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Editorial

The aftermath at Westminster Chapel

Correspondents have pointed out that pastor Coomber made factual mistakes in his
briefarticle describing the F.I.E.C. meetings at Westminster Chapel. These had to do
with the order and times of the speakers. While this is acknowledged it should
be noted that it in no way alters the force of what was said. Arthur Blessitt was the
final speaker. In other words he had the icing on the cake. The excellence of the pre-
vious contributions was covered or masked. Mr. Blessitt was the leading personality
at Westminster Chapel for four Sunday evenings following. It is charitable not to
report from written eye-witness accounts of those services. The contrast with previ-
ous years could not be more stark. If pastor Coomber’s repudiation was tough it was
jlﬁstly sol.1 There are times when not to express indignation is to fail in faithfulness to
the truth.

Sometimes we are taken by surprise and suddenly realise how weak we have all
become in areas which we have taken for granted. The article on the Fear of God has
inadequacies. It is too brief a treatment of a central subject, but our prayer is that it
may lead to a revival of concern and interest in the ‘heartland’ of our Faith.

Which should we put first — Reformed or Baptist?
Some newly born Reformed Baptist churches in Australia have called themselves
Baptist Reformed. Does the order of the words matter? Do titles matter?

Obviously it would be very convenient to dismiss about 2,000 years of church history
and simply use the name The Christian Church of Detroit, Sydney, Johannesburg,
Buenos Aires or whatever. But such a procedure would hardly show respect fora
multitude of other churches or assemblies. It is generally recognised that it is
right to use a name which is not misleading and which conveys an accurate des-
cription of what the church stands for in its emphasis — not an easy matter when
so few apt words are available.

To our advantage both words, Reformed and Baptist, convey a great deal of
meaning if understood within the context of Church history. To the outsider
religious words mean little or nothing. That is one reason why the title ‘Strict
and Particular’ has been discarded by some Reformed Baptist churches in
England. To the outsider ‘Strict and Particular’ sounds ominous indeed. Some
think that the title has to do with behaviour!

What about the title Reformed Baptist? By Reformed we mean that we believe
in the heritage of the Reformation. We believe the 1689 Confession of faith
represents the maturest, fullest and most accurate expression of the Christian
Faith. The 1689 Confession has 32 rich chapters proceeding in logical order. As
it happens this work was not achieved by Baptists but by the Puritans of the
Westminster Assembly, 1643-1649. It would be a mean spirit indeed that would
begrudge that in terms of spiritual, pastoral and academic ability the Puritan pas-
tors and theologians of that time were not a unique body of Christians. The
article in this issue of the magazine by Jim Packer reflects the tremendous sta-
ture of that age. Nobody ever said the Puritans got everything right, but those
who belittle them tell us about their own ignorance in doing so. J. I. Packer
maintains and explains why they can teach us more than any other generation of
expositors. They were strongest where we are weakest (see R.T. 40, p. 21).

The Baptists changed two or three articles and added one (chapter 20) to the
Westminster Confession thus arriving at the 1689 Confession, which represents the
main body of what we believe. The word Reformed then is accurate, suitable and
appropriate, providing we bear the historical background in mind. As with all names
we must always avoid everything which may be party-minded or proud. We are not
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saying we are better than other believers. We are simply saying that in a day when
almost all Christian truths are under attack that it is needful to be accurate and defi-
nite in declaring our beliefs. It is no small help to find that over hundreds of years the
Gospel has not changed. It is timeless. .

When the 1689 Confession conveys every major truth why is it necessary to add the
word Baptist to our title? The 1689 Confession which is comprehensive deals fully
with the nature of the church. Baptism is closely related to the nature of the church.
Chapter 26 of the 1689 Confession is fuller and richer on the subject of the church
than the Westminster equivalent. Chapter 29 fully expresses our convictions on
Baptism. In England therefore we could argue that the one word Reformed is quite
adequate to express what we are. We are not threatened by anyone. Why should we
use the term Baptist at all? A word could be chosen from any chapter of the confes-
sion to use for a title.

Every part of the world is different. For instance in America Baptists may feel threa-
tened by Presbyterians whereas in England they hardly exist (a little group of Scots-
men do gather in London in the Free-Kirk — the minister there is a valued friend and
highly esteemed). A further factor in America is the proliferation of denominations
and especially the multiplication of Baptist groupings. It is necessary therefore for a
church to express at the outset that it is Baptist and then in brackets, or by way of addi-
tion, what kind of Baptist. When in Indiana recently I was privileged to be invited to
play for a softball team. The match was between the Freewill Baptists and the
Refom}ed Baptists! In spite of my presence you can guess who won a resounding
victory!

There are some who prefer the title free grace or sovereign grace. Again the weakness
of that is that it refers to only one aspect of truth whereas the term Reformed includes
awhole cosmos of teaching. In addition it has the historical connotation. Itis weak to
refer to just one aspect of teaching especially when we remember that every sphere of
truth eventually comes under attack, as G. C. Berkouwer puts it, ‘Every age produces
its peculiar heresy’.! The resounding heresy of this age is Modernism which Kuyper
described as ‘bewitchingly beautiful’. Rampant Arminianism, not to say Pelagianism,
is the heresy of modern day evangelicalism while Modernism is the foremost destruc-
tive force of Christendom. )

The word Reformed conveys almost everything by way of the content of our belief,
But as the introduction to the 1689 Confession expresses, we would be well served to -
have some additions by way of greater clarity on the inerrancy of Scripture to deal
with Modernism on the one hand and on the all-sufficiericy of Scripture to deal with -
the Pentecostal idea of ongoing prophecy and revelatory gifts.

Some American Baptists are wary of the word ‘Reformed’ because they think that we
have more in common with the Anabaptists than the Reformers. This brings us to the
article ‘Baptists and the Reformation’.

Are we the heirs of Anabaptism or the Reformation?

‘Baptists and the Reformation’ by James McGoldrick, who is tutor of Church history
at Cedarville College, Ohio, and author of an excellent book on Luther? demonstrates
conclusively that the Anabaptists were not Reformed in their understanding of salva-
tion. Put in another way, they did not grasp the truths of free grace. Soteriologically
they were not Calvinists but Arminians. They did not accept the sovereignty of God
in salvation in the way we do, and in the way the Reformers and Puritans did. The
truthis that in the major tenets of salvation we have nothing in common with the Ana-
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baptists. Our unity is with the main body of Reformers and Puritans. Not only were
the Anabaptists adrift in such basic matters such as free will, as Dr. McGoldrick
explains, but they were often subject to all kinds of extravagances with which we
would disassociate ourselves completely. Some were violent revolutionaries, others
were pacifists, and yet others were confused as to the relationship of church and state.

G. H. Williams in his great thesis, The Radical Reformation, shows that the Anabaptist
movement was enormous and diverse. William E. Estep’s book The Anabaptist Story
(Eerdmans), because of its comparative brevity and style is easier to read. Estep con-
centrates on the brighter and healthier parts of the Anabaptist movement. He ably
portrays the well-known and more stable leaders of the movement such as Grebel,
Hubmaier and Menno Simons. James McGoldrick in his article presses home the
point, however, that by no stretch of the imagination would we enjoy unity with these
leaders over the central issues of salvation by sovereign grace. In other words we are
out of step with them for 95 percent of the time and only in step 5 percent.

From the time of the Reformation there has existed in England a body of Baptists
which was not, and has never been Anabaptist. This stream has never followed the
Anabaptists in their errors, their extravagances or their fanticisms. The valuable wit-
ness to the gathered church idea by some of the Anabaptist leaders is acknowledged
but that is as far as it goes. ‘

Baptists today do not have a consistent witness. Some are Modernists while others
are hopelessly superficial. Like other very large bodies Baptists vary enormously. In
America one of the foremost features with some Baptist groups is adherence to
dispensationalism which is a late nineteenth century development. Dispensational-
ism consists of an arbitrary imposition upon Scripture of ideas arising out of Chiliast
(literal) interpretations of apocalyptic sections of Scripture. Fantastic constructions
are developed concerning the future some of which revolve around a future tribula-
tion. Not to accept these amazing notions is to be unacceptable in very large sectors
of the Baptist world, which sectors are in any case almost entirely non-Reformed (not-
Calvinistic) in the basic and central truths. So we are beset all over again with Ana-
baptist extravagances and fanaticisms. We deplore the persecution meted out upon
the Anabaptists at the time of the Reformation by the Reformers. While not wishing
to excuse men like Luther, Calvin and Zwingli we must nevertheless make some
allowance for the fact that they were themselves newly emerging out of an age of dark
night when it was commonplace to slay dangerous enemies. Calvin married the
widow of an Anabaptist. The essential conflict with the Anabaptists, which in many
ways is similar to ours with the Charismatics, is portrayed well in an excellent and
readable book by William Blake, Calvin and the Anabaptist Radicals (Eerdmans). Itis
to the credit of the English Puritans that they advanced greatly in their understanding
of religious liberty. Oliver Cromwell was way ahead of his time in seeing this issue as
was the Baptist Roger Williams, a Cambridge graduate who settled in America. To
Williams belongs the immortal honour of being the earliest champion of religious
freedom as a basic human right. Unfortunately, as has so often been the case, Wil-
liams was not robust in the weighty doctrines.* We must face up to the fact that Bap-
tists have not given to the larger Bible-believing Christian world theologians of giant-
like stature like Calvin, Owen, Edwards and Warfield. The defence of the great truths
has been mostly by non-Baptists. Thankfully there have been some reliable Baptists
of stature who have not marred their witness with eccentricities such as Landmarkism
(the notion that only Baptists form the true church). We are thankful for men like
Abraham Booth and C. H. Spurgeon but it must be acknowledged that often our best
theologians like Alexander Carson, were trained in Presbyterian schools.

! The historical background to this document is explained in a modern transiation of the whole
work in A Faith to Confess. The 1689 Confession of Faith, Carey Publications.

The Person of Christ, G. C. Berkouwer, Eerdmans, p. 9.

Luther’s English Connection.

An Introduction to the Baptists, Errol Hulse, Carey Publications, p. 49 ff.
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Tremendous help and advantage can be gained from observing the Biblical prin-
ciples exemplified by the Puritans as Jim Packer demonstrates in what follows.

Puritan Preaching

Four axioms underlay the Puritans’ philosophy of preaching and this was

true not only of the seventeenth-century Puritans, but also of their Eliza-
bethan precursors. You can find these axioms written into Perkins® Art of
Preaching (1595), though he does not make points of them in the way that I
am going to do in this article.

Axiom 1 — The Primacy of the Intellect

It was a Puritan maxim that grace enters by the understanding. They were
not rationalists in any vicious sense but they did believe that God was
rational and that he had made man in his own image as a rational being.
Therefore man was to be treated as rational and so in the ministry of the
Word a preacher must treat his congregation as rational. The intellect is
primary. In other words, God does not move men to action by physical
violence; but rather he addresses their minds by his Word and he calls forthe
response of deliberate consent and intelligent obedience.

It follows that every man’s first duty in relation to the Word of God is to
understand it, and the preacher’s first duty is to explain it. The onlylegi-
timate way to the heart is through the head. And so, in all his preaching, the
minister must be teaching and instructing systematically. If he is not a
didactic expositor in every sermon he preaches then he has gone astray.

Axiom 2 — The Supreme Importance of Preaching

To the Puritans the sermon was the liturgical climax of public worship.
Nothing, they said, honours God more than does the faithful declaration and
obedient hearing of his truth. Preaching is an act of worship and is the prime
means of grace to God’s people. David Clarkson, a late seventeenth century
Puritan said this:

“The most wonderful things that are now done on earth are wrought in the public
ordinances. Here the dead hear the voice of the Son of God and those that hear do
live. Here he cures diseased souls by a Word. Here he dispossesses Satan. These
are wonders and would be so counted were they not the common work of the
ministry. Itistrue indeed the Lord has not confined himself to work these wonder-
ful things only in public, yet the public ministry is the only ordinary means
whereby he works them.’

In this sermon entitled ‘Public Worship to be preferred before private’

(Works, 1865,111. 190 ff.). Clarkson was not trying to downgrade what we call
personal work, but rather he was trying to upgrade the public ministry of the
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Word. The Puritans regarded preaching as of far greater significance than we
do. To the Puritans, preaching was the most solemn and momentous enter-
prise in which any servant of God ever takes part in his life, whether he be
preacher or hearer. For this reason, whatever else was neglected, the Sunday
sermons should not be. There should be no neglect in the preparation either
to preach or to hear.

The Puritans insisted that sermons should be thought out. Preaching
requires premeditation, preparation and care and no man should speak
lightly in the name of the Lord. To them, the idea that after a few years’ prac-
tice, sermon preparation becomes easy, was anathema. To ensure that the
work was well done the Puritan preachers had full manuscripts before them
in the pulpit although Perkins advises that if you can you should neverthe-
less learn your sermon and deliver it from memory!

Corresponding to this thoroughness in preaching, the congregations were
encouraged to thoroughness in hearing. They were advised to memorise the
headings, to look up references in the Bible (this would help fix them in the
mind), and if necessary come armed with pencil and paper.

After going home, families should discuss the sermon to ensure that they all
understood and remembered what was said. Their devotional life for the
rest of the week was meant to be nourished by meditating and praying over
the sermons heard on Sunday.

Axiom 3 — Belief in the Lifegiving Power of Biblical Truths

The Bible is the Word of God — light for the eyes, food for the soul, God’s
rule, God’s directive, God’s word of life. So preachers must feed their con-
gregations by teaching them the contents of the Bible for the words of God
are quickening and invigorating.

The Puritans all along defined pastoral work in terms of preaching. The
shepherd’s business is to see that the flock is fed and the sheep do not die
through want of nourishment. This is a good word for our time when we
tend to think of pastoral work primarily in terms of visiting and personal
dealing only. To speak of a man as a good pastor but a bad preacher would
have seemed to the Puritans a contradiction in terms. Here it is worth quot-
ing John Owen:

“The first and principal duty of the pastor is to feed the flock by diligent preaching
ofthe Word. Itis a promise relating to the New Testament that God will give unto
his church pastors, that is shepherds, according to his own heart which should feed
them with knowledge and understanding (Jer. 3:15), and this is by preaching or
teaching the Word and not otherwise. This feeding is the essence of the office ofa
pastor.’



Axiom 4 — The Sovereignty of the Holy Spirit

The Puritan preachers were strong, lively, impassioned and pointed in the
pulpit, but they never allowed themselves to impersonate the Holy Spirit,
nor did they ask for a response to themselves as God’s messengers as distinct
from requiring a response to God’s Word. Believing that the ultimate effecti-
veness of preaching is out of man’s hands altogether, they saw it as their
whole task simply to be faithful in teaching and applying the Word. It is
God’s work to convince men of its truth and so to write it in the heart as to
elicit faith and obedience. They did not thinki in terms of appeal but rather of
application, an important distinction.

Acknowledging the sovereignty of the Spirit, the Puritans were confident
that if the Scriptures were faithfully expounded and applied, then the Spirit
would work and good would be done. They prayed for God’s blessing on his
Word no less earnestly than they preached it, but they were prepared to leave
the appearing of fruit to God’s good time. This then was the Puritan philo-
sophy of preaching. What kind of sermons did it produce?

The Puritan Sermon

1. Puritan preaching was expository in its method. Texts must not be
wrested but must be put in their context. A preacher must bring out of the
text what is already there rather than reading into the text what is not there.
It is a 20th century comment that a text without its context is a pretext, but
the 17th century Puritans would have nodded approval. They would whole-
heartedly have agreed that preaching is not juxtaposition, putting a truth
alongside a text; nor is it imposition, reading a truth into a text; but rather it
is exposition, getting out of the text the truth that is already there.

By this method they would extract from their texts many doctrinal truths
and practical applications (‘uses’) and confirm these statements by other
Scriptures. I can illustrate the method from John Owen as he works on
Romans 8:12 ‘If ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye
shall live.” From this text he raises three ‘doctrines’. Doctrine number one:
The choicest believers who are assuredly free from the condemning power
of sin ought yet to mortify the indwelling power of sin. Doctrine number
two: The Holy Ghost only is sufficient for this work and it cannot be done
without him. Doctrine number three: The vigour, power and comfort of our
spiritual life depend upon our mortifying the deeds of the flesh. Developing
those three doctrines and making application of them, Owen rapidly pro-
duces his classic treatise on the mortification of sin in believers (Works, VII.
1ff.). Richard Baxter’s Call to the Unconverted is another example of this
method: it is an exposition of seven doctrines derived from Ezekiel 33:11.
Both books were originally series of sermons.

2. The second feature of Puritan sermons was that they were doctrinal in
their content. Had you asked a Puritan, ‘Should I preach doctrine? he would
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