albeit one with a strong eldership and not an egalitarian democracy.”190 Owen also adduces church history to support his realignment with Congregationalism, for Christ and the apostles never instituted diocesan episcopacy. Rather, according to Owen, it came about gradually through the negligence of the laity and the ambition and lust of church leaders for power, which set the scene for the rise of “popes, patriarchs, cardinals, metropolitan and diocesan bishops, who were utterly foreign into the state and order of the primitive churches,” though the “original parity” that existed among elders had begun to dissipate by the third and fourth century. Owen concludes that for the first two centuries after Christ, the church was congregationally governed; he cites Clement of Rome, Polycarp, Ignatius, and Justin Martyr to support his point.191

      Many of Owen’s key remarks on congregational church government were developed within a context of defending himself from the accusation of being schismatic. Owen argues that it is not schismatic to dissent from practices that were never stipulated or intended by Christ and the apostles (like many of those instituted by the Church of England) because they have no “divine institution” or “scriptural authority.”192 Likewise, Owen sees no scriptural warrant for “a national church state based on classical and provincial assemblies” that is Presbyterian in polity and contends that the church “consists of visible believers, voluntarily joining together in a congregation in a locality to practice the ordinances and institutions of Christ, preaching the word, administering the sacraments and exercising gospel discipline, all in subjection to Christ.”193 Only congregational churches, where “there are required assemblies of the whole church,” can properly fulfill three of the church’s important goals:

      the professed subjection of the souls and consciences of believers to Christ’s authority in observing his commands, the joint celebration of gospel ordinances and worship, and the exercise and preservation of Christ’s discipline by maintaining the purity of the gospel, persevering love among Christians, and representing Christ’s love in and through the church.

      According to Owen, no other type of church structure and government could meet these goals.194

      Owen disassociated himself from Presbyterianism, however, not because he was anti-Presbyterian, as Westcott argues, but because he was against the inclination for episcopal systems at regional and national levels to succumb to heavy-handedness, intolerance, and time-wasting bureaucracy. For instance, “in Owen’s earlier days, he had opposed the intolerant Scottish-style Presbyterianism of the day, and later would combat a restored Anglican Episcopacy which sought to criminalise all who failed to attend the parish church.” Westcott surmises that Owen would have supported a Presbyterian system that allowed “dissent for those who honestly could not agree with its polity.” On a local church level, “Owen’s mature polity is Presbyterian,” but on the issue of “broader courts (local presbytery, national presbytery or national assembly),” Owen’s polity deems it unnecessary to “assemble them at regular and fixed intervals” or to “fill up precious time with unnecessary formalities and courtesies” and claims that they should simply assemble “as and when necessary, when discipline or doctrinal questions arise that cannot be dealt with at the local church level.”195

      Owen on the Importance of the Pastorate and the Danger of Ministerial Negligence

      Owen opens his chapter on apostasy from gospel holiness in The Nature of Apostasy (chap. 9) with an inquiry “into the means and causes” of “all those filthy and noxious lusts which at this day have overwhelmed the Christian world.”196 The internal causes of this apostasy, Owen says, which “in general respect equally all times, occasions, and sins,” are not what he means to investigate here. Apostasy from gospel holiness is an inherent potentiality in all people due to the “depravation of nature, the power and deceitfulness of sin, love of the world, the profits, honors, and pleasures of it, the rage of the flesh after the satisfaction of its sensual lusts, with the aversation of the minds of men from things spiritual and heavenly” so that they are “alienated from the life of God” through the darkness and “ignorance that is in them.”197 These are universal elements of the human fallen condition, being part and parcel of our sinful nature “and the like depraved affections being excited and acted by the crafty influences of Satan, and inflamed with temptations” that “incline, induce, and carry men into all manner of wickedness with delight and greediness (James 1:14–15).”198

      Instead of investigating these internal causes, Owen’s intent in chapter 9 is to trace some external causes or correlating aggravations of apostasy from the holiness of the gospel. Doing so brings him to discuss a subject he deems of vital importance: how the faithfulness or failure of the pastoral ministry helps or harms the gospel holiness of the people under their care.

      It was Owen’s conviction that pastors must not divide their time between preaching and other lawful employments. Rather, they must be men devoted to God’s work. They must be men of private prayer and they must become aware of erroneous views and defend the gospel against them.199 “The well-being of the church,” Owen says, “depends on the right discharge of the office of the ministry.”200 By “ministry” Owen means “the public teachers‚ guides, or leaders of the people in the matter of religion . . . of all sorts, however called, styled, or distinguished, into what forms or orders soever they are cast by themselves or others”—that is, no matter what system of church government.201

      Because of the “heavy responsibility” Owen assigns to the office of pastor, he partly blames religious leaders for the degeneracy of English culture, charging them with failure in their duty to “stem the current of overflowing impiety and profaneness.”202 One of the most important means pastors have for restraining epidemics of backsliding in their congregations is the diligent administration of church discipline, which is essential to the health of the body of Christ.203 Church discipline is one of the four remedies Owen prescribes in chapter 9 for stemming apostasy from gospel holiness.204 If pastors neglect church discipline, “it is morally impossible but that the generality of the people will gradually degenerate into ignorance, profaneness, immorality, and unholiness of every kind.”205 Overall, Reformed theology in the mid-seventeenth century was “preoccupied with the nature of pastoral ministry,”206 and Owen, who “had a very high view of the pastoral calling,” was no exception.207

      Owen on the Christian Life: Faith, Backsliding, and Assurance

      As we move to a treatment of Owen’s understanding of faith and assurance, we must first note a novel interpretation of the Calvinistic tradition on these matters. R. T. Kendall has argued that Calvin held a different doctrine of assurance of faith than did the post-Reformation theologians and Puritans (i.e., the “Calvinists”). For Calvin, assurance was part of faith and rested on one’s belief in the promises of God, but post-Reformation theologians separated faith and assurance into two categories, removed assurance from being a part of faith, and made the basis of assurance one’s subjective discernment of inner, spiritual graces. Kendall maintained that Theodore Beza and William Perkins “packed and pushed the post-Reformation doctrine of assurance down the slope of experiential subjectivity” so that by the time of the Westminster Assembly, a distinction between faith and assurance was accepted, and therefore “the Westminster theology of the 1640s qualitatively departed from authentic Calvinism in the doctrine of assurance of faith.”208

      Kendall, however, failed to understand that the Puritans taught that assurance organically belongs to the essence of faith. Though it is true that the Puritans emphasized subjective grounds of assurance more than Calvin did, both taught “that assurance ultimately rests in the objective promises of God . . . to the believer who receives them by Spirit-worked faith.”209 Kendall also downplayed the fact that “the seeds for this developing emphasis on experimental assurance lay in Calvin and the magisterial Reformers themselves.”210 Calvin was remarkably close to his successors “on the interrelationship of faith and assurance . . . despite the fact that their respective historical situations demanded quantitative distinctions of emphasis.”211 Moreover, Kendall and other scholars have tended to ignore how the different historical contexts of the first generation of Reformers and post-Reformation theologians prompted different emphases in the presentation of the doctrine of faith and assurance.212 Thus, the differences Kendall noticed between Calvin and post-Reformed theologians were “largely matters of degree rather than of substance.”213

      To appreciate the nuances of the doctrine of faith and assurance in Calvin and his successors, one must therefore understand the nature of the different historical contexts in which they ministered. The zeal that marked the first generation of Reformed Christians waned in later generations into “a dangerous attitude . . . that fostered dead orthodoxy” where some considered “mere assent to Scripture truth without a trusting response from the heart” as sufficient for salvation. Therefore, “it became pastorally essential” for later Protestants like the Puritans “to vividly define for both godly comfort and earnest admonition the difference between common and saving grace, common and saving convictions, [and] historical and saving faith.”214 In this post-Reformation pastoral context, “entire treatises on assurance” were developed with “the pastoral overtones of compassion for the weak in faith” and “the pressing admonitions and invitations to grow in faith” in order “to spur the living church forward to make her calling and election sure by looking beyond herself to find everything necessary for time and eternity in the Spirit-applied grace of God in Jesus Christ.”215 Such emphases are not out of step with Calvin, who “acknowledges that assuring faith is neither retained without severe struggle against unbelief, nor left untinged by doubt and anxiety.”216 Both Calvin and his Reformed successors are agreed that “assurance is organically united to faith’s essence, but it may be possessed without the believer’s being conscious of his possession.”217 Modern scholars who pit Calvin against later Calvinists as promoters of “morbid introspection” have “missed the mark.”218

      Both Calvin and later Reformed theologians therefore present the same means of assurance but with different emphases. In Owen’s context, for instance, “the divines of the Westminster Assembly” enjoin believers to pursue “all three modes of assurance”—namely, faith in God’s promises, evidences of grace, and the Spirit’s witness—in order to “obtain as full a measure of assurance as possible by the grace of God.”219

      Owen’s doctrine of assurance “represents the mature reflection of the reformed tradition.” In his Exposition of Psalm 130 (1668), and consistent with Calvin’s teaching, Owen teaches that assurance is a fruit of faith and part of normal Christian experience, though “there may be a saving relationship [with Christ] without assurance of it.”220 Like other Puritans, Owen warns that “false assurance is ever a possibility” while agreeing that Christians by ordinary means can obtain true assurance of faith—means that are centered on Scripture’s promises of salvation, which are the infallible source of assurance. Although the subjective element is necessary, as “assurance of faith arises as a result of faith reflecting upon itself,” faith “never points to itself but to the testimony upon which it is founded.” Christian experience may be the test of assurance but never its foundation. Only “the promises of God which find their ‘Yes’ in Christ” (2 Cor. 1:20) may ground assurance of faith.221

      Thus, in The Nature of Apostasy Owen warns against those who have false confidence in the security of their profession and both comforts and exhorts believers whose view of their own state and faith is shaken due to sin, sloth, and negligence. Though Owen does not often use the phrase “assurance of faith,” the issues he deals with grow precisely out of the dangers and struggles associated with assurance.222 In chapter 12, Owen warns professing Christians against an overconfident presumption that they cannot fall, representing the Puritan pastoral emphasis on the subjective, participatory elements of assurance of faith as he presses home our responsibility to labor for zealous Christian diligence in using the means of grace and watching out for temptation. Because apostasy from holiness, truth, and worship spreads like a contagion, both in Owen’s time and in ours, now is the worst time to be complacent in our profession. Owen proclaims,

      Are we sure that this epidemical infection shall not enter our habitations? Do we not find how it has one way or other attempted us already? Can we find no decay in zeal or love among ourselves, no adherence unto the world unsuited unto our present state and condition in it; no neglect of duties, no rareness in divine visitations, no want of life and delight in spiritual communion with Christ, no hurtful growth of carnal wisdom, with all its attendants? Or have we not found ourselves one way or other sensibly attacked by these evils? It is to be feared that those who can make no observation of anything of this nature among themselves, are somewhat sick of the Laodicean distemper. And if we will not be awakened and stirred up to a more than ordinary diligence, care, and watchfulness at such a season as this is, it is to be feared that ere long the generality of professors will come to be in the condition of the church of Sardis, “to have a name to live,” but indeed and in the sight of Christ “to be dead.” . . . It is not an easy task to stop a course in backsliding when once it is entered into. And I shall close this warning with naming two directions unto this purpose. (1) Take heed of a course in any sin. Though every sin does not immediately tend unto final apostasy, yet a course in any sin continued, does so. (2) Take heed of touching on such especial sins as have a peculiar tendency thereunto; and of what nature they are, has been declared.223

      At the same time, however, Owen is pastorally aware that some genuine believers may be so crushed by their own backslidden state in view of the warnings in Hebrews 6:4–6 that they mistakenly label themselves full and final apostates. These believers fear they have fully forsaken God, supposing

      themselves so far interested in the backsliding and apostasy described, as that the threatening denounced in the text does belong unto them also; and that they are now judicially shut up under impenitency. For, they say that they had attained unto a greater measure or degree of holiness, unto more readiness, evenness, and constancy in the duties of obedience, than they do now retain. They have fearfully and woefully fallen off from a better frame, into deadness, barrenness, neglect of duties, and it may be in some instance into a sinful course, and that for many days.224

      Owen begins answering this state of mind by twisting the dagger a bit, as it were. He claims that yes, professing Christians should be worried in such a case, writing that it is “unquestionably the duty of every one who is sensible of any evil of this nature, in the frame of his heart or course of his life, to give himself no rest therein, seeing the eternal welfare of his soul is highly in question.” Owen describes the extreme danger of this condition in terms of its unresponsiveness to assurance and sense of alienation from its ground, the objective promises of God: “for there is no word of truth, no promise of God, to assure any of his love and favor while they are in such a state.”225

      However, says Owen, “it may be given as a safe rule in general, that he who is spiritually sensible of the evil of his backsliding, is unquestionably in a recoverable condition; and some may be so who are not yet sensible thereof, so long as they are capable of being made so by convictions.” In other words, the very fact that a believer is concerned about his or her backslidden state is a strong indicator that all is not lost—as long as this backslidden state has not “proceeded out of dislike unto Christ and the gospel.” Then, the believer may yet be recovered “upon the diligent use of all means of a blessed recovery.”226

      Likewise, some Christians may fear that they are lost because, after much struggle with a besetting sin, they have concluded that their “corruptions (they say, this or that it may be in particular) are too strong for their convictions; and after they thought themselves above them, they have again been prevailed on and overcome,” and thus some habitual sin in their lives makes them suspect that they have completely forsaken God. These persons face “no small hazard and danger.” Owen first refers such believers to his work on the mortification of sin. Then he counsels such Christians to do the following:

      1. “Acquaint some able spiritual guide with their state and condition.”

      2. Violently oppose “all occasions of . . . the particular corruption supposedly prevalent” by rejecting the mind’s “first solicitations” of the sin, or reject as folly the false “reserves” or promises “that although a man proceed so far, or so far in the gratification of his present inclinations, yet he will put a stop unto or avoid what they may lead unto.”

      3. Avoid the location or place the sin is prevalent.

      4. Be constant in private prayer against the sin.227

      Therefore, in his teaching on faith and assurance, Owen strongly presses on both the presumptuously overconfident believer and the sullenly dejected backslider their duty “to perfect holiness in the fear of the Lord” (2 Cor. 7:1).228 And yet, throughout the treatise, “Owen is adamant that a truly regenerate believer will never fall into apostasy.”229

      Summary of the Work

      All of this theological and historical background provides us with the tools we need to summarize Owen’s Nature of Apostasy with understanding and profit. Overall, the book may be divided into five parts. In the first part, Owen defines total apostasy in the context of a detailed exposition of Hebrews 6:4–6 (chap. 1) and describes partial apostasy in the context of a review of church history that culminates with criticism of the Roman Catholic Church (chap. 2). The second section describes several causes and general elements of apostasy from the “truth,” or doctrine, of the gospel (chaps. 3–7). In the third part (chaps. 8–10), Owen discusses apostasy from the holiness of life that the gospel enjoins upon professing believers. The fourth section treats the issue of apostasy from the worship practices stipulated by the gospel (chap. 11). In the fifth and final section, Owen summarizes final cautions about the dangers of apostasy (chap. 12) and instructs readers how to avoid falling into it (chap. 13).

      Understanding Total and Partial Apostasy (Chaps. 1–2)

      In the first section (chaps. 1–2), Owen introduces his exposition of Hebrews 6:4–6 by pointing out some ways in which the passage’s message on total apostasy had been mishandled in church history. From the very outset, Owen’s pastoral skill in handling a difficult topic becomes apparent as he indicts earlier generations for misapplying Hebrews 6.

      One instance of misapplication Owen mentions is the controversy over the lapsi (i.e., “the lapsed”) after the Decian persecution. When the Roman Emperor Decius (ca. 201–251) made an edict requiring all people in the empire to sacrifice to the gods or face torture and execution, some Christians refused to compromise their faith and became victims of severe persecution ending in martyrdom. Other Christians offered the required sacrifice or obtained a certificate testifying they did so. After the persecution, there was a controversy over how to handle these Christians who fell away during persecution, called the lapsi. The controversy caused a schism in the church at Carthage over whether or not to readmit the lapsi into the church.

      Some, like Novatus of Carthage, held that all lapsi should be welcomed back in the church without penance. Others, like Novatian of Rome (ca. 200–258), refused to receive back any of the lapsi into the church. Cyprian (ca. 200–258), a bishop of the church in Carthage during the time of the Decian persecution, held a mediating position that allowed the return of lapsed Christians into the church only after public penance and allowed (or “permitted”) Christians who had actually offered pagan sacrifices to take communion only at the time of their death.230 A Roman synod eventually condemned Novatian and his followers as schismatics and heretics in 251.231

      Thus, the issue of whether true believers may ultimately fall away from their faith to eternal damnation was certainly not new. In Owen’s day this old concern was debated in new forms, such as in the controversy against Arminian theologians over the Reformed doctrine of the perseverance of saints, which taught that true believers are preserved by God to the end even as they have a duty to use the means of grace to persevere to the end.232 These debates grew out of the concern expressed by some Arminian theologians, such as John Goodwin, that the doctrine of the saints’ perseverance might diminish believers’ urgency in pursuing a godly life, and that what was needed to stimulate godliness was “a possibility even of a final defection from faith.”233 Owen responds to the Arminian position in his commentary on Hebrews 6:4–6 and in treatises such as The Doctrine of the Saints Perseverance and The Nature of Apostasy to deal with the “sundry mistakes” that were being made “in the practical application of the intention of” the passage “unto the consciences of men.”234 The doctrine of the perseverance of the saints “controls the whole of” Owen’s exegesis, so the apostates in Hebrews 6:4–6 could never have been true believers, and thus “whatever the significance the description in vv. 4–6 may have” for Owen, “it is not a saving significance.”235 Owen’s general position on the spiritual character or identity of the apostates was identical to that of “other Reformed/Calvinist interpreters,” but Owen differs from other Puritan exegetes on some details regarding the benefits the apostates enjoyed: Owen read “the heavenly gift” as referring to the Holy Spirit,236 “the world to come” as referring to the inaugurated new age or “world” of the apostle’s own day, and “tasted” as referring to an actual experience by the apostates of “powers, gifts of tongues, and other miraculous operations.”237

      Owen’s careful exposition of Hebrews 6:4–6 highlights several key points: that not all of the gifts and operations of the Holy Spirit are saving (though it is a great privilege to be “enlightened,” to be “made partakers of the Holy Ghost,” and to “taste of the heavenly gift,” “the good word of God,” and “the powers of the world to come”); that these privileged operations of the Spirit may be experienced in some measure by people who yet never receive the heart-changing power of the gospel in their lives; and that a rejection of the gospel after some experience of these gifts and privileges is a great aggravation of sin. Accordingly, Owen affirms that “the least grace is a better security for heaven than the greatest gifts or privileges whatever.”238

      Although Owen eschews an overly rigid application of the passage to backslidden Christians who are genuinely seeking God in repentance, he is still convinced that many individuals and the majority of the church in his day are guilty of partial apostasy. Owen defines partial apostasy as a forsaking of “any important principle of evangelical truth,” a habitual neglect of obedience to Christ, and a condition in which individuals and churches grow self-satisfied and complacent because of their “outward order and administration” so that “the glory, power, and purity of Christian religion are lost in the world.”239 In Owen’s preface to the reader, he aptly observes that “religion is the same that ever it was, only it suffers by them that make profession of it. Whatever disadvantage it falls under in the world, they must at length answer for in whose misbelief and practice it is corrupted.”240 On this remark, W. H. Davies insightfully elucidates the idea of partial apostasy: “Note that Owen says misbelief, not unbelief; not refusing to believe, but believing wrongly. . . . [W]hile the latter is apostasy from the truth, the former is apostasy in the truth, since it does not involve a complete departure from all the fundamentals of the gospel.”241 Owen charges Christendom in general and Roman Catholicism in particular with this partial defection from the faith and refutes the claim of the Roman Catholic Church of indefectibility (chap. 2).

      Apostasy from the Doctrine of the Gospel (Chaps. 3–7)

      The second section (chaps. 3–7) therefore describes several causes of apostasy from the “mystery,” “truth,” or doctrine of the gospel (chaps. 3–6), discloses the work of Satan in doctrinal apostasy, warns of God’s judgments in such cases (chap. 6), and discusses a particular instance of doctrinal apostasy that rejects the person, work, and grace of Jesus Christ (chap. 7).

      In chapter 3, Owen opens with an affirmation that a profession of the gospel involves doctrine, obedience, and steadfastness under trial. He then traces how the apostasy of the churches was predicted in apostolic times and gives examples of the manifestation of doctrinal apostasy in the times of the apostles and early church, the church fathers, and among the Reformed churches in his own day. Owen then turns in chapter 4 to an explanation of the first cause of doctrinal apostasy: the innate enmity of the fallen human mind to gospel truths, which leads to love of sin, spiritual decay, a wicked life, and finally, the historic apostasy of the Church of Rome. With an inborn enmity toward truth, “men’s corruptions will prevail against their convictions. First they will stifle the truth as to its operations, and then reject it as to its profession.”242 Only constant renewal of heart by the power of the gospel can preserve people in their profession of the Christian faith. The primary God-ordained means of stemming our natural revolt from the truth is diligent ministerial instruction in the word of God (chap. 4).

      The second cause of doctrinal apostasy (chap. 5) is spiritual darkness and ignorance of gospel truth. The spiritual darkness of human minds hinders understanding of the gospel and consistency of practice in the Christian life; here, too, what is needed is spiritual illumination by the gospel’s truth and power. No matter how learned a person who once professed the gospel may seem, “no man who forsakes the truth ever saw the glory of it, or had experience of its power.”243 Owen goes on to exhort his readers to obtain a Spirit-empowered understanding of gospel truths. Darkness and ignorance of gospel truths, concurrent with outward, formal religion (e.g., Roman Catholicism), are causes of doctrinal apostasy and again underscore the importance of ministerial diligence in teaching gospel truth.

      In chapter 6, Owen presents three more causes of doctrinal apostasy: pride and vanity of mind, sloth and negligence, and love of the world. On pride and vanity of mind, Owen exposes the limits of human reason and the dangers of unbounded rationalism. Owen considers intellectual arrogance and rational autonomy the root of all heresies (such as the Socinianism of his day), which he argues is a road that ultimately leads whole communities into atheism. Owen then shows how complacent security and overconfidence in spiritual matters lead to sloth and negligence in maintaining a profession of gospel truths. Love of the world causes doctrinal apostasy, especially when those who are under the pressure of persecution are tempted to renounce Christ for the temporal comforts of the world’s approval. The love of the world also works in people’s hearts by superstition and error in that they defect from the gospel when “the world is enthroned” in their minds and “made their idol, while hopes of advance, and fears of loss, are the principal affections whereby their course of life is steered.”244

      Owen concludes chapter 6 with an explanation of how Satan is involved in doctrinal apostasy by preventing human beings from either receiving or retaining gospel truth. Finally, Owen warns of God’s severe judgments upon churches and individuals for following Satan in doctrinal apostasy, including the removing of his blessing from churches and plunging of people into further darkness and ignorance, sending them strong delusions, and striking them with blindness and hardness of heart.

      Following chapters 3–6, which focus on apostasy’s “general reasons and causes,” chapter 7 presents theologically specific “reasons that are peculiar unto every especial instance of backsliding in any kind” involving a falling away “from the whole mystery” of the gospel “with respect unto the person and grace of Christ, the satisfaction for sin made by his death, the atonement by the blood of his sacrifice, justification by his righteousness, and sanctification by his Spirit.”245 In view of the general causes of apostasy in chapters 3–6, many people defect from gospel truth, Owen says, “merely on the impressions of outward circumstances,” because of the allure of influential persons, or because of ambition and advancement. In chapter 7, however, Owen presents an apostasy of a different sort—one that renounces the whole mystery of the gospel, including the triune work of redemption. The several elements Owen describes that lead to or accompany this sort of apostasy are not to be labeled as features of “popery” or “Socinianism” only but are specific renunciations of the gospel of grace that are instantiated in many manifestations of apostasy: indifference to the necessity and benefits of Christ and his mediation, a loss of spiritual appreciation of the excellency of Christ’s person and offices, a lack of the experience of the Spirit and grace of Christ for the mortification of sin (for which Owen specifically calls out the Papacy’s practice of “penances, severe disciplines, and self-macerations”),246 ignorance of the righteousness of God, refusal to submit to the sovereignty of God (out of which has grown “Pelagianism, and of late Socinianism”247), and refusal to honor the Scriptures as divinely authoritative. Owen’s strategy of describing general elements of apostasy seems to be designed to close off any refuge from conviction that readers may seek under a plea that these labels (e.g., “Socinian,” “Papist”) do not apply to them. Since these elements of apostasy are evident in a great number of people and may underlie any number of erroneous or heretical systems, Owen reveals that the risks and realities of apostasy are far more prevalent than readers may suppose. He closes this section by reiterating the warning that such elements of doctrinal apostasy are common ways in which people “crucify to themselves the Son of God afresh” (Heb. 6:6).

      Apostasy from Gospel Holiness and Obedience (Chaps. 8–10)

      Owen opens the third section of this work (chaps. 8–10) by remarking that “an apostasy from the holiness of the gospel is, on many accounts more dreadful and dangerous than a partial apostasy from its truth.”248 Chapter 8 begins with a discussion of how Paul’s prediction of apostasy from gospel holiness (2 Tim. 3:1–5) is currently being fulfilled in the world and how this prediction should benefit the sincere and upright. Owen then provides several basic premises for understanding gospel holiness that will be useful as he addresses defections from gospel holiness later in chapters 8–10. According to these premises, the gospel is oriented toward holiness (but it is a holiness involving obedience, which proceeds from principles and motives other than the law of nature), the Spirit powerfully works with the teaching of the word to convict individuals of sin and to lead them into such holiness, and only the holiness that manifests itself in spiritual fruits glorifies Christ. These premises are vital to the underpinning of Owen’s response to how mere religious formalism and moralism lack the characteristics of gospel holiness. Chapter 8 presents two kinds of apostasy from gospel holiness: substitution and sensuality. First, one may substitute pretended duties and outward morality in the place of genuine evangelical holiness and obedience (the principal blame for which Owen lays at the feet of the Roman church), and second, apostasy from holiness may manifest itself in outright sensuality, immorality, and other indecencies out of which the gospel is meant to save people unto sanctification.

      Chapter 8 deals only with the first of these kinds of apostasy from gospel holiness—its nature and causes. In a heart-searching section on the role of warfare against the flesh, the danger of habitual sins, and the allure of reputation in the world, Owen explains why people who pretend to perfect obedience wind up falling away from gospel holiness.

      In chapters 9 and 10, Owen describes the second form of backsliding from holiness as, in his words, that “which I principally intend, as that which is of most universal concernment.” These chapters deal with eight causes and occasions of apostasy from gospel holiness—the first treated in chapter 9 and the remaining seven treated in chapter 10, followed by a concluding indictment. In chapter 9, Owen discusses how the influence of religious leaders and ministers—such as their corruption, profaneness, and sensuality of life—leads people into apostasy from the holiness of the gospel. After briefly describing these ministerial defects, Owen uses the bulk of the chapter to remind ministers of four key requirements for the purity and integrity of their vocation: keeping gospel doctrine pure, diligently instructing people in the whole counsel of God, representing God faithfully in their lifestyle, and administering church discipline.

      Chapter 10 presents (as points two through eight) the remaining seven causes and occasions of the profaneness and sensuality of life that correlate with or lead to apostasy from gospel holiness: the false appropriation of exalted names and titles (e.g., “we are ‘the church’”) while living wicked lives, which prompts people to countenance their sin and indulge in it more freely; the public sin of prominent religious leaders; professing Christians persecuting one another; lack of watchfulness against prevailing national vices; mistakes about the beauty and glory of Christian religion; Satan taking advantage of seasons of apostasy; and professing Christians who discredit the gospel by their divisiveness and ineffectiveness. In the final, ninth point, Owen concludes the chapter by indicting those who continue in apostasy from gospel holiness by crucifying Christ afresh and putting him to open shame (Heb. 6:4–6) because they have renounced the commands of Christ and falsely represent him and the gospel to the world.

      Apostasy from Gospel Worship (Chap. 11)

      Chapter 11, the shortest chapter, takes up the issue of apostasy from the purity of gospel worship. Here, Owen discusses two means whereby apostasy takes place: either people fail to observe what Christ ordained or appointed for worship or they add nonordained elements into worship.

      Owen offers two reasons why people neglect the worship Christ instituted. First, given that people have forsaken the faith of the gospel, it is no surprise that they forsake the ordinances of its worship. Second, people rest in the outward forms or institutions of worship instead of communing with God through them by faith.249 Owen then gives some brief directives for making use of and delighting in the institutions of gospel worship as ordained by God in his word.

      The second means of apostatizing from the regulative principle250 of gospel worship transpires when churches add nonordained, man-made elements into worship. This generally occurs when people reject the spiritual simplicity of Christian worship and substitute idolatrous practices of their own making in its place. As Owen closes this short chapter, he underscores the seriousness of either neglecting the divinely ordained elements of Christian worship or adding unauthorized human elements into it. He affirms that apostatizing from the institutions of gospel worship is “to represent Antichrist unto the church, and not Christ; and thereby to put Christ unto ‘open shame.’”251

      In concluding chapters 3–11, Owen invites others to further study, reflect on, and write about the issue of apostasy from gospel doctrine, holiness, and worship, saying,

      And if these brief considerations of the nature of the present apostasy that is in the world from the power of Christian religion, in all the principal concerns of it, with the causes and occasions thereof, do excite or provoke any who has more leisure and ability for this work, unto a more diligent and useful inquiry into them, it will be an ample reward unto my endeavors.252

      Owen’s call for further study on the nature of apostasy from the gospel should stimulate every generation of Christians to look humbly backward to church history and critically inward to their own churches and private lives to make sure they are not slowly and imperceptibly defecting from the doctrine, holiness, or worship of the gospel into misbelief or even unbelief.

      Cautions for Confident Christians and Directions on Avoiding Apostasy (Chaps. 12–13)

      Chapters 12 and 13 function as the main application sections of The Nature of Apostasy, though the preceding chapters consistently make application of their respective topics at various points. Here Owen provides cautions to those who think they are still standing fast in the gospel when they are not, as well as directions on how to avoid apostasy.

      First, chapter 12 provides “cautions unto those who yet stand, or think they stand, with respect unto that general defection from the gospel, whose causes and occasions we have thus far inquired into.”253 These cautions are all directed to the spiritually overconfident and provide a more sobering view of the perils Christians face in regard to their profession: the prevalence of apostasy and the epidemic spread of love for sin, the fact that God does not guarantee that apostasy will not swallow up all visible profession in a particular age, the innumerable means and ways apostasy is promoted, and the fact that there is an ever-present danger of an ultimate, irrecoverable apostasy. A final caution consists of a sobering consideration of the heinousness of total apostasy in its various aspects—how it involves counterfeit means to salvation and contempt of the gospel, Christ, the Spirit, and those who remain faithful in their profession. The chapter closes with a pastoral dialogue with those who either (1) think that they have forsaken God and have been abandoned by him or (2) are constantly thwarted in their pursuit of holiness because of their habitual, particular sins. Here, in a pastorally warm section, Owen takes up nearly a third of the chapter to help discouraged Christians use the means of grace to improve their steadfastness in and profession of the gospel.

      Chapter 13 finally presents Owen’s directions for escaping the power of a prevalent apostasy. Five main directives frame the chapter: laboring for a sense of God’s glory and our duty in the matter of apostasy, keeping watch over our hearts to guard against dangers and neglect of duty, refusing to merely rest in the outward privileges of the church, being aware of the infection of national vices, and avoiding the errors of Christians who alienate others from the gospel. These five sections, with their subheadings, are a comprehensive set of applications that help Christians avoid apostasy in general as well as apostasy in the three specific areas discussed in the treatise: gospel doctrine, holiness, and worship.

      Practical Application for Today

      Owen’s treatise on The Nature of Apostasy is “exceedingly relevant, and we shall do well to ponder it and take it to heart.”254 In our day, when the news of religious leaders or evangelical personalities defecting from the faith is widely reported, we must see that now is a critical time for Christians everywhere to engage in a careful and prayerful study of apostasy in its nature and causes in order to fight its influence upon our doctrine, our progress in holiness, and our worship practices. As Owen makes clear in this treatise with his idea of a partial apostasy and the three areas of apostasy (doctrine, holiness, and worship), far more of us may be in danger of falling into apostasy than we may realize. Let us observe several ways in which the unique features of The Nature of Apostasy apply to Christians in our current ecclesiastical climate.

      Owen’s Pastoral Concerns

      The definition and exposition of apostasy in any such treatise might be too lenient, on the one hand, or excessively rigid, on the other. What is remarkable about Owen’s work is that he consistently maintains a pastoral heart and tone while exposing the sins of Christendom and writes comfortingly and restoratively to those who would seek a way back to God.

      One aspect of Owen’s pastoral approach is his distinction between partial and total apostasy, as he gives directives both to those afflicted in their consciences and those comfortable in their courses of sin. He afflicts the comfortable by showing that there is more than one way to apostatize and that churches and individuals who have not yet totally apostatized can still be charged with partial apostasy. Yet he comforts the afflicted throughout by refuting various ways Hebrews 6:4–6 has been misapplied in church history to the hurt of Christians who had but sought to return to God. Owen unequivocally affirms the recoverability of partial apostates and invites all who are convicted of their sin to return to God. His common refrain is that those who have fallen into sin can still be recovered if they are penitent but that those who have rejected Christ and are arrogant and driven forward in their sin have no hope of recovery. He repeatedly insists that Hebrews 6:4–6 is not referring to those whose consciences are prompting them to seek a course of repentance. Pastors, ministers of the word, and anyone involved in Christian discipleship should strive to emulate the careful manner in which Owen applies both the warnings and the comforts of Scripture to people in various spiritual conditions.

      Another aspect of Owen’s pastoral approach is his care to distinguish three gospel domains one may apostatize from: the doctrines of the gospel, the holiness of the gospel, and the worship of the gospel. If there is such a thing as partial apostasy, which Owen demonstrates there is, and if one can differentiate apostasy into defections from gospel doctrine, holiness, or worship, then the charge of partial and even total apostasy ought to be cause for serious self-examination for many Christians today in light of the church’s “chronic worldliness” where we often trade the simple spirituality and piety of evangelical religion for the ideas, tastes, methods, and goals of the world.255 Many twenty-first-century Christians who think they cannot be charged with even partial apostasy could scarcely read Owen’s treatise without conviction. Thus, partial apostasy is a useful category for stimulating Christians to search their hearts and repent of harmful tendencies in spiritual life, doctrine, morality, and worship.

      Confronting Errors of Doctrine and about the Human Mind with the Primacy of the Gospel

      Owen devotes nearly half of this treatise to one type of apostasy: doctrinal apostasy. Apostasy usually commences with false doctrine, faulty views of truth, errors about the human mind, and attacks on the integrity of supernatural revelation. Overall, it just as important for us today to acquire, retain, and defend the truths and doctrines of the gospel as it was for Owen. We live at the end of more than a century of denigration and denial of the need for orthodoxy in doctrine. In addition, we should note well that apostasy from the holiness and the worship of the gospel can correlate with, result from, or cause apostasy from gospel doctrine. These interlinking types of apostasy should give us sobering pause to ask whether we may yet be in the danger of apostasy when we change our lifestyle or mute our message to be more readily accepted by the world, make decisions to adopt changes in worship style without asking whether such innovations are sanctioned by God’s word,256 implement church-growth methodologies without considering their biblical warrant or long-term effects on biblical priorities in the church’s life, or allow unbiblical factiousness in our churches to harden into divisions—all while remaining confident in how evangelical and denominationally faithful we seem to be. Owen’s superlative contribution here is that truth touches not only the head, but also the heart and the hands, and that humble self-examination in the spirit of 1 Corinthians 10:12 is the perennial need of every Christian.

      Owen’s treatise was in many ways ahead of its time, particularly in how it addressed the arrogance and autonomy of human rationalism, which enthrones reason as the final arbiter of truth and dismisses supernatural things out of hand. In chapter 6, we can see Owen refuting the rationalism that was increasingly becoming the spirit of his age and would continue after his time to bloom into what has been called the Enlightenment. In the hundred years after the close of the seventeenth century, the “rise of modern science” and the “growth of historical criticism,” along with other factors, caused a massive cultural and intellectual shift in Europe and America, where a growing hostility toward Christianity and supernaturalism coincided with an erosion of confidence in traditional authority structures in church and state, an increasing call for “the rule of reason,” and the assertion of human autonomy. Writing his treatise on apostasy in the dawning days of the Enlightenment, Owen’s critique of its underlying impulses and sentiments exposes its pride, spiritual bankruptcy, and amenability to apostasy. Owen shows us the limits and ultimate failure, like Icarus’s man-made wings, of unbridled human reason.

      But Owen’s contribution to a healthy view of truth, reason, and the human mind does not end with his remarks on rationalism. He also confronted a form of irrationalism, challenging those who depended on a mystical and subjective “light within” to lead them.257 For instance, in chapter 7 Owen confronted those who rejected the person, grace, and work of Christ, writing,

      Wherefore in an opposition unto [the sovereignty of God], they have set up their light within as the rule, measure, and judge of the truths and doctrines of the gospel. Instead of becoming fools by a resignation of their reason and wisdom to the sovereignty of God, that so they might in the issue be really wise, they have become wise in their own conceit, and have waxed vain in their foolish imaginations.258

      In these and other remarks, Owen was not calling for the abandonment of reason but for its submission to God’s word and divine sovereignty.

      Owen’s Counsel on Sin, Sanctification, and Assurance in the Christian Life

      One of the gospel graces that Owen is known for discussing at length is the practice of “killing” sin, or mortification. In The Nature of Apostasy, Owen’s masterful treatment of the inner condition of the human heart in the face of sin, the flesh, and temptations as well as the need to experience the influence of grace, the Holy Spirit, and gospel truth, is put on display, especially in his treatment of apostasy from gospel holiness and practical applications (chaps. 8–13).

      Owen’s work on mortification first appeared in a collection of sermons he preached to students at Oxford, published as Of the Mortification of Sin in Believers (1656), and in summary form in Discourse on the Holy Spirit (1674).259 In the former, Owen expressed his concern that “true evangelical mortification is almost lost among us” and that “the broad light” and “many spiritual gifts” that had been given to his generation, which had “wonderfully enlarged the bounds of professors and profession,” had not been “matched by appropriate progress in godliness.”260 At the same time, he wanted to make it clear that he was not teaching mere “self-wrought-out mortification” promoted by those who were “unacquainted with the mystery of the gospel and the efficacy of the death of Christ.”261 Doubtless Owen had at least the Socinians in mind here, whose moralistic bent attributed to people’s own power the ability to live some sort of “religious,” moral life but did not root that morality in the regenerating work of the Spirit. His critique applies equally to the later Holiness Movement, the many forms of perfectionism, and more recent evangelical schemes for self-improvement, in which psychology is substituted for theology.

      Owen’s gift for ministering to Christians in their struggle for sanctification shines most brightly in The Nature of Apostasy in chapters 8, 12, and 13. At the close of chapter 8, as Owen explains in his third major point how pretended perfectionists fall away from the gospel, he provides an insightful treatment of the constant inner warfare that is necessary but that many neglect, the habitual sins that many tolerate, and the love for worldly reputation that makes many devalue gospel holiness. At the end of chapter 12, Owen’s pastoral heart goes out to those who want to pursue holiness but find that some habitual, particular sin thwarts them. He incisively delineates “three degrees in the power and prevalency of sin” so that readers may consider which kind has befallen them. Then, Owen gives directives for those under the power of any holiness-quenching sin: to seek counsel from an able spiritual guide, to violently and suddenly execute resolves against the first insinuation of the sin “without any parley or debate” (Matt. 5:29–30), and to be devoted to constant, private prayer against the power of the sin. In the middle of chapter 13, one of Owen’s directives for avoiding the power of apostasy is keeping the heart, for “the beginnings of all men’s spiritual declensions are in their own hearts and spirits.” It is “no good bargain” to exchange our hearts for the world: “for while [the heart] is employed to keep our lives, to keep the world, and the things of it, it is lost itself in worldliness, covetousness, carnal wisdom, negligence of holy duties, and barrenness in the fruits of righteousness.”262 As present-day readers of The Nature of Apostasy, we should apply Owen’s heart-searching reminder and methods to ourselves, for “if we should now neglect a watchful care over our own hearts, and a diligent attendance unto all means of their preservation in soundness of doctrine and holiness of life, what assurance can we have that we shall finally escape?”263

      In these sections, and in other places throughout the work, Owen shows great pastoral concern and theological skill to deal with the Christian’s struggle with sin, the need for personal assurance of the truths of the faith, and the duty to seek God’s power to prevent personal and communal apostasy.

      Owen’s Concern for the Integrity of Ministers and the Health of the Church

      The fact that Owen devotes an entire chapter (chap. 9) to defects in ministerial integrity or faithfulness along with eight other causes of apostasy into profaneness and sensuality of life (chaps. 9–10)—and that the majority of this chapter presents exhortations to ministers on how to keep their vocation pure—is significant. It should alert us to the priority Owen places on ministerial integrity and faithfulness because of its consequences for the church’s steadfastness against apostasy from gospel doctrine, holiness, and worship. Readers today, whether pastors or church members, should look for the marks of ministerial faithfulness Owen lays out in this chapter, not being content with the status quo but continually striving to reform and improve the pastors, preachers, and teachers in their midst. Ministers should listen to the injunction, “Take heed unto thyself” (1 Tim. 4:16). In a day when numerous Christian pastors across the theological spectrum are falling into scandal and defecting from the gospel, Owen’s charge to ministers in this section is well worth meditating on and seeking God’s power to apply. Faithful ministers are instrumental for the building of faithful churches.

      In chapter 13, Owen’s last directive for avoiding apostasy (avoid the errors of professing Christians who alienate others from the gospel) reveals his heart for the character or quality of corporate church life. These “errors” are a lack of love and unity among professing Christians, a lack of usefulness and kindness toward all people, spiritual pride, and rash judgment of others. Churches in the twenty-first century seem to persevere in the routines of church life while accepting many or all of these “errors” without flinching. Owen’s helpful guidance shows us that the censoriousness, lack of unity and love, and rash judgment of other Christians, which are so common in contemporary church life—and are doubtless fueled by the vitriolic ethos of the internet age where Christians use digital communication to tear each other down—are a gateway to apostasy from gospel doctrine, holiness, and worship.264 Owen’s section in chapter 9 on how professing Christians discredit the gospel by contentions, divisions, and ineffectiveness in doing good—and how this interfaces with backsliding from gospel holiness—is well worth prayerfully reflecting upon and seeking the grace of the Spirit to remedy through a renewed use of the means of grace.

      By dividing apostasy into three forms based on the object of our defection (doctrine, holiness, or worship), and by skillfully viewing it along a continuum of two degrees through the lens of Romans 11:11 (partial or total apostasy), Owen brings the indictment of all kinds of apostasy much closer to home for all of us. The Nature of Apostasy teaches us that our need for deep repentance, Spirit-wrought sanctification, and the righting of so many wrongs is probably far greater than we think because the danger of apostasy is far nearer than we have assumed.
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