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Abstract 
 
This dissertation answers the question, ‘Why and how did Matthew Henry develop and use 
the reasonableness of the Christian faith, especially the reason of its pleasantness, to defend 
and commend the Christian faith in the context of his culture?’ The study finds that a central 
aspect of Henry’s ministry and teaching may be understood as an apologetic response to the 
events, people, movements, and trends of his historical context and that this partly motivated 
the writing of his Exposition. It examines Henry’s apologetic use of the reasonableness and 
pleasantness of religion, demonstrates that the pleasantness of religion was one of Henry’s 
favorite and most frequent themes, and that it permeated his theology. The primary results of 
the research are, first, a historical contextualization of Henry and his oeuvre; second, a re-
appraisal of Henry as more than a Bible commentator, as someone who was also a Christian 
apologist; third, an analysis of Henry’s apologetic using historically appropriate criteria; and, 
fourth, a contribution to understanding late-Puritan identity and religious experience. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The Presbyterian minister Matthew Henry (1662-1714)—a representative of the Reformed 
high orthodoxy period,1 has been described as “a remarkable pastor and writer, whose written 
ministry has far exceeded the impact of his spoken ministry during his lifetime.”2 He has 
earned the reputation of being a practical Bible commentator due to the long and worldwide 
popularity of his six-volume exposition of the Bible,3 eliciting comments similar to Stephen 
Stein who observed, “Henry’s Exposition frequently underscored the pastoral or devotional 
side to the biblical text.”4 While that is true, this study will consider whether Henry was more 
than a commentator, whether he was also an apologist for the Christian religion, and if his 
Exposition can be viewed as a part of his apologetic work.5 This previously unnoticed side of 
Henry will be explored by examining how he responded to the religious and irreligious trends 
of his day by making the case for Christianity based upon its reasonableness, and especially 
the reason of its pleasantness—an aspect of Reformed theology of the high orthodoxy period 
that is often overlooked in scholarship.6 

Henry addressed these subjects specifically in a lengthy series of sermons on ‘The 
reasonableness of being truly religious’ in his Chester congregation between May 1696 and 

 
Style Guide: Kate L. Turabian, A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, 

9th ed: Chicago Style for Students and Researchers (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018). Quotations 
from primary sources will retain original spelling and format in the titles of publications but, when possible, will 
modernize both in the quoted excerpts.  

1. This study follows the suggested periodization of Reformed orthodoxy: the early orthodoxy of ca. 
1565— ca. 1625, the high orthodoxy of ca. 1625— ca. 1725, and late orthodoxy of ca. 1725— ca. 1790. See 
Richard Muller, Post Reformation Reformed Dogmatics [hereafter PRRD] (Grand Rapids: Baker Academics, 
2003), I: 30-32. 

2. Allan M. Harman, Matthew Henry (1662-1714): His Life and Influence (Fearn, Ross-shire: Christian 
Focus, 2012), 7.   

3. Henry started writing his Exposition of the Old and New Testament in 1704. The first four volumes 
on the Old Testament were published during his lifetime. He finished writing the text of Volume 5 (the Gospels 
and Acts) on 17 April, 1714, but did not live to see it published. The final volume, Volume 6 on Romans to 
Revelation, was put together by a number of his ministerial colleagues who edited and supplemented his notes 
and published it after his death. For more information on this process see J. B. Williams, Memoirs of the Life, 
Character, and Writings of the Rev. Matthew Henry (London: B. J. Holdsworth, 1828), 308-9. Various titles 
have been given to Henry’s commentary, including An Exposition of All the Books of the Old and New 
Testament (1721-1725), in which are the earliest extant editions of Volumes 5 and 6. This study will use the 
shorter form Exposition and the volume number to refer to these publications. This will usually be followed by 
the pericope of Scripture that Henry is expositing, because some of the original volumes do not have page 
numbers. This will also enable quotations to be found more easily in more modern editions of the Exposition. 

4. Stephen Stein, Works of Jonathan Edwards (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 24.1:63. J. I. 
Packer’s description of the Exposition also highlights its simplicity, practicality, and popularity: “Simple and 
practical in style while thoroughly scholarly and well-informed for substance, the Commentary remains an all-
time classic, standing head and shoulders above any other popular exposition produced either before or since.” 
J. I. Packer, introduction to The Pleasantness of a Religious Life: A Puritan’s View of the Good Life, by 
Matthew Henry (Fearn: Christian Focus, 1998), 12. 

5. The criteria for assessing Henry’s apologetic will be addressed later, but this study will use the same 
broad definition of apologetics as Avery Dulles did. He describes his book, The History of Apologetics, as 
telling “the story of the various ways in which thoughtful Christians, in different ages and cultures, have striven 
to ‘give a reason for the hope that was in them’ (1 Pet. 3:15).” Preface in Avery Cardinal Dulles, A History of 
Apologetics (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005), xix.  

6. The theology of the Reformed orthodoxy has often been characterized as “rigid,” “dry,” and “dead.” 
Richard A. Muller, After Calvin. Studies in the Development of a Theological Tradition (Oxford, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), 47-49.  
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May 1698.7 The twelfth subject in this series was ‘The sweetness of a religious life,’ based on 
Proverbs 3:17. The titles and texts of this series were published in both Tong’s and 
Williams’s biographies of Henry, but none of the sermons are extant. Henry, however, 
preached a similar series to his congregation in Hackney in 1713, entitled ‘Reasons why we 
should be Religious.’8 The only extant sermons from this series are six addresses on Proverbs 
3:17, the substance of which were published as The Pleasantness of a Religious Life (1714), a 
book he sent to the press only twenty-three days before he died.9 In the preface to that book, 
Henry admitted that “the pleasantness of religion is what I have long had a particular 
kindness for, and have taken all occasions to mention.”10 After going on to assert that 
“Nothing draws more forcibly than pleasure,”11 he explained his motive in writing:  

In order, therefore, to the advancing of the interests of the divine life in myself and 
others, I have here endeavored, as God has enabled me, to make it evident, that the 
pleasures of the divine life are unspeakably better, and more deserving than those of 
the animal life: were people convinced of this, we should gain our point.12  
 

His interest in the pleasantness of religion as an apologetic tool was manifested even on his 
death-bed, where he commended the pleasantness of the Christian faith one last time: “A life 
spent in the service of God, and communion with him, is the most comfortable life anyone 
can live in this world.”13 John Reynolds underlined Henry’s apologetic emphasis by 
confirming in his funeral sermon that Henry’s ministry was conducted in such a cheerful 
manner that it would prove the truth of his last book, The Pleasantness of Religion.14  

This introduction to this study of Henry’s apologetic based upon the reasonableness 
and pleasantness of religion offers an overview of the secondary literature on Henry, and a 
statement of the question. This is followed by an explanation of the research methodology, 
including a summary description of each chapter and the criteria that will be used to assess 
Henry’s apologetics. 
 
Status of Matthew Henry Scholarship 
Despite the number of Henry’s publications,15 despite his significant position as one of the 

 
7. The texts and titles of this series were provided to William Tong, Henry’s first biographer, who 

described the series as “some select Discourses about the Reasonableness of being Truly Religious.” William 
Tong, An Account of the Life and Death of Mr. Matthew Henry (London: Printed for M. Lawrence, 1716), 175-
176. They are also found in Williams, Memoirs, 278-279. 

8. Matthew Henry, preface in The Pleasantness of a Religious Life Open’d and Prov’d; and 
Recommended to the Consideration of All; Particularly of Young People (London: Printed for Eman. Matthews, 
1714). Published posthumously 

9. In his address ‘To the Reader,’ dated May 31, 1714, Henry wrote: “The substance of this was 
preached last year in six sermons, in the ordinary course of my ministry, among many other reasons why we 
should be religious.” Henry, ‘To the Reader’ in Pleasantness of a Religious Life (1714), ii. 

10. Henry, ‘To the Reader’ in Pleasantness of a Religious Life, ii. 
11. Henry, ‘To the Reader’ in Pleasantness of a Religious Life, i.  
12. Henry, ‘To the Reader’ in Pleasantness of a Religious Life, i-ii. 
13. Williams, Memoirs, 163. See Harman, Matthew Henry, 201.  
14. John Reynolds, A Sermon upon the Mournful Occasion of the Funeral of the Reverend and 

Excellent Mr. Matthew Henry, Minister of the Gospel Preach’d at Nantwich, June 25, 1714. The Day, on Which 
the Sacred Corps Was Carried Thence, to Be Interr’d at Chester (London: Printed for John Clark, 1714), 35-36. 

15. See Bibliography for list of published writings, including a number of shorter works such as tracts 
and sermons. 
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last representatives of the Puritan spirit,16 and despite his significant impact on Christian 
thought, piety, and sermons, even up to the present day, mainly through his Exposition, there 
are few critical historical-theological studies of Henry’s work, as will be demonstrated in this 
review of the secondary literature.17 This will include biographies of Henry, shorter 
biographical studies, one doctoral dissertation on Henry, and a few more recent scholarly 
articles. The relevant primary literature will be surveyed in chapter two’s study of Henry’s 
context, background, life, and work.  

Some biographical information about Henry is provided in the funeral sermons 
preached by several of his colleagues and friends at his funeral, two of whom include brief 
assessments of his life,18 and one of whom, William Tong (1662-1727), went on to write the 
first full biography of Henry. Three other biographies have since been published, the most 
important being J. B. Williams’s Memoirs,19 which incorporated Tong’s biography but 
sought to improve it in comprehensiveness, organization, and accuracy. In 2012, Allan M. 
Harman and Phillip Eveson published small biographies of Henry.20 Apart from Harman, 
who briefly assesses Henry as a preacher, commentator, and writer, and traces his impact on 
Jonathan Edwards (1702-58), John (1703-91) and Charles Wesley (1707-88), George 
Whitefield (1714-70), and others, these biographers provide little analysis of Henry’s 
historical context or of his theology as reflected in his sermons and books. H. D. Roberts’s 
monograph, Matthew Henry and His Chapel (1901)21 includes an account of the chapel, 
written by Henry in 1710, together with extracts from his diary, but no examination of his 
theology. Further biographical information about Henry can also be gleaned from his sister 

 
16. Henry’s ministry is located in the later part of the Reformed high orthodoxy period or Early 

Modern period. Williams described Henry as “a connecting link between the early Puritans and modern 
Nonconformists.” Memoirs, xvii. Joel Beeke and Randall Pederson include him in Meet the Puritans (Grand 
Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2006), 323-333. Although he categorized him as a Moderate, Hughes 
Oliphant Old observed: “He summed up the Puritanism of his father, Philip Henry. He made public the 
underground faith of a whole generation of Puritans who had been ejected from their pulpits. He was the 
essence of the old school. He represented classic Protestantism in all its depth.” The Reading and Preaching of 
the Scriptures in the Worship of the Christian Church, Vol. 5: Moderatism, Pietism, and Awakening (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 25. 

17. Speaking of John Bunyan and Matthew Henry, Allan Harman writes: “Much more attention has 
been given to the former than to the latter, so that there is a paucity of discussion on Matthew Henry’s writing 
and influence.” “The Impact of Matthew Henry’s Exposition On Eighteenth-Century Christianity,” Evangelical 
Quarterly 82.1 (2010): 3. For additional review of secondary literature on Henry see Jong Hun Joo, 
“Communion With God: Liturgical Resources in the Theology and Practice of Matthew Henry’s English 
Presbyterian Worship” (Ph.D. diss., Fuller Theological Seminary, 2010), 64-87.  

18. John Reynolds, Funeral Sermon; Daniel Williams, A Funeral Sermon upon Occasion of the Death 
of the Reverend Mr. Matthew Henry. Preach’d at Hackney, June the 27th. 1714. (London: Printed for J. 
Lawrence, 1714); William Tong, A Funeral-Sermon Preach’d at Hackney, July 11. 1714. On Occasion of the 
Much Lamented Death Of the Reverend Mr. Matthew Henry, Late Minister of the Gospel There (London: 
Printed for Eman. Matthews, 1714). The latter two include brief evaluations of Henry’s life. 

19. Both Tong and Williams had access to Henry’s private papers which included his diary. For more 
information on how both biographies were written and how they differ, see the preface in Williams, Memoirs. 

20. Harman, Matthew Henry; Phillip Eveson, Matthew Henry Bitesize Biography (Darlington, England: 
Evangelical Press, 2012). 

21. H. D. Roberts, Matthew Henry and His Chapel 1662-1900 (Liverpool: Liverpool Bookseller’s Co., 
1901). 
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Sarah’s diary, but theological assessment is again absent.22 
Shorter biographical treatments include a brief anonymous review of Williams’s 

Memoirs, published in 1835,23 Charles Chapman’s Memorial and a Tribute (1859),24 and 
Alexander Grosart’s chapter, Matthew Henry: Sanctified Common Sense, in Representative 
Nonconformists (1879).25 Not wanting to duplicate Tong’s and Williams’s work, Chapman 
focused less on the details of Henry’s life and more on an evaluation of his character, his 
influence, and his Exposition, which he described as the first “complete, practical, popular 
exposition of the Word of God” in English,26 and “thus did he break down the barriers which 
the scholastic habits of centuries had raised, and afford assistance to his fellow-countrymen 
to explain the treasures and enjoy the consolations of the revealed will of God.”27 Sensitive to 
the transitional times of the late 17th century, Chapman attempted to understand Henry in the 
light of his historical context, saying that he was both molded by it and also had an influence 
upon the moral character of the nation.28 Of importance for this study’s aim of 
contextualizing Henry’s writing and understanding his focus on the pleasantness of religion, 
is Chapman’s assessment that Henry’s firm but gentle character meant that “he exerted great 
influence for good in a season of considerable difficulty and moral degeneracy,”29 and that 
his constant cheerfulness in every area of life “caused others to feel how happy a thing it 
must be to be a Christian.”30  

Chapman contributes to the understanding of Henry’s context by tracing much of the 
moral and spiritual decline in the nation to the effects of fifty years of political and religious 
conflict throughout the mid-1600’s, including the bad moral example of the court of Charles 
II and the persecution of Non-conformists that led to the voices of good men being silenced.31 
He also rightly identified that “the fundamental principle of the Reformation was, the right of 
private judgment upon the sacred Scriptures,” which turned people away from the “spiritual 
despotism” of the Roman Catholic Church and “led men to read, think, and inquire,”32 a need 
that Henry was responding to with his Exposition and with his emphasis on the 
reasonableness of Christianity. Although Chapman went further than Tong and Williams, 
especially in his attempt to contextualize his thought and publications, his analysis of Henry’s 
Exposition is limited in scope, showing minimal interest in Henry’s other publications. His 
main aim was to prompt those who had not read Williams’s biography of Henry to do so.33 

Matthew Henry was one of four Non-conformists Alexander Grosart chose to analyze 

 
22. J. B. Williams, Memoirs of the Life and Character of Mrs Sarah Savage (Boston: S. T. Armstrong, 

and Crocker & Brewster, 1821).  
23. “Memoirs of the Rev Matthew Henry, Author of Commentaries on the Holy Bible,” Methodist 

Review, Vol. 17.1 (1835): 5-33. 
24. Charles Chapman, Matthew Henry, His Life and Times; a Memorial and a Tribute (London: A. 

Hall, Virtue & Co., 1859). 
25. Alexander Balloch Grosart, Representative Nonconformists: With the Message of Their Life-Work 

for to-Day (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1879).  
26. Chapman, Matthew Henry, 130. 
27. Chapman, Matthew Henry, 131-132. 
28. Chapman, Matthew Henry, 17. 
29. Chapman, Matthew Henry, 102.  
30. Chapman, Matthew Henry, 115. 
31. Chapman, Matthew Henry, 103.  
32. Chapman, Matthew Henry, 19. 
33. Chapman, preface in Matthew Henry, vi. 
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in Representative Nonconformists: With The Message of Their Life-Work for Today (1879),34 
with a view to providing lessons for his contemporary audience. Grosart focused on Henry’s 
Exposition, noting its extraordinary reach throughout the world, tracing its popularity to its 
primary characteristic, sanctified common sense, commending its catholicity, and concluding 
that it “has a unique place in the religious literature of Christendom, and among the spiritual 
forces that have been operative since the commentary was published.”35 Henry, said Grosart, 
was a transitional figure who combined the best of modernity with orthodoxy.36 Grosart’s 
treatment, however, failed to connect the Exposition with the historical and theological womb 
in which it was conceived, and, again, missed Henry’s substantial apologetic interest in the 
reasonableness and pleasantness of religion. 

There are some briefer accounts of Henry in biographical dictionaries37 and in 
introductions to his republished works,38 but again there is a lack of attention to his historical 
context, to his theology in general, and to his apologetic interest in advancing reasons for 
religion in particular. That gap is highlighted by Hughes Oliphant Old’s observation in the 
Dictionary of Major Biblical Interpreters: 

Although for almost three hundred years Henry’s commentary has been regarded as a 
classic, there has been little in the way of critical evaluation of his great work. Before 
a completely accurate picture of Henry as an expositor can be drawn there needs to be 
a number of historical studies that would allow us to put Henry in his proper historical 
and theological setting.39 

 
This vacuum has begun to be filled with Joo’s doctoral dissertation, Communion With 

God: Liturgical Resources in the Theology and Practice of Matthew Henry’s English 
Presbyterian Worship. In this solitary doctoral study of Henry, Joo also noted the paucity of 
secondary resources on his subject: 

…there has been no major study or critical engagement on Henry’s thought except for 
brief descriptions in dictionaries or in the introductions of republished works by 
Henry. These secondary works are enough for briefly describing Henry’s life and 
thought but limited to fully figure out his thought on Christian faith and life. Also, 
considering his influence on Evangelical Christianity, it is very strange to know that 
there have been no academic debates or critical reflections on Henry’s thought in the 

 
34. Alexander Balloch Grosart, Representative Nonconformists: With the Message of Their Life-Work 

for to-Day (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1879). 
35. Grosart, Representative Nonconformists, 343. 
36. Grosart, Representative Nonconformists, 289. 
37. For example, Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999), s.v. 

“Matthew Henry.” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2004), s.v. “Matthew Henry.” Dictionary of Major Biblical Interpreters, ed. 
Donald McKim (Downers Grove: IVP, 2007), s.v. “Matthew Henry.” 

38. James Hamilton London, “Biographical Sketch of the Rev. Matthew Henry,” Daily Communion 
with God; Christianity No Sect; The Sabbath; The Promises of God; The Worth of The Soul (London: Thomas 
Nelson, n.d.), 4-50; James Packer, introduction to Pleasantness, 7-18; Ligon Duncan III, editor’s introduction to 
A Method for Prayer (Fearn, Ross-shire: Christian Focus, 2007), v-viii; Allan Harman, introduction to Family 
Religion: Principles for Raising a Godly Family (Fearn, Ross-shire: Christian Focus, 2008), 13-26. 

39. Dictionary of Major Biblical Interpreters, s.v. “Matthew Henry.” 
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disciplines of Christian theology and history.40 
 

In fact, given how many primary resources there are, and the importance and influence of 
Henry’s Exposition both in his own transitional era and internationally up to the present day, 
the almost complete lack of substantial historical-theological studies and of critical re-
assessment of Henry’s work is remarkable.  

There have been a few shorter scholarly articles and chapters written over the last 
three decades. David Crump’s article, for example, highlights George Whitefield’s 
dependence upon Henry’s Exposition,41 Stephen Stein contributed a widely acknowledged 
assessment of Jonathan Edwards’s reliance on Henry’s biblical commentary,42 and Hughes 
Oliphant Old’s paper on family prayer used a number of Henry’s writings on prayer and 
family worship to provide insight into the piety of an English Puritan home. He notes that the 
Puritans appealed to Scripture to prove the divine institution of family prayer, an appeal that 
Old asserts was partly on apologetic grounds,43 which raises a question this study will 
consider, whether Henry’s Exposition of Scripture could also be viewed as an apologetic 
endeavor.  

Old has a chapter on Henry in volume five of The Reading and Preaching of the 
Scriptures in the Worship of the Christian Church.44 His introduction provides valuable 
context for Henry’s ministry by identifying the primary characteristics of 17th century 
Moderatism, the first and fourth of which are of special interest for this study. The first was 
an appreciation for the rationality of the Christian faith.45 He asserts that although the 
classical Reformers were intellectually brilliant, “they had not put any emphasis on the 
rationality or even the reasonableness of the faith they preached.”46 Old traces the new 
interest in that theme to preachers like John Howe (1630-1705), a close friend of Henry, who 
engaged intellectually with Rene Descartes (1596-1650), Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716), 
Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), and John Locke (1632-1704).47 
The fourth characteristic of Moderatism, Old observed, was a concern to develop a well-
ordered moral life, a life of practical godliness,48 as part of the Christian apologetic. When he 
comes to deal with Henry specifically, Old describes him as “one of the foremost teachers of 
the Christian life” who “presents us with an admirable approach to Protestant spirituality.”49 
Although Henry has usually been categorized as a Puritan, Old defends his decision to 

 
40. Joo, “Communion With God,” 73-4. 
41. David Crump, “The Preaching of George Whitefield and his use of Matthew Henry’s 

Commentary,” Crux 25.3 (September 1989): 19-28. 
42. Works of Jonathan Edwards [hereafter WJE] 15:4-12; 24:60; 24:62-64. See also, Doug Sweeney, 

Edwards the Exegete: Biblical Interpretation and Anglo-Protestant Culture on the Edge of the Enlightenment 
(Oxford University Press, 2016). 

43. Old, “Puritan Discipline of Family Prayer,” 69-70.  
44. Old, Reading and Preaching, Vol. 5, 24-33. 
45. Old, Reading and Preaching, Vol. 5, 2. 
46. Old, Reading and Preaching, Vol. 5, 2. 
47. “Both of these preachers [John Howe and Jaques Saurin] still understood that the Christian faith 

was based on revelation rather than reason and that preaching was first of all the exposition of Scripture, but 
they were careful to show that the Christian faith was reasonable as well.” Old, Reading and Preaching, Vol. 5, 
2. 

48. Old, Reading and Preaching, Vol. 5, 4. 
49. Old, Reading and Preaching, Vol. 5, 24-25. 
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include Henry in a chapter on Moderatism by arguing that “he represents Moderatism at its 
best.”50 However valuable Old’s assessment may be, it cannot be overlooked that many 
theologians of the Reformed high orthodoxy period and the early part of the late orthodoxy 
era considered themes such as spiritual joy, contentment, and the pleasantness of religion.51 
Latitudinarians with their “transitional theologies” did the same.52 

Allan Harman concedes that although Henry’s name is well known among modern 
Christians, there is a “paucity of discussion on Matthew Henry’s writings and influence.”53 
Harman asserts that Matthew Henry has been “far more influential than has generally been 
acknowledged,”54 noting that no other commentary on the Bible apart from Henry’s has been 
in continuous publication for 300 years, nor translated into so many languages. However, 
Harman’s article only traces Henry’s subsequent influence in the United Kingdom and 
America in the 1700’s, especially his influence on the Wesleys and George Whitefield, and 
therefore his indirect role in the evangelical revival. His later article about Matthew Henry’s 
legacy summarized Henry’s life from existing biographical sources, traced the impact of 
Henry on John and Charles Wesley and on George Whitefield, briefly examined Henry as a 
commentator, preacher, and pastor, and commented on his method of prayer.55 Missing in his 
analysis are the historical factors that molded and motivated Henry, and the apologetic 
emphases of his writing and preaching. One of Rhys Bezzant’s suggestions in his positive 
book review of Harman’s biography of Henry is for a study of how Henry “compares with 
other pre-critical biblical commentators in light of growing Enlightenment convictions of the 

 
50. Old, Reading and Preaching, Vol. 5, 25. 
51. For example, John Barlow, The Joy of an Upright Man (London, 1619); Phineas Fletcher, Joy in 

tribulation. Or, Consolations for the afflicted spirits (London: J. Beale, 1632); Samuel Richardson, The saints 
desire, or, A cordiall for a fainting soule : declaring that in Christs righteousnesse onely ... there is life, 
happiness, peace, strength, comfort, joy and all fulnesse of perfection (London: M. Simmons, 1647); Petrus van 
Mastricht, Theoretico-practica theologia, qua, per singula capita theologica, pars exegetica, dogmatica, 
elenchtica & practica, perpetua successione conjugantur (Utrecht: Gerardum Muntendam, 1698), II: 1178-79; 
Wilhelmus à Brakel, Logikē latreia, dat is Redelyke godsdienst, in welke de goddelyke waerheden des genaden-
verbonds worden verklaert, tegenpartyen beschermt, en tot de practyke aengedrongen…(‘s Gravenhage: 
Cornelis van Dyk, 1700), I: 944-955; WJE 10:642, 13:109, and 14:97-115. 

52. For example, Joseph Glanville, The way of happiness represented in its difficulties and 
incouragements, and cleared from many popular and dangerous mistakes (London: E.C. & A.C. for James 
Collins ..., 1670); George Rust, A Discourse of the Use of Reason in Matters of Religion: Shewing, that 
Christianity Contains Nothing Repugnant to Right Reason; Against Enthusiasts and Deists. Written in Latin by 
Dr. Rust ... and translated into English. With annotations ... by H. Hallywell., trans. Henry Hallywell (London: 
Hen. Hills, Jun, 1683);  Gilbert Bennet, The life of God in the soul of man; or, The nature and excellency of the 
Christian religion: with the methods of attaining the happiness it proposes (London: Printed for Thomas Bever, 
1702, 4th corrected edition); Samuel Bradford, The Reasonableness of Standing Fast in English and in 
Christian Liberty (London: John Wyat, 1717). See for the transitional theology of Latitudinarism, Muller, 
PRRD, I:81-82. For additional relevant primary sources see Chapter 2.  

53. Allan Harman, “The Impact of Matthew Henry’s Exposition On Eighteenth-Century Christianity,” 
Evangelical Quarterly 82.1 (2010): 3. A version of this also appears in Harman’s biography of Henry. 

54. Harman, “Impact of Matthew Henry’s Exposition,” 3. 
55. Alan Harman, “The Legacy of Matthew Henry” in Reformed Theological Review, Vol. 73.3 (Dec 

2014): 181-197. Other popular level articles include Erik Routley, “Charles Wesley and Matthew Henry,” 
Congregational Quarterly (October 1955): 345-351; Philip Howards, “Great Mr. Henry,” His, Vol. 16 (January 
1956): 5-8;  E. M. Bestley, “Matthew Henry...his Tercentenary,” Evangelical Christian (December 1962): 16-
17; J. I. Packer, “The Startling Puritan,” Christian History Vol. 12.2 (May 1993): 38-40; Iain D. Campbell, 
“Matthew Henry on the Aim of Exposition,” The Banner of Truth (August 1995): 23-27; Nigel Faithfull, 
“Matthew Henry: Prince of Expositors,” Reformation Today, Vol. 7 (November 2011): 13-14; Ligon Duncan, 
“Why Read Matthew Henry?” Ministry and Leadership (Fall 2014), 6-9. 
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period.”56 While this study will not fully satisfy that request, it does begin to consider 
Henry’s Exposition and theology in the context of the rise of rationalism and examines some 
aspects of his interaction with it.  

Some recent studies of other Non-conformists have highlighted an increasing interest 
in their teaching about the joy of the Christian life. However, although they both help to 
abolish the false but common idea that the Puritans majored on the dark and negative side of 
religion, neither Stephen Roberts’s dissertation on The Pursuit of Happiness in the Pastoral 
Theology of Ralph Venning,57 nor Karl Jones’s on The Theology of Christian Joy in the 
Works of Thomas Goodwin,58 identify the historical reasons for such teaching nor the 
possible apologetic motives behind these authors’ choice of subject. 

More recently, there was an academic conference at the University of Chester, UK, to 
mark the tercentenary of Henry’s death, where a number of papers were delivered. The 
announcement for this conference drew attention to the importance of Matthew Henry: 

Matthew Henry (1662–1714) is remembered today by two major groups of scholars: 
by historians as a leading figure among early eighteenth-century dissenters, and 
brother of the diarist, Sarah Savage; and by theologians and biblical scholars for his 
Exposition of the Old and New Testaments. This monumental work, which had 
already been published in 25 different editions by 1855, is used widely even today in 
print and online versions. Yet Henry’s famous commentary is by no means the only 
expression of his engagement with the Scriptures. Amongst his 30 further 
publications, most of which were published in the final years of his life (and many of 
which were later republished with extracts from his letters and diaries by Sir John 
Bickerton Williams), his many sermons and works on Christian Piety (including the 
still popular Method for Prayer, 1710) are saturated with Henry’s peculiarly practical 
approach to the Bible.59 
 

This conference brought together “historians, biblical scholars, and theologians to explore the 
work, context, and legacy of Matthew Henry, especially as it relates to his engagement with 
and use of Scripture” and promised to “evaluate Henry in a wider historical context, and 
consider his contribution to the interpretation of the Bible in the early 18th century and its 
legacy up to the present day.”60 Although none of the papers have been officially published 
yet,61 the conference titles indicate that none focused on Henry’s apologetics, neither his 

 
56. Rhys Bezzant, “Review of ‘Matthew Henry: His Life and Influence,’” Reformed Theological 

Review, Vol. 72.1 (April 2013): 62-63. 
57. Stephen Roberts, “The Pursuit of Happiness in the Pastoral Theology of Ralph Venning (1621-

1674)” (PhD diss., University of Aberdeen, 2012). 
58. Karl Jones, “The Theology of Christian Joy in the Works of Thomas Goodwin (1600-1680)” (PhD 

diss., University of Durham, 2011). 
59. Jonathan Downing, “Matthew Henry: The Bible, Prayer, and Piety,” Romanticism and Eighteenth-

Century Studies Oxford (blog), April 4, 2014, http://recsoxford.org/2014/04/04/matthew-henry-the-bible-prayer-
and-piety/.  

60. Jonathan Downing, “Matthew Henry: The Bible, Prayer, and Piety,” RECSO, 
http://recsoxford.org/2014/04/04/matthew-henry-the-bible-prayer-and-piety/. 

61. The papers will be published in 2019. Matthew Henry: The Bible, Prayer, and Piety: A 
Tercentenary Celebration, eds. Matthew A. Collins and Paul Middleton (London: T&T Clark, 2019). One paper 
is available on the Internet: Alan Clifford, “The Gospel According To Matthew Henry,” (paper presented at 
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marshaling of reason on the side of Christianity nor his specific tactic of defending and 
commending Christianity on the basis of its pleasantness. 

This study’s critical historical-theological examination of Henry’s writing in the two 
areas of the reasonableness and pleasantness of religion will partially fill the scholarly gap 
between the primary and secondary sources on Henry in general and remedy the absence of 
secondary material on the subject of this study in particular. Although Joo asserted that the 
three most important themes in Henry’s works and sermons were “connection between God 
and humanity, communion with God as a patterned relationship, and the domestic role of 
religion,”62 this study will argue on the basis of his historical context, the sermon series 
‘Reasons why we should be Religious,’ the book The Pleasantness of The Religious Life, and 
the evidence of the rest of his works, especially his Exposition, that a fourth theme was an 
apologetic based upon the reasonableness of religion, especially the reason of its 
pleasantness. Indeed, it will argue that the latter was perhaps the most important subject to 
Henry and is the key to understanding him and his times, as well as providing a fuller 
understanding of later Puritanism.   
 
Statement of the Question 
Given the historical and ongoing significance of Henry,63 his interest in proving the 
reasonableness of the Christian faith, his identifying of the pleasantness of the Christian life 
as his favorite subject, and his stated aim of using it to convince people, to “gain our point”64 
and to recommend the Christian faith, this study will ask the question: Why and how did 
Matthew Henry develop and use the reasonableness of the Christian faith, especially the 
reason of its pleasantness, to defend and commend the Christian faith in the context of his 
culture? This primary research question will be explored with the help of sub-questions that 
will be addressed in the chapters following. Chapter one will answer two sub-questions: First, 
what contextual events, people, movements, and trends help to explain Henry’s apologetic 
interest? Second, what evidence is there for Henry’s apologetic interest and emphasis? 
Chapter two will ask and answer, how did Henry use the reasonableness of religion 
apologetically? Chapter three will do the same for the pleasantness of religion. Chapter four 
will ask, how did Henry answer the most problematic challenges to his pleasantness 
apologetic? A further sub-question will be asked in each of these chapters: To what extent 
does Henry’s apologetic meet historically appropriate apologetic criteria? The conclusion, 
chapter five, will summarize the findings of the research and offer a prospect suggesting 
areas of further research. 

 
“Matthew Henry: The Bible, Prayer, and Piety Conference,” Chester University, July 14-16, 2014), Norwich 
Reformed Church, http://www.nrchurch.co.uk/pdf/Matthew%20Henry%20and%20Authentic%20Calvinism.pdf.  

62. Joo, “Communion with God,” 77. 
63. “Even today he is regarded as one of the masters of biblical exposition; his massive single-volume 

commentary on the whole of Scripture is to be found on the book shelves of Evangelical Protestants the world 
about. His works have survived not only because of the quality of their scholarship, but because of a sort of 
poetic insight.” Hughes Oliphant Old, “Matthew Henry and the Puritan Discipline of Family Prayer,” Calvin 
Studies VII (January 28-29, 1994): 69. 

64. Henry, ‘To the Reader’ in Pleasantness of a Religious Life, ii. 
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Methodology 
This is a study in Historical Theology, or, more specifically, Historical Apologetics, that will 
assess Matthew Henry’s apologetics in their historical context. Although it is not primarily a 
study of his theology in general, but of his apologetic theology in particular, the interaction of 
his apologetics with his theology will be a major component of these pages. The primary aim 
is not to assess Henry’s relationship with Reformed orthodoxy, although that question will be 
addressed in a secondary way at points. Rather, the study’s primary aim is to assess Henry’s 
apologetics using criteria rooted in biblical apologetics and the history of apologetics up until 
and including Henry’s period (see below for more detail on these criteria). 

Following this introductory chapter, chapter one, Henry’s Apologetic Context, will 
analyze the historical background to Henry’s life and ministry to identify the specific cultural 
needs and trends of his time, with a view to assessing whether Henry’s apologetic was 
culturally relevant and suitable. Using a thematic approach, arising from the historical 
context, the first section of the chapter will use primary and secondary sources to explore the 
context leading up to Henry’s ordination in 1687. The second section will examine the 
Christian response to this context, starting with that of the Established Church 
Latitudinarians, then the Non-conformists’, and then Henry’s. The assessment of Henry’s 
response will take the form of a biographical bibliography, which, by using his oeuvre, will 
present a reconstruction of Henry’s life and ministry during the period 1687 to 1714. This 
chapter will fill a gap in the scholarly literature by relating Henry’s life, ministry, and oeuvre 
to their historical context, leading to a revised understanding of Matthew Henry and his 
apologetic ministry in the transitional times through which he lived.  

This examination of Henry’s apologetic context will be followed by two chapters, 
investigating what Henry taught on the reasonableness of religion (chapter two) and the 
pleasantness of religion (chapter three). As previously mentioned, most of the primary 
sources for analyzing Henry’s teaching on the reasonableness of religion, his sermons on the 
subject, are unavailable. However, Henry’s teaching on this subject can be sufficiently 
reconstructed for the purposes of this study using three sources. First, some of the prefaces to 
his Exposition volumes address the subject directly. Second, given that his biographers, Tong 
and Williams, provided a list of the subjects and the texts of the 1696 sermon series,65 and 
given that there is considerable overlap of material between Henry’s sermons and his 
Exposition, his Exposition’s treatment of the relevant verses from his sermon series is a 
helpful source.66 Third, there is his teaching on the subject in the rest of his Exposition and in 
his other works. The analysis of his apologetic for the pleasantness of a religious life will be 
based not only upon his book on the subject, Pleasantness, but also upon what he wrote on 
this subject in his Exposition and other publications. In both chapters, the analysis will be 

 
65. See chapter two, fn#1 for these sermon texts. 
66. Harman, Matthew Henry, 158, 160. Harman compares Henry’s sermons on particular texts with his 

Commentary on the same texts and finds “a definite connection between Matthew Henry’s commentary and his 
pastoral ministry…If comparison is made between his sermons and his exposition of a particular text, the 
relationship can be seen very quickly.” He concluded: “It is clear that he used previous compositions from his 
hand as he set about the task of writing a continuous commentary on the biblical text.” 
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organized under categories used by Henry in his publications, with most attention given to 
those areas he wrote about most. 

This study’s special focus on Henry’s pleasantness apologetic will be further 
evaluated in chapter four by analyzing the way Henry addressed the most problematic areas 
of his apologetic, the challenges of suffering and self-denial in the Christian life. The 
concluding chapter summarizes the research by identifying the most significant results of this 
research, including a re-presentation of Matthew Henry as more than a commentator (the 
primary dimension of his portrait in scholarship), and the proposal that the practical heartbeat 
of his ministry is found in the retrieval of Henry as an apologist for the reasonableness and 
pleasantness of the Christian religion that was appropriate to his historical context. The 
prospect will then suggest some further areas of research prompted by this study. 

 
Apologetic Criteria 
This study will assess Henry’s apologetics using apologetic criteria derived from the theology 
and history of apologetics up until Henry’s historical context, and can be grouped into three 
main categories of sources: (1) biblical apologetics,67 (2) the history of apologetics up until 
and including Henry’s period,68 and (3) two important primary sources that were influential 
in Henry’s historical context and upon Henry himself. The first of these two primary sources 
is De veritate religionis christianae,69 by Hugo Grotius, a widely-read Christian apologist in 
Henry’s times. This six-volume apologetic work was first published in Dutch (1618),70 then 
in Latin (1627),71 and in English (1632), with multiple editions of each. One of the earliest 
complete English editions was translated by the Latitudinarian Simon Patrick, whose 
commentary Henry relied upon in writing his own Exposition.72 Henry references Grotius 
thirty-three times in his Exposition, although it is usually his Annotations (commentaries on 
Old and New Testaments) that he quotes. However, in volume five of his Exposition he says, 
“The proofs of the truths of the gospel have been excellently well methodized and enforced 
likewise by bishop Stillingfleet, in his Origines Sacrae; by Grotius, in his book of the Truth 
of the Christian Religion…” the English title of his apologetic work.73 Henry also commends 

 
67. For Old Testament apologetic texts see survey and analysis in John D. Currid, Against the Gods: 

The Polemical Theology of the Old Testament (Wheaton: Crossway, 2013). For New Testament apologetic 
texts, see Matt. 5:16; Luke 1:1-4; 24:25-34; 44-48; John 20:31; Acts 2:14-40; 3:12-26; 4:8-12; 5:29-32; 7:1-53; 
10:34-43; 13:13-41; 14:11-17; 17:1-4; 16-32; 18:4; Rom. 1:18-32;  3:3-8; 12:1-2; 1 Cor. 1:20-31; 2:1-5; 9:22; 
10:5-6; 15; 2 Cor. 5:11; Ephesians 4:15; 2 Timothy 3:16, 17; Titus 1:9; much of the Epistle to the Hebrews; 1 
Pet. 3:8-17; Jude; much of Revelation. See also survey and analysis of these and other New Testament texts in 
Avery Cardinal Dulles, A History of Apologetics (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005), 1-25. 

68. Criteria from historical surveys including Dulles, A History of Apologetics, 27-156; William Edgar 
Christian Apologetics Past and Present, Vol. 1, ed., K. Scott Oliphant (Crossway, 2009); Vol. 2, 1-218; New 
Dictionary of Christian Apologetics, eds., W C Campbell-Jack & Gavin McGrath (Downer’s Grove: IVP, 
2006). 

69. Hugo Grotius, De veritate religionis christianae (Leiden: Joannis Maire, 1629). 
70. Hugo Grotius, Bewijs van den waren godsdienst, met zijn overige Nederduitsche gedichten . 

Uitgegeven door Jeronimo de Vries, (Amsterdam 1844). 
71. See critical edition of Grotius’ De veritate religionis christianae (Leiden, 1831), edited by J.T. 

Bergman. This edition was based on the last edition authorised by Grotius (Paris, 1640). 
72. Hugo Grotius, The Truth of the Christian Religion, trans. Simon Patrick (London: 1680). This is the 

edition that will be used for this dissertation as it is the earliest complete English translation that is not 
supplemented by editorial notes.   

73. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 5 
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the reading of Grotius in one of his published sermons: “See this excellently enlarged upon 
by the learned Grotius, de V.R.C. 1.2,”74 V.R.C. being a reference to the Latin title of 
Grotius’s apologetic volumes.75 Heering notes that Grotius’s work was highly influential in 
“the revival of Christian apologetics at the end of the seventeenth century…Grotius’ 
undogmatic method of proof found imitators among the rationalist apologetes of the early 
Enlightenment.”76  

The second of these two important primary sources of apologetic criteria is The Works 
of John Tillotson,77 the Latitudinarian leader, the Archbishop of the Church of England, a 
leading English apologist of Henry’s time, and, as will be demonstrated in chapter one, 
someone whose sermons Henry listened to, read, and commended. While some of the criteria 
for this study are derived from Grotius and Tillotson, and while the study will, at relevant 
points, compare Henry’s apologetic with those of Grotius and Tillotson, that comparison is 
not the primary focus of this study. Rather the apologetics criteria derived from Grotius and 
Tillotson represent only one of three sources of criteria. Also, as will become clear, the issues 
covered by the proposed criteria are also evident in Henry’s works. 

The proposed apologetic criteria are framed in the form of questions and are grouped 
into seven categories. The first category is cultural questions, which are concerned with 

 
74. Henry, Christian Religion is not a Sect (London, 1699), 30. 
75. For more on Grotius’s apologetics and the history of publication and translation of his apologetic 

work, see Jan Paul Heering, Hugo Grotius As Apologist for the Christian Religion: A Study of His Work de 
Veritate Religionis Christianae, 1640” (Leiden: Brill, 2004). For Grotius’s use of apologetic sources from 
patristic period see Silke-Petra Berjan, Christian Apologetic Literature as Source from Antiquity in Grotius’s De 
Veritate Religionis Christianae, Grotiana, Vol. 35, Issue 1, 32-52 
https://brill.com/abstract/journals/grot/35/1/article-p32_3.xml 

76. J. P. Heering, Hugo Grotius as Apologist for the Christian Religion: A Study of his Work De 
Veritate Religionis Christianae (1640) (Leiden, Boston: Bril, 2004), 243. 

77. John Tillotson, The Works of Dr. John Tillotson (London: 1820). 
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whether the apologetic is culturally relevant.78 As apologetics is concerned with presenting 
the claims of Christianity to people in a specific culture, it usually attempts to present these 
claims in a way that meets the needs of that particular culture. To assess whether Henry’s 
apologetic was culturally relevant, the following questions will be asked: Did it address 
questions people were asking? Did it interact with science, philosophy, other religions, 
atheism, human experience, popular culture, and even civil government? Did it connect with 
the culture in a way that prepared the way for Christianity? Did it show the relevance of 
Christ and suitability of Christianity for that culture? Did it show how Christianity improves 
the culture? Did it explain the relationship between the church and culture? Did it critique the 
culture? 

Second, as apologetics is not just about answering the questions people in a particular 
culture are asking, but about provoking ultimate questions that people should be asking about 
the most important issues of life, Henry’s apologetic will be examined with the following 
ultimate questions:79 Did it try to provoke questions people were not asking, but should have 

 
78.  The need for cultural sensitivity and relevance is demonstrated in how the Apostle Paul’s 

apologetic message to Jews (Acts 17:1-4, 10-11, 16-17) differed to his message to Gentile hearers (Acts 17:18-
32). Jesus’s message interacted with cultural and religious misunderstandings and misinterpretations (Matthew 
5:21-48). Currid sets Genesis chapters 1 and 6-9 in the context of an apologetic for Yahweh and against other 
Near Eastern Creation Accounts (33-63). He also shows how culturally relevant Moses’ use of the rod was in 
the Egyptian context as a critique of Egyptians culture and as a proof of Yahweh. Currid, Against the Gods, 111-
119. See also pages 131-141 for examples of biblical apologetics contextualized to the Canaanite context. Acts 
5:27-32 demonstrates the role of apologetics when challenged by civil government, which is to obey God rather 
than men if in conflict. The New Dictionary of Christian Apologetics traces how from 312 AD onwards, 
apologetics became more systematic and from around 400 AD it became more philosophical, interacting with 
philosophy and using it (4-5). This handbook also shows how early Christian apologists interacted with 
persecuting governments to defend the faith and Christians from misunderstanding (3-4), and with science in the 
seventeenth century (6). It also traces the interaction of apologetics with the cultural questions that were 
provoked by deism, rationalism, and atheism (7, 91-94). Dulles says that [Apologists] “have sought to speak 
meaningfully to their contemporaries rather than to later generation.” Dulles, A History of Apologetics (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005), xx. Dulles asserts that the apologetic used in the Jewish culture of the New 
Testament would have to change when the church moved into the Hellenistic culture which was populated with 
people “born and bred in a very different intellectual world” (25). In the patristic era, Lactantius sought “not 
simply to answer the accusations against Christianity but to give instruction to educated pagans who might be 
inclined to embrace the new religion” (58). The Fathers of the Church “undertook to synthesize biblical 
revelation with human culture, philosophy and history” (89). Tillotson critiqued the culture’s departure from 
Christian ethics and argued for the public happiness that would result from Christian virtue. Tillotson, Works, 
Vol. 1, 422, 441. 

79. The Old Testament wisdom literature provides examples of this apologetic approach. For example, 
Ecclesiastes provokes questions about the meaning of life. The book of Job and a number of the Psalms (e.g. Ps 
37, 73) also provoke questions about the role, purpose, and resolution of suffering and injustice. Proverbs raises 
questions about the nature of the good and beautiful life and how it can be lived (e.g. Proverbs 1). The Song of 
Solomon also advocates for the beauty and happiness of marital love. The Apostle Peter’s apologetic in Acts 2 
provoked the ultimate question about how to be saved from judgment (Acts 2:37). Jesus presented the 
blessedness of being a Christian (Matthew 5:2-12). Dulles points to Aquinas for an example of an apologist who 
“develops some very long and persuasive proofs based on the total harmony of revealed truth, the accord 
between revelation and naturally known truths, and the correspondence between the Christian dogmas and the 
needs of man. Dulles, A History of Apologetics, (121). Pascal worked to rouse concern and questions among the 
indifferent in his apologetic (161). Grotius’ apologetic sought to provoke desires for happiness after this life and 
showed how true religion satisfied this. Grotius, 1.24-25. 
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been? Did it try to awaken universal human longings for truth, goodness, happiness, beauty, 
and immortality? Did it show Christianity’s ability to satisfy these? 

The third category of questions is epistemological:80 Did Henry’s apologetic explain 
the source of knowledge? Did it address the relationship between reason and faith, between 
natural and special revelation? Did it give an account of the source and nature of authority 
and certainty? Was it consistent with itself, with reason, with the Bible, and with Christian 
experience? Was it coherent, did the elements of the apologetic system fit together and 
confirm each other? Was there correspondence, did the apologetic fit the data to be 
explained? Was it comprehensive, presenting an overall view of reality, and answering the 
major questions of existence? Did Henry make a protective claim (it is a reasonable position 
to take), a comparative claim (Christianity is the best of the alternatives), or an imperative 
claim (Christianity is the only reasonable position)?  

 
80. The Bible addresses questions about the source and nature of knowledge and the relationship 

between general revelation and special revelation, reason and faith, authority and certainty (Psalm 19; Romans 
1-2; 1 Corinthians 1:18-25; 2 Timothy 3:16-17; Luke 20:1-8). Biblical writers demonstrate concern to present 
Christianity as consistent with itself, with the Bible, and the facts of human existence so that it represents a 
coherent and comprehensive worldview (see how the Apostle Paul interacts with seeming contradictions in 
Romans 3:1-9; 9:14-25). Luke 1:1-4 explains that Luke’s purpose in writing his Gospel was to give Christians 
more certainty about the facts of Christianity. Currid highlights biblical texts that contrast the Hebrew 
worldview with other ancient Near Eastern worldviews. Currid, Against the Gods, 84-86. Tertullian appealed to 
the reason of the Romans to persuade them of how irrational the persecution of Christians was. New Dictionary 
of Christian Apologetics, 4. The premise in Aquinas’s Summa Contra Gentiles was that “because Muslims 
cannot be expected to believe the Scriptures, an argument from reason must be developed in order to clear the 
ground for the deeper doctrines” (5). Scholasticism also used both faith and reason to settle certain questions 
(5), often “basing arguments on known first principles and then moving to religious affirmations” (6). See page 
six for brief analysis of how Reformers like Calvin and Luther changed the way theology was approached in 
apologetics by changing their approach to human knowledge. For them, reason generally came second to 
Scripture in the knowledge of God (6). Scripture was self-authenticating, but the Holy Spirit was required to 
convince that the Bible is the Word of God (6). Aristides’ second century Apology compared Christian theology, 
worship, and practice favorably with Egyptian and Greek religions. Dulles, A History of Apologetics, 31. 
Augustine’s apologetics “gave new precision to the distinctions between authority and reason, faith and 
understanding, which have remained classic since his time” (73-4). Dulles’s survey also picks out numerous 
apologists who showed Christianity’s ability to satisfy human longings for happiness, truth, goodness, and 
immortality (133, 141-142, 154-5). Grotius based most of his arguments for God’s existence and character upon 
natural theology, including philosophical arguments and evidences. Grotius, 1.1-1.15. Grotius and Tillotson’s 
apologetic made mainly comparative claims. Grotius, 1.23-25. Tillotson, Works, Vol. 1, 323, 462-3. See 
Heering, Grotius, 116-118 for further examples of this in the past history of apologetics. Tillotson often 
emphasized the connection between and compatibility of natural theology and revealed truth. Tillotson, Works, 
Vol. 1, 281, 448, 451, 468. He also stressed the compatibility of reason and faith. Tillotson, Works, Vol. 4, 225-
226. 
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Fourth, there are questions that concern the particular methods and modes used in 
Henry’s apologetic:81 Did his apologetic vindicate or prove Christianity, that is, present a 
positive case for it and its doctrines? Did it defend Christian doctrine and ethics from various 
objections and critiques to its truth claims and moral demands? Did it identify and overcome 
internal and external barriers? Did it refute the arguments, beliefs, and ethics of non-
Christians? Did it use rational, biblical, evidential (extrinsic and intrinsic), and fideist 
arguments to persuade to Christianity? Did it use historical evidence, logic, fulfilled 
prophecy, miracles, transformed lives, and experience? Did it present Christianity as 
credible? Plausible? Beautiful? Satisfying? Desirable? Did it show the lack of this in other 

 
81. Biblical evidence for these apologetic methods include: vindication (Proverbs 3:17; John 4:13-14; 

14:6), defense (Philippians 1:17), refutation (1 Kings 18), persuasion (Acts 17:2-4; 18:4). The Apostles used 
various arguments including: rational (Isaiah 44:9-20), biblical (Matthew 12:17; 21:4), evidential (1 Corinthians 
15:1-8), and fideist arguments (Deuteronomy 33:27-29; Psalm 4:7). The Bible presents human flourishing as 
fulfilled in a God-centered life (Ecclesiastes 2:24-26; 1 Cor. 10:31). John explains that he wrote his Gospel so 
that people may believe in the Messiah and that they might enjoy life as a result (John 21:31). Currid also 
presents biblical evidence of how Moses’s apologetic in Exodus 4-7 and other texts engaged in the vindication 
of Yahweh and the refutation of Egyptians gods. Currid, Against the Gods, 26-27. “[Apologetics] is also a 
branch of theology concerned to meet the questions and objections raised by Christian beliefs with credible and 
cogent answers. Christian Apologetics seeks to build arguments based on criteria which are true and compelling 
at the same time.” New Dictionary of Christian Apologetics, 3. The same handbook highlights how, in the early 
church, apologetics “aimed to prove the legitimacy of the Christian faith and had to respond to two major 
threats, one from outside the church and one from within: persecution and heresy” (3), demonstrating how it 
identified and overcame internal and external barriers. It also explains how the first apologist, Justin Martyr 
used proofs of Christ’s Messiahship and fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy to persuade a Jew about the 
Gospel (4). The appeal to beauty in the lives of believers and the liturgy is also traced in various cultures (5). 
The use of theistic proofs is traced to Anselm (5). With Calvin, apologetics became much more God-centered, 
as he insisted that all areas of human knowledge be centered on the glory of God (6). The New Dictionary of 
Christian Apologetics traces the development of apologetics through the centuries (3-8). For beginnings of 
evidentialism and the teleological argument in the 1600’s see page seven. For brief section on Pascal’s fideism, 
see page eight. See pages 15-16 for discussion of different approaches to Christian apologetics and different 
epistemologies. For biblical and historical discussion of different apologetic approaches: rational (592-594, 597-
601), biblical (619-623), evidential (246-249), fideism (265-267). Dulles presents evidence for how the New 
Testament authors carried out an “apologetic encounter with Judaism, with paganism, and with deviant 
tendencies that arose within the Christian community.” Dulles, A History of Apologetics (San Francisco: 
Ignatius Press, 2005), 1. Dulles also shows how they answered and anticipated objections (2). See Dulles, 2-23 
for the various apologetic approaches in the New Testament. He concludes that the New Testament writings 
contain reflections of the church’s efforts to exhibit the credibility of its message and to answer the obvious 
objections that would have arisen in the minds of adversaries, prospective converts, and candid believers” (24). 
He says that “The primary commendation of the good news as set forth in the Gospels would seem to be the 
attractiveness of the message itself” (25). Dulles also points to The Letter to Diognetus as an example of an 
apologetic that showed the appeal, beauty, and sublimity of Christianity and the Christian God as compared to 
other religions and paganism (35-36). Gregory of Valencia aimed to motivate “the will of the prospective 
convert so that he positively desires to believe” (154). Pascal and others emphasized the moral aspect of 
Christianity and a psychological approach (160). See Dulles’s summary of Grotius’s multi-method approach 
(173-5). Grotius’s six books on The Truth of the Christian Religion are divided into three that prove the truth of 
Christianity and three that refute other religions. See Tillotson, preface in Works, Vol. 1, ccxcv-ccxcvi for 
Tillotson’s fourfold apologetic methodology of refutation of atheism, recommendation of Christianity based on 
its advantages, vindication of the excellency of the Christian religion, and persuasion to the practice of this 
religion. Tillotson stressed the happiness of the Christian ethic and the misery of anti-Christian ethic. Tillotson, 
Works, 362, 367-8, 409-410. See Tillotson, Works, Vol. 1, 478-487, for defense of Christianity from the 
objection based upon the difficulty of the Christian life.  
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religions? Did it show Christianity as the good life that is rightly ordered with respect to self, 
others, and God? Was it teleological? Was it self-centered or did it establish a worthy goal of 
life beyond self? Did it present a compelling view of human flourishing? What is the balance 
between the negative and the positive in his apologetic? Did he use an old approach, adjust an 
old approach, create a new approach? Or combine old and/or new approaches?  

The fifth category of questions is concerned with style or manner, the aesthetic of 
Henry’s apologetic.82 Did it speak the truth in love? Was it relational and respectful? Was it 
sensitive, attractive, serious, persuasive, satisfying, exciting, and inspiring, not only in 
content but in manner? Was it characterized by confidence? Was it clear? Was it 
doxological? Did he acknowledge weaknesses and limitations in his system? Did he 
acknowledge strengths and advantages of other systems? Did he live out his apologetic? 

The sixth group of questions examine Henry’s target audience for his apologetic:83 
Was it aimed at Christians and/or non-Christians? If aimed at Christians, did it help 
Christians know what they believe and why they believe it? Did it remove Christians’ doubts 
and answer their questions? If aimed at non-Christians, was it to help enquirers or refute 

 
82. Biblical support for these criteria include: speaking the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15); relational 

and respectful (1 Corinthians 9:19-23), humble (1 Peter 3:15), confident (Acts 4:29; Ephesians 6:19), clear 
(Isaiah 1:18), and doxological (Psalm 115). The Apostle Paul admitted that some questions and objections were 
not fully answerable (Romans 9:19-20). Regarding its respectful and doxological nature, “Following texts such 
as 1 Pet. 3:15, it begins with a spiritual disposition, sustaining the worship of Christ in one’s heart and 
exercising gentleness and respect for the questioner, in hopes of vindicating God’s honour.” New Dictionary of 
Christian Apologetics, 3. Dulles commends the clarity and firmness of Aristides’s Apology (31). Grotius dealt 
with some apparent weakness of Christianity, such as the evident divisions among Christians. Grotius 2.19. He 
also acknowledged the problem of how the canonicity of some Bible books was doubted. Grotius, 3.3, 3.10. He 
conceded that some prophecies were difficult to understand (5.18) and that the mean and lowly manner of 
Jesus’s life and death was a challenge (5.19).   

83. Apologetics in the Bible were aimed at believers (Luke 24:25-27), seekers (Acts 17: 10-11) and 
unbelievers (Exodus 4-7; Acts 17:22-31). Some of it was so that Christians would know what they believed and 
why they believed it so that they could be apologists too (1 Peter 3:15), some of it was to refute objectors (Acts 
2:13-21), and some to help enquirers (Acts 8:30-35). It was holistic in that it addressed and engaged the whole 
humanity of a person: the body (1 Corinthians 6:15-20; 15:12-49), mind (Romans 12:2), conscience (Acts 2:36-
37), will (Acts 26:28), heart (Proverbs 23:26), emotions (John 15:11), and imagination (e.g. use of road imagery 
in Proverbs 3:17). Matthew 5:16 indicates that the ethical practice of Christianity was intended to be 
apologetically persuasive to unbelievers. Regarding audience, “Though apologetics is primarily intended to 
defend the faith when facing outsiders, it can also be used for the correction and edification of believers.” New 
Dictionary of Christian Apologetics, 3. The New Dictionary of Christian Apologetics, states that “it can be 
practiced by every believer” (3). The same handbook identifies threats from within the church (heresy) as well 
as outside (persecution) that needed apologetic responses (3). In the Middle Ages, apologetics appealed to 
imagination and the heart by the use of literature and imagery (5). Calvin highlighted the “noetic effects of sin” 
upon the whole humanity (6). Dulles traces three phases in Christian apologetics: trying to get toleration from 
the government, trying to win converts from other religions, and addressing the infidel within the Christian 
heart. Dulles, A History of Apologetics (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005), xx. Dulles identified four groups 
targeted by patristic apologists: converts, philosophers, emperors, and Jews (27-8). Dulles notes Augustine’s 
argument based on the desire for happiness and eternal life (75), and Pascal’s psychological approach that 
appealed to more than reason (160ff). Grotius wrote initially to help Christian sailors defend the Christian faith 
when they came into contact with other religions. Preface in Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion. Tillotson 
stressed the psychological and emotional advantages of Christianity. Tillotson, Works, Vol. 1, 326, 329, 409; 
Vol. 2, 79. See Tillotson, Works, Vol. 1, 474-5 for his apologetic based upon the testimony of a good 
conscience.  
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objectors? Was it a holistic apologetic? Did it address and engage the whole humanity: body, 
mind, conscience, will, heart, emotions, imagination? Did it equip and enable Christians to be 
apologists?  

The seventh category of questions is theological:84 In what ways did Henry’s 
apologetic affect his theology and his theology affect his apologetic? For example, did his 
apologetic impact his doctrine of Scripture and vice versa? Did his apologetic influence his 
doctrine of God? Did it affect his anthropology, Christology, soteriology, pneumatology, 
ecclesiology, or eschatology? Did his apologetic present Christ as the only and sufficient 
answer to human need? Was it sufficiently Christ-centered? Was the Gospel at the center of 
his apologetic? What role did creeds, confessions, and catechisms have in his apologetic? Did 
he sacrifice or compromise any truth for apologetic purposes? 

As chapter one is concerned with Henry’s historical context, the first category of 
questions regarding the culture will be to the fore. The first section of chapter one will 
examine Henry’s historical context to identify the cultural needs and the kind of apologetic 
that suited that cultural moment. The second section will survey Henry’s life and oeuvre to 
ascertain whether and how Henry’s apologetic suited the cultural moment.   

 
84. The apologetics of the Bible clearly flow out of an underlying theology of the speakers and writers. 

Given the nature of biblical inspiration, it is assumed that apologetics and theology match, but this cannot be 
assumed in human writing on apologetics. Having said that, clearly the theology that Moses emphasized in his 
apologetic to the Egyptians was different to the theology that the Apostle Paul presented in his apologetic to the 
pagans in Acts 17. Different audiences and different purposes result in different emphases. Creeds, confessions, 
and catechisms developed after the canon of Scripture was closed, but their role in apologetical defense of the 
faith is evident in their response to various heresies and challenges to the faith throughout history. The New 
Dictionary of Christian Apologetics, says that apologetics “is also a branch of theology” (3). Regarding the use 
of creeds and catechisms, Irenaeus used the ‘rule of truth’ a summary of apostolic teaching based upon Scripture 
in his apologetic against Gnosticism. New Dictionary of Christian Apologetics, 4. This handbook also identifies 
the Council of Nicaea’s Nicene creed as an apologetic response to Arianism (4). Dulles shows the Christ-
centeredness of the New Testament’s apologetics (1-25) of Clement (32), and of Origen (46). He also notes how 
Anselm never supported the idea of apologetics and theology being distinct sciences but rather worked together 
and influenced each other” (102-103). See Tillotson for connection between his apologetic of happiness and his 
theology of God. Tillotson. Works, Vol. 3, 201, 205-6; Vol. 6, 325, 327, 329-331, 333-342. For the way in 
which Grotius disconnected apologetics from Dogmatics see Heering, Grotius, 72-3. He focused on the 
historical facts of Christ’s life, death and resurrection. Grotius, 2.2-2.9. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

HENRY’S APOLOGETIC CONTEXT
 
Introduction 
As apologetics is concerned with defending and commending Christianity to people in a 
specific culture at a specific time, it attempts to present these claims in ways that suit the 
specific needs of that people, place, and time. To assess whether Henry’s apologetic was 
culturally relevant, the first section of this chapter will survey the historical context of 
Henry’s ministry, including from 1662, the year of his birth,1 to 1687, the year of his 
ordination,2 and three years before he published his first book.3 It will consider the political 
and ecclesiastical context,4 the philosophical context, the economic context, and the religious 
context in order to identify the specific needs, questions, and challenges of Henry’s culture. 
In the second section, it will examine the Christian response, first by the established church 
Latitudinarians, then by the Non-conformists, and finally by Henry. It will examine Henry’s 
oeuvre to assess whether Henry’s ministry met that cultural moment with a suitable 
apologetic that answered the questions and met the challenges his culture was asking? This 
chapter will supply a lack in previous studies of Henry by understanding his ministry in its 
historical context, thereby identifying not only the most important ideas and trends of his 
times, but also how they influenced his thought and provoked and shaped his apologetic 
response. 
 

SECTION ONE: THE CULTURAL CONTEXT 
 
The Political and Ecclesiastical Context 
The 1600’s were a time of enormous political and ecclesiastical instability in England as 
conflict continued to rage over the role of the English monarch in the Church of England, and 
over the question of further reform in that church.5 The European continent was still being 

 
1. Henry was born October 18, 1662, at Broadoak, Flintshire. 
2. Henry was ordained by six Non-conformist ministers on May 9, 1687. 
3. Matthew Henry, A Brief Enquiry Into the true Nature of Schism: Or a Persuasive to Christian Love 

and Charity (London: Printed for Tho. Parkhurst, 1690). 
4. Because church and state were so inextricably intertwined in this period, the political and 

ecclesiastical context will be considered together. 
5. For more detailed background, see Basil Wiley, The Seventeenth Century Background (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1977); Norman Sykes, From Sheldon to Secker: Aspects of English Church History 
1660-1768 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1959); George Clark, The Later Stuarts, 1660-1714, 2nd 
ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1961); G. R. Cragg, The Church in the Age of Reason (London: Pelican, 1980); 
Horton Davies, Worship and Theology in England from Andrewes to Baxter and Foxe, 1603-1690 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1975); Geoffrey Holmes, Politics, Religion and Society in England 1679-1742 
(London: Hambledon Press, 1986); Gordon Rupp, Religion in England, 1688-1791 (Oxford: Oxford University 
press, 1986); Carlos M. W. Eire, War Against the Idols: The Reformation of Worship from Erasmus to Calvin 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986); Ronald Hutton, The Restoration: A Political and Religious 
History of England and Wales, 1658-1667 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987); David L. Edwards, 
Christian England: From the Reformation to the Eighteenth Century (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 
1983); England’s Troubles: Jonathan Scott, Seventeenth Century English Political Instability in European 
Context (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 1-205; Carlos M. N. Eire, Reformations: The Early 
Modern World, 1450-1650 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), vii-xviii, 318-365, 525-757; Ulrich L. 
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shaken by the Thirty Years War (1618-48)—a conflict between Protestants and Roman 
Catholics about the source of religious authority—when the English Civil War (1642-1651) 
started raging.6 Sometimes called ‘The Puritan Revolution,’ this religious-political war 
temporarily ended the Church of England’s monopoly on Christian worship in England. 
However, the violent sectarianism, and the terrible cost of life, money, and time, resulted in a 
number of English people being disillusioned with organized religion. It left many yearning 
for a less heated and more reasonable religion, with a greater emphasis on practical morality 
and a happier experience of religious faith.7 

Although Charles II ascended the throne in 1660 after promising more religious 
toleration and church unity,8 from 1661 to 1665, he supported persecuting legislation known 
as the Clarendon Code (after his Lord Chancellor, the Earl of Clarendon), which targeted 
Non-conformists who would not comply with the Church of England’s government and 
liturgy.9 The worst of these measures, the Act of Uniformity, was passed in May 1662, just 
months before Matthew Henry was born, and resulted in his father Philip being ejected from 
his church, his parsonage, and his living that same year, along with about two thousand other 
Presbyterian and Congregational ministers. Charles was supported and encouraged in this 
persecuting policy by High Church Anglicans who, restored to ecclesiastical power and 
influence after the Interregnum, took the opportunity for retaliation by supporting the 
harassment, imprisonment, and punishment of Non-conformists.10  

Although there were brief periods when certain religious and civil freedoms were 
restored to Non-conformists, by 1687, the year of Henry’s ordination, religion had become 
even more associated with division and destruction, which, not surprisingly, turned many 
away from it. Others enquired whether there might be another source of religious knowledge 
and ethics, one that could unite rather than divide. As shall be demonstrated (see ‘Religious 
Context’ below), this question was increasingly being answered by the idea of a religion 
based upon evidence from nature and human reason, a religion that would be a more reliable 
and unifying authority than Scripture, ecclesiastical edict, or the subjective impressions of the 

 
Lehner, Richard A. Muller, and A. G. Rober, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Early Modern Theology, 1600-1800 
(New York City, NY: Oxford University Press, 2016). 

6. Eire, Reformations, 525-561. 
7. “It is not because of mere chance that England, France, the Netherlands, and Germany bred so many 

secularists, skeptics, rationalists, and empirical scientists in the seventeenth century. Religious instability, often 
accompanied by violence, made it necessary for conflict-weary Europeans to back off from religion and to find 
truths that were less divisive and grounded in logic and empirical observation rather than in divine revelation, 
sacred texts, or ecclesiastical authorities.” Eire, Reformations, 561. See also 583-5 for more on the connection 
between theological wrangling and skepticism and unbelief. 

8. See Paul H. Hardacre, “The Genesis of the Declaration of Breda, 1657-1660,” Journal of Church 
and State 15, no. 1 (1973): 65-82. 

9. Peter Bayne and George Gould, Documents Relating to the Settlement of the Church of England by 
the Act of Uniformity of 1662 (London: W. Kent and Co. 1862).. 

10. Carl Trueman traces the decline of Reformed orthodoxy to the 1662 Act of Uniformity. See Carl 
Trueman, “Scripture and Exegesis in Early Modern Reformed Theology,” The Oxford Handbook of Early 
Modern Theology, 192. See Eire, Reformations, 603-617, on the failed attempts by both Reformed and Catholic 
traditions to Christianize society by force. 
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‘enthusiasts’,11 a ‘natural religion’ that would have a practical focus on what people should 
do more than what they should believe, a religion of ethics more than theology. Thus, the 
political and religious conflicts of the 16th and 17th century resulted in a disillusionment with 
orthodox Christianity and a desire for a more moderate and reasonable religion that would 
focus most on practical morality, uniting people and leading to a happier experience of faith.  
 
The Philosophical Context 
Moving beyond the politics of the palace and of the church, there were a number of 
significant philosophical ideas and other thought-trends influencing English society from the 
mid-to-late 1600’s. These came from various sources including new religions, new science, 
new philosophy, and new atheism, all of which were accompanied by a corresponding rise in 
immorality.  

Two hundred years of world exploration,12 had brought news of vast continents, 
massive populations, and diverse religions, provoking challenging questions about how God 
could be just when multitudes were never able to hear the Gospel simply because of where 
and when they were born. Books on comparative religion were being written and studied with 
the implicit if not explicit questions: ‘Is it reasonable to think that the majority of people are 
all wrong and just a small minority of Christians are all right?’ ‘How can we be sure that 
Christianity is true and other religions are false?’ ‘How is it possible that millions of non-
Christians are often more moral than European Christians?’ ‘Is there perhaps a common basis 
for all religions that could be discovered to unite everyone?’ ‘Is there a religion of nature that 
might lie at the foundation of all religions?’ ‘Could reason help us discover and practice such 
a natural religion?’13  

In addition to the various geographical and historical discoveries of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth century, scientific discoveries were also beginning to challenge Christianity, 

 
11. ‘Enthusiasts’ (also called ‘fanatics’) were Christians who relied on emotions, feelings, impressions, 

and senses in deciding what was true or false. Joseph Glanvill wrote “Anti-Fanatical Religion and Free 
Philosophy,” in Essays on Several Important Subjects in Philosophy and Religion (London: for John Baker and 
Henry Mortlock, 1676), Essay VII, 1-58, as a defense of Latitudinarianism and an attack on emotions-based 
religion.  

12. The leading figures were Christopher Columbus (c. 1450-1506), Ferdinand Magellan (c. 1480-
1521), Vasco da Gama (c. 1460-1524), and Francis Drake (c. 1540-1596), 

13. For the history of these influences on European Christianity see Classical Influences on European 
Culture, A.D. 1500-1700, ed., R. R. Bolgar (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 199-271; Peter 
Harrison, ‘Religion’ and the Religions in the English Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2002), 19-92, 130-172; Henning Graf Reventlow, The Authority of the Bible and the Rise of the Modern World 
(1980), trans. John Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress Press: 1985), 91-327; Gregory Dawes, The Historical Jesus 
Question (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 1-71; Kenneth Sheppard, Anti-Atheism in Early 
Modern England, 1580-1720 (Leiden: Brill, 2015), ch. 6. Sheppard also points out how “The awareness of 
diverse cultural, political, and religious practices and beliefs that accompanies the redistribution of ancient texts 
was amplified by the European encounter with the ‘new world’ and the abundant travel literature produced in its 
wake, which meant that religious apologists had to answer questions about the validity of the universal consent 
of mankind in the belief in a deity.” Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 2-3. Marshall highlights the impact of religious 
pluralism upon Puritanism. “Freedom of religion and the geographical expanse of the new world not only 
opened the way for any and every kind of sect, but finally enabled religious skeptics to express their views 
openly and in print rather than confining them to private conversations in pubs and coffee-houses.” Marshall, 
Puritanism and Natural Religion (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2016), 133. 
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especially the Bible’s role as a reliable religious authority.14 Scientists were identifying 
universal laws of nature and raising the question as to whether people still needed 
supernatural religion to explain the world. Some scientific observations and conclusions also 
appeared to conflict with supernatural revelation and the biblical worldview.15 For many, 
natural religion seemed to fit better with the natural sciences. The more naturalistic and 
materialistic of scientists also weakened the impact of revealed religion by their fundamental 
empiricist presupposition—if it cannot be measured, it cannot be true. 

Accompanying the new science was new philosophy. Around the middle of the 17th 
century, the philosophical rationalism that had been sweeping across Europe reached English 
shores.16 In contrast with the scholasticism of the medieval and Renaissance periods, in 
which scholars gained knowledge by comparing and contrasting authorities (e.g. Scripture, 
the church, tradition, and Greek philosophy), Rene Descartes (1596-1650) and other 
rationalists rejected these authorities, together with knowledge received through the senses, 
and set up their own subjective consciousness, their own innate a priori ideas, as the ultimate 
criterion of truth. The source of truth was not the Bible, authorities, or the senses, but the 
intellect, and nothing was to be accepted as true unless reason was persuaded of it.17 
Autonomous human reason, not God, the Church, the Bible, or experience was the primary 
source and supreme test of all certain knowledge and ethics, and correct reasoning would 
produce virtuous actions and a happy life.18  

Cartesian rationalism was opposed by British philosophers like Thomas Hobbes 
(1588-1679) and John Locke (1632-1704), who were part of a school of thought, known as 

 
14. Cragg, Puritanism to the Age of Reason, ch. v. For a brief summary of the early relationship 

between science and religion, see Eire, Reformations, 677-686. 
15. The leading figures were  Isaac Newton (c. 1642-1726) and Robert Boyle (1627-1691), building on 

the work of Nicolaus Copernicus (1473-1543), Johannes Kepler (1571-1630), and Galileo (1564-1642) 
16. This wave of continental rationalism was primarily associated with Europeans like Rene Descartes 

(1596-1650), Baruch (or Benedict) Spinoza (1632-77) and Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716). For rationalism see 
John Cottingham, The Rationalists (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988); Rocco J. Gennaro and Charles 
Huenemann, eds., New Essays on the Rationalists (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999); G. H. R. 
Parkinson, ed., The Renaissance and Seventeenth-Century Rationalism (London: Routledge, 1993), 167-423; J. 
B. Bury, A History of Freedom of Thought (New York: H. Holt and Co, 1913), 127-232. 

17. Rene Descartes, A Discourse on the Method of Correctly Conducting One’s Reason and Seeking 
Truth in the Sciences, trans. John Veitch (Chicago: The Open Court Publishing Company, 1899), 19. 

18. For a broad introduction to the philosophers mentioned in this study, see Ben-Ami Scharfstein, ed., 
The Philosophers: Their Lives and the Nature of their Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 1-208. 
Also see the Cambridge Companion series for individual philosophers (Cambridge University Press). For an 
introduction to the rationalists and the empiricists see Jonathan Bennet, Learning from Six Philosophers: 
Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, Vol. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001). For more on 
Descartes see Stephen Gaukroger, Descartes: In Intellectual Biography (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997); 
Georges Dicker, Descartes: An Analytical and Historical Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993); 
John J. Blom, Descartes, His Moral Philosophy and Psychology (New York: New York University Press, 
1978); Aza Goudriaan, “Descartes, Cartesianism, and Early Modern Theology,” The Oxford Handbook of Early 
Modern Theology, 533-549; Glenn B. Siniscalchi, Retrieving Apologetics (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2016), 
46-47. For Leibniz, see Robert Merrihew Adams: Leibniz: Determinist, Theist, Idealist (Oxford: Oxford 
University press, 1994). Carlos Eire’s Reformations also has a chapter (entitled “The Age of Reasonable 
Doubt,” 660-690) on the influential philosophers of this era. See Muller, “Reformed Theology between 1600 
and 1800,” The Oxford Handbook of Early Modern Theology, 176, for connection between philosophy and the 
transition from Reformed orthodoxy to more rationalistic approach to theology. See also Jonathan I. Israel, 
Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity 1650-1750 (Oxford, New York: Oxford 
Universityt Press, 2001). 
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empiricism, that traced all knowledge to sensory experience and evidence.19 Hobbes was a 
materialist who rejected theological supernaturalism, asserted that God and the soul were 
matter not spirit, and taught that everything could be explained by the rules of motion.20 He 
rejected the existence of innate ideas of God and of good and evil. Rather, religion originated 
in fear and ignorance, and was simply a tool that leaders used to ensure the loyalty of their 
subjects. People were basically selfish and acted out of fear or in their own interests. 
Revelation, he insisted, must never contradict human reason or experience. He also equated 
happiness with the satisfaction of the appetites.21  

In contrast to Descartes, who taught that humanity is born with pre-existing concepts, 
English philosopher and influential Enlightenment thinker, John Locke,22 asserted that people 
were born with minds that are like blank slates, and that knowledge was primarily inductive, 
a posteriori, resulting from analyzing all that our senses tell us. We start with our senses and 
from that we can make conclusions about metaphysics and ethics. Much of Locke’s writing 
was a response to the European wars of religion and reflected his concern to reduce the 
damage of religious conflict by advocating a degree of toleration.23  

Whatever their presuppositions, it is evident from the above that both Cartesian 
rationalism and mechanistic empiricism resulted in the exaltation of human reason, 
sometimes placing it above divine revelation, and other times treating them as equals. The 
naturalistic worldviews of both philosophies resulted in the Bible being viewed as just an 
ordinary human book with a mix of truth and error, and eventually resulted in the rejection of 
the supernatural doctrines of creation, the virgin birth, and the resurrection. No matter how 
religious these philosophers claimed to be, their writing resulted in a significant increase in 
speculative and philosophical atheism, which either denied God’s existence or implied the 
same.24   

In addition to philosophical atheists, there were also ‘the scoffers’ and ‘practical 
atheists.’ The former could be found in both the upper and lower classes, on the stage and at 
the market stalls, as they mocked God, religion, and Christians with much greater frequency 

 
19. For more on empiricism see R. S. Woolhouse, The Empiricists (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1988); Nancy Frankenberry, Religion and Radical Empiricism (Albany: State University of New York, 1987); 
John E. Smith, Religion and Empiricism (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1967) 

20. For more on Hobbes see Richard Tuck, Hobbes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989); Perez 
Zagorin, Hobbes and the Law of Nature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009). For more on Locke see 
Nicholas Jolley, Locke: His Philosophical Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999); Elizabeth A. 
Pritchard, Religion in Locke’s Political Theology (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014); Justin Champion, 
“Godless Politics,” God in the Enlightenment, eds., William J. Bulman & Robert G. Ingram (Oxford, New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 42-62. 

21. Paul Slack, “Material Progress and the Challenge of Affluence in Seventeenth-Century 
England,” The Economic History Review, New Series, 62, no. 3 (2009): 591. 

22. John Locke’s studies at Christ Church also slightly overlapped with Matthew Henry’s father, 
Philip, who entered Christ Church in 1647, graduated BA February 1651, and MA December 1652. They both 
also attended Westminster School, Henry from 1643 to 1647, and Locke from 1647 to 1652. 

23. John Locke, A Letter Concerning Toleration (London: Printed for Awnsham Churchill,1689). See 
Eire, Reformations, 672, for more on the nature of toleration that Locke advocated. 

24. In the Early Modern period, ‘atheist’ was sometimes used to describe people who believed in God 
but not in God’s providence, or those who believed in God but also held other beliefs that contradicted their 
belief. Hobbes could be placed in both of these categories. Dewey Wallace traces the connections between the 
rise of atheism and the philosophies of Descartes, Hobbes, and Spinoza. Shapers of English Calvinism (1660-
1714) (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 32, 46. See also Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 3-4, 132-136, for 
the Christian response to this ‘learned’ atheism.  
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and brazenness than before.25 The practical atheists, the most common kind of atheist in the 
mid-late 1600’s, usually did not deny God outright with their mouths, but they lived like 
atheists.26 Historian Roger Baker argued that the Restoration and Charles’ coronation marked 
a reversal of the stringent Puritan morality, “as though the pendulum [of England’s morality] 
swung from repression to licence more or less overnight.”27 Theatres that had closed during 
Oliver Cromwell’s protectorship reopened and often showed bawdy plays and comedies. 
Immorality and irreligion burgeoned in the England of the Restoration and Revolutionary 
periods.28  

In short, the new religions, new science, new philosophy, and new atheism reduced 
confidence in supernatural revelation like the Bible as the source of religious truth, and 
instead pointed to what human reason could discover in the realm of merely natural religion, 
all resulting in a widespread increase of atheism and immorality. As Eire explains, it was an 
age of rational religion which intentionally and unintentionally lessened the influence of 
traditional religion, and  “Consequently, the churches…began to be dismissed by many as 
unreasonable domineering purveyors of the ultimate superstition.”29  
 
The Economic Context 
Another contextual consideration for Henry’s life and ministry, especially his teaching on the 
happiness of the Christian life, was the growing wealth and comfort of mid-late 17th century 
England,30 and the accompanying political-economic argument for material consumption 
being the way to national and personal happiness. Slack highlights the influence of economic 
liberalism in England through the writings of John Houghton (1640-1705) and Nicholas 
Barbon (ca. 1640-ca. 1698), “who broke away from prevailing assumptions about the dangers 
of unbridled consumer extravagance, proclaimed the benefits of consumption, and in so 
doing initiated the gradual ‘demoralization of luxury.’”31 Houghton’s first publication, 

 
25. At the consecration of Stillingfleet, Patrick, and Ironside in 1689, John Scott said: “To scorn and 

despise religion is now no longer the prerogative of wits and gallants; but the infection is spread and propagated 
into shops and stalls, and even among the rabble there are apostles of atheism.” Martin I. J. Griffin, 
Latitudinarianism in the Seventeenth-Century Church of England (Leiden: E J Brill, 1992), 49.  

26. For an exploration of the meaning of ‘atheist’ in the early modern period see Sheppard, Anti-
Atheism in Early Modern England. 

27. Roger Baker, Drag: A History of Female Impersonation In The Performing Arts (New York City: 
NYU Press, 1994), 85. For more on the moral climate of that time see Dudley W. R. Bahlman, The Moral 
Revolution of 1688 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957); Kenneth Sheppard, Anti-Atheism in Early 
Modern England, ch. 6. 

28. Griffin, Latitudinarianism, 116. See also Tillotson for impact of civil war upon morals. “The 
Wisdom of Being Religious,” Works, Vol. 1 (London: 1820), 422. 

29. Eire Reformations, 686. See pages 686-690 for more on this change.  
30. “One estimate suggests that the gross domestic product (GDP) rose by 60 per cent between 1600 

and 1700… Still more important was the rise in GDP per capita after 1650, for the first time in more than a 
century. As the population stopped growing, while foreign trade continued to expand and agricultural 
productivity also rose, incomes per capita increased, by at least a third between 1650 and 1700. Since these 
trends continued for half a century beyond 1700, the middle of the seventeenth century looks—in retrospect at 
least—like a point of dramatic change.” Paul Slack, “Material Progress,” 577-578.  

31. Paul Sack, “The Politics of Consumption and England's Happiness in the Later Seventeenth 
Century,” The English Historical Review 122, no. 497 (2007): 609; L. L. Peck, Consuming Splendour. Society 
and Culture in Seventeenth- Century England (Cambridge, 2005). 
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England’s Great Happiness,32 argued for much greater optimism about the national 
economy33 and insisted that instead of complaining about people’s consumption, this should 
be celebrated as a source of contentment and happiness.34 In his monthly periodical, A 
Collection of Letters for the Improvement of Husbandry and Trade, while defending 
consumption, he argued that although some are “guilty of prodigality, pride, vanity, and 
luxury,” yet they increase the national wealth more than they lose personally.35 Barbon’s 
publications went along similar lines to Houghton’s, with his particular concern being to 
argue for more urban building which would increase not only peace and prosperity but 
happiness and advantage.36 Both men’s stress on the personal and national advantages of 
consumption reflected the goals of several economic writers of the time.37   

While some, such as the Latitudinarian Edward Stillingfleet, raised concerns about the 
impact of luxury on the happiness and welfare of the nation,38 most were enthusiastic about 
economic growth and its benefits, including that of happiness. Slack traces how some of 
these arguments lost a degree of their power in the 1690’s, and that by 1700 “powerful calls 
for civic virtue and a reformation of manners” among other factors also helped to impede the 
arguments for consumption.39 However, Slack maintains that the success of the argument for 
consumption as a basis for personal and national happiness still made remarkable inroads, 
which was especially surprising given the longstanding alternative case often made for 
happiness via moral and civic virtue.40 Houghton’s and Barbon’s publications provoked not 
only a significant increase in societal interest in happiness but also a rash of multiple, tracts, 
poems, and songs often sharing variations on the title of Houghton’s England’s Great 

 
32. J. Houghton, England's Great Happiness (London, 1677). This was a response to The Grand 

Concern of England Explained (1673) which protested against the extravagance and expense of the culture.  
33. “No ‘rational man’ could deny that England had ‘more wealth now than ever we had at any time 

before the Restoration’ of Charles II.’” Slack, “The Politics of Consumption,” 612. Citing England's Great 
Happiness (London, 1677), 19-20, and title page. 

34. Slack, “The Politics of Consumption,” 611. 
35. J. Houghton, [A] Collection [for the Improvement of Husbandry and Trade], Vol. 4, 55. 
36. Slack, “The Politics of Consumption,” 614. See Nicholas Barbon, A Discourse Shewing the Great 

Advantages that New-Buildings and the Enlarging of Towns and Cities Do Bring to a Nation (London: 1678). 
See also An Apology for the Builder (London, 1685); Discourse of Trade (London, 1690) which make the case 
for the growth of towns based not only upon the greater wealth but the increase of pleasure too. 

37. See also Peter Pett’s, The Happy Future State of England (1688).  
38. He warned that although prosperity had helped make England a happy nation, nations were “more 

or less happy according to their virtues and vices. Slack, “The Politics of Consumption,” 614. 
39. See Slack, “Material Progress,” 583-4 for examples of this. 
40. Slack, “The Politics of Consumption,” 629. “After the Restoration, there was considerable interest 

in happiness as a religious goal, ‘spiritual happiness’ in Petty’s phrase, which was invoked against the hot zeal 
of sectarian fanatics, sometimes by advocates of improvement, and clearly separable from wealth and power. 
Slack, “The Politics of Consumption,” 629. 
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Happiness.41   
 
The Religious Context  
The move away from scholastic dependence on biblical, ecclesiastical, and philosophical 
authority to the authority of reason, was accompanied by a surge of interest in natural 
theology, led in part by the Deists.42 In England, the rise of Deism43 was largely associated 
with Lord Edward Herbert (c. 1582-1648), often called ‘the father of English Deism.’ Hostile 
to organized religion44 and a champion of philosophy, he advocated that the ‘common 
notions,’45 the natural religion shared by all people and accessible to reason alone, should be 
the universal moral authority in place of any supernatural revelation. In De Veritate (1624),46 
he raised the question about how people identify what is true, and answered it by substituting 
various authorities (including divine revelation) with the use of ‘right reason.’47 Although his 
influence faded during the Interregnum, the post-Restoration intellectual climate resuscitated 

 
41. Slack, “The Politics of Consumption,” 630. See Williams’s survey of English literature in the 

period which confirms this increased focus upon happiness between the seventeenth and eighteenth century. She 
cites McMahon’s research into the number of mid-1700 texts that demonstrate the widespread assumption that 
happiness was really only found after death, and also his finding that “in the late seventeenth and eighteenth 
century we also see the emergence of a different viewpoint – the belief that earthly happiness might be a sign of 
grace; the idea that to delight in the world, to live happily, was to live as God intended. Abigail Williams, 
“Nothing Better than Mirth and Hilarity: Happiness, Unhappiness, Jest and Sociability in the Eighteenth 
Century,” English Literature, Vol. 2, no. 1 (June 2015): 123. “Alongside the emergent discourse of Christian 
happiness as contentment and benevolence, we also see a culture of mirth, of jestbooks and pamphlets designed 
to create well-being in alternative ways, and in particular, to drive away melancholy through communal 
joviality” (125).  

42. Eire explains the beginnings of the Deist movement as follows: “One reaction to all of the doctrinal 
wrangling caused by the Reformations was the search for a reason-based theology that could cut across 
dogmatic boundaries. Such attempts tended to be made in societies that had been deeply affected by religious 
conflict. In England, especially, a very robust strain of rationalism began to assert itself in the early seventeenth 
century. This rationalism was very different from that of the Epicureans for it sought not to unmask religion as 
sheer nonsense, but rather to elevate it to logical supremacy. Yet when all is said and done, these rationalistic 
proposals ended up having as much of a corrosive effect on traditional religion as the challenges made by die-
hard skeptics and atheists.” Eire, Reformations, 673. 

43. For more on Deism, see History of British Deism, Vol. 8 (Oxford: Routledge, 1995); G. R. Cragg, 
From Puritanism to the Age of Reason, 136-155; John Orr, English Deism, Its Roots and its Fruits (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1934); Peter Gay, Deism: An Anthology (Princeton: Van Nostrand, 1968); Eire, 
Reformations, 672-677. 

44. Herbert began De Religione Laici (On the Religion of a Layman), published in 1645, by 
highlighting how competing religious claims are usually accompanied by intolerant dogmatism. 

45. Also called ‘self-evident notions,’ ‘first principles,’ ‘light of nature,’ ‘natural sense,’ or ‘right 
reason.’ 

46. De Veritate, Prout Distinguitur a Revelatione, a Verisimilli, a Possibili, et a Falso, 2nd ed. 
(Londini: 1624). First English translation was by Meyrick H. Carré (Bristol: J. W. Arrowsmith, 1937).  

47. Common notions’ were implanted by God in every person, and could therefore be discerned by 
everyone. These comprised five fundamental articles of natural religion which, he said, constituted true religion, 
and which no revelation or authority could contradict. (1) There is a supreme God; (2) He ought to be 
worshipped; (3) Virtue is the most important part of worship and religious practice; (4) Men can expiate their 
sins by repenting of them; (5) There are rewards and punishments after death. Edward Herbert, De Veritate, 
trans. Carré, 291-302. 
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similar ideas, especially through the influence of ‘The Cambridge Platonists,’48 a group of 
philosophers and theologians who taught at Cambridge University during the mid-1600’s and 
who reacted strongly against the Calvinist theology that they saw as partly to blame for the 
civil war. With a view to uniting people around the essentials of religion, they promoted 
moderation instead of dogmatism, exalted reason and philosophy often at the expense of 
revelation and church tradition, downplayed the supernatural and the mysterious, argued for a 
simplified minimalist creed, and emphasized the moral side of religion.49 

Although Deists usually did not explicitly deny the existence of God, and even 
insisted that they were arguing for his existence in their critiques of Thomas Hobbes and 
Baruch Spinoza,50 by exalting reason and downplaying supernatural revelation, their ‘religion 
of nature’ had atheistic tendencies and often led people to atheistic conclusions, resulting in 
their theistic opponents sometimes calling them atheists.51 By insisting that it was not enough 
that a truth be in the Bible but that it also had to correspond with human reason, Deists 
effectively reduced the Bible to the truths of natural religion and set up an alternative source 
of truth apart from God and his revelation. 

 
The Cultural Questions 
This survey of Henry’s historical context identifies the primary cultural questions that people 
were asking: Is the Christian religion the cause of conflict, instability, and division? Is there 
an alternative moderate religion that would be less dogmatic and divisive, more reasonable, 
more uniting, more stabilizing, and thus a happier experience? Can Christians and even other 
religions unite on a simplified and minimal creed? Is practical morality not more important 

 
48. For more on Cambridge Platonists see Gerald R. Cragg, ed., The Cambridge Platonists (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1968); C. A. Patrides, ed., The Cambridge Platonists (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1980); Cragg, Puritanism to the Age of Reason, 37-60; Stuart Brown, British Philosophy and 
the Age of Enlightenment (London: Routledge, 1996), 1-122; Kenneth Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, ch. 4. The 
Cambridge Platonists included Benjamin Whichcote (1609-1683), Henry More (1614-1687), Ralph Cudworth 
(1617-1688). Their major works include Whichcote’s Some Select Notions of B. Whichcote (1685), Select 
Sermons (1689), Several Discourses (1701), and Moral and Religious Aphorisms (1703); More’s An Antidote 
Against Atheism (1653), An Explanation of the Grand Mystery of Godliness (1660), Manual of Ethics (1666), 
The Divine Dialogues (1668), and The Manual of Metaphysics (1671); Cudworth’s True Intellectual System of 
the Universe (1678) and his posthumous Treatise Concerning Eternal and Immutable Mortality (1731).  

49. David Field and S. Bryn Roberts view the Cambridge Platonists more favorably. Field noted the 
influence of the Cambridge Platonists upon John Howe (who happened to be one of Henry’s best friends) 
resulting in “a blend of humanism, Reformed theology and a revived interest in Plato.” Roberts, The Puritan 
Pursuit of Happiness, 37. See D. P. Field, Rigide Calvinism in a Softer Dresse: The Moderate Presbyterianism 
of John Howe, 1630-1705 (Edinburgh: Rutherford House, 2004), 115. For Roberts, the characteristics of 
Cambridge Platonists include, “maintaining the sufficiency of Scripture and tenets of Reformed doctrine…[and 
a] moderate approach to orthodoxy, that good men can differ in their interpretation of Scripture.” Roberts says 
Ralph Venning would share this approach (38). Roberts rejects the idea that Cambridge Platonists were 
antipathetic to Calvinism, as well as that the sources of their ideas was mainly Plato, although he was 
influential. He identifies their main characteristics as their “religious moderation which rejected narrow puritan 
dogmatism and promoted the importance of learning and reason for godliness.” Roberts, The Puritan Pursuit of 
Happiness, 39. 

50. For example, Henry More, Antidote to Atheism (1653); Ralph Cudworth, The True Intellectual 
System of the Universe, wherein all the Reason and Philosophy of Atheism is Confuted, and its Impossibility 
Demonstrated (1678). 

51. Wayne Hudson, Diego Lucci, and Jeffrey R. Wigelsworth, Atheism and Deism Revalued: 
Heterodox Religious Identities in Britain, 1650-1800 (Burlington: Ashgate, 2014); Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 223, 
248-9. The more obviously atheistic Freethinkers, a late 17th century group, emerged from Deism. 
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than Christian belief? Is the Bible reliable or just an ordinary book with a mixture of truth and 
error? How do we decide what is true and what is false? Is there another source of religious 
truth and ethics, such as nature or human reason? What’s the relationship between faith and 
reason? Reason and Scripture? Faith and ethics? The church and the State? Should the State 
get involved in legislating religion? How can we be sure of what is true? How do we account 
for the common ideas found in all religions? How do we reconcile the Bible and science? 
How do we stop immorality? What’s the way to be happy? Is material wealth a better way to 
happiness than religion? How should Christianity respond to freedom of religion and 
expression, the discovery of other religions, the interest in comparative religion, the 
challenges of science, and the increase of immorality? 
 

SECTION 2: THE CHRISTIAN RESPONSE 
 
Having identified the questions the late seventeenth-century culture was asking, the Christian 
apologetic response will now be considered, starting with the established church 
Latitudinarians, followed by the Non-conformists, and then focusing on Henry.  
 
The Latitudinarian Response 
The Latitudinarians52 were the most influential theologians, churchmen, and apologists of 
Henry’s era.53 They heard the questions the culture was asking and focused much of their 
speaking and writing on apologetic answers. They are especially important in this study 
because they influenced Henry directly. He not only listened to their sermons,54 read, 

 
52. The most important Latitudinarians were Edward Stillingfleet (1635-1699), John Tillotson (1630-

1694), Joseph Glanvill (1636-1680), Simon Patrick (1626-1707), Edward Fowler (1632-1714), and Gilbert 
Burnet (1643-1715). “Latitudinarian” was a term used to describe a party that arose in the Church of England 
during the mid-to-late 1600’s. They were called Latitudinarians because, like the Cambridge Platonists who also 
were given this title, they allowed for a degree of latitude in doctrine, worship, and ecclesiology. They were 
orthodox, however, subscribed to the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of England, accepted the historic 
Christian creeds, and were strong churchmen. Griffin described them as “by far the most alert, vigilant, and 
perceptive defenders of the Church of England in the seventeenth century.” Griffin, Latitudinarianism, 3. For 
more on Latitudinarians, see Isabel Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, 2 Vols.; Cragg, From Puritanism to 
the Age of Reason. For a more positive perspective on the Latitudinarians see W. M. Spellman, The 
Latitudinarians and the Church of England, 1660-1700 (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1993). For a 
more positive assessment of Archbishop John Tillotson in particular, often viewed as the leader of the 
Latitudinarians, see Julius Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the Reason for Religion: John Tillotson and the 
Latitudinarian Defense of Christianity, 1630-1694” (PhD diss., Trinity Evangelical School, 2003). Kim also 
points to other scholars in support of his view: Gerard Reedy, “Socinians, John Toland, and the Anglican 
Rationalists,” Harvard Theological Review 70, no. 34 (July-October 1977): 301; Reedy, The Bible and Reason: 
Anglicans and Scripture in Late Seventeenth-Century England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1985). See also Harvey Hill, “‘The Law of Nature Revived’: Christianity and Natural Religion in the Sermons 
of John Tillotson,” Anglican and Episcopal History 70 (2001): 168-89; Jacob M. Blosser, “John Tillotson’s 
Latitudinarian Legacy: Orthodoxy, Heterodoxy, and the Pursuit of Happiness,” Anglican and Episcopal History, 
Vol. 80, No. 2 (June 2011): 142-173. See pages 144-145 for his popularity and influence. 

53. “Before the Revolution, the Latitudinarians were the most influential preachers in London, and 
after 1688, their ascendancy on the Bishop’s bench was unchallenged.” Cragg, Reason, 62.  

54. “Alluding to the services he attended on the Lord’s-day, he expressed himself most pleased with 
the discourses of Dr Stillingfleet, at St. Andrew, Holborn, and Dr Tillotson’s at Lawrence Jury.” Williams, 
Memoirs, 25-26. 



 29 

commended, and quoted their books,55 but also tracked with many of their apologetic 
emphases, including that of the reasonableness and pleasantness of religion. Further, some of 
Henry’s Non-conformist acquaintances, such as Richard Baxter (1615-1691), Williams Bates 
(1625-1699), and John Howe (1630-1705), also sympathized with Latitudinarian emphases 
and even worked with them on various schemes of ecclesiastical comprehension.56 

Whereas the Freethinkers57 took the Deism of the Cambridge Platonists further than 
the Platonists, the Latitudinarians, most of whom also studied under the Platonists and were 
highly influenced by them,58 took their thought in a different direction.59 Although motivated 
by the same desire to moderate religious passions and unite people around a simplified 
religion focused on practical morality, instead of using reason to replace revelation as the 
Deists did, they used reason to support revelation, believing that reason was the most 
effective apologetic tool to advance the Bible and the Christian religion. They opposed 
‘enthusiasts’ by insisting on the agreement of reason and revelation; they opposed Roman 
Catholics by insisting on the engagement of reason rather than unthinking acceptance of 
church authority; and they resisted the rationalists by arguing that some of the greatest truths 
of revelation were “above reason though not contrary to it,” an important phrase, found also 
in Henry, that will be considered further in the next chapter.  

 
55. For example, Henry introduces a quotation from John Tillotson by describing him as ‘the late 

excellent Abp. Tillotson.’ A Discourse Concerning Meekness and Quietness of Spirit; To which is added, A 
Sermon on Acts 28.22. Shewing That the Christian Religion is not a Sect; and yet that it is everywhere spoken 
against (London: Printed for Tho. Parkhurst, 1699), 126. Also, in the preface to Vol. 2 of his Exposition, he 
commends Edward Stillingfleet for his defense of Scripture. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 2, 4. 

56. Comprehension involved compromising some features of Anglican government and worship in 
order to make it possible for Non-conformists to conform to the Church of England. Talks about comprehension 
took place in 1668, 1675, and 1689 with various parties involved including Edward Stillingfleet, John Tillotson, 
Richard Baxter, William Bates, Thomas Manton, and Matthew Poole. “In 1675 there was a new round of 
negotiations between Baxter, Manton, Bates, and Matthew Poole and the episcopalians Tillotson and Edward 
Stillingfleet.” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), s.v. “Richard 
Baxter,” 429. 

57. For more on the Freethinkers, see Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 45-47, 65-67; Vol. 
2, 7-84; Allen, Doubt’s Boundless Sea (Baltimore: John Hopkins, 1964); David Berman, A History of Atheism 
in Britain: From Hobbes to Russell (New York: Croom Helm, 1988); J. A. I. Champion, The Pillars of 
Priestcraft Shaken: The Church of England and its Enemies, 1660-1730 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992); Michael Hunter and David Wootton, eds., Atheism from the Reformation to the Enlightenment 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992); Margaret Jacob, The Radical Enlightenment: Pantheists, Freemasons, and 
Republicans (London: Allen & Unwin, 1981); Roger D. Lund, ed., The Margins of Orthodoxy: Heterodox 
Writing and Cultural Response, 1660-1750 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995); John Redwood, 
Reason, Ridicule, and Religion: The Age of Enlightenment in England, 1660-1750 (1976); Robert E. Sullivan, 
Toland and the Deist Controversy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982). 

58. Latitudinarian historian Gilbert Burnet said that the main influence in molding the Latitudinarians 
was the example of the Cambridge Platonists. Gilbert Burnet, History of His Own Time, Vol. 1 (London: Printed 
for Thomas Ward, 1724-34), 186-187.  

59. “It might even be argued that Deism, or at least some forms of it, was simply the more consistent 
outworking of rationalist tendencies already present in Latitudinarianism.” Gerald R. McDermott, Jonathan 
Edwards Confronts the Gods: Christian Theology, Enlightenment Religion, and Non-Christian Faiths (Oxford 
and New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 56. In a footnote he writes: “Or that Latitudinarianism was a 
less consistent outworking of the rationalistic tendencies of Deism.” Griffin lists the characteristics of 
Latitudinarian thinking as: “(1) orthodoxy in the historical sense of acceptance of the contents of the traditional 
Christian creeds; (2) conformity to the Church of England as by law established, with its episcopal government, 
its Thirty-Nine Articles, and the Book of Common Prayer; (3) an advocacy of ‘reason’ in religion; (4) 
theological minimalism; (5) an Arminian scheme of justification; (6) an emphasis on practical morality above 
credal speculation and precision; (7) a distinctive sermon style; (8) certain connections with seventeenth-century 
science and the Royal Society.” Griffin, Latitudinarianism, vii.  
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The apologetic strains of Latitudinarian thought are evident in their published writing 
and sermons.60 For example, in The Vanity of Dogmatizing (1661)61 Joseph Glanvill pled for 
religious tolerance and freedom of thought. He taught that only unfallen Adam was perfectly 
rational and that the damage to human sense due to sin made it impossible for unaided 
humanity to gain certain knowledge. A Brief Account of the New Sect of Latitude-Men (1662) 
published under the initials S.P., thought to be Simon Patrick, explained core Latitudinarian 
tenets: moderation, rationalism, Arminianism, natural theology, holy living more important 
than ritual or theology, and the complementarity of Scripture, reason, and tradition. Edward 
Stillingfleet’s Origines Sacrae (1662),62 subtitled A Rational Account of the Grounds of 
Christian Faith, as to the Truth and Divine Authority of the Scriptures, and Matters Therein 
Contained, used reason and natural religion to make the case for the existence of God, divine 
revelation, the immortality of the soul, and moral happiness. It was published, according to 
Stillingfleet, “out of a just resentment of the affronts and indignities which have been cast on 
religion; by such, who account it a matter of judgement to disbelieve the Scriptures, and a 
piece of wit to dispute themselves out of the possibility of being happy in another world.”63 
He also referred to the common perception of “the large spread of atheism among us.”64 As 
evidenced by his later Letter to A Deist (1677),65 the first apologetic work in English against 
Deism, the atheism and skepticism he specifically had in mind in his earlier publications was 
Deism.66  

In 1664, John Tillotson preached a sermon arguing for the advantages of Christianity 

 
60. In his funeral sermon for Archbishop John Tillotson, Burnet noted how Tillotson “considered all 

the ancient and modern apologies for the Christian religion” because he wanted “to make all people feel the 
reasonableness of the truths, as well as of the precepts of the Christian religion.” Gilbert Burnet, A Sermon 
Preach’d at the Funeral of…John…Lord Archbishop of Canterbury, (London: Printed for Jacob Milner, 1694), 
13. 

61. Joseph Glanvill, The Vanity of Dogmatizing, Or, Confidence in Opinions Manifested in A 
Discourse of the Shortness and Uncertainty of Our Knowledge, And Its Causes: With Some Reflexions On 
Peripateticism, And an Apology for Philosophy (London: Printed for Henry Eversden, 1661). A later revision of 
The Vanity of Dogmatizing can be found in “Against Confidence in Philosophy, and Matters of Speculation,” in 
Essays on Several Important Subjects in Philosophy and Religion (London: Printed by J. D. for John Baker and 
Henry Mortlock, 1676), 17.  

62. Edward Stillingfleet, Origines Sacrae, or a Rational Account of the Grounds of Christian Faith, as 
to the Truth and Divine Authority of the Scriptures, And the matters contained therein (London: Printed for 
Henry Mortlock, 1662). 

63. Edward Stillingfleet, preface in Origines Sacrae, b2. This study will follow Martin Griffin’s 
convention of distinguishing between the first and last edition by using (1) after the first and (2) after the 
second. However, as Griffin says, Origines Sacre (2) “is not really a new edition so much as a new work dealing 
with threats that Stillingfleet saw emerging from the new philosophy of Descartes and Spinoza.” 
Latitudinarianism, 174. Griffin also notes that the second edition was to be entitled A Rational Account of the 
Grounds of Natural and Revealed Religion: Wherein the Foundations of Religion, and the Authority of the 
Scriptures, are Asserted and Cleared, With an Answer to the Modern Objections of Atheists and Deists, 
Latitudinarianism. Griffin, Latitudinarianism, 52. 

64. Stillingfleet, Origines Sacrae (1), b3. 
65. Edward Stillingfleet, A Letter to a Deist, In Answer to Several Objections Against the Truth and 

Authority of the Scriptures, (London: Printed by W.G., 1677). 
66. Just before he died he had been working on a new edition of the book as a response to someone 

“who owned the being and providence of God, but expressed a mean esteem of the Scriptures, and the Christian 
religion. Which is become so common a theme among the scepticks of this age, that the author of this discourse 
thought it worth his time and care, to consider the force of the objections that were made against them.” 
Stillingfleet, preface in A Letter to a Deist, In Answer to Several Objections Against the Truth and Authority of 
the Scriptures (London: Printed for H.C., 1697).  
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that was published under the title The Wisdom of Being Religious.67 The following year, 
Stillingfleet began a concentrated period of apologetic engagement with Roman Catholicism 
in A Rational Account of the Grounds of Protestant Religion (1664).68 When this book was 
criticized by Roman Catholic apologist John Sergeant’s Sure-Footing in Christianity, or, 
Rational Discourses on the Rule of Faith (1665),69 Tillotson responded with The Rule of 
Faith (1666)70 which defended the Scriptures by focusing on the basis of religious certainty 
and the relation between reason and faith.  

Scepsis Scientifica (1665)71 represented the substance of an address that Glanvill 
delivered to the Royal Society, in which he argued for a combination of religion and science 
to support both of them, and in A Philosophical Endeavor towards the Defence of the being 
of Witches and Apparitions (1666),72 he argued against atheism and materialism using stories 
of supernatural phenomena. Glanvill’s apologetic interest, as well as his desire for a 
comprehensive Church of England is further evidenced in his 1670 work, Logou threksia, or 
A Seasonable Recommendation and Defence of Reason in Affairs of Religion against 
Infidelity.73 Two books by Edward Fowler followed, an apologetic for Latitudinarianism 
entitled Free Discourse in defence of The Practices of Certain Moderate Divines called 
Latitudinarians (1670),74 and The Design of Christianity (1671)75 in which he argued that the 
aim of Christ’s coming was not so much to make sinners right with God or to fill their heads 
with doctrines but to make them good. The Design of Christianity provoked a vigorous 
response from John Bunyan and Richard Baxter who each devoted whole volumes to refuting 

 
67. John Tillotson, The Wisdom of being Religious (London: Printed for SA. Gellibrand, 1664). 
68. Edward Stillingfleet, A Rational Account of the Grounds of Protestant Religion Being a Vindication 

of the Lord Archbishop of Canterbury's Relation of a Conference, &C., From The Pretended Answer by T.C.: 
Wherein the True Grounds of Faith Are Cleared and The False Discovered, The Church of England Vindicated 
from The Imputation of Schism, And the Most Important Particular Controversies Between Us and Those of the 
Church of Rome Thoroughly Examined (London: Printed for Henry Mortlock, 1665). In this and subsequent 
works he took issue with Roman Catholic claims of infallibility because, in leaving no place for human reason 
and judgment, it prepared the way for skepticism. Moral certainty, he argued, came instead from scripture, 
tradition, and reason. 

69. John Sergeant, Sure-Footing in Christianity, Or Rational Discourses On the Rule of Faith with 
Short Animadversions On Dr. Pierce’s Sermon: Also On Some Passages in Mr. Whitby and M. Stillingfleet, 
Which Concern That Rule (London: [S.N.], 1665). 

70. John Tillotson, The Rule of Faith, Or, An Answer to The Treatises of Mr. I.S. Entitled Sure-Footing 
&C. By John Tillotson to Which Is Adjoined a Reply to Mr. I.S. His 3d Appendix &C. By Edw. Stillingfleet 
(London: Printed for O. Gellibrand, 1666).   

71. Joseph Glanvill, Scepsis Scientifica, Or, Confest Ignorance, The Way to Science in an Essay of the 
Vanity of Dogmatizing, And Confident Opinion: With A Reply to The Exceptions of the Learned Thomas Albius 
(London: Printed for Henry Eversden, 1665). 

72. Joseph Glanvill, A Philosophical Endeavor towards the Defence of the being of Witches and 
Apparitions in a Letter to the Much Honored Robert Hunt, Esq. (London: Printed for James Collins, 1666). 

73. Joseph Glanvill, Logou Threskeia, Or, A Seasonable Recommendation and Defence of Reason in 
The Affairs of Religion Against Infidelity, Scepticism, And Fanaticisms of All Sorts (London: Printed for James 
Collins, 1670).  

74. Edward Fowler, Free Discourse in defence of The Practices of Certain Moderate Divines called 
Latitudinarians (London: Printed for L..wick Lloyd, 1671). 

75. Edward Fowler, The Design of Christianity, Or, A Plain Demonstration and Improvement of This 
Proposition Viz. That the Enduing Men with Inward Real Righteousness or True Holiness Was the Ultimate End 
of Our Saviour's Coming into The World and Is the Great Intendment of His Blessed Gospel (London: Printed 
for R. Royston, 1671).  
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Fowler.76  
Starting in 1671, Tillotson published six collections of his writings, the first being 

Sermons Preach’d upon Several Occasions, many of them reflecting Latitudinarian 
apologetic concerns.77 In 1675, Latitudinarian historian, Gilbert Burnet, contributed an 
apologetic work, A Rational Method for Proving the Truth of the Christian Religion78 and 
Tillotson completed and edited his intellectual mentor John Wilkins’s Principles of Natural 
Religion.79 Glanvill’s Essays on Several Important Subjects in Philosophy and Religion 
(1676)80 includes two essays, “Agreement of Reason and Religion” and “Antifanatickal 
Religion and Free Philosophy,” both of which argued the incompatibility of reason with 
being a dissenter. The spiritual and moral climate of the times can be discerned from 
Glanvill’s Seasonable Reflections and Discourses, in order to the Conviction and Cure of the 
Scoffing and Infidelity of a Degenerate Age (1676).81 A couple of years later, Simon Patrick’s 
influential commentary on the Old Testament began to be published, a commentary that 
Henry frequently referred to.82 Patrick also published a revised translation of Grotius’ 
apologetic classic De Veritate Religionis Christianae (1680), to which he added a seventh 
book, Against the Present Roman Church.83 Latitudinarian books were pouring out of 
London publishers at the same time as Latitudinarians were filling the most important 
London pulpits with their apologetic sermons.  

Just as Latitudinarians were reaching these new heights of prominence and influence, 
Matthew Henry came to London to further his schooling in Dr. Doolittle’s academy for 
dissenters. There is some debate over how long he spent there, with estimates ranging from 

 
76. See Richard Baxter, How Far Holiness is the Design of Christianity (London: Printed for Nevill 

Simons, 1671); John Bunyan Defence of the Doctrine of Justification by Faith (London: Printed for Francis 
Smith, 1672). See Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 140-144, for an account of the grounds of 
opposition between Fowler and Bunyan, and Baxter’s attempt to find a middle way. She sums up: “Despite his 
sympathy for Fowler – and in this dispute he is certainly closer to Fowler than to Bunyan – Baxter is critical of 
the self-interested, prudential, and human-oriented emphasis of latitudinarian religion” (144). Although there is 
a chapter on Baxter as “The Puritan Apologist” in Cooke’s dissertation on Baxter’s churchmanship, it presents 
Baxter not as an apologist for Christianity in general but “for the fidelity of the Puritan movement to the Church 
of England.” Timothy R. Cooke, Richard Baxter: Puritan Churchman, (PhD Diss., 1991, The University of 
Western Ontario), 198. 

77. John Tillotson, Sermons Preach’d Upon Several Occassions, Vol. 1 (1671), Vol 2 (1678), Vol. 3 
(1686), Vol. 4 (1694). Apart from numerous other sermons he also published two other collections of writings, 
Sermons Concerning the Divinity and Incarnation of our Blessed Savior (1693), and Six Sermons (1694). 

78. Gilbert Burnet, A Rational Method for Proving the Truth of the Christian Religion, As It Is 
Professed in The Church of England in Answer to A Rational Compendious Way to Convince Without Dispute 
All Persons Whatsoever Dissenting from The True Religion, By J.K. (London: Printed for Richard Royston, 
1675).  

79. John Wilkins, Of the Principles and Duties of Natural Religion (London: Printed for T. Basset, H. 
Brome, and R. Chiswell, 1675), A6. 

80. Joseph Glanvill, Essays On Several Important Subjects in Philosophy and Religion (London: 
Printed for John Baker, 1676). 

81. Joseph Glanvill, Seasonable Reflections and Discourses in Order to The Conviction & Cure of The 
Scoffing, & Infidelity of a Degenerate Age (London: Printed for H. Mortlock, 1676). 

82. Symon Patrick, The Book of Job Paraphras’d (London: Printed for R. Royston, 1679). For more on 
Simon Patrick, see See J. van den Berg, “Between Platonism and Enlightenment: Simon Patrick (1625-1707) 
and his Place in the Latitudinarian Movement,” Dutch Review of Church History, Vol. 68:2 (1988): 164-179.  

83. Hugo Grotius, The Truth of the Christian Religion, (1680). 
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three months to three years.84 What is clear is that increased persecution of dissenters closed 
the academy at Islington and scattered the students, with Henry returning home to resume 
studies under his father’s direction and influence. He returned to London in April 1685 to 
study law at Gray’s Inn. Apart from a couple of trips home, he was there until his ordination 
in May 1687. During both sojourns in London, he listened to the most popular preachers in 
the city, most of them being Latitudinarian conformists like Tillotson and Stillingfleet, due to 
the ongoing persecution of dissenters. This was a period during which Latitudinarian 
preachers and their writings were the most influential theological and ecclesiastical forces in 
London. The growing wave of Latitudinarian publishing continued through the 1680’s 
covering similar apologetic themes,85 with Stillingfleet’s prolific contribution resulting in him 
being viewed as “without doubt, the leading theologian and apologist of the Church of 
England.”86  

This partial survey of Latitudinarian literature87 indicates that their apologetic answers 
to the culture’s questions about and challenges to the Christian faith majored on uniting the 
church around a simpler, calmer, more practical, and happier religion, and using reason to 
support revelation rather than diminish it, all with a view to winning people to Christianity 
and improving society. Scholars generally agree that the target of Latitudinarian apologetics 
was a resurgent Roman Catholicism, philosophical and practical atheism, Deism, and Non-
conformist ‘enthusiasm.’ Rivers asserts that the Latitudinarians’ chief objectives as authors 
were “to define their religious position and refute that of their opponents; to prepare the 
clergy for their function; and to persuade their audiences of the benefits of the religious 
life.”88 Spellman’s analysis confirms that the main characteristics of Latitudinarianism, 
including the promotion of a plain preaching style, of science as an ally of religion, and of 
reason as the new criterion of truth, were all “designed to strengthen the basis for religious 
belief.”89 “They were successors” writes Griffin, “of that host of Christian apologists who for 

 
84. Tong estimated about two to three years, with the cause for Henry’s return home being the 

persecution of dissenters that drove Doolittle’s academy from Islington and scattered the students. Tong, 
Matthew Henry, 30. See also Williams, Memoirs, 13. Harman estimates two to three months and traces Henry’s 
return home to a deadly fever which swept through the student body. Harman, Matthew Henry, 51. See also P. 
O. Williams, Matthew Henry (London: The Presbyterian Historical Society of England, 1926), 6. 

85. Edward Fowler, Libertas Evangelica, Or, A Discourse of Christian Liberty Being a Farther 
Pursuance of the Argument of the Design of Christianity (London: Printed for Richard Royston and Walter 
Kettilby, 1680). Joseph Glanvill, Saducismus Triumphatus: Or, Full and Plain Evidence Concerning Witches 
and Apparitions. In Two Parts. The First Treating of Their Possibility. The Second of Their Real Existence 
(London: Printed for A.L., 1681). Simon Patrick, A Discourse About Tradition Shewing What Is Meant by It, 
And What Tradition Is to Be Received, And What Tradition Is to Be Rejected (London: Printed for Robert 
Horned, 1683). Simon Patrick, The Pillar and Ground of Truth a Treatise Shewing That the Roman Church 
Falsly Claims to Be That Church, And The Pillar of That Truth (London: Printed for Richard Chiswell, 1687). 
John Tillotson, A Discourse Against Transubstantiation (London: Printed for Brabazon Aylmer and William 
Rogers, 1684). Edward Stillingfleet, Origines Brittanicae; Or, The Antiquities of the British Churches. With A 
Preface Concerning Some Pretended Antiquities Relating to Britain, In Vindication of the Bishop of St. Asaph. 
By Ed. [Edward] Stillingfleet, D.D. Dean of St. Paul's, And Chaplain in Ordinary to His Majesty (London: For 
Henry Mortlock, 1685).   

86. Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), s.v. “Edward 
Stillingfleet.” 

87. Other Latitudinarian works dating from 1687 will be considered in the following section’s 
biographical bibliography of Matthew Henry’s ministry. 

88. Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 44. 
89. Spellman, The Latitudinarians, 6-7. Wilkins, Glanvill, Lloyd, Tillotson, and Burnet were all 

Fellows of the Royal Society, believing that science could be used in an apologetic way to defend the faith. 
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centuries had stressed the agreement of reason and revelation…[who] believed that reason 
was a gift from God, and ought to be employed in his service.”90 Regarding the pleasantness 
of religion they “evidently thought that the appeal to profit, interest, and advantage would 
make their doctrine more attractive and persuasive, particularly to adherents of libertine or 
worldly ethics, yet there is no doubt that they believed that religion does make men happy 
and therefore is in their best interest.”91 

Latitudinarians, therefore, saw it as their job to demonstrate the grounds and reasons 
of Christian religion and to give a reasonable explanation of why Scriptural truth should be 
believed, not least because of the happy life it produced. While they did not give human 
reason as much place as the Deists, the Latitudinarians’ emphasis on the power and ability of 
human reason to discover essential religious and moral truths, determine what was true in the 
Bible, and learn to do what was good, represented a shift away from a significant strain of 
orthodox Reformed teaching that distrusted human reason, denied free will, and taught the 
necessity of both supernatural revelation and monergistic regeneration if truth was to be 
discovered and practiced.92 With so much focus on practical morality and the happiness of 
the Christian life, there was less focus on justification by faith. 

By the time of Henry’s ordination in 1687, the Latitudinarians had become the most 
influential writers, preachers, apologists, and churchmen in the Church of England. That 
influence was only to grow over the next few years as they were appointed to bishoprics and 
other influential church posts in the post-Revolution church with John Tillotson ultimately 
appointed Archbishop of Canterbury in 1691.93 Throughout these years, they conducted an 
apologetic ministry that defended and commended the Christian faith by answering many of 
the questions and challenges posed by the culture.94 If that was the response of the 
Established Church of England, how did Non-Conformists respond to the cultural challenges 
and questions? 
 
The Non-conformist Response 
Although Puritanism as an ecclesiastical, political, and social project effectively came to an 
end with the Restoration, the influence of Puritan spirituality continued through the late 
1600’s and even into the early 1700’s, primarily in Non-conformist circles.95 Non-

 
90. Griffin, Latitudinarianism, 59. 
91. Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 86. 
92. “Broadly speaking, two crucial shifts in ideas took place in this period. The first is an emphasis in 

Anglican thought on the capacity of human reason and free will to co-operate with divine grace in order to 
achieve the holy and happy life.” Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 1. The other was “the attempt to 
divorce ethics from religion, and to find the springs of human action not in the co-operation of human nature 
and divine grace but in the constitution of human nature alone” (1). See Rivers, Vol. 1, 18-24, for early history 
of Latitudinarianism. Rivers traces the Latitudinarian shift away from Calvinistic and Augustinian soteriology. 
Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 67-9. 

93. William III appointed Gilbert Burnet as Bishop of Salisbury (1689), Edward Stillingfleet as Bishop 
of Worcester (1689), Simon Patrick as Bishop of Chichester (1689), and John Tillotson as Dean of St. Paul’s 
(1689) before making him the Archbishop of Canterbury (1691). 

94. Kim argues that Tillotson’s defense of Christianity was motivated primarily by “(1) the desire for 
intellectual certainty, and (2) the desire for communal stability,” Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the Reason 
for Religion,” iv. 

95. Puritan spirituality continued in three groups of Non-conformists: (1) the Presbyterians, led by 
Richard Baxter (1615-91); (2) the Independents or Congregationalists, led by John Owen (1616-83); and (3) the 
Baptists, often identified with John Bunyan (1628-88). 
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conformists responded to the growing rationalism in the culture and the church in different 
ways, with some opposing it and others incorporating elements of it.96  

An example of opposition can be found as early as 1647, when Thomas Goodwin 
warned that carnal reason was the enemy of faith, was replaced by faith at conversion, and 
was excluded thereafter.97 John Bunyan’s suspicion of human learning and his fear of reason 
and philosophy usurping the place of the Bible and faith is clear throughout his writings and 
is also evidenced in A Confession of my Faith (1672), where he insisted that the Bible alone 
could make the Christian perfect, and needed no human additions.98 In the same year, he 
opposed Latitudinarianism, saying of Fowler’s Design of Christianity (1676), “Your book, 
sir, is begun in ignorance, managed with error, and ended in blasphemy.”99  

Richard Baxter, John Owen, Thomas Manton (1620-1677), William Bates, and John 
Howe, on the other hand, viewed reason more positively. Dewey Wallace says of Baxter, 
Bates, and Howe that “it was with them that dissenting Calvinist writing on natural theology 
and the evidences of Christianity flourished.”100 While holding on to foundational Reformed 
and Puritan doctrines, Richard Baxter rejected Bunyan’s opposing of human learning to the 
Bible, and argued for the helpfulness of other books in understanding the Bible.101 Although 
Baxter still maintained that reason was subservient to Scripture, his stress on the importance 
of the mind, reason, and of rational persuasion can be seen in the titles of some of his books, 
including The Unreasonableness of Infidelity Manifested in Four Discourses (1655),102 The 
Reasons of the Christian Religion (1667),103 and More Reasons of the Christian Religion 
(1672).104 The first two of these books provide a clue as to the spiritual decline in England 
from 1655 to 1667. The first book took the existence of God for granted whereas the second 

 
96. Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 89-163 
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Practice, (London: Printed for Francis Smith, 1672), 43. 
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Tempted, The Staying of the Present Course of Apostasie, And The Recovery of Those That Have Not Sinned 
unto Death (London: Printed for F. Tyton, 1655). This aimed to strengthen weak and doubting believers by 
using external and internal evidences for faith. 

103. Richard Baxter, The Reasons of the Christian Religion the First Part, Of Godliness, Proving by 
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And Natural, The Certain Truth Of The Christian Belief (London: Printed For F. Titon, 1667). This was an 
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104. Richard Baxter, More Reasons for The Christian Religion and No Reason Against It, Or, A 
Second Appendix to The Reasons of the Christian Religion Being I. An Answer to a Letter from an Unknown 
Person Charging the Holy Scriptures with Contradictions, II. Some Animadversions On a Tractate De Veritate, 
written by Edward Herbert, Baron of Cherbury (London: Printed for Nevil Simmons), 1672. This book 
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religion, that was only a starting point for eventually believing the supernatural truths of Christianity. 
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devoted considerable space to defending it.105 In his introduction to A Christian Directory 
(1673), he rejected the dichotomy between human and divine learning: “Are we not men 
before we are Christians? And is not the light and law of nature, divine? And was the 
scripture written to be instead of reason, or of logic, or other subservient sciences? or must 
they not all be sanctified and used for divinity.”106 In the same year as Baxter’s Directory was 
published, Matthew Poole’s (1624-1679) A Seasonable Apology for Religion (1673) also 
appeared, reflecting the growing Non-conformist interest in apologetics.107  

John Howe, a leading Presbyterian minister in London and one of Henry’s best 
friends, wrote The Living Temple (1675)108 to defend Christian doctrine and to refute 
Hobbes’s atheism, Spinoza’s pantheism, and atheist natural theology. In 1676, Baxter, 
Manton, and Bates put their names to The Judgment of Nonconformists, of the Interest of 
Reason in Matters of Religion,109 a short rebuttal of the Latitudinarian branding of all Non-
conformists as irrational. They demonstrated the irrationality of the Quakers, Antinomians, 
and Roman Catholics, promoted the use of reason, and defended Non-conformists’ 
reasonableness. John Owen explored the relationship between reason and faith in The Reason 
of Faith (1677),110 allowing reason a major role in persuading someone that the Scriptures are 
the Word of God, but distinguishing that from the testimony of God through the illumination 
of the Holy Spirit that is required to bring someone to saving faith.  

On the basis of a study of sixty Puritans from the late 1500’s onwards, Wallace 
Marshall argues that Puritanism’s interest in natural theology began even earlier than the 
mid-1600’s and was also much more widespread than previously thought.111 Marshall 
demonstrates that the Puritans’ enthusiasm for reason was not just as a tool with which to 
interpret Scripture but that reason could gain much knowledge unaided by Scripture. He also 
traces their appreciation of science to the same source. He concludes that “the overwhelming 
majority of Puritan theologians were firm believers in the legitimacy of natural theology and 
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for Nathaniel Ponder, 1677). 
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evidentialism.”112 Puritans were convinced that rational arguments could prove “the existence 
and attributes of God, the creation of the world, the immortality of the soul, as well as the 
divine origin of the Scriptures,” without appealing to special revelation.113 Marshall traces the 
beginnings of this apologetic strand to the late sixteenth century, noting a break with Calvin 
who, he claims, was not as convinced about the value of the external and internal arguments 
for the divine origin of the Scriptures.114 Part of their motivation was to remove doubt and 
increase assurance of faith in their congregants, and part of it was motivated by their 
missionary and evangelistic endeavors.115 This was many years before the additional pastoral 
problem of enlightenment rationalism arose, resulting in the new wave of Non-conformist 
thinking about the relationship between natural and revealed theology that is the particular 
focus of this study. While Marshall identifies the presence of these ideas in earlier 
Puritanism, there was a greater prominence given to them in later Puritanism. 

Returning to Henry’s time, while many contemporary Non-conformists agreed with 
the Latitudinarian emphasis on natural theology and especially their use of natural theology 
and their apologetic for the reasonableness of religion, there was less support for the 
Latitudinarian apologetic that advocated the earthly advantages of religion, including 
temporal blessings such as happiness. This was mainly because there were few earthly 
benefits associated with Non-conformity; rather, there were many earthly sufferings. Their 
experience was that religion produced earthly loss and pain, a contrast with the 
Latitudinarians who often emphasized how the Christian religion was so fitted to happiness in 
this world. Having said that, in some places Baxter does make the connection between 
holiness and happiness. For example, in The Divine Life (1664),116 he wrote that holiness 
tends to happiness,117 and in his Directory he urged parents:   

Let it be the principal part of your care and labour in all their [children’s] education to 
make holiness appear to them the most necessary, honourable, gainful, pleasant 
delightful amiable stale of life; and to keep them from apprehending it either as 
needless, dishonourable, hurtful or uncomfortable.118  

 
Baxter, however, rejected the Latitudinarian appeal to self-interested happiness. Rather, the 
Christian loved God and holiness in and for themselves.119 John Howe’s The Blessedness of 
the Righteous (1668),120 moreover, represented the common Non-conformist view that to 
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Samuel Thomson, 1668).  
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expect happiness in this life is foolish and that it is a hope to be cultivated for heaven. In 
Pilgrim’s Progress (1678),121 John Bunyan portrayed the Christian life as a difficult journey, 
and contrasted that in his book with Mr. Worldly Wiseman, a representative Latitudinarian.122 
Bunyan also portrayed the Christian life as a battle in The Holy War (1682).123 It wasn’t that 
Non-conformists ignored the temporal blessings of this life, but they saw spiritual blessings 
as far more important, and that continuing to believe despite losses and sufferings was the 
best apologetic for their faith.124 

The Non-conformist apologetic response to the cultural trends and needs is therefore 
mixed. There is evidence of long-standing apologetic interest among Non-conformists, which 
increased in the late 17th century with the rise of atheism and atheistic philosophy. However, 
the range and depth of apologetic interaction with cultural questions is limited compared with 
the Latitudinarians. Although some Non-conformists were positive about using reason as a 
tool to interpret Scripture, as a way of finding knowledge outside of the Bible, and in rational 
arguments for God’s existence, there was opposition to giving reason an increased place, 
especially as large a place as the Latitudinarians gave it. Those who supported an increased 
role for reason in apologetics were careful to define it as subservient to Scripture. There was 
much less support among Non-conformists for the apologetic use of the pleasantness of 
religion, although Richard Baxter did use this argument at times. Where then does Henry’s 
apologetic fit in this range? How did he answer the culture’s questions and challenges?  

 
Henry’s Response 
Henry’s response will be analyzed via a chronological overview of his oeuvre, providing an 
intellectual biography of his life through conceptual analysis of his thought within the world 
of ideas from his first publication in 1690 until his death in 1714. It will answer two 
questions: first, to what extent do his writings in general evidence apologetic interest; and, 
second, what was Henry’s apologetic response to the cultural challenges and questions he 
was facing. Consideration will also be given to how his writings reflect and interact with 
other important contemporary publications, and how his writing was influenced by events in 
his ministry and personal life. The latter will focus especially on his sufferings due to the 
significance of this subject for his pleasantness apologetic.125 
 

 
121. John Bunyan, The Pilgrim's Progress from This World to That Which Is to Come Delivered Under 

the Similitude of a Dream, Wherein Is Discovered the Manner of His Setting Out, His Dangerous Journey, And 
Safe Arrival at The Desired Country (London: Printed for N. Ponder, 1678). 

122. Patrick Muller, Latitudinarianism and Didacticism in Eighteenth Century Literature (Lang 
GmbH, Internationaler Verlag der Wissenschaften, 2009), 33. 
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1687-1695 
Following the Proclamation of Indulgence in April 1687, which officially enshrined new 
religious liberties for Non-Conformists, Henry was ordained to the ministry in May 1687, and 
installed as pastor in Chester in June 1687.126 In August 1687, Henry married Katharine 
Hardware, but the marriage was short-lived as Katharine died from smallpox eighteen months 
later on February 14, 1689, shortly after the birth of their only child, the first in a series of 
painful bereavements in Henry’s life.127  

Although Henry began his ministry in less persecuting times for Non-conformists, 
they were still threatened by the State and at risk of judicial penalties. Even after the 
Toleration Act of 1689, Non-conformists continued to suffer harassment by civil and 
ecclesiastical authorities.128 Roman Catholicism was also perceived as a growing threat as 
evidenced in  Simon Patrick’s apologetic work The Pillar and Ground of Truth (1687),129 a 
three-part biblical prebuttal of the Roman Catholic Church’s claim to infallibility. Also 
concerned about Roman Catholicism’s growing power in England, the philosopher John 
Locke penned his first major work, A Letter Concerning Toleration (1689),130 in which he 
argued for religious tolerance and diversity as the key to civil peace, rather than civil or 
ecclesiastical enforcement of one religion, and that true religion was about living a virtuous 
life.131 

Henry’s first book was published in 1690,132 a short anonymous volume of thirty-four 
pages entitled A Brief Enquiry Into the True Nature of Schism: Or a Persuasive to Christian 
Love and Charity (1690).133 It was partly a response to previous apologetic publications on 
the same subject that accused Non-conformists of weakening the Protestant apologetic 
through unnecessary schism.134 In it he urged all Christians to love one another more as a 
means to a more effective and successful witness to unbelievers.135 His apologetic interest in 
the pleasantness of religion is also demonstrated by his assertion that religious pleasure is 
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greater than all other pleasures.136 He did not publish again until 1694, perhaps because of the 
public criticism this first volume provoked from some quarters.137 However, these years were 
far from uneventful for Henry. He remarried, to Mary Warburton, in July 1690, and in April 
1691 the couple were blessed with a baby daughter named Elizabeth. Just fifteen months 
later, in July 1692, Elizabeth died from whooping cough and a fever, producing in Henry 
both painful tears and confident expressions of faith and submission to God.138 Their next 
child, Mary, born in 1693, lasted only three weeks,139 a sorrow that was somewhat allayed the 
following year by the birth of another daughter, Esther. Henry’s mother-in-law passed also 
away at the end of 1693.140  

As one important area of this study will be to examine whether Henry’s teaching on 
the pleasantness of religion can account for sufferings in the Christian life, it is important to 
ask if Henry was able to prove the truth of his pleasantness doctrine even in the midst of such 
losses. Williams points to Henry’s diary at this time as evidence that Henry still managed to 
maintain Christian gratitude and hope.141 Henry’s response to these losses can also be 
discerned in his many references to Christian joy in his sermon series on the Covenant of 
Grace which he preached from February 1691 to July 1692.142 The second line of the first 
sermon set the tone by asserting that anyone who has God as their God needed nothing else to 
make them happy.143 A number of other apologetic themes from Henry’s ministry are 
evidenced in these early sermons. For example, the entire penultimate sermon is a persuasive 
to Christian faith and virtue on the grounds of the resulting happiness.144 There are multiple 
references to the reasonableness of religion,145 but Henry also impressed his hearers with the 
need for divine revelation to supplement any rational enquiries.146 He also used popular 
Latitudinarian texts such as Matthew 11:30 on “the easiness of our religion”147 and Proverbs 
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3:17 on the pleasantness of religion’s paths,148 and traced spiritual carelessness to practical 
atheism.149  

There were two significant developments in the field of public apologetics during the 
early 1690’s. First, in 1691, there was the founding of The Society for the Reformation of 
Manners150 to fight the increasing profanity and immorality of the day. Latitudinarians such 
as Archbishop Tillotson encouraged this work, Edward Stillingfleet persuaded Queen Mary 
to support it with a Proclamation against Vice, and Edward Fowler defended it in A 
Vindication of an Undertaking of Certain Gentlemen, in order to the Suppressing of 
Debauchery, and Profaneness (1692),151 making the case that these societies were motivated 
by apologetics, being part “of an international struggle against the antichristian forces of 
Rome and France.”152 Tillotson regularly preached about atheism being against the public 
interests while Christianity and its laws were very much in the public interest.153As will be 
noticed below, Henry joined this movement in 1698.  

Second, in 1692, the Boyle Lectures began after natural philosopher Robert Boyle 
(1627-91) endowed a series of annual public lectures or sermons to examine the relationship 
between Christianity and the new natural philosophy that was challenging it. The lecturers 
were instructed to avoid disagreements between Christians and instead to prove the truth of 
Christianity against its opponents, dealing especially with any new difficulties or questions. 
A sample of the lecture titles indicates the apologetic challenges of the day, and the Christian 
response to them.154 

Latitudinarian writing continued unabated with Tillotson publishing Six Sermons 
(1694) with a focus on family religion, which, he hoped would have “a more direct and 
immediate tendency to the promoting of true Religion, to the happiness of human society, 
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and the reformation of the world” than much religious controversy.155 Henry’s similar interest 
in the connection between family religion and happiness is evidenced in his second 
publication, Family Hymns, which was published in the following year, 1695.156 It contained 
a brief essay that encouraged the singing of psalms in private families partly because of the 
pleasure in it.157 He instructed the heads of homes to “make it as much as possible, a 
pleasure, and not a task to their children and servants”158 and suggested that everyone in the 
family have a book so that they may sing without someone reading the line first, which 
“renders the duty more pleasant and profitable.”159  

Simon Patrick’s commentary on all the Old Testament books also started circulating 
in 1695, with the final volume dated 1710. In the introduction to his commentary on Genesis, 
he explained that his motivation was to explain the truth of Scripture in a way that would 
persuade those who were skeptical of the history presented in Genesis.160 Although this was a 
commentary that Matthew Henry relied upon in preparing his own Exposition, and he praised 
it in his preface,161 Patrick’s commentary was targeted at more learned readers and pastors, 
and dealt with many disputed and controversial details of the text, whereas Henry’s 
Exposition was written for those with more “ordinary capacities” and was organized for 
consecutive reading.162 

 The most significant intellectual event in 1695 was the publication of John Locke’s 
The Reasonableness of Christianity.163 Published anonymously, this was an attempt at an 
apologetic work that intended to teach the doctrines of Christianity in an unbiased way. 
Although Locke’s aim was to show the reasonableness of Christianity, he minimized mystery 
and reduced faith to simply acknowledging that Jesus was the Messiah, provoking a series of 
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responses from John Edwards of Cambridge (1637-1716) and subsequent rejoinders from 
Locke.164  

 
1696-1700 
The year after Locke’s book was published, in May of 1696, Henry began a sermon series on 
‘The reasonableness of being truly religious,’ starting and finishing the series with the 
commonly cited apologetics text, Isaiah 1:18.165 This series may be explained by the wider 
ecclesiastical and cultural emphasis on reason that this study has been tracing, but it may also 
have been provoked by the lapse of the 1662 Licensing Act in 1695. This ended pre-
publication censorship and presented new challenges to the church. Without legal remedies to 
control the public presses, or the judicial authority of the government behind the church, 
persuading through reason was increasingly viewed as the best way to advance and defend 
the Christian faith. However, Henry’s sermon series also coincided with what Williams 
called “the return of God’s chastening hand” in April 1696.166 After a few years of peace 
following multiple family bereavements, his father-in-law died, followed shortly after by the 
death of his own beloved father in June 1696, resulting in deep grief and prolonged 
melancholy. Then, in August 1697, three of Henry’s sisters became seriously ill, two of them 
dying within weeks of one another. Throughout this painful time, from May 1696 to June 
1698, he was preaching his series on the reasonableness of being truly religious, including the 
reason of its pleasantness. His theology was being tested by reality, and a letter to his 
surviving sister reveals how he reasoned his way through these challenges and to spiritual 
joy.167 Although 1698 began with his recording that his family was “now in peace and health 
through the goodness of God,” in November of that year, his one-year-old daughter died of 
measles, the only child in the community to die despite many having the disease at the same 
time.168 Two close friends and his predecessor at Chester died the following year. His diary 
entry of December 31, 1699 finds him pleading “For the staying of God’s controversies with 
me, and my family; that God would make no further breaches; but this with submission to his 
blessed will.”169  

Henry’s publishing career began in earnest in 1698, with a biography of his father, An 
Account of the Life and Death of Philip Henry (1698).170 This biography, in which he 
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commended his father’s moderation, peaceableness, catholicity, biblical focus, and his 
apologetic interest in the reasonableness and pleasantness of the Christian religion, made 
Matthew famous,171 and resulted in great demand not only for his preaching, but also for 
more written works. His commendation of attractive Christian graces and his concern to 
defend Christianity from unfounded accusations can be seen in the title of his next 
publication, A Discourse Concerning Meekness and Quietness of Spirit; To which is Added, A 
Sermon on Acts 28.22. Shewing That the Christian Religion is not a Sect; and yet that it is 
Everywhere Spoken Against (1699).172 Some of the first words in Henry’s address ‘To the 
Reader’ assert that meekness and quietness of spirit are “highly conducive to the comfort of 
human life, the honor of our holy religion, and the welfare and happiness of all societies, civil 
and sacred.”173 John Howe reinforced this claim in his accompanying address ‘To the 
Reader,’ by commending the book’s “real usefulness unto common good,”174 and echoed 
Henry’s lifelong promotion of Christianity based upon its advantages, by highlighting the 
blessed calm that meekness would bring to individuals, the church, and society.175 The 
book’s contents confirm Henry’s interest in the connection between reason and religion,176 
his desire to demonstrate the overlap between Christian duty and delight,177 his appreciation 
of the Latitudinarians,178 and his apologetic interest, especially in his use of the classic 
apologetics text, 1 Peter 3:15.179 The attached sermon on Acts 28:22 echoed the 
Latitudinarian arguments that “the Truths and Precepts of the everlasting gospel are 
perfective of, and no way repugnant to the Light and Law of natural religion,”180 and that, in 
contrast to the sects, true religion “conduces much more to the true and real happiness of all 
mankind.”181 It also revealed Henry’s awareness of the multiple enemies ranged against 
Christianity and especially against the Christian scriptures. He named the Jews, Mahometans, 
Arians, Socinians, Quakers, enthusiasts, atheists and deists, profane and ignorant people,182 
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and among the arguments he uses against them are the reasonableness and pleasantness of the 
Christian religion.183 As mentioned in the introduction to this study, Henry makes specific 
reference to Grotius’ apologetic works in this publication. 

The Chester Society for the Reformation of Manners began in 1698. Although it was 
started by a number of Conformist ministers, Henry was glad to support it and was present to 
hear the first sermon being preached by the Bishop of Chester.184 In July 1700, the Dean 
proposed that the Non-conformists start their own Reformation society for similar purpose, 
with the first meeting to discuss it convened in Matthew Henry’s house on July 22, 1700, and 
Henry preaching the first public sermon. His concern for Christian ethics was not merely 
theoretical, but personal and practical, as he took over care of his sister’s three orphaned 
children, with some of them staying in the family for several years.185 

1698 also marked a significant development in Henry’s preaching. Whereas prior to 
that he had preached series on various themes, from June 1698 to 1712, with some short 
breaks along the way, he preached systematically through ‘A Body of Divinity,’ which he 
had hoped to publish if God had spared him until he had finished writing his Exposition. He 
opened the series with a sermon on Luke 1:4, indicating that this series may also have been 
motivated by apologetic concerns for a confident defense and commendation of the faith.186 
He covered the whole range of Dogmatics, beginning with “Concerning God” and concluding 
with “Concerning the Four Last Things.” 

In A Sermon Preach’d at Chester, On Occasion of Opening the new Meeting-House 
there, August 8 1700,187 Henry provided what he called “our apology” for the opening of his 
church’s new meeting-house.188 His defense included that those who find such “unspeakable 
pleasure and happiness” in God would want to make provision for their children so that they 
too can experience this.189 The apologetic nature of this tract is evidenced by his quoting of 1 
Peter 3:15 again, and urging that if his hearers were able to produce a reason for their hope 
“with ‘meekness and fear,’ as it ought to be, it may perhaps beget a more favourable opinion” 
from their opponents.190  

 
1701-1705 
At the end of the 1701, Henry wrote in his diary, “The low condition of the church of God 
ought to be greatly lamented; the protestant interest small, very small; a decay of piety; 
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attempts for reformation ineffectual.”191 Perhaps this explains his focus on equipping the 
youth of the church through his writing, commencing with A Scripture-Catechism in the 
Method of the Assemblies (1703).192 His chief aim was apologetic, explaining that the 
catechism’s purpose was to promote the knowledge of the Bible and to show children that 
their religion was based upon the Bible because “they that are ready, and mighty in the 
Scriptures, will be thoroughly furnished for every good work, and thoroughly fortified 
against every evil work.”193 His desire to promote Christian happiness as distinct from 
worldly happiness is evidenced in his expansion of the Shorter Catechism’s first question and 
answer,194 in his Scripture proofs for the happiness of God’s people, and in his teaching that 
their chief happiness was to have God’s favor.195 A Plain Catechism for Children,196 first 
published in 1703, and written as a stepping-stone to the Westminster Assembly’s Shorter 
Catechism, was intended for children who had already learned the creed, the Lord’s Prayer, 
and the Ten Commandments. Henry’s ongoing concern for the advancement of Christianity is 
evidenced in his address ‘To the Reader,’ in which he stated that “the propagation of 
Christian knowledge, crowned with success, is my heart’s desire and prayer.”197 His desire 
for visible Christian unity as a way to advance the Christian religion is manifested in his 
diary entry on the last day of 1702, which expressed his desire for a coalition of “the sober, 
moderate, and peaceable on both sides” (Conformists and Non-conformists) which could 
only be effected if each side could disentangle themselves from their own extremists.198 

Henry’s Sermon Concerning the Right Management of Friendly Visits (1704)199 was 
preached on April 14, 1704, during a visit to London with his wife. He argued that those who 
have experienced the pleasure of communing with other Christians will have a practical and 
spiritual concern for Christians everywhere.200 Henry evidenced his acquaintance with 
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Richard Baxter’s writing by commending The Reformed Pastor (1656)201 as a help towards 
making visits spiritually profitable. He urged his readers to use these opportunities to increase 
others’ happiness202 and motivated them towards the practice by the prospect of heaven’s 
happiness.203 Henry’s ongoing passion for happy family religion can be seen in his Sermon 
Concerning the Right Management of Friendly Visits (1704),204 in which he urged his readers 
to use these opportunities to increase others’ happiness,205 and A Church in the House: A 
Sermon concerning Family-Religion (1704).206 He begins this book by rejoicing in the work 
of both magistrates and ministers to reform manners and suppress vice, and says that nothing 
will advance that reformation and the happiness of the nation further and faster than the 
increased practice of family religion.207  

In his introductory address to The Communicant’s Companion (1704),208 Henry 
commended the pleasures of religious life, especially that of reading the Scriptures, as 
superior to all the pleasures and riches of the world.209 He described the Lord’s Supper as a 
feast made for laughter such is the spiritual joy and gladness of heart,210 he quoted the classic 
Old Testament apologetics text, Isaiah 1:18, and he appealed to young people, “Come and let 
us reason together a little, and I beseech you to reason with your selves.”211 He continued his 
persuasive emphasis on the benefits of religion by warning his readers of the spiritual 
disadvantages of neglecting the Lord’s Supper.212 

The growing impiety of Henry’s day is evidenced in The Layman’s Reasons for his 
Joining in stated Communion with a Congregation of Moderate Dissenters (1704)213 and in 
Henry’s attempt to suppress public sin throughout his Four Discourses Against Vice and 
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Immorality (1705).214 In his preface to the latter, Henry mourned over the abounding evil in 
the nation and the decay of religion, and commended every counter-measure by magistrates 
and by societies for the reformation of manners.215 He appealed to both Scripture and reason 
to turn his readers away from drunkenness, uncleanness, Sabbath-breaking, and profane 
speaking. He stressed throughout the unreasonableness and unpleasantness of sin, and the 
reasonableness and pleasantness of religion, even appealing to the light of nature before 
appealing to the Old and New Testament.216 His desire that professing Christians turn from 
these sins was rooted in their detrimental apologetic impact on non-Christians.217 

1704 marked a turning point for Henry’s own health. Although sickly as a child, for 
most of his 42 years he had enjoyed good health. But, in August 1704, he suddenly fainted 
while reading the Bible in a church service. Although he recovered, Williams records that 
“the inroads made upon his frame by disease, were frequent and alarming,” his recovery 
being hindered by his reluctance to take rest from his labors.218 
 
1706-1710 
A Sermon Preached at the Funeral of the Rev. Mr. James Owen (1706)219 demonstrated 
Henry’s ongoing awareness of the growing profanity and scoffing of the age,220 as he once 
more promoted the advantages of the Christian religion and persuaded reluctant hearers 
toward it.221 Using language from 1 Peter 3:15 again, he described his friend as one who 
could “give an account of the hope that was in him with meekness and fear.”222 Towards the 
end of the sermon, Henry said that even the way Christians like Owen died can have a 
persuasive and strengthening impact upon others.223  

Accompanying the funeral sermon was an advertisement: “There is now in the Press, 
and will shortly be published, An Exposition with Practical Observations on the Five Books 
of Moses. By the same Author.”224 Henry started writing An Exposition of the Five Books of 
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Moses225 on Saturday November 12, 1704, finished it with the preface on October 2, 1706, 
and received the first printed copies on November 21, 1706.226 This preface, and the other 
prefaces to subsequent volumes of his Exposition will be analyzed in more detail in the 
following chapters on the reasonableness and pleasantness of religion. Suffice to say that the 
preface to Volume one evidences Henry’s continued apologetic interaction with the cultural 
questions of this day, especially the relationship between Scripture and reason, natural 
religion and special revelation, and morals and happiness.227 He defended the inspiration of 
Scripture based upon the miracles that accompanied its revelation, its self-attesting wisdom, 
beauty, holiness, and “the manifest tendency of the whole to the welfare and happiness of 
mankind in both worlds.”228 He argued against the epistemology of the deists, atheists, the 
Quakers, and Roman Catholics and expressed gratitude to apologists who defended the Bible 
“against the violent attacks of the powers of darkness, successfully pleading the cause of the 
sacred writings against the spiteful cavils of atheists, deists, and the profane scoffers of these 
latter days.”229 He described these apologists as “the learned also in the arts of war” and said, 
“such as these stand in the posts of honour, and their praise is in all the churches,”230 likely a 
reference to the Latitudinarians. He also acknowledged his dependence upon the 
commentaries of Latitudinarian Bishop Simon Patrick,231 distinguished his own Exposition 
from others by emphasizing its practical nature,232 and concluded his preface by expressing 
the hope that his Exposition would “make the reading of the scripture more easy, pleasant, 
and profitable.”233 John Shower and William Tong’s brief ‘Epistle to the Reader,’ underlined 
the central message of both the Latitudinarians and Henry by connecting duty and 
happiness.234 It could be argued that the ‘Epistle’ and Henry’s preface to this first volume of 
his Exposition, frame it as having, at least in part, an apologetic motive, an idea that will be 
developed below as further volumes of the Exposition are noticed. 

On December 31, 1706, and January 1, 1707, Henry preached two sermons that were 
published as Great Britain’s Present Hopes and Joys (1707).235 The first urged people to 
attend upon worship with “holy joy in God, and holy concern for the welfare of the 
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public.”236 While thanking God for military victories in Europe, he expressed the desire that 
“Virtue and serious godliness might triumph over vice and profaneness, impiety and 
immorality, those common enemies of mankind at home.”237 He also grieved that there was 
so much wickedness, impiety and immorality arising from practical atheism and infidelity.238 
Henry’s second sermon, England’s Hopes, displayed his familiarity with Latitudinarian 
thought by quoting from their sermons, including two sermons preached fifteen years 
previously by “the excellent Archbishop Tillotson.”239  

On May 25, 1707, Henry received news of his mother’s death. His funeral sermon240 
was a long encouragement to piety based upon the happiness of those who study it and do 
it,241 with warnings against the unhappiness of atheism, profaneness, scoffing, and 
immorality.242 One of the characteristics of the happy virtuous, wrote Henry, is that they 
“study in everything to conform to the laws of natural religion, which are not repealed but 
confirmed and improved by our Christianity.”243 Echoing one of the favorite verses of the 
Latitudinarians, Proverbs 3:17, he urged the religious to call “Religion’s ways, ‘Ways of 
Wisdom,’ and those Ways of Wisdom, ‘Ways of Pleasantness,’”244 and argued for the 
superior happiness of the spiritual life over the worldly life.245 After a further reference to 
Proverbs 3:17, Henry wrote, “Let us set to our seal that this is true, and account that true 
holiness is true happiness, in heaven where there is the perfection of happiness, there will be 
the perfection of holiness.”246 

Henry began Volume two of his Exposition247 on October 4, 1706 and finished it by 
writing its preface on May 20, 1708.248 In the first few lines, he re-stated his aim, as with his 
first volume, was “to promote the knowledge of the scripture, in order to the reforming of 
men's hearts and lives.”249 In recommending study of this part of the Bible, Henry wrote: 
“That it is history; and therefore entertaining and very pleasant, edifying and very serviceable 
to the conduct of human life.”250 Among Henry’s arguments for this history’s veracity are the 
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many marvelous and miraculous things in it, its antiquity, its clarity, and its usefulness.251 His 
apologetic bent and his appreciation for the Latitudinarians can be seen in his references to 
defenses of Scripture by “the learned bishop Stillingfleet”252 and “that great man archbishop 
Tillotson.”253  

Henry’s next two publications were funeral sermons, the first A Sermon Preached at 
the Funeral of Dr. Samuel Benion (1709),254 and the second A Sermon Preached at the 
Funeral of the Reverend Mr. Francis Tallents (1709).255 In the former Henry spoke of the 
superiority of spiritual pleasures over sensual pleasures, and in the latter he compared the 
happy deaths of Christians relying on the light of Scripture to atheists and infidels taking a 
great leap in the dark because they do not know or will not receive divine revelation.256 As an 
example of the latter, he noticed especially the sad latter days of Thomas Hobbes, whom he 
described as “that Leviathan, that crooked serpent.”257 He asserted that Christianity’s 
powerful antidotes against the fear of death, especially when contrasted with the heathen 
moralists and Platonists, were some of its greatest apologetic arguments.258 On this basis he 
urged Christians to die in faith because some who see them die with such cheerfulness will be 
invited into the ways of religion.259  

In a clear apologetic against the sufficiency of natural religion he argued that although 
much can be learned about God and the pleasure and advantages of virtue from nature, 
conscience, and universal human experience, it is only through the divinely revealed Gospel 
that salvation can be discovered.260 He went on to argue for Christianity based upon its 
antiquity and the happy recommendation of those who have had long experience of it.261  

Henry completed his notes for Volume three of his Exposition262 on February 19, 
1710.263 Although he admitted that these books were more difficult to understand in some 
ways, due to their genre, he still insisted on their usefulness, especially because “we have 
here much of natural religion, its principles, its precepts, much of God, his infinite 
perfections, his relations to man, and his government both of the world and of the Church.”264 

In A Method of Prayer With Scripture Expressions Proper to be Us’d under each 
Head (1710),265 Henry asserted that the light of nature itself moved us and obliged us to 
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pray.266 It is in this volume that Henry describes the Latitudinarian bishop of Chester, John 
Wilkins, who wrote a volume on prayer, as “that bright ornament of the Church.”267 He also 
shows his evangelistic concern by his list of prayers for the propagation of the Gospel around 
the whole world, including, notably, “For the conviction and conversion of atheists, deists, 
and infidels, and of all that are out of the way of truth, and of profane scoffers, and those that 
disgrace Christianity by their vicious and immoral lives.”268 The apologetic value he placed 
upon Christian ethics is also evidenced in prayers like, “let those that will not be won by the 
word, be won by the conversation of Christians,”269 and “For the success of endeavours for 
the reformation of manners, the suppression of vice and profaneness, and the support of 
religion and virtue, and the bringing of them into reputation.”270  

A Short Account of the Life of Lieutenant Illidge (1710),271 was published 
anonymously, but Henry’s diary indicates that he was the author. In it he commended Illidge 
for his support of efforts to suppress vice, profaneness, and immorality, noting how this 
movement for the reformation of manners was especially encouraged by the Latitudinarian 
churchmen’s sermons,272 specifically referencing Archbishop Tillotson273 and Bishop 
Stillingfleet.274 

Disputes Reviewed (1710)275 warned Christians that they would have to give an 
account to God for their disputes, especially those about precedency and superiority. He 
quoted “the excellent Archbishop Tillotson” in support of his argument.276 A Sermon 
Concerning the Work and Success of the Ministry (1710)277 was intended to encourage 
ministers with the prospect of Gospel success. In it, Henry encouraged ministers to be 
respectful, kind, and tender to all because it “may help to gain them an interest in the 
affections of people, improvable to the best purposes; as on the contrary, their ministry may 
be prejudiced more than they are aware of, by a rude and morose behavior.”278 This 
apologetic theme of the reasonableness and pleasantness of religion is also clearly seen in 
Henry’s call to ministers to say: “We make you in God’s name a fair offer of life and all 
happiness; of all that which is agreeable to the nature of your souls, as you are rational and 
immortal creatures.”279 
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1711-1714 
Henry’s sermon Faith in Christ inferred from Faith in God (1711)280 urged believers to press 
on from believing in God to believing in Christ for the sake of their happiness.281 He 
underlined that the greatest pleasure is religious, specifically meditation upon and  
communion with Christ.282 His strong concluding appeal for more confidence in natural 
religion revealed Henry’s convictions about the relationship between natural religion and 
revealed religion.283 However, for all his emphasis on and appeal to natural religion, Henry 
urged his hearers not to rest in that but to go on to “embrace and firmly adhere to the 
principles of revealed religion.”284 Henry’s view of the relationship between faith and reason 
was put succinctly: “Let faith be our guide with relation to another world, as sense and reason 
are with relation to this world.”285 Christians must build their lives, he said, upon the divine 
sufficiency of the Scriptures if they are to advance the cause of Christ against his opponents, 
three of which were named as practical atheism, practical deism, and speculative atheism.286 

Henry’s sermon on Psalm 14:1, Hope and Fear Balanced (1711),287 was concerned to 
keep up hope and fear in three spheres: Christians’ souls, their outward concerns, and the 
public concerns of the church and nation.288 Perhaps conscious that some were suggesting 
that arguments for Christianity based upon its advantages did not always ring true, he warned 
against misunderstanding those promises as always referring to temporal good, but still 
insisted that even afflictions would turn out to their ultimate advantage.289 While encouraging 
thanksgiving for some spiritual encouragements in national life, he called for continued 
prayer against Roman Catholicism, atheism, and profanity,290 and grieved over the ongoing 
opposition to societies for the reformation of manners.291  

1710 to 1712 were tumultuous years for Henry. As he approached his fiftieth year, not 
only was his health deteriorating due to kidney stones, bodily pains which he feared would 
result in his death, but he was pressed to consider a number of calls to other congregations. 
The one that carried most weight with him and caused two years of soul-searching through 
numerous communications was that from a congregation in Hackney, London.292 With much 
hesitation and even fear, he eventually accepted that call and took up his labors there on May 
18, 1712, with one of the reasons being the desirability of being nearer to the publisher of his 
Exposition. 
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Two weeks later, on May 31, 1712,293 he completed Volume four of his Exposition,294 
with his preface again focused on the apologetic defense of the Scriptures, partly by quoting 
Tertullian’s argument for the divine authority of the scripture from the fulfilling of scripture-
prophecies.295 He also showed his awareness of apologetic arguments in use at the time, 
revealing that one of the common arguments against atheists was that all nations had some 
awareness of a god they should worship and serve.296 He urged against the Deists that these 
same nations also saw the need for some kind of divine revelation.297 He went on to give a 
brief account of the history of apologetics dating back to how Justin Martyr, Clemens 
Alexandrinus, and Lactantius used the oracles of the Sibyls (which Henry did not approve 
of). Williams notes, however, that in his preaching, Henry “carefully avoided useless 
criticisms, and controversy,” his sermons being characterized not by “noisy declamation, or 
elaborate argument; but by opening to men the Scriptures.”298  

Henry’s Sermon preached to the Societies for Reformation of Manners (1712),299 
based upon Psalm 7:9 argued that such societies advanced the Gospel, defeated the devil, and 
benefitted people.300 One of his greatest arguments for righteous living was that the opposite 
is so unreasonable.301 He also asserted that two roots of immorality are “atheistical notions 
and schemes”302 and the idolatry of popery.303 He argued that the more reformation principles 
would be upheld the more the nation’s manners would be reformed, and the result would be 
not only a nation better fortified against popery, but a much happier nation too.304  

Henry’s Sermon preached on occasion of the Death of the Rev. Mr. Richard Stretton 
(1712)305 claimed that those who have the Lord for their rock “cannot but be happy, eternally 
happy.”306 His Funeral sermon for Samuel Lawrence (1712) taught the doctrine that, “The 
death of faithful ministers is just cause for sorrow”307 especially when it is mixed with the 
additional sorrow of the “abounding of atheism and infidelity, vice and profaneness in our 
land” and the “inefficacy of the endeavours used for reformation.” 308  
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Directions for Daily Communion with God (1715)309 was based upon two sermons 
and a lecture delivered in 1712 on how to begin, spend, and end the day with God. Henry 
argued that God had so ordered the covenant of grace that God’s glory and Christian 
happiness were intertwined.310 He also insisted that though it was foolish to build life upon 
the world’s promises, it is the most reasonable and beneficial for people to build upon God’s 
promises.311 

Henry’s sermon Popery: A Scriptural Tyranny (1712)312 celebrated the nation’s 
deliverance from Roman Catholicism with a call to vigilance against its return. He especially 
condemned the Roman Catholic demand that people “believe as true, whatever their church 
requires them to believe, though never so contrary to sense and reason.”313 Roman 
Catholicism required people to substitute the Pope’s views for their own understanding, 
wrote Henry, with the result that freedom of thought is surrendered and reason imprisoned.314 
The “excellent Archbishop Tillotson” was quoted opposing transubstantiation as being 
against Scripture and reason.315 Henry insisted that it was the privilege of reasonable 
creatures to judge for themselves and not to resign that freedom to the priests.316 

Shortly after arriving at his second and last congregation in Hackney, he wrote a 
preface to Closet Devotions (1713)317 by Robert Murrey, in which he made the case that 
private devotion produces not only comfort for the individual but also much public benefit.318 
The first principles of religion should be inculcated into Christian hearts, said Henry, because 
of the “Pleasantness there is in them to the sanctified affections.”319 

In Sobermindedness, Pressed upon Young People (1713), Henry advocated for more 
practical godliness, with some needing more persuasion by reason while others needed 
direction by rules, with Scripture providing plenty of both.320 He called the young to be 
thoughtful, not rash; to make use of their reason in order to act rationally; and to put their 
reason above their senses.321 Then, returning to the classic apologetics text in the Old 
Testament, Isaiah 1:18, Henry called the young people to reason, to be real freethinkers 
instead of those who pretend to be, and to avoid the extremes of the reason-worshipping 
Freethinkers on the one hand and the implicit faith and obedience of the Roman Catholics on 
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the other.322 He urged morality with a happy face,323 commending cheerfulness as a vital part 
of true religion, insisting that a holy life “is without doubt the most pleasant, comfortable life 
any one can live in this world.”324 He not only motivated with the ultimate happiness of 
heaven,325 but also with the reasonableness and pleasantness of religion here below.326 He 
warned about those who decreased the authority of the Bible and of revealed religion, and 
warned that those who would tempt them to this are aiming to make them atheists.327 Henry 
closed his sermon by arguing that sober-mindedness would not only make the young happy, 
more useful, and more of a blessing to others,328 but would also prepare them for a happy 
death.329 

His Sermon Preach’d January 7, 1712-13 at the Ordination of Mr. Atkinson 
(1713),330 targeted freethinkers who, instead of being grateful for divine revelation, ridiculed 
and rejected it.331 A Sermon Preached upon Occasion of the Funeral of Rev. Daniel Burgess 
(1713)332 commended the Word of God to those who wanted to improve their natural reason 
because it gave the best knowledge,333 as well as to those who wanted to improve their 
natural religion because it gave the knowledge of God’s glory334 and of how to glorify him in 
a way that natural religion never could.335 Even in his sermon Christ’s favor to Little 
Children (1713),336 Henry used the happy prospects of what will be enjoyed by children who 
find Christ, to draw them to him.337 Henry’s sermon on The Catechizing of Youth (1713),338 
preached in 1713, insisted that catechisms be based on Scripture not church tradition or inner 
light,339 and argued that those who use them will not only be happy,340 but will have a 
defense against free-thinking, atheism, and Roman Catholicism,341 and will also be equipped 
to do good to others.342  
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Henry’s Exhortation at Mr. Samuel Clark’s ordination at St Albans (1713)343 gave an 
insight into his view of the place of apologetics in the pulpit when he said it was usually best 
when preaching to simply state the truth without getting into objections and arguments 
against it. However, he also said that ministers must be equipped with answers to know what 
to say to those who contradict Christian truth, specifically Deists, Freethinkers, Socinians, 
and Roman Catholics.344  

In the two sermons contained in Self-Consideration Necessary to Self Preservation 
(1713),345 Henry outlined the atheistic and materialistic view of the soul as being just a 
“Species of matter modified and put in motion, so as to produce sense and perception.”346 
Then, demonstrating his awareness of contemporary apologetics, he pointed to Dr. Richard 
Bentley’s philosophical refutation of atheistic materialism in Confutation of Atheism from the 
Faculties of the Soul,347 a lecture he delivered for the inaugural Boyle lectures in 1692. He 
critiqued the Freethinkers for suggesting that Solomon doubted the existence of the soul 
when separate from the body, and proved the opposite from Solomon’s writings.348 He 
supported his argument for the existence of the soul by referring to the heathen who had no 
divine revelation and yet “had admirable notions of the excellent nature of the human soul, 
and of its immortality: they looked upon it to be a ray of divine light, a spark of divine 
fire.”349 

In A Memorial of the Fire of the Lord (1713), preached on September 2, 1713, in 
commemoration of the great fire of London in 1666,350 Henry traced the ultimate cause of the 
fire to the increased vice and profanity of the day351 and called people to greater support of 
societies for the reformation of manners.352 He also referred to a lecture he heard Dr. 
Tillotson give at his Tuesday Lecture in 1685.353 
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Henry sent a book to the printers for the last time in 1714. The most important book 
for the purposes of this study, it was entitled, The Pleasantness of a Religious Life,354 a series 
of six sermons based on  Proverbs 3:17, a text frequently quoted by the Latitudinarians. The 
apologetic intent is obvious in that these sermons were originally part of Henry’s larger 
sermon series on reasons for being religious. The contents of these sermons will be analyzed 
in detail in chapters two, three, and four of this study. However, it is noteworthy that they 
were written at a time when the serious deterioration of his health, begun in 1712, accelerated 
and reached its climax, his kidney disease complicated further by diabetes.355 

Henry finished writing Volume five of his Exposition in April 1714.356 In the early 
part of his preface, he again indicated his apologetic interest by insisting that if these New 
Testament books were to influence his readers, they must be convinced of their divine origin. 
He then identified two groups that oppose this: the Jews who accept the Old Testament but 
not the New, and the Freethinkers who, though baptized as Christians, “yet under pretense of 
freedom of thought, despise Christianity, and consequently reject the New Testament, and 
therefore the Old of course.”357 Regarding the former, Henry went on to argue that those who 
accept the Old should also accept the New, referring to Bishop Kidder’s Demonstration of the 
Christian Messiah as an answer to Jewish objections.358 Regarding the latter, he asserted that 
the New Testament was being opposed from within Christianity more daringly than by any 
Jews or Muslims. These internal foes viewed divine revelation with contempt and defiance, 
and used every means to ruin it. He identified them as Freethinkers who “pretend to a ‘liberty 
of thought’ in their opposition to Christianity.”359 Henry refused to list arguments against 
them saying that there were plenty of arguments for the divine origin of the Scriptures if they 
had a mind to hear them, referring specifically to the apologies of Justin Martyr, Tertullian, 
Lactantius and Minucius Felix, and also the martyrs sealing their testimony with their 
blood.360  

He acknowledged, however, that today’s enemies of the truth are not the same as in 
those days. Instead, an “imaginary freedom of thought, and an unheard of privilege of the 
human nature is trumped up, not to be bound by any divine revelation whatsoever.”361 
Addressing such who advocate for freedom of thought and the innate abilities of human 
nature, he wrote that their lusts prevent them from true freedom of thought,362 and that their 
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scoffing mockery was designed to prevent others from real freethinking.363 He insisted that 
only those who have believed in Christ and been renewed by the Spirit are able to think freely 
and recommended a number of recent apologetic publications to those who were impartial 
enquirers after truth.364 In an apologetic flourish, he then gave a number of principles that 
flow from real freethinking, including that human happiness is bound up in God’s favor,365 
that natural religion supports the Christian religion and is confirmed and expanded by it,366 
that God’s proofs of his truth are the best that could be and “designed for the making of men 
holy and happy,”367 and that the spiritual methods used to spread the Gospel confirmed the 
truth of it,368 as did the power of the Gospel in life.369 He concluded his preface with the wish 
that the reading of it would produce even more pleasure than his writings on the Old 
Testament.370 Despite increasing ill-health, he preached and continued to write until his death 
on June 22, 1714, while returning from one of his annual preaching trips to Chester.371 
 
Posthumous Publications 
As the ‘Advertisement’ in Volume 6 of Henry’s Exposition372 explained, Henry died before 
he could finish writing his commentary on the New Testament. He had completed his notes 
on Romans and had copious notes and sermons on other epistles which a group of ministerial 
friends worked on to produce a complete Exposition of the New Testament.373 In the spirit of 
the original author, the editors’ preface ascribed three qualities to the epistles: they are 
difficult, but very profitable and very pleasant.374 Like Henry, they too defended the divine 
origin of the Scriptures based upon various arguments, not least the correspondence between 
the Old and New Testament. They pointed out the reasonableness of the Christian religion by 
demonstrating how the Epistles begin with doctrine and move on to practical duties, a method 
suited to the reasonable nature of man and the nature of religion in general, which is a 
reasonable service.375 Given Henry’s primary passion for the pleasantness of religion, the 
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preface fittingly concluded with the claim that the previous volumes had “been received and 
read with great pleasure and advantage by the most serious experienced Christians in Great 
Britain and Ireland.”376 

Henry had prepared memoirs of his sisters, Mrs. Ann Hulton and Mrs. Eleanor 
Radford, but they were not published until 1819.377 In a summary of Ann’s life that would 
have also been a fitting description of his life and ministry, Henry remarked “That she was 
very cheerful in her converse, and was far from that sourness and melancholy which some 
good people indulge themselves in to the reproach of their profession; she made it to appear 
that she found the ways of wisdom pleasantness.”378  

 
Conclusion 
Section one of this chapter surveyed the historical background to Henry’s ministry and 
identified the spiritual, moral, philosophical, and practical questions that were being asked. 
Section two reviewed how Christians responded to these questions and found that while the 
Latitudinarians engaged apologetically with the whole range of challenges and questions the 
culture was posing, Non-Conformists were not so uniform. Some cautiously and carefully 
engaged, while others were critical of what they saw as theological compromise being made 
in some apologetic approaches, specifically those of the Latitudinarians. 

Coming to Henry, his writings were analyzed for answers to two questions: first, to 
what extent do his writings in general evidence apologetic interest; and, second, what was 
Henry’s apologetic response to the cultural challenges and questions he was facing. With 
regard to the first question, Henry’s oeuvre demonstrates that apologetics was a central 
concern throughout his ministry, and in this respect he was more like the Latitudinarians than 
his fellow Non-conformists. Almost every one of his multiple publications had apologetic 
aims and content to one degree or another, with the apologetic prefaces to his Exposition, 
which also contained many references to other apologists, suggesting that these volumes were 
at least partly motivated by apologetics. 

As for the second question, following the Latitudinarians, Henry engaged with a 
number of cultural questions and challenges that Christianity was facing. He identified the 
opposition of  philosophical and practical atheism, Deism, freethinking, Roman Catholicism, 
Judaism, and Islam, evidencing varying degrees of familiarity with their thought. However, 
although he named these opponents of Christianity, he rarely mentioned the personal names 
of their representatives, and did not spend much time or space refuting them in detail, but 
rather tended to state the truth of Christianity positively. He engaged much more in 
vindication of and persuasion to Christianity than in refutation of error. A rare exception to 
this is his sermon, Popery A Spiritual Tyranny (1712). One probable reason for the 
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prominence of persuasion in Henry was the lifting of publishing restrictions that permitted 
anti-Christian opinions to be widely distributed. Christianity could no longer rely in the force 
of law to overcome intellectual opposition but had to compete on a more level playing field 
in the marketplace of ideas.  

Henry also critiqued and contended with the increasing immorality and profanity of 
his culture, sometimes more than he did with the ideas and beliefs of the culture. Like the 
economists, Barbon and Houghton, he used the language of happiness, peace, prosperity, and 
advantage, but unlike their association of these concepts with material wealth, Henry 
associated them with ethical obedience to Scriptural precepts. 

Aware of the objection to Christianity based upon its divisive wars, cruel abuses, and 
violent controversies, he argued for Christian unity, love, holiness, and moderation on the 
apologetic grounds that it would stabilize society, increase happiness, and attract people to 
Christianity. Believing that humble and winsome apologetic persuasion, not force, was the 
key to advancing Christianity, he argued for it using natural theology, evidences, and the 
reasonableness and pleasantness of religion, with the latter two being by far his most 
common apologetic approach. However, perhaps inconsistently, he did argue for and support 
the suppression of immorality and various vices by the civil government.  

For Henry, reason and science were valid sources of knowledge and useful to 
Christianity, but subordinate to and a servant of Scripture. While accepting some 
epistemological confidence from the agreement of natural theology with the Bible, he 
defended the Scriptures as the source of true and certain knowledge, deriving ultimate 
epistemological authority from the Bible rather than in church edicts or the individual 
experiences of the enthusiasts. While he did not minimize Christian doctrine nor make it 
secondary to Christian practice, as his Exposition and catechisms prove, he did emphasize 
Christian ethics especially as a way to happiness. Christian worship was also a source of 
happiness in Henry’s scheme, but not as much as Christian ethics. In his apologetic use of the 
reasonableness of religion, and especially the pleasantness of religion, he was closer to the 
Latitudinarians than most of his fellow Non-conformists. 

His concern for public morals and the reformation of manners was also driven by 
apologetic concerns for the happiness of society. Like the Latitudinarians, he believed that 
the practice of Christian morals would produce national happiness and the opposite would 
produce misery. Hence the practical emphasis in his writing and his support for the various 
societies set up for the reformation of manners. There was a genuine desire to see personal 
and national flourishing through Christian virtue. Holiness was the way to happiness, in one’s 
personal life, in family life, and in national life. In Anti-Atheism in Early Modern England, 
early modern historian Kenneth Sheppard observes that there was a torrent of anti-atheist 
works between 1650 and 1720, but that this was answered by “a distinct genre of Christian 
apologetics which gave the title as well as the form to many of these texts: the confutation of 
atheism.”379 Henry joined this battle with his own contribution to Christian apologetics. 
Although a couple of his publications are directly and exclusively apologetic, most of his 
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apologetic was interlaced throughout his writing. This was all pitched at a popular and 
practical level as he was primarily concerned to arm and equip everyday ordinary Christians 
for the commendation and defense of the faith, using reasonable and biblical arguments in a 
winning manner. For those who wanted more detailed arguments, he pointed them to 
specialized apologists both from church history and his own times.  

Henry’s references to and expressed appreciation of Grotius and Latitudinarians like 
Tillotson, raise questions about the nature of Henry’s relationship to Reformed orthodoxy. As 
stated in the introductory chapter, while a detailed look at Henry’s relationship with 
Reformed orthodoxy is not the primary subject of this Historical Apologetics study, periodic 
comparisons with Grotius and Tillotson will provide some evidence for a limited and 
preliminary assessment of this relationship, that will be summarized in the concluding 
chapter.  

Suffice to say at the moment that Henry’s admiration for Grotius was not uniform in 
Reformed orthodoxy. Heering points out that for all the widespread reception of Grotius’s 
apologetic volumes, “many orthodox Calvinists abhorred it…[as it] bears witness to a broad 
religious faith, which can also be described as moderate or ‘Arminian’.”380 Heering contrasts 
Grotius’s The Truth of the Christian Religion with the Canons of Dort: 

…it forms a perfect counterweight to the well-known, ponderous and dogmatic 
Canons laid down by the Synod of Dordt in 1619. Over against this ‘labyrinth of 
dogma’, the product of a constricting Calvinist confessionalism, Grotius put his 
undogmatic defence of the faith at the service of Christians of every confession. He 
was more successful than any other author, certainly in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, in gaining the approval of every Christian who inclined to moderation or 
latitudinarianism.381 

 
This survey has also already highlighted Henry’s eirenicism, his emphasis on the unity of 
Christians, and the avoidance of unnecessary schism as an important apologetic argument, 
key characteristics of Grotius’s apologetic.382 Like Henry, Grotius argued for Christians to 
unite on core issues for the sake of persuading outsiders. Henry did not go so far as Grotius, 
though, in supporting a degree of skepticism and uncertainty about truth as a way of 
preventing disunity,383 nor in reducing Christianity to such a small core of doctrines that 
Grotius proposed, nor in subordinating doctrine to ethics. Although Henry strongly supported 
ethics and unity, it could not be said of him as Heering said of Grotius: “The only truth he 
accepted was that which served religious peace and social calm. Doctrines that gave occasion 
for unrest and conflict were inconsistent with the truth, which for Grotius was unimaginable 
without peace.”384 However, as will be explored in chapter three, it is significant that Grotius 

 
380. J. P Heering, Hugo Grotius as Apologist for the Christian Religion: A Study of His Work De 

veritate religionis christianae (1640), (Leiden: Brill, 2004), xx.  
381. Heering, Grotius, xx. 
382. Henry, True Nature of Schism, 34. See Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 2.17; Heering, 

Grotius, 66-69, 89 
383. Heering, Grotius, 69. 
384. Heering, Grotius, 72-3. “In his apologetic work Grotius refrained from proving the truth of 

Christian doctrines, and thus disconnected apologetics from dogmatics. He did not consider it necessary to 
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did not argue for Christianity based upon the earthly happiness, as both Henry and the 
Latitudinarians frequently did. 

The biographical element interlaced through this overview of Henry’s oeuvre 
revealed that Henry’s apologetic, especially the apologetic for the pleasantness of religion 
was tested by suffering. While he did live through more peaceful times than previous 
generations, he suffered considerably in his own personal life. His argument for the 
pleasantness of religion was tested  by the deprivations in his upbringing resulting from 
prejudice against and persecution of Non-conformists, in his multiple family bereavements, 
and in his own ill-health. Additionally, although the climate was less hostile towards Non-
conformists when he began his ministry, low-level harassment and prejudice continued on a 
number of levels. Despite this, he continued to argue for the pleasantness of religion and to 
advocate for a pleasant character and manner as part of his pleasantness apologetic.  

In sum, the predominant portrait of Henry as a biblical commentator, so prevalent in 
scholarly literature, can be advanced by the understanding of Henry as an apologist who 
attempted to formulate a culturally appropriate apologetic. That these complementary aspects 
of Henry’s portrait are not mutually exclusive will be evaluated in the next three chapters. 
Due to this chapter’s focus on Henry’s historical context, it used primarily cultural criteria to 
assess his apologetic. The remaining chapters will assess Henry’s apologetic for the 
reasonableness and pleasantness of religion using all seven of the categories of apologetic 
criteria identified in the introduction.

 
 
 

  

 
appeal to doctrines, at least in his apology for the Christian faith. In this he distinguished himself from virtually 
all the previous defenders of the Christian faith.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

HENRY’S APOLOGETIC OF REASONABLENESS 
 
Introduction 
The previous chapter has established that, in response to a number of important political, 
ecclesiastical, philosophical, economic, and religious factors, Matthew Henry advanced a 
number of apologetic arguments for the Christian faith, with his primary focus being its 
reasonableness and pleasantness. It has also been demonstrated that this apologetic aspect of 
his ministry is found throughout his writings. This chapter will advance the investigation of 
this central aspect of Henry’s ministry by analyzing Henry’s apologetic for the 
reasonableness of religion, with the next chapter examining what he claimed was the greatest 
reason to be religious, namely, the pleasantness of religion.  

As stated in the introduction, analysis of Henry’s apologetic for the reasonableness of 
religion will use source material found in Henry’s prefaces to his Expositions, his 
Expositions’ treatment of the reasonableness series texts,1  and his writing on the subject 
found elsewhere in his Exposition and other writings. The analysis will examine his teaching 
on the reasonableness of religion, with special attention given to how this interacts with his 
theology. The headings reflect Henry’s vocabulary in this area of his thought, and each 
section will focus on key themes that emerge from the material rather than have a dogmatic 
structure dictate the analysis. The size of each section is also determined by the proportion of 
attention given to it by Henry. His teaching on each theme will be synthesized and assessed 
using the historically appropriate apologetic criteria proposed in the introduction.   
 
“Revealed Religion” and Right Reason”2 
As the previous chapter demonstrated, a number of historical factors created a surge of 
interest in natural theology in the mid-to-late 1600’s, often at the expense of supernatural 
revelation as found in the Bible. Many seventeenth century churchmen, including Henry, 
recognized the spiritual dangers of the times and developed an apologetic that combined both 
natural theology and supernatural revelation. What then was Henry’s view of natural 

 
1. ‘According to William Tong, the first group of texts in the 1696 series, ‘The reasonableness of being 

truly religious,’ were: (1) Come now, and let us reason together (Isa. 1:18); (2) The relation we stand in to God 
that made us (Psalm 100:3); (3) The worth of our immortal souls (Matt. 16:26); (4) The wisdom of being 
religious (Job 28:28); (5) The vanity and insufficiency of the world to make us happy (Eccl. 1:2-3); (6) The 
vileness of sin, and its certainty to make us miserable (Jer. 2:19); (7) The glorious discoveries of the Redeemer’s 
love (2 Cor. 5:14); (8) The great design of gospel grace (Lk. 1:74, 75); (9) The mercies of God to us (Rom. 
12:1); (10) The malice of Satan against us (1 Pet. 5:8); (11) The shortness of this present life (Heb. 13:14); (12) 
The sweetness of a religious life (Prov. 3:17); (13) The seriousness of dying (Job 14:14); (14) The strictness of 
the judgment to come (Eccl. 12:14); (15) The state of the rewards and punishments in the other world (Rom. 
2:6-9). Tong, Matthew Henry, 175-6.  

He then went on to a set of sermons on fourteen “reasons or causes why so few are religious. These 
included: (1) Ignorance, Jer. 5:4. (2) Infidelity, Heb. 4:2. (3) Inconsiderateness, Isa. 1:3. (4) Pride, Psalm 10:4. 
(5) Prejudice, Acts 27:22. (6) Slothfulness, Luke 13:24. (7) Self-conceit, Prov. 26:12, (8) The course of this 
world, Eph. 2:2. (9) Custom in sin, Jer. 13:23. (10) Worldly employment, Matt. 22:5. (11) Worldly enjoyments, 
Matt. 19:24. (12) Love of pleasure, 2 Tim. 3:4. (13) Love of the praise of man, John 12:48. (14) The wicked 
will, Psalm 81:11.” Williams, Memoirs, 279. He preached a second series, entitled ‘Reasons why we should be 
Religious,’ in Hackney in 1713. This study will use the term ‘Reasons series’ to refer to these sermon series. 

2. Henry, Faith in Christ, 28. 
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theology and its relationship to supernatural revelation and how did he incorporate this into 
his apologetic? Henry’s answer to this question will be assessed using six of his statements 
that sum up his apologetic in this area: (1) “The light and law of nature, the powers and 
faculties of reason,”3 (2) “No law so consonant with natural equity,”4 (3) “The laws of natural 
religion, which are not repealed but confirmed….by our Christianity,”5 (4) “It recommends 
itself to those who would improve their natural reason,6 (5) “The laws of natural religion 
which…are improved by our Christianity,”7 (6) God “never did, nor ever will reject an honest 
Gentile.”8 
 
(1) “The light and law of nature, the powers and faculties of reason” 
The concept of natural theology prompts epistemological questions such as: ‘What are the 
sources of knowledge?’ and ‘How do these sources relate to one another?’ According to 
Henry, there were four sources of knowledge which, in ascending order of superiority, were: 
the light within (innate knowledge of God and the sense of right and wrong from conscience), 
the senses (knowledge received through the physical senses), reason (knowledge gained 
through thinking), and faith (knowledge gained through believing divine revelation).9 
Although the first three are integral components of natural theology while the fourth involves 
supernatural theology, Henry’s ideal was for all four to work together in the interests of 
faith.10 There was, nevertheless, an intellectualist hierarchy in his epistemology with reason 
above the senses, and revelation superior to them all,11 and without which there can be no 

 
3. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 1:20-33. 
4. Henry, Exposition, Deut. 4:1-40. 
5. Henry, Funeral Sermon for Katharine Henry, 16. 
6. Henry, Daniel Burgess, 4. 
7. Henry, Funeral Sermon for Katharine Henry, 16. 
8. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Acts 10:34-43. 
9. “Sense converses with things sensible and present. Reason is a higher guide, and that by sure 

deductions can infer the operation of causes, and the certainty of events. But faith ascends further still, and 
assures us of abundance of particulars, that sense and reason could never have found out, upon the credit of 
revelation; it is the evidence of things not seen.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, 1 Pet. 1:8. Conscience is placed first 
in this list because of Henry’s comment on those who harden themselves against God that provides a hierarchy 
of knowledge in descending order: “If they will hearken to the voice neither of Scripture, nor reason, nor 
experience, nor providence, nor conscience, nor interest, what more can be done?” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, 
Matt. 11:16-24. See also Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 6, vi-vii, where he places understanding first with 
“the will, affections, and executive powers to follow after.”  

10. “Sense must minister to reason and judgment; and reason and judgment must minister to the 
reception of the Lord Jesus Christ and his Gospel.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, 1 John 1:1-4. In another place, 
Henry writes of four ways God communicates his wisdom: In addition to divine revelation there is human 
understanding, the light and law of nature, the powers and faculties of reason, and the office of conscience. “By 
these God speaks to the children of men, and reasons with them.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Proverbs 1:20-33.  

11. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Ps. 32:7-11; Vol. 5, Matt. 25:14-30; Vol. 6, Acts 24:10-21. For more on 
the Puritan intellectualist tradition see Eugene White, Puritan Rhetoric, (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 1972), 10-12. Sheppard identifies intellectualist anthropology with the Cambridge Platonists. 
For them, “Christian right reason therefore ruled over the passions and desires in accordance with an 
intellectual, beatific pleasure, for to act at the behest of anything other than reason automatically produced error, 
including the error of atheism.” Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 142. See Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 
148-150 for evidence of voluntarism, the supremacy of the will, in Baxter and Bunyan. For voluntarism in 
Owen and Baxter, see Gavin John McGrath, “Puritans and the Human Will: Voluntarism within mid-
seventeenth century English Puritanism as seen in the works of Richard Baxter and John Owen,” (PhD diss., 
University of Durham, 1989). For more on the relationship of reason, will, and affections in Puritanism, see O. 
C. Watkins, The Puritan Experience (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1972), 4-7. For evidence that both 
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true religion.12 However, this epistemological order did not minimize the knowledge that he 
believed natural theology could supply. Although some (like the Deists and Freethinkers) 
were using natural theology as a substitute for divine revelation in the Scriptures, Henry did 
not react by rejecting natural theology, or condemning interest in it, but rather, like Grotius 
and Tillotson,13 he placed it in a supportive and supplementary relationship to the Bible. He 
saw the culture’s growing interest in natural theology as an opportunity rather than a threat, 
as a bridge to connect with the culture, and as a foundation upon which an appeal to revealed 
truth could be made.  
 
(2) “No law so consonant with natural equity” 
When Henry addressed the question, ‘Which came first, natural theology or supernatural 
revelation?’ his answer was clear: reason was natural (i.e. part of God’s original creation), 
prior to any supernatural revelation, and existed apart from it.14 God’s commandments, 
therefore, did not reveal morality for the first time, but rather reflected an essential, innate, 
and antecedent goodness in these moral duties. Contrary to Descartes, Henry taught that God 
issued them not because he simply willed them, but because they were “consonant to the 
eternal rule and reason of good and evil, which are unalterable.”15 As to how this moral law 
was discovered, Henry agreed with the Latitudinarians’ emphasis on inscription, that people 
were born with the law of God written in their hearts. This supported the defense of God’s 

 
Calvin and the Puritans were inconsistent in seeing faith in intellectual or voluntaristic terms see Michael S. 
Horton, “Thomas Goodwin and the Puritan Doctrine of Assurance : Continuity and Discontinuity in the 
Reformed Tradition, 1600-1680” (PhD diss., Coventry University, 1998), 140-147, 411. See also chapter three 
of Warne’s dissertation for his argument that “Puritans, like their predecessors, emphasized reason as mankind’s 
highest distinctive feature and valued it higher than the senses.” N. A Warne, “The Call to Happiness: An 
Investigation of Happiness, Virtues, Commands and the Common Good in the Doctrine of Calling, through the 
work of Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas and Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century English Puritans” (PhD diss., 
Durham University, 2015), 58.  

12. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 1, np.  
13. See Tillotson, “Of the great Duties of Natural Religion with the Ways and Means of knowing 

them,” Works (London: 1820), 281, 285. For Tillotson, natural reason revealed what is good by the duty’s 
suitability to human nature and tendency to human happiness. Grotius’s first two volumes are devoted to natural 
theology before turning to the New Testament in volume three. 

14. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 94:1-11.  
15. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Mic. 6:6-8. “Descartes had suggested that true and false, right and 

wrong, depended for their validity upon the will of God. They were so because He had decreed it thus. The 
Cambridge Platonists vehemently objected. Right and wrong belonged to the eternal nature of things; they were 
part of the law of the ideal world. The distinction between them was essential, not arbitrary, and even the will of 
God could never change it. These eternal and immutable ideas governed the mind of God and the minds of all 
His rational creatures. Because these moral ideas are imprinted on the will of man, each of us has within himself 
a guide to conduct both more complete and more dependable than the authority of either Church or Scripture. 
Morality, then, was regarded as an integral law of man's being and not as an arbitrary imposition from without.” 
Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of Reason, 47-48. Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 63. 
“Fowler’s Theophilus (lover of God) states this central principle of the latitudinarians: That moral good and evil 
are not only such because God commands the one, and forbids the other; but because the things themselves are 
so essentially and unalterably. That there is an eternal Reason, why that which is good should be so and 
required, and why that which is evil should be so and forbidden; which depends not so much on the divine will 
as the divine nature.” Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 63. Quoting Fowler, Principles and 
Practices, 12-13. Rivers contrasts this law of eternal and immutable morality, “clear, unchanging, and evident to 
the rational mind” with “God’s eternal and immutable purpose” in the Westminster Confession of Faith. Rivers, 
Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 63. However, the Westminster Confession is not using this phrase to refer 
to moral principles, but to God’s providential purposes. 
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character against the Hobbesian charge that moral law was simply a human invention and 
imposition, and against the representation of God as sovereignly issuing arbitrary commands, 
a view sometimes associated with Calvinism.16 

Henry’s belief in the chronological priority of natural theology hints at his answer to 
the next logical question: ‘To what degree do natural theology and supernatural revelation 
agree?’ His sermon on Acts 28:22 stated that “the truths and precepts of the everlasting 
Gospel are perfective of, and no way repugnant to the light and law of natural religion.”17 In 
his mother’s funeral sermon, he proclaimed, “[The laws of natural religion] are not repealed, 
but confirmed and improved by our Christianity.”18 This belief in the seed/flower (or 
foundation/building) continuity of natural theology and divine revelation is why Henry began 
to build his case for the observation of the Lord’s Day upon the grounds of natural theology, 
asking, “does not even nature teach men thus to own God the Lord of time, and to constitute 
opportunities for the public solemn worship of him?”19 Thus, in his conclusion to his sermon, 
Faith in Christ Inferred from Faith in God, in which he sought to show the agreement 
between the moral principles of natural theology and revelation, he called Christians to “be 
more and more confirmed in our belief of the principles of natural religion, which 
Christianity supposes and is founded upon.”20  

The fact that there is such close agreement in the area of morals allowed Henry to 
press home to the conscience the moral obligation of obedience to these precepts; so much 
so, that if anything contradicted these moral principles of natural theology, it was to be 
rejected as un-Christian.21 As part of this appeal, he said that Christianity was built not only 
upon the law and the prophets, but upon “those principles and rational instincts (if I may so 
call them) which were prior and superior even to the Law of Moses.”22  

It is not clear what Henry intended by describing natural theology as superior to 
supernatural revelation. John Locke used the same vocabulary in his Essay Concerning 
Human Understanding to argue that in contrast to the much-debated meaning of Scripture, 
“the precepts of natural religion are plain and very intelligible to all mankind and seldom to 

 
16. “For the laws of God are not arbitrary constitutions, and mere instances of sovereign will and 

power; but wise rules and means to procure and advance our happiness.” Tillotson, “The Wisdom of Religion,” 
Works, Vol. 5 (London: 1820), 167. See also “The Wisdom of Religion,” Works, Vol. 1, 419 (London: 1820); 
“The Precepts of Christianity not Grievous,” Works, Vol. 1, (London: 1820), 468. 

17. Henry, Christianity no Sect, 5.  
18. Henry, Funeral Sermon for Katharine Henry, 16. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Ex. 25:1-9.  “No Law 

so consonant to natural equity, and the unprejudiced dictates of right reason, so consistent with itself in all the 
parts of it and so conducive to the welfare and interest of mankind, as the Scripture-Law is.” Henry, Exposition, 
Deut. 4:1-40.  “The statutes of the Lord (enacted by his authority, and binding on all wherever they come) are 
right, exactly agreeing with the eternal rules and principles of good and evil, that is, with the right reason of man 
and the right counsels of God.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 19:7-14.  

19. Henry, “Four Discourses,” Works, 390. 
20. Henry, Faith in Christ, 28. See similar language in Bates, introduction in Considerations of the 

existence of God and of the immortality of the soul (London: Printed by J.D. for Brabazon Aylmer, 1677).  
21. “So agreeable is revealed religion to right reason, and the established rules of good and evil, that 

what contradicts and violates them, how plausible soever its pretensions may be, ought to be rejected as no part 
of Christianity.” Henry, Faith in Christ, 28. With specific reference to moral duties, reason works together with 
the natural religion in every person and “does evidently bear testimony to the Christian religion.” Henry, Faith 
in Christ, 28.  

22. Henry, Faith in Christ, 28. 
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be controverted.”23 However, given what he wrote elsewhere about the superiority of the 
Scriptures (see below), it is unlikely that Henry intended this. Possibly, it was simply a 
parallel expression that underlined the chronological priority of natural theology.  

Henry’s belief in the agreement between natural theology and revelation can also be 
seen in his introductory words to the Poetic books of the Old Testament which said that these 
books contained “much of natural religion, its principles, its precepts.”24 Henry’s concern to 
stress the compatibility between reason and biblical revelation, not only in its precepts but in 
its principles,  was an important apologetic argument for the Christian religion. It helped to 
explain why so many of the religions that were being discovered in the world shared many 
similarities. It may also have provided an additional source of certainty to believers 
especially in the context of the Roman Catholic church’s emphasis on church authority as the 
basis for receiving the Word of God.  

Are there no occasions when natural theology contradicts revelation or vice versa? 
Although instances in his writing are rare, Henry admitted that there were times when 
revelation does seem to be opposed to reason and sense, and, in these situations, revelation 
must be followed regardless.25 Although it could be argued that his examples of this show 
that reason was ultimately consistent with revelation, he demonstrated why reason is always 
subservient to revelation when they are opposed to each other, and reason overreaches when 
it attempts to judge whether revelation is true or false. As he said elsewhere, “He who founds 
all his knowledge upon principles of science, and the mere light of reason, can never be a 
judge of the truth or falsehood of what is received by revelation.” 26 This was not only a 
criticism of the Deists, but also distinguished Henry from the Latitudinarians, some of whom 
seemed to give reason a place in deciding what was revelation or not. Thus, he not only 
argued for natural theology where it agreed with Christianity, but refuted any attempt to exalt 
reason at the expense of revelation, highlighting the negative consequences of such views as 
weakening the foundations of all religion, threatening to end communication between 
humanity and God, and setting humanity on the same level as animals.27  

Henry’s attempt to present evidence for the consistency and agreement of revelation 
with itself and with reason, that it was rational and logically coherent, was foreshadowed in 
The Judgment of non-Conformists of the Interest of Reason in Matters of Religion, generally 
believed to have been authored by Richard Baxter, and signed by fifteen other Non-
conformists. It advocated the use of reason and natural theology with the great aim to “more 
and more discern the reasons and admirable harmony of all the truths of religion.”28 This 

 
23. Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, III.IX.23. Locke argued for the superiority of 

nature based upon its greater clarity and intelligibility.  
24. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 3, v. 
25. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Mark 2:1-12. For example, when God revealed his promise to Abram 

that he would have a son in his old age, Abram believed this despite “all the arguments of sense, and reason, and 
experience…were against him.” Again, later, when God revealed to Abraham his command to sacrifice Isaac, 
he acted not only without the support of his feelings and reason but against his deepest feelings and most logical 
thoughts. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Rom. 4:17b-22. 

26. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, 1 Cor. 2:6-16. 
27. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 1, np. “Those who are so fond of such science are in great 

danger of erring concerning the faith; those who are for advancing reason above faith are in danger of leaving 
faith.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, 1 Tim. 6:13-21. 

28. Baxter, Judgment of Non-Conformists, 1-3, 18, 9-10, 14-15.. 
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would confirm that Christianity is the most consistent and rational religion in the world. The 
harmony between nature and revelation (and the harmony within revelation), echoed 
Tillotson’s and Grotius’s apologetic,29 and  anticipated similar apologetic strands in Jonathan 
Edwards ministry,30 as he also faced down deistical opponents who were at pains to point out 
“the discord of nature with Scripture, history with Scripture, and Scripture with itself.”31 Like 
Henry, Edwards believed that all of God’s ways of revealing himself were consistent, and 
therefore natural theology would ultimately agree with revealed theology.32 Although on 
different sides of the Atlantic, they both faced similar kinds of critiques of Scripture that used 
alleged dissonance to reduce its authority it, and both offered an apologetic defense that 
stressed the evidence of internal and external harmony.33  

 
(3) “The laws of natural religion, which are not repealed but confirmed and improved by our 
Christianity” 
Having established areas of agreement between natural theology and supernatural revelation, 
how do they functionally relate to each other? Specifically, what place did reason have in the 
Biblical authors’ reception of revelation, and what roles do they have in a person’s religious 
experience?  

In answer to the first question, following the practice of Jewish writers, Henry saw 
variation in the role reason had in the reception of divine revelation. While God revealed 
himself to some prophets by dreams and visions, the authors of the Holy Writings (Greek 
hagiographa)34 found their natural powers of thinking and writing elevated, imparting greater 
life to the “divine and sanctified reason which they were perpetually possessed of.”35 
Regarding the prophetic books, Henry explained that the Spirit of inspiration selected 
prophets with superior thinking powers, communicated divine truth using their reason, and 
left such a clear impression of his truth on them through their minds digesting it, that it 
became as if it was their own thoughts.36 Aware of misconceptions and misrepresentations of 
the process of inspiration, he explained that the authors were not simply typists taking 
dictation but their minds but were engaged in reasoning throughout the process.37 This 

 
29. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 3.12. Tillotson, “The Excellency of the Christian 

Religion,” Works (London: 1820), Vol. 1, 451. 
30. Gerald R. McDermott, Jonathan Edwards Confronts the Gods, 87-111.  
31. “Edwards’ life work was to argue the opposite; nature, Scripture and history are all in perfect, 

though highly complex, harmony within themselves and with one another, and this very harmony points to the 
underlying reality of the beautiful divine mind.” Gerald R. McDermott, Jonathan Edwards Confronts the Gods, 
144-5. 

32. WJE 1:366-7. For more on order of reason and revelation in Edwards, see Scott Oliphint “Jonathan 
Edwards: Reformed Apologist,” Westminster Theological Journal 57 (1995): 177. William M. Schweitzer, God 
is a Communicative Being (London: T&T Clark International, 2012), 6, 42, 159-162. 

33. For more on Edwards’ harmony argument see McDermott, Jonathan Edwards Confronts the Gods, 
81, 83. 

34. Included Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, Lamentations, Ruth, 1 & 2 
Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, and Daniel. 

35. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 3, iii (quoting Mr Smith’s discourse on Prophecy). The Holy 
Spirit, Henry taught, assisted the authors’ understandings and memories in writing perfectly what they already 
knew as well as what they could not know except by divine revelation. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 1, np 

36. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 4, vii (quoting Mr Smith’s discourse on Prophecy). 
37. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Luke 1:1-4. 
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explained how writings which bore the stamp of individual human personalities could also be 
inspired by God. 

As to the role of natural theology in a person’s religious experience, given the 
chronological priority of natural theology, it’s not surprising that Henry sometimes allocated 
it a logical and experiential priority in preparing the way for supernatural revelation.38 He did 
not, however, go as far as John Howe who said that a person’s openness to natural theology 
determined their receptivity of biblical revelation,39 or Increase Mather (1639-1723) who said 
that “except men give credit to the principles of natural, they will never believe the principles 
of revealed religion.”40 Henry, though, did view natural theology as foundational and 
preparatory to receiving the Scriptures.41 This was the sequence Grotius followed in his 
apologetic, his first two volumes covering natural theology, as did Latitudinarians such as 
John Tillotson.42  

In placing natural theology first, Henry didn’t mean that it was necessary for everyone 
to know all the proofs and arguments of natural theology; but that it could help to confirm 
what ordinary observation had already taught the conscience. Then, once the existence of 
God is established with such proofs, Scripture would be introduced to teach all that natural 
theology could not do. While natural theology could demonstrate that God was, it could not 
give much information as to what God was. 

Although Henry saw natural theology as a possible first step in dealing with 
unbelievers, he sought to persuade people not to “rest in a mere natural religion, and a 
compliance with that,” but to go on and with greater confidence “embrace and firmly adhere 
to the principles of revealed religion, and submit to the commanding constraining power and 
influence of them.”43 Nevertheless, he still insisted that natural theology was an effective 
apologetic tool, especially in preparing the way for the Bible and the Christian religion. The 
same approach can be found in Grotius who ended his first volume on natural theology with 
acknowledgment of the limitations of reason, especially in finding the way to eternal 
happiness with any certainty, and therefore the importance of getting divine revelation, which 
Christianity claims to offer.44  

 
38. See Herman Witsius, Economy of the Covenants Between God and Man, trans. William 

Crookshank, Vol. 1 (London: 1802), 350, for support of this approach.  
39. Howe, Sermons on Several Occasions, Vol. 2 (London: H. Woodfall, 1722), 374. Old says of Howe 

and another preacher: “Both of [them] still understood that the Christian faith was based on revelation rather 
than reason and that preaching was first of all the exposition of Scripture, but they were careful to show that the 
Christian faith was reasonable as well.” Old, Reading and Preaching, Vol. 5, 2. 

40. Increase Mather, Discourse Proving that the Christian Religion is the only True Religion (Boston: 
Bookseller, 1702), 31.  

41. Baxter believed that it was a “great wrong to the Christian cause” and “an exceeding great cause of 
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truths, which must give light to Christianity, and prepare men to receive it.” Baxter, Reasons of the Christian 
Religion, (London: Printed by R. White for Fran Tilton, 1667), 445. 

42. Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the Reason for Religion,” 41. Describing one collection of 
Tillotson’s sermons, Kim says, “Starting with an attack against the folly of atheism, Tillotson uses arguments 
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43. Henry, Faith in Christ, 29. The third principle in the prefece to his Exposition was “That divine 
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Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 1, 3. 

44. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 1.24-5. 
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Can reason do more than prepare the way for revelation? Can it also be used 
apologetically to confirm revelation? Henry said yes, argued for the divine origin of the 
Scripture in four ways.45 First, he appealed to the proofs of miracles, fulfilled prophecies, and 
the Bible’s antiquity.46 Second, he highlighted the Bible’s internal evidences, including its 
clarity, wisdom, beauty, holiness, simplicity, and veracity about the human condition.47 
Third, he pointed to its transforming effects on others, its usefulness,48 and “the manifest 
tendency of the whole to the welfare and happiness of mankind in both worlds.”49 Fourth, he 
claimed that the non-violent spiritual methods used to spread the Gospel confirmed the truth 
of it.50  

Most of these arguments can be found in the first three volumes of Grotius, the 
significant exception being that Grotius does not use the argument based upon the happiness 
of Christians in this world. Another exception is that Grotius did not argue for the reliability 
and credibility of the books of the Bible based upon their internal testimony, but rather from 
rational arguments and human testimonies, especially the latter.51 Arguments found in 
Grotius but not in Henry include miracles and prophecies recorded in extra-biblical histories, 
and the testimony of Gentile writings to the truths of Jewish history.52 Heering claims that 
Grotius followed Aquinas in that he “allowed decisive evidential force” to miracles,53 using 
them evidentially in all six volumes of his apologetic.54 In contrast to Grotius, while Tillotson 
acknowledged that Christianity had external evidences to support it, he would only use 
internal evidences with the aim not so much of proving its truthfulness but its advantages 
over all other religions.55 

Although Henry combined the approaches of Grotius and Tillotson, the evidence 
suggests that, in this area, he followed Tillotson more. Uniting the evidences of natural 
theology together with the evidences of Scripture’s divine authorship, he sought to provide a 
rational foundation for Christian faith,56 assure believers of the divine origin of the Scriptures 

 
45. Marshall asserts that Puritans often presented evidential arguments for the divine origin of the Bible 

together with the evidences of natural theology, “so that the two sets of proofs taken together were intended to 
establish a rational grounding for the religion they wished to inculcate in their parishioners.” Marshall, 
Puritanism and Natural Theology, 1-2. 

46. Henry quoted Tertullian’s argument for the divine authority of the scripture from the fulfilling of 
scripture-prophecies. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 4, ii. He also argued for the necessity of the Scriptures 
from the evidence that even non-Christian nations had a veneration for what they took to be divine revelation 
that they could not live without. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 4. 

47. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 2, np. 
48. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 2, np. 
49. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 1, np. See also preface in Exposition, Vol. 1, 3, and Henry, 

Francis Tallents, 17.  
50. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 5, vi.  
51. Heering, Grotius, 85-6. 
52. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 1.12., 1.15. 
53. Heering, Grotius, 89.  
54. Heering, Grotius, 130 
55. “My design at this time from this text is to represent the excellency of this knowledge of the 

Christian religion above that of any other religion or institution in the world. And here I shall not consider the 
external evidence which we have of the truth of Christianity and of the divinity of its doctrine, in which respect 
it hath incomparably the advantage of any other religion: but only the internal excellency of the doctrine itself, 
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(London: 1820), 444. 

56. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 1, 3.  
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independent of any Church’s testimony, and convert unbelievers. While he was anxious to 
explain and reason people to faith in the inspiration and necessity of the Scriptures, 
sometimes he simply asserted, “That divine revelation is necessary to true religion, to the 
being and support of it.”57  

What about the place of philosophy? Grotius appealed to philosophy to show that 
some of the leading truths of Christianity (e.g. Christian ethics, immortality of the soul, 
bodily resurrection)  were found in pagan philosophers.58 While rejecting vain and deceitful 
philosophy which opposed God’s wisdom with human wisdom to the ruin of faith,59 and 
while concluding that true wisdom is impossible apart from religion,60 Henry also saw 
positives in philosophy.61 His approach is seen in the opening pages of Pleasantness where 
he acknowledged that philosophers (or “lovers of wisdom” as he called them) valued and 
pursued wisdom, and even discovered wise principles and precepts. Philosophy, though, did 
not bring any to the knowledge of God or to communion with him,62 a claim that Henry 
backed up with two partial quotations from scripture.63 He went on to say that the truly wise 
are Christians because they read and obey the holy scriptures “which are indeed the truest 
oracles of reason,”64 and without which true wisdom is impossible.65 His approach prevented 
philosophy from pushing out scripture, but also prevented scripture ruling out all philosophy 
in all circumstances, because philosophy could have a role in supporting and confirming 
Scripture 

The Deists and Freethinkers wanted to substitute natural religion for supernatural 
revelation as they believed this would unite people around commonly agreed truths. In the 
course of refuting this, Henry agreed that natural religion could be a uniting force, a way of 
appealing to a core of commonly agreed religious truths. However, like the Latitudinarians, 
he did not stop there, but used that point of contact and agreement to make the case for the 
Scriptures and to ease people into consideration and confirmation of the truths revealed there 
by God.66  

But Henry went beyond natural theology having a role in preparing for and 
confirming revelation in moral duties, to see a role for it in thinking through how to please 
God. For example, when explaining how unreasonable (meaning unfitting or inappropriate) it 
was for Israel to attempt to find acceptance with God through sacrifices without the 

 
57. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 1, 2. See other postaltums in preface.  
58. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 4.1.2. 
59. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Col. 2:4-12. 
60. “Men never begin to be wise, until they begin to be religious.” Henry, Pleasantness, 2-3. 
61. He said that true philosophy was “a noble exercise of our reasonable faculties, and highly 

serviceable to religion; such a study of the works of God, as leads us to the knowledge of God, and confirms our 
faith in him.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6. Col. 2:4-12. See Marshall, Puritanism and Natural Theology, 68-70, 
for positive assessment of the Puritan use of philosophy. See Muller, “Reformed Theology between 1600 and 
1800,” The Oxford Handbook of Early Modern Theology 1600-1800, 170-172, for history of relationship 
between Protestantism and philosophy. 

62. Henry, Pleasantness, 2. 
63. Rom. 1:22; 1 Cor. 1:21. 
64. Henry, Pleasantness, 2. 
65. Henry, Pleasantness, 2-3. 
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for centuries had stressed the agreement of reason and revelation…[who] believed that reason was a gift from 
God, and ought to be employed in his service.” Griffin, Latitudinarianism, 59. 
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accompaniment of a loving heart or a changed life, he brought four arguments based upon 
reason as well as others based upon previous Scripture.67 In a further step, Henry saw an 
apologetic role for natural theology in revealing God. He said that many of his attributes, 
including his holiness and power,68 could be learned by the light of nature, by observing the 
world, by listening to conscience, and by the universal human experience.69  
 
(4) “It recommends itself to those who would improve their natural reason” 
Reason, then, for Henry, had a role in preparing the way for divine revelation, confirming it, 
and even in receiving it. Did it go the other way? Did revelation help natural theology, and if 
so in what ways? Henry’s answer was that reason is enhanced when a person embraces true 
religion, not only by giving the best knowledge,70 but also by giving right reason dominion 
over desires and passions.71 Like the Cambridge Platonists and Latitudinarians like Tillotson, 
Henry believed that character determined reasoning powers and the ability to discern divine 
truth. Opponents such as the Epicureans, for example, “were vicious characters sullied in 
sensuality and therefore incapable of using reason to arrive at the truth.”72 The best 
reasoning, therefore, is not that of the freethinkers who free themselves from revelation but 
that of those who put their faith in revelation and whose reasoning is obedient to Christ.73 
Aware of the noetic effects of sin, Henry insisted that a true freethinker is one who is free 
from sinful bias and such only can be the Christian.74 The more a person practices such 
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74. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 5, vi.  
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Christian freethinking, the more assured and confident will that Christian be.75 Also, those 
who obey best will reason best,76 because faith in, and obedience to, revelation, is not an 
imposition upon reason but a help to it.77 Henry’s apologetic concern to increase assurance 
and certainty is evident here. 

That is why Henry commended the Word of God to those who wanted to improve 
their natural reason, as well as to those who wanted to improve their natural religion. He 
wanted Christians to observe, think, and come to conclusions about the natural world, but 
also to use revelation in that intellectual endeavor. A similar circularity can be found in the 
Latitudinarians, who were also anxious to prove the compatibility of reason and faith, and 
who summoned each in support of the other.78 The great design of the Christian religion, said 
Tillotson, “was to restore and reinforce the practice of the natural law.”79 Rather than limiting 
themselves to beginning only with divine revelation, Henry and the Latitudinarians utilized 
both starting points. While maintaining that faith is the ideal starting point for understanding 
both natural and supernatural theology, partly because it provoked questions and thoughts 
about subjects that natural revelation could not, they also saw a place for starting with reason 
and natural theology when arguing with the unbeliever. Henry expressed doubt about the 
effectiveness of using just natural reason with hardened unbelievers and skeptical mockers, 
but did think it useful for doubting believers and for those who wanted to persuade 
unbelievers. 80 Even John Owen commended those who had made efforts to persuade using 
rational arguments, although he cautioned against thinking that reasoning alone would 
become the sole foundation of faith, a common feature of the Reformed high orthodox 
theologians.81  
 
(5) “The laws of natural religion, which are…improved by our Christianity,” 
The previous discussion indicated that although natural theology preceded revelation, 
revelation had superior content compared to natural theology. But in what ways? With the 
aim of persuading people to progress from reason to revelation, Henry argued that revelation 
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rectifies the mistakes of natural religion, makes up its deficiencies,82 provides greater 
content,83 and gives the knowledge of God’s glory84 and of how to glorify him in a way that 
natural religion never could.85 There are some truths—like the Trinity and the incarnation, 
death and resurrection of Christ—that simply cannot be known by reason or observation.86 
This is why Grotius did not deal with such doctrines in his apologetic, believing that his task 
was to get people to the Scriptures, where they could learn these truths via Dogmatics.87  

Henry strongly refuted the Deists’ rejection of the necessity of the Scriptures,88 
pointing out that even heathen nations who worshipped various gods usually saw the need for 
some kind of divine revelation.89 It steps in when natural theology runs out.90 This is 
especially true for Christianity because the Christian faith is built upon a series of historic 
events that cannot be discovered by reason but only by “the reports and records of others,” so 
that no amount of thought or contemplation can discover the foundational truths of 
Christianity.91 Revelation provides multiple facts and details that sense and reason cannot 
supply.92 Citing the example of creation, Henry wrote, “By faith we understand much more 
of the formation of the world, than ever could be understood by the naked eye of natural 
reason.”93 As Asaph demonstrated in Psalm 73, revelation also assists reason when it cannot 
understand providence.94 The book of Revelation gets its name, said Henry, because God 
reveals truths there that human reason could never have accessed.95  

It is especially in the area of the Gospel and salvation that reason comes up short. 
While the use of reason alone can lead people to see that humanity has a problem, and also 
what that problem is, only revelation can describe and prescribe the cure.96 Reason cannot 
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access the most important spiritual truths,97 it cannot lead a person to a spiritual knowledge of 
Christ,98 and it cannot show the way of salvation or restore to God’s favor.99 Echoing 
previous Puritans and most contemporary Latitudinarian thinkers, Henry wrote, “Christianity 
is a mystery, a mystery that could not have been found out by reason or the light of nature, 
and cannot be comprehended by reason, because it is above reason, though not contrary 
thereto” an idea that will be explored in more detail below.100 Accepting a mysterious 
element to Christianity that reason could not access or make available, separated Henry from 
rationalism and some Latitudinarians. Tillotson, for example, rejected Calvinist doctrines 
such as predestination and election because they contradicted human ideas of goodness and 
justice.101 Henry, on the other hand, insisted that divine revelation had the final say. 

This raises the question, what did Henry mean by saying that although nothing in the 
Bible was contrary to reason, it did teach truths that were “above reason”? This was a 
common saying in medieval and Reformed theology, also adopted by Grotius,102 that 
distinguished between what reason could not discover or fully understand by reason (above 
reason), and what reason knew could not be (contrary to reason). In this, Henry was not 
saying that Christian doctrines that were counter-intuitive or offensive to sinful minds were to 
be rejected, as Tillotson did. He was saying that despite the fact that some Christian truths 
could not be discovered or fully understood by reason (above reason), but relied on the 
testimony of another, they were rational nonetheless. If any revealed truth seemed contrary to 
reason, it was the result of reason being corrupted and limited by sin rather than the result of 
reason itself. Indeed, contrary to the rationalists, reason itself taught that for God to be God 
there had to be an element of incomprehensibility.103 Henry’s teaching on this was in 
opposition to Locke who only admitted as revelation what was consistent with human reason. 
Human reason was therefore left as judge of what was divine revelation.104 This, said Henry, 
does not take account of the fallenness of human reason, which had the effect of the law of 
nature being in ruins, provoking the pursuit of a clearer copy elsewhere.105 If the light within 
is darkness compared to the light of the written Word, then the written Word must be the 
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superior rule.106 Divine revelation, therefore, not only makes up for the deficiencies of natural 
theology, but also rectifies its mistakes, as Henry proved by a brief survey of the nations that 
only possessed natural light.107 If revelation is allowed to correct reason when it is erroneous, 
it will lead to a better Christian life.108 

In addition to more content, revelation also provides more clarity which, in turn, 
results in a greater certainty, a greater sense of moral obligation, and a greater commitment to 
comply. Henry could insist, “Let the dictates of the light and law of nature be always sacred 
with us, and have a commanding sway and empire in our souls.”109 Yet he could also say, 
“All that good which is pressed upon me by the law of nature is more fully discovered to me, 
and I find myself much more strongly bound to it by the gospel of Christ.”110 The principles 
of natural religion are not set aside by divine revelation; they are written more clearly and 
added to by Christ’s coming.111 Although Descartes had taught that the intellect alone was to 
be trusted as the only reliable source of knowledge, and that this method alone could exclude 
doubt and produce confidence, Henry claimed that there were some truths that could never be 
accessed by reason alone, and others that could not be known with certainty without biblical 
revelation.112  
He identified atheists and desists as opponents of this view by their advocacy of reason to the 
exclusion of Scripture.113 
 
(6) God “never did, nor ever will reject an honest Gentile” 
Could someone be saved who only had natural theology? As already highlighted, in most 
places Henry insisted on the necessity of special revelation for salvation.114 Nevertheless, in a 
couple of places he allowed the possibility of being saved via a good use of natural theology. 
In this he was following Richard Baxter who taught this in his apologetic works, writings 
which Henry commended.115 Regarding those who had never heard the Gospel, Henry did not 
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rule out the possibility of salvation.116 He did still insist that this is only possible through the 
grace of God, the Holy Spirit’s regeneration, and the mediation of Christ, even though they 
never knew the mediator.117 Although the Westminster Confession of Faith had left open the 
possibility of the salvation of children dying in infancy without having heard the Gospel,118 
the Larger Catechism shut the door on this possibility for adults.119 Why would Henry 
advocate for this? Perhaps Henry’s belief in the possibility of salvation was related to the 
critique that if humanity is accountable to God, then all must have access to necessary 
religious truth, an argument made by Thomas Chubb (1679-1747), who developed and 
popularized the Deism of Tindall and others.120 As Schweitzer, explained, “For an age in 
which universal accessibility to truth had become virtually sacrosanct, this was a most 
powerful objection.”121 However, Henry’s view goes beyond Scripture and contradicts 
confessional Reformed theology’s assessment that, with a few exceptions,122 either withholds 
judgment on the matter, or asserts that for those above the age of responsibility and who have 
the capacity, knowledge of Scriptural truth is required. 

In sum, Henry’s interest in the relationship between natural theology and supernatural 
revelation reflected the questions people were asking in his culture about the sources of 
knowledge and certainty. His frequent references to the subject reveal his concern to help 
people use natural theology in a way that would increase their interest in and reverence for 
Scripture rather than rest satisfied in natural theology. The key epistemological question at 
the core of his teaching in this area was, ‘How can religious and spiritual certainty be found 
and increased?’ It was a question that Protestant theologians were especially concerned to 
answer due to their principled opposition to relying on church authority and their concern lest 
individuals set up their minds or feelings as authorities. Henry’s answer, like that of the 
Latitudinarians, focused on establishing a greater role for natural theology with a view to 
getting a hearing for and confirming the Bible, which would in turn improve reasoning power 
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they have, to be saved by Christ they never heard of. It is out of our line to judge concerning them, for it is not 
in our Bibles.” Henry, Faith in Christ (London: 1711), 7. In another place, he insisted that God “never did, nor 
ever will reject an honest Gentile…who fears God, and worships him, and works righteousness…who lives up 
to the light that he has.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Acts 10:34-43. 

117. “But where these [spiritual fruits] are predominant, no doubt is to made of acceptance with God. 
Not that any man since the fall can obtain the favour of God, otherwise than through the mediation of Jesus 
Christ, and by the grace of God in him; but those that have not the knowledge of him, and therefore cannot have 
an explicit regard to him, may yet receive grace from God, for his sake, to fear God, and work righteousness. 
And wherever God gives grace to do so…he will through Christ accept the work of his own hands.” Henry, 
Exposition, Vol. 5, Acts 10:34-43. 

118. WCF, X.iii,”Elect infants, dying in infancy, are regenerated, and saved by Christ through the 
Spirit, who worketh when, and where, and how He pleaseth.”  

119. Westminster Larger Catechism Q. 60. “Can they who have never heard the gospel, and so know 
not Jesus Christ, nor believe in him, be saved by their living according to the light of nature? A. They who, 
having never heard the gospel, know not Jesus Christ, and believe not in him, cannot be saved, be they never so 
diligent to frame their lives according to the light of nature, or the laws of that religion which they 
profess; neither is there salvation in any other, but in Christ alone, who is the Savior only of his body the 
church.” 

120. Thomas Chubb, A Discourse Concerning Reason and Regard to Religion and Divine Revelation 
(London: T.Cox, 1733). See Schweitzer, God is a Communicative Being, 56-58. 

121. Schweitzer, God is a Communicative Being, 58. 
122. Vos remarks that “there have been some Reformed theologians, specifically Zwingli, who have 

been willing to leave open the possibility” of salvation without the Word. Vos, Reformed Dogmatics, Vol. 4, 
15–17).  
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and confirm natural theology. His ultimate aim was to increase certainty about what was true 
and about personal spiritual standing. He means was to get people to the Bible and to trust the 
Bible, and he used a mixture of methods including natural theology and evidences to do so.  

He gave natural theology a place not only in arguing for the existence of God but also 
in revealing God and in moral arguments, sometimes arguing for moral duties on the grounds 
of natural theology before using the Bible. However, he resisted ceding to reason the ability 
to decide what constituted Scripture. Contrary to the Deists and Freethinkers, he argued for 
the harmony of Scripture with natural theology. When they disagreed, Scripture was always 
to be accepted and, in time, he believed that it would be seen that they actually agreed. He 
therefore resolved any difficulties with reason by appealing ultimately to faith. One area in 
which he went further than Scripture was in his idea of Gentile salvation without Scripture 

Although he gave reason and natural theology a more prominent place than some in 
Reformed orthodoxy did, he was aware of the damage sin had done to human reasoning 
powers. However, he seemed to limit that damage to the reasoning powers of the most 
ungodly. He was clear in his teaching about the superiority and advantages of the Scriptures 
over natural theology. It may be said that while he advocated for a greater focus on and use of 
natural theology, he combined this with advocacy for greater study of the Scriptures too. 
 
“God’s Reasonings”123 
Having considered how Henry’s apologetic for the reasonableness of religion interacted with 
his view of natural theology and of Scripture, his apologetic’s interaction with his doctrine of 
God will now be assessed in six areas, some of them sermon titles: (1) “The God of heaven 
condescends to reason,”124 (2) “God is a being infinitely perfect and glorious,”125 (3) “That 
God made the world,”126 (4) “The Work of Providence,”127 and (5) “The relation we stand in 
to God that made us,”128 While God’s reasonableness would usually be considered as one of 
God’s perfections, it is taken first here because of its influence upon Henry’s presentation of 
God’s other attributes. 
 
(1) “The God of heaven condescends to reason” 
The reasonableness of God was Henry’s opening argument in his ‘Reasons series’ of 
sermons, with his first sermon based upon Isaiah 1:18. In his Exposition’s treatment of this 
text, he demonstrated God’s reasonableness with Israel by highlighting how God reasoned 

 
123. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Ezekiel 18:10-20. 
124. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Isaiah 1:16-20. 
125. Henry, Memoirs, 280 
126. Henry, Memoirs, 281 
127. Henry, Memoirs, 281. 
128. Henry, Memoirs, 278. The title of one of his ‘Reasons series’ sermons. 
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with them to believe.129 The fifth of these reasons—God’s coming down to their level to 
reason with them—was expounded under the heading, “A Demonstration, at the Bar of Right 
Reason, of the Equity of God’s Proceedings with them,” followed by the words of Isaiah 
1:18, “Come now and let us reason together,” perhaps the most commonly quoted verse in 
Henry’s oeuvre. Instead of God being a hard master that was impossible to please, Henry 
portrayed God as eminently reasonable and not only willing to reason even with the most 
unreasonable, but confident that he would win his case on the grounds of reason.130 He 
expanded upon the wonder of God’s willingness to reason with people by pointing out, “The 
God of Heaven condescends to reason his case with those that contradict him, and find fault 
with his proceedings.” Instead of simply issuing authoritative commands, he enters into a 
rational dialogue with the Israelites, engaging their minds with a view to persuading them of 
his equity.131  

All Henry’s ‘Reasons series’ sermons demonstrate a ‘because-therefore’ pattern to 
demonstrate God’s reasonableness.132 This divine reasonableness is also brought out in his 
Covenant of Grace sermons; specifically, the reasonable terms of salvation that he offers to 
people,133 and the reasonable terms upon which pardon is offered—not thousands of rams but 
simply acknowledge sin. Upon these grounds, Henry asked, “Could you with confidence ask 
an offer of pardon upon easier terms?”134 He impressed the reasonableness of the terms by 
asking a further series of rhetorical questions that could only be answered in ways that 
vindicated God’s reasonableness.135  

 
129. (1) God did not simply reject them as hopeless because of their sinful record; (2) God did not 

merely criticize them but outlines a way of reconciliation; (3) God insisted that just as no amount of good works 
covers up for atheism, so no amount of religious service covers up for unjust dealings with others; (4) God 
requested evidence of sincere repentance and reformation before he discussed matters further with them; (5) 
God came down to their level to reason with them; (6) despite their previous rebellion, they can be restored to 
God’s favor; (7) God required so little of them—just that they express willingness and desire to obey; (8) how 
much is promised in return—the pardon of all sins and the enjoyment of all the happiness they could want; (9) if 
they refused such an offer and continued in their disobedience, they would suffer just punishment. Henry, 
Exposition, Vol. 3, Isa. 1:16-20. Notice that the eighth is of special relevance to the primary topic of this 
study—the pleasantness of the religious life. 

130. “Religion has reason on its side,” insisted Henry, therefore “there is all the reason in the world 
that we should do as God would have us do.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Isa. 1:16-20. 

131. Henry’s concluding appeal was: “And now life and death, good and evil, are thus set before you. 
‘Come, and let us reason together.’ What have you to object against the equity of this, or against complying 
with God's terms?” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Isa 1:.16-20. 

132. For example, in his Exposition of Psalm 100:3, he argues that because God made people to praise 
him, therefore it is reasonable to praise him the ways he has appointed. In Mic. 6:8, he insists that because God 
has set out reasonable moral standards for the good of humanity, therefore people should obey him in these 
rather than resort to empty ritualism. In Job 28:28 he asserts that because God is the source of all knowledge and 
wisdom, therefore he knows what humanity needs to know and has revealed sufficient knowledge for humanity 
to thrive. 

133. As Henry said in one of his sermons on The Covenant of Grace, “God offers his pardons, 
beseeches us to be reconciled, proposes terms very easy and reasonable.” Henry, Covenant of Grace, 56. 

134. Henry, Covenant of Grace, 66. 
135. “Is it not reasonable that those who would be saved by Christ should be ruled by him in the matter 

of salvation? …Is it not reasonable that those who would be happy. i.e. holy, hereafter should be holy, i.e. happy 
now? …Is it not reasonable that those who would be soon see and enjoy God for ever should serve and enjoy 
him now? …Is it not reasonable that those who would have their bodies and souls in heaven hereafter should 
have their affections and conversations in heaven now? …It is not reasonable that those who would reign with 
Christ should be willing [to] suffer with him?” Henry, Covenant of Grace, 338. 
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Looking beyond that sermon series, Henry’s wider teaching on reason presented God 
as the source of all reason136—with each person of the Trinity being involved in the 
endowing of humanity with this valuable gift137 —and as the preserver and improver of 
reason.138 Reason is God’s voice in the soul and therefore to be heard and obeyed.139 This is 
in addition to God’s gifts of the sensus divinitatus and the law written in the heart. 

In a Scriptural defense of God’s character, Henry argued that God is not only the 
source of reason, but has a reason for all his actions140 and never acts arbitrarily.141 A reason 
may not be obvious to humanity, and the existence of a reason may even seem impossible to 
the human mind, but God’s all-seeing and almighty providence, as well as his infallible 
foreknowledge and immutable decree, guarantees that there is always a reason behind his 
actions.142 Usually God does not share a specific reason for his decisions, and is certainly not 
obliged to,143 although sometimes he does explain144 or will eventually let it be known.145 
Whether or not the reason is known or revealed, it is unreasonable to find fault with God,146 
because he never acts without good reason.147 God not only has reasons for his judgments 
and chastisements,148 he also has reasons for his mercy, reasons that he always finds in 
himself and not in the objects of his mercy.149 The fact that God’s reasonableness means that 
he always has a reason for all his actions150 gave Henry the warrant to persuade people to 
commit themselves to God and submit patiently and prayerfully to his will.151  

Why was it so important for Henry to maintain that God has a reason for his actions? 
It was partly because the Puritan focus on the sovereignty of God may have led some to 
attribute arbitrariness to God, which would impinge upon his perfection. Henry, therefore, 
made the case that God never acts arbitrarily, always has wise and sufficient reasons for his 
decrees and actions, reasons which come from within, not from some external norms, and 
have the goal of God’s glory.152 Although some might object that the very definition of 
arbitrariness is that a person is not subject to external norms or standards, this is to confuse 
human concepts of arbitrariness with the divine. For Henry, God’s perfect and absolute 
sovereignty is preserved from arbitrariness by being always connected with the perfection of 

 
136. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Isa. 28:23-29. 
137. “God is the Father of spirits: he made us living souls, and endued us with the power of reason.” 

Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 10:8-13. The Holy Spirit is the particular person of the godhead that graciously 
“breathed reason into us.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, 2 Tim. 3:16-17. Speaking of Christ, he says, “The light of 
reason, as well as the life of sense, is derived from him, and depends upon him.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, 
John 1:1-5. See also Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, James 1:13-18; Vol. 5, John 1:6-14. 

138. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 2, 1 Ki. 4:29-34. 
139. Cragg identifies this association of reason with God’s voice in the soul as originating with the 

Cambridge Platonists. Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of Reason, 42. 
140. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 28:20-28. 
141. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Gen. 4:3-5.  
142. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 28:20-28. 
143. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 33:8-13. 
144. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Gen. 18:16-22. 
145. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 10:8-13 
146. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 33:8-13. 
147. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Deut. 29:10-29. 
148. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 10:1-7. 
149. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Gen. 8:20-22 
150. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 28:20-28. 
151. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Hab. 1:1-4. 
152. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Gen. 4:3-5. See also Vos, Reformed Dogmatics, Vol. 1, 78–79. 
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his character. The result, therefore, is not a terrifying sovereignty but rather one which draws 
out faith and trust due to the character of God, as evidenced, says Henry, by the way in which 
God reasons with people.153  

By presenting God as the source of reason, as having a reason for all his actions, and 
as one who reasons with people directly and indirectly, and in so many different ways, Henry 
had two aims. The first was to establish reason as divine and not merely human, to portray it 
as the gift of God and not a human usurpation, and to establish God’s approval of its use in 
religion. The second was to defend the character of God. For many years, the church’s abuse 
of authority had resulted in many associating God’s voice with bare authoritarianism. God’s 
voice was simply to be obeyed without any reason given, and penalties were enforced against 
any disobedience regardless of any possible explanation or justification. Henry’s teaching 
refuted  this misrepresentation of the divine character and argued that God was reasonable 
and reasoned with people, addressing their minds with arguments and presenting his case in a 
rational and logical manner that sought to persuade rather than overpower. While Henry 
sometimes presented God as simply stating a truth and demanding faith and obedience, his 
general approach was to present God as reasoning rather than commanding, persuading rather 
than demanding. Like the Latitudinarians, Henry was concerned to emphasize the 
reasonableness of God rather than the authority of quoting traditional sources which 
sometimes shut down further discussion and opportunities to learn. It also reflected the 
Cambridge Platonists’ rejection of Hobbes’ idea of subordinating good conduct to 
unquestioned obedience to the civil ruler. No, they protested, each individual must be held 
responsible for using his reason to solve problems and direct action.154 However, it may be 
asked whether in seeking to address errors, redress imbalance, and present God more 
attractively, if his presentation of the reasonableness of God imbalanced his doctrine of God, 
presenting him too much as a reasoner, a persuader, and a pleader, and too little as the 
sovereign lawgiver and judge. The following section will consider how Henry’s doctrine of 
God’s reasonableness impacted his teaching about some of God’s other attributes.  
 
(2) “God is a being infinitely perfect and glorious” 
As each attribute of God intersects with all the others, in what ways does Henry’s emphasis 
upon God’s reasonableness relate to other attributes of God? The intersection between God’s 
reasonableness and God’s goodness comes into focus through the following questions: ‘How 
does God decide what to reveal to humanity and what to conceal? If God knows everything 
but only reveals some of that knowledge to humanity, how does he know what to reveal?’ In 
some ways, the answer is supplied in the second question: God’s omniscience. God knows 

 
153. His reasoning is both direct and indirect, includes warnings of death plus promises of life and 

happiness (Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Isa. 65:11-16), questions (Vol. 4, Isa. 40:27-31), miracles (Vol. 5, John 
10:22-37), appeals to experience (Vol. 4, Mic. 2:6-11), and evidences of his providential provision (Vol. 4, 
Amos 9:1-10). He reasons patiently (Vol. 5, John 8:51-59),  and gently (Vol. 5, Lk. 15:11-32), even with the 
most unreasonable (Vol. 4, Ezek. 18:1-9).  This is all with a view to removing excuses (Vol. 5, John 5:18-25), 
exposing irrationality (Vol. 4, Jer. 10:1-16), convicting the conscience (Vol. 4, Mal. 1:6-14), repairing reason 
(Vol. 5, John 8:31-37), demonstrating how fair and reasonable his terms are (Vol. 4, Isa. 1:16-20), and 
vindicating his justice in his eventual judgments (Vol. 4, Ezek. 18:1-9).  

154. Speaking of the Cambridge Platonists, Cragg wrote, “No one else recognized so clearly the 
dangers of authority, or emphasized with equal discernment the importance of the truth which each man grasps 
for himself and then uses as the foundation of good conduct.” Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of Reason 59. 
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everything and therefore knows what should be made known to humanity. Henry, however, 
also traced the answer to God’s goodness in his comments on Job 28:28. This was another 
text in Henry’s ‘Reasons series’ of sermons, and was entitled ‘The Wisdom of Being 
Religious.’ It was also the text of a published sermon by the influential Latitudinarian 
Archbishop Tillotson,155 whom Henry quoted in his Exposition of this text.156 Like Tillotson, 
Henry argued that God in his goodness has revealed sufficient knowledge for humanity to 
live happy lives and find salvation.157 God’s goodness is also seen in that any possession or 
exercise of human reason is the gift of God. It was the crowning glory that God placed upon 
humanity,158 often called ‘the light of reason’ to emphasize its benefits to humanity.159 In his 
explanation of how God’s goodness leads to repentance, Henry outlined how God 
expostulates and reasons with people rather than coerces them like animals.160 God’s 
reasonableness, therefore, again highlights and beautifies the goodness of God in an attempt 
to persuade and attract people to him.161  

What about the relationship between God’s reasonableness and his justice? In his 
comments on Romans 2:6-9, one of his concluding texts in his ‘Reasons series,’ Henry 
expounded God’s charge sheet against humanity and defended the equity of God’s judgment 
in the state of rewards and punishments in the next world. In doing so, he appealed to the 
evidence of the untaught natural conscience for confirmation of the reasonableness of God’s 
justice.162 This appeal to the inner testimony of even the most pagan person refutes the charge 
that God’s wrath is something unpredictable, irrational, and incomprehensible, and highlights 
the grace and patience of God. 

Further evidence of the way Henry connected God’s reasonableness and his justice is 
seen in another of his ‘Reasons series’ sermons, “The revelation of the will of God 
concerning us” (Micah 6:8), a sermon text also utilized by Tillotson.163 In his commentary on 
this passage, Henry insisted that God had not left Israel in the dark nor asked them to come 

 
155. John Tillotson, “The Wisdom of Being Religious,” (London: 1664). Sheppard says that this “was 

one of the most concise and clear confutations of atheism published in seventeenth-century England. It was also 
one of the most popular works of the century.” Anti-Atheism, 80. He analyzes this sermon in the pages 
following. 

156. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 28:20-28. This underlines historian C. H Sisson’s remarks that 
“Tillotson set the pattern for what, throughout the eighteenth century, reason parsons would want to preach and 
reasonable and respectable gregations would want to listen to.” C. H. Sisson, The English Sermon, Volume II: 
1650-1750 An Anthology (Cheadle, 1976), 191. Quoted in Blosser, “John Tillotson's Latitudinarian Legacy,” 
145-6. Blosser also cites Tilloston’s friend and colleague Gilbert Burnet, who wrote in 1714, that “the nation 
proposed [Tillotson] as a pattern, and studied to copy him.” Gilbert Burnet, Bishop Burnet's History of His Own 
Times, 4 vols. (London, 1766), 3:186. 

157. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 28:20-28. 
158. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Ps. 8:3-9. 
159. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, John 1:1-5. 
160. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Rom. 2:1-16. 
161. See Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the Reason for Religion,” 127-131, for the connection 

between Tillotson’s presentation of God as perfect, good, and sovereign and his apologetic aims of certainty. 
162. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Rom. 2:1-16. 
163. Tillotson, “Of the Great Duties of Natural Religion,” Works, Vol. 5 (London: 1820), 273-97. 

Tillotson mentions five ways in which God discovers duties to humanity: “1. By a kind of natural instinct. 2. By 
natural reason. 3. By the general vote and consent of mankind. 4. By external revelation. 5. By the inward 
dictates and motions of God’s spirit upon the minds of men” (281). Clearly his focus is mainly upon natural 
religion rather than revealed religion. Like Henry, though, he uses God’s making known of these duties as an 
argument for doing them and to take away all excuses for failure. Tillotson, Works, Vol. 5 (London: 1820), 292-
3. See Tillotson, Several discourses viz. Of the great duties of natural religion (London: 1697), 15, 21. 
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up with some ideas themselves, but personally, plainly, and rationally, made known to them 
through the prophets what he required of them to change their mistaken ways, find true 
religion, and, therefore, true happiness.164 In fact, argued Henry, God “has discovered it to us 
with such convincing evidence, as amounts to a demonstration,”165 meaning a ‘proof.’ God 
was therefore perfectly reasonable in his judicial decision to punish them for their 
disobedience. God’s reasonable justice was also seen in that if people do not use reason 
rightly, he withdraws it from them,166 as he did with Nebuchadnezzar.167  

This sampling of instances where Henry’s teaching on the reasonableness of God 
intersected with divine attributes such as God’s goodness and justice, reveals how this 
emphasis influenced his theology. It’s not that he viewed God’s reasonableness as a separate 
attribute, but rather he showed how it interacted with and even enhanced each attribute. The 
reasonableness of God’s goodness was an attractor to God while the reasonableness of God’s 
justice was presented a vindication of God, both advancing his apologetic argument for the 
Christian religion. In emphasizing God’s beauty and clearing away ugly aspersions on his 
character, Henry was not only arguing for the truth of Christianity but also its desirability. 
While his view of God’s attributes reflected Reformed orthodoxy, his teaching on these texts 
raise the question as to whether his desire to emphasize the reasonableness of God reflected 
the balance of Scripture, or whether it helped to reveal, or at least underline, previously 
unappreciated aspects of God’s character. Henry’s approach in this area differed from Grotius 
who used pure reason throughout volume one to argue for God’s existence, unity, perfection, 
attributes, and works,168 whereas Henry more frequently assumed God’s existence, based 
knowledge of God on revelation, and tried to show from there how reasonable his attributes 
and works were.  
 
(3) “That God made the world” 
Henry referred to the apologetic argument from design in his comments on Gen 1:1-2. After 
observing how the creation account reveals the visible world to be full of great variety, 
beauty, detail, power, order, and mystery, he concluded, “But from what we see of heaven 
and earth we may easily enough infer the eternal power and Godhead of the great Creator.”169 
One of his applications refuted atheism by insisting, “That atheism is folly, and atheists are 
the greatest fools in nature, for they see there is a world that could not make itself, and yet 
they will not own there is a God that made it.”170 Demonstrating awareness of cultural trends 
and interests, Henry referenced the renowned natural philosopher of his day, Robert Boyle, 
who highlighted the complexity of human and animal bodies as a way of overthrowing 
atheism. After commenting on God’s creation of the animals, Henry remarked: “Mr. Boyle (I 
remember) said he admires the Creator's wisdom and power as much in an ant as in an 

 
164. Tillotson also argues that God shows man what is good by natural reason... “by their tendency to 

our happiness and interest.” Tillotson, Works (1820), 5:284. He expands upon this in pages 285-6. See John 
Tillotson, Several discourses viz. Of the great duties of natural religion (London: 1697), 21. 

165. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Mic. 6:6-8 
166. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Dan. 5:10-29. 
167. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Dan. 4:4-18. 
168. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 1.1-6. 
169. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 10, Gen. 1:1-2. 
170. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 10, Gen. 1:1-2. 
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elephant.”171 Henry returned to the argument from design repeatedly in his writings,172 
sometimes urging people to even contemplate “the noble powers and faculties of our own 
souls…[that] we may perceive both our relation and obligation to a God above us,”173 an 
argument also found in greater detail in Grotius.174 

Again like Grotius, Henry also used the animals to argue for a First Cause and a 
Designer, insisting that they proclaim themselves to be God’s handiwork.175 Henry opposed 
the Aristotelean theory that matter was eternal and that everything that is always was, and 
refuted the Epicurean idea “that the world was made by a fortuitous concourse of atoms, 
which, having been in perpetual motion, at length accidently jumped into this frame.”176  

Instead, everything began in the eternal mind.177 Marshall argues that it was this belief in 
God’s sovereign design and control that motivated the Puritan interest in, enthusiasm for, and 
advocacy of science, especially in connection with their apologetics.178 It was also helped by 
the fact that although science was demanding changes in how Christians interpreted the 
world, the Christian character of most of the scientists, and their desire to relate their studies 
to religion, helped most Christians to welcome their work, as Henry did.179 In addition, 
science seemed to offer a calmer more dispassionate approach to understanding life as 
opposed to the turbulence and passions of recent years and events.180  Henry’s approval and 
use of science indicates that he believed it would not only help to persuade of and to 

 
171. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Gen. 1:20-23. 
172. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 39:26-30; Job 40:15-24; Introduction to Ps. 19; Ps. 19:7-14; Vol. 6, 

Rom. 1:19-32.  
173. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Acts 17:22-31. 
174. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 1.6 
175. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 1.6. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Ps. 19:1-6; Vol. 6, Rom. 

1:19-32. 
176. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Acts 17:22-31. 
177 “For they could not exist from eternity; all succession and motion must have had a beginning; they 

could not make themselves, that is a contradiction; they could not be produced by a casual hit of atoms, that is 
an absurdity, fit rather to be bantered than reasoned with: therefore they must have a Creator, who can be no 
other than an eternal mind, infinitely wise, powerful, and good.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Ps. 19:1-6. “By the 
things that are made, which could not make themselves, nor fall into such an exact order and harmony by any 
casual hits; and therefore must have been produced by some first cause or intelligent agent, which first cause 
could be no other than an eternal powerful God.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Rom. 1:19-32. 

178. Marshall, Puritanism and Natural Theology, 14-15, 70-74, 102-119. Explaining how the 
Latitudinarian Glanvill supported science, Cragg says, “Actually the study of nature is useful in ‘most of the 
affairs wherein religion is concerned’. It cultivates an outlook fatal to all the principal enemies of belief; it 
overthrows atheism, sadducism, superstition, enthusiasm, and the humour of disputing. Even the charge that 
science undermines the authority of Scripture is disproved. So far from encouraging men to ignore the Bible, the 
knowledge of God in His works disposes the mind to love Him in His word.” Cragg, From Puritanism to the 
Age of Reason, 95. For more background on the role of science in Early Modern theology and philosophy see 
John Henry, “Early Modern Theology and Science,” The Oxford Handbook of Early Modern Theology, 608-
624. 

179. Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of Reason, 99. “The leaders of English science were sincere 
believers, and they were convinced that their faith was fortified by their discoveries. Scattered throughout their 
works are abundant indications of the line of reasoning they pursued. Certain fundamental facts point, they said 
to the existence of God. His works in particular bear constant witness to His wisdom and creative power. 
Human reason and intelligence are impossible to explain if there be no creative Reason behind them.” Cragg, 
From Puritanism to the Age of Reason, 102. Marshall demonstrates that Puritanism “was markedly enthusiastic 
about the study of the natural world.” Marshall, Puritanism and Natural Theology, 15.  

180. Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of Reason, 88-89. 
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Christian truths, but its manner of persuasion was also a pattern for apologetics and a help to 
an ordered society. 
 
(4) “The Work of Providence” 
Natural theology also argued for the existence of God from evidence of his universal 
providence by pointing to God’s kind and generous provision for the needs of his creatures, 
his care and protection of his people, and his judgments upon the wicked. Henry followed 
Grotius in this argument,181 but, as shall be demonstrated in the next chapter, went further 
than most by making the pleasantness of religion (and to a lesser degree, the unpleasantness 
of irreligion) his most frequently deployed apologetic argument, suggesting that being 
religious carried with it innumerable spiritual and providential advantages in this world.  

There are a number of challenges to this strand of apologetic argumentation, not least 
of which is the existence of evil, and that sometimes the wicked prosper and the righteous 
suffer. Grotius acknowledged this serious objection but his Arminian theology permitted him 
to simply blame human free will.182 As Marshall highlights, many Puritans also conceded the 
difficulty,183 which was heightened because their belief in divine sovereignty required them 
to believe that God had ordained whatsoever comes to pass. Despite this challenge, neither 
they nor Henry were prepared to give up the wise and good providence of God as a core truth 
and apologetic argument. Consideration of how Henry handled this seeming contradiction 
and attempted to resolve the resulting doubts that were sometimes raised in believers’ minds 
will be examined in the following two chapters. 
 
(5) “Of man’s relation to God” 
What other aspects of God’s character and titles did Henry use to reason people towards 
religion? His second ‘Reasons series’ sermon was ‘The relations we stand in to God that 
made us (Psalm 100:3).’ A survey of the seven facts that Henry Exposition of this text said 
should be considered in all religious worship,184 reveals that although he said they concerned 
both facts about what God is in himself and what he is in his relation to his people, all seven 
theological facts can arguably fit under the second heading of God’s relationship to his 

 
181. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Acts 14:8-18. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 1.9-11. 
182. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 1.18-19. 
183. Marshall, Puritanism and Natural Theology, 9-10, 21, 120-133. “They acknowledged that the 

evidences of an active divine government over the world sometimes appeared non-existent.” Marshall, 
Puritanism and Natural Theology, 9-10. “The problem of providence was, as Puritans themselves confessed, the 
weak link in their natural theology—or as they would have rather put it, the least strong link” (130). Chapter 6 
of Marshall’s book is entitled, “Providence, Evil, and Immortality,” and details the challenges of providence to 
Puritan natural theology, and the way Puritans responded to it. 

184. “(1) That the LORD he is God, the only living and true God; (2) That he is our Creator; (3) That 
therefore he is our rightful Owner; (4) That he is our Sovereign Ruler; (5) That he is our bountiful Benefactor; 
(6) That he is a God of infinite Mercy and Goodness; (7) That he is a God of inviolable Truth and Faithfulness.” 
Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Ps. 100:1-5.” 
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people,185 and therefore may be used to support Henry’s case that God’s relationship to his 
people is a good reason to be religious. God is not distant and abstract but close and 
relational, another persuasive encouragement to Christian faith.  

There are a number of similarities here with Richard Baxter’s arguments for the 
reasonableness of religion published thirty years earlier in 1666.186 The main difference 
between them is that Baxter’s stated aim was to prove his point using only the arguments of 
natural religion without Scripture, whereas Henry based his arguments upon Scripture and 
natural religion. Both men were attempting to prove the providence of God over against the 
rationalist denial of God’s involvement in the world.  

In sum, the key cultural question that Henry was addressing with his apologetic in the 
area of the doctrine of God was, ‘What is God like?’ Although there were increasing numbers 
of people questioning the existence of God, and Henry addressed this to a limited extent, 
most questions were surrounding the character of God which had been distorted by abuse of 
church authority, both Protestant and Roman Catholic, and by Deist theology. Henry’s 
apologetic attempted to present God more attractively by showing him as reasonable in his 
essence, in his works, and in his words. This understanding of the doctrine of God is part of 
the reason for Henry’s emphasis on the reasonableness of religion. If God is the first cause, 
and God is reasonable, so must religion be reasonable. 

He traced all reason to God and any human possession of it to God’s gift. This gift of 
human reason provided the basis for God’s reasoning with humanity with a view to proving 
his existence, revealing himself to them in his Word and world, drawing people to himself, 
and interacting with them in a personal relationship. Perhaps the most fundamental truth in 
Henry’s doctrine of God was that God is to be viewed more as a Reasoner than a 
Commander, someone who persuades more than someone who dictates, an aspect of God’s 
character that perhaps was thought would prove more attractive in reaching unbelievers, 
especially skeptics, rationalists, and those deterred by years of ecclesiastical authoritarianism.  

While Henry’s doctrine of God does appeal to some arguments from reason and 
evidence, he does not rely on these as much as he did in arguing for his doctrine of Scripture. 
Unlike Grotius who argued for God’s existence and character using only natural theology, 
and unlike Baxter who argued for the reasonableness of religion using only natural theology, 

 
185. The second, third, fourth, and fifth facts are stated in such a way as to make it obvious that they 

are clearly referring to God’s relationship to his people. What about the remaining three? The first “that the 
LORD he is God,” describes God as “the Fountain of all Being,” “the first Cause,” and “him that made us and 
all the World,” three clauses that relate God to his people as the source of their life, the cause behind their 
existence, and their creator. The sixth, “that he is a God of infinite mercy and goodness,” portrays God’s 
goodness as an ever-flowing fountain into the lives of his saints. The seventh, “that he is a God of inviolable 
truth and faithfulness,” identifies one of the evidences as God’s promise being “sure to all the seed, from age to 
age.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Ps. 100:1-5. 

186. In chapters four and five of Reasons of the Christian Religion, Baxter expanded upon the theme of 
God as the first Cause, as self-sufficient, infinite, and as the Creator of all things. Richard Baxter, The Reasons 
of the Christian Religion. Henry used the same terminology in his exposition of Psalm 100:3. For example, 
Henry describes God as “the only living and true God…self-existent, and self-sufficient and the foundation of 
all being…incomprehensible and independent, the first cause and last end…our Creator…” Henry, Exposition, 
Vol. 3, Ps. 100:1-5. In chapters six to nine of Reasons, Baxter wrote of God’s relation to man as his owner and 
ruler, which correspond with Henry’s points about God being “our rightful Owner” and “our sovereign Ruler.” 
Baxter’s eleventh and twelfth chapters were taken up with God’s relation to man as his benefactor and chief 
good, matching Henry’s presentation of God as our bountiful Benefactor and the God of infinite mercy and 
goodness. 
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Henry did not use much natural theology or evidence in his doctrine of God, with only brief 
references to the arguments from design and causation. Indeed, his ‘Reasons series’ was 
entirely based upon the exposition of Scripture texts and therefore largely presupposes 
Scripture in making his case. For him, it would appear that natural theology was primarily of 
use to get a hearing for Scripture, and then, having established that, he reasoned from 
Scripture. His “appeal to the bar of right reason” that he made in the first sermon of his 
‘Reasons series’ was therefore not calling for mere reason to be brought to the bar. Rather, 
reason was being marshalled to argue and plead for Scripture’s presentation of the character 
of God, the pleasantness of being religious, and the disadvantages of being irreligious. 
However, having explained the truth from Scripture, he would often appeal to evidence and 
experience for confirmation.  

The evidence suggests that Henry’s theology of God’s reasonableness was the 
foundation of his own apologetic, both in content and style. The reasonable character of God 
and the way he reasoned with humanity formed the pattern for Christian character and 
Christian apologetic methods. Henry did not state this explicitly, but as has been shown, he 
demonstrated the analogy repeatedly in his own character and apologetic. He frequently 
defended the character of God from charges of authoritarian arbitrariness, proved the 
reasonableness of God, and persuaded using reason, just as God did. Relational persuasion 
was his approach rather than authoritative demand and edict. That fact that he saw God’s 
great condescension in using human or earthly concepts and language in order to enable 
human comprehension may also explain his own plain and simple style of apologetic. 
 
“Man’s reason is his crown and glory”187 
One of the key questions in any apologetic system is, ‘What is the doctrine of man?’ This 
question is not only important for assessing whether the doctrine fits human observation and 
experience, but also for the consistency and effectiveness of apologetic methodology. For 
example, unless humanity still has functioning reason, no amount of apologetic reasoning 
with someone will be effective.  

What then, for Henry, comprised the image of God in humanity? In his comments on 
Genesis 1:27, he taught that the image of God is especially in the human soul, and 
highlighted intelligence and understanding as revealing God’s image.188 His exposition of 
Ephesians 4:24 and Colossians 3:10 of how God remakes man in his image through faith, 
implied that knowledge, righteousness, and holiness were part of the original image. If God 
designed humanity to know and enjoy him through the use of rational abilities, and if God 
designed reason and revelation to work together to bring people to religious faith, why then 
are so few religious? That was essentially the question Henry turned to after completing his 
series of sermons on the reasons for being religious. His basic answer in this sub-series on the 
reasons for being irreligious was that people are now unreasonable as a result of humanity’s 
first fall into sin.189 As humanity’s original sin, essentially, was pursuing knowledge apart 
from God, or seeking reason apart from religion, part of the penal consequences was that sin 

 
187. Henry, Exposition, Psalm 8:3-9. 
188. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1; Gen. 1:26-28. 
189. Williams, Memoirs, 279. See also his anthropology outline in his ‘Body of Divinity,’ Memoirs, 

282. 
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damaged reason, especially in its religious dimension and usefulness. In the introduction to 
volume one of his Exposition, Henry wrote that the rational soul received a “fatal shock by 
the fall” of humanity into sin.190 By using the expression ‘fatal shock,’ he was not saying that 
reason died at the fall, but that it was so severely damaged, especially in the religious realm, 
that if it be relied upon to the exclusion of revelation it will result in a kind of death.  

Although there was intellectual damage at the fall, there was even greater moral 
damage. The mind is not just hindered in putting reason together, but even when valid 
reasons are presented to the mind that are unpleasant, the mind and heart will reject them. It’s 
not just that each human being inherits damaged reason; further sins by each person continue 
and deepen the damage.191 In that sense, atheism is natural to sinful humanity.192 In sum, the 
unreasonableness of sin causes unreasonable sinners.193 No matter how illogical and 
irrational their premises and conclusions, they hold on to them and reject Christ’s Word.194 
For Henry, the Free-thinkers’ desire to be free of divine revelation is traceable to their desire 
to sin.195 As a result, they are far from free, their sinful lusts enslaving them and preventing 
any kind of free and reasonable enquiry into religion.196 Henry, therefore, traced atheism to a 
moral problem which results in cognitive and reasoning problems, as did Grotius, who said 
that every form of atheism was in conflict with right reason.197 

Henry provided a detailed exposé of fallen human reason, especially in his 
enumeration of the forces ranged against it in the post-fall world.198 He based this dismal 

 
190. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 1, np. 
191. Among the particular sins which Henry claimed not only reflect unreasonableness but cause 

unreasonableness are ignorance (Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Jer. 5:1-9), thoughtlessness (Vol. 4, Isa. 1:2-9), 
slothfulness (Vol. 5, Lk. 13:23-30), infidelity (Vol. 6, Heb. 4:1-10), pride (Vol. 3, Psa. 10:1-11), prejudice (Vol. 
5, Acts 28:17-22), self-conceit (Vol. 3, Prov. 26:12), sensuality (Vol. 3, Prov. 23:29-35), drunkenness (Vol. 1, 
Gen. 9:18-23), anger (Vol. 1, Lev. 24:10-23), impatience, anxiety, discontent (Vol. 3, Job 3:11-19). The 
inherited moral and rational damage may be what Henry is referring to when he frequently connected 
immorality and irrationality by the use of phrases like “wicked and unreasonable.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, 
Psa. 74:1-11; Vol. 4, Isa 52:1-6; Jer. 25:1-6; Lam. 3:21-36; Ezek. 18:1-9.  

192. Sheppard explains the common use of the term ‘natural atheism.’ “When apologists spoke of 
natural atheism, they were drawing on the ambiguous sense in which it was ‘natural’ for sinful man to live as he 
pleased, to live as a practical atheist whose implicit denial of God could never be fully vindicated through an 
equally ‘natural’ rational reflection.” Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 23.  

193. In the post-fall period, sin grows together with reason (Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Lk. 2:25-40). As 
a result, reason is lacking, leaving humanity at a loss and unsatisfied (Vol. 5, v-vi), reason is fallible and 
therefore untrustworthy (Vol. 6, Titus 1:1-4), reason lacks clarity (Vol. 5, Preface), and it is inconsistent, 
sometimes immature and confused and sometimes mature and clear (Vol. 6, 1 Cor. 13:8-13). On its own, reason 
leads to foolish error in faith and religious practice and “the grossest and most dishonourable absurdities 
imaginable” (Preface in Vol. 1, np.). Humanity now has a disposition to lies instead of truth (Vol. 5, John 8:38-
47.), with the wicked particularly resistant to reason (Vol. 4, Ezek. 30:1-19.). Carnal reasoning as opposed to 
God’s reasoning has become the dominant force (Vol. 4, Dan. 3:8-18), reason is corrupted (Vol. 5, Mark 7:1-23) 
so that it skeptically questions God’s plain word (Vol. 1, Gen. 6:22). 

194. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 5, iv. 
195. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 5, iv. 
196. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 5, iv. 
197. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 1.1. 
198. Anti-reason forces include the devil (Henry, Exposition, Vol. 2, 2 Sam. 13:1-20), appetite (Vol. 3, 

Psa. 32:7-11), passion (Vol. 6, Acts 22:22-30), multiple calamities (Vol. 3, Job 1:13-19), fear, sorrow (Vol. 3, 
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assessment of reason in humanity partly upon observation, but mainly upon Scripture. 
However much natural theology taught about the human condition, it could not reveal the full 
extent of the damage done by sin as Scripture did. Indeed, even when it came to divine 
revelation, despite its perfection, the human recipients were so damaged that they could not 
fully receive it. Such is the corruption of reason that it can only be remedied by divine grace 
freeing it to function properly.199  

What’s the end result of all this? The overall consequence is that reason is no longer 
used for its great purpose—to know and enjoy God.200 This seems to support Beeke and 
Smalley’s more pessimistic assessment of Reformed orthodoxy’s view of human reason as a 
way to God.201 However, while also recognizing the damage sin has done to post-fall human 
reason, Henry nevertheless maintained that humanity had sufficient reasoning abilities 
remaining to warrant the use of natural theology and evidences in teaching and persuading 
people to believe, and that skillful use of them was effective in persuading at least some 
people to give a hearing to the Bible and that religion was in their best interests.202  

Henry does not make an explicit connection between this remaining reasoning ability 
and common grace. The concept of common grace allowed Reformed theologians to maintain 
the doctrine of human corruption while accounting for the fact that traces and remnants of the 
image of God, such as reasoning abilities, are still present and evident to some degree. The 
lack of this explicit connection in Henry might lead to the conclusion that any remaining 
reasoning abilities are the result of remaining goodness in humanity rather than the result of 
God’s restraining providential grace. However, this possibility is diminished if Henry’s 
overall teaching on human corruption is given attention. Given Henry’s emphasis on the 
reasonableness of God, however, it was essential for him to preserve a degree of reason in 
humanity, because if God did not impose himself on people against their will, but rather 
reasoned with them, then there needed to be some reasoning ability to connect with in 
humanity.   

In sum, Henry gave more place in his teaching to the damage sin and the fall have 
inflicted upon human reason than Grotius or the Latitudinarians did, damage that is only 

 
199. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, John 12:42-43. 
200. In the preface to volume one of his Exposition, Henry says that the person who has been given 

reason to know, serve, and enjoy his Creator and yet lives without God is “the most despicable and the most 
miserable animal under the sun.” Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 1, np. 

201. Beeke and Smalley, “Natural Theology: Some Historical Perspective,” 120. 
202. “This perception did not in the least diminish their [the Puritans] enthusiasm for natural theology. 

The proper response to this problem, as they saw it, was to reinforce rather than abandon the rational arguments 
for these foundational religious tenets.” Marshall, Puritanism and Natural Theology, 17-18. Calvin also 
explicitly drew attention to God’s gift of reason which is not annihilated in the ungodly. Calvin, Institutes, II, II, 
12, 16. For further discussion of this, especially of Van Mastricht’s view, see Stephen Hampton, “Sin, Grace, 
and Free Choice in Post-Reformation Reformed Theology,” The Oxford Handbook of Early Modern Theology 
1600-1800, 228-241.  
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partially repaired by regeneration and sanctification.203 When compared with Calvin, he was 
more optimistic about the ability of people to benefit from rational and biblical arguments 
despite the damage done to reason.204 But for all his emphasis on and confidence in reason, 
he did not slip into a rationalism that identified sin with lower capacities, as if the higher 
faculties such as reason were not depraved and alienated from God. Neither was sin simply a 
privation or a lack, but something that he saw as an active and destructive power which he 
explored and expounded in multiple ways.  

If a person’s anthropology is essential in determining apologetic method, Henry 
managed to maintain a large place for reason in his apologetic approach by preserving 
sufficient reason in fallen humanity. He also portrayed fallen humanity as devastated in mind 
and heart. This can appear contradictory at times—How can humanity be so unreasonable 
and yet still be reasoned with?—especially when considering how much he stressed reason in 
apologetics. He seemed to maintain the Reformed orthodox view of fallen humanity and yet 
combine that with the Latitudinarian optimism about reason. Alternatively it could be said 
that he adopted the Latitudinarian emphasis on reason while not succumbing to their more 
optimistic anthropology. He balanced a negative view of fallen humanity with a positive view 
of remaining reason’s role. The latter was essential for his apologetic methodology, as he was 
not so much a proclaimer of truth that was simply to be accepted and believed, but a 
persuader of minds with a view to reasoning people to acceptance and faith.  
 
The Reason of “The Glorious Discoveries of the Redeemer’s Love”205 
One of the questions in the theological category of apologetic criteria is “Did the apologetic 
present Christ as the only and sufficient answer to human need?” In other words, was 
Henry’s reasonableness apologetic sufficiently Christ-centered? This is not asking whether 
Henry was Christ-centered in general, but is concerned specifically with his presentation of 
Christ in connection with his reasonableness apologetic. 

Henry did not follow Grotius in using extra-biblical historical testimonies to prove 
Christ’s life, miracles, death, and resurrection,206 but Henry’s apologetic went further than 
Grotius’s apologetic in his presentation of Christ, mainly because Grotius would not use 
biblical Christology as part of his apologetic. For example, Henry taught that Christ was the 
incarnation of reason; through him, God came directly to humanity to reason with them.207 
As such, Christ needed the Holy Spirit to protect him from inheriting a corrupted reason and 

 
203. Rivers shows how the Latitudinarians rejected the Hobbesian view of the state of nature as a state 

of war and instead go along the with Aristotelian view of man as sociable. Rivers, Reason, Grace and 
Sentiment, Vol. 1, 79. “[Their] way of talking about sin makes it appear an individual choice rather than a 
universal condition” (80). Kim aligns with Spellman in his disagreement with this interpretation of 
Latitudinarianism. “The Religion of Reason and the Reason for Religion,” 123ff. Kim’s defense rests on 
contextualizing the Latitudinarians (124). “This chapter will argue that rather than a wholesale rejection of or a 
simple preservation of the traditional views of man’s nature, Tillotson shifted the focus away from an emphasis 
on man’s redemptive inability in the post-Fall state to man’s moral potential derived from Creation due to the 
particular religious and political situations in which Tillotson found himself” (124). 

204. For Calvin on this, see Beeke and Smalley, “Natural Theology: Some Historical Perspective,” 
111-114. 

205. One of the titles in Henry’s ‘Reasons series’ of sermons. 
206. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 2.1-9. 
207. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, John 3:1-21. 



 93 

to produce perfect reason in his humanity.208 Through the Spirit’s work, he grew in reason 
throughout his life,209 and possessed perfect reason for each stage of his development.210 
Henry, though, insisted that Christ’s human intellect and reason remained limited, in that 
there were certain truths of Christianity even he could not discover apart from divine 
revelation.211 In this, his Christology closely followed Reformed orthodoxy212 which denied 
that Christ’s divine consciousness was fully present in his human consciousness, thus 
preserving the distinction between the two natures of Christ. Henry therefore opposed the 
view of much scholastic, Roman, and Lutheran theology which taught that the human nature 
of Christ participated in the divine glory, wisdom, and power. Reformed theologians such as 
Henry, in contrast, retained the purely human development of Christ while still avoiding the 
error of Nestorianism. 

Henry’s Christology also implied a rejection of Apollinarianism which replaced the 
higher principle in man (the pneuma which contained the nous, or mind, intellect) with deity, 
implying constant and perfect knowledge of everything, and therefore removing what is 
essential to human nature – a human mind, a human will, and human emotions. This would 
result in an incomplete humanity and salvation. This is not to deny that God communicated 
extraordinary gifts to Christ’s human nature, even in the area of reasoning, but it did not 
occur directly from his divine nature but only via the mediation of the Holy Spirit, thus 
preserving not only his humiliation but his humanity. Christ did, however, receive the gift of 
the Holy Spirit without measure and therefore was thoroughly equipped from outside (not 
from within his person), for his work. This immeasurable filling is still consistent with the 
gradual bestowal of these gifts of the Holy Spirit over time. Christological errors can often be 
traced to the rationalistic desire to make sense of the two natures in Christ, but there are also 
dangers that arise from simply appealing to mystery, which, though it opposes rationalism, 
can also diminish divine revelation. Henry attempted to navigate this by exploring revelation 
as far as it goes before resting in the remaining mystery.  

Three other areas to briefly note in considering Christ’s reason are its relation to faith, 
emotion, and the atonement. Although Christ did not exercise faith as a sinner does by 
putting his trust in the mercy and grace of God, yet insofar as faith is an act of understanding, 
of holding on to God’s Word, he believed. As the previous sections detailed, such faith 
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involves, but is not limited to, reasoning. Christ’s reason was also involved in his emotions, 
and, being perfect, Henry said it gave him perfect control over his passions and desires.213 
Although even his perfect reason was not enough to persuade the Pharisees,214 his full use of 
reason to the very end of his life was vital for giving his sacrifice the substitutionary value 
required to save other rational creatures.215  

In sum, while the evidence indicates that Henry had a Christological focus, and that 
he addressed the role of reason in Christ’s humanity, he does not make much direct 
connection between his apologetic for the reasonableness of religion and Christology. Much 
can be inferred and implied from other doctrines (e.g. as God, the Son of God is reasonable, 
the source of reason, and is involved in the gift of reason), but there is not as much explicit 
material to explore about how his apologetic for the reasonableness of religion utilized or 
affected his Christology.  

One explanation for this may be that neither natural theology nor evidences could 
discover doctrines like the trinity or the incarnation. Christology, therefore required divine 
revelation. However, even in his ‘Reasons series’ which was based on Scripture texts, only 
one sermon explicitly mentions Christ in the title, ‘The glorious discoveries of the 
Redeemer’s love,’ a sermon on 2 Cor. 5:14. Although the eighth sermon, ‘The great design of 
gospel grace,’ a sermon on Luke 1:74-75, suggests a Christ-centered focus, his Exposition’s 
treatment of the verse is instead largely focused on religious service. His Exposition’s 
discussion of John 1:1 does speak of Christ as “the Word…the ratio and oratio – intelligence 
and utterance…the eternal essential Wisdom” and that “the light of reason, as well as the life 
of sense, is derived from him, and depends upon him.”216 However, this Christ-centered 
embodiment and understanding of reason is not present in his ‘Reasons series’ of sermons. 

Another explanation may be that the Latitudinarian focus on reason and morality 
tended to sideline Christ. For example, Henry’s friend, The Rev. Francis Tallents wrote to 
Richard Baxter complaining that, “a great fault has been for about twenty years, to incline to 
neglect Christ under the pretence of exalting reason and goodness.”217 And John Owen 
similarly mourned that, “the very name or expression of ‘preaching Christ’ is become a term 
of reproach and contempt, nor can some, as they say, understand what is meant thereby, 
unless it be an engine to drive all rational preaching, and so all morality and honesty, out of 
the world.”218 As an admitted admirer of the Latitudinarians, Henry may have been 
influenced by these cultural trends. Henry’s ‘Reasons series’ that reasoned with people to 
believe, that majored on Scriptural reasons for faith, might have been expected to present the 
person of Christ more explicitly and more centrally as one of its major reasons for faith. But 
it seemed to stress Christ’s benefits rather than Christ, the application of Redemption more 
than the Redeemer himself. This contradicts what Henry wrote in his Exposition about Christ 
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being the one who drew people to himself and that it was specifically through his death by 
crucifixion that he drew.219  

 
“A rational scheme revealed from heaven”220 
Analysis of Henry’s anthropology revealed that, despite reason’s impairment, the Gospel was 
still addressed to reason, suited to rational creatures, and God’s usual means of returning a 
sinner to himself.221 The relationship between natural theology and divine revelation, 
including the soteriological role of natural theology, has already been discussed. This section, 
therefore, will look specifically at the soteriological role of reason and its relationship with 
revelation in coming to faith and in living out the faith. This soteriological aspect of Henry’s 
apologetic will be considered under four headings: (1) “The deductions of reason and the 
discoveries of revelation,”222 (2) “Self debate and deliberation with ourselves,”223 (3) 
“Convince them of its reasonableness,”224 and (4) “Fair reasoning has a commanding 
power.”225 
 
(1) “The deductions of reason and the discoveries of revelation” 
What role does reason have in coming to faith? Given the damage done to reason by sin, 
Henry believed that a vital step on the road to salvation is to confess this, to acknowledge the 
resulting ignorance and folly, and refuse to trust unaided human understanding.226 The road 
to repairing reason starts by admitting personal unreasonableness and intellectual incapacity, 
and putting faith in God’s revelation of himself in the Bible. This approach will ultimately 
ensure better operations of reason and greater wisdom because such a person will seek and 
accept the superior information found in divine revelation.227 The practice of putting reason 
in the wrong place—either as superior to revelation or as a replacement of it—is the mistake 
of atheists, deists,228 and some scientists, warned Henry.229 It is rooted in pride230 and 
effectively turns reason into an idol.231 

If reason needed the supplement of revelation before the fall, it needs it even more 
now, insisted Henry.232 Humanity is so damaged by sin that it needs more than reasoning to 
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persuade to faith or dissuade from faulty beliefs and practices;233 it needs the Word of God.234 
But just because something more than reason is required, that does not mean reason is not 
engaged. Yes, the natural mind is depraved and darkened and, yes, the human mind is 
adulterous and irrational; yet, the Bible requires it to be used in coming to faith and growing 
in faith. Faith cannot be awakened or strengthened without thinking. Although thinking alone 
will lead people spiritually astray, so will not thinking. The norm is not for reason to be set 
up against Scripture, or replaced by Scripture, but to be a help to understanding, explaining, 
and applying it.235 The right use of reason puts Scriptural truths together so that correct 
conclusions are reached;236 so much so, that “consequences from Scripture, if rightly 
deduced, must be received as Scripture; for it was written for those that have the use of 
reason.”237 Faith is founded on revelation but the power and principles of reasoning are still 
used,238 as the Apostles repeatedly demonstrated in their arguments with the Jews.239 And 
when difficulties arise, the answer is not only to pray more, but also to reason more.240 In his 
preface to the Poetic books, Henry stressed that due to the difficulty of this genre, it requires 
“a more close application of mind, a greater intenseness of thought, and the accomplishing of 
a diligent search.”241 

Henry did not support the fideist approach of demanding personal faith apart from any 
reasoning or evidence. Tillotson targeted this idea when he addressed those who taught that 
Christian self-denial involved denial of the use of reason, which, he said, was the same as 
denying basic humanity. 242 Henry similarly rejected all anti-intellectualism and, contrary to 
the ‘enthusiasts’ insisted that dependence on the Holy Spirit did not mean that reading, 
thinking, and learning were unimportant, but rather assisted in receiving and understanding 
revelation. 243  To be spiritual was to be rational, and one of the works of the Holy Spirit was 
to produce the highest and purest reason. Henry also refuted the Roman Catholic church’s 
requirement for unthinking acceptance of its interpretations or contradictions of Scripture, 
which, by leaving little place for human reason, he feared would eventually produce human 
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skepticism. Instead, the mind is engaged, facts are presented, and reason is employed, and in 
that sense faith is reasonable and not mystical. But the Holy Spirit is also employed to 
implant and cultivate faith. In that sense, it is also divine and spiritual.  

The testimony of the Holy Spirit to the truthfulness of Scripture had been brought to 
the forefront by Calvin and other Reformers. It is also found in the Westminster Confession of 
Faith which asserts that the authority of Scripture depends not on human testimony but upon 
God. And yet, in the next paragraph, it also sees human reason and argumentation as a means 
God uses to evidence its divine origin. However, it concludes by stating that “our full 
persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and divine authority thereof, is from the 
inward work of the Holy Spirit bearing witness by and with the Word in our hearts.244 This 
combination of revelation, reason, and the Holy Spirit is consistent with John Owen’s The 
Reason of Faith (1677). Although Owen acknowledged that reason can be used in the process 
of coming to saving faith, and also can be used to discover supporting reasons for faith after 
being saved, he insisted that the act of saving faith is the result of divine power and spiritual 
illumination.  

In principle, Henry agreed with this combination of human reason, the Scriptures, and 
the subjective spiritual experience of the Holy Spirit’s testimony.245 In practice, though, it 
may be asked if he accorded sufficient importance to the testimonium Spiritus Sanctus 
internum in imparting assurance? Did his primary focus on Christians reasoning their way to 
assurance reflect a move away from the proportion of teaching on this subject in Reformed 
orthodoxy. Grotius, for example, decided not to use the testimony of the church, as the 
Roman Catholics did, nor of the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit, as the Reformers 
did.246 Calvin said that human reasoning should not replace the testimony of the Spirit and 
that any attempt to do so was wrong.247 Reason might show that the Scriptures are true, but 
the Holy Spirit is required to know they are true. While Henry did believe in the necessity of 
knowing by the testimony of the Holy Spirit, his primary emphasis on showing Christianity to 
be true and reasonable could be viewed as limiting the necessity of this kind of subjective 
spiritual knowing.  

Heering says that Grotius’s decision to pass over the testimony of the Holy Spirit was 
not only unconventional but remarkable, especially given that “this concept was the 
foundation of sola scriptura, a central principle of the Reformers, who had used it to free 
themselves at a stroke from the authority of the Church and tradition.”248 Grotius instead 
preferred the cumulative power of testimonies, the more of which could be gathered, the 
more certainty could be accomplished.249 In general, says Heering, he followed “Christian 
humanist authors [who] distrusted every form of theological dogmatism, and preferred to 
observe a certain reticence.”250 

There are points where Henry seemed to teach that people can reason themselves to 
faith and that if only people would allow themselves to become true freethinkers, they could 
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not but choose religion and do religious acts.251 This idea can be found in the 
Latitudinarians252 and also in some Puritans.253 However, these few occasions are exceptions 
in Henry’s thought as he usually recognized the corruption of reason and its refusal to bow to 
even the most convincing arguments. For example, he taught that although reason can be 
used to fight against anxious thoughts and weaken them, only faith in divine revelation can 
overcome them.254 Reason is also weak in the face of lusts, and needs revelation to 
successfully argue against them.255 

Henry’s emphasis on reason in coming to faith has some soteriological implications. 
First, it leaves the impression that the experience of conversion or salvation is more of a 
rational process than a powerful and passionate experience of sin and grace, as other Non-
conformists such as John Bunyan exemplified. Perhaps he was influenced by the 
Latitudinarian distaste for passions in religion, or maybe by Locke’s diminishing of 
justification by faith by his reducing it to the simple historical belief that Jesus was the 
Messiah.256 Some of Henry’s writing contrasts with earlier Reformed and Puritan emphases 
on the blind enmity in the human heart and the changes wrought on all the faculties, 
including reason, by the divine and supernatural light that is imparted at conversion. Henry’s 
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teaching on coming to faith, on the other hand, has a strong intellectualist tendency in 
places.257 When addressing the reasonableness of faith, reasoning seems to have a greater 
place than believing in his ordo salutis. Or perhaps it could be said that his concept of faith in 
places gave most attention to knowledge (notitia), less to assent (assensus), and least to trust 
(fiducia).258 This is pastorally confusing because it is only when trust occurs that salvation 
occurs. By trust, the historical faith that was developed by knowledge and assent becomes 
living, active, and personal. 

Second, his emphasis on reason and the intellectual side of faith flattens and shortens 
the ordo salutis. There are fewer steps in coming to faith and the process is shorter and easier 
than in most Puritan thought. Third, the focus on changing people’s minds may displace the 
centrality of justification by faith and its emphasis on the need to change a person’s judicial 
relationship with God, without which there can be no change in a person’s moral nature. 
Fourth, given Henry’s teaching about the damage to reason, it might be thought that he would 
foreground the need for regeneration. But, although he believes in it, it does not appear to be 
as prominent or momentous for him as it is in the Reformers and previous Puritans. Unlike 
them, he gave less attention to the immediate work of the Spirit on the soul independent of 
the human will, and stressed rather the work of the Holy Spirit impacting the human will 
mediately through the intellect. This may reflect or produce a reduced view of sin’s effects 
and even result in Pelagianism.259  
 
(2) “Self-debate and deliberation with ourselves” 
Reason not only has an important role in a person’s coming to faith but God calls his people 
to reason with themselves after coming to faith. God’s reasoning with people, said Henry, is 
to teach them how to reason with themselves, especially in banishing doubts and in 
cultivating assurance. One of Henry’s Covenant of Grace sermons explained the role of self-
reasoning and assurance, which he called “a just and rational quietness.” Unlike the wicked’s 
senseless assurance that is unjust and irrational, the Christian’s “peace of conscience is the 
result of a self-debate, and deliberation with ourselves.”260 A good use of reason in this kind 
of inner apologetics, especially reasoning from Scripture, was as important as reading the 
Bible and prayer as a means to assurance.261 There are so many ways that God calls his 
people to reason with themselves, pleaded Henry, that not doing so is sad262 and stupid.263 
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Using reason as God intended was clearly a vital contributor to driving the vestiges of 
practical atheism out of the believer’s heart.264  

Henry developed this apologetic-to-self in other places by explaining that Christians 
should commend and defend the faith to themselves by using reason in various ways.265 The 
aim of such reasoning with self was to help Christians overcome practical atheism in 
themselves, to resolve any doubts they had about the legitimacy of Christianity, and to 
cultivate assurance. It would also give them a reason for the hope that was in them so that 
they could be more ready to defend and commend the Christian faith. Thus, developing a 
skill in internal apologetics, apologetics to oneself using standard apologetic methods such as 
vindication, defense, refutation, and persuasion, would have the added benefit of training for 
external apologetics with others. 

Why was Henry so concerned to give natural theology, the rational evidences for 
Christianity, and reason such a large place in the Christian life? Partly it was a pastoral use of 
nature’s helps to demonstrate the grounds and reasons of the Christian religion and thereby to 
banish atheistic doubts in believers about the existence of God, the divinity of the Bible, the 
providence of God, and immortality.266 Marshall says that while the Puritans distinguished 
between three forms of atheism (speculative atheism, epicurean or deistic atheism, and 
practical atheism), they focused most on unbelief in believers.267 Henry followed them in 
addressing the believer’s remaining practical atheism not only with prayer and Scripture, but 
with rational apologetics to oneself to ensure that faith and assurance was based on stronger 
grounds than just one’s upbringing or church tradition. In addition, natural theology could be 
used to strengthen basic religious foundations for the comfort and peace of even strong 
believers.  

Henry went into much detail about the way the renewed Christian mind works, and 
how it uses reason for spiritual health and flourishing. However, his account of the role of 
reasoning in the Christian life raises three questions. First, did he downplay the essential 
difference between the pre-Christian mind and the Christian mind? Although he highlighted 
differences in the Christian mind, the line between a man-centered independent mind and a 
God-centered mind dependent on God’s revelation is not always clear.  
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Second, does Henry account for the remaining warfare in the Christian after 
regeneration? It sometimes sounds as if, after faith and conversion, the mind is working 
smoothly and reasonably; but this does not take into account the existence of sin even in the 
unregenerate and all the disabling impact of it on reason and other faculties. Thus, the Holy 
Spirit is needed not just in conversion, but daily, if the life within is to grow or even just 
survive. 

Third, while Henry accords a large role for reason in the Christian’s pursuit of 
sanctification, does he allocate a sufficient role to faith in this process? The Christian is not 
only justified by faith, but also sanctified by faith with all the Christian’s good works 
occurring by faith. Faith is not only the foundation of the Christian religion but the cement 
that holds everything together and the only preservative against other spiritual problems such 
as pride and moralism.  
 
(3) “Convince them of its reasonableness” 
God not only calls believers to reason with themselves but, having come to faith and received 
assurance of faith by the use of reason, he also calls them to reason with others about spiritual 
matters. The Christian faith is a defensible faith, a faith that can provide good reasons for 
itself.268 Examples of this include Jonathan reasoning with Saul about his unreasonableness 
toward David,269 David’s dispassionate reasoning with the men of Belial,270 Paul’s reasoning 
with Festus about the practical implications of Christianity,271 and his reasoning in the 
synagogues to propagate the Gospel by good arguments rather than by force.272 Christians 
must not just “persuade them to submit to the external rites of religion, but must endeavour to 
convince them of its reasonableness,”273 partly by natural theology and partly by evidences 
for the divine origin of the Bible. Henry insisted on this use of both apologetic methods partly 
to prepare unbelievers, skeptics, and scoffers for conversion, of whom there were increasing 
numbers in late seventeenth century England.274  

Henry was not just concerned about the content of reason but also the manner of using 
it, as were the Latitudinarians.275 Reasoning with unbelievers was to be done reasonably, 
meaning with calm and moderation, not only because to do otherwise damages 
Christianity,276 but because God also reasons in this way.277 In addition, reason, is more 
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effective when offered with meekness rather than passion.278 Men are more likely to be won 
by gentle and kind reasoning than by rough and harsh words which only prejudice them 
against arguments.279 Christians must not follow the Freethinkers in substituting mockery and 
contempt for reason and argument.280 Neither were they to increase the offence of religion 
caused by so many heated religious divisions in recent history. Patient and gentle reasoning 
was the preferred method of evangelizing as opposed to using church or parental power to 
excommunicate, silence, and punish.281 This follows the example of Christ who argued 
against his mistreatment not with passion and threats but with reason and patience.282 
Moreover, when people are reasoned out of disobedience and into obedience the change is 
much more likely to endure.283   

After describing the Apostle Paul’s reasoning with sinners on behalf of God, and his 
inviting of objections and questions, Henry says that God is similar in that he “invites us to 
come and reason with him (Isa. i. 18), and challenges sinners to produce their cause, and 
bring forth their strong reasons.”284 Although reasoning with God can be done sinfully, as 
when people argue with God about his providence,285 Henry used the example of Jeremiah to 
demonstrate how people may humbly enquire into the meaning of God’s providence to find 
out more reasons to accept it and explain and defend it to others.286 Thus Henry frames 
reasoning with God with apologetic purpose but also again provides a pattern for believers to 
invite unbelievers to reason with them.  

 
(4) “Fair reasoning has a commanding power” 
Having considered the soteriological role of reason in coming to saving faith, after faith in 
coming to assurance, and in persuading others to faith, what role does it have in promoting 
the obedience of faith? How reasonable are Christian ethics? Although reason is essentially a 
cognitive function, Henry wanted to stress that it had multiple practical results, in that it 
helped people to do what is revealed. The more religion was supported by reason, the more 
persuasive was its imperatives.287 For example, in his introductory comments on the 
strictness of the judgment to come, a ‘Reasons series’ sermon based upon Ecclesiastes 12:14, 
Henry argued against a sinful life and for a religious life of obedience on the basis that God 
will bring everything into judgment and will determine each person’s eternal state.288 In 
another ‘Reasons series’ sermon on Romans 2:6-9 which also emphasized God’s justice in 
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rendering to all according to their deeds, good for good and evil for evil, he reasoned that it 
was not enough for Christians to talk about what was good; they had to do good if they had 
any hope of eternal good.  

Although Henry repeatedly stressed throughout his writing that reason helps 
Christians live the Christian life by motivating obedience, he conceded that there are times 
when God simply commands without any explanation or public reason.289 In defense of this, 
Henry argued that God does this, “To try and exercise the obedience of his people that they 
might remember they were under authority.”290 Also, regarding the laws of uncleanness, 
although they appear to have no moral rationale in and of themselves, God taught them 
through these laws that they were a separate nation and people from all the others, and that 
they were “to keep themselves from all sinful pollutions.”291 

Usually, though, God does provide reasons to obey. Even when a reason is not 
immediately apparent, it should be sought for so that it is not just blind obedience.292 Apart 
from increasing the prospects of obedience, reasoned obedience fits the nature of man that 
loves to do what it has freely and thoughtfully chosen to do, and because God would rather 
have people do things out of choice than have them forced upon them.293 For Henry, reasoned 
service is much more pleasing to God and is contrasted with blind devotion based upon 
ignorance.294 Even though God has a right to issue bare commands and expect immediate and 
full obedience, yet “because he will deal with us as men, and draw with the cords of a man, 
[he] condescends to reason with us.”295 He reasons about his commands to show how fair and 
beneficial they are and he is.296 Such reasoning has far more commanding power than just 
shouting at and insulting people.297 This is why the Devil tries to persuade people of the 
unreasonableness of God’s commands.298 

The two main ways that God reasons humanity to obedience are because of the 
benefits of obedience (which will be taken up in chapter four) or because of another truth. 
Regarding the latter, the reasoning is “because such and such is true you should do this or not 
do that.” In general terms, God’s law should be obeyed because it is in accordance with the 
light of reason and the law of nature.299 More specifically, Israel was to obey God because of 
his sovereignty,300 his redemption,301 his ownership,302 his mercy,303 and his exclusive 
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salvation of Israel.304 New Testament believers have even greater reason to obey because 
they have more and greater truths to motivate obedience.305 For example, there is the 
superiority of Christ over Moses,306 his death and resurrection as set forth in the Lord’s 
Supper,307and his lowly example of service.308 With regards to more specific commands, 
Henry identified the connections between moral imperatives and Scriptural truths to motivate 
obedience by showing that God supports his commands with arguments to persuade the mind 
of the reasonableness of His laws.309 Although there are reasons for sin, there are always 
greater reasons not to sin, reasons which he frequently enumerates.310 Is this argument from 
the unreasonableness of sin enough to deter people from sin? Henry would seem to think so, 
although this attributes a higher place to the power of the mind and reason than some other 
Puritans.311 

Although Henry’s Exposition is known for its practical emphasis, his ethics were 
evidently rooted in biblical truth and also had a national concern. For example, he argued that 
the more Reformation principles would be upheld, the more the nation’s manners would be 
reformed, and the result would be not only a nation better fortified against Roman 
Catholicism, but a much happier nation too.312 Henry’s involvement in the Societies for the 
Reformation of Manners as well as his book on the same subject, reveal a man who was well-
informed about the social and moral trends of his day, who had a wide interest in the nation’s 
spiritual welfare, and who was an active participant in civil society. 

Did Henry’s ethics lapse into the mere moralism of the Latitudinarians?313 As Rivers 
said, “for the latitude-men the religious life is essentially moral”314 and their real interests 
were practical.315 They were aware of the charge and defended their approach, Whichcote 
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claiming that morals “are nineteen parts in twenty of all religion.”316 Tillotson’s last sermon 
before William and Mary underlined his focus on morals in religion, defending himself from 
the charge of Christless morality on the grounds that Christ is preached wherever his will and 
laws are preached.317 Henry did underline the rationality of morality, but it was the rationality 
of biblical morality. As demonstrated above, he gave biblical reasons for biblical morality. 
Aware of the pressure for a more practical religion that would focus more on what people did 
than upon what they believed, a religion of ethics rather than of theology, Henry attempted to 
show that Christianity met that practical need, that it was a religion of extensive ethics, and 
that these ethics were both reasonable and biblical. So, Henry’s ethics were not moralistic in 
the same way as some Latitudinarians. 

In sum, as this soteriological analysis demonstrates, Henry’s apologetic for the 
reasonableness of religion impacted the way he viewed the whole process of salvation: its 
beginning, its maintenance, it’s communication to others, and ultimately its consummation 
(as will be seen further in the section below on eschatology). He gave reason a large role in 
coming to faith, sustaining and strengthening faith, persuading others to faith, and in living 
out that faith in practical obedience.  

Regarding coming to faith, he didn’t deny the need for the Holy Spirit’s power and 
enlightenment in that entire soteriological process, but his desire to address the spiritual 
context of his day, and the need to demonstrate that there were good reasons for Christianity, 
that it was defensible, and that it was “a rational scheme revealed from heaven,”318 resulted in 
a greater emphasis upon human thinking and reasoning, which sometimes resulted in less 
emphasis upon the Holy Spirit.  

He also saw the importance of reasoning with self, of self-apologetics for 
strengthening faith, and it could be argued that this kind of apologetic to believers was the 
primary focus of his apologetics. He recognized the human desire to know truth, and to know 
it with confidence. He saw Christians longing for certain spiritual knowledge and in his 
apologetic sought to satisfy that by his insistence on thorough thinking and accurate 
reasoning on Scripture with the help of the Holy Spirit. The threat from rationalistic Deists 
and others led him to see most of the reasoning process taking place within the realm of 
God’s Word, not only to reveal what reason could not discover, but to correct and assist sin-
damaged and sin-darkened reason.  

Concerning apologetic manner, he wanted to present Christianity in an attractive light 
and therefore adopted an apologetic that was serious, respectful, sensitive, persuasive, and 
gentle. This was not only because he saw it as representative of God, but also because he 
believed it was likely to be more successful in persuading people and more likely to produce 
permanent heart-change. His ultimate point here was that the more reasoned faith was, the 
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more people would be saved from sin and therefore the more apologetic influence their lives 
and witness would have. His overall argument for this kind of apologetic was that Christians 
should turn from sin because of their detrimental apologetic impact upon non-Christians, and 
that a life of practical godliness was a vital part of the Christian apologetic.319  
 
“The work of ministers is to reason with people”320 
What was the role of the church in Henry’s apologetic for the reasonableness of religion, and 
how did his apologetic influence his view of the church and the public means of grace? Four 
particular areas come to the forefront in response to these questions: church authority, the 
attributes and marks of the church, worship, and preaching. 

First, regarding authority, Henry insisted that the church rely on the power of 
reasoning from Scripture rather than the exercise of state or ecclesiastical power. Souls were 
not to be brought into the church by force or threat but by reasoned argument.321 In his 
remarks on Psalm 100:3, one of his ‘Reason series’ texts, he implicitly opposed both 
Conformist and Non-Conformist attempts in the past to impose their authority and command 
the worship of God, upon pain of legal penalty if disobeyed. Instead, he wanted the church to 
persuade using logic and Scripture. Chapman argued that Henry’s Exposition was a reflection 
of his ecclesiology in that he identified “the fundamental principle of the Reformation was 
the right of private judgment upon the sacred Scriptures,” noting how it “led men to read, 
think, and inquire.”322 The Exposition was a response to that principle, a means to that end, 
and an expression of the Reformation doctrine that the church’s authority was based upon 
God’s Word.  

Henry’s approach to ecclesiastical power is further elucidated in his comments on 
Romans 12:1, another one of his ‘Reasons series’ sermon texts. There, he noted that the 
Apostle Paul beseeched rather than commanded; he pled rather than used his authority, a 
persuasive apologetic mode that was much more likely to be successful.323 In his memorial 
biography of his friend John Tallents, Henry noted how Tallents wrote a large tract 
“concerning compelling people to the Christian religion, and punishing those that err in it.” 
Henry pointed out that while Tallents approved of restraining and punishing those who went 
against the law of nature, especially in rebelling against civil government, he opposed the 
idea of the magistrate forcing Jews and heathens to embrace Christianity or punishing those 
who erred in matters of faith and worship. Instead, he argued that the church was to use the 
same spiritual weapons as the Apostles in planting and protecting the church.324 Indeed, the 
spiritual methods used to spread the Gospel confirmed the truth of it and therefore became a 
further apologetic for Christianity.325 This indicates that Henry’s apologetic method and his 
ecclesiology influenced each other. 
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The second question concerns the attributes of the church, as suggested in Reformed 
orthodoxy.326 Did Henry advocate using the unity, catholicity, apostolicity and holiness of the 
church as part of its apologetic, as the Roman Catholic church did? Of these four attributes, 
Henry’s primary interest was in the unity and the holiness of the church. His awareness of the 
importance of unity for the church’s apologetic was evidenced in three ways: his first 
publication about schism,327 his support of those involved in various attempts at 
comprehension, and in his cooperation with other churches in the work of reforming public 
manners. However, he was not interested in a false unity that paid no attention to truth, nor in 
a forced unity (as evidenced by his emphasis on reasoning), nor in a mere spiritual unity that 
had no visible evidence in the world. As shown in the previous chapter, Grotius had this same 
concern to unite the church as an apologetic argument for Christianity. He also defended the 
divisions between churches as differences of opinion over lesser matters, as something which 
affected all intellectual disciplines, and also that all Christians were agreed on core ethical 
rules.328  

Henry’s concept of the holiness of the church, though, was different to that of the 
Roman Catholic Church which focused more on ritualistic holiness in the sacraments rather 
than on holy living. Like the Reformers, Henry looked for holiness not so much in the 
institution of the church but in individual holiness.329 His characteristic concern for personal 
holiness, especially his constant teaching on practical and visible holiness may well have 
been an outgrowth of his belief in this apologetic asset of the church being a communion of 
holy saints. As a child of modernity or early enlightenment, Henry usually started with each 
individual believer and saw the Church as the sum of these individuals rather than starting 
with the Church as one united body of Christ and then proceeding to the individual.330 

While agreeing with Roman Catholic teaching that the attributes of the church such as 
unity and holiness were apologetic assets (though differing from them in how he understood 
the nature of these attributes), contrary to them, but in common with the Reformers, Henry 
saw greater apologetic importance in the marks of the church (notae ecclesiae), marks by 
which a church could evidence that it was a true church.331 The Reformational belief in the 
Word as the key mark of the church is part of the explanation for Henry’s Exposition. In this 
area too, therefore, his Exposition can be seen as an apologetic expression of his ecclesiology. 
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Third, when it came to worship, Henry framed it as a reasonable response to God. In 
his second ‘Reasons series’ sermon, based on Psalm 100:3 and entitled ‘The relation we stand 
in to God that made us,’ Henry taught that God not only made people, he made them to praise 
him. It is reasonable, therefore, that he graciously calls them to praise him with joy in the 
ways that he has appointed.332 Also, by insisting that “knowledge is the mother of devotion 
and of all obedience,”333 and by demanding that Christians participate in a thoughtful and 
reasoned-out worship, Henry was calling people away from both thoughtless ritualism and 
mindless emotionalism. Knowledge of the truth was the foundation of all true worship. This 
was related to the fundamental conviction of the Puritans that while natural theology teaches 
the duty of worshipping God, it does not reveal how he should be worshipped. Joo, therefore, 
highlights how integral the Word was for Henry’s concept of worship and sacraments. “By 
emphasizing edification in reading and preaching the Word in the worship service,” he 
explained, “Henry articulated a principle that is characteristic of Reformed thinking, 
thoughtful participation in worship.”334 Thus, Henry’s apologetic was doxological in 
character and aim. 

Henry also saw a necessary role for the Word in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper if 
it was to strengthen weak faith.335 Just as God required Israel to understand the meaning of 
their sacrifices336 and explain them to others,337 so God wants his people to worship him with 
the understanding,338 sing praises intelligently,339 and partake of the sacraments with 
knowledge.340 “Henry,” says Joo, “promoted intellectual understanding of the observance of 
sacraments so as to help people participate in the ordinance more actively.”341 Roman 
Catholics tended to focus on the mere ritual, whereas the Reformed Confessions and 
Catechisms focused on the need of the Word and faith. But more than rational thought is 
required for spiritual benefit; faith is also needed for the sacrament to be efficacious, a line of 
teaching that is sometimes overshadowed in Henry by his concentration on the role of reason 
and the intellect.   

Henry’s emphasis upon the Word as the primary means of grace was an implicit 
refutational apologetic against the Roman Catholic claim that the church was the primary 
means of grace. For Henry, the Word had supreme priority and he viewed the sacraments as 
depending upon it and deriving their power from it. In his explanation of the role of the 
sacrament in communicating grace, Henry was carefully navigating a middle path between 
the mystical view that God communicates grace directly without use of means, and the 
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Roman Catholic view that grace is limited to the means.342 Henry followed the Reformers in 
elevating Scripture above the church and the sacrament. He furthered the Reformation not 
only by putting the Word into the midst of the congregation of believers, but by putting his 
Exposition into believers’ hands so that they could study the Word for themselves, further 
liberating them from superstition and sacerdotalism.343 However, Henry’s stress on human 
reason in understanding Scripture at times risked weakening the place of the Word of God as 
the ‘viva vox’ because it places so much emphasis on the human subject sometimes to the 
weakening of the divine subject in the Word.  

The fourth area to investigate is the place of reason in preaching. Henry’s ‘Reasons 
series’ clearly indicates that it has a large place. He saw the work of preaching as confirming 
Christians, “by bringing them to see more reason both for their faith in Christ, and their 
obedience to him; to confirm their choice of Christ, and their resolutions for Christ.”344 
However, something more than cold reasoning was required of preachers. Henry’s title for 
his ‘Reasons series’ sermon on 2 Corinthians 5:14, “The glorious discoveries of the 
Redeemer’s love,” highlighted the love of Christ in dying for those dead in sins and 
sentenced to eternal death. In his treatment of this verse in his Exposition, he explained why 
at times the Apostles “manifested the greatest ardour and vehemency at some times, and used 
the greatest calmness in strong reasonings at other times,” saying that whatever method 
chosen, “they had good reason for what they did.”345 In addition to circumstantial factors 
sometimes demanding a passionate presentation of the Gospel, there was also the theological 
consideration of Christ’s love that constrained and animated them. So, while Henry believed 
strongly in reasoned preaching, he did not rule out a persuasive role for the emotions. Reason 
had an important role but not an exclusive role. While Henry was against “emotionalism,” 
emotion had a place in presenting the Gospel, especially when the subject was so exalted. 

The ecclesiology section of this analysis is brief compared to other sections. This is 
partly because he didn’t address it as often as other subjects. For example, his ‘Body of 
Divinity’ only has seven sermons, compared with fourteen on angels and dozens for other 
subjects such as the church, Gospel faith and repentance, the divine law, etc.346 Or, it may be 
that it simply reflects the Reformed church’s greater focus on individual soteriology 
compared with ecclesiology.347  
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Nevertheless, a case could be made that Henry’s whole reasonableness apologetic 
reflects basic Reformed ecclesiology in four ways. First, his desire to teach the Bible and help 
Christians understand it reflects the Reformation doctrine of the priesthood of all believers in 
contrast to the Roman Catholic church’s limitation of the priesthood to all priests and of the 
Bible to the clergy.” Second, his reasonableness apologetic reflects the Reformation belief in 
Christ’s kingship over his church which he exercises through his Word. As he rules the 
church by his Word, the more his Word is put in the hands, heads, and hearts of believers, the 
more his Lordship will be recognized and obeyed. Henry’s reasonableness apologetic and his 
Exposition were intended to invalidate the Roman Catholic system’s emphasis on blind 
obedience to church authority.348 For him, the church was not a kind of ecclesiastical 
monarchy but the gathering of believers around the Word of God under Christ’s authority. He 
did not over-react to the abuse of ecclesiastical authority in the Roman Catholic church by 
diminishing the church but by placing its authority in the Word. Third, his reasonableness 
apologetic was intended to help people see Non-conformity as reasonable and demonstrate 
that there was no necessary connection between dissent and fanaticism.349 Rather, the 
ministry and methods of Non-conformity relied upon reasoned explanation of God’s Word. 
Fourth, as the Reformers saw the Word of God as one of the marks of the Church, the six 
volumes of Henry’s Exposition may be seen as an apologetic expression of his ecclesiology. 
 
The Reason of “The state of rewards and punishments in the other world.”350 
The state of the rewards and punishments in the other world,’ How did Henry use the four 
last things—death, judgment, hell, and heaven—apologetically? First, Henry supported his 
argument for immortality by referring to the evidence of the heathen who believed in this 
without the benefit of divine revelation.351 Second, he argued that reason itself is one of the 
great arguments for a world after death and human immortality as opposed to animal 
mortality.352 If man was merely a mortal, then what was the point in giving him reason and 
other vast gifts and abilities? The existence and exercise of reason thus argues for 
immortality. 

Four of his fifteen sermons in his ‘Reasons series’ were taken up with the last things. 
Henry recognized the deep and constant fear of death and the corresponding longing for life 
after death and therefore addressed these longing in his apologetic by showing how 
Christianity can satisfy them. In his Exposition’s treatment of one of the texts, which 
addressed the seriousness of dying, he argued for religion on the basis of its promise of a 
wonderful change for the better after death for those who die in faith.353 Interestingly, given 
his focus on reason and knowledge, he stated that one of those benefits will be that death will 
replace mystery with knowledge, and then “we shall know what God does.”354 He was 
attempting to prove how satisfying Christianity is, how attractive and appealing. However, he 
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was also trying to provoke thought and questions about ultimate matters in the thoughtless 
and careless. It was an awakening apologetic, designed to stimulate thinking and longing in 
order to demonstrate Christianity’s answers and provisions. 

In another one of his ‘Reasons series’ sermons, ‘The state of the rewards and 
punishments in the other world,’ based on Romans 2:1-5, Henry expounded God’s charge 
sheet against humanity and described the equity of God’s judgment, appealing even to the 
untaught natural conscience for confirmation, as did Grotius.355 He expanded on this in the 
following verses, vindicating God’s justice by outlining a brief natural theology. He taught 
that there were three degrees of light by which people would be judged: the light of nature, 
the light of the law, and the light of the Gospel. Concerning the first, he explained that he was 
speaking about natural religion, the natural conscience and sense of God that all have 
regardless of whether or not they have divine revelation. He then insisted that the standard of 
natural law by which people would be judged was not that which every human heart received 
and then corrupted, but rather was the perfect law of nature that God possessed and revealed. 
The law of nature, Henry insisted, taught people to discern “a clear and vast difference 
between good and evil,” directed them in moral duties, and examined what they had done. 
“Conscience,” wrote Henry, “is that candle of the Lord, which was not quite put out, no not 
in the Gentile world.”356 What was so deeply and universally found in all generations and 
places evidenced the divine origin of natural law.357 Natural religion, therefore, had an 
eschatological content that could be appealed to in apologetic reasoning with unbelievers. 
However, it came up short of the most vital truths. It could raise concerns and questions, and 
could hint at ultimate truths, but answers and certain knowledge could be discovered only 
through divine revelation, failing which, death itself will fill in the gaps.   

In sum, although Henry appealed to natural theology for evidence of immortality and 
also for a final judgment, for clarity and certainty on these subjects, he turned primarily to the 
Scriptures. That he gave four of his fifteen ‘Reasons series’ sermons to the last things 
indicates how important this loci of theology was to his reasonableness apologetic. The 
urgency of Henry’s apologetic also comes across in his ‘last things’ apologetic. The 
dispassionate reasoner became a passionate pleader as he thought and wrote about the last 
things and the eternal consequences of life, death, and life after death.   
 
Conclusion  
This chapter examined Henry’s apologetic for the reasonableness of religion in the light of 
the apologetic criteria set out in the introduction. Concerning the first category, that of 
cultural criteria, Henry’s apologetic for the reasonableness of religion addressed cultural 
questions such as ‘How can religious and spiritual certainty be found and increased?’ ‘What 
is God like?’ ‘How is a person saved?’ What role does the church have?’ and so on. He 
identified the interest in natural theology, used it as a contact point with his culture, and then 
used it as a bridge to encourage consideration of superior special revelation. He recognized 
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that the cultural conversation was centered on reason and wanted to show Christianity 
utilized and satisified true reason, but rejected both rationalism and irrationalism.  

Henry generally addressed the topics that the Latitudinarians majored on. While he 
agreed with them on many points, used much of their vocabulary, and quoted them in support 
of his apologetic, there were some areas, for example, in using reason to decide what was 
Scripture, where he did not go as far as some of them. At one point, perhaps influenced by 
Latitudinarian theology, he seemed to suggest that natural theology was superior to special 
revelation, but that was not the general tenor of his teaching.  

His focus on natural theology may also be related to the increasing cultural awareness 
that many of the newly discovered world religions shared a number of fundamental principles 
with Christianity. Instead of seeing this as a threat to the uniqueness and exclusivity of 
Christianity, he defended the faith by pointing to how natural theology accounted for this 
overlap. As for intellectual currents in his culture, Henry appealed to science in his 
reasonableness apologetic, briefly exposed the errors in philosophies such as Epicureanism 
and Hobbesian, critiqued Deism and Freethinking for their rejection of special revelation, and 
opposed Roman Catholic authoritarianism. However, due to the popular level and generally 
positive nature of his apologetics, few of these arguments were developed in any detail, the 
exception being one sermon devoted to refuting Roman Catholicism.   

Aware of the connection between ethics and happiness, he did not just argue for more 
ethics on an individual and personal level but also for a societal reformation of ethics. This 
was not just for the social benefit of the nation, but also for the spiritual benefit of the nation. 
He believed that if it could be shown that a holy nation is a happy nation, it would be an 
effective apologetic for Christianity. He therefore critiqued the culture’s morals, connecting 
them with irrationality, and advocated for Christian morals on the basis of their biblical and 
prudential reasonableness.  

Concerning the second category, the provocation of questions about ultimate issues, 
his ministry-long apologetic for the reasonableness of religion could not but stimulate his 
readers’ and hearers’ longing for, and interest in, truth and certainty. In arguing for the 
comprehensiveness and harmony of Christian truth internally and externally, his 
reasonableness apologetic was designed to provoke in his hearers and readers desires for 
beauty and order in the world of ideas. The demonstration of the reasonableness of God’s 
ethical imperatives would have created longings for goodness and righteousness. Henry’s 
emphasis on the last things in his ‘Reasons series’ prodded thoughts about eternity and 
evoked the longing for eternal security and life after death. But he not only provoked such 
ultimate questions, he showed Christianity’s ability to satisfy them, awakening further 
universal human longings for truth, goodness, happiness, beauty, and immortality. 

Third, Henry’s reasonableness apologetic had to address the category of 
epistemological questions and did. He was an intellectualist regarding the source of 
knowledge. Although he saw revelation occupying the prime place in the epistemological 
hierarchy, he still saw significant knowledge coming from natural theology, with reason 
being viewed as a gift of God for religious purposes. Apologetics could sometimes begin 
with natural theology or philosophy and give a rational foundation for the Christian faith. 
However, he was skeptical about the effectiveness of this with the hardened and the skeptical.  
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Appealing to the internal harmony of the Scriptures, together with their harmony with 
the external world, Henry attempted to show how coherent the Christian worldview was and 
how it fit the facts of this world and human nature. He therefore justified using reason to 
support the recognition of Scripture as God’s Word. But when they conflicted, reason could 
not be used to exclude Scripture from God’s Word. Henry drew a line here by using the 
“above but not contrary to reason” in the way he understood it, to insist that reason had its 
limits and faith sometimes had to take over. Thus, rational coherence and consistency had its 
limitations. 

Reason could be used to think about how to please God, and indeed sometimes Henry 
used reasons from natural theology prior to Scriptural reasons when appealing for obedience 
to God. However, he never went as far as Richard Baxter who tried to prove Christianity 
using only natural theology, or Grotius who attempted it using reason and external evidences. 
For Henry, natural theology was generally a way of drawing people to consider the 
Scriptures. But it was two-way for Henry as he taught that the Scriptures could also improve 
reasoning powers, by giving better knowledge, by giving reason power over passions, by 
improving personal character, and by removing bias. Reason, therefore, not only increased 
the certainty of and authority of Scripture, but Scripture did the same for reason. The end 
result of this mutual confirmation was greater epistemological certainty. 

Heering argues that in moving away from the usual pattern of dogmatic apologetics, 
Grotius “seeks to prove the superiority of Christianity as a factual matter.”358 Grotius’s 
apologetic, therefore, had more of the character of a comparative claim (the best of the 
alternatives) as he sought to show the superiority of the Christian faith over others.359 While 
Henry sometimes made comparative claims, at other times his reasonableness apologetic 
made  more of a protective claim (it’s a reasonable position to take). Given the quantity and 
range of teaching on the reasonableness of religion, it could be argued that he viewed this as 
the most important truth to establish in his apologetic. 

With reference to the fourth category, the methods and modes of his apologetic, he 
generally did not develop extensive refutations of opposing individuals or systems. Instead, 
he majored on making a positive case for Christianity, vindicating and proving it as 
reasonable.  Perhaps this approach can be traced to Grotius who, Heering observes, “does not 
mention the names of any atheists or atheistic schools of thought.” He identifies the historical 
roots of this approach as following, “the tradition of humanist apologetics by not even 
alluding to contemporary atheistic tendencies, because they can offer no more than variations 
on old familiar themes.”360 While Henry does name atheistic opponents he does not do so 
frequently and he did not give much space to refutation of them. Henry named Roman 
Catholicism in a number of places, and devoted a published sermon to a refutation of it. 
Tillotson and other Latitudinarians devoted considerable material to the refutation of Roman 
Catholicism (see chapter one). Grotius does not address it at all, dealing only with paganism, 
Islam, and Judaism. This may reflect the changed times in which Henry and Grotius lived, 
with Romanism resurgent in England during Henry’s time.  

 
358. Heering, Grotius, 117. 
359. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 2.4, 2.10, 2.20. 2.23, See Heering, Grotius, 117. 
360. Heering, Grotius, 99, 
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Henry had irenic motives in his apologetic as did Grotius and Tillotson.361 All three of 
them were troubled by the divisions in Christianity, with Grotius regarding “this division as a 
disease, which in his view was caused above all by his contemporaries’ excessive 
preoccupation with dogma.”362 Where did this irenic approach come from? Heering argues 
that it did not originate with Grotius but with Faustus Socinus, whose De auctoitate proved 
first that Christianity excelled all other religions (in the reward that it offers, the rules it 
prescribes, and in its miraculous expansion) and then that it must be true.363 Although Henry 
did not follow this exactly, the influence of this method can be seen in his apologetic 
commendation of Christianity. 

Henry also engaged in persuasion and defense of the faith, though not to the same 
extent as vindication, with his defense focused on rejecting accusations that Christianity was 
irrational. Henry’s approach mirrored that of Tillotson, one of the great influences on his life, 
who, in his most famous sermon, stated his goals as: 

First, To show the unreasonableness of Atheism, and of scoffing at religion.. . . 
Secondly, To recommend religion to men from the great and manifold advantages 
which it brings both to public society and to particular persons.. . . Thirdly, To 
represent the excellency ... of the Christian religion.... Fourthly, To persuade men to 
the practice of this holy religion...364 

 
While Henry did sometimes use philosophical and rational arguments for Christianity, 

such as the theistic proofs and the argument from design, in arguing for the reasonableness of 
religion he largely focused on the evidence for Christianity’s reasonableness based upon 
external and internal harmony and its transforming effects. He showed its agreement with 
natural theology, its credible account of the world and of humanity, and its internal harmony 
and consistency. Although at points he simply stated the truth and demanded faith and 
obedience, he generally tried to reason people to faith and practice. He was certainly opposed 
to the fideism which emphasized subjective experience and the need for personal faith apart 
from any reasoning or evidence, that was found in both Non-conformist and Roman Catholic 
contexts. However, as the following chapter will show, with his pleasantness of religion 
apologetic, Henry did endorse a specific kind of fideism, but it was built upon and formed the 
climax to his reasonableness apologetic.  

Henry’s apologetic was not merely about Christian doctrine but also Christian ethics. 
His practical ethical concern is evident throughout his writing as he opposed unbiblical ethics 
and engaged in the vindication and defense of Christian ethics, persuading to them especially 
on the grounds of their reasonableness. The cognitive dimension was first for Henry, but 
practical concerns were never far behind, which is why he often connected reasons, 
especially biblical reasons, to his ethics. This connection between Christian doctrine and 
ethics was not only because he believed that reasoned obedience was more pleasing to God, 
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nor was it only to prevent his ethical emphasis becoming mere legalistic moralism or 
externalism; it was also because he believed that a more ethical Christian life would be a 
more attractive Christian life and therefore an additional apologetic persuasive. In arguing for 
the beneficial consequences of Christian ethics, he was attempting to make such a lifestyle 
not only credible (reason to think it is true) and plausible (reason to think it possibly true), but 
desirable (reason to want it to be true).  

As for critique of other belief systems in this area of ethics, yes, at points, like 
Grotius, he did show the unreasonableness of non-Christian ethics, and their undesirability. 
However, there was much more positive about Christianity in Henry than negative about 
other religions and systems. Although this can be explained partly by temperament and partly 
by the cultural longing for peace, it raises the question whether such an imbalance in favor of 
the positive over against the negative would be an effective apologetic in every culture and 
time. 

The fifth category of questions is concerned with style, the aesthetic of Henry’s 
apologetic. Given his frequent quotation of 1 Peter 3:15, it’s not surprising that he adopted a 
meek rather than aggressive style in his apologetic. His emphasis was on reason rather than 
dogmatic proclamation, and on reasoning rather than pressurizing. In this, he was more 
concerned with plausibility and desirability than credibility. While attractive and sensitive to 
the cultural moment, it could be construed as lacking in confidence, passion, excitement, and 
inspiration. It was relational and respectful, but was it compelling? While reasoning may 
work with some, might not bold confident faith-filled proclamation work better with others? 
His reluctance to name names, or offer detailed systematic critiques, may not have shaken 
adherents of other systems enough to make them give consideration to Christian truth claims. 

His apologetic was more accessible than most Latitudinarians. Although they had 
similar social, pastoral, ecclesiastical, and apologetic concerns, Henry’s writing was more 
biblical when compared with the Latitudinarians more philosophical and literary style. In 
this, he was closer to Grotius who stated that he deliberately omitted some arguments that 
had lesser weight, and instead focused only on the most convincing. Grotius also announced 
his intention to express his arguments “in as popular a manner as I could invent,” and 
therefore why his first edition was in verse.365  

Regarding the sixth criteria of audience, Henry’s message of the reasonableness of 
religion was aimed, first and primarily, at those within the church and, second, at those 
outside of it. Inside the church, his apologetic was partly catechetical and partly pastoral in 
nature. Catechetically, he wanted to lay a strong foundation of natural religion in order to 
provide a firmer base for revealed religion. Pastorally, he wanted to strengthen the faith of 
believers, so that the weak in faith would become strong in faith, and the strong would 
become stronger. He did this partly by showing the reasonableness of the faith and partly by 
showing the unreasonableness of unbelief. Aware of the atheism that remained even in the 
Christian’s heart, his reasonableness apologetic was designed to counteract that, remove 
rational and spiritual doubts, and increase spiritual confidence. Inner apologetics would 
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prepare for external apologetics. The more reason was used to understand the Bible and work 
out its practical consequences, the more assured Christian believers would be. But this was a 
two-way process in that the more the Bible was understood and practiced, the more natural 
religion and reason would be strengthened. Greater assurance and spiritual certainty was the 
aim.  

Henry’s apologetic for the reasonableness of religion had three main targets for 
refutation outside of the church: the Roman Catholic Church’s authoritarianism, the Deists’ 
and Freethinkers’ atheistic rationalism, and the Enthusiasts’ emotional and fideistic 
mysticism.366 His apologetic was not addressed to these groups directly, but more to 
Christians whom he wanted to equip for interactions with them, both defensively and 
offensively. The more reasoned out a Christian’s faith was, the better he or she could reason 
others to the faith. Henry wanted Christians to know what they believed and why they 
believed it. His equipping did not so much enable Christians to critique opposing views or 
refute objectors, but rather to prove and vindicate the Christian religion and help genuine 
enquirers. In this he was like Grotius whose last three volumes confuting false religion all 
end with an appeal to Christians to preserve Christian teaching and to “endeavor by all means 
possible to win others unto Christ. For which purpose, we must not only use good 
exhortations and wholesome speeches, but also the example of a good life; that so the 
goodness of our Master may appear by his servants, and the purity of the law by our laudable 
actions.”367 

The foundational texts for Henry’s thought on the reasonableness of religion were 
Isaiah 1:18 and 1 Peter 3:15, texts that appear repeatedly throughout his whole corpus of 
writing. If the former emphasized God’s reasonableness and his reasoning with humanity, the 
latter is concerned with the Christian’s reasonableness and the Christian’s call to reason with 
humanity. These “apologies for our religion” were to be characterized by reasonableness in 
manner as well as in matter, and thereby portray God as reasonable too.368 

Regarding the Christian’s call to reason with humanity, Henry believed that the 
Christian’s hope and faith could be rationally defended with good reasons no matter where 
the opposition came from.369 All Christians, therefore, were called to an apologetic ministry, 
“to make your defence or apology”370 with a view to proving to both the hostile and the 
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genuine enquirer that their faith was based upon reason rather than folly or imagination.371 
His apologetic was therefore practical more than philosophical. Wanting to equip and enable 
Christians to be apologists, he focused not on deep philosophical arguments, nor on 
complicated evidential arguments, but on reasoning from the Scriptures, on presenting 
biblical reasons for religion, on showing how the Bible answers the questions people are 
asking, and providing a biblical framework with which to view the world and everything in it. 
Again, here too, he was similar to Grotius who wanted to equip the Dutch, especially sailors, 
to be able to defend their own faith but to propagate it when they met with pagans, Muslims, 
or Jews and others who would attempt to shake their faith.372  

This reasonableness apologetic was addressed to the mind, conscience, and will. It 
sought to inform the mind by filling it with truth and emptying it of error. It addressed the 
conscience with its appeal to evidences in nature and Scripture, and its ethical focus on 
natural and divine law. It addressed the will by strengthening it with reasons for obedience. 
Although Henry did work to show the unreasonableness of irreligion, and turn people from it 
by moving the heart and the emotions against it, the heart, the emotions, and the imagination 
were not so involved in Henry’s reasonableness apologetic. However, the next chapter’s 
focus on Henry’s pleasantness apologetic will shift the focus to these aspects of humanity. 

Seventh, in what ways did Henry’s apologetic affect his theology and his theology 
affect his apologetic? As this chapter has demonstrated, Henry’s theology was imbued with 
his reasonableness apologetic. Indeed, it might be argued that the reasonableness of religion 
drove his theology, and that this apologetic theme drove his writing of his Exposition. Did his 
reasonableness apologetic have an excessive influence on his theology? Although Henry did 
at points draw a line between divine reason and human reason, and cautioned against 
assuming that they both had the same content and abilities, it may be asked whether his use 
of the analogy between human reason and divine reason risked conflating and confusing the 
human with the divine, as what is predicated of God is never true in exactly the same sense as 
when applied to a creature. And, more importantly, what is true of the creature’s reasoning is 
not equally applicable to God. For example, although God presents himself as reasoning like 
a human being, he possesses and comprehends all knowledge at all times, he does not arrive 
at it via external sources but it comes from within his own being, and it is not the result of a 
process  

As to the place of reason, the evidence suggests that while the Puritans in general did 
incorporate and embrace reason as a servant of theology, Henry and the Latitudinarians 
represent an increased emphasis on reason, and, in the case of the Latitudinarians, an elevated 
role for it at times. However, while they sometimes raised reason beside the Bible, and 
sometimes accorded it such a large place that it sidelined the Bible, Henry, with a couple of 
exceptions, generally maintained the Reformed orthodox approach of allocating reason a 
subservient role and insisting upon the necessity of the Scriptures.  

In response to both religious and secular rationalism, Henry and the Latitudinarians 
were attempting to incorporate more reason in religion without becoming rationalistic 
themselves or opening the door to it, an endeavor that Henry was more consistently 
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successful in than the Latitudinarians. While it is clear that Henry was consciously following 
the Latitudinarians and learning from their strengths, it is not clear if he was consciously 
adjusting their theology and practice in order to avoid their weaknesses, and therefore ensure 
that he and his theology would remain within Reformed orthodoxy. While he was generally 
successful in this attempt, this chapter has suggested that his focus on reason had a significant 
influence on his theology and that he did, at times, succumb to some of their weaknesses; that 
is, their tendency to have an over-optimistic view of the abilities of fallen human nature, their 
downplaying of mystery in religion, their over-emphasis on the benefits of religion to the 
neglect of its costs, their greater interest in external morality than inner spirituality, their 
prioritizing of reason over faith in sanctification, their portrayal of faith as more an act of the 
intellect than the heart, and their subsequent reducing of Christology instead of prioritizing it 
as the Apostle Paul did (1 Cor. 2:2). Henry might have been expected to present the person of 
Christ more explicitly and more centrally as one of the major reasons for faith. But he seemed 
to stress Christ’s benefits rather than Christ, the application of Redemption more than the 
Redeemer himself. Henry also strayed from Reformed orthodoxy in his believing that people 
could be saved with only natural theology. 

While his desire to use the reasonableness of Christianity had the commendable aim 
of winning people to the faith and believers to greater faith, his emphasis on the 
reasonableness of God also ran the risk of weakening the authority of God, portraying him 
more as a Reasoner than a Commander. His emphasis on the role of reason in coming to faith 
sometimes ran the risk of reducing the depth of human depravity and of underplaying the 
necessary and sovereign work of the Holy Spirit in faith and in the apologetic endeavor. 

Conscious of the caricatures of God in his culture, many of them based on people’s 
negative experiences of religion, Henry attempted to present God in a more attractive and 
desirable way. Far from being arbitrary and authoritarian, Henry insisted that God’s Word, 
his attributes, his works of creation and providence, and his relations to his people, reveal 
God as eminently reasonable. Henry set God forth as someone with a reason for all his 
actions and who reasoned with people to win them through their minds by presenting 
numerous reasons for and reasonable terms of salvation. This was a God who was therefore 
personal and relatable, one who came down to human level to reason and persuade people to 
trust in his good and gracious character, an apologetic approach that was ultimately enfleshed 
in Christ’s incarnation. God was the ultimate apologist for the reasonableness of religion. 

Like the Latitudinarians, Henry had great confidence in the effectiveness of 
apologetics to persuade others, arguing that “No man will speak against religion and the 
power of it, that hath either seriously weighed the proofs and evidences of it, or impartially 
tried the comfort and benefit of it.”373 And, as this quote indicates, there was no argument he 
regarded as more powerful than the pleasantness of religion, the subject of the next chapters 
of this study, and which will prove determinative regarding whether Henry can be viewed as 
a Christian apologist in addition to being a Bible commentator. It will also show that Henry 
was not a cold rationalist, as this chapter may have suggested at points. Rather, he combined 
both intellectual and affective aspects in his apologetics, believing not only in reasons of the 
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mind but in reasons of the heart, the latter being a major emphasis in the apologetics of Blaise 
Pascal (1623-1662). 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

HENRY’S APOLOGETIC OF PLEASANTNESS 
 
Introduction  
Having examined Henry’s apologetic for the reasonableness of religion in the previous 
chapter, this chapter will consider what he claimed was the greatest reason to be religious, 
namely, the pleasantness of religion. In terms of sources, the analysis will begin with the 
contents of Henry’s book, The Pleasantness of A Religious Life (hereafter Pleasantness), 
demonstrate its apologetic purpose, identify its primary apologetic method, and then proceed 
to an analysis of his thought on the subject that will also incorporate his teaching from his 
other works, especially his Exposition. Although the analysis will cover similar theological 
categories as the last chapter, the section headings and size will reflect the vocabulary and 
proportion of Henry’s Pleasantness apologetic. As in the previous chapters, his apologetic 
will be assessed using the historically sensitive criteria proposed in the introduction. While a 
degree of critical interaction with Henry’s theology will be offered in this chapter, the biggest 
problems in Henry’s pleasantness apologetic, the challenges of self-interest and suffering in 
the Christian life, will be addressed in the following chapter. The specific question that will 
be answered in this chapter is, how did Henry use the pleasantness of religion to defend and 
commend the Christian faith?  
 
Summary of Pleasantness 
The Pleasantness of a Religious Life (hereafter Pleasantness)1 contains a brief address, ‘To 
the Reader,’ an Introduction, and seven main chapters. On the first pages, Henry stated his 
purpose as being to prove that the pleasures of the divine life were better than any other,2 that 
God designed religion to produce the maximum personal profit and pleasure for human 
beings, and, through Solomon, argued for it on these grounds. A brief exegesis of Proverbs 
3:17 is followed by Henry’s own summary of what it teaches: “That true piety hath true 
pleasure in it. Or thus; the ways of religion are pleasant and peaceful ways.”3  

Chapter one explains the doctrine, although Henry considered this hardly necessary 
given that the truth of the text, that true piety produced pleasure, was so plain and obvious. 
The next three chapters undertake to prove the pleasure of religion in various ways. Chapter 
five introduces an extensive analogy based on the ‘ways’ of religion being like a pleasant 
journey. Though not so overtly argumentative, its aim is to present a powerful case for 
religion through a compelling metaphor. A more obviously apologetic strategy returns in 
chapter six, which defends the doctrine of pleasure in piety from various objections and 
seeming contradictions.4 The book concludes with a chapter of application that seeks to 
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persuade non-Christians to start walking this way, and calls believers to study to make the 
way more pleasant to themselves, and to make that pleasure obvious to others.  

Pleasantness, which began as a series of sermons, follows the general contours of 
White’s analysis of the various parts of the Puritan sermon: Explication of text, doctrine, 
reasons, objections, and application.5 The form of these addresses also fits Sheppard’s 
description of ‘the confutation of atheism’ which he calls “a distinct genre of Christian 
apologetics” of that period.6 His study of the preachers of that day concluded that “the vast 
majority of early modern English parishioners would have encountered the confutation of 
atheism not within an elaborate treatise dedicated solely to that cause, but as a component 
part of a homiletic message delivered for religious reformation and moral edification.”7 The 
Reformed orthodox use of this homiletical form of apologetics is confirmed by Minkema and 
Bailey’s observation about Edwards that, “On occasion, his apologetics spilled over into 
sermons.”8 Nichols responds that this is “An understatement, to be sure, as the sermon 
provides Edwards with a tour de force apologetic tool.”9 The same could be said equally of 
Henry, especially in this area of the pleasantness of religion. 
 
Apologetic Purpose 
The apologetic intent of Pleasantness is evidenced in five ways: in its title, in its table of 
contents, in its author’s address ‘To the Reader,’ in the first pages of the Introduction, and in 
the regular challenges to readers to use the apologetic of religious pleasure for winning 
people to religion, each of which will be briefly exhibited. First, its full title, The 
Pleasantness of a Religious Life, Open’d and Prov’d; and Recommended to the 
Consideration of All; Particularly of Young People, states its aim as not only to open or 
explain the pleasantness of a religious life, but to prove it and recommend it to all, proving 
and commending being essential persuasive elements of any apologetic methodology. 
Henry’s focus on commending the faith to young people suggests that he was especially 
interested in attracting the younger generation to the Christian faith. His apologetic strategy is 
also evident in the chapter titles, with three chapters dedicated to proving the truth in 
different ways (Chapters II-IV), and one to defending the truth from objections (Chapter VI) 
as can be seen from the table of contents.”10 The apologetic purpose is further emphasized on 
the first page of Henry’s address ‘To the Reader’ in which he approvingly quoted Cambridge 

 
5. White, Puritan Rhetoric, 13-20. 
6. Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 87. “The primary response to atheism from the late sixteenth to early 

eighteenth century [utilized] the rhetorical technique of confutatio derived from Cicernonian theologies of 
oratory.” Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 11. See his chapter 2 for more detail on this. 

7. Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 87. 
8. Kenneth P. Minkema and Richard A. Bailey, “Reason, Revelation, and Preaching: An Unpublished 

Ordination Sermon by Jonathan Edwards,” Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 3 (1999), 17.  
9. Nichols, “An Absolute Sort of Certainty,” 290 
10. Chapter I. The explication of the doctrine. Chapter II. The pleasure of being religious, proved from 

the nature of true religion, and many particular instances of it. Chapter III. The pleasantness of religion proved 
from the provision that is made, for the comforts of those that are religious, and the privileges they are entitled 
to. Chapter IV. The doctrine further proved by experience. Chapter V. The doctrine illustrated by the similitude 
used in the text, of a pleasant way or journey. Chapter VI. The doctrine vindicated from what may be objected 
against it. Chapter VII. The application of the doctrine.  



 123 

Platonist Dr. Henry More’s contrast of Christianity with all other religions.11 This summary 
contrast was intended to distinguish Christianity from all other religions and elevate it above 
them as essentially superior. After asserting that “Nothing draws more forcibly than 
Pleasure,”12 he explained his motive in writing the book:  

In order, therefore, to the advancing of the interests of the divine life in myself and 
others, I have here endeavored, as God has enabled me, to make it evident, that the 
pleasures of the divine life are unspeakably better, and more deserving than those of 
the animal life: were people convinced of this, we should gain our point.13  
 
The opening words of the introduction contain a brief description of the apologetic 

purpose of the book of Proverbs, which Henry contended was to represent and recommend 
religion as wisdom “because it is the highest improvement of the human nature, and the best 
and surest guide of human life.”14 Further evidences of his apologetic aim are found 
throughout the book. For example, he claimed that God’s great purpose in encouraging his 
people to be happy was that “their comforts might be a credit to his cause and the joy of his 
servants in his work might be a reputation to his family.”15  
 
“God’s mind to the children of men”16  
In turning now to the substance of Henry’s pleasantness apologetic, and how it interacted 
with his theology, specifically his doctrine of revelation, the primary question that arises is, 
‘What standard is to be used when defining pleasantness, its nature, sources, and degrees?’ 
Although, as the previous chapter demonstrated, Henry sometimes appealed to natural 
theology, and at other times appealed to evidences in support of Scripture, in Pleasantness, 
he presupposed that Scripture is the only reliable measure to use because it expresses God’s 
assessment rather than anyone else’s; and God has revealed there that a religious life is a 
pleasant life.17 But doesn’t Scripture contradict itself, especially in places that highlight the 
pains and difficulties of religion? No, insisted Henry, the Bible “is of a piece with itself; and 
does not contradict itself,” and therefore any seeming contradictions to the pleasantness of 
religion could be overcome.18 Although this seems to be a dogmatic assertion of Scriptural 
authority to be accepted simply in faith without any vindication or proof, it must be 
remembered that his pleasantness sermons came towards the end of his ‘Reasons series,’ and 
that he frequently argued for Scriptural authority on the basis of reason and evidences. He 
also attempted to defend his pleasantness apologetic against the challenge posed by suffering, 
a defence that will be analyzed in the next chapter. 

 
11. There is Christianity which “is all spiritual and divine,” whereas “all other religions savour of the 

animal life.” Henry, ‘To the Reader’ in Pleasantness, i. Henry references Dr. Henry More’s distinction between 
the animal life and the divine life in The Grand Mystery of Godliness (London: 1660), 41-43. 

12. Henry, ‘To The Reader’ in Pleasantness, i.  
13. Henry, ‘To The Reader’ in Pleasantness, i-ii. 
14. Henry, Pleasantness, 1. 
15. Henry, Pleasantness, 62. 
16. Henry, Pleasantness, 3. 
17. Henry, Pleasantness, 4-5. 
18. Henry, Pleasantness, 122. Some of these alleged contradictions, including verses of Scripture that 

seem to contradict this will be examined in chapter five. 
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The first consequence of his doctrine of Scripture is that he employed the Bible to 
define ‘pleasantness.’19 He exegeted each important word in Proverbs 3:17, employing a 
number of exegetical tools including etymology, the analogy of faith, the biblical languages, 
ancient translations of Scripture, contextual considerations, and commentaries.20 His 
Scriptural focus demonstrated his pastoral concern that if people followed their own 
judgments, rather than God’s, they would end up miserable.21 While Henry reflected the 
Early Modern view that affections should be governed by reason,22 guided not quashed, he 
also insisted that in this area of pursuing happiness, reason be governed by revelation.  

Based upon his intensive and extensive study and survey of Scripture, he declared that 
the happiness of the religious was derived from two sources: “From the true profit that is to 
be got by religion,”23 and “from the transcendent pleasure that is to be found in it.”24 
‘Pleasantness’ was therefore a combination of profit and pleasure, as it was possible to have 
one without the other.25 Having identified these two primary components of pleasantness in 
his introduction, Henry went on in chapter one to define ‘pleasantness’ as comforting and 
satisfying, that “which is agreeable, which the soul rejoices in, or, at least reposes in; which it 

 
19. Henry, Pleasantness, 4. For more on the difficulties of defining emotions in the early modern 

period, see S. Bryn Roberts, “‘Milke and Honey’: Puritan Happiness in the Writings of Robert Bolton, John 
Norden and Francis Rous,” Puritanism and Emotion, 96-8; John Corrigan, “Introduction: Emotions Research 
and the Academic Study of Religion,” in John Corrigan, ed., Religion and Emotion: Approaches and 
Interpretations (Oxford University Press, 2004), 6, 7-13. 

20. Regarding etymology, when explaining the second part of Proverbs 3:13, “the man that getteth 
understanding,” he wrote that the Hebrew word for ‘get’ signified ‘draws out.’ Henry, Pleasantness, 4. His 
knowledge of the original languages is further evidenced in his observation that the Hebrew root of 
‘pleasantness’ is also the root of the name ‘Naomi’ as seen in her later disavowal of the name when her 
providence changed from pleasant to bitter (7). He confirmed the meaning of ‘get’ as ‘draws out’ by referring to 
the Chaldee translation (7). He also said the Latin of ‘pleasantness’ meant ‘beautiful ways,’ and the Chaldee 
‘ways of sweetness (7). With reference to the analogy of faith, this involves confirming exegetical conclusions 
with other Scriptures. For example, the first sentence in his introduction to the book, which makes a claim about 
why the Bible represents religion as wisdom, is backed up with seven Old Testament texts. The original 
manuscript of Pleasantness has an average of five supporting texts per page with some pages having ten or 
more. The main doctrine he drew from Prov. 3:17, that a religious life is a happy life, was backed up with 
numerous Scripture reference,  including Psa. 19:11, Matt. 11:30, and 1 John 5:3. Regarding context, in his 
exegesis of Prov. 3:17, he referred back to Prov. 3:13-16 to help define the referent ‘her’ in verse seventeen and 
the meaning of ‘pleasantness’ in the same verse (4-5). He rightly identified verse thirteen as introducing the 
concept of ‘Wisdom,’ and the immediately following verses, which personify her as a woman, as listing her 
advantages. He therefore concluded that ‘her’ in verse seventeen is the same as ‘Wisdom’ in verse thirteen. He 
freely used existing commentaries on Scripture to help him interpret the text, as can be seen in frequent 
quotations of others in his Exposition. A specimen of this in Pleasantness is when he surveyed various 
interpretations of ‘peace’ in Prov. 3:17 before coming to the conclusion that it should be taken as a restatement 
of the first part of the verse (8-9).  

21. Henry, Pleasantness, 4. 
22. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 89. See also M. Schoenfeldt, “‘Commotions 

Strange’: Passion in Paradise Lost,” Reading the Early Modern Passions, 51.  
23. Henry, Pleasantness, 5. 
24. Henry, Pleasantness, 6. 
25. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 16:24. 
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relishes, pleases itself with, and desires the continuance and repetition of.”26 Although his 
emphasis on the soul might suggest that he is only concerned with spiritual pleasures, his 
definition’s multiple verbs highlight the multi-layered experience of pleasantness or 
happiness, and the way he used the word in other places underlines that he had more than 
spiritual pleasures in view. Deeper understanding of what ‘pleasantness’ meant to Henry can 
be discerned by the way he used it and its cognates to describe other happy experiences on 
this earth. To experience pleasantness was one of the highest experiences in life. In contrast 
to fellow-Puritan Jeremiah Burroughs who viewed the believer’s happiness more passively as 
contentment and rest in God,27 Henry’s use of the verbs “to rejoice, to relish, to desire,” 
presented a more vigorous and active view of happiness, enhancing the apologetic appeal of 
his argument by increasing the desirability of pleasantness. This fuller understanding of 
happiness is in line with Tillotson who preached that, “Pleasure and delight…is something 
more than contentment: …Full pleasure is a certain mixture of love and joy, hard to be 
expressed in words, but certainly known by inward sense and experience.”28 

Second, his doctrine of Scripture enabled him to appeal to the evidences of 
Christians’ lives in the Bible as an argument for the sweetness of religion.29 Third, it led him 
to follow Scriptural apologetic patterns. For example, early in Pleasantness, he stated that his 
method of proving the pleasure of religion was consistent with God’s primary argument 
through Solomon (in Proverbs), and the apologetic criteria he established there, that religion 
resulted in the greatest personal advantage and happiness and appealed to the most powerful 
motivation in every human being—the pursuit of personal happiness.30 Henry, like Tillotson, 
simply accepts that the primary human motivation is happiness, and does not try to change 
it.31 He assumes it and works with it rather than against it. 

Fourth, his belief in Scripture’s role in defining, arguing for, and advancing 
pleasantness, was a factor in driving his writing of the Exposition. This may not merely be 

 
26. Henry, Pleasantness, 20. See Roberts, Puritans and Pursuit of Happiness, 85-90, for discussion of 

the definition of ‘happiness’ in the Early Modern context. “As for the puritan use of the word ‘happiness’, it had 
much in common with the word’s everyday usage amongst their contemporaries as a sense of contentment and 
felicity. The puritan distinctive was in the emphasis upon godliness and grace as the means by which it could be 
attained, although even in that, the puritans shared much in common with contemporary, non-puritan authors on 
the affections, including Wright and Senault.” Roberts, “Puritan Happiness in Bolton, Norden, and Rous,” 
Puritanism and Emotion, 120. 

27. Jermiah Burroughs, The Rare Jewel of Christian Contentment, (London: Peter Cole, 1647), 71-2, 
94, 98; See also Burroughs on The saints’ happiness, together with the several steps leading thereunto: 
delivered in divers lectures on the Beatitudes; being part of Christ’s Sermon on the Mount, contained in the fifth 
of Matthew (Edinburgh: Nichol, 1867). The more passive nature of Burroughs concept of ‘rest’ is similar to 
Augustine’s concept of ‘rest’ in his Confessions (I.i.1; XIII.xxxvi.51). Augustinus, Confessions, trans. Henry 
Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 3, 278. 

28. Tillotson, “The Happiness of God,” Works, Vol. 6 (London: 1820), 330. 
29. For example, much of chapter five of Pleasantness proves the doctrine of pleasure in piety from 

biblical examples such as King David, the Jews in Hezekiah’s time, King Solomon, and the Apostle Paul. 
Henry, Pleasantness, 95-100. When proving that worldly pleasures were pretended pleasures, he quoted four 
biblical examples of this, showing how God engaged his opponents’ arguments through the pages of Scripture 
by representing their positions and exposing the hollowness of their so-called ‘happiness’ (25). 

30. “Interest is the great governess of the world; which when men are once convinced of, they will be 
swayed by more than by anything else; everyone is for what he can get, and therefore applies himself to that 
which he thinks he can get by; the common enquiry is, who will shew us any good? we would all be happy, 
would all be easy.” Henry, Pleasantness, 2-3. The appeal to self-interest will be considered further in chapter 
five. 

31. Tillotson, “The Wisdom of Being Religious,” Works, Vol. 1 (London: 1820), 409. 
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implied by deducing from his explicit assertion that the topic of the pleasantness of religion 
was his one of his favorites, and therefore his most important literary work would reflect that. 
Nor need it be only implied from the number of times he referenced the pleasantness of 
religion in his Exposition (as is demonstrated in this chapter). Rather, this conclusion can be 
drawn from explicit statements about it that he made in the prefaces to various volumes of his 
Exposition.32 Given that he saw so much pleasantness in the Bible, it is little surprise that 
someone so dedicated to the apologetic of pleasantness would make his most important life 
work a commentary on the whole Bible.33 

Fifth, Henry saw a vital role for Scripture in helping God’s people qualify their 
happiness, keep it within appropriate boundaries, and make it a sanctifying influence.34 Sixth, 
Henry’s view of the relationship between the Old and New Testaments can be inferred from 
the way he referenced both Old and New Testament texts to support his teaching in 
Pleasantness, without any differentiation between the two sources in terms of relevance or 
authority. The only difference he saw between Old and New Testaments was a relative 
difference in the experience of spiritual joy, as “the design of the Gospel was to make 
religion a more pleasant thing than it had been.”35 It did so by freeing it of the ceremonial 
burdens upon the Jews and the superstitious fears of the heathen, and “by enlarging the 
privileges of God’s people, and making them easier to come at.”36  

In sum, the evidence suggests that Henry’s high view of Scripture was the foundation 
for his pleasantness apologetic. The Bible, not natural theology nor evidences, was his source 
for defining pleasantness, it supplied evidences for his argument, its teaching directed his 
apologetic method, and set parameters and expectations for the experience of pleasantness. 
So high was his view of the Bible’s role in producing religious pleasantness, that he wrote his 
Exposition to advance this in the church and in the world. While connecting with the cultural 
interest in happiness, he did not permit culture to define that happiness, proposing instead a 
Scriptural definition. When it came to epistemology and happiness, Scripture was the only 
authority, and on the basis of that he advocated for a more active and positive experience of 
happiness than some Puritans. Unlike some points in his reasonableness apologetic, his 
pleasantness apologetic was not making a protective claim (this is a reasonable position to 
take), but nor was he making an imperative claim (Christianity is the only reasonable 
position). Rather, on the basis of Scripture, he was making a comparative claim, that 
Christianity is the best option when it came to happiness. The same comparative claim can be 

 
32. For example, in the preface to Volume One, he explained that one of the reasons he wrote these 

volumes was “to make the reading of the scripture more easy, pleasant, and profitable” in order to magnify 
God’s name.” Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 1, np. In the preface to Volume Two, he said that “Scripture 
itself, especially the OT historical narratives has been written in the most pleasant and profitable way.” Henry, 
preface in Exposition, Vol. 2, np. He singled out Solomon especially as one who wrote Scripture the way he did 
to make it more pleasant and more powerful. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 2, 1 Ki. 4:29-34. Regarding the Epistles, 
the preface to Volume Six asserts that the epistolary genre “is very profitable, and very pleasant.” Henry, 
preface in Exposition, Vol. 5, np. 

33. Henry does not merely argue for being religious because God revealed his will, nor even that God 
revealed what was eternally and innately good, but also because this revelation of what was innately good also 
had “a direct tendency to our good” and “our true happiness. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Mic. 6:6-8. 

34. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Deut. 31:9-13. 
35. Henry, Pleasantness, 65. 
36. Henry, Pleasantness, 65. 
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found in Grotius who ends his first volume on natural theology by highlighting the happiness 
that the “Christian religion pretends to bring unto us above others.37 However, the happiness 
Grotius has in mind is not earthly but only heavenly happiness.  
 
“There is a God.”38 
Having considered how Henry’s pleasantness apologetic interacted with his view of 
Scripture, his apologetic’s interaction with his doctrine of God will now be assessed, looking 
both at how his doctrine of God affected his pleasantness apologetic and vice versa. It will do 
so under four headings: (1) “A Being infinitely wise and powerful, holy, just and good,”39 (2) 
“The God that made you and knows you and wishes you well,”40 (3) “Jehovah Jireh; the Lord 
will provide,”41 (4) “The infinite delight which the persons of the blessed Trinity have in each 
other.” 42 
 
(1) “A Being infinitely wise and powerful, holy, just and good” 
For Henry, ultimately, all pleasantness is derived from God for “in God we see nothing but 
what is pure and pleasant, in the world nothing but pollution and provocation.”43 Henry’s 
doctrine of God, therefore, is key to understanding his apologetic of pleasantness.44 What are 
the sources of God’s own blessedness or happiness? Although he is infinitely happy in the 
enjoyment of himself, and although no addition can be made to his felicity and blessedness,45 
yet he graciously condescends to take pleasure in his people in general, and in each one of his 
people individually.46 Goodwin makes a similar distinction between ‘intrinsecal’ joy, which 
is the joy God has in himself, and ‘extrinsecal’ joy in which God delights in his works and 
providences.47 As the following will confirm, both of these types of joy can be discerned in 
Henry’s teaching, although the majority of Henry’s teaching is concerned with God’s 
extrinsecal joy. Tillotson, on the other hand writes at length on the pleasure God finds in his 
own being and attributes in addition to the pleasure of doing good, an internal divine pleasure 

 
37. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 1.25. 
38. Henry, Pleasantness, 47, “It should be a constant pleasure to us, to think that there is a God.” 
39. Henry, Pleasantness, 47. 
40. Henry, Pleasantness, 33 
41. Henry, Pleasantness, 114. See God’s providence and provision as found in Henry, Pleasantness, 

46, 54, 70, 83. 
42. The divine delight of the Father and the Son consists of “the infinite delight which the persons of 

the blessed Trinity have in each other, wherein consists much of the happiness of the divine nature,” the Father’s 
pleasure in the Son’s work of creation, or their mutual satisfaction in the work of redemption. Henry, 
Exposition, Vol. 3, Proverbs 8:22-31. 

43. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Ex. 32:15-20. See Muller, PRRD, 3:60-61, 382, for discussion of God’s 
blessedness in Reformed orthodoxy. Richard A. Muller, Dictionary of Latin and Greek Theological Terms: 
Drawn Principally from Protestant Scholastic Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 2, 119-120. 

44. Karl Jones’s study of Goodwin concludes that joy is not primarily a human emotion but is derived 
from God’s nature. Ryrie and Schwanda, introduction to Puritanism and Emotion, 8. “For Goodwin, the joy of 
the saint is rooted in God’s own joy. God is perfectly happy in himself; he has been and will be for all eternity. 
God's ultimate happiness ‘lies in his enjoying himself, and his own Glory.’” Karl Jones, “Thomas Goodwin and 
the ‘Supreme Happiness of Man,” Puritanism and Emotion, 50.  

45. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 149:1-5; Vol. 3, Job. 22:1-4.  
46. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 35:17-28. 
47. Goodwin, “A Discourse of the Blessed State of Glory,” in Works, Vol. 5, (London: 168101704), 

112. Cited in Jones, “The Theology of Christian Joy in the Works of Thomas Goodwin,” 54. 
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that he says believers can also partake of insofar as they resemble God.48 Unlike Goodwin, 
Henry does not concern himself with the connections between God’s joy and his 
impassibility and eternity, and he does not spend as much time as Goodwin on the intra-
Trinitarian aspects of joy, on the Christological aspects of joy, or on the joy of the Angels.49 
This reduced attention to God’s intrinsecal joy may reflect the cultural concern that the 
church and society would be better served with less emphasis on speculative theology and 
more on practical theology. Extrinsecal joy was also more useful for Henry’s apologetic 
argument in that its interest in and involvement of people made God more appealing and 
desireable.  

Regarding God’s extrinsecal happiness, Henry taught that God not only loves 
obedient believers, but takes pleasure in loving them, as evidenced by his taking up long-term 
residence in them.50 He also finds great pleasure in thinking of his people’s names,51 in 
accepting their offering of worship towards him,52 and in their good deeds towards others.53 
In sum, proclaims Henry, “All that God does for his people in his providences, and secures to 
them in his promises, is for his pleasure and for his praise, the pleasure of his will and the 
praise of his word.”54  

But how is all this divine pleasantness communicated to his people in the world?55 
God mediates his happiness by his special presence with his people,56 by people pursuing and 
finding his wisdom,57 and by their thinking about God’s blessedness,58 goodness, 59 
sovereignty,60 and holiness. 61 As Tillotson said, knowing God is the way to happiness.62 It’s 
not only that each individual attribute of God gives pleasure to the Christian who meditates 
upon him, but the harmony of all his attributes.63 There is therefore a close connection 
between God’s communication of himself and the Christian’s pleasure in him. However, 
Henry’s stress on the Christian’s activity in pursuing and enjoying happiness results in less 

 
48. Tillotson, “The Happiness of God” Works, Vol. 6 (London: 1820), 325-343. 
49. See Jones, “The Theology of Christian Joy in the Works of Thomas Goodwin,” 54-7. See 61-65 for 

Christ’s joy and 66-69 for Angels joy. 
50. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, John 14:18-24. 
51. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Gen. 5:6-20. 
52. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Heb. 13:1-17. 
53. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Heb. 13:1-17; Vol. 3, Prov. 15:26. 
54. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 2, 2 Sam. 7: 18-29. 
55. See Muller, PRRD, 3:383, for the connection between God’s communication of himself and the 

creature’s happiness.  
56. This is not merely his omnipresence but his graciously covenanted presence. God’s special 

presence with Israel in the wilderness transformed that most fearful place into a pleasant place. Henry, 
Exposition, Vol. 1, Ex. 13:17-22. His leadership of them in and through the divine cloud made their journey 
“very safe and pleasant going.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Num. 9:15-23. 

57. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 3:13-20. 
58. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, 1 Ki. 10:1-13. 
59. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Ezek. 33:10-20; Vol. 6, 2 Thess. 1:5-10. Another example of God’s 

goodness bringing pleasure to his people is in the Levitical law that required tasty leavened bread as a food-
offering alongside the peace-offering “that nothing might be wanting to make it a complete and pleasant feast” 
and “that men might feast at God's table as well as at their own.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Lev. 7:11-34. 

60. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 33:1-11. 
61. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Isa 10:5-19. 
62. Tillotson, “The Wisdom of Being Religious,” Works, Vol. 1 (Lodon: 1820), 325. 
63. “The harmony of all his attributes is the beauty of his nature. With an eye of faith and holy love we 

with pleasure behold this beauty, and observe more and more in it that is amiable, that is admirable.” Henry, 
Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 27:1-6. 
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stress on God’s sovereignty in his decision whether or not to communicate happiness than 
there was in Reformed orthodoxy.64 Henry also used the language of ‘participation’ to 
describe how the Christian receives from God’s blessedness when he said that the pleasure of 
doing good, “is some participation of the pleasure of the eternal Mind, who delights to show 
mercy and to do good.”65 In contrast, though, to his fellow-Puritan Jeremiah Burrough’s 
concept of participation, in Henry it is more analogical than real.66 

Henry’s treatment of God’s attributes throughout his written works communicates 
God’s perfection. As he was not a classical dogmatician, Henry does not go into any detail 
about how some of God’s attributes belong to him characteristically, others pre-eminently, 
and others figuratively, but the cumulative force of his teaching on God’s attributes present 
God as the sum of all perfection and therefore the “blessed God,” which, said Henry, was to 
call God “infinitely happy in the enjoyment of himself and his own perfections.”67 As such, 
his concept of God as the foundation of human happiness, rules out Stachniewski’s 
conclusion that the Puritan concept of God was a projection of their own despair.68 Also, 
given the pleasure within the Trinity, his doctrine of God requires that religion must be 
addressed to the heart as well as the head. Religion must be characterized by knowledge and 
joy, reasonableness and pleasantness.  
 
(2) “The God that made you and knows you and wishes you well”  
With reference to creation, Henry used Proverbs 8:22-31 to highlight not only the six-day 
pleasure the Father took in the Son’s perfect work of creation, but also the Son’s own joy 
before the Father “in the beauty and harmony of the whole creation,”69 especially because it 
was exactly in accordance with his plan and for his designated purposes.70 The Son’s creative 
work is also a source of happiness to the Christian because “he has wherewithal to make 

 
64. For example, Leigh wrote, “according as he doth communicate himself to no more or less, so are 

we more or less happy.” Edward Leigh, quoted by Muller, PRRD, 3:383. 
65. Henry, Pleasantness, 56-7. 
66. Van Vlastuin shows how although Burroughs conceded that strictly speaking, perfect sufficiency 

and satisfaction belong only to God, he also believed that God was “pleased freely to communicate his fulness 
to the creature, so that from God in Christ the Saints receive grace for grace.” Willem van Vlastuin, “A 
Theology of Contentment: The Promise of the Concept of Participation in the Puritan Jeremiah Burroughs 
(1599-1646),” Inaugural address, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, 2015, 7. Van Vlastuin notes a further instance 
where “Burroughs writes that God’s sufficiency is the most exalted quality of God and that believers participate 
(‘partake’) in this quality” (7). Van Vlastuin maintains that in using the language of participation to indicate 
how the believer partakes of God’s happiness, Burroughs went beyond the Reformers. He also identifies a 
difference between Burroughs and the Reformers spirituality in that Burroughs gives “an explicit attention for 
the affective dimension of human existence and the need of the human heart for happiness, contentment, joy and 
tranquility” (10-11). In Burroughs’ defense, Van Vlastuin pleads that, “This does not mean that the believer 
becomes ontologically equal to God, that a symmetrical relationship between God and the believer arises, that 
God becomes dependent on history, or that God's transcendence disappears. On the contrary, participation 
underlines the believer’s dependence on God. The believer does not have happiness in himself, but he has it 
through faith outside of himself in God” (7).  

67. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, 1 Tim 1:5-11.  
68. J Stachniewski, The Persecutory Imagination: English Puritanism and the Literature of Religious 

Despair (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 7. After studying Venning’s theology of God’s happiness, Roberts 
rejects “Stachniewski’s assertion that the puritan understanding of God was a projection of despair.” Roberts, 
Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 90-91.  

69. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 3:13-20. 
70. “The eternal God,” wrote Henry, “though infinitely happy in the enjoyment of himself, yet took a 

satisfaction in the work of his own hands.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Gen. 1:31; Gen. 2:1-3. 
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good all the foregoing promises of long life, riches, and honour; for all the wealth of heaven, 
earth, and seas, is his.”71 

It’s the joy which God’s creation gave to humanity that is Henry’s main focus and 
provides the primary lens through which he views God’s entire work of creation. God made 
the stars and planets not for themselves, nor for the heavenly spirits, but for humanity’s 
pleasure and advantage.72 Eden (which, Henry said, signified “delight” or “pleasure”) was 
designed as the most pleasure-filled place there has ever been on earth; a place God filled 
with pleasure for the happiness of humanity, providing a type of heaven’s happiness, and 
teaching that only God-designed pleasures can satisfy and please the soul.73 God made Eden 
not only for Adam’s profit, but to provide pleasure to all his human senses, and to motivate 
the serving of him with joy.74 God made Eve partly to give even greater pleasure and delight 
to Adam.75 Work was originally made as a pleasure, increased Adam’s pleasure in Eden, and 
is still such an essential component of happiness that the lack of it makes happiness 
impossible.76 Original perfection was characterized primarily by happiness. None of this 
created happiness added anything to God’s happiness.77 Edwards argued that God had so 
much delight in his original creation, especially in the joy it gave to his creatures, that it 
provided teleological proof that the happiness of the creation was his ultimate goal.78 While 
Henry did not make such an explicit claim, it could be arguably implied form his writing on 
this subject, and as such would be a helpful refutational argument against the Deists who 
presented God as detached and distant from his creation. 
 
(3) “Jehovah Jireh; the Lord will provide” 
God’s Fatherhood was central to Henry’s conception of God’s and the Christian’s mutual 
happiness in each other. First, the Christian’s calling of God ‘Father,’ is not only one of the 
greatest pleasures for the Christian but it also gives pleasure to God.79 Second, by viewing 
God as a Father and approaching him as a child, God’s commandments become a delight to 
study and obey, an important connection between theology and practice in Henry’s 

 
71. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 3:13-20. 
72. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Gen. 1:14-19. See Goodwin, ‘Of the Creatures, and the Condition of 

Their State by Creation,’ in Works, Vol. 2 (London: 1681-1704), 38 for his thought on the happiness on Eden 
and the original state. 

73. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Gen. 2:8-15.  
74. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Gen. 2:8-15. 
75. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Gen. 2:18-20. 
76. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Gen. 2:8-15. 
77. Goodwin also believed, “the purpose of God creating is so that his creation may see and enjoy his 

glory.” Jones, “The Theology of Christian Joy in the Works of Thomas Goodwin,” 58. That being said, 
Goodwin did issue a qualifying note not found in Henry that Adam’s joy was limited by his limited knowledge 
of God, so limited in fact that Goodwin claims Adam’s original joy was inferior to that of those who now know 
Christ by faith. Jones, “The Theology of Christian Joy in the Works of Thomas Goodwin,” 73. Two limitations 
he pointed to were that Adam’s original joy would never be consummated by entry into heaven and the 
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78. Thomforde, “Defending Happiness,” 98. Thomforde also finds this teleological purpose of 
creaturely happiness in one of Henry’s friends, William Bates (98).  

79. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Matt. 6: 9-15. This two-way pleasure means that God “like a tender 
father, looks upon them with pleasure, and they, like dutiful children, are pleased and abundantly satisfied with 
his smiles.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 11:4-7. 
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apologetic.80 Third, the Father takes pleasure in his children’s temporal and spiritual 
prosperity.81 He rejoices in them and delights to do them good.82 His people should therefore 
share his delights in the prosperity of his people and not envy them.83 Fourth, good 
providences are sweeter to believers because they trace them to God’s fatherly hand, see 
God’s wisdom in how he fits them to his children, tastes his love in them, and thanks him for 
them.84  

Fifth, God’s Fatherhood helps the Christian to find joy even in chastisement because 
it assures Christians that when God chastises them he takes no pleasure in it.85 Further, 
though afflictions may be the tokens of God’s temporary fatherly displeasure,86 they flow 
from his fatherly love to them. And to take it one additional step, Henry asserts that so far is 
God from taking pleasure in his children’s pain that he presents himself as afflicted in their 
afflictions.87 Divine chastisement, therefore, is both an expression of divine displeasure 
against sin and divine pleasure in the sinner.88 While hating sin, he still loves his sinful 
children. God’s chastisement is, therefore, not only motivated by his pleasure in the 
Christian, but also is intended ultimately to promote the happiness of the Christian, one 
plausible defence against objections based upon the believer’s suffering. 89 The pleasantness 
of religion, is consequently to be identified not only with prosperity but with chastisement, 
turning a negative into a positive, and providing an important defense of his pleasantness 
doctrine in the face of hard things in the Christian’s life. 

Although God’s providence is also expressed in his displeasure towards the wicked,90 
Henry attempts to defend God from any accusation that he finds happiness in the pain of his 
creatures. He takes no pleasure in afflicting those who are not his children,91 and he takes no 
delight in the death of sinners.92 Even when exercising his just displeasure, he “punishes with 
a kind of reluctance.”93 Further evidence of the fact that he takes no pleasure in the ruin of 
sinners is found in how, by his providence, “he puts them into a way to make themselves 
happy,”94 “tries all ways and methods with them to prevent their destruction and qualify them 
for salvation,”95 and in how speedily he accepts them when he perceives the workings of 
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83. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 35:17-28. 
84. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Eccl. 2:17-26. 
85. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 35:17-28. 
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repentance in them.96 His judgments are aimed at weaning people off their addiction to sinful 
pleasures.97 Henry used the revealed absence of God’s delight in the ruin of sinners, to imply 
that he “has pleasure in the recovery of those that repent” as “both an engagement and an 
encouragement to us to repent.”98  

How does Henry square this with God’s sovereignty? How can God decree the 
destruction of sinners and implement it, and yet take no pleasure in it? Does God have no 
pleasure in his wrath, in executing his holy justice? His Exposition’s treatment of Romans 9 
explicitly rejects Arminius’s view of election based upon the condition of faith, saying that 
“this very much strains the scripture.” 99 However, he also goes on to refute that God’s 
election of Jacob and not Esau is of them as individuals, preferring instead to see them as 
representatives of different peoples. Alternatively, he says, they are to be seen as depicting 
the Jews and the Gentiles, with Jacob representing the Gentiles due to him being the younger 
brother who gets the birthright ahead of the elder brother. Henry explicitly says that this 
passage was “to clear up the justice of God.” But in doing so, Henry’s exposition and defence 
takes a different approach to Calvin who saw the Apostle as teaching individual election.100 

 In his exposition of Ezekiel 18, Henry defended God’s character by distinguishing 
between “the will of his decree, his consequent will” and his “antecedent will, the will of his 
delight.”101  

It is true God has determined to punish sinners; his justice calls for their punishment, 
and, pursuant to that, impenitent sinners will lie for ever under his wrath and curse; 
that is the will of his decree, his consequent will, but it is not his antecedent will, the 
will of his delight.  

 
He asserted on the basis of this passage, that God’s consequent will had far less delight in 
condemning sinners than in saving them. These terms referring to God’s will had a different 
meaning for the Reformed and others such as the Remonstrants. For the Reformed it was a 
way of distinguishing logical order in God’s decrees. For the Remonstrants, God’s antecedent 
will was a decree to save all who believe and then after seeing who would believe, his 
consequent will decrees to save them, a view rejected by Reformed orthodoxy.  

In expositing the same passage in Ezekiel, Henry introduced another distinction 
between God’s government and God’s nature: 

 
96. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 33:19-28. 
97. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Isa. 24:1-12. 
98. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Ezek. 18:30-32. 
99. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Rom 9:6-13. 
100. Calvin, Romans 9:10-13. 
101. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Ezek. 18:21-29. “The antecedent will, for these divines, had a two-fold 

reference. Firstly, it concerned the idea that God prepares all humanity for salvation, which includes God 
writing the law on all human hearts and provision of Christ’s sacrifice for salvation. Then, secondly, the 
antecedent will is also when God considers all people as humans per se, without reference to their deeds.” 
Martin Ford, “John Owen’s Gospel-Offer: Well-meant or Not,” eds., Kelly Kapic and Mark Jones, The Ashgate 
Research Companion to John Owen’s Theology (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2012), 289. 
God’s consequent will considers people as sinners in rebellion against him. For further discussion, see Andreas 
Beck, “God, Creation, and Providence in Post-Reformation Reformed Theology,” The Oxford Handbook of 
Early Modern Theology 1600-1800, 201-202. 
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Though the righteousness of his government requires that sinners die, yet the 
goodness of his nature objects against it. 

 
Although, these and similar distinctions were commonly used in Henry’s time to overcome 
what seemed to be an apparent challenge to God’s sovereignty or an inconsistency in 
Scripture,102 they were not uniformly accepted by the Puritans.103 Henry’s apologetic motive 
to commend God to unbelievers by emphasizing his happiness and pleasantness, was 
attracted to such distinctions because they helped him with his project of attracting 
unbelievers with the beauty of God and clearing God of what may have been viewed as 
imperfections in his character. 

Henry’s emphasis on God’s goodness may also reflect Latitudinarian influences upon 
him. For example, Kim notes how Tillotson’s conception of God began with his perfection 
which meant that God’s acts would correspond with this and could not contradict it. This was 
not only the basis of his argument against some of the more arbitrary conceptions of God in 
Calvinistic Puritanism, he says, but also provided “a firmer foundation for the certainty of 
religion.”104 He explains further: 

The harsh and capricious judge portrayed by the reformers of the sixteenth century 
gave way to a depiction of God as a good and benevolent master…The image of God 
as a caring Creator showering his creatures with good gifts took the place of the 
portrait of God as a righteous Redeemer who arbitrarily chose who would and would 
not receive his benefits.105  

 
The goodness of God, rather than the sovereignty of God, was therefore Tillotson’s great 
emphasis as he argued that “it is a propension and disposition in the Divine nature to 
communicate being and happiness to his creatures,”106 Tillotson’s message was clear, 
maintains Kim: 

Unlike the vengeful and ill-tempered Jehovah of the early Puritans, Tillotson’s God 
was a compassionate and gracious father figure yearning to bequeath his children with 
love and happiness. In fact, this gracious God also endowed the pinnacle of his 
creative powers with inherent abilities to achieve happiness. This was the message the 
troubled Englishman in the seventeenth century yearned to hear.107 

 

 
102. Martin Ford traces the roots of this two-fold distinction in God’s will to leading theologians of the 

thirteenth century such as Alexander of Hales and Thomas Aquinas, and notes its use in Henry and a number of 
his contemporaries such as Thomas Manton and Matthew Poole. “John Owen’s Gospel-Offer,” John Owen’s 
Theology, 288-91. See discussion of this in Muller, PRRD, 4:465.  

103. Ford notes that Francis Turretin rejected the former, partly because of its modified use by 
Arminian and Socinian theologians. Martin Ford, “John Owen’s Gospel-Offer,” John Owen’s Theology, 289. 
John Owen rejected both proposals, believing “that the words [of Ezekiel] about God’s not willing the death of 
the sinner are fundamentally a command for Israel” and focus attention not so much on God’s nature, delight, or 
will but on Israel’s responsibility (292). 
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106. Tillotson, Works, Vol. 6 (London: 1820), 562. Quoted in Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the 

Reason for Religion,” 130. 
107. Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the Reason for Religion,” 131 
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There are echoes of this concern in Henry’s teaching, especially in his interpretation 
of Romans 9 and Ezekiel 18. The doctrine of election had been at the forefront of Puritan 
thought, and, as previously highlighted, became a source of worry and uncertainty for many 
believers.108 Henry’s teaching moderated the doctrine and he also attempted to frame it as a 
source of joy and comfort.109 

What about the Christian’s response to God’s providential judgements? In another 
distinction that enabled him to maintain his pleasantness doctrine, Henry explained that 
although the Christian may take pleasure in seeing the wicked destroyed, it is “not for the 
destruction itself or any personal vindication but that God is glorified, sin is shamed, atheists 
confounded, and warning is given to others.”110 Good people can respond to God’s judgments 
“with a holy pleasure” that God’s word is fulfilled and the cause of the innocent 
vindicated.111 But they must also stand in awe of these judgments and use them to “make 
them afraid of offending God and incurring his displeasure.”112 

Henry cautioned against judging providence on the basis of visible evidence of 
pleasantness as the land of Canaan was pleasantly situated yet under a divine curse.113 He 
also pointed to how Christ gave the sop to Judas as evidence that God’s providence 
sometimes gives worldly riches, honors, and pleasures to wicked men.114 But, he still insisted 
that religion’s ways will be pleasant, whether in easy times or difficult, if Christians 
acknowledge the ways are God’s providence.115 This seemingly easy assertion of spiritual joy 
in the midst of difficulty appears to underestimate the pain and complexity of suffering and 
will be examined further in the next chapter. This also demonstrates the hybrid nature of 
Henry’s pleasantness apologetic. He pointed to multiple evidences and experiences of 
pleasantness in the Christian life. However, when the evidence or experience was not there, 
he resorted to a more dogmatic approach that simply appealed to faith in what God’s Word 
teaches about the pleasantness of religion.  
 
(4) “ The infinite delight which the persons of the blessed Trinity have in each other” 
As the application of salvation will be considered below under ‘Soteriology,’ this section will 
focus on the planning and accomplishment of salvation. According to Henry’s exposition of 
Proverbs 8:22-31, God’s happiness was originally sourced in the relationships between the 
three persons of the Godhead, and their mutual satisfaction in the work of creation and 
redemption.116 The Son’s mediatorial work not only pleased his Father, it equally delighted 
the Son to anticipate and do this work as a fulfillment of his Father’s will.117 It is redemption 
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that becomes the focus in the New Testament, with the Father expressing his pleasure 
especially concerning the Son’s ready and cheerful undertaking of salvation.118 Henry went 
on to say that it is the Father’s pleasure in Christ that is the ground of any hope of salvation 
for, “All the interest which fallen man has or can have in God is grounded upon and owing to 
God’s well-pleasedness in Jesus.”119 It is especially Christ’s obedience on earth that pleased 
the Father, so pleased that he describes his Son’s whole person and work as “the pleasure of 
the Lord.”120  

Reviewing this analysis of the interaction between Henry’s doctrine of God and his 
pleasantness apologetic, it is clear that just as Henry’s doctrine of the reasonableness of 
religion was sourced in the reasonableness of God, so his doctrine of the pleasantness of 
religion was sourced in the pleasantness of God, the source of all other pleasure. As such, the 
Christian is to be “well pleased that there is such a being, well pleased in all his attributes, 
and relations to us…. It must be a constant pleasure to us to think of him, hear from him, 
speak to him, and serve him.”121 There is no subject more noble, more pleasant, more 
profitable,122 and there is enough in him to make believers completely happy and completely 
satisfied.123 Knowledge of this God is the source and foundation of all human happiness, as 
Calvin also affirmed.124 God was not only someone to be appeased but enjoyed.125  

This somewhat forestalls the objection, at least in this area, that Henry’s focus on the 
pleasantness of religion must result in an anthropocentric religion. Rather, God designed 
religion so that his glory and the Christian’s happiness were intertwined.126 As Henry scholar, 
Joo, noted: “In his last published book, The Pleasantness of a Religious Life (1714), Henry 
stressed that communion with God was not just a duty or obligation but also a goal or 
pleasure of humanity.”127 This confirms Warne’s observation that the Puritans did not equate 
“happiness with something only observable or sensed in nature.” Rather “following in a 
tradition that includes Aquinas, [they] believed God himself to be ‘the good,’ and that 
happiness consists in dispositions and relations to God that encompass the whole of a 
person.”128  

Henry’s pleasantness apologetic provoked ultimate questions about where ultimate 
goodness, happiness, and beauty could be found and pointed to God as the answer. Tillotson 
did this too, but developed this in greater detail and depth, and in terms of emphasis, focused 
more on meditation on God than on doing good.129 He also explored in greater depth the 
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happiness of God based on his attributes – including his unchangeableness, power, wisdom, 
sovereignty, goodness, and infinity, devoting a lengthy sermon to this topic.130 Tillotson’s 
Works while including the happiness of doing good, is more focused on the happiness of God 
being communicated to the believer by faith.131 Henry’s presentation of God as infinitely 
good, happy, and beautiful was not only pointing to the ultimate manifestation of these 
qualities but to the communicator of them to his creatures. Tillotson stressed that it is God’s 
glory and chief delight to communicate this happiness.132 This happy divine being and 
activity was what made happiness in this world possible and therefore worth pursuing. While 
Henry’s doctrine of God implicitly defended God from some theological and cultural 
caricatures, his was a largely positive apologetic designed to make God desirable and 
satisfying. While he did not embrace the Arminian doctrine of God in the area of election, his 
interpretation of key passages, though motivated by a desire to vindicate God’s character, 
represented a move away from classic Reformed orthodoxy. Tillotson and Henry also pointed 
to the inevitable sadness of atheism resulting from being separated from such a happy God as 
will be seen next. 
 
“A man is born into the world” 133 
Although Henry’s worldview, resonating with the Westminster Catechism,134 followed the 
traditional theological framework of Creation, Fall, Redemption, he often couched it in terms 
of pleasantness: pleasantness characterized the original creation, the pursuit of forbidden 
pleasure resulted in the loss of all pleasure, but God is graciously restoring true pleasure to 
the world. As humanity is at the center of this pleasantness meta-narrative, it’s no surprise 
that Henry’s anthropology was also shaped by this schema. As restored pleasure properly 
belongs to soteriology (see below), this section will examine the original pleasantness of 
humanity followed by the lost pleasantness resulting from sin.  

As God made everything for humanity’s pleasure and advantage135 he clearly made 
humanity with a capacity for pleasure. What kind of pleasure? Although spiritual pleasures 
had primacy,136 and rational pleasures were secondary,137 God also designed Adam and Eve 
with bodies that could receive pleasure through each of the human senses.138 The result was 
that humanity never enjoyed any greater pleasure than when living in Eden enjoying its God-
designed pleasures in an environment that was perfectly suited to their enjoyment of God and 
all his creation.139 This internal and external coherence motivated them towards joyful 
obedience and service,140 which made their fall into sin against such a good Creator all the 
worse.  
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Henry framed the devil’s temptation to Adam and Eve as an enticement to greater 
intellectual pleasures,141 with their sin in succumbing to this leading to the widespread 
destruction of pleasure. Now, instead of being born to pleasure, humanity is born to trouble 
and affliction.142 The few remaining remnants of pleasure are reduced further by multiple 
miseries, so that even the happiest lives are ravaged by many calamities.143  

Just as Henry’s reason apologetic contrasted the reasonableness of Christianity with 
the unreasonableness of unbelievers, so his pleasantness apologetic contrasted the sweetness 
of religion with the bitter experience of those who reject it and remain in their lost 
condition.144 This refutation of the unbelieving life parallels Tillotson’s popular sermon on 
The Wisdom of Being Religious, which began by proving its point and then showing the folly 
of an irreligious life. For example, Henry’s comments on Ecclesiastes 1:2-3, one of the texts 
in his ‘Reasons series,’ delineate the disadvantages and losses of an irreligious life. The aim 
of Solomon, the author of Ecclesiastes, was to make people religious by reducing people’s 
esteem and expectations of this world. He did this in two ways: first, by proving the vanity of 
this world, and, second, by showing it was insufficient to make anyone happy. Anxious not to 
undervalue God’s good gifts in this world, Henry said that the vanity spoken of here was 
applicable to anything that was sinfully abused and to everything else when considered apart 
from God. The long experience of this vanity, and its accompaniments of emptiness, 
dissatisfaction, and disappointment, led Solomon to assert it, prove it, and lay it down as a 
“fundamental principle, on which he grounded the necessity of being religious.”145 After 
proving the vanity of this world, Solomon’s second tactic of persuasion was to show the 
inability of the world to make anyone happy.146 Henry’s next sermon in the series was based 
upon Jeremiah 2:19, and taught that sin was not only evil in itself with no good in it 
whatsoever, but is also fatal to happiness as “it has a direct tendency to make us 
miserable.”147  

Henry continued this exploration of the fallen human condition in Pleasantness. For 
example, he described “the misery of the carnal, irreligious world” and how they have no 
peace either in their way or in their end.148 Later, Henry wondered aloud about what possible 
pleasure any can have who did not know God through Christ.149 This was not simply 
critiquing unbelievers, but rather he was wanting to disturb their ease and complacency by 
refutation, not just of their beliefs, but of the lifestyle consequences of these beliefs. As an 
apologist, he was also attempting to persuade them to think about ultimate pleasures they did 
not have and could not even properly conceive of, especially the inconceivable pleasure of 
being assured of spiritual sonship.150 He portrayed the irreligious as thinking that they have 
far greater happiness than the religious because they use far more of the things that delight 
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the senses, but then shocked them by saying that they don’t have half the pleasure as the 
religious in the delights of the senses, not only because their excess actually injures them but 
because they do not see God in their pleasures.151  

Following the method of the Apostle Paul in Romans 6:21, he asked those who had 
tried the ways of wickedness and who had tried to extract the maximum pleasure from this 
world to explain whether they had found any pleasure in these ways.152 Even the pursuit of 
legitimate pleasures that could do the wicked good, resulted in damage because pursued to an 
excess in an idolatrous manner that damaged their appetite for spiritual pleasures.153 Henry 
admitted that forbidden pleasures can give joy in the moment,154 but insisted that they are still 
not worth it.155 It’s not just that the way of sinners is difficult and therefore makes them 
unhappy; they cause difficulties for others too, thereby damaging others’ hopes of 
happiness.156 

Throughout his Exposition, with a view to convincing the unbeliever, Henry returned 
again and again to the theme of the unpleasantness of the irreligious life, contrasting it with 
the original pleasantness of the human condition. It’s not that the original constitutional 
desire for pleasure has been lost; but it has been warped. The carnal mind is now so full of 
enmity against God that people prefer anything before God, even something as sordid as 
carnal pleasure,157 and even finding pleasure in other people’s sin.158 It is so dark that people 
now have no idea about what will really make them happy. Also, people “do not know, and 
believe, and consider the eternity which they are upon the brink of.”159 If they knew the 
judgment of God was ahead “it would be a damp to their mirth, an allay to their pleasure, and 
would find them something to be in care about.”160  

Henry’s anthropology, based upon the Bible and human experience, presented a dark 
critique of the human condition by its lengthy and detailed exposition of the misery of the 
irreligious life. The Westminster Shorter Catechism asserted that “the fall brought mankind 
into an estate of sin and misery.”161 Henry’s lifelong focus on the second part of that answer, 

 
151. Henry, Pleasantness, 43-4. 
152. Henry, Pleasantness, 88. 
153. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 21:17.   
154. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 15:1-16.  
155.  Because they are deceitful (Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Heb. 3:7-19), and brief (Vol. 3, Job 18:5-

10), they sicken (Vol. 3, Jer. 2:9-13) pollute the heart (Vol. 3, Esther 9:20-32), weaken those who indulge them 
(Vol. 3, 2 Chron. 11:13-23), decrease with time (Vol. 5, John 2:1-11), and end in self-loathing (Vol. 2, 2 Sam. 
13:1-20). They leave behind a painful body, a wounded conscience (Vol. 1, Lev. 15:1-18), an inability to face 
the troubles of life (Vol. 3, Jer. 6:1-8), and, as the rich man found out in the story of Lazarus, they unfit people 
for spiritual pleasures (Vol. 5, Luke 16:19-3)1). Even the innocent pleasures of the bodily senses, never fully 
satisfy, are enjoyed less and less, and soon run out (Vol. 5, Luke 24:13-35). 

156. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 13:15. In a brief section in his sermon on the same text, Edwards 
said that the wicked’s pleasures actually bring more of sorrow with them than joy, both in this world and in the 
world to come.” Edwards, Pleasantness, 18. Human emotion is now so dysfunctional that, as Vos put it, “it is no 
longer an enjoying of things in God but a godless losing of himself in things outside God.” Vos, Reformed 
Dogmatics, Vol. 2, 52. 

157. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, 2 Tim. 3:1-9. 
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159. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Matt. 24:32-51. 
160. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Isa. 47:7-15. 
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mankind by their fall lost communions with God, are under his wrath and curse, and so made liable to all the 
miseries of this life, to death itself, and to the pains of hell for ever.” 
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the misery of humanity, was partly a foil to his contrasting teaching on the pleasures of the 
religious life, but was also stressed because most of the irreligious do not perceive their 
misery. Humanity longs for happiness but due to the impact of sin, there’s nothing harder to 
find. In this theme, Henry was following the example of Venning in portraying sin as the 
enemy of human happiness.162 His focus was not so much on the cause of sin but on its 
effects; not so much on forensic aspects but psychological, physical, and cosmological 
consequences. Yes, he saw social and cosmological consequences, but even more the 
personal consequences. Yes, he saw it as against God, but put greater weight on sin being 
against humanity itself.163 Henry was not just concerned with getting people right with God, 
but with getting people right with and within themselves. He certainly believed in objective 
guilt before God, but was more focused on the subjective experience of guilt and misery in 
the human heart. 

In sum, for all his affirmation of the Latitudinarian apologetic mission based upon the 
reasonableness and pleasantness of religion, Henry’s devastating analysis of human nature, 
would appear to distance him from them on this central point of anthropology. While they 
taught about sin and its effects and even used similar language to the Puritans, as Kim’s study 
of the Tillotson, for example, highlights, they did not mean the same things as the Puritans.164  

As to the rhetorical and apologetic purpose of such a pessimistic anthropology, in his 
analysis of early modern confutations of atheism, Sheppard notes that “the assessment of 
character [was] a component part of the practice of persuasive and dissuasive rhetorical 
technique.” 165  He traced the common Early Modern strategy of analyzing the atheist’s 
condition and character back to Aristotle and Cicero who were both convinced that focusing 
on character “was an essential element of public persuasion” and that “in order to identify the 
atheist, the religious apologist had to be able to enumerate the many marks by which his 
character could be recognized,”166 a practice that Henry followed and which may be 

 
162. Ralph Venning, Sin, the Plague of Plagues (London: 1669). 
163. Condie also identified this Puritan concentration upon disordered human psychology in his 

analysis of affection and intellect in Richard Baxter. Human psychology needed restoration, as part of salvation, 
he said, because “true spirituality is dependent upon healthy psychology.” Condie, “Affection and Intellect in 
Richard Baxter,” Puritanism and Emotion, 27. 

164. Kim identifies in Tillotson’s teaching an ability in humanity to choose what is prudent for this life. 
Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the Reason for Religion,” 117. However, he rejects the idea that the 
Latitudinarians abandoned traditional and Augustinian anthropology (124). Rather, he portrays it as a “subtle 
shift in anthropological language and emphasis” that reflected the culture’s need for a more temperate and 
optimistic form of religion. “Tillotson desired to present to the burdened Englishman a religious message of 
hope and tranquility that started with his understanding of a benevolent God who desired happiness for the 
climax of his creation—man” (124). He explains: “Tillotson shifted the focus away from an emphasis on man’s 
redemptive inability in the post-Fail state to man’s moral potential derived from Creation due to the particular 
religious and political situations in which Tillotson found himself. Though weakened and marred by sin, man 
was touted as a rational and virtuous being who, with the right persuasion and inspiration, could endeavor to 
live a happy and blessed life in the present and a judgment-free life in the future” (124). Later, Kim highlights 
passages in Tillotson that indicate he did move away from Calvinist notions of depravity, attributing to the 
sinner abilities that would never have been accepted by the Reformers, as he rejected monergistic salvation and 
advocated instead for human cooperation with God (151). While still using the language of impotency, he 
actually meant mere weakness and still viewed man as able to cooperate with God and inclined to do so (152). 
See pages 156-161 for more on Tillotson and the inherent goodness of man and his innate propensity to good. 
Kim concludes, “Sin thus had no irreparable effect upon man’s inherent moral nature and ability” (161). 

165. For examples, see Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 57-64. 
166. Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 51. 
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classified under the apologetic mode of refutation. This was not so much a refutation of false 
beliefs, but a refutation of the miserable life that results from such beliefs. It was not so much 
about the implausibility of the unbelieving life but its undesirability. Instead of only 
persuading people to faith based on the way Christianity satisfies needs, it sought also to 
persuade people out of unbelief because of its failure to satisfy needs, and indeed that it only 
multiplies and deepens the needs. Despite this pessimistic element in his anthropology, 
Henry’s dominant anthropological belief was that humanity consistently sought for happiness 
and eternal good,167 especially in religion, a desire that is so deep that nothing in this world 
can satisfy it. Henry recognized this in his culture, saw the widespread failure to attain it, and 
designed his apologetic around it.  
 
“Precious Christ”168  
If, as argued above, the Scriptures are the source of the highest pleasures, if God is himself a 
fountain of pleasures, and if human lostness is characterized by lost pleasure, then would not 
the person and work of he who is the Word of God, the Son of God, and the Savior of lost 
sinners be characterized by pleasantness? The answer to that question will be supplied by an 
examination of Henry’s teaching about the person and work of Christ, expressed in classical 
Reformed terms of  prophet, priest, and king, which he also used in his own catechism,169 
giving attention both to Christ’s pleasure in these offices and in the believer’s response to 
them. 
 
(1) “Christ executeth the office of a Prophet”170 
The Son of God’s prophetic office is primarily exercised through the Word of God, which 
itself evidences God’s concern to make his people happy. For example, he inspired the book 
of Ecclesiastes to convince “of the vanity of the creature, and its insufficiency to satisfy us 
and make a happiness for us.”171 However, this was all preparatory to the next book, the Song 
of Solomon, by which “we shall be quickened to seek for happiness in the love of Christ, and 
that true transcendent pleasure which is to be found only in communion with God through 
him.”172 In no other book of the Bible is the mutual pleasure enjoyed by Christ and the 
believer revealed so clearly and constantly.173 But if the Old Testament gave pleasure, Henry 
had even greater hopes for the New Testament’s pleasure-giving power. Why? Because “this 

 
167. Henry, ‘To the Reader’ in Pleasantness of a Religious Life (1714), i. 
168. Henry, Pleasantness, 151, “The more precious Christ is to us, the more pleasant will every part of 

our work be.” 
169. Henry, Scripture Catechism, 29 (Prophet), 30 (Priest), and 32 (King). 
170 Henry, Scripture Catechism, 29, 
171. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Song 1:1. 
172. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Song 1:1. 
173. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Song 1:12-17; Vol. 3, Song 4:8-14. Although all other pleasures 

diminish, the kisses of Christ which the believer receives in the soul by the Spirit of God become more and 
more delightful (Vol. 3, Song 1:2-6). The believer’s experience of loving Christ and of being loved by him gives 
more pleasure to them than the most exquisite sensual delights (Vol. 3, Song 1:2-6; Song 1:12-17). 
Remembering these pleasures and the satisfaction found in Christ makes them careful about offending him and 
losing them (Vol. 3, Song 2 Introduction.). 
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is that part of Scripture which does most plainly testify of Christ, and in which that gospel 
grace which appears unto all men, bringing salvation, shines most clearly.”174 

Learning about Christ from Christ is the greatest pleasure possible.175 Without 
Christ’s office of prophet, humanity would know nothing of the Gospel and God’s will for 
salvation. Christ took great pleasure in this position and thanked his Father for it.176 It 
includes the Son of God’s issuing of commands, commands which his Word presents as not 
only reasonable but sweet and pleasant, meaning easy and gracious. Those who willingly 
wear the yoke of Christ’s commands will find that they never hurt but only refresh because it 
is “a yoke of pleasantness” and one “that is lined with love.”177 But does obedience to God 
always result in pleasure and never pain? Henry does qualify this claim slightly by saying “it 
may be a little hard at first, but it is easy afterwards; the love of God and the hope of heaven 
will make it easy.”178 Christ’s promises also tend towards making Christ’s precepts easy, so 
that it’s “not only tolerable, but pleasant, and sweet, and very comfortable.”179 These and 
other defences to objections made against Henry’s pleasantness apologetic will be examined 
further in the next chapter.  
 
(2) “Christ executeth the office of a Priest” 
As already noted above, the Son of God took pleasure in his future saving work in his pre-
incarnate state. This, Henry said, should encourage all to come to a willing Savior who 
delights to confer the benefits of his saving work upon lost sinners.180 Henry encouraged 
penitents to seek Christ’s pardon because “he had pleasure in forgiving sin, and it was his 
delight; he loves to speak pardon and peace to penitents.”181  

What about when Christ came to earth? Was he able to experience pleasure in his 
human nature? Did his perfection shield him from pain? Roman Catholic theologians taught 
that Christ experienced the beatific view of God on earth, asserted that the sufferings were 
mainly physical, and that his sufferings were not in his rational soul, but only in the sensitive 
part and limited to sympathy with the body.182 Henry rejected this, as evidenced by his 
teaching on Christ’s final soul-sufferings,183 and by his insistence that Christ suffered pain 
throughout his life.  

Despite the excruciating pain involved in it for Christ, the doctrine of Christ crucified 
is not only the greatest source of pleasure and delight to the Father,184 and to the angels,185 
but also to the believer.186 He defended his pleasantness apologetic against the objection that 

 
174. Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 5, np. 
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178. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Mat. 11:25-30.  
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to be in pain for sin…cannot but know what a pleasure it is to believe in Christ…” 
182. R. Bellarmine, “De Christo,” Controversiis, IV, c. 8; cf. B. de Moor, Comm. theol., IV, 122ff.; C. 

Vitringa, Doctr. christ., V, 555ff. 
183. See his exposition on Matt. 26:37–38, 27:46, Mark 14:33–34; 15:34; and Luke 22:44 
184. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, 8:21-30. 
185. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Heb. 9:1-7. 
186. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, John 6:28-59. Pleasantness, 126. 
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believers are at times, afflicted and weak, by saying that in his priestly office, Christ took 
pleasure in his infirmities for the sake of his people, and in doing so, calls believers to do the 
same for his sake.187 And as they do so, they are to remind themselves that they are friends of 
a great High Priest who “is afflicted in their afflictions, and takes pleasure in their 
prosperity.”188 

The righteousness that Christ worked out during his life of obedient suffering is 
offered to believers as a primary source of joy.189 The substitutionary nature of Christ’s work 
and the connection between it and the believer’s pleasure is made explicit when Henry says: 
“Christ had trouble, that we might have peace; pain, that we might have pleasure; sorrow, 
that we might have joy.”190 In asserting this, Henry appears to apply all soteriological 
benefits to the life of every Christian here and now, in this world and at this time. This raises 
the question as to whether he advocates too much of a realized eschatology and does this 
result in an unrealistic depiction of the Christian life? This possibility will also be addressed 
in the next chapter.  
 
(3) “Christ executeth the office of a King” 
Henry presented Christ’s kingship not as a cold, distant, arbitrary sovereignty but rather as a 
personal and joyful implementation of a wise plan.191 Just as the Old Testament prophets, 
priests, and kings were anointed with oil when appointed to their offices, so Christ was 
anointed with what that oil symbolized, the joyful presence and power of the Holy Spirit. He 
was anointed with the Spirit above measure, without limitation, and therefore took more 
pleasure in his official work than anyone ever did.192  

Christ’s kingly power was demonstrated in his miracles of healing, something he also 
took great pleasure in.193 Although no one ever had so much pleasure in privately retiring to 
commune with God, yet he chose to be often in a crowd doing good.194 No one, not even the 
greatest pleasure seeker found so much joy as Jesus did in doing good to souls.195 In this, 
Jesus left his followers an example to follow, specifically the doing of good with pleasure,196 
something he continues to do as he plants graces in souls, draws them into exercise, and finds 
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these fruits of his grace as pleasant fruits.197 This joy will only be completely realized in the 
eternal state when all the elect are brought to glory. Christ’s people respond to his pleasure in 
them by taking pleasure in him.198 Finally, there is Christ’s kingly triumph in his resurrection. 
Henry’s commentary on Matthew 28 mentions joy twenty-five times and in one place said, 
“It is the will of Christ that his people should be a cheerful joyful people, and his resurrection 
furnishes them with abundant matter for joy.”199  

In sum, as Christ is the center of Christianity, it was essential that Henry’s 
pleasantness apologetic would center in Christ. As has been evidenced, Christ’s three offices 
were an ample source of pleasure both to him and to his people, and each office was 
necessary to secure their joy. Even the pain that Christ endured in his substitutionary work 
resulted in greater pleasure for him and secured the pleasure of his people. As such, Christ’s 
pleasure in his work and in his people is a magnetic apologetic argument for drawing people 
to him. As the work of Christ cannot be discovered by natural theology, this part of his 
apologetic was, of necessity, based upon Biblical revelation. But the Bible’s portrayal of 
Christ’s joy in himself, his saving work, and his people is a joy that someone can enter into 
and experience by faith even in the present, and even in suffering.200 

As Van Vlastuin notes, some treatments of happiness in that era lacked Christological 
focus.201 The seriousness of this is underlined by Calvin who wrote that “the whole of our 
salvation, and all the branches of it, are comprehended in Christ,” and urged that because 
“blessings of every kind are deposited in him, let us draw from his treasury, and from no 
other source, till our desires are satisfied.”202 While Pleasantness makes numerous mentions 
of Christ as a source of religious profit and pleasure,203 with one particularly impressive 
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glorious manifestation on the Mount of Transfiguration (Vol. 5, Matt. 17:1-13), his present heavenly glory (Vol. 
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example,204 Henry frequently connected pleasantness with religion in general and with moral 
living, without bringing Christ explicitly into religion or moral living. Thus, to some degree, 
he may have succumbed to the spirit of the age.  

 
“All their salvation and all their desire”205 
Having considered the connection between the accomplishment of salvation and Henry’s 
pleasantness apologetic in the sections on Christology and the doctrine of God, the question 
now is, ‘How does Henry’s teaching on the application of salvation support his apologetic 
argument for the pleasantness of a religious life?’ Just as Henry argued that sin resulted in the 
loss of the pleasantness with which God filled the world and humanity at the time of the 
original creation, so he portrays salvation from sin as God’s way of restoring that original 
pleasantness. This salvific pleasantness will be studied under the following headings: (1) 
“The thread of peace and pleasure runs through the whole web of serious godliness,”206 (2) 
“What pleasure comparable to that of doing good,”207 (3) “Pleasure in the way,” 208 (4) “The 
sweetest joy,” 209 (5) “We place not religion in raptures and transports.” 210 
 
(1) “The thread of peace and pleasure runs through the whole web of serious godliness”  
Henry presented the whole Christian life as pleasant, being a restoration of the original life 
enjoyed by Adam, with the church being Eden, serving Christ the equivalent of “tending and 
keeping the garden,” and Christ the tree of life.211 But he also broke this down into more 
detail, highlighting the complexity of this pleasantness. These profits and pleasures are multi-
layered and include the exercises of piety and devotion,212 being adopted by God,213 drawing 
near to God,214 thinking of God, hearing from God,215 reading and thinking about God’s 
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law,216 obeying God,217 giving to God,218 walking in the path of duty,219 and many others.220 
Henry’s emphasis on the multiplicity of religious profit and pleasure is one of the most 
developed components of his apologetic. He doesn’t rule out common or non-religious 
pleasures (see below under ‘The sweetest joy”), but is careful to place them second to 
religious pleasures. Happiness was not possible unless the most important part of humanity, 
the immaterial and immortal soul, was satisfied. Christianity met the multiple needs of the 
soul.221 

Henry also explained how some activities of the Christian life are pleasures even 
though they might not seem to be at first. Giving, for example, is to be done cheerfully. But 
how? By thinking “that thou art honouring God with thy substance, doing good, making thy 
brother easy, and laying up for thyself a good security for time to come.”222 Thus “a good 
man can take as much pleasure in serving others as in raising himself.”223 And what about 
when a choice must be made between two spiritual pleasures? “Public usefulness to others 
must be preferred before the pleasure of secret communion with God ourselves; for it is more 
blessed to give than to receive.”224  

Despite the holistic complexity of soteriological joy in Henry, there are some 
significant omissions. First, for all Henry’s emphasis on the joy of sanctification, he gave 
little attention to the sanctifying action of God, the divine setting apart of a person to holy 
uses. Second, no matter how much obedience the believer pursues and even practices, it is 
still relatively small when compared with perfect obedience, which therefore limits the 
experience of joy.225 Third, Henry’s focus on the positive emotions of the Christian life, and 
especially the joy of the new thoughts, desires, and emotions of the Christian life, resulted in 
less attention being paid to the essence of repentance which involved hostility to the previous 
course of life and in seeing comfort even in repentance.226 There isn’t much recognition of 
active abhorrence of the previous relationship with God in Henry’s presentation of the 
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pleasantness of religion or the pain of repentance. Fourth, for all the layers of joy in Henry’s 
complex view of pleasantness, he does not include mystical joy. Roberts notes that “the 
language of spiritual ravishment, an ecstatic experience of spiritual joy” can be found among 
some Puritans,227 and he lays out the range of emotional experience in the Puritans, from 
contentment “to the intense feelings of ecstatic ravishment and rapture.”228 Henry’s 
conception of pleasantness is somewhere in the middle of this range, which may be explained 
partly by his focus on reason and partly by his moderate temperament which he consciously 
promoted in contrast with ‘Enthusiasts.’ 
 
(2) “What pleasure comparable to that of doing good?” 
What is the way to happiness? It’s a question that great thinkers have wrestled with through 
the centuries. Greek and Roman philosophers wrestled with what is the way to human 
flourishing or eudaimonia as they often termed it. The most influential views had been that of 
Plato and Aristotle who “located the highest form of life in mental activity and philosophical 
contemplation.”229 Henry’s answer, consistent with his reputation as a practical Bible 
commentator, was more practical.230 However, it is rarely recognized that his practical 
emphasis was connected to his apologetic concern, and that in seven ways. First, a person’s 
practical morality revealed their underlying beliefs. Sheppard identifies not just erroneous 
beliefs but sinful practices as part of the manifestation of atheism that perplexed leaders in 
post-Reformation times.231 The practical atheism that was evidenced in a life of unrepentant 
sin was viewed as seriously as any deviation in belief.232 In fact, because it was so risky for 
atheists to publicly confess their unbelief, it was common for an atheist to be “very orthodox 
in his opinion, [but] very heretical in his practice.”233 Thus atheistic belief was often 

 
227. Roberts, “Puritan Happiness in Bolton, Norden, and Rous,” Puritanism and Emotion, 114. A 

survey of their works, diaries, and journals reveals that the language of ecstatic joy is “employed by puritans in 
their discussions of the believer's delight in God and the happiness of the regenerate in this life, reflecting not 
only an ideal expectation but also, apparently, the author's personal experience” (114). See also Jean D. 
Williams, “The Puritan Quest for Enjoyment of God: An Analysis of the Theological and Devotional Writings 
of Puritans in Seventeenth Century England” (PhD diss., University of Melbourne, 1997), 345-52. 

228. Roberts, “Puritan Happiness in Bolton, Norden, and Rous,” Puritanism and Emotion, 114-5. 
229. Keith Thomas, The Ends of Life: Roads to Fulfilment in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2009), 10. 
230. For example, Chapman described his Exposition as the first “complete, practical, popular 

exposition of the Word of God” in English, and “thus did he break down the barriers which the scholastic habits 
of centuries had raised, and afford assistance to his fellow-countrymen to explain treasures and enjoy the 
consolations of the revealed will of God.” Chapman, Matthew Henry, 130-132. 

231. Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 18. “To the men and women living through the religious crises of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, atheism was much more than an intellectual denial of God's existence. It 
included any deviation from the practices of the Christian religion which necessarily implied a denial of the true 
God, the true religion, and the personal, social, and political order in which these truths were inscribed.” 
Sheppard points to Tilloston’s sermons preached during the 1690’s and early 1700’s in defense of the Christian 
religion as specific examples of this practical connection. While Sheppard concedes that some of the sermons 
were theological, he maintains that Tillotson’s focus “was never very far removed from its practical moral 
consequences.” Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 87. 

232. “Between the Reformation and the Enlightenment, atheism was regarded as not only an 
intellectual denial of God’s existence and a corresponding life which manifested this unbelief in practice 
through unrepentant sin, but it was also identified as any deviation from right belief and right living in irreligion 
and heresy.” Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 18-19. 

233. H. Hammond, “Sermon XVI, 2 Pet. 3,” in Sermons (London, 1675). Quoted in Sheppard, Anti-
Atheism, 19. 
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identified via atheistic practice. Second, as ungodly behavior was often seen as the cause of 
ungodly beliefs,234 the practical side of religion was seen as essential part of apologetics, 
especially as an evidential argument. Third, practical Christianity was also an essential 
element in the refutation of Roman Catholicism as it had charged the Reformation doctrine of 
justification by faith with being a simple external declaration with no moral consequences for 
the inner man. Fourth, religious apologists were afraid that “the presence of atheists in 
society threatened to unravel the interwoven bonds of personal, social, and political order,” 
and presaged “a sociopolitical world turned upside-down, a world which would necessarily 
descend into chaos, disorder, and ultimately tyranny.”235  

Fifth, the Latitudinarians were concerned to combat antinomianism because its 
licentiousness had a detrimental impact on the apologetic witness of Christians.236 The focus 
on right individual practice was therefore a concern for political and societal order but also 
for defensive apologetics.237 A godly life had to be more than meditating on the character of 
God, or resting in Christ’s perfect obedience; it was to be practical and resulted in holy 
action.238 The connection between practical Christianity and apologetics is crystalized in 
Henry’s preface to the first volume of his Exposition, where he explained he was “aiming in 
all to promote practical godliness, and carefully avoiding matters of doubtful disputation and 
strifes of words.” Why? Because, “It is only the prevalency of the power of religion in the 
hearts and lives of Christians that will redress our grievances, and turn our wilderness into a 
fruitful field.”239 

Sixth, as noted in chapter one, Henry’s culture was increasingly connecting happiness 
with material prosperity, with the acquisition of goods and the enjoyment of physical 
comforts, not just on a personal but also on a national level. Henry’s stress on practical 
Christian morality, again not just on an individual but on a national level (for example, via 
his support for the Societies for the Reformation of Manners), was not just an attempt to 
refute his culture’s connection of happiness with materialism, but also an attempt to address 
the immorality that was resulting from such wrong views of happiness.240 

 
234. Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 22. “The reason God so urgently insisted on the observation of the 

Decalogue, another minister claimed, was that any deviation was liable to lead one down the slippery slope of 
an atheist’s progress: ‘first to think little of God, and then by little and little to inure men to prophanity, and 
habituate them to baffle and affront the Name of God.’” Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 24. 

235. Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 201. Kim’s dissertation on Tillotson argued that “the two primary 
motivations that drove Tillotson’s defense of Christianity were (1) the desire for intellectual certainty, and (2) 
the desire for communal stability. Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the Reason for Religion,” 5. See also 
pages 27, 34, 179-180, 207 

236. Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the Reason for Religion,” 124-5. 
237. Not many years later, Edwards would also argue that “Christian practice is not a subsequent 

response to Christian experience, but the constitutive essence of Christian experience…Without Christian 
practice, there is no Christian life.” McDermott, One Holy and Happy Society, 99. 

238. Bavinck highlighted how “from the beginning, there was in the Reformed church and Reformed 
theology a practical school of thought that was averse to all scholasticism and put all emphasis on life.” See 
Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, Vol. 3, 535–536. 

239. The full quotation is: “As to the practical observations, I have not obliged myself to raise 
doctrines out of every verse or paragraph, but only have endeavoured to mix with the exposition such hints or 
remarks as I thought profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness, aiming 
in all to promote practical godliness, and carefully avoiding matters of doubtful disputation and strifes of words. 
It is only the prevalency of the power of religion in the hearts and lives of Christians that will redress our 
grievances, and turn our wilderness into a fruitful field.” Henry, preface in Exposition, Vol. 1, np. 

240. See Slack, “Material Progress,” 594-596 
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Seventh, practical Christianity was also advanced as part of Henry’s apologetic. As he 
argued in Pleasantness, a life of practical godliness was the happiest possible life.241 The 
practice of true religion secured the ultimate end of humanity – happiness242 – and therefore 
gave Christianity an advantage over all other religions.243 But it wasn’t just that practical 
godliness made people happy; for Henry, happiness also increased practical godliness. Henry 
expected his pleasantness doctrine to increase vigor in duty, eagerness to do good works, 
desire to serve God, the pursuit of acts of charity, liveliness and engagement in worship, 
perseverance in serving God, prayer and meditation upon God, and resistance to 
temptation.244 Just as reason helped revelation and vice versa so pleasantness advanced 
obedience and vice versa.245  

This two-way emphasis on emotions and practice was vital because, as Rivers 
explains, for Puritan Non-conformists “human affections, how they function, how they can be 
aroused and directed in the service of God, becomes of central importance,” with the 
attendant danger that “feeling may take priority over good action.” On the other hand, the 
Anglican tradition’s emphases on “human rationality and capacity to choose the good,” 
created the danger of being over-optimistic about the state of humanity.246 Henry attempted 
to combine the positives of both, while avoiding the dangers of both. This is one of the 
reasons why Old describes him as “one of the foremost teachers of the Christian life” who 
“presents us with an admirable approach to Protestant spirituality,”247 and that “he represents 
Moderatism at its best.”248 Henry’s practical bent, meant that he did not just command people 
to be happy, nor did he try to whip up some temporary emotional high. Rather, using the 
Bible, he showed Christians why they should be happy, what practical steps they should take 

 
241. Tillotson similarly asserted, “To do good is the most pleasant employment in the world. It is 

natural; and whatever is so is delightful. We do like ourselves whenever we relieve the wants and distresses of 
others.” Tillotson, Works (1720), 173.  

242. Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the Reason for Religion,” 162. 
243. Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the Reason for Religion,” 162. Kim proves that “A favorite 

theme that the Latitudinarians extolled was that holiness and happiness were essentially the same thing” (164). 
244. Henry, Pleasantness, 156-157. 
245. “For Bolton too, happiness was both enjoyed through godliness and served as an encouragement 

to greater endeavours. ‘A joyful sense then of these precious priviledges and blessings of Heaven, in which no 
unregenerate man hath either part or fellowship, is a most powerfull and peculiar motive to the Christian.’ In 
this, he shares the views of Senault and Wright, for whom the passions were also to be directed to serve virtue.” 
Roberts, “Puritan Happiness in Bolten, Norden and Rous,” Puritanism and Emotion, 106. As Roberts said of 
Venning, “godliness is not only the means to happiness but happiness inspires and motivates godliness.” 
Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 96. This is a point that Condie notices also in Baxter, who 
taught that “the rational soul had need of the passions to catalyse it into action” (24). “Furthermore, these 
affective responses to God are necessary for the ongoing welfare of the redeemed soul. ‘Affection holdeth its 
object faster than bare judgment doth’, claimed Baxter, which meant that the soul captured by delight in God 
was more steadfast in resisting temptation and pursuing godliness” (29). He explained further: “Baxter held that 
without the spark of passion, the intellect is slow to receive truth and the will lacks the inclination to choose and 
to act. For him, two images that were Puritan commonplaces explained this effect: the passions are ‘the wheels 
or the sails of the reasonable soul, to speed our motion for God and our salvation’” (24). 

246. Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 24. 
247. Old, Reading and Preaching, Vol. 5, 24-25. 
248. Old, Reading and Preaching, Vol. 5, 25. 
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towards happiness,249 and the benefits of that for the soul and the Christian’s witness.250  
However it’s questionable if Henry does enough to account for the times when the pursuit 
and practice of Christian virtue leads believers not into pleasant experiences but into 
discomfort, disagreement, opposition, and even persecution. 

Henry’s focus on practical godliness as the route to happiness, while shared with the 
Latitudinarians,251 was not shared by Grotius who did not teach the pleasantness of 
obedience. Rather his focus was on the superior beauty, simplicity, and spirituality of the 
Christian ethic as compared to the ugliness, complexity, and bondage of other systems and 
religions.252 Nor was it shared by other Puritans. For example, Goodwin focused on the 
sealing of the Spirit, a post-conversion experience in which the Holy Spirit made a direct 
impression on the believer. In this case, “joy comes not from a life of obedience, nor from 
observing that ones’ life demonstrates ones’ status as a regenerate believer, but from the 
immediate person of the Holy Spirit himself.”253 This usually happened though through the 
Spirit’s application of Scripture,254 and resulted in knowing and enjoying God.255 Another 
approach was that of Sibbes, “whose pastoral solution to the absence of joy and assurance 
was to look to Christ, his promises and his finished work.”256 Ames said that the chief aim “is 
not blessedness, which respects our profit, but goodness, which is referred to God’s glory.”257 
These three approaches are more noetic and theocentric, whereas Henry’s Pleasantness had a 
strong practical and anthropocentric element, with the attendant danger of overshadowing 
Christ’s ongoing work of applying redemption as prophet, priest, and king.  

Which raises the question, did Henry reflect the emphasis of the Protestant 
Reformation? Thomforde claims that the Reformation “brings about a soteriological and 
Christocentric emphasis for the doctrine of Christian happiness…What God has done for 
sinners through the death and resurrection of Christ emerges as the most immediate source 
and object of Christian joy and happiness”258 Also, did Henry sufficiently stress the beatific 

 
249. Henry, Pleasantness, 146-154. For example, keep up good thoughts of God, dwell by faith upon 

the promises of God, order the affairs of religion wisely, especially by avoiding overdoing in well-doing, live in 
love for Christians and maintain communion with them, praise God with joy and thankfulness, live in 
dependence upon Jesus Christ, and meditate upon the future heavenly glory. 

250. That people should take practical steps to increase the pleasantness of religion in their lives is 
clearly implied in his statement that, “True piety as far as it goes is very pleasant; as far as it has its due 
influence upon us, and is rightly understood, and lived up to.” Henry, Pleasantness, 18. 

251. Tillotson, “The Wisdom of Being Religious,” Works Vol. 1, (London: 1820), 424-5; “The 
Excellency of the Christian Religion,” (London: 1820), Works, Vol. 1,  441-2. See also 448. 

252. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 2.13-18. 
253. Jones, “The Theology of Christian Joy in the Works of Thomas Goodwin,” 36-7. 
254. As Jones explains, “According to Goodwin ‘God, known and enjoyed; is the supreme happiness 

of man in all conditions.’” Jones, “The Theology of Christian Joy in the Works of Thomas Goodwin,” 84. 
255. Jones, “The Theology of Christian Joy in the Works of Thomas Goodwin,” 72. 
256. Jones, “The Theology of Christian Joy in the Works of Thomas Goodwin,” 36-7. 
257. “But although in this life there is contained as well to live happily as to live wel, yet [...], to live 

well, is more excellent then [...], to live happily; and that which ought cheifly and finally to be respected is not 
blessedness, which respects our profit, but goodness, which is referred to Gods glory. Therefore Divinity is 
better defined by that good life whereby we live to God, then by a blessed life whereby we live to our selves; as 
it is called of the Apostle by a Synecdoche. The doctrine according to God lives, 1. Tim. 6. 3.” William Ames, 
The Marrow of Theology, 1.1.8. 

258. Thomforde, “Defending Happiness, 33. For more on Calvin’s Christocentric happiness see page 
34. 
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vision of God alongside practical obedience as a means to happiness, and that such 
contemplation of God empowers and motivates practical obedience?  

His Exposition answers by demonstrating that he did not go so far as to separate 
practical morality from biblical doctrine, as was becoming increasingly common in his 
day.259 He also avoided moralism by his emphasis on the internal work of the Holy Spirit, 
who is “sent to be the Comforter…our teacher…our remembrancer…our sanctifier…our 
guide…260 The Spirit not only gives God’s people wisdom and power to obey, but “will make 
their duty plain, easy, and pleasant.”261 Only by the Holy Spirit being poured out on his 
people will believers be enabled to do their duty easily and happily.262 However, he had less 
emphasis on the beatific vision compared with his practical focus. 
 
 (3) “Pleasure in the way”  
When is this pleasantness enjoyed? “The pleasures of religion do not cost us dear,” wrote 
Henry, “there is no loss by them when the account comes to be balanced.”263 Although this 
may seem to point to the profit calculated at the final reckoning on the day of judgment, on 
the same page he went on to argue on the basis of Psalm 19:10 that there is great profit not 
only after keeping the commandments but in keeping them,264 that the Christian can expect 
not only heavenly profit and pleasure in the future but earthly profit and pleasure in the 
present.  

That Henry is referring to pleasure in this world is confirmed when he went on to say 
that “the soul may even then dwell at ease, when it is laboring most diligently for the meat 
that endures to eternal life.”265 Henry argued strongly and repeatedly that the believer “shall 
not only find life at the end, but pleasure in the way.”266 This is a significant emphasis in 
Henry, promoting Christianity not only because it is right or because there is a reward at the 
end—which may not be enough to overcome people’s reluctance to give up forbidden 
pleasures or take pains in religion—but because of the pleasure in the present way.267 This 
idea of present pleasure and peace is found throughout Pleasantness. Henry also insisted that 
this peace was found not merely in religion in general but in each particular path of 

 
259. See also Isabel Rivers, “Grace, Holiness, and the Pursuit of Happiness: Bunyan and Restoration 

Latitudinarianism,” John Bunyan Conventicle and Parnassus: Tercentenery Essays (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1988), 46-47, for more on the move away from doctrinally based happiness to practically based happiness. She 
says that it was therefore the task of the religious moralist to channel men’s innate desire for happiness by 
appealing to their prudence and self-interest and demonstrating that the rewards of the religious life easily 
outweigh any others” (61). 
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263. Henry, Pleasantness, 23. 
264. Henry, Pleasantness, 23-4. 
265. Henry, Pleasantness, 6. 
266. Henry, Pleasantness, 8. 
267. “He here assures us, not only that our pains will be abundantly recompenced with the profits of 

religion, but the pleasures we forego, will be abundantly balanced with the pleasures we shall enjoy.” Henry, 
Pleasantness, 8. As this quote makes clear, Henry admitted that Christian salvation does not deliver from all 
pains. How he incorporates this into his apologetic without weakening his argument will be considered in the 
next chapter when objections to his theology will be examined. See also Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 13:15. 
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religion—every religious act, every exercise of grace, and every performance of duty.268 
Most starkly, Henry summarized: “There is a universal peace and pleasure in the practice of 
religion.”269 The present enjoyment of pleasure is also explicitly taught in his Exposition.270  

This emphasis on the present happiness of religion may reflect Henry’s experience of 
more peaceful and prosperous times compared with the past experience of Non-
conformists.271 As his father and many others discovered, Non-conformity brought with it 
many sufferings and few earthly benefits. For example, John Howe’s The Blessedness of the 
Righteous (1668)272 said that it was foolish to expect happiness here and instead it was part of 
the heavenly hope.273 Bunyan shared this view as reflected in his descriptions of the Christian 
life as a difficult journey,274 and as a battle,275 a view of the Christian life that Baxter also 
agreed with.276 It wasn’t that such Non-conformists ignored the temporal blessings of this 
life; but they saw spiritual blessings as far more important, and that continuing to believe 
despite losses and sufferings was the best apologetic for their faith.  

Henry also used the illustrations of a journey and a combat to depict the Christian life. 
The former he used in Pleasantness, but his presentation was of a far happier journey than 
Bunyan’s. Christian combat is covered in Henry’s Exposition’s treatment of Ephesians 6, 
although its depiction of the Christian life as a warfare and a struggle seems to contradict 
what he writes elsewhere about the pleasantness of the Christian life. At times, therefore, 
especially in his Exposition, he distanced himself from the Latitudinarians and associated 

 
268. Henry, Pleasantness, 10. Peace was found not only at the end of the paths and ways of religion 

but in the way itself, so that those who do religious works in those ways do them with delight. Henry, 
Pleasantness, 9; Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Deut. 10:12-22. Although the journey is long and requires great care 
and many pains, “yet it is pleasant, and it is peace notwithstanding.” Henry, Pleasantness, 11. He underlined 
this by challenging his readers to examine all the paths of wisdom and find that without exception, “the same 
golden thread of peace and pleasure runs through the whole web of serious godliness” (12). 

269. Henry, Pleasantness, 12. 
270. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 3:13-20; Vol. 3, Psa. 19:7-9; Vol. 4, Isa. 55:1-5. See also 

Tillotson, “The Precepts of Christianity not Grievous,” Works, Vol. 3 (London: 1820), 467-9. 
271. Slack observed that “happiness was acquiring a new prominence and fresh connotations in the 

middle of the century, which conspired to accelerate its long evolution from a rare experience, the fruit of 
supreme virtue scarcely attainable in this world, to a commonplace mixture of physical well-being and 
psychological content.” Slack, “Material Progress,” 590. See also Thomas, Ends of Life, 13-29. 

272. John Howe, The Blessedness of the Righteous Discoursed from Psalm. 17.15.  
273. Prior to this, “religious teachers of all persuasions agreed that it was only in the next life that true 

felicity could be attained… In an age of Christian orthodoxy it was axiomatic that human fulfilment would be 
complete only in the life to come.” Thomas, The Ends of Life, 13-14. McMahon explains that “The 
Enlightenment fundamentally altered this long-standing (transcendental-religious) conception, presenting 
happiness as something to which all human beings could aspire in this life. The basic default position of 
humanity, happiness was not a gift from God or a trick of fate, a reward for exceptional behavior, but a natural 
human endowment attainable in theory by every man, woman, and child.” McMahon, Happiness, 13.  

274. John Bunyan, The Pilgrim's Progress. 
275. John Bunyan, The Holy War. 
276. See Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 151ff, for evidence of this. She refers to “the 

recurrent emphasis of seventeenth-century puritan teaching on the arduousness of the Christian life, employing 
the characteristic puritan metaphors of journey and combat, of the Christian as pilgrim and soldier” (151). “In 
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without the first” (151).  See Julius Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the Reason for Religion,” 121-123, for 
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more closely with the views of Non-conformists like Baxter and Bunyan, who were 
convinced that suffering and persecution were necessary elements in the Christian life. 
Tillotson, on the other hand, insisted that “texts that taught that suffering and persecution was 
a necessary element of the Christian life (2 Tim 3:2; Matt 5:11) referred to the early church 
and should not be applied to the present time,” and said that that suffering for religion was an 
“extraordinary case, and did chiefly concern the first ages of Christianity.277 

On the apologetic role of sufferings, Rivers notes that in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s 
Progress, “Two main reasons are given why Christians must suffer in this way: because the 
force of example wins people to their side, and because bodily affliction promotes spiritual 
growth.”278 She also highlights Bunyan’s Seasonable Counsel: or, Advice to Sufferers (1684), 
which presents suffering as “a token and mark that the godly belong to Christ, a means of 
trying them to see what they are, and, most important, a process whereby they are made more 
righteous, holy, and fruitful.”279 The most persecuted Christian is the most holy Christian but 
also the most assured and useful. Suffering through persecution, therefore, can have an 
apologetic power, a subject that the next chapter will return to. After surveying Puritan 
teaching on this subject, Rivers concluded:  

Whereas both conformists and nonconformists emphasize the central importance of 
practice, works, and holiness, the prudential latitudinarian calculation that holiness 
will bring about worldly happiness and is to be pursued for that reason is absent from 
nonconformist writing.280 

 
If what Rivers means here by ‘worldly’ happiness is ‘happiness in this world’ rather than 
‘sinful happiness,’ then Henry’s teaching on this subject represents a significant break with 
his Non-conformist heritage. However, Roberts argues that the association of godliness with 
temporal happiness was also “the unifying principle of [Ralph] Venning’s theology” and that 
his book Mysteries and Revelations (1647) “illustrates his early thought on godliness as the 
attainment of happiness.”281 Even Calvin, who saw the believer’s ultimate happiness as 
eternal union with God, taught that a degree of that happiness could be enjoyed in this life 
too.282 So, the difference between Henry and the earlier Reformers and Puritans is probably 
more one of degree.  

 
277. John Tillotson, “Sermon VI” in Works (1696), 76. 
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280. Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 151-152. 
281. Roberts, The Puritan Pursuit of Happiness, 42. When Venning refused to conform and preached 

his farewell sermon, his prayer, says Roberts, reflected his ministerial and theological priorities: sin as the 
source of human misery; the pursuit of godliness through obedience to the commandments of God equated with 
conformity to God himself; godliness as the means of human happiness, which is both to be sought in this life, 
and ultimately fulfilled in the next; and God himself as the source of man’s true happiness.” Roberts here is 
paraphrasing Venning’s prayer recorded in Edmund Calamy, A Compleat Collection of Farewell Sermons 
(London 1663), 685-8. 

282. Calvin, Institutes, III.xxv.i, ii. 
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For all the Puritan theorizing about the possibility of present happiness, there is 
debate over whether and to what degree they actually experienced it.283 Henry was obviously 
one of the more optimistic Puritans, as not only his writings but his diary evidences. 
Although Williams identifies a tension in Puritan diaries and autobiographies “between the 
awareness that some individuals had attained special heights of communion with God, and 
the conviction that all believers were capable of similar enjoyments,”284 the preponderance of 
evidence suggests that, despite some qualifications (see next chapter), Henry did not 
experience this tension. Rather he saw this as normative for the Christian life.285 This 
emphasis on the present happiness of the Christian life is the biggest difference between 
Henry’s apologetic and Grotius’s. The only time that Grotius spoke about happiness was as 
something that Christians experienced after this life, the eternal reward of happiness in 

 
283. Was it purely aspirational,” Roberts asks, “an attempt to mollify the godly, a polemical device for 

attracting converts, or merely an additional source of anxiety?” Roberts, “Puritan Happiness in Bolton, Norden, 
and Rous,” Puritanism and Emotion, 117. He answers: “Contrary to Potkay's assertion that the believer’s 
happiness was elusive and itself the root of Protestant anxiety, there is evidence for happiness, both spiritual and 
temporal - as well as the full range of other human affections - in the ordinary experience of puritans” (117). 
Warne takes the opposite view, admitting that for all the theoretical happiness in the Puritans, in practice, 
earthly happiness was limited, uncertain, and temporary, etc. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 42. For example, 
Warne points to Baxter as an example of Puritan pessimism about earthly happiness. “Richard Baxter does 
discuss a kind of ‘rest’ that is in this world, but he has a very low opinion of it, comparing it to the soldiers that 
rest in the midst of a battle and mariners that choose to make the sea their home. We get the sense from Baxter, 
in the precarious situations described, that the little bit of rest that is gotten in these cases is not rest at all.” 
Baxter, The Saints Everlasting Rest (London: 1650), 565-6. Cited in Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 43. See also 
Ryrie and Schwanda, Puritanism and Emotion, 24-5 for more on Baxter’s teleology of loving God. See also 
Condie’s chapter on Baxter regarding happiness being attained in heaven: “He believed that there will be a 
flawless match between emotional responses and their objects. As the soul comes to fully apprehend God, the 
perfect object, this will issue in perfected affections. An awareness of the depth of God’s love will beget perfect 
love for him in return. Desires will find their fulfilment and termination in him. Moreover, in the presence of 
God, the believer will find incomparable joy, as relationship with him is the end for which humanity was made. 
Due to the perfecting of human nature, these affections will be experienced with a depth beyond anything 
possible in the earthly realm. Yet, in keeping with Baxter’s emphasis upon the rational nature of true spirituality, 
this enjoyment will be experienced more in the intellectual soul than the sensitive, that is, in the faculties of ‘the 
intellect and affections’ rather than in the ‘bodily senses’. The overall picture is one of affections perfectly 
concurring with the soul’s intellectual apprehensions, as the completeness of knowledge of God issues in 
fullness of love towards him.” Condie, “Affection and Intellect in Richard Baxter,” Puritanism and Emotion, 
30-31. Warne also claims that Owen shared this pessimism about happiness on earth and distinguishes them 
both from sixteenth century authors who were more optimistic about attaining happiness. Warne, “Call to 
Happiness,” 43.  

284. J. D. Williams, “The Puritan Quest for Enjoyment of God: An Analysis of the Theological and 
Devotional Writings of Puritans in Seventeenth-Century England” (PhD diss., University of Melbourne, 1997), 
332. Quoted in Roberts, “Puritan Happiness in Bolton, Norden, and Rous,” Puritanism and Emotion, 118. 

285. His insistence upon the present happiness of the believer therefore aligns with what Roberts found 
in his study of happiness in Bolton, Norden, and Rous. “The theme of happiness not as a future hope of 
blessedness but as a reality in the temporal experience of the believer was central to the puritan piety reflected 
by Bolton, Norden and Rous. Happiness was integral to their understanding of the Christian life, attained and 
enjoyed through a life of godly obedience.” Roberts, “Puritan Happiness in Bolton, Norden, and Rous,” 
Puritanism and Emotion, 120. He went on: “There is certainly an element of the polemical and rhetorical to 
these texts on happiness, primarily with a view to promoting godliness. However, it is disingenuous to suggest 
that the authors were not convinced that a profound happiness was part of the experience of the believer - both 
eternally and temporally - and that many wrote from their own experience of that happiness” (120). He 
concludes: “While there was doubtless a tension between ideal and reality, reflective of the ‘now and not yet’ 
eschatology fundamental to Protestant theology, devotional and autobiographical material does suggest a more 
positive inner experience than has been proposed by some scholars” (120). McMahon traces the belief in 
happiness that was to be pursued and could be enjoyed in the here and now to Enlightenment influences. 
McMahon, The Pursuit of Happiness, 13. 
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heaven.286 There is nothing in Grotius’s apologetic about the present happiness of 
Christianity, far less as an apologetic argument for Christianity. 
 
(4) “The sweetest joy” 
What about the relationship between religious pleasures and all the other pleasures in the 
world? Does Henry see a role for non-spiritual pleasures? If so, how do they relate and 
compare? Roberts points to a number of Puritans who concluded from the “necessarily 
eternal nature of genuine happiness” that “it cannot be located in any created, temporal 
thing.”287 Does Henry share this view? His strongest statements speak of the Christian’s 
“contempt” for the pleasure of this world,288 a theme found also in his Exposition.289  

Henry’s use of “contempt” seems to suggest that the Christian should treat all non-
spiritual pleasures as worthless. However, when he was proving the pleasures of religion, one 
of his arguments was that the Christian enjoyed God in all creature comforts, by seeing God 
in all and behind all; so much so, that the pleasure of these things is doubled and enjoyed far 
more than those who do not see God in them.290 The highest temporal pleasure, therefore, can 
only be enjoyed by the Christian, and can only be enjoyed by the Christian when they direct 
him to God.291 Henry also spoke positively of the Christian’s view of this world in his 

 
286. Grotius, Truth of the Christian Religion, 1.24; 2.11. 
287. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 87. “A person’s happiness must consist in 

something that gives eternal complete pleasure to the greatest and most significant part of his or her being 
which, for Venning and his fellow puritans, is the soul.” Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 88. 

288. He called Christians to “a due contempt of those [pleasures] which he has in common with the 
brutes.” Henry, Pleasantness, 28. 

289. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 4:6-8; Vol. 3, Psa. 19:7-14; Vol. 5, Matt. 3:1-6. Van Vlastuin finds 
this also in Calvin. “In his chapter De Meditatione future vitae (“Meditation on the future life”) Calvin spoke 
about a contemptus mundi (‘contempt for the present life’)….In the first section on the life on this earth we read 
that earthly life is in itself nothing but misery and that everything that is good on earth is uncertain, of passing 
nature, idle and corrupt. With this, Calvin was in one line with the general pessimistic life-view prevalent in his 
days.” Van Vlastuin, Be Renewed (Gottingen: Vandenhoek & Ruprecht, 2014), 113. Van Vlastuin traces this 
approach to Augustine. However, Van Vlastuin goes on to deny that Calvin taught an absolute contempt of 
earthly life. Indeed, he shows “that Calvin expressed himself critically of the absolute contempt of earthly life. 
According to him, it would be pure thanklessness to hate and despise life itself” (114). Further, Van Vlastuin 
points to the fact that Calvin’s comments on the enjoyment of creation come in the third book of the Institutes 
meaning that, “The enjoyment of creation arises out of our union with Christ,” and concludes, “This does not 
mean that believers enjoy creation less, but more. Or, to phrase it more poignantly: it is through faith alone that 
are we really able to enjoy God’s Creation” (115). However, Van Vlastuin also finds a distinction in Calvin in 
that “enjoyment of God is of a different order than our enjoyment of the food which the earth has to offer” and 
highlights different word use to show that the enjoyment of this world is “of a somewhat more restrained and 
sedate form of enjoyment” (115). Van Vlastuin expresses the wish that Calvin had made it clear earlier in his 
mediation that “the greatest motivation for the contempt of earthly life did not arise out of the denial of this 
earthly life, but out of the recognition of the other life that is in Christ. This recognition of the new creation in 
Christ gives a remarkably positive motive to contemptus mundi. In the light of God’s new world, the old world 
fades away” (117). Calvin is not disinterested in this world or hostile to it, but rather “for Calvin, the heavenly 
kingdom has priority over the earthly life” (120). 

290. Henry, Pleasantness, 42-3. Roberts also sees this hierarchy of pleasures in Venning, something he 
traces to the influence of Platonism. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 89-90. Roberts contrasts 
this with Augustine who rejected the idea of happiness coming from “evanescent joy which sensible objects can 
yield.” Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 89.  

291. For more on the relationship between happiness and earthly enjoyments, see Roberts, “Puritan 
Happiness in Bolton, Norden, and Rous,” Puritanism and Emotion, 98-9. 
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Exposition, although he was careful to point to the superiority of spiritual pleasures.292 Henry 
did issue some qualifications about his promotion of natural pleasures,293 but, in contrast to 
his cautions about sensual pleasures or worldly delights, in most cases, Henry had minimal 
qualms about spiritual pleasures.294 Indeed, there is so much happiness in spiritual pleasures 
that it enables Christians to live without any pleasures of sense or of the world.295 The 
restraints and exercises of religion give more pleasure to the Christian than sinners have in 
the liberties and enjoyments of sin,296 and more than anyone can find even in the legitimate 
pleasures of sense.297 Although believers may be offered sinful pleasures, those who have 
tasted the pleasures of serious godliness will find it easy to avoid that trap.298 In some places, 

 
292. There are the pleasures of wisdom, the most superior pleasure outside of spiritual things. Henry, 

Exposition, Vol. 3, Eccl. 2:1-3. There are also pleasures of sense such as nature (Vol. 3, Eccl. 7:11-22), 
marriage, children (Vol. 5, Luke 20:27-38), and food (Vol. 3, Psa. 19:7-14). He also allowed the employments 
and enjoyments of this world (Vol. 3, Psa. 112:1-5). seeing the administration of justice in the world (Vol. 3, 
Prov. 21:15; Vol. 6, 1 Cor. 13:4-7), harmless and well-governed humor (Vol. 3, Proverbs 15:13), and the 
pleasure of knowledge in the areas of nature, morality and politics (Vol. 3, Eccl. 2:17-26). This is similar to 
Venning who, while prioritizing the soul’s happiness also associated it with bodily health, the enjoyment of 
beauty, and friendships. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 89. Roberts contrasts this with the 
Early Modern Catholic writer Thomas Wright and says that the Puritans were more optimistic about happiness 
in this world than he was. He attributes this partly “for polemical reasons of attracting converts (although this 
rhetorical intention should not be ignored), but also reflecting their understanding of divine grace as an 
intervention in human experience.” Roberts, “Puritan Happiness in Bolton, Norden, and Rous,” Puritanism and 
Emotion, 101-102. Cragg, claims that this kind of interest in natural pleasures represented a break with 
Puritanism that began with the Cambridge Platonists. “The Puritan was not, as a rule, greatly interested in 
nature; he was apt to see the world as a vale of tribulation, the present scene of his testing and temptation.”  
Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of Reason, 53. Roberts, however, traces the interest in natural pleasure all 
the way back to Augustine, and also finds the same hierarchy of spiritual pleasures then natural pleasures in 
earlier Puritans such as Burroughs and Reynolds. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 112-113.  It 
can also be found later in Edwards, whose first two points in his sermon on the pleasantness of religion were: “I. 
Religion does not deny a man the pleasures of sense, only taken moderately and with temperance and a right 
manner,” and “II. Religion sweetens temporal delights and pleasures.” Edwards, Pleasantness, 15. Reviewing 
Edwards on the place of pleasure in nature, Schweitzer concluded, “Thus the aim of natural science is not to 
learn new things for their own sake, nor even to improve our lives through practical advances; but in keeping 
with the ‘end’ of creation, it is to promote our knowing, loving, and joyful worship of the Creator.” Schweitzer, 
God is a Communicative Being, 43. 

293. For example, pleasures in the world always are a mixture of good and evil. Henry, Exposition, 
Vol. 1, Gen. 24:54-61. Also, while the Christian finds pleasure in the world it is only in a secondary way to 
pleasure in spiritual things, and only insofar as they see wealth and other worldly pleasures as the gifts of God 
(Vol. 3, Job 31:24-32; Vol. 3, Song 7:10-13). However, just as too much honey can sicken a person and even 
cause disease, so too many sensual pleasures can sicken and even cause disease (Vol. 3, Prov. 25:17; Vol. 3, 
Psa. 19:7-94; Vol. 3, Psalm 81:6-16). God permits a sober and disciplined use of the delights of sense, and uses 
them to gladden the heart, to strengthen the spirit, and to beautify, but forbids the love of such pleasures above 
all others, especially as they remove the appetite for spiritual pleasures (Vol. 3, Prov. 21:17). Instead, they 
should be used as honey, with a check on appetite lest by excessive use they make someone sick (Vol. 3, Prov. 
25:16). The balanced pursuit and enjoyment of what God has provided to help us live in this world will help 
Christians to serve him better (Vol. 3, Eccl. 5:18-20). Thus, God allows Christians to use the pleasures of sense 
but not to live in them as if there were nothing else (Vol. 6, James 5:1-11), and not to pursue them at the 
expense of the Giver of them (Vol. 4, Hos. 2:1-5). An example of this is music, which, when excessive use 
diminishes our spiritual pleasures, draws away from God and turns into sin (Vol. 4, Isa. 5:8-17). Also, regarding 
humor, Henry warns against it “when the church is in distress and the public are perplexed,” (Vol. 2, Est. 3:7-
15), and at times when God’s judgments were abroad (Vol. 1, Gen. 7:21-24). 

294. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 19:7-14 
295. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Joel 1:8-13; Pleasantness, 78. 
296. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 10:22. 
297. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 3:13-20. 
298. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 14:26-27; Vol. 3, Psa. 97:8-12. 
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however, Henry warns that there can be too much of a good thing. Religious pleasures can be 
so powerful that they can deter Christians from the duties of their callings,299 and even slow 
down their journey to heaven, both tendencies that must be resisted.300 But the general 
message of Henry’s apologetic is that Christianity not only offers more pleasures, and better 
pleasures, but even improves existing natural pleasures.301  
 
(5) “We place not religion in raptures and transports” 
Just as Henry showed that reason needed revelation and revelation needed reason, so he 
clarified the relationship between reason and emotion by showing that each needs the other if 
both are to flourish. The fact that he concluded his ‘Reasons series’ of sermons with a 
number of addresses on the pleasantness of religion, demonstrated, as Ryrie and Schwanda 
put it about Puritanism in general, “Reason’s role is not only to channel, manage, discipline, 
nurture and deepen that emotion; sometimes, reason is required even to awaken it.”302 In 
Pleasantness, after arguing that religion gave pleasure to the understanding through the 
knowledge of God, he made the case that it also gave pleasure to the emotions through 
enjoying God.303 Henry’s epistemology put religious knowledge first in order to avoid the 
accusation that he was simply appealing to the emotions. He also explicitly denied this 
potential charge by saying that “we place not religion in raptures and transports.”304 He was 
careful to state that “the first thing we have to do, [is] to get our understandings rightly 
informed, concerning both the object, and the medium of our religious regards.”305 However, 
with that base of religious knowledge in place, he wanted to use the religious experiences and 
emotions that result from that knowledge to attract those who were strangers to it.  

Henry wanted reason restored to its primary place in human psychology, but that was 
mainly because, like Baxter, he believed in its vital role in ruling the passions and 
affections.306 Roberts agrees that, “Concern for reason and the reasonable soul undergirds 
puritan discussion of happiness.”307 Reason was to be used not to suppress passions, as in the 
Stoics, but to govern and direct the emotions, especially their object and their degree. 
Moderation of one’s emotions has been identified by scholars as “fundamental to 

 
299. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Dan. 8:15-27. 
300. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Ex. 15:22-27. 
301. A note found in Goodwin but not in Henry is that the Christian’s pleasure in this world is of a 

superior order to Adam’s in Eden. Whereas Adam knew God though his natural faculties and in nature, 
believers know Christ by faith. “In the hierarchy of knowledge of God, Adam’s joy mediated by the creatures, is 
far exceeded by the joy of the saint knowing God in Christ by faith,” Goodwin claimed. Jones, “The Theology 
of Christian Joy in the Works of Thomas Goodwin,” 79. However, he quickly insisted that this does not mean 
the Christian does enjoy more pleasure than Adam because the saints’ enjoyment of God is disadvantaged by 
the outward afflictions, chastisements, ignorance, unbelief, and guilt. But he still maintains “that if the saints’ 
knowledge of God ‘were but completed and filled up’ it would render him ‘infinitely more happy’ and ‘more 
replete with glorious contentment’ than Adam ever was” (79). 

302. Ryrie and Schwanda, Puritanism and Emotion, 8. 
303. “It is not only for our understandings to embrace the knowledge of him, but our affections to 

fasten upon the enjoyment of him.” Henry, Pleasantness, 38. 
304. Henry, Pleasantness, 39. 
305. Henry, Pleasantness, 35. Roberts says that for Venning also “piety was rooted in the mind, 

engaged the affections and thereby shaped behavior.” Roberts, Puritans and the Pursuit of Happiness, 79. 
306. Condie, “Affection and Intellect in Richard Baxter,” Puritanism and Emotion, 27. 
307. Roberts, “Puritan Happiness in Bolton, Norden, and Rous,” Puritanism and Emotion, 109-110. 
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puritanism,”308 and Roberts says it “reflects a deep-seated tension between its respect for 
classical Stoicism and its humanist appreciation for emotion in the pursuit of virtue.309 
Henry’s emphasis on joyful faith does help to move faith away from a merely rational 
concept to a more balanced combination of the mind, the will, and the affections.310 For 
example, he explained Proverbs 3:17 using traditional rational methodologies, but then he 
asserted that the doctrine of pleasure in piety had no better explanation than experiencing 
it.311 His reasoning here is not so much about the truth or falsehood of Christianity’s 
doctrines, but rather about the truth or falsehood of Christian experience—whether or not the 
pleasure and advantages of the Christian experience that flow out of Christian doctrine are 
true. He was arguing on experiential grounds in order to get a better hearing for the 
intellectual claims of Christianity and to persuade those who already knew them to further 
commit themselves to the faith. So, though he viewed the mind and intellect as the highest 
and most important faculty, he also used the fideist argument of emotional benefit to attract 
people to Christianity. This fideist apologetic, and its distinction from the evidentialist 
argument based upon the happiness of Christianity will be assessed in the conclusion of this 
chapter. 

What about times when the believer’s emotions were flat, absent, or the even the 
opposite of joyful? As with other Puritans like Baxter, Henry recognized that although the 
chief end of man included enjoying God, “Puritans’ lived reality did not always reflect these 
ideals.”312 “They often lived with instability,” observe Ryrie and Schwanda, who go on to 
explain that Puritan pastors were concerned to help believers overcome or perhaps live with 
this emotional instability.313 They also show how there were different approaches to this. 
Perkins, for example, responded by “cast[ing] doubt on the spiritual reliability of emotional 
experiences, insisting that human emotion was not an index of God's grace.” Thomas 
Watson, on the other hand “focus[ed] attention on the ‘peak’ experiences themselves.”314 

Henry’s insistence on combining reason and emotion steered a middle path between the 
dangers of rationalism and mysticism. He showed, as Ryrie and Schwanda also conclude, 
“emotionalism was a vital component of Puritanism's religious life.”315 Emotions were not to 
be overcome by reason, as per the Stoics, but directed by reason, as per the Aristotelians. 
Henry’s emphasis on the pleasantness of religion balanced out his intellectualism and his 
emphasis on practical Christianity incorporated elements of voluntarism. Yes, right reason 
contributed to pleasantness, but so did doing what was right.316  Arid scholasticism was 
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127-132, for more on moderation in the sixteenth and seventeenth century. 
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avoided by his advocacy for both a reasonable and a happy faith, combining an emphasis on 
the mind as well as the emotions. However, it was also a practical happiness, not just an 
intellectual and emotional experience.  

In sum, Henry’s soteriology was suffused with his pleasantness doctrine. He 
presented Christian salvation as the restoration of lost pleasantness, a pleasantness that was 
comprised of multiple profits and pleasures. He also presented the life of a saved person as a 
life of present and permanent pleasantness, superior to all others. The more salvation and the 
saved life would be presented in this way, the more he believed people would be not only 
attracted to Christianity but persevere in it. Whether he was correct or realistic in his 
soteriology, or whether it represented an over-realized eschatology is a question that will be 
discussed in the next chapter.  

Although Henry’s apologetic focus on the happiness of the Christian life could easily 
have become a substitute for action, he maintained a strong practical emphasis throughout, 
especially the imperative to seek happiness in practical service of others, and therefore 
avoided a purely self-absorbed cultivation of emotion. Emotion for him had a strong 
connection with action “What pleasure comparable to that of doing good?” asked Henry.317 
Happiness was a personal responsibility and achieved by godliness, “defined by puritans as 
obedience to the commandments of God.”318 The joyful practice of Christianity thus became 
the foundation for an apologetic appeal to consider the Christian religion on the basis of its 
pleasure. This was no mere abstract philosophical reasoning in the third person, but a very 
personal and passionate appeal to share in Christianity’s joys. 

The previous chapter raised the question as to whether Henry laid enough stress on 
the problematic judicial relationship of the sinner (justificatio peccatoris) to God. This 
chapter’s discussion of anthropology also questioned if Henry’s focus on the misery caused 
by sin was at the expense of the guilt of sin and the problematic relationship of humanity to 
the law and justice of God. This section on soteriology, which points out Henry’s 
predominant soteriological interest as being sanctification, raises the question as to whether 
Henry gave appropriate place to the justification of the sinner. His published sermon against 
Roman Cathiolicism, while listing a number of spiritual abuses such as tyrannical power, 
transubstantiation, and idolatry, does not mention justification by faith.319 Pleasantness 
makes only one mention of justification by faith, and that only in passing. He does mention 
‘righteousness’ fifteen times but only five times in connection with justification and three of 
these on one page. The majority of the references are to the practical righteousness worked 
out by the Christian. He was therefore stronger on the justificatio justi, the justification of the 
just, the proving of true Christian faith by the practical outworkings of Christianity. Although 
most theologians saw this manifestation of righteousness as primarily a source for believers 
to draw assurance from, Henry viewed it more apologetically, for the benefit of others. This 
also transformed Henry’s view of happiness from being a self-centered and self-absorbed 

 
317. Henry, Pleasantness, 56-7.  
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concept to an unselfish happiness that resulted from seeking to do good to others.320 As all 
believers could do good to others, this practical apologetic made every believer a potential 
apologist, commending and defending the faith not so much by their words but by their 
actions. For Henry, apologetics and the practice of Christianity were inseparably connected, 
as was practical Christianity and happiness. 

Whatever his sympathy towards the Latitudinarians, consistent with his generally 
more pessimistic view of anthropology, Henry rejected Pelagian and semi-Pelagian views of 
soteriology by his emphasis on God’s sovereign initiative in salvation.321 Henry insisted that 
it is God who effectually calls people out of their natural and horrid state of darkness into “a 
state of marvelous light, joy, pleasure, and prosperity.”322 It is God who changes the heart 
from being dead and insensitive to being tender enough to be capable of spiritual pleasures.323 
He does this by changing the disposition of their mind, so that they have “an aversion to the 
pollutions of sin and a complacency in the pleasures of holiness.”324 However, his apologetic 
concentration on practical duties, especially as the way to happiness, always ran the risk of 
placing more focus on the human will than God’s will, and of prioritizing ethics over 
spirituality. 
 
“The fatness of God’s House on earth”325 
Did Henry’s emphasis on the pleasantness of religion encourage an individualist piety and a 
downplaying of the church? What kind of role did Henry accord to the church in the 
advancement of the pleasantness of religion and in the communication of his apologetic 
message? While Henry emphasized the individual believer’s practical obedience, he also 
insisted on an important role for the church in the believer’s life.326 He insisted that God 
forbad schismatic individualism and required the members of the body to be sympathetic to 
one another, concerned for one another, and commune in one another’s pleasures and 
pains.327 In fact, Henry argued that self-centered pleasure-seeking was offensive to God, 
especially because it resulted in a lack of sympathy for the troubles and afflictions of the 
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church rather than a sympathetic grief when appropriate.328 Kaplan confirms that for all the 
Puritan concern about individual salvation, they emphasized community for sanctification.329  

But it isn’t just that self-centered seeking of religious pleasure was wrong and resulted 
in sinful schism and a lack of sympathy; church attendance had a key role in increasing 
religious pleasure. As Joo said when referring to Henry’s view of family worship, “Christians 
grow not primarily through individual efforts but through communal commitments.”330 In a 
number of places, Henry associated attendance upon the public means of grace with 
experiencing and increasing religious pleasure.331 Those who love God, also love the church 
and find pleasure in communion with her.332 Praising God with joy in public worship is 
constantly referred to as a moral and religious duty,333 Henry saw holy joy in serving God as 
God’s primary tribute because it honors him so much.334 The more pleasure that is found in 
God in worship, the more acceptable worship is to him.335 The Sabbath Day was an 
opportunity to turn away from lesser natural pleasures and turn towards spiritual, God-
centered pleasures as the greatest delight.336 On the basis of this, believers were not just to 
call the Sabbath a personal pleasure, but were to make an appeal to others “to come and share 
in the pleasure of it.”337  

But what if a person is sad? Should they stay away from God’s house? Not at all. 
Even if people come to God’s house in mourning, they, like many others before them, will go 
back home rejoicing.338 So why are so many miserable in God’s house and public worship? 
It’s not from the religious exercises themselves but from some making them a burden by 
adding unreasonable strictness to the commands and by indulging corruptions that abate the 
command. Henry warned Christians that they can make religion unpleasant to themselves by 
their unwise management of it.339 What he had in mind were Christians who did religious 
actions at unwise times or in unwise ways so that they made Christ’s yoke unnecessarily 
heavy. People are to blame, he said, if religious exercises are a penance rather than a 
pleasure.340 
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Henry’s ecclesiastical moderatism is revealed in his warning against being righteous 
overmuch: “There may be over-doing in well-doing, and then it becomes unpleasant.341 He 
encouraged Christians to be “even and regular” in religion, to make sure that religion did not 
interfere with daily callings and necessary business.342 Henry appealed to Christians to avoid 
conflict and seek unity with other Christians in order to enjoy pleasantness because “nothing 
makes our lives more uncomfortable than strife and contention.”343 “We have most peace in 
our bosoms, when we are most peaceably disposed towards our brethren,” he urged.344 This is 
different to the kind of moderatism that is found in Calvin whose emphasis on moderation 
was more about the measured use of God’s good gifts such as food, drink, clothes, ambition, 
etc., than in tamping down religious zeal.345 

Henry’s moderate ecclesiology may have influenced his interpretation of Proverbs 
3:17 as, in general, moderatism resulted in more peace and pleasure in a Christian’s life. His 
ecclesiastical moderatism probably inclined him to follow both the Latitudinarians’346 and 
also John Locke’s more moderate approach to confutation in apologetics.347 Like Henry, 
Locke thought that a more gentlemanly, polite, and courteous style would be more 
winning.348 In addition to being concerned about the danger of passion in religion, the 
Latitudinarians also warned about the danger of even a quiet mind being overwhelmed with 
too much material. Thus, “the Latitudinarians constantly dwelt on the need of simplicity,”349 
which perhaps explains a further aspect of Henry’s practical Exposition.350  

Henry’s view of the ministry may also have influenced the doctrine he derived from 
Proverbs 3:17, as in Pleasantness he limited the minister’s role to making the ways of 
wisdom as pleasant as possible, to encourage God’s people to walk in them pleasantly.351 
Comforting God’s people, Henry said, was the particular commission of the Old Testament 
prophets, just as helping the Christian’s joy was the special calling of New Testament 
ministers. Henry does quote from Old and New Testament Scripture to support his argument 
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here, but he leaves out many other Scriptures which indicate other aspects to the prophets’ 
and the Gospel minister’s tasks.352  

Among other reasons, including that of the unity of the church, the sacrament of the 
Lord’s Supper “was instituted with an eye to the happiness of heaven, and to be an earnest 
and foretaste of that, and thereby to put our mouths out of taste for all the pleasures and 
delights of sense.”353 Like the Reformers, Henry viewed the Lord’s Supper as primarily a 
meal that strengthened not just the body but the soul. The meal concept of the Lord’s Supper 
brings to the fore the communal joy and delight of eating and drinking together, distancing it 
from the formal liturgical concept in the Roman church. It is a feast, agreed Henry, that 
nourishes believers with “holy delight and pleasure,”354 a feast made for laughter such is the 
spiritual joy and gladness of heart derived from it.355 Joo explains that, “For Henry, digesting 
the sacrament meant affecting hearts, which he regarded as a crucial function in participating 
in the Lord’s Supper, a process of changing the heart from being sorrowful for sins to 
delighting in God by the grace of Christ.”356 

Henry’s emphasis on the pleasantness of religion contained within it two 
ecclesiastical dangers. One was that it would encourage pleasure-seeking apart from the 
means of grace. As the evidence indicates, Henry shared Baxter’s view on this, that God 
ordinarily worked through ecclesiastical means.357 The second danger was that some would 
seek this in an individualist manner.358 With regards to Henry, his enthusiastic involvement 
with Societies for the Reformation of Manners359 are evidence of his engagement with 
society. And his high view of the church can be seen in that he also insisted that believers 
pursue joy in the church, increase the joy of the church, and spread the joy of the church. 
That way, even though most of the world be covered in dark and depressing gloom, the 
church could shine brightly as a source of light and pleasantness. As such it would form a 
striking contrast with the world as part of its apologetic witness,360 and also give greater joy 
and glory to God.  

In sum, at a time when the church was being viewed as the cause of much societal 
misery, especially because of the religious divisions, controversies, and wars of the previous 
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century, Henry accorded the church an important place in his pleasantness apologetic. Not 
only was the church vital for personal happiness, he also argued that it could increase societal 
happiness. The church was a place to bring people together for greater communal happiness. 
This echoes Grotius who introduced the first Dutch edition his apologetic with an 
introductory poem, entitled ‘Admonition to peace to all Christians.’ His basic argument was 
that Christians should unite against their common enemies and not be arrogant in their 
opinions where they differ from other Christians. His concluding admonition in the Latin 
edition also contained an appeal for unity among Christians, supporting Heering’s claim that 
“as an apologist Grotius was less concerned with the growth of atheism or other external 
threats to Christianity than with the internal division of Christianity, which he saw as the real 
menace to the truth of the Christian faith.”361 

In adopting this argument, though, Henry had to adopt a more moderate 
churchmanship compared to most previous Reformers and Puritans. He also had to adopt a 
more moderate style in his rhetoric, more like the Latitudinarians than many in his Non-
conformist heritage. Arguably, he also adopted a more moderate message, by insisting that 
the minister’s primary role was comforting Christians and helping them to live more happily. 
However, his motive in these moderations appeared to be to present a community to the 
outside world that would attract them in. As such, it was a message tailored to the apologetic 
needs of the day. Again, his primary apologetic modes in advocating for the happiness of the 
church and the church being a means to happiness is the positive commendation of 
Christianity, with some attention given to defense of the Christian church, although that is 
more implied than explicit. In this area, as in others, he does little by way of critique of other 
religions. 
 
“The end of our way”362 
Although it’s unlikely that he was doing this consciously, and he does not do it 
systematically, Henry’s writings as a whole, and Pleasantness in particular, used the concept 
of ‘pleasantness’ as a framework with which to view the world, it’s past, present, and future. 
As has been noted, he began at the beginning by presenting Eden as the most pleasure-filled 
place there has ever been on earth, a place God filled with pleasure for the happiness of 
humanity, thereby providing a theological type of heaven’s happiness.363 Despite the fall of 
humanity into sin, Henry portrayed the present life of the Christian in terms of the ways of 
pleasantness. Not surprisingly, therefore, Henry’s entire view of the future was also framed in 
terms of pleasure.  

As Tillotson also taught,364 no matter how many pleasures are enjoyed in the 
Christian life, they are only earnests or foretastes of future heavenly pleasures, and a 
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provoker of longings after this.365 This prospect of heavenly rest and the pleasantness of the 
heavenly land can also make present service easier to submit to and do.366 But it is God alone 
who, by grace, gives “pleasant prospects of the better country.”367 In contrast, God uses the 
prospect of death to dampen the worldly joys of sinners, by reminding them that their way, 
though pleasant now, will not last.368 For them, death is a farewell to the pleasures, as well as 
to the pomps, of this world.369 For the Christian, although death is ugly and unpleasant to 
watch,370 dying can be a pleasure if done while thinking about heaven.371 The Apostle Paul 
could speak of dying with pleasure, no matter its violent nature, because it was departure to a 
better world.372 Henry ruled out the Roman Catholic concept of purgatory, by teaching that 
believers enter instantly into a better world upon death, thus enabling them to walk through 
the valley of the shadow of death with pleasure.373 As Jacob, Moses, and David found, death 
is an opportunity for the believer to honor God and edify loved ones by testifying to the 
pleasantness of religion.374 A Christian’s happy and peaceful death can be an apology for the 
Christian religion, especially when compared with atheists.375 Henry therefore encouraged 
Christians to die in faith because some who see them die with such cheerfulness will be 
attracted to the faith.376  

Although the positive presentation of the Christian life in Pleasantness as one of 
largely unbroken happiness might lead some to conclude that it would be worth living the 
Christian life even if there was no resurrection, that’s not the line he takes in his Exposition’s 
treatment of 1 Corinthians 15. There he defends the resurrection by arguing that it’s doubly 
sad for someone to give up worldly pleasures in the hope of spiritual and eternal pleasures if 
there are none to be enjoyed after death.377 While this appears to contradict the overall 
impression of Pleasantness, he says that if there’s no resurrection then, yes, pursue the 
pleasures of this life like the epicures or even like the beasts. Better get some pleasures here 
rather than abandon all pleasures here and expose ourselves to the trouble and strife of the 
Christian life with nothing to make up for it afterwards.378 But, he goes on, there is a 
resurrection of the dead and the resurrection of the believer’s body will be the greatest joy yet 
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because of the saints’ triumph over death.379 Although the earthly body was previously only 
able to enjoy the lower pleasures of sense, the resurrection body will be fitted to enjoy much 
greater pleasures.380  

Although Henry does not teach much about the intermediate state, he avoided over-
spiritualizing, over-individualizing, and over-realizing this in-between experience. He did 
this by asserting both the incomplete salvation of the intermediate state and communion with 
Christ through and after death. Henry evidenced both emphases in his treatment of 
Revelation 6:9 where he taught, first, that the saints in the intermediate state are “at the foot 
of Christ” and the martyrs are “very near to Christ.” And yet, second, they make “a humble 
expostulation about the long delay of avenging justice against their enemies,” to which Christ 
responds with a call for patience until all the saints are brought to heaven.381 

As for the earthly life, while Henry saw it also as incomplete and precursory, in his 
exposition of “the first-fruits of the Spirit” (Rom. 8:23) he saw much more than mere humble 
beginnings, as he said “even we, who have such present rich receivings, cannot but long for 
something more and greater.”382 So, yes there is precursoriness in Henry, but “present rich 
receivings” suggests a significant endowment, again raising the question as to whether Henry 
had an over-realized eschatology. 

Gribben warns against using terms from modern debates such as pre-, post, and 
amillennialism to describe the positions of the Reformers and Puritans, as these categories 
would be anachronistic.383 But it may be asked if Henry had an optimistic or pessimistic view 
of the millennium. With his optimistic view of the Christian life as a life of pleasantness, it 
might be expected that Henry would take an optimistic view of the millennium, perhaps even 
anticipating some kind of golden age on earth. However, his Exposition’s treatment of 
Revelation 20 reveal him to be more in line with what is now called amillennialism, although 
an optimistic one in the sense that he still expects periods of Gospel success during the 
current millennium, before Satan is released for a short time just before the second coming of 
Christ.384 Although some scriptural promises seem to promise unmixed pleasure for the 
church, Henry says they simply mean that the causes of some griefs will be removed and 
extended periods of pleasantness will be enjoyed on earth. It’s only in heaven that the 
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church’s complete fulfilment of unmixed and permanent pleasure will be experienced.385 His 
identification of the antichrist with the papacy may also reflect biblical exposition with an 
aim to apologetic persuasion.386  

As for the eternal state, not everyone will enjoy eternal pleasures following the 
resurrection of the dead. Those who despised God’s favors “forfeit his favours, and will be 
shut out for ever from the pleasant land.”387 In contrast with the godly man, whose way may 
be melancholy but is peace and light at the end, a wicked man’s way may be pleasant but his 
end and destination will be darkness.388 All the pleasures of this world will be no more.389 
Indeed, hell will be all the worse for those who made sinful pleasures their life, partly 
because there is no prospect of their suffering being relieved.390 They shall experience the 
exact opposite of pleasure and joy,391 eternal horrors, the prospect of which Jesus used to 
deter humanity from sinful pleasures.392 Henry even saw the eternal judgment of the wicked 
as a source of eternal joy to the righteous. This was not a vindictive pleasure in anyone’s 
misery but a rejoicing in the glorious justice of God,393 the final and full harmonizing of sin 
and punishment, which he calls a solemn pleasure.394  

Henry’s worldview of “pleasantness” is inevitably concluded with heaven and its final 
and full harmonizing of religion and happiness. For all the pleasures that a believer can enjoy 
in this world, “the full, the abundant satisfaction is reserved for the future state, the house not 
made with hands, eternal in the heavens.”395 There the believer’s joys will be constant, 
centered on God, analogous to God’s, always full, fresh, and flowing, enough for all, 
completely satisfying, and forever.396 Not only that, God will work in believers a perfect 
appetite for these pleasures.397 The chief happiness of the saints in heaven, then, is their 
beatific vision of God and their fulfilment in him which they enjoy immediately, without the 
use of means such as Scripture, without obstruction, and without any possibility of 
interruption or end.398 Henry, does not discuss the role of the body in the human experience 
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of eternal happiness, a connection that is made by earlier thinkers such as Aquinas who sees 
the bodily senses sharing in the happiness of the soul.399 Thus, says Trabbic, Aquinas, 
presents a Christian anthropology that takes seriously the embodied state of humanity.400 
While Henry’s anthropology took embodiment seriously on earth, that is not so evident in his 
view of the final state.  

How Christ-centered was Henry’s view of heaven? Schwanda argues that unlike John 
Owen and Isaac Ambrose, who possessed a strong Christological focus to their treatment of 
the beatific vision, some Puritans emphasized the anthropological concerns of the believers' 
experience in heaven.401 Henry combines both emphases. All heavenly pleasure is purchased 
by Christ as a priest, and conveyed to the saints by Christ as king.402 His praises are heaven’s 
supreme happiness.403 It’s not just the Christian’s joy that will be completed in heaven; so 
will Christ’s.404 

Henry was not interested in some of the speculative or scholastic distinctions that 
characterized some other Puritan writing on heaven. Goodwin, for example, wrote of the 
‘efficient,’ ‘material,’ and ‘exemplary’ cause of heaven, as well as the object and subject of 
glory.405 He also avoided making the material the main component of heaven but maintained 
an important connection between the spiritual and the natural. He connected knowing and 
enjoying God with active service of God in heaven, with the former the basis for the latter, 
and the latter being primarily spiritual activity.406 Thinking of this pleasant future should be 
one of the greatest Christian pleasures here on earth.407 It should also motivate the persuasion 
of unbelievers to faith as Henry has no qualms about using the prospects of eternal happiness 
to entice people towards Christianity.408 However, he wanted the primary focus on heaven to 
be spiritual pleasures, and again his motivation was apologetic.409 Although Henry used 
natural theology’s argument for immortality based upon the existence of human reason, 
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Henry did not take this further to the evidential argument that the human desire for great and 
lasting happiness pointed to a life beyond this world that alone could satisfy this need.410  

In sum, Henry’s eschatological vision rounded off his pleasantness apologetic by 
completing a coherent pleasantness worldview from creation, through uncreation, through 
new creation, to perfect creation. However, he not only used the prospect of a happy heaven 
to persuade unbelievers to follow Christianity, he also used the misery of hell to do the same. 

Although Henry’s Exposition provides a balanced presentation of both the present 
happy experience of the Christian and the future happy hope of the Christian, Pleasantness, 
like much Latitudinarian writing, is focused more on the present happiness of the Christian 
life. Perhaps the expectation of so much happiness on earth, possibly because they lived in 
more peaceful times, led to less eschatological expectation and hope.411 It may also reflect the 
Latitudinarian emphasis on tangible earthly rewards rather than vague spiritual 
speculations.412 Having said that, there was obviously enough eschatological emphasis in 
Henry to provoke people to ask questions about immortality, ultimate questions he was 
seeking to answer with his apologetic for the happiness of heaven for the Christian and the 
unhappiness of hell for the unbeliever. In so doing he was not so much arguing that 
Christianity was truthful, but that it was ultimately desirable and satisfying, and the 
alternative so dreadful it must be avoided. 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter synthesized and analyzed Henry’s apologetic for the pleasantness of religion 
using the apologetic criteria proposed in the introduction of this study. First, regarding the 
cultural criteria, Henry’s apologetic for the pleasantness of religion addressed perhaps the 
primary question of his culture: ‘What is happiness and how can we find it?’ This question 
has echoed through the ages and has produced innumerable answers.413 Based on the 
foregoing analysis, Henry’s answer can be summarized as follows: happiness is a superior 
composite of religious profit and pleasure, that is sourced in, designed and gifted by God, yet 
to be deliberately pursued using rational, spiritual, ecclesiastical, and, especially, practical 
means; in expectation of stable present pleasantness, and perfect heavenly pleasantness; with 
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the purpose of fulfilling humanity, assuring of personal faith, and of persuading others to the 
Christian religion, all for the glory of God.  

‘Superior’ in this definition represents the claim that the pleasantness of Christianity 
is greater than any other promised or found in this world, a key comparative claim if the 
pleasantness of Christianity was to be used apologetically. It was a ‘composite’ pleasantness 
in the sense that it was made up of both objective ‘profit’ (the multiple benefits of 
Christianity) and subjective religious ‘pleasure’ (a positive happy state of mind and heart). 
The insistence on the former distinguished Christian happiness from Enlightenment versions 
of Epicureanism found in Thomas Hobbes and John Locke which majored on subjective 
pleasure as the source of happiness. Henry’s version was neither relativistic nor entirely 
subjective but was founded on an objective biblical basis. The individual was not at liberty to 
define his own happiness, because God already had.414 Nor could anyone define it by the 
right use of human reason, the vague method proposed by Aristotle.415 This profit and 
pleasure were ‘religious’ in that they resulted from the Christian faith rather than from 
material, social, or sensual factors (although Christian faith also increased and purified the 
pleasure obtained from wealth, friends, and the bodily senses). Despite his emphasis on the 
reasonableness of religion, his pleasantness apologetic helped to prevent Henry falling into 
the Socinians over-emphasis on reason which resulted not only in their rejection of the 
Trinity and in their unorthodox view of the atonement, but in a dry scholasticism which 
downgraded the value of religious experience.416 

This pleasantness, this religious profit and pleasure, was ‘sourced in God,’ and 
therefore presented God as the ultimate source of all good, and reminded of the impossibility 
of pleasantness without God’s blessedness. Trying to find happiness in material things, as 
some in his society were advocating, would be ultimately unsatisfying. ‘Designed by God,’ 
communicates the desire and will of God to make his creatures happy, revealing much about 
the character of God,417 as well as providing for a more stable pleasantness than one that 
totally depends upon humanity. This was attempting to reverse the trend towards purely 
anthropological conceptions of happiness, which portrayed happiness as an independent 
individual achievement.418 It also challenged the misrepresentation of Puritanism’s God as a 
miserable heavenly spoiler of human happiness. 

 
414. See Richard Kraut, “Two Conceptions of Happiness,” The Philosophical Review 88 no. 2 (1979): 
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The seemingly paradoxical combination of this pleasantness being ‘gifted by God’ 
and yet ‘to be deliberately pursued,’ emphasized God’s sovereignty when it came to 
experiencing pleasantness, a strong emphasis in the Reformers,419 but it also added a greater 
element of human responsibility, a stress more associated with the Latitudinarians. This 
pleasantness was to be pursued, and yet Henry generally recognized that it was not something 
earned or deserved but graciously given, usually to those who used the ‘rational, spiritual, 
ecclesiastical, and, especially, practical means’ God provided.  

‘Rational’ means included not only thinking about the pursuit of pleasantness but 
thinking about God, his character, his works, and his Word. Pleasantness was not some 
thoughtless, groundless, emotional high, but was rooted in truth. This is why Henry’s 
Exposition was so central in his apologetic aims as he believed that the way to greater 
spiritual pleasure was through understanding biblical truth. ‘Spiritual’ means involved 
praying, listening to God in his Word, believing God, and communing with God. This was 
not to be done only in private, but also in public using the ‘ecclesiastical’ community of the 
local church. The believer was therefore not independent but dependent on God and others 
for this pleasantness. ‘Especially practical’ in the definition highlights that Henry emphasized 
visible and tangible obedience to God in doing good to others as the greatest contributor to 
pleasantness.420 It was not just a mental exercise, an internal feeling, or a private faith; it was 
based upon holy action, with the corollary that sinful action would guarantee misery. This 
practical emphasis in Henry opened up the prospect of happiness to all Christians, not just to 
great thinkers, great theologians, great teachers, or great believers. His concern to connect his 
apologetic with a wider audience is seen in his extensive and imaginative development of the 
‘journey’ metaphor in Pleasantness, an image and experience everyone could identify with. 

Such a use of the God-ordained means, produced a ‘present stable happiness.’ The 
believer did not need to wait until heaven to enjoy this pleasantness. It could be experienced 
in the present and it could be a stable happiness. Though there were fluctuations from time to 
time, and there would be growth over time, this happiness was relatively stable because 
relatively independent of circumstances, external threats, and transient emotions. Although 
the pleasantness would be ultimately consummated in heaven, ‘perfect heavenly happiness’ 
did not render the imperfect happiness on earth worthless and its pursuit pointless. Happiness 
was to be pursued in the way as well as in the end. Henry’s belief in this possibility of present 
and stable happiness may well have been the result of the more stable times he lived in. He 
does not appear to have given much attention to the apologetic value of sufferings in the 
Christian life. 

This pleasantness had been designed by God ‘with the purpose of ‘fulfilling 
humanity, assuring of personal faith, and of persuading others to the Christian religion.’ 
‘Fulfilling humanity’ pointed to the far greater end God had in this than in just making 
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Christians happy. ‘Pleasantness’ was thus much richer than happiness and was closer to the 
Greek idea of ‘eudaimonia’ (see next chapter). Godliness, therefore, did not only produce 
pleasantness but pleasantness also produced more godliness. ‘Assuring of personal faith’ was 
much needed by Protestants not only because of the crisis of authority caused by the 
skepticism of the age but also by Reformed orthodoxy’s move away from the church as the 
ground of authority.421  

As for ‘persuading others to the Christian religion,’ although the apologetic appeal to 
the happiness of the believer was not commonly found in earlier Reformed orthodoxy, it was 
adopted by later figures such as Jonathan Edwards.422 As the accumulated evidence 
demonstrates, it was Henry’s most common apologetic strategy. Although there was a danger 
of such an apologetic appeal to personal profit and pleasure resulting in a self-centered and 
self-absorbed religion, Henry’s approach tried to avoid this by insisting on happiness through 
doing good to others, and also by his insistence on participating in the local church. His 
tracing of all pleasantness to God’s nature and the imparting of it to God’s sovereignty, kept 
people dependent on God more than themselves, and had the aim of keeping the glory of God 
as the great aim. With such a concept of happiness, Henry proposed his answer to the 
culture’s questions about what it was and how it could be found. His presentation of the 
happy God was also in stark contrast to the cold, distant, and disinterested Deity proposed by 
the Deists.  

The Enlightenment influences that were being felt in Henry’s time stressed that 
intellectual and moral improvement were the way to happiness. With his stress on both the 
reasonableness of Christianity and the pleasantness of the Christian life, Henry took these 
cultural trends and effectively said, “Yes, but get your intellectual enlightenment and moral 
improvement from Christianity if you want to be truly happy.” To this end, he offered a 
practical account of the happiness of the Christian life that would also have the additional 
practical benefit of a persuasive apologetic argument for Christianity. As such, it shares some 
of the characteristics of moral apologetics. Baggett and Baggett define this as composed of 
moral facts (moral ontology), moral knowledge (moral epistemology), performative matters 
(moral transformation), and moral rationality (the convergence of happiness and virtue).423 
Comparing this definition with the evidence presented by this study, it can be said that Henry 
gave apologetic attention to moral epistemology, moral transformation, and moral rationality, 
and he gave least attention to moral ontology. This was likely because there was less debate 
in Henry’s day about the existence of objective morals and even the ultimate source of them 
being God. There was however, increasing debate over whether the Bible was the most 
reliable source of moral knowledge (see below), whether Christianity transformed lives, and 
whether that resulted in happiness, especially the latter.  

Second, how did Henry provoke questions about ultimate matters when it came to the 
pleasantness of religion? There was obviously no need to provoke questions about happiness, 
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as that was a common interest in the culture. However, perhaps as a consequence of the focus 
on earthly happiness, there was not so much interest in immortality. Concern about, pursuit 
of, and enjoyment of present happiness, always ran the risk of making people neglect 
spiritual and eternal concerns like life after death. Although Henry’s eschatological teaching, 
especially about the happiness of heaven and the awfulness of hell, would have provoked 
such ultimate questions about eternal happiness, in contrast with Grotius who only conceived 
of eternal happiness, and in contrast with some of his Puritan forebears who focused more on 
eternal happiness, Henry’s emphasis, like the Latitudinarians, was more on present happiness 
as he sought to demonstrate how Christianity satisfied this. 

Third, when it came to epistemological questions, Henry sourced his pleasantness 
apologetic in the Word of God. How to be happy and where happiness was to be found were 
not questions that reason or natural theology could reliably answer. Therefore, in contrast to 
his reasonableness apologetic, there is a greater reliance on Scripture for his pleasantness 
argument. As will be shown below, there was some reliance on senses and observation in the 
positive argument for the pleasantness of religion, and a bit more in his negative argument for 
the unpleasantness of unbelief. However, Scripture occupies a proportionately greater place 
than in his reasonableness apologetic. His book Pleasantness was an exposition of Scripture 
and his Exposition itself was a major source for the material of this analysis 

Although Henry did not present a systematic worldview of pleasantness in his writing, 
this study has sought to demonstrate that a worldview based around the framework of the 
pleasantness of religion is evident in Henry’s writings and can be reconstructed. It has also 
been proposed that just as with Henry’s reasonableness apologetic, so Henry’s pleasantness 
apologetic was motivated by a desire to give more certainty to Christian truth claims and 
more assurance to Christian believers. As for what claim Henry makes with his pleasantness 
apologetic, it’s not only a protective claim, but neither does it rise to the level of an 
imperative claim. Rather, he frequently makes a comparative claim, that Christianity is the 
best of the alternatives, it provides the most happiness. He does not go so far as Tillotson who 
wrote that if any religion could be produced that could make anyone happier, he would 
embrace it.424  

The fourth category of questions concerns methodology. Henry viewed pleasantness 
as made up of both objective ‘profit’ (the multiple benefits of Christianity) and subjective 
religious ‘pleasure’ (a positive happy state of mind and heart). The question is, was this an 
evidential or a fideist argument?425 The evidential argument is that that the presence of basic 
human needs that only God can satisfy is evidence of God’s existence and the veracity of the 
Christian religion. It can be stated thus: 

 
424. Tillotson, “The Excellency of the Christian Religion,” Works, Vol. 1 (London: 1820), 462-3.  
425. For more discussion of this and other existential apologetics issues see Clifford Williams, 

Existential Reasons for Belief in God: A Defense of Desires & Emotions for Faith (Downer’s Grove: IVP 
Academic, 2011); John Bishop, Believing by Faith: An Essay in the Epistemology and Ethics of Religious Belief 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2007); Sidney Callahan, In Good Conscience. Reason and Emotion in Moral 
Decision Making (New York: Harper San Francisco, 1991); Basil Mitchell, The Justification of Religious Belief 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1981); Louis Pojman, Religious Belief and the Will (New York: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986); Wessel Stoker, Is Faith Rational. A Hermeneutical-Phenomenological, 
Accounting for Faith (Dudley, Mass.: Peeters, 2006); Mark R. Wynn, Emotional Experience and Religious 
Understanding: Integrating Perception, Conception and Feeling (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005). 



 173 

1. We feel the basic human need of pleasantness 
2. Only God can satisfy this need of pleasantness  
3. Therefore, God exists. 

This argument makes the case for God’s existence because it explains reality. However, even 
though it might prove or support God’s existence, this argument does not necessarily justify 
or persuade to faith in God. The fact that these basic human needs exist, and that only God’s 
design can explain them, and only he can satisfy them, may be insufficient to persuade to 
faith in God. The evidence here supports a truth claim, not so much a justification or warrant 
to believe.  

The fideist argument says that faith in God is justified because believing in him 
satisfies the need for pleasantness. It doesn’t say anything about whether God exists; it 
simply says that as faith in God satisfies basic human needs, that is sufficient justification for 
believing in God. The argument is not based on evidence for the existence of God or of a 
correct conception of reality, but the existence of needs that only believing in God can 
satisfy. It can be stated thus: 

1. We feel the basic need of pleasantness 
2. Only believing in God can satisfy this need of pleasantness 
3. Therefore, we are justified in having faith in God. 

Both the evidentialist and fideist arguments, begin by claiming that there is a basic human 
need for pleasantness, and that only God can satisfy that need. But they differ in their 
conclusion. The evidentialist concludes that God exists because there would not be such a 
need if there were not someone to satisfy it. The fideist does not make any claim about truth 
or theism, but simply says that if believing in God satisfies the basic need of pleasantness, 
then that is the necessary justification for believing. The evidentialist argument points to 
Christian happiness as proof of God’s existence and of Christianity’s truthfulness. The fideist 
points to Christian pleasantness to prove that faith in God is worth it. The utility of this kind 
of apologetic is explained in one of Blaise Pascal’s Pensees:  

Men despise religion. They hate it and are afraid it may be true. The cure for this is 
first to show that religion is not contrary to reason, but worthy of reverence and 
respect. Next make it attractive, make good men wish it were true, and then show that 
it is. Worthy of reverence because it really understands human nature. Attractive 
because it promises true good.426 

 
This was Tillotson’s aim too.427 Fideist apologetics focuses on making Christianity attractive 
or loveable, making people hope it is true. It is rational in the sense that it reasons with 
people, it persuades; but it argues on the grounds of needs, feelings, emotions, longings, and 
desires. It is concerned with the second of two primary apologetics questions. The first is 
objective: Is the Christian worldview true, rational, and plausible?’ The second is more 
subjective: ‘Is it worth believing, is it desirable and satisfying?’ As Dulles says of the 
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existential argument as found in Pascal, it is to bring someone “to the point of wishing that he 
could believe, without having yet proved that Christianity is true.”428  

So, was Henry’s pleasantness apologetic evidentialist or fideist in methodology? The 
evidence of this chapter suggests that his primary argument was based on the satisfaction of 
the basic human need for pleasantness. But was his appeal an evidentialist or fideist 
argument? As previously noted, in his introduction to Pleasantness, his focus on what is best 
and highest rather than upon what is true and right hints at the fideist approach.429 Having 
said that, chapter one’s argument is not only based on what is best but on what is true.430 For 
Henry, this meant both objectively and subjectively true, satisfying reason and need. This 
inclusion of what is objectively true and right puts some separation between Henry and what 
is now known as ethical egoism, a system of normative ethics which makes self-interest the 
only and entire basis of morality (the issue of self-interest will be explored further in the next 
chapter).431 Although Henry’s repeated use of the argument for religion and morality based 
upon its pleasantness could  make it appear that he is an ethical egoist,432 he is closer to being 
a psychological egoist. In other words, he does not argue that people should act out of self-
interest (ethical egoism), but rather that they simply do (psychological egoism). He assumes 
that and proposes the Christian ethic as the way to secure that. So he places the obligation not 
on pursuing self-interest, but on obeying God, which in turn will advance the interests of 
people. 

In chapters 2-4 of Pleasantness, Henry asserted that he was proving the truth of the 
pleasantness of the religious life.433  The truth that he was primarily interested in proving was 
not so much the truth of Christian doctrine, but the truth that Christianity was the best or 
happiest way to live, resulting in an apologetic that was more fideist in nature, an approach 
that he believed was warranted because modeled upon the book of Proverbs. He did not 
usually appeal to the need for pleasantness and the way God satisfied this as a proof of God 
and of the truth of Christianity (the evidentialist argument), but more in an fideist way to 

 
428. Dulles, History of Apologetics, 163. Whittaker says “it is far from clear why happiness which one 

gains by virtue of his beliefs should give him reason for thinking that these beliefs are true.” However, he goes 
on to say, “Presumably, the happiness which one discovers through his beliefs provides no good reason for 
believing, unless the beliefs in question actually concern happiness and its attainment. Otherwise, appeals to 
happiness in defense of faith seem irrelevant.” John H. Whittaker, “Selfishness, Self-Concern and 
Happiness,” The Journal of Religious Ethics 8, no. 1 (1980): 149-59. Therefore, if Christian beliefs concern 
happiness and its attainment, and they do to some extent, this provides the grounds for advancing the existential 
argument into an evidential one. 

429. “Now to recommend to us the study and practice of this true wisdom…the great God is here, by 
Solomon, reasoning with us, from those topics, which in other cases use to be cogent and commanding enough.” 
Henry, Pleasantness, 3. 

430. Henry, Pleasantness, 20-22. 
431. For more on ethical egoism and its contrast with ethical altruism, see Edward Regis Jr., “What Is 

Ethical Egoism?” Ethics 91, no. 1 (1980): 50-62;  Keith Burgess-Jackson, “Deontological Egoism,” Social 
Theory and Practice 29, no. 3 (2003): 357-85; Jesse Kalin, “In Defense of Ethical Egoism,” in Ethical Theory: 
Classical and Contemporary Readings, Louis Pojman ed. (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth Group, 2002); Darin 
Crawford Gates, “Self-Interest, Ethical Egoism, and the Restored Gospel,” BYU Studies Quarterly 52, no. 2 
(2013): 151-76; James Rachels “Ethical Egoism,” The Elements of Moral Philosophy (New York: McGraw Hill, 
2003), ch. 5.  

432. Gates explains that although the roots of ethical egoism can be found in Greek philosophers such 
as Aristotle, fully developed versions do not appear until the twentieth century. Gates, “Self-Interest, Ethical 
Egoism, and the Restored Gospel,” 154. 

433. Henry, Pleasantness, 31. 



 175 

move people to initial faith and greater faith. He used the language of evidence when he said, 
“we shall next try to make this truth more evident, by appealing to such as may be thought 
competent witnesses in such a case,”434 and that convinced sinners and comforted saints are 
“the most competent witnesses to give evidence in this case; and to their experience we 
appeal.”435 However, it was evidence in support of the fideist argument rather than the 
evidential one.  

Henry rarely engaged in refutation, but most commonly engaged in the apologetic 
modes of vindication, defense, and persuasion. Persuasion is especially to the forefront in his 
pleasantness apologetic, but there is implicit refutation of Roman Catholicism also in his 
promotion of practical godliness, as one Roman Catholic critique of Protestant conceptions of 
justification by faith was that it had no impact on the moral renewal of man. Henry’s 
insistence on ethical living as part of his pleasantness apologetic was partly intended to prove 
this charge wrong.  

His overall aim with his method was to make Christianity more attractive and 
desirable in every area of doctrine and life. His portrayal of the pleasantness of God and of 
the Christian life in particular, were designed for maximum persuasion, to have people ask 
themselves, Who could not want to know and love such a God and to live such a flourishing 
life? Conversely, he also labored to teach and persuade of the unpleasantness and 
undesirability of living a non-Christian life by showing its misery and its failure to satisfy 
basic human needs.  

Fifth, as for Henry’s apologetic style, it has been argued that Henry adopted elements 
of Latitudinarian moderatism in both style and content as part of his own apologetic for the 
reasonableness and pleasantness of Christianity. He adopted a reasonable and happy 
demeanor as a deliberate part of his apologetic in order to render the Christian message more 
plausible. Just as Roberts wanted his study of Venning to contribute to the understanding of 
Puritan identity, so it is hoped that this study of Henry will support not only the re-assessment 
of the Puritans’ relationship with joy, but also Roberts’s identification of some Puritans with 
“irenicism and moderation through the religious controversies of the day; and a willingness to 
learn from theologically diverse sources.”436 This peaceableness contrasted with much of 
Puritan and Reformed history, but it weakened the defense of Reformed orthodoxy. 

Henry’s pleasantness apologetic was not just about showing the beauty of Christianity 
but about beautifying society. He believed that an aesthetically pleasing apologetic would 
lead to an aesthetically pleasing society. This was not just that the irenic moderate style of his 
apologetic would lead to more harmony and less division if adopted by all, but also because 
he believed that Christians living lives of practical godliness would produce a more orderly 
and attractive society. Hence, his concern for the reformation of manners. The next chapter 
will consider in more detail whether Henry’s pleasantness apologetic was self-centered or if it 
had a higher teleology. However, the evidence of this chapter is that he had higher ends than 
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simply personal hedonism, that he connected his apologetic with love for one’s neighbor and 
involvement in a doxological church community. 

Sixth, regarding audience, although Henry’s greatest aim was to increase the 
happiness of Christians, in doing this he hoped to attract people to the Christian faith. Both 
audiences were connected in that Henry believed that the happier Christians were the more 
they would attract people to consider Christianity. Thus, Christians became apologists with 
their pleasantness, an apologetic found in many pages of the New Testament.437 He also 
believed that pleasantness through piety would give Christians more confidence and 
assurance in their faith. 

It is significant that almost all of this apologetic content was originally preached in 
sermons, thereby providing a justification and model for apologetics in the course of ordinary 
pastoral ministry in a local church. His pleasantness apologetic addressed the whole person 
with multiple pleasures for the body, the mind, the feelings, and the senses in addition to the 
soul. There were individual pleasures, corporate pleasures, social pleasures, religious 
pleasures, and non-religious pleasures. It was a holistic apologetic. 

Henry’s use of the journey metaphor in his pleasantness apologetic was also suited to 
a more popular audience. Holly Ordway says that the imagination is what allows us to 
conceive in our minds the image of something that is not present.”438 She points to 
theologians such as Augustine and Aquinas for precedents and examples in using the 
imagination to mediate between the senses and the intellect. By showing that reason is 
dependent upon the imagination, she argues against dividing reason from the imagination. 
Henry’s presentation of the Christian life as a pleasant journey, bringing ideas to life with this 
illustration, was therefore apologetically appropriate to his popular audience, and was 
intended to induce people to make this journey. As Ordway put it, “The imaginative approach 
can help draw in someone who would otherwise never seriously consider doctrine or 
philosophy, and it can ‘incarnate’ abstract ideas so that a person can more deeply and fully 
engage with them.”439 

Seventh, and finally, as has been demonstrated, Henry’s theology was imbued with 
his pleasantness apologetic. There does not appear to have been a doctrine which he did not 
attempt to view from a pleasantness perspective. It could be argued that Henry was simply 
using the cultural interest of his day to emphasize one way of looking at all biblical doctrine. 
However, viewing all biblical doctrine through such a singular lens can also result in certain 
aspects of biblical doctrine being ignored or downplayed. In addition to some of the issues 
raised above, Henry does not emphasize justification as the objective basis for sanctification, 
especially the experience of pleasantness. A focus on justification would also stress the more 
important objective issue of human guilt over the subjective issue of human misery, and 
would also tend to afford a greater place to faith over obedience as the path to happiness. 
Thomforde identifies three primary versions of happiness in Puritan and Reformed divinity: 
the beatific enjoyment of God, the happiness of the gospel and assurance (via justification by 

 
437. For exposition of numerous key texts, see Joseph D. Wooddell, The Beauty of the Faith: Using 

Aesthetics for Christian Apologetics (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2011), 60-71. 
438. Holly Ordway, Apologetics and the Christian Imagination: An Integrated Approach to Defending 

the Faith (Steubenville, OH: Emmaus Road Publishing, 2017), 15. 
439. Ordway, Apologetics and the Christian Imagination, 151-2. 



 177 

faith), and the happiness of godliness.440 Henry’s focus on the latter is sometimes at the 
expense of the former two versions of happiness. 

It has been argued that Henry adopted elements of Latitudinarian moderatism in both 
style and content as part of his own apologetic for the reasonableness and pleasantness of 
Christianity. Like them he stressed the present earthly happiness of the Christian more than 
the future heavenly happiness; like them, he located that happiness more in practical 
Christian living and less in justification or in delight in God; like them he promoted pleasure 
from obeying Christ’s ethical teaching more than pleasure from faith in his person, work, or 
doctrine; like them he stressed God’s work in nobis more than extra nos; like them he 
emphasized the believer’s work sometimes at the expense of the Spirit’s work; like them, he 
emphasized human responsibility more than divine sovereignty, at least in the area of the 
pleasantness of religion. 

The evidence, however, does not support the conclusion that Henry omitted any of the 
doctrines or practices of Reformed orthodoxy; rather it’s more that he re-balanced the 
presentation of them resulting in different proportions in his teaching. However, although he 
taught justification by faith, it must be asked whether he allowed the Latitudinarian 
prioritizing of works over faith, its defining of Christianity by moral conduct, and its focus on 
the utility of good works, emphases acknowledged even by the defenders of the 
Latitudinarians,441 to influence him so much that he unintentionally obscured this central 
doctrine of Reformed orthodoxy.442 Could Henry’s emphasis on good works be explained by 
the traditional Reformed orthodox insistence on the impossibility of a justification that does 
not produce good works? That’s certainly how Blosser defends Tillotson’s ministry, 
providing evidence of how he distinguished his soteriology from Roman Catholicism’s 
version.443 He also argues that Tillotson’s emphasis on virtuous conduct through grace was to 
increase the believer’s assurance.444 Sarah Mortimer traces Richard Baxter’s adjustment of 
justification to include, to some degree, human works, to his horror at the lawless lives 
among Calvinistic soldiers in 1645.445 Similar influences may have been working on Henry. 

If, as the last chapter argued, Henry’s teaching on the reasonableness of religion 
managed to stay largely within the realm of Reformed orthodoxy, his teaching on the 
pleasantness of religion, especially that of the temporal happiness of a holy life, reflected a 
change in emphasis  away from earlier Puritan thought which tended rather to identify the 
present earthly life of the Christian with sufferings. The conscious pursuit of happiness was 
also rare in earlier Reformed orthodoxy, with spiritual joy being a consequence of other 

 
440. Thomforde, “Defending Happiness,” 31, 36, 44.  
441. Blosser, “John Tillotson's Latitudinarian Legacy,” 149-50. However, Blosser still insists on the 

soteriological orthodoxy of Tillotson (158). 
442. The Anglican evangelist George Whitefield later wrote that “Archbishop Tillotson knew no more 

of Christianity than Mahomet.” George Whitefield, Three Letters from the Reverend Mr. G. Whitefield 
(Philadelphia, 1740), 2. Whitefield went on to accuse Tillotson of contradicting justification by faith (3) and of 
putting human righteousness in place of Christ’s (4). 

443. Blosser, “John Tillotson’s Latitudinarian Legacy,” 164. Blosser shows how Tillotson 
distinguished his own view of obedience as a condition of justification, from the Roman Catholic view of 
obedience as a meritorious cause of it. However, Tillotson does seem to see Christ’s grace as giving merit to 
human works, making works “a sacramental conduit of grace” (166).  

444. Blosser, “John Tillotson's Latitudinarian Legacy,” 166. 
445. Mortimer, Reason and Religion in the English Revolution, 216. 
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pursuits rather than what was deliberately pursued out of self-interest. As with his teaching 
on the reasonableness of religion, it is not clear whether Henry was consciously distancing 
himself from his Puritan heritage in following the trends of Latitudinarian thought and other 
contemporary influences, or whether it simply represents a contextual response to the 
intellectual, spiritual, economic, and cultural currents and interests of his day.  

The pleasantness of religion was a common anti-atheist response to the increased 
atheism and religious diversity of the late 1600’s, which led to what Sheppard calls “a 
notable theological shift…from a pessimistic view of terrestrial human happiness to a 
hedonic conception of earthly pleasure and its relationship to the future life.” He notes that 
“between 1690 and 1720 in particular, the confutation of atheism in sermons delivered by 
clergymen from their pulpits increasingly deployed an argument which claimed that the 
belief in God’s existence was one which guaranteed greater terrestrial happiness.”446 
Sheppard argues that this incorporation of what appeared to be one of the fundamental 
principles of Epicureanism into Christian theology represented a shift, as this philosophy had 
historically been viewed as an attack on Christianity and incompatible with it. Through the 
years, Christian teachers had critiqued the Epicurean pursuit of happiness,447 especially the 
immorality that resulted from its association of happiness with the body, or humanity’s 
animal nature.448 But, between 1690 and 1720, “many apologists adopted this anti-atheist 
argument in sermons about man’s terrestrial happiness because it spoke directly to the atheist 
on what were assumed to be his own preferred terms: those of terrestrial self-interest.”449 As 
has been demonstrated, Henry did not adopt this approach in its entirety, but he did argue for 
a hedonic advantage in the religious life. He wasn’t the first Puritan to do so either, as 
Roberts identifies the unifying principle of Venning’s theology as the association between 
godliness and temporal happiness. Roberts traces this to the influence of the Cambridge 
Platonists,450 as does Sheppard, who specifically mentioned Henry More’s An Account of 
Virtue and its definition of ethics as “the art of living well or happily” and its proposal that 
“in order to be happy, one must know and practice virtue.”451 By incorporating right reason 
as the rule, More avoided equating happiness with merely sensual pleasure and warned 
against that, a position Henry also adopted. 

As Henry said in his introduction to Pleasantness, this was one of his favorite subjects 
and one that he mentioned at every possible opportunity.452 Henry, however, was aware of a 

 
446. Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 3.  
447. Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 95-102 
448. They also objected to his view of atoms and the origins of the universe. Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 

99-102 
449. Sheppard traces the attempts to appropriate Epicurus and present it as compatible with Christian 

religion. Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 102-116. “By the end of the seventeenth century, then, there were three 
general positions on Epicureanism and its relation to atheism in England. First, the traditional association found 
in conventional anti-atheist confutation discourse: Epicureanism was synonymous with atheism for natural, 
moral, and theological reasons. Second, the partial adaptation of Epicureanism as found in the new natural 
philosophy: atomism was the foundation for the new science, but the Epicurean and Lucretian elaboration of 
this atomism in both natural and moral philosophy was firmly rejected. Third, the appropriation of Epicurean 
moral philosophy: that Epicurean hedonism was constituted by traditional virtues (prudence, temperance, 
fortitude, justice) which had long since been viewed as compatible with Christianity” (132). 

450. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 40 
451. H. More, An Account of Virtue (London, 1690), 4, 5. Quoted in Sheppard, Anti-Atheism, 142. 
452. Henry, ‘To The Reader’ in Pleasantness, ii. 
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significant challenge to his pleasantness apologetic, the  challenge of suffering and he set out 
to defend his apologetic against this objection. His response will be examined in the next 
chapter together with another which he did not answer directly, the charge of self-interest.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

HENRY’S APOLOGETIC PROBLEMS 
 
Introduction 
The previous two chapters used seven categories of apologetic criteria to assess Henry’s 
apologetic for  the reasonableness and pleasantness of the Christian religion. Some of the 
questions among the criteria concerned objections and contradictions. Is the apologetic 
coherent? Is it consistent with reason, Scripture, and experience? Is it consistent with itself 
and with other data? Does it identify and overcome barriers, objections, and challenges? In 
the course of this study, two major objections to Henry’s apologetic were identified: suffering 
and self-interest. These challenges will now be examined with a view to determining whether 
Henrys apologetic is rationally valid and sustainable. 
 
The Challenge of Suffering 
A major challenge to Henry’s pleasantness apologetic is that the Bible and the evidence of 
Christian experience does not always support his argument for the pleasantness of religion, 
especially when suffering comes into the lives of Christians. This is a difficulty that Tillotson 
was also aware of as he developed a similar pleasantness apologetic. He summarized some of 
the arguments against his apologetic as follows:  
 

1. That wicked men seem to have a great deal of pleasure and contentment in their 
vices. 
2. That religion imposeth many harsh and grievous things, which seem to be 
inconsistent with that pleasure and satisfaction I have spoken of. 
3. That those who are religious are many times very disconsolate and full of trouble.1 

 
Aware of such arguments, Henry also attempted to answer the challenge with a defense of his 
apologetic. This examination of Henry’s defense will articulate qualifications to his 
pleasantness apologetic with a view to assessing if his apologetic can be sustained in the face 
of the biblical and experiential evidence. Not all of the objections nor of the qualifications 
that will be identified here are explicitly stated by Henry, but are rather summaries of what he 
wrote in various places with a view to defending his apologetic. Also, although the 
qualifications therefore arise from Henry’s writing, the exact words of the qualifications are 
promulgated by the author of this study. The qualifications are presented in italics to enable 
easier identification of the qualifications and, therefore, facilitate better analysis of Henry’s 
defence.   

Henry’s pleasantness apologetic had two primary premises: (1) People want to be 
happy, and (2) The Christian life is the happiest life. This leads to his conclusion that people 
should therefore become Christians. Assuming that the first premise is true, the argument’s 
success depends upon the truth of the second premise which Henry arrived at in Pleasantness 

 
1. Tillotson, “Of the inward Peace and Pleasure which attend Religion,” Works, Vol. 2 (London: 1820), 

76-7. 
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primarily by exegesis of Proverbs 3:17. Although Henry expressed concern in Pleasantness 
lest he overstate his case,2 the book contains many unqualified statements about the universal 
pleasantness of the Christian religion.3 Although it might be expected that his Exposition 
would demonstrate more balance—given that he was expounding the whole of Scripture and 
not just one verse, and given that he was not dealing specifically with the subject of the 
pleasantness of the religious life—similar unqualified statements can also be found there.4 
Having said that, at points, Henry’s Exposition does portray the Christian life in more 

 
2. Henry, Pleasantness, 123. 
3. For example, in the introduction to Pleasantness, Henry stated that to be holy was to be happy. 

Henry, Pleasantness, 3-4. He used Prov. 3:13 and Psa. 144:15 to back that up, paraphrasing the latter as 
“Happy, thrice happy, for ever happy, is that people, whose God is the Lord” (5). When contrasting the drudge 
and sorrow of working for future worldly gain with the present pleasure of serving the Lord, he expounded Psa. 
19:10 and wrote that there is “a present great reward of obedience in obedience” (23-24). He argued on the basis 
of Phil. 3:1 and 4:4 that “to be religious is to rejoice in the Lord always” (47). Believers “live many days, and 
rejoice in them all” (48).  Perhaps the clearest statement of many along these lines is where Henry wrote: “It is 
the will of God, that his people should be a cheerful people, that his Israel, should rejoice in every good thing 
which the Lord their God gives them; so that it is their own fault if they have not a continual feast, and be not 
made to rejoice with the out-goings of every morning and every evening” (49, see also 62). He stated that there 
was no comparable profit like that in the labor of religion—both in terms of present income and future 
recompense (6). He wrote of “the exceeding superlative pleasantness of religion,” and insisted that if the 
Christian will keep close to and walk in God’s commandments that “we shall certainly find true pleasure and 
satisfaction” (7). Although journeys can be pleasant or unpleasant, the way of religion is a pleasant way (8); it 
not only has peace and pleasantness at the end but also in the way (9). One of his most unguarded statements 
appeared when he wrote, “There is not only this peace in the way of religion in general; but in the particular 
paths of that way; view it in the several acts and instances of it, in the exercise of every grace, in the 
performance of every duty, and you will find, that what is said of the body of Christianity, is true of every part 
of it, it is peace” (10). Each path in religion is represented as unmixed pleasure, profit, and peace. A small 
caveat appeared towards the end of this section where Henry admitted that “the journey is long and requires all 
this care and application,” but still insists “yet it is pleasant, it is peace notwithstanding” (11). Henry then 
underlined his previous point about peace in each particular path of religion by asserting that there was peace in 
all its paths (12). The lack of qualification is further evidenced in his summary of his doctrine at the end of 
chapter one (13) and also in chapter two where Henry gave a detailed and extensive description of the 
experience of true religion and underlined the unmixed pleasantness of religion’s ways (20). They are pleasant 
“without the allay [alloy] of injury and iniquity” (20) “without the allay of toil and difficulty,” (22) and without 
“the allay of expense and loss” (23). At the end of chapter one, the absence of qualification can be seen in the 
way he summed up his interpretation of Proverbs 3:17. “The great truth which I desire my heart, and yours may 
be fully convinced of is this; that a holy, heavenly life spent in the service of God, and in communion with him, 
is without doubt, the most pleasant and comfortable life any man can live in this world” (31). Also, at the 
beginning of chapter two of Pleasantness, when highlighting the attracting power of religious pleasure, he 
wrote, “Here’s a bait that has no hook under it, a pleasure courting you which has no pain attending it, no 
bitterness at the latter end of it” (32). 

4. For example, “On what easy terms is happiness offered us; it is but hear, and you shall live.” Henry, 
Exposition, Vol. 4, Isa. 55:1-5. When expounding Prov. 3:17 he wrote: “The way of religion “is a pleasant way; 
it is smooth and clean, and strewed with roses,” and all her paths are peace, “all her paths, all the several acts, 
instances and duties of it” (Vol. 3, Prov. 3:13-20). “None live so easily, so pleasantly as those who live by faith” 
(Vol. 3, Prov. 28:25). The way of religion is recommended “as a straight, plain, easy way.” It is also “a safe 
pleasant comfortable way” (Vol. 3, Prov. 12:28). “A religious life is a pleasant life, it is a life of constant joy” 
(Vol. 6, 1 Thess. 5:16-22). The result of the new covenant outpouring of God’s Spirit on Christians “will make 
their duty plain, easy, and pleasant” (Vol. 6, Heb. 10:7-18). Like Jeremiah, the Christian can be called to service 
involving painful suffering. Nevertheless, Jeremiah took pleasure in his calling because it was a way of serving 
God and doing good even though it exposed him to difficulty (Vol. 4, Jer. 15:15-21). Even death was portrayed 
with unmixed positivity at points: “It is but a walk in this valley, a gentle pleasant walk…. The saints take a 
walk to another world, as cheerfully as they take their leave of this” (Vol. 3, Psa. 23:1-6). 
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balanced terms than Pleasantness by frequently describing the sufferings and sorrows of the 
Christian life.5 How can these seemingly contradictory statements be reconciled?6  

Although Henry briefly referenced some objections to his pleasantness doctrine in the 
early chapters of Pleasantness, he did not deal with them there in any detailed or systematic 
way. That all changes in chapter six which he entitled, ‘The Doctrine vindicated from what 
may be objected against it.’ There, Henry intimated that he would say something pre-
emptively “in defence of this truth against that, which may seem to weaken the force of it.”7 
In this he is similar to Tillotson who regularly acknowledged the reality of suffering as an 
objection against Christianity and wrote extensively on the answers to this in his published 
sermons.8 This analysis of Henry’s answers to these objections, which begins with his 

 
5. In Psalm 37, Henry began by admitting that “we see the world full of evil doers, and workers of 

iniquity, that flourish and prosper, that have what they will, and do what they will, that live in ease and pomp 
themselves, and have power in their hands to do mischief to those about them.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 
37:1-6. In other words, it looks like the irreligious life is a pleasant life. In Psalm 73, he said that everybody sees 
the prosperity of the wicked, “They seem to have the least share of the troubles and calamities of this life…and 
have the greatest share of the comforts of this life,” especially when compared with wise and good men (Vol. 3, 
Psa. 73:1-14). The ungodly do not only prosper more than the godly but they have more peaceful deaths than 
them too, both physically and spiritually (Vol. 3, Psa. 73:1-14). He noted how the author of Ecclesiastes, whom 
Henry identified as Solomon, also struggled with the reality that the wicked and the good both seem to receive 
similar blessings and pains (Vol. 3, which had the potential of being a stumbling block to faith (Vol. 3, Eccl. 
9:1-3). Solomon noted that this is not a new phenomenon but one which is common through all history, 
including biblical history. In his comments on Matthew 5:10-12, Henry warned that the followers of Christ 
“must reckon upon hardships and troubles more than other men.” He described the sufferings of Old Testament 
saints in lengthy and graphic terms, urging Christians to remember that it will be even worse for the New 
Testament Church (Vol. 5, Matt. 5:3-12). Regarding Matthew 24’s description of the many sufferings for the 
Christian and the Christian church he wrote, “while time lasts, we must expect trouble, and that the end of one 
affliction will be but the beginning of another” (Vol. 5, Matt. 24:4-31). John 15:18-21 predicts persecution of 
Christians by the wicked, which, cautioned Henry, should surprise no one given the enmity that exists between 
believers and unbelievers (Vol. 5, John 15:18-25). “It has commonly been the lot of those that appear for 
Christ's name to suffer for so doing, to suffer many things, and hard things, all these things” (Vol. 5, John 15:18-
25). Later in John’s Gospel, he comments: “You shall not have outward peace, never expect it; though they 
were sent to proclaim peace on earth, and good will towards men, they must expect trouble on earth, and ill will 
from men” (Vol. 5, John 16:28-33). While Henry had taught in Pleasantness that a great reward would attend 
obedience to God’s laws, in his Exposition he taught that the godly will suffer persecution, especially those who 
live “according to the strict rules of the Christian religion” (Vol. 6, 2 Tim. 3:10-17). Those who entered heaven 
were described in Revelation 7:14 as having come through great tribulation having formerly been in a low and 
desolate state. “The way to Heaven,” he asserted, “lies through many tribulations” (Vol. 6, Rev. 7:13-17). 

6. See Marshall, Puritans and Natural Theology, 120-133, for how other Puritans responded to the 
challenges of evil in the world, and even in the lives of Christians. Rivers notes how the Latitudinarians rejected 
the idea of Non-conformists like Bunyan and Baxter who taught that suffering persecution is a necessary aspect 
of the Christian life. Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 84. She says that “Baxter and Bunyan might 
disagree strongly as to the nature of conversion and the definition of the doctrine of justification by faith, but 
like their puritan forbears they are agreed both that the life of faith is an active and often arduous process which 
is indissolubly linked with and expresses itself in holiness, and that the godly can be taught how to live it” 
(109). Puritan treatments of suffering in the life of the Christian include Richard Greenham, A Most Sweet and 
Assured Comfort (1595); Richard Sibbes, The Bruised Reed (1630); Robert Bolton, A Cordina for Christians 
(1640); Jeremiah Burroughs, The Rare Jewel of Christian Contentment (1648); William Bridge, A Lifting Up for 
the Downcast (1649); A Token for Mourners (1674), Preparation for Sufferings (1681), The Balm of the 
Covenant Applied to the Bleeding Wounds of Afflicted Saints (1687); Thomas Brooks, The Mute Christian 
Under the Smarting Rod (1659); Thomas Watson, All Things for Good (1663); Richard Baxter, The Signs and 
Causes of Melancholy (1716). 

7. Henry, Pleasantness, 116.  
8. For example, “The Wisdom of Being Religious,” Vol. 1, Works (London: 1820), 329; “The 

Excellency of the Christian Religion,” Works Vol. 1, 457, 459; “The Precepts of Christianity not Grievous”, 
Works, Vol. 1, 476. 
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treatment of three specific objections in chapter six, followed by those he addressed in 
passing in the rest of the book, will provide the material for some important and necessary 
qualifications to his pleasantness apologetic.9  

Before looking at these objections, it must be noted that at the beginning of his 
defense in chapter six, he quotes Eliphaz approvingly, referencing his words in Job 5:27.10 
However, Eliphaz was arguing that the righteous prosper and the wicked suffer, a theology 
that Job protests throughout the book and which God condemns at the end of the book (Job 
42:7). Henry’s theology in his pleasantness apologetic does appear to align with Eliphaz at 
points, which explains his supportive use of his words. However, in doing so, he 
inadvertently places his theology under the God’s condemnation.  

The first objection Henry specifically dealt with was one that went to the very heart of 
his case, that religion was a misery and not a pleasure. His first step was to identify the evil 
character of those who alleged this as “enemies of religion” and “scoffers of the later days.”11 
He wanted his readers to take the spiritual character and motives of these objectors into 
account when weighing this objection.12 He stated their objection in clear and specific terms 
using their own words,13 laying them out in the open that his readers may see the seriousness 
of them.14 His initial rebuttal began with a simple denial,15 followed by three additional 
arguments, each of limited substance.16 As it is doubtful if such a cursory defense, largely 
based upon ad hominem arguments and dogmatic assertions, would be an effective apologetic 
in winning over opponents, it is likely that Henry’s aim here was more to provide apologetic 
ballast to the already religious or to those who were already favorably disposed towards 

 
9. Before getting to these specific objections in chapter six, and his answers to them, Henry gave his 

readers three reminders to help reassure any who were reluctant to embrace his doctrine because of the 
widespread opposition to it. First, he reminded them of the history of all objections to Christian doctrine—that 
no matter how plain or evident a truth is, it will be objected to. Second, he traced the ultimate source of these 
objections to the Devil—who will particularly oppose any truth that is especially dangerous to his cause. Third, 
he reminded them that the truth was great and that it would ultimately succeed. Henry, Pleasantness, 116-117.  

10. Henry, Pleasantness, 137. 
11. Henry, Pleasantness, 117.  
12. Henry, Pleasantness, 117. Having turned from religion themselves, they made it their life’s work to 

misrepresent it with a view to turning others away also. Their motivation was not honest argument but “to deter 
others from piety, and to justify themselves in their own impiety.” 

13. They included that religion was a task and a drudge, that Christ’s yoke was heavy, that his 
commandments were grievous, that to be religious was to say farewell to all pleasure and to become a self-
torturer, and that God was an impossible-to-please and hard taskmaster. Henry, Pleasantness, 117. 

14. This strategy of stating objections openly, clearly, and in the language of the objectors is also 
evidenced in his Exposition. “There are those who pervert these right ways, who…mislead others, and suggest 
to them unjust prejudices against these ways, as if the doctrine of Christ were uncertain and precarious, the laws 
of Christ unreasonable and impracticable, and the service of Christ unpleasant and unprofitable, which is an 
unjust perverting of the right ways of the Lord, and making them to seem crooked ways.” Henry, Exposition, 
Vol. 6, Acts 13:4-13.  

15. “Now in answer to these calumnies we have this to say, that the matter is not so.” Henry, 
Pleasantness, 118. 

16. First, he partially quoted 2 Peter 2:12 and Jude 10, which further critiqued the character of the 
objectors as those who did not know what they were talking about and who were like animals in their reasoning. 
Second, he took his readers back to the Devil’s first accusations against Adam and Eve to show the parallels 
between the Devil’s ill-will and misrepresentations of God and the present opponents. He closed this section 
with a simple assertion followed by quotation of Proverbs 3:17: “But we know, and are sure, that it is a 
groundless imputation, for Wisdom’s ways are ‘ways of pleasantness, and all her paths are peace.’” Henry, 
Pleasantness, 118. 
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religion. He was more concerned at this point with defending the faith among the religious 
than winning over the non-religious.  

Having dealt with the blasphemous misrepresentations of religion by its enemies, 
Henry turned to the second objection; that professed friends of religion misrepresented it as a 
miserable experience, communicating a false impression to the non-religious, and 
contradicting the evidences and scriptures at the heart of Henry’s apologetic.17 He 
distinguished between two different kinds of Christians who caused this objection to rise in 
people’s minds. The first kind was described in terms that indicate Henry’s view that they 
were sinning in their sad and sour disposition and fully culpable for the impact of this on 
themselves and the damage being done to others.18 The second kind was described as 
“melancholy and sorrowful in their profession, and go mourning from day to day under 
prevailing doubts, and fears, and disquietments about their spiritual state.”19 For the purposes 
of this discussion, the former will be called “the sinfully sad” (their sadness rooted in sin) and 
the latter “the spiritually sad” (their sadness rooted in spiritual concern). Tillotson also 
recognized the difficulty for those who had a melancholy temperament from nature, a 
possibility not mentioned by Henry.20 

This distinction Henry made between sinful and spiritual sadness, resulted in two 
different responses from Henry. Regarding the former, he asserted that as their sadness is 
sinful, they should be blamed for it, not religion, and that they should repent of it.21 The first 
implicit qualification is, therefore, Christianity should not be judged by its followers’ sinful 
misrepresentations of it. Regarding the latter, the spiritually sad, he allowed that “there are 
some very good people that are of sorrowful spirit,” but still insisted “that true piety has true 
pleasure in it notwithstanding.”22 Henry’s gentler language, and the recognition of genuine 
spiritual concern at the heart of the spiritually sad, indicates that he had much more sympathy 
with them, an impression that is confirmed when he conceded, “We know some of the best of 
God’s servants have experienced trouble of mind to a great degree.”23 He did not put so much 
blame on them, neither did he call them to repentance in the same unqualified way. Rather, 
he treated this kind of Christian experience as an exception to the rule, traced it to God’s wise 

 
17. “How many wounds does religion receive in the house of her friends, false friends they are, or 

foolish ones, unworthy to be called wisdom’s children, for they do not justify her as they ought; but through 
mistake and indulgence of their own weaknesses betray her cause instead of pleading it, and witnessing to it; 
and confirm people’s prejudices against it, which they should endeavour to remove.” Henry, Pleasantness, 118-
9. “Some that profess religion are morose and sour in their profession, peevish and ill-humoured, and make the 
exercises of religion a burden, and task, and terror to themselves, and all about them” (119). 

18. Henry, Pleasantness, 119. 
19. Henry, Pleasantness, 119. Earlier in the book, in his determination to disassociate true religion 

from sadness, he forcefully rejected the label ‘religious melancholy.’ As this deficit was “contrary to the very 
nature and design of religion,” he wanted such a spiritual state to be called ‘superstitious melancholy,’ as it was 
more like heathen religion. Henry, Pleasantness, 19. “Let not true piety suffer in its reputation because of this,” 
he insisted, because it “is a great injury to the honour of his [God’s] goodness, as well as a great injury to 
themselves” (19). As he is more sympathetic in this section to the melancholic, it is a different type of 
melancholy he is speaking of here. See Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 154-6, for discussion of 
Baxter’s interaction with melancholy. 

20. Tillotson, “Of the inward Peace and Pleasure which attend Religion,” Works, Vol. 2 (London: 
1820), 79;  

21. Henry, Pleasantness, 119. 
22. Henry, Pleasantness, 119. 
23. Henry, Pleasantness, 119.  
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sovereignty hiding his face from his people for a time to improve their faith, and called for 
patient submission to God’s wise and good sovereignty while hoping for a future restoration 
of pleasure.24 An important qualification to Henry’s pleasantness doctrine is therefore 
suggested; that God the Father will sometimes wisely afflict his people by withdrawing a 
sense of pleasure in religion, which, although painful and not pleasant, is with a view to 
proving or correcting them and producing greater fruit and pleasure in the future. However, 
he still pressed home personal responsibility, urging these “good people” to turn from any sin 
that might be at the root of this problem, to make use of all the means God has provided to 
regain the comfort of religion, to avoid any sinful responses that might worsen this 
experience,25 and to correct any wrong views of God that may have contributed.26 Henry’s 
confidence that he had successfully dealt with this objection is summed up by his insistence 
that, “Religion then clears itself from all blame, which some may take occasion to cast upon 
it, from the uncomfortable lives which some lead that are religious.”27 A further important 
qualifier then is that Christian imperfection is sometimes to blame when the pleasantness of 
religion is not experienced.28 Tillotson also highlighted the possibility of “false and mistaken 
principles in religion; the imperfection of our religion and obedience to God” as causing 
trouble and sadness.29 

If Christian perfection is the condition for the enjoyment of religious pleasure in the 
Christian life, this not only implies that the lack of pleasure is often due to Christian 
imperfection, but, as his pleasantness apologetic relies on the manifestation of religious joy, it 
also implies that Christian perfection is possible in this world.30 While this possibility could 
reasonably be expected to spur certain Christians to greater religious diligence and therefore 
greater pleasure in their religion, in his Exposition’s discussion of Romans 7:14-25, Henry 
admitted that religious perfection in this world is theologically and experientially 
impossible.31 If perfect obedience is needed for religion’s ways to be pleasant, and if such 
perfection is impossible, Henry’s apologetic claims about religion’s pleasantness are 
significantly weakened. The demand for perfection also tends to move the entire focus of 
religion’s pleasure from being a gift of God’s grace to being an earned reward for perfect 
human effort. 

 
24. Henry, Pleasantness, 119-20. 
25. Henry, Pleasantness, 120. 
26. Henry, Pleasantness, 121. 
27. Henry, Pleasantness, 122. 
28. In his Exposition he recognized that a person’s natural temper plays a part in their misery, but still 

calls them to repent and to mortify it. “Note, it is the folly and infirmity of some good people that they lose 
much of the pleasantness of their religion by the fretfulness and uneasiness of their natural temper, which they 
humour and indulge, instead of mortifying it.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Jer. 15:15-21. 

29. Tillotson, “Of the inward Peace and Pleasure which attend Religion,” Works, Vol. 2 (London: 
1820), 79. 

30. Thus Henry can suggest that if Christians practiced their religion perfectly, their “tears will soon be 
wiped away. Henry, Pleasantness, 19 (see also pages 24, 100). God has provided so much care for the 
Christian’s comfort and given so much cause to be comforted that “if any do not live easily and pleasantly, it is 
their own fault” (62). In this, Henry was challenging Christians to take responsibility for their happiness, calling 
them to deliberate work and focused industry, “to study [religion] to make it more and more pleasant to 
ourselves” (146). 

31. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Rom. 7:14-25. Even in Pleasantness, he admits that Christians should 
and would go in the ways of religion by choice but can’t and don’t because they are “wretchedly degenerated.” 
Henry, Pleasantness, 21. 
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Henry identified two other groups who give religion a bad name with their misery. 
With the first, he took a much harsher line by calling them hypocrites who only make use of 
religion as long as it serves them and suits their present situation.32 Where there is no true 
heart pleasure it is sometimes because there is no true heart religion is therefore a further 
qualifier to Henry’s doctrine. The second group are those who make religion a burden instead 
of a pleasure by adding to God’s commands an unreasonable strictness;33 the Christian can 
make the yoke of Christ harder and heavier than it need be,34 a theme also found in 
Tillotson.35 This suggests the qualifier of unnecessary obligations, strictness, burdens, and 
controversies weaken the pleasure of religion. Henry’s pleas to believers to avoid overdoing 
in well-doing and to avoid contention and controversy if they want to enjoy peace and 
pleasantness, while common themes in Moderatism, might lead Christians to a lukewarm 
approach to faith and to opt out of legitimate and required controversy. At one point, he is 
careful to identify the disagreements to be avoided as “perverse disputings,” but Pleasantness 
seems to lack any call to zeal or to contend for the faith once delivered to the saints.36 One of 
Tillotson’s most frequent defenses of the pleasantness apologetic was that persecution was 
largely limited to the first generation of Christians and, therefore, present experience of it 
may be more to do with unwise personal choices than necessity.37 While this defense excused 
the Latitudinarians moderatism, it was not supported even by seventeenth century church 
history. 

Although in Henry’s opinion these first two objections were easy to deal with,38 he 
admitted that the third was much more difficult and required much more effort to answer, and 
that is the Bible’s teaching that there are many serious difficulties in religious ways. 
Although in some places of Pleasantness Henry seemed to deny the reality of this difficulty, 
he did admit that this objection was a much greater problem than the misapprehensions of 
some and the misrepresentations of others concerning religious ways, because this 

 
32. “Those are hypocrites who, though they profess religion, neither take pleasure in it nor persevere in 

it, who reckon their religion a task and a drudgery, a weariness, and snuff at it, who make use of it only to serve 
a turn, and lay it aside when the turn is served, who will call upon God while it is in fashion, or while the pang 
of devotion lasts, but leave it off when they fall into other company, or when the hot fit is over.” Henry, 
Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 27:7-10. 

33. “What care we ought to take, not to make those exercises of religion, burdens to our selves or 
others, which God ordained to be blessings.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Mark 2:18-28.  

34. Henry, Pleasantness, 147-8. “Weak Christians must take heed of over-tasking themselves, and of 
making the yoke of Christ otherwise than as it is, easy, and sweet, and pleasant.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, 
Mark 2:18-28.  

35. “I know very well that good men may, and often do, blemish the reputation of their piety, by 
overacting some things in religion; by an indiscreet zeal about things wherein religion is not concerned, by an 
ungrateful austerity and sourness, which religion doth not require; by little affectations, and an imprudent 
ostentation of devotion.” Tillotson, “The Wisdom of Being Religious,” Works, Vol. 1, (London: 1820), 433. See 
also “Of the inward Peace and Pleasure which attend Religion, Works, Vol. 2, 77-78; “Of Self-Denial; and 
Suffering for Christ’s Sake,” Works, Vol. 4, 221, 223-4. 

36. Henry, Pleasantness, 151. 
37. Tillotson, “The Difficulties of a Christian Life considered,” Works, Vol. 6 (London: 1820),166; 

“The Excellency of the Christian Religion,” Works, Vol. 1, 460; “The Precepts of Christianity not Grievous,” 
Vol. 1, 479. At other times, he seemed to be more accepting of the reality of ongoing persecution which was not 
the result of bad choices. See, for example, “The Difficulties of a Christian Life considered,” Works, Vol. 6, 
167; “Of Self-Denial and Suffering for Christ’s Sake,” Works, Vol. 4, 251. 

38. These were the misrepresentations of enemies and the misrepresentations of Christianity by its 
friends. 
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contradiction or objection is coming from the Word of God.39 In a significant concession, 
Henry acknowledged that in this area his doctrine also seemed to contradict respected Bible 
teachers in the past—whom he described as “our masters” —who taught that the way to 
heaven was a narrow, afflicted, and distressed way.40  

Henry’s response was to admit that the Bible did speak of real difficulties in religion, 
and was being truthful about that,41 but he still maintained that this did not contradict his 
doctrine that Wisdom’s ways are pleasant because the present difficulties are more than 
compensated for by the present pleasures. This present compensation argument is one of 
Henry’s key qualifications and defenses of his doctrine and is stated thus: 

The pleasantness that is in Wisdom’s ways is intended to be a balance, and it is very 
much an over-balance to that in them which is any way distasteful or 
incommodious…. there are some real difficulties in it, as well as real comforts; for 
God hath set the one over-against the other, that we might study to comport with both, 
and might sing, and sing unto God of both.42  

 
39. Henry, Pleasantness, 122. 
40. Henry, Pleasantness, 122. See Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, Chapter 3, 89-163, for 

an examination of Bunyan and Baxter’s response to the Latitudinarian emphasis on prudence and the happiness 
of the Christian life. She says that Non-comformity developed in two ways to the reversal brought about by the 
Restoration, “either by incorporating and indeed contributing to some of the rational and moralist features of 
latitude, or by defining its own values and doctrines sharply in opposition to the coming orthodoxy.” (90). Pages 
151-163 in particular, address the Non-conformist view of the Christian life as arduous.  

41. Henry, Pleasantness, 122. “Some of our years are a pleasant story, others as a tragical one, most 
mixed, but all short and transient.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 90:7-11. In his Exposition, he makes a virtue 
of the Bible’s honesty about the difficulties by comparing it with the Devil’s deceitful covering up of the 
difficulties in his way. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Mark 8:28-37. 

42. Henry, Pleasantness, 122. Versions of the present compensation qualification appear later in 
Pleasantness when he argues that the pain of Christian service and sacrifice is balanced out by the pleasure of 
God’s encouraging and enabling in the difficulty (127-9), and that although religion requires the denial of some 
sense-pleasures, the self-denial results in the experience of far superior rational and spiritual pleasures” (131-3). 
The same theme of present compensation appears in the Exposition. “God's work is its own wages, and his 
service carries its recompence along with it. Even in keeping God's commandments there is great reward. The 
present pleasures of religion are part of its pay.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, Num. 18:8-19.  
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This present compensation defense is also found in Tillotson, but he goes into more detail as 
to what the compensation consists of.43 At times, Henry stated these present compensations in 
somewhat unrealistic language,44 as did Tillotson.45  

In reality, God often calls Christians to live by faith, not by sight in the midst of 
suffering (2 Corinthians 5:7). In practice, this means living through suffering by faith in 
God’s Word rather than by, necessarily, experiencing compensating profit or pleasure. The 
motivational fuel for the Christian life is neither pleasant circumstances or feelings, but 
believing God’s Word even against circumstances and feelings. Therefore, while God 
promises strength when the Christian feels weak, and comfort when the Christian is 
troubled,46 it is questionable whether this means that every Christian in every situation of 
difficulty experiences more profit than loss or more pleasure than pain as a result. The Bible 
promises a sufficiency but not an over-balance, and the sufficiency is usually rooted in the 
grace of sufficient faith rather than in sufficient profit or pleasure.47 In Henry’s Exposition of 

 
43. See Tillotson, “Contentment in poverty,” Works, Vol. 1 (London: 1820); “The Wisdom of Being 

Religious,” Works, Vol. 1, 433; “The Precepts of Christianity not Grievous,” Works, Vol. 1, 474-5; “ That God 
is the only Happiness of Man,” Works, Vol. 3, 212; “The Support of good Men under their Sufferings for 
Religion,” Works, Vol. 5, 224-6; “The Precepts of Christianity not Grievous,” Works, Vol. 1, 473. 

44. For example, his claim that there is so much pleasure in the sense of being a forgiven sinner “that it 
enables us to make a light matter of temporal afflictions,” (Henry, Pleasantness, 77-78), is supported by Isaiah 
33:24, a verse that speaks more of the world to come after the final judgment, than this present world. He also 
insisted that no matter how many difficulties Christians experience, they are more than compensated for by 
other pleasures. For instance, Henry asserted that religious pleasure is “sufficient to overcome the pains and 
trouble of sense, and to take out the sting of them, and take off the terror of them” (97). He then appealed to 
martyrs and other persecuted Christians for evidence to support his assertion that holy pleasure in God, “fears 
not being suppressed by the grievances of sense” (98). Although he quoted one martyr as saying that his 
“spiritual joys made their bonds for Christ easy, and made their prisons their delectable orchards” (98), this is 
not necessarily the case for every persecuted Christian. The same can be said for his appeals to the sick-beds and 
death beds of Christians—yes, many are places of remarkable peace of conscience and even of pleasure, but 
some are not, as even Henry admitted in his Exposition (Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 73:4). Other examples 
include the following. “Religion is health and honour; it is peace and pleasure; it will make our comforts sweet 
and our crosses easy, life truly valuable and death itself truly desirable.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 19:7-
14. “They shall go through all the exercises of a holy life under the powerful influences of God’s 
lovingkindness, which shall make their duty pleasant to them and make them sincere in it, aiming at this, as 
their end, to be accepted of the Lord…Those that rejoice in Christ Jesus, and make God their exceeding joy, 
have enough to counterbalance their grievances and silence their griefs; and therefore their joy is full (1 John i. 
4) and constant; it is their duty to rejoice evermore.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Pas. 89:15-18. Rivers highlights 
the Non-conformist view of the Christian life as one of difficulty which is balanced out by comforts. “Yet the 
nonconformists do not offer a life of unmitigated misery in this world in exchange for happiness in the next; on 
the contrary, though the godly must expect labour hardship, affliction, and tribulation, though they must be 
cross-bearers, they will also experience love, joy, and delight now as a foretaste of the blessedness to come.” 
Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 152. 

45. He…“abridgeth us of no lawful pleasure without offering us abundant recompense for our present 
self-denial…” Tillotson, “The Excellency of the Christian Religion,” Works, Vol. 1, (London: 1820), 462-3. 
“All the difficulties of religion are very much allayed and sweetened by hope and love. By the hopes of a 
mighty reward so great, as is enough to raise us above ourselves, and to make us break through all difficulties 
and discouragements; and by the love of God, who hath taken all imaginable ways to endear himself to us…and, 
if we love him entirely, nothing that he commands will be grievous to us: nay, so far from that, that the greatest 
pleasure we are capable of will be to please him. For nothing is difficult to love.” Tillotson, “The Precepts of 
Christianity not Grievous,” Works, Vol. 1, 483. 

46. 2 Corinthians 1:5; 12:9. 
47. Henry does teach this in his Exposition”: “First, Even the work of righteousness shall be peace. In 

the doing of our duty we shall find abundance of true pleasure, a present great reward of obedience in 
obedience. Though the work of righteousness may be toilsome and costly, and expose us to contempt, yet it is 
peace, such peace as is sufficient to bear our charges.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 4, Isa. 32:9-20. 
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Hebrews 11, for example, numerous biblical characters are presented whose lives were 
characterized by outward and inward suffering and yet who endured by faith, not by sight or 
by a sense of pleasure. They trusted God’s Word and persevered regardless of the balance of 
outward or inward compensations of pleasure.48 Closer to Henry’s home and time, not long 
before he authored Pleasantness, fellow Non-conformists like John Bunyan were languishing 
in jail for their faith, their families left in poverty, with very little if any personal experience 
of present compensation comprised of profit or pleasure.49  

Another defence that Henry offered in the face of the real difficulties of some 
religious duties was that even these would eventually be seen to be consistent with pleasure,50 
thus implying a further qualification: time and experience in the Christian life decreases 
difficulty and increases pleasure.51 Tillotson taught this frequently, that entrance into the 
Christian life was difficult for those who had lived ungodly lives. This was especially true for 
them in the areas of mortification and repentance, but he insisted that habit and custom would 
make everything easy.52 Tillotson did emphasize, though, that easy did not mean no work or 
diligence is required; but he said that no more diligence is needed for success than in other 
areas of life. 53 However, as the Bible and Christian biography demonstrates, although as the 
Christian matures some difficulties can be reduced or removed, in later years greater 
difficulties often arise to test and prove the Christian. 

Other challenges Henry directly addresses are repentance and the pain of persecution. 
Regarding the former, his defense suggests the qualification that some religious pain is the 
result of turning from religion’s ways, but the pain of repentance results in even greater joy 

 
48. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Heb. 11:32-40. “Such sufferings as these they endured then for their 

faith; and such they endured through the power of the grace of faith.” 
49. Baxter, who had also experienced jail for his religious views, shared Bunyan’s view of “the 

inevitability of outward persecution in the Christian life.” Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 156. 
Rivers quotes Baxter, “‘I am more apprehensive that Sufferings must be the Churches most ordinary lot, and 
Christians indeed must be self-denying Cross-bearers [Luke 9:23, 14:27], even where there are none but formal 
nominal Christians to be the Cross-makers’. One of the reasons he gives is that ‘The Tenour of the Gospel 
Predictions, Precepts, Promises and Threatnings, are fitted to a People in a suffering State.” Rivers, Reason, 
Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 156. Citing Richard Baxter, Reliquiæ Baxterianæ (London: 1696), Part I, 132-3. 

50. Henry, Pleasantness, 123. “The difficulties which may at first be found in the ways of religion 
wear off by degrees, and the work of it grows more easy, and the joys of it more sweet.” Henry, Pleasantness, 
101. 

51. “The longer we continue, and the more we mend our pace in these ways, the more pleasure we find 
in them…they increase with use…The difficulties which may at first be found in the ways of religion wear off 
by degrees, and the work of it grows more easy, and the joys of it more sweet.” Henry, Pleasantness, 101. See 
also his Exposition. “The bodies we carry about with us, and the corruptions remaining in us, make the way of 
our duty difficult, but, as the understanding and will grow more and more sound, it will open and enlarge, and 
grow more and more pleasant.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Matt. 7:12-14. “It is a pleasant sight to see aged 
Christians abounding in acts of devotion, as those that are not weary of well-doing, that do not think themselves 
above these exercises, or past them, but that take more and more pleasure in them, and see more and more need 
of them, till they come to heaven.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Luke 2:25-40. “That joy which is the pleasure of 
this way; that honour which is the brightness of it, and all that happiness which is indeed its light shall be still 
increasing.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 4:14-19. Rivers points to this as a common theme in the 
Latitudinarians also, that the dififculties were only at the outset and would soon fade away. Rivers, Reason, 
Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 84. 

52. Tillotson, “Of the inward Peace and Pleasure which attend Religion,” Works, Vol. 2,  (London: 
1820), 77-78. “The Precepts of Christianity not Grievous,” Works, Vol. 1, 480, 485-7; “The Wisdom of Being 
Religious,” Works, Vol. 1, 428, “The Difficulties of a Christian Life considered,” Works, Vol. 6, 173-4. 

53. Tillotson, “The Precepts of Christianity not Grievous,” Works, Vol. 1, (London: 1820), 480. “The 
Difficulties of a Christian Life considered,” Works, Vol. 6, 172. 
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when pardon is received and religion’s ways are resumed.54 The difficulty of persecution 
results in another key qualification, that of deferred gratification, meaning that the future 
reward (in time or, more usually, in eternity) will make up for these brief present sufferings,55 
as can be seen in his exposition of three important Scriptures, Mark 8:34-35; Mark 10:28-30; 
and John 12:25. He identifies the gain of life in Mark 8 with the heavenly life enjoyed by the 
martyrs, not a reward experienced in this world.56 His treatment of Mark 10:28-30 is more 
optimistic about present spiritual reward but says “He shall have abundance of comfort while 
he lives, sufficient to make up for all his losses.”57 He does not say it will more than 
compensate, but rather it will sufficiently compensate. It will be enough to sustain through 
ongoing persecution. In contrast, the eternal reward “is more than ten thousand-fold, ten 
thousand times told, for all their losses.”58 The purpose of John 12:25, said Henry, is “to 
wean us from this world, by setting before us another world.”59 The focus of heavenly reward 
is underlined when he goes on to say that the person who gives up his body and soul in the 
service of God and others “shall find both, with unspeakable advantage, in eternal life,” and 
those who “in love to Christ, hate their own lives in this world, shall be abundantly 
recompensed in the resurrection of the just.”60 When eternity is taken into account, there is 
certainly more gain than pain, but not always before that. Tillotson also resorts to the deferred 
gratification defense, but his use of it suggests that it is needed much more frequently than 
Henry’s writing implies, as, in a rare concession, he allows that the sufferings of the Christian 
life are often so long and serious. 61  

The converse qualification of deferred punishment is found in his Exposition’s 
discussion of Psalm 37, which Henry described as “an exposition of some of the hardest 
chapters in the book of providence, the advancement of the wicked and the disgrace of the 
righteous.”62 Although it often looks like the irreligious life is a pleasant life, Henry insisted 
“we shall see no reason to envy wicked people their prosperity, for their ruin is at the door, 
and they are ripening apace for it.”63 Earlier in Pleasantness, he also argued that the seeming 
happiness of the worldly was just a pretend happiness producing the qualification that though 
the wicked seem to enjoy pleasures, it is only a pretend pleasure and the eventual result of 

 
54. Henry, Pleasantness, 123-7. See Roberts, Puritanism, 149ff, for Venning’s view of the relationship 

between repentance and happiness and its compatibility with Calvin’s view of repentance.  
55. Henry, Pleasantness, 134-5. 
56. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Mark 8:27-38 
57. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Mark 10:17-31 
58. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, Mark 10:17-31 
59. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, John 12:20-26 
60. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 5, John 12:20-26 
61. Tillotson, “Of the Obligations of Christians to a holy Life,” Works, Vol. 1 (London: 1820), 525-7. 

“To mitigate and lighten the evils and afflictions of this life. It is no great matter how rough the way be, 
provided we be sure that it leads to happiness” (525); “It ought not to trouble us much to endure storms and foul 
ways, and to want many of those accommodations we might expect at  home….When we come to heaven, our 
happiness shall then be as real as our miseries werehere upon earth, and far greater, and more lasting…”Several 
of the evils and calamities of this life would be insufferable indeed, if there were nothing better to be hoped for 
hereafter. If this were true, Christians would not only be of all men, but of all creatures, the most miserable” 
(526). He speaks of “greatest sufferings for righteousness' sake,” “present and grievous sufferings,” and “the 
evils and sufferings of this present life.” “The Encouragement to suffer for Christ, and the Danger of Denying 
him,” Works, Vol. 4 (London: 1820), 458. 

62. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Introduction to Psa. 37. 
63. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 37:1-6. 
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their so-called pleasure is pain.64 Using the Bible, he looked behind their appearance and 
discovered sorrow, pain, uneasiness, discontent, ungoverned lusts, guilt, and dread of divine 
judgment.65 He also noted that, “Their pleasures are enslaving, ours enlarging; theirs 
surfeiting, ours satisfying; theirs offensive to God, ours pleasing to him; theirs will end in 
pain and bitterness, ours will be perfected in endless joys.”66 

In addition to the present compensation argument, deferred rewards and punishments 
have been the most common Christian answer to the problem of evil in the world and in the 
lives of the saints. It is what sustained the Old Testament patriarchs and New Testament 
apostles through some of the hardest trials imaginable.67 A problem with Henry’s 
presentation of this teaching is that his emphasis on the pleasantness of the Christian life 
resulted in the idea of a future reward making up for present pains to be an exception, to be a 
rare situation, whereas the Bible indicates that this is a common experience in the Christian 
life. Also, Henry’s conception of hope in a future reward is not just the expectation of future 
joy, but that the “believing prospect of that will make the tribulation easy and pleasant.”68 
This seems rather unrealistic as it fills hope with a present experience of the future joy, and 
minimizes the element of endurance and patience. 

Perhaps the greatest biblical challenge to Henry’s pleasantness doctrine is the book of 
Job,69 which demonstrates that Job’s painful and unhappy experiences were the result of 
God’s determination to disprove Satan’s false accusations about Job, and were nothing to do 
with any sin or culpability on Job’s part. God’s sovereignty can intervene in the most godly 
life and overrule even the most diligent human effort, reducing or even eliminating religious 
pleasure for His glory and the good of others. A needed qualification, therefore, is that God 

 
64. “Carnal worldlings pretend a great satisfaction in the enjoyments of the world, and the 

gratifications of sense.” Henry, Pleasantness, 25. 
65. Anticipating the question: “But why should they hide that and act out happiness?” Henry replied: 

“They would not be thought to be disappointed in that, which they have chosen for their happiness, and 
therefore, they seem to be pleased, they seem to be pleasant, when really their heart, if it knows its own 
wickedness, cannot but know its own bitterness.” Henry, Pleasantness, 25-26. 

66. Henry, Pleasantness, 162. 
67. Heb. 11:10, 13-17; Rom. 8:18. 
68. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 6, Acts 14:19-28. 
69. He introduced Job as “an exposition of the book of Providence, and a clear and satisfactory solution 

of many of the difficult and obscure passages of it. The prosperity of the wicked and the afflictions of the 
righteous have always been reckoned two as hard chapters as any in that book; but they are here expounded, and 
reconciled with the Divine Wisdom, Purity, and Goodness, by the end of these things” (Henry, Exposition, Vol. 
3, Introduction to Job). Henry’s presentation of the religious life in his Exposition’s treatment of Job breathes a 
different spirit to that found in Pleasantness. Whereas Pleasantness’s presentation of deferred gratification 
tends to present the possibility of extensive suffering as a rare exception to the norm of a pleasant religious life 
in the present, his interpretation of Job tends to portray it as a much more common experience. “What a great 
deal of vanity and vexation of spirit attends human life! If we had not a God to serve in this world, and better 
things to hope for in another world, considering the faculties we are endued with, and the troubles we are 
surrounded with, we should be strongly tempted to wish that we had died from the womb, which had prevented 
a great deal both of sin and misery.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Job 3:11-19. “The children of God are often in 
heaviness, through manifold temptations: deep calls to deep, waves and billows, one upon the neck of another. 
Let one affliction therefore quicken and help us to prepare for another, for how deep soever we have drunk of 
the bitter cup, as long as we are in this world we cannot be sure that we have drunk our share, and that it will 
finally pass from us. All our prudence, care, and diligence cannot secure us from affliction.” Henry, Exposition, 
Vol. 3, Job 1:13-19. “If at any time we be exercised with sore and grievous distempers, God has sometimes 
dealt with the best of his saints and servants.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, 2:7-10. 
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sometimes sovereignly over-rules so that even the most perfectly religious life can be 
unpleasant and the most irreligious life can be pleasant, but the end result is good.70  

Moving away from the chapter in Pleasantness which dealt directly and explicitly 
with the three greatest objections to Henry’s pleasantness doctrine, we find a fourth, that 
because there were so many disagreements among Christians it was difficult to know which 
was the right and which was the wrong religious path and therefore difficult to know where 
religious pleasure could be found.71 The qualification suggested by his solution to this 
problem is that although there are doctrinal and practical disagreements among Christians, 
raising doubts about which of the different religious ways are the ways of pleasantness, as 
long as differing opinions are still within biblical boundaries, religious pleasure will be 
found in them all. 

The fifth objection that he identifies in the mouths of unbelievers is that Christianity 
is difficult to understand.72 He portrayed their inner dialogue thus: 

Those who think ‘How can this be,’ that there should be pleasure in piety, will be 
ready to question, ‘What’s the meaning of this doctrine?’ and to call it a hard saying.73 

 
By putting these questions in the mouths of objectors, Henry was trying to connect with 
them, to let them know that he knew the way they thought. As some of them opposed religion 
without really knowing why, he was helping them to understand what they thought and why 
they thought as they did. But he was also challenging them to acknowledge that their 
hindrances to belief were more experiential than intellectual, and were more founded in 
ignorance than knowledge. The qualification suggested by his response is: the difficulty of 
conceiving pleasantness in religion is the result of intellectual and experiential ignorance 
rather than intellectual difficulty. 

The sixth objection was, ‘What about those who apostatized from the Christian faith? 
If Christianity was so pleasant, why would anyone leave it?’ His response was to blame those 
who leave as hypocrites and to blame them for their lack of pleasure rather than religion. This 
supplies the material for an important qualification: those who leave the Christian faith 
because they didn’t find pleasantness in it never had true Christian faith to begin with.74  

The seventh objection came from the Christian’s remaining corruption that alleged the 
difficulty and toil of religion.75 After adducing scriptural arguments,76 Henry concluded, 
“There is not only no matter of complaint in the ways of God, nothing to hurt us, but there is 

 
70. Something like this is found in his exposition of Eccl. 9:1-3, where he laid down as a basic 

principle that whatever providence may look like, God has a special care for his people and are under his wise 
providence for their good. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Eccl. 9:1-3. 

71. His defense was, first, that as long as the disagreement was not in the most important doctrines, 
there was no risk of going astray. Second, that so long as these secondary disagreements were all “within the 
same hedges of divine truths and laws, as to the essentials of religion” they should still be paths of peace. Henry, 
Pleasantness, 12. 

72. Henry, Pleasantness, 13.  
73. Henry, Pleasantness, 13. 
74. Henry, Pleasantness, 18. 
75. “That indeed, makes such opposition, that we have need of arguments, and blessed be God, we 

have good arguments to prove the practice of religion easy.” Henry, Pleasantness, 22. 
76. Including 1 John 5:3, which taught that God’s commandments “are not only not grievous and 

galling, but they are gracious and pleasing,” and Matthew 11:30 which taught that Christ’s yoke is easy, 
meaning sweet, gentle, and as comfortable as a pillow for a tired head. Henry, Pleasantness, 22. 
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abundant matter of joy and rejoicing.”77 This produces the qualification that though the 
Christian’s remaining inner corruption opposes this doctrine, yet there are sufficient 
scriptural arguments to overcome this inner opposition.78   

Henry was emphatic about the pleasure of doing good, so much so that at one point he 
asked, “What pleasure comparable to that of doing good?”79 With this rhetorical question, 
Henry was addressing one of the greatest objections in people’s minds to embracing 
Christianity; that the requirement of doing good and serving others made the Christian life a 
miserable life. On the contrary, said Henry, doing good and serving others actually increased 
pleasure.80 He didn’t present good works in religion as a necessary evil, and not even as a 
neutral aspect of it. Rather, the rules which others think are the spoiler of Christianity are 
actually the sweetener of it. So much so, that even if there were no authority to enforce the 
laws, the Christian would find it in his interest to keep them.81 Accepting that some may be 
skeptical about this, in his Exposition he encouraged people to change the way they spoke 
about virtue if they wanted to find pleasure in it.82 The qualifier suggested here is that 
religious pleasantness depends upon having the right perspective about religion and 
speaking of its duties positively. If a Christian views duties only from the perspective of the 
old nature and only speaks about duties in negative terms, then he will find no pleasure in 
them but only pain. However, if he brings his new nature to the forefront and views duties 
through the new nature’s eyes, and speaks positively of these duties, then he will find 
pleasure in them. Perhaps aware that it hardly seems to be the highest or purest of motives to 
serve others because of what one can get out of it, Henry also tried to ground this argument 
on the nature of God who also “delights to shew mercy and to do good.”83 Moreover, serving 
and glorifying God not only benefits the believer, but puts a great “reputation upon the duties 
of religion.”84 Thus, doing good was not only personally beneficial, and not only helped 
others, but was also an apologetic act that made the case for God and his religion.  

The eighth and final objection is that the argument for religion based upon its pleasure 
might lead some to think that it was a limited pleasure because limited to explicitly religious 

 
77. Henry, Pleasantness, 22. 
78. Venning goes further here in that he says the war against the flesh can also be a source of happiness 

in that he is encouraged by the presence of another principle within him, that of the Spirit lusting against the 
flesh, signifying regeneration. Roberts, Puritanism, 151. 

79. Henry, Pleasantness, 56. 
80. For example, at the end of chapter two on the duties of religion, he stated that that his aim had been 

to show that the duties of religion are also the delights of it. Henry, Pleasantness, 61. Loving others and seeking 
to do good to them, said Henry, was not only pleasing to God and the beneficiaries but to the Christian (55). 
Indeed “Have we not found those duties most pleasant, in which we have taken most pains, and most care” 
(101). He didn't just state this but sought to prove it by appealing to the experiences of Christians who had found 
great joy in obeying the hardest commands. He called on aged and experienced Christians in particular to join 
his apologetic endeavor by bearing testimony to the truth of wisdom’s ways as a debt they owe to Christ and to 
fellow Christians. Telling what God had done for their souls would result in honor to God and religion (93). He 
especially asked them to testify that religious rules were “very agreeable both to right reason, and to their true 
interest; and therefore pleasant” (94). 

81. Henry, Pleasantness, 94. 
82. “When thou callest the practice of virtue, not a slavery and a task, but liberty and pleasure, and a 

life of serious godliness the most comfortable life a man can live in this world,—then thou wilt find the benefit 
of it.” Henry, Exposition, Proverbs 2:10-22. 

83. Henry, Pleasantness, 57. 
84. Henry, Pleasantness, 104. 
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experiences. However, Henry forestalls this objection by saying that “we may as truly have 
communion with God in providences as in ordinances, and in the duties of common 
conversation, as in religious exercises; and thus that pleasure may become a continual feast to 
our souls.”85 He was arguing that the Christian’s pleasures are not limited to being in church, 
praying, reading the Bible, and so on. Although spiritual and rational pleasures were better, 
God allowed a sober and moderate use of the pleasures of sense.86 Moreover, the Christian’s 
pleasure in natural things and their wise use of natural pleasures resulted in the Christian 
being motivated to seek more spiritual pleasures. God gave us good sensual pleasures “to 
engage us to himself, and his service.”87 A final necessary qualification, therefore, is that 
although the Christian has great pleasure in spiritual matters, they also have great spiritual 
pleasure in natural things, a pleasure that leads them back to God and spiritual realities.  

This analysis of eight objections to Henry’s pleasantness doctrine has identified 
seventeen qualifications in Henry’s defense of his Pleasantness argument.88 The number and 
significance of these qualifications raise doubts about the consistency and validity of his 
apologetic and whether it was consistent with the Bible and Reformed orthodoxy’s stress on 
the theology of the cross being worked out in the believer’s life through self-denial and self-

 
85. Henry, Pleasantness, 58.  
86. Henry, Pleasantness, 138. 
87. Henry, Pleasantness, 138. 
88. (1) Religion should not be judged by sinful misrepresentations of it. (2) God the Father will 

sometimes wisely afflict his people, which, although painful and not pleasant, is with a view to proving or 
correcting them and producing greater fruit and pleasure in the future. (3) Christian imperfection is sometimes 
to blame when the pleasantness of religion is not experienced. (4) Where there is no true heart pleasure it is 
sometimes because there is no true heart religion. (5) Unnecessary obligations, strictness, burdens, and 
controversies weaken the pleasure of religion. (6) Present difficulties are more than compensated for by the 
present pleasures. (7) Time and experience in the Christian life decreases difficulty and increases pleasure. (8) 
Some religious pain is the result of turning from religion’s ways, but the pain of repentance for that results in 
even greater joy when religion’s ways are resumed. (9) Deferred gratification encourages the Christian that the 
future reward (in time or more usually, in eternity) will make up for present sufferings. (10) Though the wicked 
seem to enjoy pleasures, it is only a pretend pleasure and the eventual result of their so-called pleasure is pain. 
(11) God sometimes sovereignly over-rules so that even the most religious life can be unpleasant and the most 
irreligious life can be pleasant, but the end result is good. (12) Although there are doctrinal and practical 
disagreements among Christians, raising doubts about which of the different religious ways are the ways of 
pleasantness, as long as differing opinions are still within biblical boundaries, religious pleasure will be found in 
them all. (13) The difficulty of conceiving pleasantness in religion is the result of intellectual and experiential 
ignorance rather than intellectual difficulty. (14) Those who leave the Christian faith because they didn’t find 
pleasantness in it never had true Christian faith to begin with. (15) Though the Christian’s remaining inner 
corruption opposes this doctrine, yet there are sufficient scriptural arguments to overcome this inner opposition. 
(16) Religious pleasantness depends upon having the right perspective about religion and speaking of its duties 
positively. (17) Athough the Christian has most pleasure in spiritual matters, they also have great pleasure in 
natural things, and that pleasure that leads them back to God and more spiritual pleasures. 
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sacrifice rather than self-interest, the subject of the next section of this chapter.89 However, 
the study’s analysis of Henry’s life found that his pleasantness apologetic was tested by 
personal suffering, particularly in his upbringing in a persecuted family and church, in his 
multiple family bereavements, and in his own ill-health. It can therefore be argued that 
although his pleasantness apologetic was theoretically threatened by the presence of 
suffering, his own life proved that it could withstand it. Also, Henry’s apologetic in 
Pleasantness could be further strengthened with additional considerations covered by 
Tillotson but omitted by Henry. For example, he argues that the wicked’s pleasure, when 
rightly calculated amounts to very little because it is such a low and mean kind of pleasure,90 
that “there is incomparably more difficulty and trouble in the ways of sin and vice, than in the 
ways of religion and virtue,”91 that this requires faith,92 that mortification is simply cutting 
off that which is killing people and therefore is not really self-denial,93 that Christ’s example 
of self-denial should “engage and oblige us to the imitation of it, because all his self-denial 
and sufferings were for our sakes,”94 and that there are exceptions as Proverbial observations 
such as Proverbs 3:17 “are not to be taken too strictly and rigorously, as if they never failed 
in any one instance,” but rather are to be understood to be true generally.95 If Henry had taken 

 
89. Carl Trueman asserts that at the heart of Luther’s theology “is one of the most famous distinctions 

Luther makes, and one that is of fundamental importance to his theology in general” that between the theologian 
of glory and the theologian of the cross. Carl Trueman, Luther on the Christian Life (Wheaton: Crossway, 
2015), 57-58. Trueman explains that the theologian of glory thinks that “the way the world appears to be is 
actually an accurate account of who God is” (62). By this he means that God deals in a reciprocal way with 
people. “If I want God to look with kindness upon me, then I need to do something good to earn his favor” (62). 
The theologian of the cross, by contrast, draws his understanding of God from looking at how God has revealed 
himself in the place where God has chosen to do so” (62). By this he principally means the cross. “The fact that 
God humbled himself, took flesh, and died a painful death via a method typically reserved for the scum of the 
earth is itself a powerful revelation of who God actually is and how he acts” (63). “The theologian of glory will 
ultimately not be able to make any sense of this world, for this world ultimately ends for each of us in physical 
decline, weakness, and death. That is incomprehensible in terms of the theology believed by the theologian of 
glory. But the theologian of the cross knows that this world is fallen and evil, that life leads inexorably to the 
grave; that the longer one lives, the more loved ones one loses. Yet in the midst of this desolation, the 
theologian of the cross can see the logic of the cross at work. This is not a logic that simplistically declares that 
all this misery is God’s will and that one should stoically endure it. The logic of the cross says that weakness 
and death, painful as they are, have been utterly subverted by God in Christ, that pain and mortality have 
ironically become the means of strength and power, and that the grave itself has become the gateway to 
paradise” (76-7). “As God himself suffered in Jesus Christ, hanging on a cross, reviled and despised by others, 
so the church, his body, can expect the same. Yet, as with the incarnate Christ, the church is blessed by God in 
harsh circumstances because her pain and her weakness are the points at which God is able to demonstrate most 
decisively his power and strength. As vocabulary is inverted by the cross, so are the experiences and 
expectations of the church” (78). For more on this subject see Gerard O. Forde, On Being a Theologian of the 
Cross (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997); Alister McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1985). 

90. Tillotson, “Of the inward Peace and Pleasure which attend Religion,” Works, Vol. 2 (London: 
1820), 76. 

91. Tillotson, “The Precepts of Christianity not Grievous,” Works, Vol. 1 (London: 1820), 478. See 
also page 484. 

92. Tillotson, “Moses’s Choice of Afflicted Piety rather than a Kingdom, Works, Vol. 4 (London: 
1820), 67. 

93. Tillotson, “Of Self-Denial and Suffering for Christ’s Sake,” Works, Vol. 4 (London: 1820), 252. 
94. Tillotson, “Of Self-Denial and Suffering for Christ’s Sake,” Works, Vol. 4 (London: 1820), 240. 
95. Tillotson, “Of the Inward Peace and Pleasure which attend Religion,” Works, Vol. 2 (London: 

1820), 62. 
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account of this last qualification, based upon the genre of Proverbs, he  would not have 
needed so many qualifications. 
 
The Challenge of Self-Interest 
An appeal to self-interest, the maximizing of personal happiness, is at the heart of Henry’s 
pleasantness apologetic. As noted in the last chapter, while Henry admitted in places that the 
Christian life may involve sacrifice, his pleasantness doctrine tended to present a more 
moderate approach to the Christian life.96 Given that the Bible calls the Christian to self-
denial, is the appeal to self-interest a valid motive in Christian apologetics? Or, to frame the 
question more historically, is eudaimonism consistent with Christianity? Classical 
eudaimonism was a system of ethics that determined what is right by which actions resulted 
in the well-being or flourishing (εὐδαιμονία) of the individual,97 rather than doing right for its 
own sake regardless of the impact on eudaimonia.98 It influenced the Reformers and Puritans 
through their education’s emphasis on Aristotle, and resulted in Christianized versions of 
eudaimonism in the Puritans.99 This analysis will identify the key distinctives of 
eudaimonism for the purposes of comparing with Henry. 

The first distinctive to notice is that eudaimonistic ethics were teleological; instead of 
doing what is right regardless of outcome, eudaimonia aims at an outcome, a goal, the 

 
96. Henry, Pleasantness, 149. Henry, Exposition Vol. 3, Eccl. 10:12-15; Exposition, Vol. 5, Mark 2:18-

28 
97. Consists of ‘eu’ (‘good’) and ‘daimon’ (‘spirit’). ‘Daimon’ often refers to a minor deity or spirit 

and indicates that eudaimonia is something like a divine state. It is sometimes spelt ‘eudaemonia.’ For more on 
this subject see definitions in Catherine Soanes and Angus Stevenson, eds., Concise Oxford English Dictionary 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); F. L. Cross and Elizabeth A. Livingstone, eds., The Oxford Dictionary 
of the Christian Church (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2005); David J. Atkinson, David F. Field 
and Arthur F. Holmes, eds., New Dictionary of Christian Ethics & Pastoral Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP 
Academic, 1995). Warne, “Call to Happiness.” For articles see: Michael Gass, “Eudaimonism and Theology in 
Stoic Accounts of Virtue,” Journal of the History of Ideas, Vol. 61, No. 1 (Jan. 2000): 19-37. John M. Connolly, 
“Eudaimonism, teleology, and the pursuit of happiness: Meister Eckhart on ‘living without a why,’” Faith and 
Philosophy, 2009, Vol. 26 (3): 274-296.  

98. John M. Connolly, “Eudaimonism, teleology, and the pursuit of happiness: Meister Eckhart on 
‘living without a why.’” Faith and Philosophy (2009), Vol. 26 (3): 275. 

99. Warne defends his use of Aristotle as the exemplar of classical eudaimonism: “Aristotle will be 
used as the ancient representative of eudaemonism, instead of Plato or Epictetus, because of his massive 
influence in late medieval theology and philosophy as well as his essential role in the educational system in 
reformation England. Along these same lines, Aquinas will be drawn upon because of his systematizing of 
Aristotle and Augustine into Christian theology, and especially ethics.” Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 18. Warne 
says that many university educated Puritans engaged with Aristotle and therefore with eudaimonism, as well as 
with Aquinas (18-19). But he concludes, “There has been very little attention given to Aristotelianism and 
eudaemonism in Puritan ethics in the secondary literature” (19). Warne clearly sees important differences 
between Puritan eudaimonism and the original Greek and later Thomist versions, and therefore his identification 
of the Puritans as eudaimonists is carefully qualified. But he is arguing for fundamental similarities between 
Puritan ethics and Aristotelian-Thomist thought, specifically in their eudaimonism. The Puritans adopted certain 
elements of ancient eudaimonism, he claims, but within the framework of a Christian worldview (13). See 
McMahon, Pursuit of Happiness, 44-50, for more on Aristotle and the telos of happiness. 
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supreme end of eudaimonia.100 With regards to Christian eudaimonism, Warne finds 
eudaimonistic teleology in Augustine, Aquinas, and in a number of the Puritans.101 Moreover, 
he asserts that the essential aspect of Puritan ethics “is that all motivation for actions is 
directed towards an end.”102 Henry was therefore following in the footsteps of other 
theologians in their teleological view of the Christian life. 

Second, the end that classical eudaimonism aimed at was not what is right but what 
produced eudaimonia. Van Vlastuin chronicles how many theologians have appealed to self-
interest in religion. Augustine, for example, made “a plea to love ourselves and to seek for 
our own best interest.”103 Roberts shows how the appeal to self-interest was “a major and 
distinctive element” in Venning’s theology, and that he saw no conflict between self-love and 
the doctrines of Christian godliness but rather God appealed to concern for personal 
happiness in evangelistic appeal and in encouraging Christians to godliness.104 However, 
Christian versions of eudaimonia, such as the Puritans’ and Henry’s, resist the separation of 
happiness from doing what is right. 

Henry’s modified version of eudaimonia, for example, asserted that doing what is 
right will result in happiness, rather than aiming only at what will produce happiness. 
Admittedly, there are times when Henry seemed to make pleasure and profit the most 
important principles.105 Other times, he argued not only that religious ways were the best 
ways, but they were also the right ways.106 And sometimes he acknowledged that what is 

 
100. Warne shows from Aristotle that people have an ultimate reason for everything they do, although 

they are not always conscious of it. An ultimate end is something “that mankind pursues for its own sake and 
not for the sake of anything else.” Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 24. Aristotle is “interested in the distinction 
between instrumental ends that are pursued for the sake of something else and superior ends that are desired in 
themselves” (24). See pages 64-5 for brief discussion of whether Aristotle’s view of happiness is inclusive or 
dominant. “The ‘inclusive’ view holds that happiness includes a number of goods, whereas the ‘dominant’ view 
argues that happiness consists of only one thing” (64). Warne sees the Christian tradition as holding the 
dominant view. In footnote 31, he explains further: “It should also be noted that the dominant view is distinct 
from a monist view. Where the dominant view holds that contemplation consists in one activity, namely 
contemplation, while the monist view is that  contemplation is focused on one thing, for example God.”   

101. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 31-32. He calls it “a kind of self-love that leads to ends and 
flourishing.” “In Augustine’s view, self-love is the quest for happiness without which no ethics can be 
envisioned… If loving ourselves is the highest end, then how is it that man is to achieve that end? For 
Augustine, loving God is the way to achieve that end; this is the only locus by which man can attain true rest 
and happiness” (32). Warne finds this idea in the Puritans too. Thomforde finds eudaimonism in in Edwards and 
says it is the centere of his theologty (61). He traces it through the medieval tradition into the Reformed (89). 
Muller also finds the teleology of happiness in Reformed works. Muller, PRRD, Vol. 3, 382. 

102. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 40. The pursuit of happiness was also a strong emphasis in the 
Latitudinarians, with Tillotson, for example, saying, “One of the first principles that is planted in the nature of 
man, and which lies at the very root and foundation of his being, is the desire of his own preservation and 
happiness.” J. Tillotson, Works (1820) 1:409. Quoted in Kim, “The Religion of Reason and the Reason for 
Religion,” 126. 

103. Van Vlastuin, “Theology of Contentment,” 7. 
104. “Indeed, self-love and concern for one’s own happiness is an aspect of human nature to which a 

reasonable, evangelistic appeal may be made…God uses self-love as the means of drawing the elect to 
conversion and to godliness.” Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 147. 

105. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 112:1-5 
106. “The way of religion, as it is the right way, so it is a pleasant way; it is smooth and clean, and 

strewed with roses.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Prov. 3:13-20. “…those ways of the Lord which are right and 
pleasant.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 81:8-16. “And they might be sure he would teach them no other than 
the good and the right way: and the right way is certainly the good way: the way of duty is the way of pleasure 
and profit. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Henry, Exposition, Vol. 1, 1 Sam. l 12:16-25. 
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right has primacy over what is pleasant or profitable.107 Henry, however, argued so much for 
virtue on the basis of the happiness of it, that the rightness of actions tended to take a 
secondary place. In this, he was likely influenced by the Latitudinarians who made rational 
arguments for certain actions on the basis of duty, but placed more stress on eudaimonistic 
arguments in which self-interest was central.108 They appealed to people’s innate desire for 
happiness and sought to persuade them that the religious life satisfied that better than the non-
religious.109 Locke adopted this view too because he anticipated very few would follow 
Christianity for its own sake. He therefore sought to induce moral living by attaching rewards 
to moral conduct and urging people to be good because of the return they would receive.110 
He claimed to detect a number of such prudential appeals in Christ’s ministry.111 What is 
clear, as Van Vlastuin asserts, is that Christian morality cannot be characterized as 
disinterested, and that the idea “self-interest undermines morality” must be rejected.112  

Henry would go further and argue that it should be used. He was living in a context 
that was heavily influenced by Hobbes’s argument for the basic selfishness of humanity. 
Henry, who was aware of Hobbes’ philosophy,113 didn’t deny that but rather used it to show 
that even God appealed to human self-interest as a motive to obedience and to discourage 
disobedience, and that it was especially the personal interest in happiness that God appealed 
to.  

Third, while classical eudaimonism is self-centered and without reference to God, 
Christian versions attempt to combine theocentricity with anthropocentricity. Aquinas 
associated eudaimonia with Christian ideas that centered on both God and humanity 
(salvation, grace, charity, etc.). Although the Puritans rarely used the term ‘eudaimonia (they 
used terms such as ‘happiness,’ ‘peaceable disposition,’ ‘rest,’ or ‘satisfaction’),114 Warne 
argues that “the same conceptual eudaemonistic framework is being utilized.”115 In contrast 
with classical eudaimonism, however, they “believed God himself to be ‘the good,’ and that 
happiness consists in dispositions and relations to God that encompass the whole of a 
person.”116 Therefore, they were not aiming for happiness for its own sake, but at happiness 

 
107. “A good man does not ask what is the way in which he must walk, or in which is the most 

pleasant walking, but what is the right way, the way in which he should walk.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 
143:7-12. 

108. On the one hand, duty concerned what was right and wrong, and was strengthened by convincing 
human judgment. On the other hand, self-interest concerned what was helpful and harmful, and was 
strengthened by the exciting of the will and the affections, or the motives. See Rivers, Reason, Grace and 
Sentiment, Vol. 1, 58, for examples of this in Latitudinarian writing. 

109. Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, Vol. 1, 77. Regarding the pleasantness of religion they 
“evidently thought that the appeal to profit, interest, and advantage would make their doctrine more attractive 
and persuasive, particularly to adherents of libertine or worldly ethics, yet there is no doubt that they believed 
that religion does make men happy and therefore is in their best interest” (86). 

110. Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of Reason, 129. 
111. Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of Reason, 129-130. 
112. Van Vlastuin, “Theology of Contentment,” 10-11. Luther and Burroughs are more mixed 

according to Van Vlastuin, with an emphasis on both self-denial and self-love (8-9).  
113. Henry, A Sermon Preached at the Funeral of the Reverend Mr. Francis Tallents. Minister of the 

Gospel in Shrewsbury, Who dy’d there April 11. 1708. In the Eighty Ninth Year of his Age. With a short Account 
of his Life and Death (London: Printed by T. Ilive for Thomas Parkhurst, 1709), 8. 

114. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 40. Van Vlastuin’s study of Burroughs suggests the addition of 
‘satisfaction’ to this lexicon. 

115. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 41. 
116. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 11.  
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in God.”117 Self-love, consequently, must involve desiring God because God is the happiness 
of humanity.118 Venning, for example, distinguished between egocentric self-love (which is 
sinful) and theocentric self-love which is the way to happiness.119 Roberts admits how 
paradoxical this seems to be, “that seeking one’s own good and happiness can be 
simultaneously both self- and God-focused.”120 Henry aligns with this double focus, but is 
more focused on God’s commands, especially to do good to others, as a way to eudaimonia. 
Seemingly aware that advocating for practical religion based upon its personal benefits could 
reflect selfish motives, he attempted to found this principle on the nature of God, as did 
Tillotson.121 For example, Henry said God also “delights to shew mercy and to do good.”122  

Whittaker states the self-interest quandary pointedly by acknowledging that 
“whenever we appeal to happiness in defense of moral obligation or religious belief, we seem 
to condone the very thing which virtue and faith are supposed to exclude—
selfishness….Instead of subordinating self-interest to neighbor love and duty, we elevate it as 
the one overriding motive that must have its due.”123 How can a system that extols 
selflessness appeal to self-interest?124 He explains that it is possible to separate the personal 
desire for happiness from selfishness by distinguishing between the desire for happiness in a 
broader sense and what we connect the desire with. He distinguishes between the wider 
general desire for happiness which is unchosen (natural), indefinite, and unselfish and the 
particular desires chosen as a means to finding happiness, which can be selfish and egoistic if 
pursued regardless of the impact on others.125 The general unselfish desire for happiness 
cannot be overcome, but if attached to the right particular desires, such as the well-being of 
others or the glory of God, it can be selfless rather than selfish.126 Whittaker therefore argues 
that, “Far from wanting to rid morality of every kind of self-interest, then, we need to accept 
at least one type of self-interest, the universal desire for happiness, as a necessary part of the 
moral life.”127 As for the relation between happiness and the religious life, he again argues 
that the generalized desire for religious happiness can be selfless or selfish depending on 
what particular means that desire is attached to.128 Thus, theocentricity can be combined with 

 
117. “Within western Christianity God is recognized as the ultimate telos of human nature and is the 

only end in which humankind finds true and eternal happiness.” Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 20. See examples 
of this in Richard Hooker (47), Robert Bolton (47), Richard Baxter, especially his eudaimonistic concept of rest 
(48-49), 

118. Warne generally uses ‘happiness’ for Eudaimonia in the Puritans, although he explains that it is 
“something much more substantial and stable.” Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 40, fn. 93. 

119. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 148-9 
120. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 149 
121. “All the precepts of it are reasonable and wise, requiring such duties of us as are suitable to the 

light of nature, and do approve themselves to the best reason of mankind, such as have their foundation in the 
nature of God, and are, in imitation of the Divine excellences…” Tillotson, “The Excellency of the Christian 
Religion,” Works, Vol. 1 (London: 1820), 447-8. 

122. Henry, Pleasantness, 57. 
123. Whittaker, “Selfishness, Self-Concern and Happiness,” 150. 
124. Whittaker also argues that deontological arguments such as those advanced by Spinoza and Kant 

ultimately associate happiness and morality. Whittaker, “Selfishness, Self-Concern and Happiness,” 150-151, 
156-7. 

125. Whittaker, “Selfishness, Self-Concern and Happiness,” 152. 
126. Whittaker, “Selfishness, Self-Concern and Happiness,” 154-5. 
127. Whittakeer, “Selfishness, Self-Concern and Happiness,” 155. 
128. Whittaker, “Selfishness, Self-Concern and Happiness,” 157. 
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anthropocentricity. Henry, however, founded his argument not just on the universal desire for 
happiness but upon happiness being found in each of religion’s ways. 

Fourth, as originally understood by Aristotle, eudaimonia was not so much a 
subjective state of happiness but more an objective state of being such as ‘the well-lived life,’ 
or ‘human flourishing’ that can be experienced regardless of emotional state. Warne explains 
that “The kind of happiness that Aristotle is referring to here does not mean what we mean in 
modern English as some state of mental euphoria, but rather has the fuller understanding of 
‘flourishing’ or ‘well-being.’”129 It therefore included intellectual development, physical 
strength, beauty, health, and doing practical tasks well. Henry’s pleasantness doctrine added 
profit to pleasure and, therefore, includes an element of objectivity. In this, he was more like 
the Puritans who taught that although pleasure may be an aspect of eudaimonia, it is in itself 
not identical with it.”130 He also encouraged a wise and judicious use of the pleasures of 
sense in his theology of happiness,131 although he was more focused on the spiritual and the 
subjective aspect of humanity. 

Fifth, eudaimonia in its classical sense was not something external to human nature 
(like wealth or position), but rather was the perfection of it, human nature functioning in 
accordance with perfect virtue.132 The Puritans also saw eudaimonia as consisting in the 
perfecting of humanity, which included virtuous acts and feelings.133 Tillotson touched on 
this as well, in his teaching that the precepts of Christianity “tend to the perfection of human 
nature, and to raise the minds of men to the highest pitch of goodness and virtue.134 Henry 
agreed with this, seeing growth in the experience of pleasantness as a vital ingredient in 
sanctification and Christian flourishing. Henry, for example, spoke of the pleasures of 
godliness being “agreeable to the rectitude of our nature.”135 God, he said, gave “a law suited 
to our being.”136 Religious ways are right, because they lead directly to our great end, have a 
tendency to our welfare, here and for ever.”137 Henry noted that the reward is not derived 
from anything circumstantial but from the religious ways themselves.138  

Sixth, while Aristotle viewed eudaimonia as something that a person worked hard at 
in a virtuous life,139 Aquinas saw it primarily as a gift of God that was enjoyed through 

 
129. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 25. 
130. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 11.  
131. Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Psa. 104:1-18; Vol. 1, Gen. 8:8-15; Vol. 1, Genesis 2:9; Vol. 1, Gen. 

2:8-15. Pleasantness, 58.  
132. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 25.  
133. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 41. The Puritans saw the development of virtue arising from the 

graces of faith, hope, and love. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 130. 
134. Tillotson, “The Excellency of the Christian Religion,” Works, Vol. 1 (London: 1820), 447-8. 

“They are either such as tend to the perfection of human nature, and to make men singly and personally good, or 
such as tend to the peace and happiness of human society (450).  

135. Henry, Pleasantness, 21. “Sin pretends to have its pleasures, but they are the perverting of that 
which is right; they are stolen waters, unjust, though pleasant; but the pleasures of godliness are as agreeable to 
the rectitude of our nature, as they are gratifying to the pure and undebauched desires of it. It is the way in 
which we should go; and the way, in which, if we were not wretchedly degenerated, we would go of choice” 
Henry, Pleasantness, 20-21 

136. Henry, Pleasantness, 21. 
137. Henry, Pleasantness, 21. 
138. Henry, Pleasantness, 7. 
139. See John M Connolly, “Eudaimonism, teleology, and the pursuit of happiness: Meister Eckhart on 

‘living without a why,’” Faith and Philosophy (2009), Vol. 26 (3): 278 for parallels with Aristotle in Aquinas. 
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contemplating God. The Puritans, according to Warne, viewed happiness as the supernatural 
and gracious gift of God and not something that is achievable by human nature alone.140 
However, they also called Christians to pursue it, partly via public virtue. Warne argues that 
although pre-Reformation times followed Greek thought in subordinating the vita activa to 
the vita contemplativa, this was reversed in the post-Reformation period.141 Thus, although 
some of the more mystical Puritans put great value on contemplation, especially the exercise 
of meditation and the joy it gives, 142 a number of Puritans, such as Henry, give more 
attention to the active life.143 Specifically, they “place high, if not higher, value on a political 
life of serving one’s neighbor through work.”144 Although the great telos of supernatural 
happiness is “related to reason in that to see God is to contemplate him,” there is a practical 
outworking of this especially in a person’s daily life and callings.145 Reason, therefore is also 
used to study the Bible and to engage with the world in daily callings. Henry was more like 
Aristotle than Aquinas in this regard as both required Christians to consciously work at 
pursuing happiness. It’s not that he believed that this is something that Christians can enjoy 
without God’s grace; it’s more about dominant emphasis.146 

Seventh, Aristotle’s eudaimonia, was entirely this-worldly and rooted in virtuous acts. 
Aquinas believed it was ultimately fulfilled not so much in virtue and the perfection of 
human nature but in a direct perception and contemplation of God in the afterlife.147 The 
Puritans combined the double aims of some kinds and degrees of happiness in this world, 

 
140. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 27. See also page 53 for Owen’s view that “both natural and 

supernatural ends need the assistance of grace in order to come to fruition.” 
141. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 57. 
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more heavenly) and mediation which is within the reach of ordinary Christians. Mediation in this world is 
usually seens as the way to compemplation (the beatific vision). See page 135 for connection between mediation 
and joy in Baxter. Contemplation of God is the telos of mediation.  

143. Knappen disagrees and says that they stressed spiritual mediation above all other duties. Richard 
Rogers and Samuel Ward, Two Elizabethan Puritan Diaries, ed. M. M. Knappen (Gloucester: American Society 
of Church History, 1966), 4.  

144. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 57. This seems to be contradicted in Warne’s conclusion where he 
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145. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 57-8. 
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147. See his ‘Treatise on happiness’ in Summa Theologiae. See Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 65ff for 
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with the far greater heavenly happiness of contemplating God.148 As Ryrie and Schwanda put 
it, “For all of these Puritans, as indeed also for Goodwin and Watson, the joys of heaven were 
fundamental, but their experience was also that a very real earthly happiness could be built on 
that foundation.”149 Obedience to God’s commands was consistent with and contributed to a 
life of flourishing that would finally terminate in the beatific vision.150 Henry would agree 
with this “already-not yet” two-step eschatology in theory, but held out much greater hopes 
of achieving eudaimonia here than most of the Puritans did, at least in Pleasantness, with his 
Exposition presenting a more balanced picture.  

The biggest problem with Christian eudaimonism is the practical difficulty of 
avoiding sinful self-centeredness. There is also the difficulty of trying to maintain a double 
mental focus on two such different ends as self and God, and of putting it into practice 
consistently and successfully. However, Reformed orthodoxy clearly thought it was 
desirable, as demonstrated by the Westminster Shorter Catechism positing two goals (plural) 
as man’s chief end (singular), which although having an eschatological “forever” in the 
answer, subsequent answers indicate that they envisaged this beginning here. Tillotson, 
though, sometimes gave up on this double aims, simply stating the chief end of man to be 
happiness.151 This raises the question as to whether aiming exclusively at happiness will 
actually produce happiness. As Feinberg put it:  

An exclusive desire for happiness is the surest way to prevent happiness from coming 
into being….the single-minded pursuit of happiness is necessarily self-defeating, for 
the way to get to it happiness is to forget it; then perhaps it will come to you.152 

 

 
148. Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 42. He cites examples in Richard Rogers, Robert Bolton, William 

Perkins. He also says that “the emphasis on the two-fold end is more explicit and optimistic in the Puritan 
writings in the sixteenth century than in the seventeenth century” and gives examples in Richard Baxter and 
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and, ultimately, the fullest expression of the foretaste of heavenly delight. For all of these Puritans, as indeed 
also for Goodwin and Watson, the joys of heaven were fundamental, but their experience was also that a very 
real earthly happiness could be built on that foundation.” Ryrie and Schwanda, Puritanism and Emotion, 9. 
Augustine’s version of this was that nobody can be happy in this present life but anyone who has hope of future 
happiness in the afterlife then they “may without absurdity be called happy even now, though rather by future 
hope than in present reality.” Augustine, City of God, XIX.20, Works, Vol. 1 (Edinburgh T & T Clark, 1882). 
Quoted in Warne, “Call to Happiness,” 37. Baxter says that “Happiness must consist in the obtaining of an end, 
not just the promise of it.” Baxter, The Saints Everlasting Rest, 9 (London, 1650). Quoted in Warne, “Call to 
Happiness,” 49. 
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such glimpses.” Ryrie and Schwanda, Puritanism and Emotion, 8. See Condie on Baxter in Ryrie and 
Schwanda, Puritanism and Emotion, 30. 
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Works, Vol. 1 (London: 1820),  328. “In a word, our main interest is to be as happy as we can, and as long as is 
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152. Joel Feinberg, “Psychological Egoism,” Reason and Responsibility: Readings in Some Basic 
Problems of Philosophy, ed. Joel Feinberg and Russ Shafer-Landau (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth/2008), 520-
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This is why maintaining the double focus on God’s glory and personal happiness was so 
important in Henry.  

The problems with self-interest led other theologians, such as Bunyan, to reject it 
altogether as a valid motive for pursuing a life of holiness.153 For him, the only legitimate 
motivation was grace producing works through faith. The focus, therefore, must be on 
producing more faith which is done by continually affirming the doctrine of grace.154 While 
Bunyan emphasized the difficulty and pain of the Christian life on earth, he still saw the 
possibility of joy in the prospect of the world to come. “This joy,” says Rivers, “is the 
product not of holiness but of faith. Bunyan simply does not concern himself with the issue 
that figures so largely in latitudinarian writing, the connection between holiness and 
happiness.”155 Forde claims that theologians of the cross, like Luther, assert that “it is only 
through suffering and the cross that sinners can see and come to know God.”156 As a result, 
the theology of the cross cuts off all pursuit of self-interest.157  

Early Modern historian, Keith Thomas, argues that in 1647, “The very notion of an 
entitlement to personal fulfilment in this world would have been hotly disputed…Religious 
teachers of all persuasions agreed that it was only in the next life that true felicity could be 
attained….In an age of Christian orthodoxy it was axiomatic that human fulfilment would be 
complete only in the life to come.”158 The primary concern was one’s duty to obey God’s will 
and this “would bring contentment in this world and salvation in the next. But the 
individual’s personal fulfilment was never the primary consideration.”159 Thomforde also 
finds a distinction and time difference between glorifying God and enjoying God in Thomas 
Watson’s Body of Practical Divinity (1690). For Watson, he says, “Glorifying God is one 
thing, pursued through different forms of worship and godliness, but happiness is another. 
Happiness is a reward for glorifying God with godliness, to be enjoyed in the life to come.160 
If this is true, then it suggests that Henry had moved away from the original understanding of 
the Shorter Catechism’s answer in this point. 

Rivers says that Baxter at times was closer to the Latitudinarians in linking holiness 
with happiness, but he still didn’t make self-interest the motive for pursuing holiness or 
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promise happiness to the holy.161 He associated holiness with delight, love, and joy, but these 
experiences originated in disinterested love for God not self-love.162 For Baxter, “love of God 
is an end in itself; God must not be loved as a means to another end, human felicity.”163 That 
would be to misrepresent true religion, and promote a selfish secular ethic which puts man at 
the center of life, not God.164 This is similar to Owen’s claim that although “man is happy in 
the fellowship with God, this is not his ultimate goal: ‘The ultimate end of true theology is 
the celebration of the praise of God, and His glory and grace in the eternal salvation of 
sinners.’”165  

While Bunyan, Baxter, and Owen (at least sometimes) rejected self-interest as a 
motive, others accepted it, but regarded it as a lesser motive. As Venning put it, “God is so 
condescending, that he is pleased to treat man as a self-lover, and so to gain him, and win him 
by his own advantages.”166 For Venning, theocentric self-love meant that while God uses 
self-love to draw to himself, when the Holy Spirit takes over in regeneration, the individual is 
enabled to seek happiness in God. Baxter conceded that God uses and excites self-love in 
man at the beginning of the life of grace, showing him that it is in his interests to be a 
Christian, but says that this is a condescension to the new believer’s immaturity who is 
motivated more by self-love than love for God.  

Other theologians have reflected on Reformed orthodoxy’s struggle with this issue. 
For example, Berkouwer pointed to Calvin’s belief that the promise of reward for good works 
is to encourage Christians in the weakness of their flesh, rather than to inflate them with 
pride.167 Bavinck highlighted multiple other motives for Christian faith and life rather than 
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emphasize only one.168 He accepted that reward was one motive,169 but he was especially 
concerned to promote the motivation of gratitude for what God has done in salvation more 
than the motive of reward for what the Christian is doing.170 This, he argued, was more 
consistent with the Reformation emphasis on justification by faith which put God’s work of 
grace first and morality second. Therefore, instead of working for the reward of spiritual 
benefits, the spiritual benefits were given and the believer lived a life of joyful gratitude in 
response.  

On the other hand, Berkouwer warned against Reformed over-sensitivity on the 
question of rewards due to Roman Catholic errors in this area. “Our controversy with Rome 
should not limit our own perspectives,” he asserts, “We have reason to be thankful that our 
confessions do not hesitate to speak freely about the promised rewards.”171 He noted how 
many times the Heidelberg Catechism asks about the profit of numerous truths, and said that 
the Catechism is “warmly concerned” about the profit and benefits of faith.172 He also listed 
the numerous reward passages in both the Old and New Testaments for those who walk in 
God’s ways and insisted that “the idea of reward is confirmed in the Bible as an integral 
element in the preaching of the gospel.”173 However he also distinguished this from polite 
moralism by highlighting the strong religious overtones of the passages,174 and he cautioned 
that the reward is not always immediate but in the future. But for all the qualifications, he 
wanted the connection between work and reward to be taken seriously even at the risk of 
“clouding up the purity of the ethical life” with utilitarianism, eudaimonism, or pragmatism. 
The Bible does not see good only in those works done for the sake of the good with no regard 
for personal reward. “There is a scriptural way, a third way,” said Berkouwer, “between an 
eudaemonistic ethic and a formal, categorical ethic of sheer duty.”175 This connects work and 
reward while denying that saving merit accrues to good works.176 He suggested that the 

 
168. “With many compelling reasons believers are urged to live this holy kind of life. They are 

obligated to this because God has first loved them, has had compassion on them, and has shown his love to them 
in Christ (Rom. 12:1; 2 Cor. 8:9; 1 John 4:19). They owe it to God because with Christ they have died to sin and 
been raised to a new life (Rom. 6:3–13; Col. 3:1–2); because they are not under the law but under grace and 
belong to Christ so as to bear fruit for God (Rom. 6:14; 7:4; Gal. 2:19); because they do not walk according to 
the flesh but according to the Spirit and are temples of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:5; 1 Cor. 6:15ff.); because they 
are children of light and must walk in the light (Rom. 13:12; Eph. 5:8; 1 John 1:6; etc.). A complete summary of 
these compelling reasons is impossible because there are so many. Among them, however, the reward of future 
glory occupies a significant place as well. All the benefits that believers enjoy or will obtain are gifts of the 
grace of God (Rom. 6:23; 2 Cor. 8:9; Eph. 2:8; etc.), yet everyone is rewarded according to his works (Rom. 
2:6–11; 14:12; 1 Cor. 3:8; 2 Cor. 5:10; Gal. 6:5; Rev. 2:23; 20:12). Godliness holds promise for this life and 
also for the life to come (1 Tim. 4:8). The thought of future glory spurs them on to patience and perseverance 
(Rom. 8:18; 1 Cor. 15:19; 2 Cor. 4:10, 17; Rev. 2:7, 10–11, 17; etc.). For God rewards those who seek him 
(Heb. 11:6, 26). He distributes a just penalty for all transgression and disobedience (2:2), but also rewards 
generosity (1 Tim. 6:19), confidence of faith (Heb. 10:35), self-denial (Heb. 11:26), and the labor of his servants 
(1 Cor. 3:8, 14; 9:18; Col. 3:24; 2 Tim. 4:8; etc.).” Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, Vol. 4, 236. 

169. Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, Vol. 4, 266. It may, however, be an additional motive, because—
according to the witness of the human conscience—there is a close inner connection between virtue and 
happiness, holiness and salvation 

170. Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, Vol. 4, 242–243. 
171. Berkouwer, Studies in Dogmatics: Faith and Justification, 113. 
172. Berkouwer, Studies in Dogmatics: Faith and Justification, 40–41. 
173. Berkouwer, Studies in Dogmatics: Faith and Justification, 114–115. 
174. Berkouwer, Studies in Dogmatics: Faith and Justification, 115. 
175. Berkouwer, Studies in Dogmatics: Faith and Justification, 117–119. 
176. Berkouwer, Studies in Dogmatics: Faith and Justification, 121–122. 



 207 

solution lies in shining the central confession of sola fide over the whole of Christian doctrine 
and the Christian life.”177 As the previous chapters highlighted, it is questionable if Henry 
achieved this due to his limited emphasis on both justification by faith and of faith in 
justification and sanctification.  
 
Conclusion 
Among the epistemological and methodological criteria for assessing Henry’s apologetic 
were questions about whether it was consistent with itself, with reason, Scripture, and with 
experience, and whether it identified and overcame barriers and objections. This chapter 
examined two of the greatest challenges to the consistency of Henry’s apologetic: the 
challenge of suffering and the challenge of self-interest.  

Regarding the former, it was found that Henry was aware of the challenge of suffering 
and despite many unqualified statements about the universal pleasantness of the Christian 
religion in his writings, there were places where he qualified this, resulting in less conflict 
between his pleasantness doctrine on the one hand and the evidence of Scripture, his own 
writing, and experience on the other. This chapter identified eight substantial objections to 
Henry’s pleasantness apologetic. Although all of these objections were identified from 
Henry’s writings, not all of them were explicitly identified by him. The analysis also 
proposed seventeen qualifications to Henry’s pleasantness doctrine that brings more 
consistency to his apologetic. Again, although these were all found from within Henry’s 
corpus of writing, they were not explicitly stated in the words used in this chapter. Rather the 
attempt was made to collate Henry’s qualifications and state them succinctly and 
comprehensively. The result of so many serious objections and multiple qualifications is to 
question whether Henry’s pleasantness apologetic can be sustained, or is persuasive. 

The easier suffering to account for is chosen sufferings, that is, sufferings that result 
from choosing a path of Christian witness or service that will result in personal pain, loss, and 
even persecution. It is easier because freely chosen and because the Bible does teach that 
there is a sufficient compensation that can be expected, which may be experienced internally, 
eventually, or eternally. While it is possible for the suffering Christian to experience rest in 
the midst of unrest (Ps. 3), to rejoice in suffering (Ps. 4), and to have assurances of God’s 
love while enduring murderous hostility (Rom. 8:35-39), the beatitude of blessing upon the 
persecuted (Matt. 5:10-12) and its command to “rejoice and be exceeding glad” (v. 12) does 
not imply that such experiences will necessarily be immediate and concurrent with the 
persecution, but may rather be eschatological.  

The hardest suffering to account for in any defense of Henry’s pleasantness 
apologetic is non-chosen suffering, which may be divided into three. First, there is the 
suffering that results from affliction or from God’s chastisement. The Bible explicitly tells 
God’s afflicted children that no suffering for the present is pleasant but grievous (Heb. 
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12:11). Therefore, although they may, Christians under discipline should not expect to feel 
happy in these circumstances, but can believe it will ultimately lead to peace and other 
spiritual fruits and benefits. The same goes for repentance. The second non-chosen suffering 
is when God sovereignly yet purposefully decides to withhold pleasure from his children for 
no reason in them, as in the case of Job and as is outlined in the Westminster Confession of 
Faith.178 The third category of non-chosen suffering which may belong to either of the 
previous two categories of non-chosen suffering, but which deserves its own category, is the 
suffering of mental illness or emotional disorders that have their root in physical causes and 
make the experience of happiness physically impossible. In this area, Henry does not 
demonstrate the same sensitivity or insight as other Puritans such as William Perkins and 
Richard Baxter, who both recognized organic and non-spiritual cause of depression in the 
Christian life.179 Neither does Henry allow for an apologetic through suffering as Bunyan 
who saw that the Christian’s sustained faith in God and His Word despite every 
discouragement to the contrary could be its own apologetic. While the happy Christian could 
be a powerful witness, the submissive suffering Christian could also be a powerful witness to 
the truth of religion, as the Christian endures through various kinds of pain, evidencing the 
power of Christ and persuading onlookers of God’s existence and grace.  

While Henry’s apologetic does not stand up well to the first challenge of suffering, it 
has been found that it can be maintained against the second primary objection, that it appeals 
to selfish desires for personal happiness which is thought to be contrary to the Bible’s call for 
self-denial and self-sacrifice in the service of others and for the glory of God. The historical 
comparison with eudaimonism found that although some important historical figures would 
have found faults, Henry’s appeal to self-interest can also be found in the mainstream of 
Christian thought, including Augustine and Reformed orthodoxy. It also found that his appeal 
to self-interest was nuanced at points to allow for a less-exclusively self-centered appeal and 
that it insisted on the connection between happiness and doing what is right, thereby ensuring 
that the appeal to self-interest did not weaken morality. It also attempted to combine a God-
focus with self-interest, by insisting that ultimate happiness could only be found in God, 
although Henry’s pleasantness apologetic was more focused on obedience to God than 
contemplation of and fellowship with God. Furthermore, it found that, in general, he 
associated this desire for happiness not only with the general natural desire for happiness 
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found in the constitution of humanity, but that he attached it to means, indeed to each and 
every one of religion’s ways. He did not, however, limit the concept of eudaimonia to 
happiness, adding the more objective profit of religion to the more subjective pleasure in 
religion. His concept of pleasantness was more like Aristotle’s than Aquinas’s in that he laid 
more emphasis on the human responsibility to acquire it than God’s sovereign gift of it. It 
was also more like Aristotle’s than Aquinas’s in that he saw much more prospect of this 
eudaimonia in this world than Aquinas.  

Despite the Westminster Shorter Catechism’s inclusion of enjoyment of God in its 
definition of man’s chief end, there were Reformed orthodox voices raised against the appeal 
to self-interest, with some like Bunyan rejecting it altogether, and others like Baxter, Owen, 
and Venning allowing a measure of happiness in this world but reluctant to have it as a 
conscious and explicit aim. If allowed, it was more as a temporary condescension to 
humanity by God in the hope of moving to higher motives. Reflecting on this period of 
Reformed orthodoxy, more recent theologians such as Berkouwer have agreed with the 
prospect of reward as a motive but have expressed concern that it should not be viewed as the 
only motive because of the danger of moving away from the Reformed emphasis on 
justification by faith and the life of grateful obedience that this results in. Instead, gratitude 
for grace received should be put before pursuit of reward by obedience.  

In assessing Henry’s apologetic against epistemological and methodological 
questions, centered upon how he handled objections and challenges, this chapter has found 
that his defence against the suffering objection less convincing than his defence against the 
self-interest objection. But even concerning the latter, it was found that while the appeal to 
self-interest is found in Reformed orthodoxy, that Henry’s emphasis upon it could result in 
his pleasantness apologetic obscuring justification by faith and the motive of gratitude behind 
obedience. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

CONCLUSION AND PROSPECT 
 
This final chapter will highlight four ways in which this study has contributed to the scholarly 
understanding of Matthew Henry and his times, and will offer a prospect suggesting four 
areas of further research prompted by this study.  
 
CONTRIBUTION OF RESEARCH 
The main research question of this study was, ‘Why and how did Matthew Henry develop 
and use the reasonableness of the Christian faith, especially the reason of its pleasantness, to 
defend and commend the Christian faith in the context of his culture?’ This primary research 
question was addressed using a number of secondary questions. Chapter one answered two 
secondary questions: ‘What events, people, movements, and trends help to explain Henry’s 
apologetic interest?’ and, ‘What evidence is there for Henry’s apologetic interest and 
emphasis?’ Chapter two answered, ‘How did Henry use the reasonableness of religion 
apologetically? and chapter three answered ‘How did Henry use the pleasantness of religion 
apologetically?’ Chapter four addressed the question, ‘How did Henry answer the most 
problematic challenges to his pleasantness apologetic?’ Each chapter also addressed the 
question, ‘To what extent does Henry’s apologetic meet historically appropriate apologetic 
criteria?’ 

Reviewing the answers to these questions, this study contributes to the scholarly 
understanding of Matthew Henry and his times in two ways: first, by a re-presentation of 
Henry as an apologist in the context of his culture, and, second, by offering an assessment of 
his apologetics using seven categories of historically appropriate criteria. The study of 
Henry’s apologetics also contributes to two wider fields of scholarly study. The first is an 
increased understanding of late Puritan identity, and the second is development in 
understanding the scholarly study of the History of Emotions. These four areas of 
contribution will be summarized in this concluding review.  
 
A re-presentation of Henry as an apologist in the context of his culture 
As demonstrated in the introduction to this study, there have been few scholarly treatments of 
Henry, and the limited secondary literature available has presented him simply as a Bible 
commentator, with his Exposition being viewed as having pastoral and practical aims. For 
example, Harman sums him up as “a remarkable pastor and writer,”1 Stein asserted that the 
Exposition “frequently underscored the pastoral or devotional side to the biblical text,”2 
Packer described it as “simple and practical in style,”3 and Chapman said it was the first 
“complete, practical, popular exposition of the Word of God” in English.4 While it is true that 
he was a Bible commentator, and that his Exposition was pastoral and practical, this research 
has proposed that Henry should be viewed as more than a commentator, as also an apologist, 

 
1. Harman, Henry, 7.   
2. Stein, WJE, 24.1:63.  
3. Packer, introduction to Henry, The Pleasantness of a Religious Life, 12. 
4. Chapman, Matthew Henry, 130. 
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and that his Exposition can be viewed as also having apologetic aims and content, as can 
most of his other publications. Neither of the two modern biographies of Henry (by Harman 
and Eveson) identified this aspect of his ministry. While the two older biographies (by Tong 
and Williams) list the ‘Reasons series’ of sermons by Henry, and record various references to 
Henry’s teaching on happiness, none of them connect the ‘Reasons series’ with these 
references in a way that would explicitly identify his apologetic aims. Chapman did observe 
that Henry’s happiness had the effect of wanting others “to feel how happy a thing it must be 
to be a Christian,”5 but did not connect this with apologetic material in his writings.  

While Grosart went further than most others in attempting to contextualize Henry (see 
‘Puritan Identity’ below), 6 he also omitted Henry’s apologetic context and interest. Old’s 
conclusion that the lack of critical study of Henry’s context and Exposition has resulted in an 
incomplete and inaccurate picture of Henry is, therefore, sustained by this study, and 
hopefully addressed and reversed by it too.7  

The study complements Old’s analysis which identified the main features of 17th 
century Moderatism, including the emphasis on the rationality of the Christian faith and the 
importance of a well-ordered moral life, a life of practical godliness, as part of the Christian 
apologetic.8 However, in his section on Henry, Old does not identify any apologetic 
component in Henry’s ministry, focusing mainly on his expository gifts and his teaching 
about worship. Old does offer historical context for Henry, but it appears to be mainly a 
summary of existing biographies, none of which provide analysis of the wider historical 
context and cultural influences, which this study has demonstrated is vital to understanding 
Henry. 

Roberts’s dissertation on The Pursuit of Happiness in the Pastoral Theology of Ralph 
Venning,9 and Jones’s on The Theology of Christian Joy in the Works of Thomas Goodwin,10 
do contribute much to scholarly understanding about the Puritans’ teaching about happiness 
in that era. Neither, however, identify the historical reasons for such teaching nor the possible 
apologetic motives behind these authors’ choice of subject. This study, therefore, provides 
additional context and motive for the later Puritan interest in this subject. 

Although the book has not been officially published yet, the pre-publication version 
of Matthew Henry: The Bible, Prayer, and Piety,11 indicates that it will offer the most 
extensive evaluation of Henry in his wider historical context yet. However, none of the 
chapters focus on Henry’s apologetics, neither his marshaling of reason on the side of 
Christianity nor his specific tactic of defending and commending Christianity on the basis of 
its pleasantness. This study will therefore complement this book by offering further 
evaluation of his historical context and by showing Henry as an apologist. 

One of the reasons for chapter one’s extensive focus on Henry’s historical context 
was to give a fuller understanding of Henry’s historical context. The relative absence and 

 
5. Chapman, Matthew Henry, 115. 
6. Grosart, Representative Nonconformists, 289. 
7. Dictionary of Major Biblical Interpreters, s.v. “Matthew Henry.” 
8. Old, Reading and Preaching, Vol. 5, 4. 
9. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness. 
10. Karl Jones, “The Theology of Christian Joy in the Works of Thomas Goodwin (1600-1680).” 
11. Matthew Henry: The Bible, Prayer, and Piety: A Tercentenary Celebration, eds. Matthew A. 

Collins and Paul Middleton (London: T&T Clark, 2019). 
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inadequacy of this in previous studies explains why Henry’s apologetic character and content 
has been largely missed, a deficit that this study has attempted to remedy in its identification 
of the cultural questions that were being asked in Henry’s time. This was followed by a 
survey of Henry’s entire oeuvre, which had not been previously attempted, and which 
demonstrated how he was responding to his context with an apologetic suited to his time. It 
also determined that almost all of his multiple publications had apologetic aims and content 
to one degree or another. This interweaving of his biography with his bibliography also 
showed how his apologetic for the reasonableness and pleasantness of religion was worked 
out in the crucible of personal suffering. The evidence has established, therefore, that Henry 
should be viewed as not just a commentator, but also as an apologist, and that indeed his 
Exposition was at least partly motivated by apologetic aims and contains apologetic content. 
While previously known as a practical Bible commentator, it had not been previously noticed 
that his practical emphasis was at least partly driven by apologetics, one of the conclusions of 
this study. 
 
An assessment of Henry’s apologetics 
The study used seven categories of historically sensitive apologetics criteria to analyze and 
assess Henry’s apologetic. The criteria were derived from three sources: (1) biblical 
apologetics, (2) the history of apologetics up until and including Henry’s period, and (3) 
influential primary sources from Henry’s time, such as the apologetic writings of Grotius and 
Tillotson. The grouping and categorization of these criteria, together with their questions, was 
proposed by the author of this study as not only a suitable assessment tool for Henry’s 
apologetics, but also because the issues addressed by these criteria are covered in Henry’s 
works. As some of the criteria for this study were derived from Grotius and Tillotson, at 
important points, this study compared Henry’s apologetics with those of Grotius and 
Tillotson. However, as the apologetics criteria derived from Grotius and Tillotson represented 
only one of three sources of criteria, this was not an exhaustive comparison and that will be 
reflected in this concluding review. 

First, regarding the cultural criteria, while this study is not unique in identifying the 
interest in the reasonableness and pleasantness of religion in Henry’s day, it is unique in 
demonstrating these as the major themes in Henry’s thought and how he used them with an 
apologetic aim. It showed how, like Grotius and Tillotson, Henry used to the cultural interest 
in natural theology to connect with the culture and how to use natural theology to get a 
hearing from the Bible.  

While previous studies have highlighted Henry’s moderatism,12 none have 
highlighted the influence of moderatism in his apologetics, nor the connection between this 
and his culture’s longing for a more peaceable, uniting, and happy religion. His moderatism 
was seen in his reasonableness apologetic’s concern to avoid rationalism on the one hand and 
irrationalism on the other, in his pleasantness apologetic’s attempt to avoid emotionalism on 
the one hand and dry scholasticism on the other, and in his general tendency to focus on what 
united rather than divided.  

As to the sources of this approach, Henry’s previously unnoticed appreciation for and 

 
12. Old, Reading and Preaching, Vol. 5, 25. 
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dependence upon Grotius and the Latitudinarians was traced in a number of places.13 The 
significance of Henry’s acknowledgment of and dependence upon Grotius was highlighted 
because so many Reformed orthodox theologians rejected Grotius due to his Arminianism 
and his undogmatic approach.14 The evidence from Henry supports Heering’s claim that 
“Grotius’ undogmatic method of proof found imitators among the rationalist apologetes of 
the early Enlightenment,”15 and that he was “more successful than any other author, certainly 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in gaining the approval of every Christian who 
inclined to moderation or latitudinarianism.”16 Henry would appear to have been one of them, 
although he did not go as far as Grotius who reduced dogma so much that he only accepted 
truths that made for peace among Christians and who subordinated doctrine to ethics. But, 
both were conscious of the need to unite the church as an important apologetic argument in 
that culture. Grotius even saw apologetics as a means of unity, because when Christians saw 
how much differed when confronting non-Christians and how much they had in common as a 
result, they would unite better. 

No previous study has demonstrated that one source for Henry’s moderatism was the 
influence of the Latitudinarians, the most culturally sensitive and influential group of 
churchmen in Henry’s period. While it was beyond the scope of this study to identify all the 
places in which Henry followed or differed from them, it presented evidence for Henry’s 
admiration of them, quotation of them, and imitation of their themes and methods in his 
apologetic. Although not a primary focus of this study, it has shown that while he embraced 
much of their theology and especially the practical emphasis of their sermons and writings, 
there were areas in which he did not follow their thought, perhaps reflecting some of the 
caution about Latitudinarians found among some Non-conformists.  

While Henry’s interest in and support of the Societies for the Reformation of Manners 
has been referred to in previous biographies, this study has gone further to argue that his 
advocacy for personal ethics and for societal reformation originated in the Latitudinarians’ 
founding of these societies, and was motivated by his pleasantness apologetic. His belief and 
argument was that Christian morality was a major way to happiness, and that the happiness of 
Christian morality would also lead people to Christianity. Godliness, therefore, did not only 
produce pleasantness but pleasantness also produced more godliness.  

Second, concerning the provocation of questions about ultimate issues, the study 
made the case that Henry’s teaching on the reasonableness and pleasantness of religion was 
partly motivated by the apologetic strategy of provoking questions and longings about 
ultimate matters. This included the stimulation of questions about and longings for truth, 
certainty, harmony, beauty, goodness, immortality, and eternal security. This study did not 
find that Henry taught anything unique about these subjects; rather it highlighted the 
uniqueness of a theologian within Reformed orthodoxy teaching on them with an apologetic 
aim, that of provoking questions that people were not asking and stirring up longings that 
people were not experiencing with a view to answering and satisfying them. 

 
13. For example, in his Exposition, Henry drew from both Simon Patrick’s and Grotius’s expositions of 

Scripture. Patrick translated Grotius’s De Veritate Religionis Christianae in 1680. 
14. Heering, Grotius, xx.  
15. Heering, Grotius, 243. 
16. Heering, Grotius, xx. 
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Third, until now, the epistemological element of Henry’s ministry has not been 
investigated. In addressing this, these pages have argued that a large part of Henry’s ministry 
was driven by the desire to establish greater epistemological certainty in the church and in the 
culture. With Reformed orthodoxy having rejected the Roman Catholic claim of the church 
as being the source of moral and spiritual certainty, there was a vacuum of authority that 
some were attempting to fill with reason. This study has shown how Henry used reason as a 
way of arguing for the authority of the Scriptures, and in interpreting the Scriptures, with a 
view to creating greater certainty and assurance in believers. Reason could be used to get a 
hearing for Scripture and Scripture could be used to improve reason. The study placed Henry 
between Non-conformists like Bunyan who argued against using reason in this way, and 
Baxter who tried to prove Christianity using only natural theology. It also placed Henry 
closer to the Latitudinarians than Grotius in that while Grotius began his apologetic with 
natural theology, Henry and the Latitudinarians also saw a place for beginning with Scripture 
and using it to strengthen reason and natural theology. 

It was argued that in contrast with the Deists who were attempting to prove how 
inconsistent and disharmonious Scripture was with itself and with truths from natural 
theology, Henry followed Grotius and Tillotson in using rational arguments to show the 
harmony and consistency of Christianity with natural theology, with philosophy, with 
science, and with itself. The study also proposed that Henry’s pleasantness apologetic be 
viewed as having a similar epistemological aim of giving more certainty to Christian truth 
claims and more assurance to Christian believers. Given how much these arguments appear 
in his publications, including his Exposition, it was therefore proposed as a further argument 
for viewing his Exposition as having apologetic intent.  

As for the nature of Henry’s epistemological claims, the study has concluded that his 
reasonableness apologetic made a protective claim (Christianity is a reasonable position to 
take), and his pleasantness apologetic made a comparative claim (it is the best of the 
alternatives), but he holds back from making an imperative claim (it is the only reasonable 
position). Given the quantity and range of teaching on the reasonableness of religion, he 
evidently viewed this as the most important truth to establish in his apologetic, especially the 
truth of its pleasantness. While this comparative approach paralleled Tillotson, it was also 
noted how Grotius, and even Socinus, pioneered the move away from dogmatic apologetics 
to a factual comparative argument for the superiority of Christianity. Grotius, though, unlike 
Henry, did not argue for superior pleasantness in Christianity but rather a superior life after 
death, a superior moral code, and a superior founder. 

Fourth, as this is the first study of Henry’s apologetics, it was important to define 
what methods and modes of apologetics he used. The evidence suggested that while he had a 
limited use for philosophical and rational arguments for Christianity, and he also used 
evidences to a limited degree, his primary methods were showing the reasonableness of 
Scripture and the pleasantness of the Christian life. Regarding the former, rarely did he 
simply assert the truth and demand faith and obedience, but rather tried to reason people to 
faith and practice, which he believed in turn would present an attractive argument for 
Christianity. Regarding the latter, he was opposed to the fideism which emphasized 
subjective experience and the need for personal faith apart from any reasoning or evidence, 
that was found in some Non-Conformist and Roman Catholic contexts. However, the study 
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did find a specific kind of fideism in Henry when it came to his pleasantness apologetic. 
Although at first glance this looked like an evidentialist argument, the study has made the 
case that it was a fideist apologetic, in that he used the pleasantness of religion not as proof of 
God’s existence but as a warrant to believe. In doing so, it clarified that there is a place for 
making Christianity attractive, satisfying, and desirable as an apologetic strategy, especially 
if it is built upon the reasonableness of religion as Henry attempted. Henry demonstrated how 
on the basis of reasoning with natural theology, that gets a hearing for reasoning from 
Scripture, the fideist argument can also motivate and advance reasoning.  

As for modes of apologetics, Henry majored on vindication (or proof) and persuasion, 
and did less of defence, and even less of refutation. Although he labored to show the 
unpleasantness and undesirability of living a non-Christian life, the study showed that while 
he named his opponents at times (including Epicureanism, Hobbesianism, Deism, Roman 
Catholicism, Islam, Freethinking, and atheism), with the exception of one sermon on Roman 
Catholicism, his critique of opponents was largely implicit. For example, there is implicit 
refutation of Roman Catholicism in his promotion of practical godliness, as one Roman 
Catholic critique of justification by faith was that it had no impact on the moral renewal of 
man. His apologetic therefore majored on the positive promotion of Christianity more than 
extensive criticism of opponents, and in doing so he positioned his apologetic even more 
positively than some Latitudinarians who produced lengthy treatises and numerous sermons 
against Roman Catholicism. Grotius on the other hand, in his apologetic, does not mention 
Roman Catholicism, nor the names of atheists or atheistic groups. In this area, Henry is 
placed somewhere between the Latitudinarians and Grotius in his approach. However, 
compared with both Tillotson and Henry, Grotius gives considerably more space to the 
detailed refutation of paganism, Islam, and Judaism. 

While Grotius appealed to miracles, Tillotson, though accepting miracles could have a 
role, used only internal evidences. Henry used both. While Grotius aimed at proving the 
truthfulness of Christianity, and Tillotson focused on its advantages, Henry did both. 
However, on balance it was found that despite Grotius’s influence, Henry followed Tillotson 
more and did not tend to use Grotius’s appeal to miracles and prophecies recorded in extra-
biblical histories, and the testimony of Gentile writings to the truths of Jewish history. 

The biggest difference between Grotius and Henry was found to be Henry’s 
apologetic for the pleasantness of the Christian life, especially of practical obedience. The 
only time that Grotius spoke about happiness was as something that Christians experienced 
after this life in heaven. As was common also in Reformed orthodoxy in the earlier part of the 
seventeenth century, there is nothing in Grotius about the present happiness of Christianity, 
far less as an apologetic argument for Christianity. However, he did conclude his apologetic 
with a call to Christians to greater obedience, greater study of the Scriptures, and greater 
unity, all themes found later in Henry and Tillotson.  

While the study highlighted problems with Henry’s apologetic at various points, it 
picked two major objections, that of the Christian’s suffering and the selfishness of the appeal 
to self-interest and attempted to reconcile Henry’s apologetic with them, with the latter being 
more successful than the former. Regarding the former, it was found that his apologetic for 
the pleasantness of religion was overstated at points in a way that left it inconsistent with 
Scripture and experience. The challenge of suffering, resulted in Henry offering so many 
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explicit and implicit qualifications to his pleasantness doctrine, that it raised the question 
about whether his pleasantness apologetic as stated by him can be sustained, or is persuasive.  

Grotius acknowledged this serious objection but, unlike Henry, his Arminian theology 
permitted him to simply blame human free will for suffering.17 Although some of Henry’s 
qualifications are also found in Tillotson’s, Tillotson’s method of dealing with biblical texts 
that taught about the necessity of suffering and persecution in the Christian life was to limit 
that experience to the early church and extraordinary cases. Henry did not follow Tillotson in 
this, perhaps partly because of his own and especially his father’s experience of persecution 
as Non-conformists. Tillotson also offered some arguments not found in Henry, including the 
important observation that “rules” such as Proverbs 3:17 “are not to be taken too strictly and 
rigorously, as if they never failed in any one instance,” but rather are to be understood to be 
true generally.18 Adopting this genre consideration would have made for a much easier 
defense of Henry’s pleasantness doctrine than the multiple qualifications route. 

On the other hand, it was found that Henry’s apologetic could be defended from the 
charge of self-centeredness by his connecting of the pursuit happiness with doing what is 
right, by insisting that ultimate happiness could only be found in God, and in doing good to 
others, all in dependence upon the Holy Spirit. The result of attempting to understand these 
objections is further understanding of Puritan attempts at a theodicy and of how the 
eudaimonism found in some Puritans combined the appeal to self-interest with God-focus 
and other-focus. Tillotson and Henry also defended their pleasantness doctrine on the basis of 
its teleology, in that it tended towards the improvement of human nature. 

Fifth, the irenic, peaceable, reasonable, and pleasant manner of Henry’s apologetic 
confirmed what previous scholars such as Old have identified as Henry’s moderatism, 
although none of them have connected it with his apologetic, nor with the influence of 
Grotius or the Latitudinarians. Just as Roberts wanted his study of Venning to contribute to 
the understanding of Puritan identity, so it is hoped that this study of Henry will support not 
only the re-assessment of the Puritans’ relationship with joy, but also Roberts’s identification 
of some Puritans with “irenicism and moderation through the religious controversies of the 
day; and a willingness to learn from theologically diverse sources.”19 Perhaps Henry’s simple 
practical style was also influenced by Grotius who deliberately developed a popular style, 
with the first edition of his apologetic even being  written in verse.20 When compared with 
the Latitudinarians’ style, Henry’s writing was more expository and theirs more philosophical 
and literary. As to whether Henry lived out his apologetic, the biographical element 
interlaced through the overview of Henry’s oeuvre revealed that Henry’s apologetic, 
especially the apologetic for the pleasantness of religion was tested by personal suffering and 
maintained despite much hostile opposition to Non-conformity.  

Regarding the sixth criteria of audience, this study has confirmed Marshall’s 
argument that the Puritans used apologetics not primarily as an argument to persuade 
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unbelievers and atheists to faith, but to argue against unbelief and atheism in believers’ hearts 
and to grow their faith and confidence. As such it was a catechetical and pastoral apologetic 
first and foremost, but such inner apologetics would prepare for external apologetics. As all 
the apologetic content was preached in sermons first, it is clear that Henry viewed regular 
preaching as apologetic training and therefore his hearers as needing apologetics and 
becoming apologists. He believed that the more reason was used to understand the Bible and 
work out its practical consequences, the more assured Christian believers would be. His 
pleasantness apologetic especially was designed in such a way that every Christian could not 
only benefit from it, but practice it. It was a simple apologetic of living a practical happy 
Christianity rather than engaging in philosophical or controversial arguments. He clearly 
believed that the beauty of a well-lived life was as compelling an argument as rational and 
evidential arguments. Insofar as it was designed for outsiders, it was more for friendly 
enquirers than hostile objectors. As it was primarily for those within the church, the majority 
of his apologetic was based upon exposition of Scripture. Thus, the argument has been made 
at various points, that his Exposition should be viewed, at least partly, as having apologetic 
aims and content. The weakness of this expository approach is that the lack of a systematic 
apologetic treatment makes it harder to analyze.  

The study has presented Henry’s apologetic as holistic. It addressed the whole person, 
the mind, conscience, will, emotions, and even the imagination. Although he had a practical 
mindset, his practical instruction was based upon biblical exposition and usually, though not 
always, Christocentric. In contrast, it was noted that when Latitudinarians such as Tillotson 
were accused of Christless morality, instead of adjusting, they defended their approach on the 
basis that religion was mainly about morals, and that when Christ’s law was preached, Christ 
was preached.  

Although both Henry and Tillotson started with the mind and reason, they aimed at 
exciting the emotions, especially that of pleasure. As to their conception of pleasure, it was 
noted that Henry and Tillotson presented a more active and vigorous concept than Augustine 
and Puritans like Burroughs. Neither had any qualms about appealing to the human desire for 
happiness. They simply accepted and worked with it apologetically. However, the weakness 
of Henry’s pleasantness doctrine when it came to understanding the role of mental illness was 
noted, and in this he compared unfavorably with other Puritans’ sensitivity on these matters.  

Seventh, assessing Henry’s apologetic using the theological criteria resulted in a new 
understanding of how Henry’s theology was imbued throughout with his reasonableness and 
pleasantness apologetic. Chapters two and three analyzed his apologetic’s interaction with 
key theological loci as defined by Henry in his writings, and found that his theological 
system was influenced in numerous ways by his apologetic emphases. Although Henry did 
not present a systematic worldview of reasonableness or pleasantness in his writing, this 
study has sought to demonstrate that a worldview based around these themes can be 
identified in Henry’s writings and can be reconstructed. It was comprehensive in that it did 
not simply comprise one small aspect of doctrine or human life, but rather, presented its case 
as a worldview, a system of truth that purports to explain the past, present, and future. 

It also led to a new appreciation for the role of reason in late Puritanism and how they 
related it to their doctrine of Scripture. While the influence of Reformed orthodoxy on Henry 
was always understood, what’s new in this study is the exploration of how the Latitudinarians 
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also influenced him at key points. What’s not clear, is how consciously he was following 
them, or adjusting them in order to avoid their weaknesses. The study highlighted doctrinal 
points at which Henry seemed to be closer to the Latitudinarians than Reformed orthodoxy, 
especially in his believing that some people can be saved with only natural theology. 
However, it has also noted points at which Henry maintained Reformed orthodox doctrines 
such as election and predestination, which some like Tillotson rejected because he viewed it 
as incompatible with the reasonableness of religion. But, it was also noted that Henry 
reframed the doctrine of election so that it became a source of joy and comfort rather than 
doubt and fear, and that his interpretation of some Scriptures represented a move away from 
classic Reformed orthodox interpretation. 

The evidence suggests that, at times, Henry’s apologetic drove his doctrine, 
sometimes re-directing his doctrine of God, as it did with Tillotson, towards more emphasis 
on God’s goodness and less on his holy and just anger. It also highlighted a number of 
potential theological tensions resulting from his apologetics, including the possibility that it 
was too optimistic about fallen human nature, it was not dependent enough upon the Holy 
Spirit, it reduced the place of justification by faith and sanctification by faith, and it lacked 
Christocentricity at points. On that last point, though, Henry went further than Grotius in his 
presentation of Christ, mainly because Grotius would not use biblical Christology as part of 
his apologetic.  

It was also proposed that there is a direct link between his reasonableness apologetic 
and Reformed ecclesiology, especially in the Reformers seeing the Word of God as one of 
the marks of the Church, and, therefore, in this way, that the six volumes of Henry’s 
Exposition may be seen as an apologetic expression of his ecclesiology. 

The Latitudinarian elevation of Christian ethics, sometimes at the expense of doctrine, 
was noted. Heering also highlights this in Grotius, who was “convinced that the most 
important part of religion consists of ethics, to which doctrine must be subordinated,”21 and 
therefore the number of necessary articles for faith had to be reduced. Although Henry was 
rightly known as a practical theologian, with his Exposition often being lauded for its 
practicality, and although he also advocated for unity in the essentials of the faith, nowhere in 
his writing did he maintain the superiority of ethics over doctrine. 

For all the influence of the Latitudinarians, the limited review of Henry’s apologetic 
theology in connection with them proposed that Henry could still be regarded as Reformed 
orthodox in his reasonableness apologetic, but that his pleasantness apologetic with its 
emphasis on the temporal happiness of a holy life, reflected a change in emphasis away from 
earlier Puritan thought which tended rather to identify the present earthly life of the Christian 
with sufferings and tended to have a pessimistic view of terrestrial happiness and a critical 
view of pursuing happiness in this world. As with his teaching on the reasonableness of 
religion, it’s not clear whether Henry was consciously distancing himself from his Puritan 
heritage in following the trends of Latitudinarian thought and other contemporary influences, 
or whether it simply represented a contextual response to the intellectual, spiritual, economic, 
and cultural currents and interests of his day.  

 
21. Heering, Grotius, 69. 
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What is clear from his own words and the results of this study is that the 
reasonableness and pleasantness of religion were his favorite and most frequent themes. This 
study therefore challenges Joo’s assertion that the three most important themes in Henry’s 
works and sermons were “connection between God and humanity, communion with God as a 
patterned relationship, and the domestic role of religion,”22 Rather, the evidence suggests that 
the most important theme was the reasonableness of religion, especially the reason of its 
pleasantness, and that the latter is the key to understanding him and his times. 

This Historical Apologetics study asked the question, ‘Why and how did Matthew 
Henry develop and use the reasonableness of the Christian faith, especially the reason of its 
pleasantness, to defend and commend the Christian faith in the context of his culture?’ Based 
upon the research and analysis, the answer is proposed: Central to Matthew Henry’s ministry 
was a culturally sensitive, methodologically eclectic, biblical expository, and practical 
apologetic worldview that, despite objections and weaknesses, was aimed at strengthening 
and equipping Christians to be assured in their faith and to be happy and practical 
apologists to non-Christians. 
 
Puritan Identity 
Although there has been debate about the merits of studies focused on individuals as a means 
of understanding Early Modern history, Michael Hunter has argued that “only through a full 
understanding of individual cases…will we grasp the true intellectual life of this (or any 
other) period.”23 He highlights a number of examples where such research has enriched the 
study of Puritanism,24 and it is hoped that this study of Matthew Henry’s apologetics will 
especially contribute to understanding the later years of the Puritan era. It advances scholarly 
discussion on the Puritans in two ways; first, by highlighting the centrality of joy in Puritan 
identity, and second, by demonstrating the apologetic use of the reasonableness and 
pleasantness of religion, especially in later Puritanism.  

First, regarding the centrality of joy in Puritan identity, while there has been academic 
resistance to associating the Puritans with happiness,25 an alternative scholarly view has been 
emerging that paints Puritans in a more positive and joyful light.26 Alex Ryrie, for example 

 
22. Joo, “Communion with God,” 77. 
23. Michael Hunter, Science and the Shape of Orthodox Studies of Intellectual Change in Late 17th 

Century Britain (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1995), 2.  
24. See examples in Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 5. 
25. “The association of ‘puritan” with ‘happiness’ is not made easily or naturally, so deeply ingrained 

is the stereotype, summarized and promoted by the acerbic H. L Mencken that ‘Puritanism’ is ‘the haunting fear 
that someone somewhere may be happy.’” Roberts, “Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 1. Roberts points 
to J. C. Davis who identified the Puritan reputation among scholars as predominantly “legalistic moralists prone 
more to intolerance and intractability that forgiveness and grace” (2). See J. C. Davis, “Pardoning Puritanism: 
Community, Character, and Forgiveness in the Work of Richard Baxter,” Journal of Religious Ethics 29, 2 
(June 2001): 284. He also points to further negative representations in D. Trevor, “Sadness in The Faerie 
Queene,” in Paster, Rowe and Floyd-Wilson, Reading, 241; H Davies, Worship and Theology in England: From 
Cranmer to Baxter and Fox, 1534-1649 (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1997), 36, 55, 88; J. Stachniewski, The 
Persecutorry Imagination: English Puritanism and the Literature of Religious Despair (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1991), 27, 28, 45, 63. 

26. “For example, Perry Miller argued that enjoyment and recreation were important aspects of puritan 
life, and a similar view has also been proposed by Bruce. C Daniels in his Puritans at Play (1995)… Peter 
Lawler argues for puritans’ ‘genuine humane and liberating learning, and their capacity for enjoyment and 
human happiness.’” Roberts. Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 2.  
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“has insisted that it was ‘a truism of Protestant pastoral theology that true Christians can and 
ought to be happy,’”27 and “Potkay identified the importance of joy as a theme for the Puritan 
patriarch, William Perkins,” so much so that joy was evidence of being a Christian and the 
lack of it the opposite.28 Watkins traces some of the paradox of Puritan experience in this area 
to the Puritan stress on individual responsibility and the subsequent focus on dealing with 
personal stresses and doubts and the battle with sin. But, he insists, “central to the believer’s 
response was the joy of the new life and the hope of heaven which inspired it,” quoting 
Baxter to prove that “‘holy delight adjoined to love is the principal part of our religion.’”29 
Watkins also argues that much “of the sobriety of clothing and gravity of bearing associated 
with the Puritans belongs more properly to the Quakers.”30 Therefore, contrary to Davies and 
Martin’s portrayal of the Puritan life of godly obedience as the way of misery, anxiety, and 
negativity,31 there was a significant stream of Puritan teaching on the happiness of Christian 
life. So much so, that in the introduction to his study of the Puritan Ralph Venning (ca. 1621-
1673). Roberts expresses surprise that, “No published study to date has explored the 
importance of the pursuit of happiness as a central element of puritan theology – nor 
Venning’s significance as an illustration of this,”32 and turns to Venning to rectify this. Van 
Vlastuin’s solution was to explore Jeremiah Burroughs (1599-1646) “for a treatment of 
satisfaction as an aspect of faith.”33 The main motivation to a godly life was not fear, as 
Haller alleged of the Puritans, but happiness.34  

Just as Roberts claimed that his study of Venning’s teaching on happiness was 
intended to remedy the absence of studies on how the Puritans thought about pursuing 
happiness,35 this study of Henry’s aspires to do the same. It supports Ryrie and Schwanda’s 

 
27. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 4. See A. Ryrie, Being Protestant in 

Reformation Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 77, 80. 
28. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 4. See Adam Potkay, “Spenser, Donne, and the 

Theology of Joy,” Studies in English Literature 46, 1 (Winter 2006): 47. Roberts also highlights how Carl 
Trueman found the same idea in Richard Baxter and Lewis Bayly. C. R. Trueman, “Lewis Bayly (d.1631) and 
Richard Baxter (1615-1691)”, in The Pietist Theologians, C. Lindberg ed. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 
2005), 54. Roberts finds support for this also in P Lawler, “Tocqueville and Robinson in Defence of the 
Puritans’ Sunday,” Society 46, 5 (September 2009): 45; E Clarke, Politics, Religion and the Song of Songs in 
Seventeenth Century England (Basingstoke: Palgrave Mcmillan, 2011), 11-12, 21-3; T. Schwanda, Soul 
Recreation: The Contemplative-Mystical Piety of Puritanism (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 2012), 163-70; J. 
D. Williams, “The Puritan Quest for Enjoyment of God: An Analysis of the Theological and Devotional 
Writings of Puritans in Seventeenth-Century England” (PhD diss., University of Melbourne, 1997). 

29. Watkins, The Puritan Experience, 222. 
30. Watkins, The Puritan Experience, 175. “Fox and others are continually complaining of the 

‘lightness’ and ‘chaffiness’ of the clergy…” George Fox, The Journal of George Fox, a revised edition by John 
L. Nickalls with an epilogue by Henry J. Cadbury and an introduction by Geoffrey F. Nuttall (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1952), 49-50. 

31. H. Davies, Worship and Theology in England: From Cranmer to Baxter and Fox, 1534-1690 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1996), 72. C. G. Martin, Milton among the Puritans: The 
Case for Historical Revisionism (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 15-16.  

32. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 5. He also notes: “Indeed, in the funeral sermon 
preached on the occasion of Venning’s death, William Beerman recalled that the theme of the believer’s 
happiness had particularly characterized Venning’s sermons” (5). 

33. Van Vlastuin, “Theology of Contentment,” 4. Van Vlastuin’s use of satisfaction as a synonym for 
happiness or contentment was based upon Burroughs translation of Philippians 4:11, “My heart is fully 
satisfied.” “Burroughs refers to this spiritual fulfillment of the heart as ‘the life and soul of all practical 
Divinity.’” Burroughs, Christian Contentment, 1. Quoted in Van Vlastuin, “Theology of Contentment,” 5. 

34. Haller, The Rise of Puritanism, 41-3.   
35. Roberts, Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness, 5. 
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assertion that “the depth and richness of the Puritan emotional life is unmistakable” and 
affirms their finding that the Puritans consciously attempted “to nurture the emotions they 
desired.”36  As Condie said of Baxter, “the application of that objective work [of Christ] to the 
human soul so that the great end of heavenly felicity in the service of one's maker might be 
achieved requires restorative work on the faculties.”37  

Karl Jones’ study of Goodwin and emotion concludes that it should “balance our view 
of puritan spirituality” by proving that the Christians of that day were not dominated by a fear 
of God’s discipline but were “at least partially, motivated by the very real possibility of 
supreme spiritual joy in the here-and-now.”38 The discovery of the centrality of joy in Puritan 
spirituality, asserts Jones, “opens the way to a more sympathetic appraisal of the life of social 
and moral self-discipline, and rigorous devotions, that was embraced by the true divine.”39 
This, he says, was not a way of earning God’s favor, but rather of reducing the likelihood of 
being distracted from attaining true joy.  

Thomforde’s recent dissertation on Jonathan Edwards has argued: (1) That spiritual 
happiness was Edwards’s greatest concern; (2) That Edwards believed spiritual happiness 
was the great end for which God created the world; (3) That Edwards’s proof and defense of 
this was in continuity with his Reformed tradition, not an accommodation to Enlightenment 
trends; and (4) That his argument for a teleological view of spiritual happiness was opposed 
to tendencies in Reformed theology to subordinate happiness to the glory of God and even 
remove it from any teleological discussion.40 If Thomforde’s proposal holds, then Henry’s 
teaching, especially that the way to happiness is through godliness and the way to misery is 
through disobedience,41 can therefore be located within this growing re-assessment of Puritan 
identity. 

Second, this study advances academic understanding of the Puritans by identifying an 
apologetic interest in later Puritanism. Marshall’s work that identified a significant stream of 

 
36. Ryrie and Schwanda, Puritanism and Emotion, 7. 
37. Condie, “Affection and Intellect in Richard Baxter,” Puritanism and Emotion, 27. 
38. “The drive for self-control and discipline was as much aimed at eliminating those aspects of sin 

which hindered godly joy as it was aimed at preventing God’s displeasure. The picture of the strait-laced puritan 
rejecting all suggestion of pleasure and joy is replaced by one who embraces a higher emotional life, for whom 
the search for joy is both accepted and valued, and for whom true joy is rooted not in the pleasures of this world, 
but in the fervent desire to know God in Christ.” Karl Jones, “Thomas Goodwin and the ‘Supreme Happiness of 
Man,’” Puritanism and Emotion, 68-9. S. Bryn Roberts highlights other 17th century Puritan works on 
happiness. Jeremiah Burroughes, The Rare Jewel of Christian Contentment (London: Peter Cole, 1647); 
Jeremiah Burroughes, The Saints Happinesse. Together with the severall steps leading thereunto (London: 
Nathaniel Brook, 1660); Thomas Goodwin, The Happinesse of the Saints in Glory, Or, A Treatise of Heaven 
(London: Robert Dunscomb, 1638); Ralph Venning, The Way to True Happiness, Or, The Way to Heaven 
Open'd (London: John Rothwell, 1654); Richard Baxter, The Saints Everlasting Rest: Or, a Treatise Of the 
Blessed State of the Saints in their enjoyment of God in Glory, 2nd ed. (London: Thomas Underhill and Francis 
Tyton, 1649); John Howe, A Treatise of Delighting in God (London: Sa. Gellibrand, 1674); Francis Rous, The 
Arte of Happines (London: John Haviland, 1631); Robert Bolton, A Discourse About the State of True 
Happinesse (London: Edmund Weaver, 1611); See Roberts, “Puritan Happiness in the Writings of Robert 
Bolton, John Norden and Francis Rous,” Puritanism and Emotion, 95-6. 

39. Karl Jones, “Thomas Goodwin and the ‘Supreme Happiness of Man,’” Puritanism and Emotion, 
69. 

40. Thomforde, “Defending Happiness,” 1-8, 28-29.  Thomforde highlights Ames in particular as an 
opponent of happiness as the ultimate aim of man, and that practical virtue was the end (11-12). 

41. “Serious godliness is the only way to true happiness.” Henry, Exposition, Vol. 3, Ecclesiastes 
12:13-14. 
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Puritan apologetics in the area of natural theology, has been confirmed by Henry’s advocacy 
and use of the same in his reasonableness of religion apologetic. Second, as the previous 
paragraphs have highlighted, while there have been an increasing number of studies that have 
highlighted the importance of joy in Puritan thought, there has not been any study that has 
demonstrated how later Puritans like Matthew Henry used the pleasantness of Christianity as 
an apologetic. 

The contribution of this study to the understanding of Puritan identity is especially 
significant in that Henry’s ministry has been viewed as representative of the later Reformed 
high orthodoxy period or Early Modern period. Williams, therefore, described Henry as “a 
connecting link between the early Puritans and modern Nonconformists.”42 Although he 
categorized him as a Moderate, Old observed: “He summed up the Puritanism of his father, 
Philip Henry. He made public the underground faith of a whole generation of Puritans who 
had been ejected from their pulpits. He was the essence of the old school. He represented 
classic Protestantism in all its depth.”43 Grosart also included Henry in his list of four 
representative Non-conformists.44 Given Henry’s representative status, and influence, this 
study, therefore, sheds new light on later Puritan identity. 
 
The History of Emotions 
Given this study’s focus on the pleasantness of religion, especially the pleasure component of 
that pleasantness, it is hoped that it will contribute to the growing scholarly study of the 
history of emotions, especially the connection between religion and emotion. As the editors 
of Puritanism and Emotion in the Early Modern World explain in their introduction, “What 
unites the field as a whole…[is] the conviction that no understanding of historical cultures 
can be convincing unless it is grounded in the inner experiences of which those cultures 
consisted.”45 They argue that “both the histories of early modern religion and of the emotions 

 
42. Williams, Memoirs, xvii 
43. Old, The Reading and Preaching of the Scriptures, 25. 
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Press, 2009); Douglas Davies, Emotion, Identity, and Religion: Hope, Reciprocity and Otherness (New York: 
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Assessment and Annotated Bibliography (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 2000); John Corrigan, “History, 
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Nineteenth Century, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 269–280; John Corrigan, ed., Religion 
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need one another.”46  While conceding that there are a few exceptions, they lament that 
“amongst early modern scholars, the historians of religion have been slow to incorporate 
these insights into their work.”47  

In other fields, there has been less hesitancy to embrace the study of emotions. For 
example, English literature scholar David Walker observes that, “The analysis of literature in 
relation to the cultural history of the emotions in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is at 
the cutting edge of literary scholarship in early modern studies.”48 But, even in that field, 
most attention has been paid to medico-scientific aspects of emotion, and especially the 
emotions such as melancholy, depression, fear, anxiety, and hope. “Less attention,” Walker 
complains, “has been paid to date regarding the literature of religious nonconformity and 
emotions in the mid- to late seventeenth century, particularly in relation to positive emotions 
such as pleasure, hope, and joy.”49 Yet, as Van Vlastuin insists, the quest for happiness 
“touches on the deepest part of humanity and requires theological reflection.”50 He goes on to 
argue for the importance of this subject because “from the late Medieval ages, in increasing 
measure, a divide occurred between theology and spirituality, the mind and the heart. The 
result of this development was a greater attention in church and theology for the head (the 
teaching) and the hands (the practice), while attention for the heart (the spirituality) 
languished.”51 For Roberts, this current of Puritan teaching about the happiness of 
Christianity touches on the “wider – and more profound – debate over the nature of puritan 
experience” and its importance in any discussion about the Early Modern period.”52 Interest 

 
46. Ryrie and Schwanda, Puritanism and Emotion, 7. See pages 31-36 for Keith Condie’s discussion of 
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in the inner life of the Puritans, he says, reflects “the growing importance of cultural history, 
and, specifically, the History of the Emotions.”53  

This study’s focus on Henry’s apologetic use of the pleasantness of religion will 
supplement the work of Roberts, Van Vlastuin, and some others, in continuing to fill this 
void in the religious study of the emotions in general, and of happiness in particular, 
especially in Puritan thought. It demonstrates what Corrigan asserts in his introduction to the 
Oxford Handbook of Religion and Emotion, that “emotional life is profoundly shaped by 
religion, and that religion, in turn, directs and reinforces the construction of emotional 
ideologies having to do with a wide array of behaviors.”54 It also demonstrates that, for 
Henry, happiness was inseparable from a reasoned and ethical approach to Christianity. 

 
PROSPECT 
This dissertation has raised two historical-theological questions which have not been fully 
answered and invite further scholarly investigation: (1) How does Matthew Henry’s theology 
compare with Reformed orthodoxy? and (2) What are the hermeneutics of Matthew Henry’s 
exegesis? Two related contemporary theological questions are also prompted by this study: 
(1) Can the methodology of retrieval be used to evaluate contemporary theological concepts 
of joy, including, but not limited to, John Piper’s proposal of Christian hedonism? and (2) Is 
there an empirical basis for establishing the pleasantness of Christianity? 

The first historical-theological question is, ‘How does Matthew Henry’s theology 
compare with Reformed orthodoxy?’ As stated in the introduction, this was viewed as a 
secondary question for the purposes of this study and, therefore, was only briefly touched on 
at points in the discussion. The primary criteria for analyzing Henry’s thought were chosen 
from historically appropriate apologetic criteria rather than from the theology of Reformed 
orthodoxy. However, there was sufficient identification of differences with some aspects of 
Reformed orthodoxy to invite further investigation. Although there was insufficient analysis 
in this study to conclude whether these differences were merely matters of emphases related 
to cultural needs, or whether they reflected more significant theological movement on 
Henry’s part, this author’s recently published chapter, “John Owen’s View of Human 
Happiness Compared with Orthodoxy and Modernity,” has offered a starting point for further 
study. It addressed the question, “How did John Owen relate to modernity?” It compared 
Owen’s teaching on happiness with Henry’s and concluded that, “The evidence would 
suggest that in this area of human happiness, Owen’s thought was more reflective of 

 
53. Roberts references D. Thorley, “Towards a History of Emotion, 1562-1660,” Seventeenth Century 
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Reformed Orthodoxy, whereas Henry’s thinking evidenced more of the influences of 
modernity.”55 

The second historical-theological area that requires further research is the 
hermeneutical and exegetical approach found in Henry’s Exposition. Given the worldwide 
popularity and influence of this commentary from Henry’s time until now,56 it is surprising 
that there has been no dissertation on this. The six chapters that look at Henry’s exposition of 
six different Bible passages in the forthcoming book on Matthew Henry begin to remedy this. 
However, a wider, deeper, and more sustained study is required.57 Old notes that “although 
for almost three hundred years, Henry’s commentary has been regarded as a classic, there has 
been little in the way of critical evaluation of his great work.” But, he adds, “Before a 
completely accurate picture of Henry as an expositor can be drawn there needs to be a 
number of historical studies that would allow us to put Henry in his proper historical and 
theological setting.”58 The research findings of these chapters will contribute to this necessary 
preparatory historical work, enabling further research into Henry as an expositor.  

As for contemporary theological questions, one area of study prompted by this 
dissertation is using the methodology of retrieval59 to evaluate contemporary theological 
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concepts of joy including, but not limited to, John Piper’s proposal of Christian hedonism60 in 
the light of Henry’s pleasantness doctrine.61 A focus on Piper’s theology of joy in the light of 
Henry’s is warranted for a number of reasons. First, like Henry,62 John Piper’s favorite and 
most frequent subject is the joy of the Christian life, with a secondary interest in the 
reasonableness of religion.63 Second, like Henry, the subject is not only the most prominent 
subject in his theology but it pervades every aspect of his teaching, so much so that he calls it 
a “philosophy of life.”64 As with Henry’s pleasantness doctrine, Piper’s Christian Hedonism 
is a worldview that frames not only the Christian life from start to finish, but also the history 
of the world from start to finish. It is hard to find any other Christian treatment of joy that 
compares in terms of both the quantity and quality of theological material that is found in 
Piper. Third, their teaching on the happiness of the Christian life parallels in so many areas of 
this subject that innumerable pages could be devoted to highlighting these similarities. Henry 
even envisages the Christian as a ‘Holy Epicure,’ implying that his pleasantness doctrine be 
viewed as Holy Epicureanism, a parallel to Piper’s Christianized adoption of secular 
philosophical terminology in his Christian Hedonism.65 Fourth, Piper frequently appeals to 
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2003), 365-66, Piper had appealed to the Encyclopedia of Philosophy when he wrote: ‘I would be happy with 
the following definition as a starting point for my own usage of the word: Hedonism is ‘a theory according to 
which a person is motivated to produce one state of affairs in preference to another if, and only if, he thinks it 
will be more pleasant, or less unpleasant for himself.’ I would only want to add ‘forever.’”His most important 
book on Christian hedonism is Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist (Colorado Springs: 
Multnomah, 2011). For a chronological bibliography of John Piper’s published writings (1971-2015), see Justin 
Taylor, “John Piper: The Making of a Christian Hedonist,” 243-287. 

61. Despite his wide influence, there has been very little academic interaction with Piper’s thought. 
There are dissertations on John Piper (see Justin Taylor’s bibliography in “John Piper: The Making of a 
Christian Hedonist.” On pages 7-8, Taylor says that “The academic work done thus far on Piper’s ministry has 
focused upon textual and methodological analysis of his preaching or upon systematization and summation of 
aspects of his theology and lists various works under both headings, but none of them offer critical interaction 
with his Christian Hedonism. The main critiques are Mark R. Talbot, “When All Hope Has Died: Meditations 
on Profound Christian Suffering,” For the Fame of God’s Name: Essays in Honor of John Piper, eds. Sam 
Storms and Justin Taylor (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 70-101; Richard J. Mouw, The God Who Commands: 
A Study in Divine Command Ethics (Notre Dame: Notre Dame Press, 1990), 30-42. See John Piper, “A 
Response to Richard Mouw’s Treatment of Christian Hedonism in ‘The God Who Commands,’” Desiring God, 
May 28, 1993, http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/a-response-to-richard-mouws-treatment-of-christian-
hedonism-in-the-god-who-commands. Talbot opens his critique by saying: “I would like to see Christian 
academics take Piper’s work more seriously… Many of my footnotes are meant to supply some of the ‘scholarly 
boilerplate’ that shows Piper’s thinking to be worthy of academic attention” (71, fn. 1). Mouw highlights the 
significance of Piper, especially the way that he links Christian ethics with the secular philosophy of hedonism: 
“The fact that Piper’s arguments have been rather favorably received among Protestant evangelicals—the very 
Christians who are often most vocal in decrying easy compromises with secular philosophical systems—
suggests that his project has some cultural, as well as philosophical and theological, significance” (30). 

62. Henry, ‘To the Reader’ in Pleasantness, ii. 
63. His most important writing on the reasonableness of religion can be found in John Piper, Think: 

The Life of the Mind and the Love of God (Wheaton: Crossway, 2010); A Peculiar Glory (Wheaton: Crossway, 
2016).” 

64. See Henry, Pleasantness, 4-5, and Piper, Desiring God, 28. 
65. Henry, Pleasantness, 6. See Henry’s use of the Greek words for hedonism on page 24. 
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the Puritans to support his doctrine, including John Owen, Thomas Watson, Matthew Henry, 
and his close contemporary Richard Baxter.66  Fifth, both Henry and Piper share the belief 
that everyone seeks happiness, build their theology upon that presupposition, and attempt to 
persuade that Christian happiness is the happiness most worth pursuing.67 As this study has 
identified an inadequate and inconsistent account of the role of suffering and self-denial in 
Henry’s pleasantness apologetic, these are the two areas of Piper’s theology that could be 
explored for material that might help refine Henry’s apologetic and recover it for the church’s 
use. 

The second contemporary study would be an attempt to provide empirical statistical 
proof of Henry’s pleasantness apologetic. While Henry’s apologetic focused on Scriptural 
assertions of the pleasantness of religion such as Proverbs 3:17, and the witness of the 
informal testimonies of religious people, recent studies have explored a more empirical basis 
for proving the benefits of religion. For example, one study of American religion asserts that 
“researchers have consistently found individual religiousness/spirituality (R/S) to be 
associated with a wide variety of indicators of health and well-being”68 and other studies 
have found “extensive evidence suggesting that R/S to be associated with a wide variety of 
indicators of health and well-being.69 This raises the question as to whether modern empirical 
research like this could supplement and strengthen Henry’s apologetic. There are three points 
to bear in mind before attempting this. First, while studies like Park’s establish that religion 
in general does bring certain benefits, they are focused on religion and spirituality in general 

 
66. John Piper, “The Heart of John Owen’s Christian Hedonism,” Desiring God, November 20, 2017, 

https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/the-heart-of-john-owens-hedonism. In this article he also appeals to 
Augustine and Jonathan Edwards. He highlights Baxter’s desire to help sad Christians experience joy. Piper, 
When I Don’t Desire God, 209-210, 216-229. See also his appeal to Thomas Watson in support of God being 
most glorified when Christians find more happiness in his salvation. Piper, When I Don’t Desire God, 16-17. 
Piper cites Henry in support of his argument that it is Christian joy that defeats temptation. Piper, Desiring God, 
12-13. He also quotes his commentary to support his argument in When I Don’t Desire God, 37, 48. Piper’s 
ministry commends Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible in “What Commentaries does Desiring 
God Recommend?” Desiring God, January 23, 2006, https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/what-commentaries-
does-dg-recommend. He also admits heavy reliance upon Jonathan Edwards. See Taylor, “John Piper: The 
Making of a Christian Hedonist,” ch. 5, for more on this connection between Piper and Edwards. 

67. ‘To the Reader’ in Henry, Pleasantness, i-ii; Piper, Desiring God, 18. 
68. Nan Sook Park, Beom S. Lee, Fei Sun, David L. Klemmack, Lucinda L. Roff and Harold G. 

Koenig, “Typologies of Religiousness/Spirituality: Implications for Health and Well-Being,” Journal of 
Religion and Health 52, no. 3 (2013): 828-39. Citing C. H. Hackney & S. Sanders, “Religiosity and mental 
health: A meta-analysis of recent studies,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 2003: 42, 43-55; Harold 
G. Koenig,  M. E. McCullough, & D. B. Larson, Handbook of religion and health (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2001); L. H. Powell, L. Shahabi & C. E. Thoresen, “Religion and spirituality: Linkages to 
physical health.” American Psychologist (2003): 58, 36-52. See also Childs, Ellen. “Religious Attendance and 
Happiness: Examining Gaps in the Current Literature—A Research Note,” Journal for the Scientific Study of 
Religion 49, no. 3 (2010): 550-60. It finds that “one 's perceived relationship with God is more strongly 
associated with happiness than is social cohesion [one’s perceived relationship with other congregants]…[and] 
religious attendance has a greater effect on happiness than happiness religious attendance” (550). 

69. Park, “Typologies of Religiousness/Spirituality,” 829. Park points to the following studies that 
found that religion and spirituality “is positively related to physical health and mental health.” H. G. Koenig, 
“Religion and prevention of illness in later life,” eds., K. Pargament, K. Manton, & R. Hess, Religion and 
prevention in mental health (New York: Haworth Press, 1992): 105-125; W. L. Larimore, M. Parker & M. 
Crowther, “Should clinicians incorporate positive spirituality into their practices? What does the evidence say? 
Annals of Behavioral Medicine (2002): 24, 69-73. 
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and not Christianity in particular.70 Second, Park’s definition of religion and spirituality uses 
four measures, which, while also included in Henry’s conception of religion, none of them 
include the practice of Christian morality, a central measure in Henry’s apologetic.71 Third, 
Park’s study focuses on the criteria of physical health and psychological well-being, with 
happiness being only one of three well-being criteria (although it could be argued that the 
question about depression is related). Henry’s apologetic, on the other hand, while arguing 
also for the profit of religion, is more focused on the pleasure or happiness of religion.72 With 
these qualifications in mind, Park’s study confirmed previous studies in finding that, 
generally speaking, the most religious scored highest on the selected measures and criteria 
and the least religious scored lowest. This suggests that empirical evidence could be 
produced to back up Henry’s argument for the pleasantness of religion based upon the 
testimony of Scripture and individuals. It also raises the question of whether research could 
demonstrate the superior happiness of the Christian religion compared to other religions, and 
whether Henry’s special focus on the happiness of Christian morality could also be 
empirically supported. 
 
 
  

 
70. This meta-analysis, though does identify a stronger connection between religion and happiness in 

Protestants than in Catholics. Rodney Stark and Jared Maier, “Faith and Happiness,” Review of Religious 
Research 50, no. 1 (2008): 120. 

71. Park’s four measures of religion and spirituality are (1) frequency of attendance at a religious 
services, (2) frequency of prayer, (3) positive religious coping, and (4) daily spiritual experiences. Park, 
“Typologies of Religiousness/Spirituality,” 831. There are other studies which incorporate religious practices 
but most lack the specific focus on Christian morality. Stark and Maier’s meta-analysis though did find that 
religious participation connected more strongly with happiness that religious beliefs. Stark and Maier, “Faith 
and Happiness,” 120. 

72. There are studies which do focus more on the connection between happiness and spiritual well-
being. See, for example, Jens Rowold, "Effects of Spiritual Well-Being on Subsequent Happiness, 
Psychological Well-Being, and Stress,” Journal of Religion and Health 50, no. 4 (2011): 950-63.  
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