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INTRODUCTION 

This reprinting of The Works of Thomas Goodwin stands as a fit

ting climax to the past half-century of the rediscovery and republi

cation of the writings of the Puritans. Renowned for intelligent 

piety at its Puritan best, Thomas Goodwin, ''the Atlas of independ

ency," stands on a par with John Owen, "the prince of Puritans," as 

a theologian and an exegete, and often surpasses him in experimen

tal depth. Slightly easier to read than Owen, Goodwin's writings 

demand concentration for maximum benefit. Any lover of the bib

lical and experimental emphases of the Puritans will find Goodwin 

both readable and spiritually rewarding. He represents the cream of 

Puritanism, capturing the intellect, will, and heart of his readers. 

His treatises join the vigor of earlier Puritans such as William 

Perkins and Richard Sibbes to the matured thought of later Puritan 

divines, represented supremely by Owen. 

Those influenced by Goodwin's writings include John Cotton, 

Jonathan Edwards, George Whitefield, and John Gill. Alexander 

Whyte confessed: "I have read no other author so much and so 

often. And I continue to read him to this day, as if I had never read 
him before." He calls Goodwin's sermon, "Christ Dwelling in Our 
Hearts by Faith," one of the ''two very greatest sermons in the 
English language." Whyte aptly concludes: 

Goodwin is always an interpreter, and one of a thousand .... 
All his work, throughout his twelve volumes, is just so much 
pulpit exposition and pulpit application of the Word of God .... 
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spiritual experience-all the same, he is always so simple, so 
clear, so direct, so untechnical, so personal, and so pastoral. 1 

In our generation, Puritan scholar J.1. Packer concurs: 
"Whyte called Goodwin 'the greatest pulpit exegete of Paul that 
has ever lived,' and perhaps justly; Goodwin's Biblical exposi
tions are quite unique, even among the Puritans, in the degree to 
which they combine theological breadth with experimental 
depth. John Owen saw into the mind of Paul as clearly as 
Goodwin-sometimes, on points of detail, more clearly-but not 
even Owen ever saw so deep into Paul's heart."2

The Life of Thomas Goodwin 

Thomas Goodwin was born in 1600, at Rollesby, Norfolk, in 
a county of England famed for Puritan resistance to religious 
persecution by the Crown. This Puritan climate impacted his 
God-fearing parents, who strove to rear him in preparation for 
the ministry by their own example and by providing him with the 
best classical education offered by neighboring schools. In early 
school days he had a tender conscience, experiencing from the 
age of six impressions of the Holy Spirit that produced tears for 
sin and "flashes of joy upon thoughts of the things of God."3 At 
the age of twelve, one year before the usual time, he was able to 
enter Christ's College, Cambridge (1613), a "nest of Puritans" in 
those days. The young Goodwin found that the memory of the 
father of Puritanism, William Perkins (1558-1602), permeated 
Cambridge. Here too Richard Sibbes, the "sweet dropper of 
Israel," was preaching at Trinity Church, attracting those who 
yearned for spiritual edification rather than embellished rhetoric. 

Goodwin's memoir, edited by his son, reveals a great deal 
about his induction into the Puritan movement at Cambridge 

1 
Thirteen Appreciations (London: Oliphant, Anderson and Ferrier, 19 I 3 ), 

158ff. 

2 
"The Witness of the Spirit: The Puritan Teaching," in The Wisdom of Our 

Fathers (London: Puritan Conference, 1956), 14; cf. J.C. Philpot, Reviews 

by the late Mr. J.C. Philpot (London: Frederick Kirby, 1901), 2:479ff., who 

comments, "Being a man of choice experience, Goodwin so blends with 

[his sound expositions of doctrine] the work of the Spirit, in all its various 
branches, as to enrich his exposition with a heavenly savour and unction 

which carries with it great force, and commends itself in a very sensible 
and profitable manner to the conscience." 

3
The Works of Thomas Goodwin, 2:xi. 
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under the direction of several godly and learned tutors.4 At age 
fourteen, Goodwin eagerly anticipated Easter when he hoped to 
partake of the Lord's Supper for the second time because he 
thought he found those marks of saving grace within him which 
were expounded by Zacharius Ursinus in his Commentary on the 
Heidelberg Catechism. He also prepared himself by praying, 
attending Sibbes's lectures, and reading Calvin's Institutes. When 
the day arrived, however, his tutor, Mr. William Power, who had 
a profound influence upon him, lovingly restrained him from 
receiving Communion due to his age and spiritual immaturity. 

Feeling rejected, the young Goodwin stopped attending 
Sib bes' s sermons and lectures, ceased praying and reading the 
Scriptures and Puritan literature, and instead set his heart on 
becoming a successful preacher in the world. He determined to 
study the art and rhetoric of preachers who cared more for style 
than substance and were inclined to embrace the current brand 
of Arminianism being imported from the Netherlands. 

In 1619 he continued his studies at St. Catherine's Hall in 
Cambridge, probably to obtain early promotion where scholars 
were not as abundant as at Christ's College. He became a fellow 
and lecturer in the Hall. Among the fellows there were John 
Arrowsmith, Andrew Perne, William Spurstowe, and William 
Strong, all future colleagues of Goodwin in the Westminster 
Assembly. Several of these and other Puritan friends sought to 
persuade him, somewhat successfully, that his pursuit of embel-

4 
Ibid., 2:lii ff. For biographical material on Goodwin, see "Memoir of 
Thomas Goodwin, D.D.," by Robert Halley, and "Memoir of Thomas 
Goodwin, D.D., Composed out of his own papers and memoirs, by his 
son," ibid., 2:ix-xlviii, lii-lxxv respectively. Also, consult Edmund Ca
lamy, The Nonconformist's Memorial, ed. Samuel Palmer (London: Alex. 
Hogg, 1778), l:183-87; James Reid, "Life of Thomas Goodwin," in 
Memoirs of the Westminster Divines (1811; reprint Edinburgh: Banner of 
Truth Trust, 1982), 319-43; Sir Leslie Stephen and Sir Sidney Lee, eds., 
The Dictionary of National Biography [DNBJ, vol. 22 (1890; reprint 
Oxford: University Press, 1922), 148-50; A.G. Matthews, Calamy Revised 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1934), 228-29; Whyte, Thirteen Appreciations, 

157-76; Philip E. Hughes, gen. ed., The Encyclopedia of Christianity
(Marshallton, DE: National Foundation for Christian Education, 1972),
4:392-94; Brian Freer, "Thomas Goodwin, the Peaceable Puritan," Gra
ham Harrison, "Thomas Goodwin and lndependency," in Diversities of
Gifts, Westminster Conference Reports, 1980 (London: The Westminster
Conference, 1981), 7-44.
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lished rhetoric and flirtation with Arminianism could serve nei
ther edification nor truth. Moreover, he never could fully free 
himself from the preaching of Sibbes at Trinity Church and the 
catechetical sermons of John Preston in the college chapel. Nev
ertheless, his interest in Puritan spirituality remained spasmodic 
for another year, usually intensifying prior to the Lord's Supper. 

Hardness of heart increased until God finally brought Good
win to a more profound conviction of sin and genuine conversion 
on October 2, 1620, just after his twentieth birthday. On that 
afternoon, as Thomas met with some friends to "make merry," 
one of the friends convinced the group to attend a funeral sermon 
preached by a Dr. Bainbridge, which focused on the need for 
personal repentance from Luke 19:41-42. God used this message 
to show Goodwin his dreadful sins both original and actual, the 
essential depravity of his heart, his averseness to all spiritual 
good, and his desperate Christless condition which left him 
exposed to the just wrath of God and an open hell.5

Happily, it was not many hours later "before God, who after 
we are regenerate is so faithful and mindful of his word,"6 came
and spoke to him a "speedy word" of deliverance from Ezekiel 16: 

'[Live,] yea, I said unto you, Live,'-so God was pleased on 
the sudden, and as it were in an instant, to alter the whole of 
his former dispensation towards me, and said of and to my 
soul, Yea, live; yea, live, I say, said God: and as he created 
the world and the matter of all things by a word, so he created 
and put a new life and spirit into my soul, and so great an 
alteration was strange to me .... 

God [then] took me aside, and as it were privately said unto 
me, Do you now turn to me, and I will pardon all your sins 
though never so many, as I forgave and pardoned my servant 
Paul, and convert you unto me .... 7 

Goodwin explains four reasons why he believed that "these 
instructions and suggestions [of deliverance and pardon] were 
immediately from God": ( 1) the condition of his heart prior to 
receiving the word of God's willingness to pardon-"the posture 
and condition of my spirit, and that this suggestion took me when 
my heart was fixed, and that unmoveably, in the contrary persua
sions"; (2) the appropriateness of this divine word when it did 

5 
Works, 2:lii-lx. 

6 
Ibid., lxi. 

1 
Ibid., lxi-lxii. 
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come-"it was a word in its proper season"; (3) that this word 
was "not an ungrounded fancy, but the pure word of God, which 
is the ground of faith and hope"; and ( 4) that this divine intima
tion had "consequents and effects after God's speaking to me," 
including an altered disposition of soul; a dissolution of the 
works of Satan; an enlightened understanding; a melted will 
disposed to turn to God; a new nature "inclining me to good"; the 
Spirit of God as "a new indweller"; and "an actual turning from 
all known sins, and my entertaining the truth of all godliness."8

Upon conversion, Goodwin aligned himself unequivocally 
for the remainder of his life with the theological tradition of 
Perkins, Bayne, Sibbes, and Preston. He resolved never to seek 
personal fame but "to part with all for Christ and make the glory 
of God the measure of all time to come." Consequently, he aban
doned the polished style of preaching then common among 
Anglican divines, since it promoted the preacher, and adopted the 
Puritan plain style of preaching, which, in its self-conscious disuse 
of human embellishment, sought to give all glory to God. His 
preaching became earnest, didactic, experimental, and pastoral. 

For the first seven years after his regeneration in 1620, 
Goodwin struggled for personal assurance of faith. During these 
years he was largely "intent on the conviction God had wrought 
in him, of the heinousness of sin, and of his own sinful and 
miserable state by nature; of the difference between the workings 
of natural conscience, though enlightened, and the motions of a 
holy soul, changed and acted by the Spirit, in an effectual work 
of peculiar saving grace. And accordingly he kept a constant 
diary."9 Through letters and conversations with a godly minister,
Mr. Price of Kings Lynn (of whom Goodwin "said that he was 
the greatest man for experimental acquaintance with Christ that 
ever he met"), he was led to see his need to "live by faith in Christ, 
and to derive from him life and strength for sanctification, and 
all comfort and joy through believing." Of this period of spiritual 
struggle and difficulty, he confessed: "I was diverted from Christ 
for several years, to search only into the signs of grace in me. It 
was almost seven years ere I was taken off to live by faith on 
Christ, and God's free love, which are alike the object of faith."10 

8 
!bid., lxii-lxiv.

9 
!bid., !xviii.

io
Ibid. 
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Goodwin's soul finally found rest in Christ alone. He learned 
that he could not live from marks of grace. Writing to Mr. Price, 
he states: "I am come to this pass now, that signs will do me no 
good alone; I have trusted too much to habitual grace for assur
ance of justification; I tell you Christ is worth all." His son 
concludes: "Thus coming unto Christ, his weary soul found rest, 
when in all its unquiet motions it could not find it anywhere else." 11

Goodwin's preaching now became considerably more 
Christ-centered. He could now agree with Dr. Sibbes's advice: 
"Young man, if you ever would do good, you must preach the 
gospel and the free grace of God in Christ Jesus."12

Shortly before this time, Goodwin was licensed as a preacher 
in Cambridge University. The following year (1626) he was 
influential in bringing Sibbes to St. Catherine's Hall as Master. 
In 1628 he was appointed lecturer at Trinity Church, succeeding 
Sibbes and Preston at the age of twenty-seven! From 1632 to 
1634 he served as vicar of this church. In 1634, not willing to submit 
to Archbishop William Laud's new articles of conformity and 
having become a target of Laudian repression, Goodwin resigned 
his offices and left Cambridge. Numerous people, including 
several who later became influential Puritan pastors, were con
verted under Goodwin's preaching and lecturing in Cambridge. 

During the mid-1630s, largely under the influence of John 
Cotton, Goodwin adopted Independent principles of church gov
emment.13 From 1634 to 1639 he was probably a Separatist 
preacher in London. In 1639, because of increasing preaching 
restrictions and the threat of fines and imprisonment, he took 
refuge in the Netherlands where he labored in Arnhem with other 
well-known Independent ministers in serving a group of more 
than one hundred refugees from Laud's persecution. For two 
years he also exchanged reflections with his Dutch colleagues 
and came to realize that the Dutch Second Reformation (Nadere 
Reformatie) divines were emphasizing the same kind of Re
formed, experimental truths in preaching and pastoring as were 

11 
Ibid., lxx.

12 
Ibid., lxxi.

13 Cf. Freer, "Goodwin, the Peaceable Puritan," 12-13. "Cotton's Congre
gationalism was given a final expression in The Keys of the Kingdom 

(1644), about which Goodwin said it provided a middle way between 
Brownism and Presbyterianism" (ibid., 13). 
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the English Puritans, and were provoking similar responses from 
many of their colleagues. Just as some of the orthodox Dutch 
Calvinists looked askance at pietists such as Gijsbertus Voetius, 
the Dutch Owen, so some Calvinistic clergy in the English 
establishment viewed the Puritans with a certain degree of suspi
cion. In Holland, however, there was more freedom to experiment 
in the area of church government, so Goodwin found opportunity 
to explore the "Congregational Way," knowing that Independency 
was at best a minority view among the Puritans in England. 14

In 1641, after Laud had been impeached and the Long Par
liament had convened, Goodwin responded to Parliament's 
invitation to all who had left England for nonconformity to 
return. Some have claimed he gathered a church on Anchor Lane 
in the parish of St. Dunstan's in the East, London, later to become 
one of the most influential of the Independent churches. There is 
no conclusive evidence to substantiate this claim although Good
win was preaching to an Independent church in St. Michael's 
Crooked Lane in London in 1646.15

Goodwin's rise to fame began with an invitation to preach to 
Parliament on April 27, 1642. Subsequently, he was appointed a 
member of the Westminster Assembly, where he is said to have 
been "the most decisive figure and the great disturber of the 
Westminster Assembly," due to his continual promotion of the 
Independent view of church government. Records of the assem
bly covering 243 sessions held from August 1643 to December 
1644, indicate that Goodwin gave more addresses than any other 
divine-357 in all! 16 Goodwin, Philip Nye, Sydrach Simpson,

14 At Arnhem he studied church order and church discipline extensively 
with his colleague, Philip Nye. For additional detail on Goodwin's stay in 
the Netherlands, see Joel R. Beeke, Assurance of Faith: Calvin, English 

Puritanism, and the Dutch Second Reformation (New York: Peter Lang, 
1991), 330-32, 353-54. 

15 
The Registar-Booke of the Fourth Classis in the Province of London,

transcribed by Charles Surnam (London: Harleian Society, 1953), 143. 
16 Wayne R. Spear, "Covenanted Uniformity in Religion: The Influence of 
the Scottish Commissioners Upon the Ecclesiology of the Westminster 
Assembly" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Pittsburgh, 1976), 362. 

For Goodwin's role in the Presbyterian-Independent controversy, see 
Fienberg, "Thomas Goodwin: Puritan Pastor and Independent Divine," 
80-265; Berndt Gustafsson, The Five Dissenting Brethren: A Study of the

Dutch Background of Their Independentism (London: C. W. K. Gloerup,
1955); R. B. Carter, "The Presbyterian-Independent Controversy with
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William Bridge, and Jeremiah Burroughs became nicknamed the 
five "Dissenting Brethren" on account of their Independent 
views which they also presented to the Westminster Assembly in 
their Apologeticall Narration ( 1644 ).17 Despite Goodwin's pro
longing of the debate on church government, he retained the 
respect of the Presbyterian majority as a capable and irenic 
Puritan.18 He was chosen to pray in the solemn meeting of seven 
hours' duration in which the assembly prepared to enter on the 
debate concerning the discipline of the church. This respect is 
also evident by his being appointed in 1644 to present to Parlia
ment The Directory of Public Worship, at which time (and on 
several other occasions) he preached before Parliament. Sub
sequently, the House of Lords gave Goodwin and Jeremiah 
Whitaker the oversight and examination of the papers to be 
printed for the assembly. 19

After the assembly recessed, additional preferments fol
lowed in rapid succession for Goodwin. In 1649, Goodwin, 
Joseph Caryl, and Edward Reynolds were appointed lecturers at 
Oxford. On June 7, 1649, both Goodwin and Owen preached 
before the House of Commons on a special day of public thanks
giving and the next day the House put their names forward for 
promotion to the presidency of two Oxford colleges. In 1650, 
Goodwin became president of Magdalen College, Oxford, while 
Owen similarly became dean of Christchurch. The pair must have 
had considerable influence, since Cromwell yielded his power as 
Chancellor to a commission headed by Owen. At his post, Good
win was made a close adviser to Cromwell and the protector's 
Oxford Commissioner. 

Goodwin's influence shaped Magdalen College into an insti
tution known for adherence to scriptural truth and Calvinistic, 
experimental doctrine. Demanding academic excellence and 

Special Reference to Dr. Thomas Goodwin and the Years 1640 to 1660" 
(Ph.D. dissertation, Edinburgh, 1961 ); David R. Ehall, "The Development 

of Early Congregational Theory of the Church with Special Reference to 
the Five 'Dissenting Brethren' at the Westminster Assembly" (Ph.D. disser

tation, Claremont, 1969); J. R. De Witt, Jus Divinum: The Westminster 

Assembly and the Divine Right of Church Government (Kampen: Kok, 1969). 
17 

Ibid., 88-99. 
18 

Freer, "Goodwin, the Peaceable Puritan," 15-18. 
19 

Goodwin's own shorthand notes on the Assembly filled fourteen 

volumes! 
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style, one does need patience to read Goodwin at times; along 
with depth and prolixity, however, he combines a wonderful 
sense of warmth, unction, and experience. The reader's patience 
will be amply rewarded. 

How then ought a beginner in Goodwin's Works proceed? 
Here is a suggested plan: 

First, begin by reading some of the shorter, more practical 
writings of Goodwin, such as these: 

(1) Patience and Its Perfect Work, four sermons expounding
James 1: 1-5, was written after the loss of a large part of Good
win's personal library by fire (volume 2, pages 429-467 
[hereafter 2:429-467]) and is replete with practical instruction 
for enhancing a spirit of submission. 

(2) Certain Select Cases Resolved includes three experimen
tal treatises which unveil Goodwin's large pastoral heart for 
afflicted Christians, each of them aiming at specific struggles in 
the believer's soul: (a) A Child of Light Walking in Darkness, a 
classic treatise of Puritan encouragement for the spiritually de
pressed based on Isaiah 50:10-11 (3:231-350). Its subtitle 
summarizes its contents well: A Treatise shewing The Causes by 
which, The Cases wherein, and the Ends for which, God leaves 
His Children to Distress of Conscience, Together with Directions 
How to Walk so as to Come Forth of Such a Condition. (b) The 
Return of Prayers, based on Psalm 85:8, a uniquely practical 
work that affords discernment in ascertaining "God's answers to 
our prayers" (3:353-429). (c) The Trial of a Christian's Growth 
(3:433-506), based on John 15: 1-2, a masterpiece on sanctifica
tion which focuses on the graces of mortification and 
vivification. For a mini-classic on spiritual growth, this gem 
remains unsurpassed until today. 

(3) The Vanity of Thoughts, based on Jeremiah 4: 14 (3:509-
528), is a convicting little work, stressing the need for bringing 
every thought into captive obedience to Christ, and providing 
remedies on how to foster that obedience. 

Second, read for instruction and edification some of Good
win's great sermons which inevitably bear a strong, Biblical, 
Christological, and experimental stamp (2:359-425; 4: 151-224; 
5:439-548; 7:473-576; 9:499-514; 12:1-127). 

Third, delve into Goodwin's great works which expound 
major doctrines, including the following: 

(1) An Unregenerate Man's Guiltiness Before God in Re
spect of Sin and Punishment ( l  0: 1-567) is a weighty Puritan 
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Spirit-worked syllogisms finds freedom to approach God as 
Father. The latter speaks the Spirit's pronouncement on behalf 
of the Father, "You are a child of God," and on this basis of 
hearing of its sonship from God's own Word by the Spirit, 
proceeds to approach Him with the familiarity of a child.49

Henry Scudder's breakdown of the Spirit's witness is typical of 
this second group: 

This Spirit does witness to a man, that he is the child of God, 
two ways: 

First, By immediate witness and suggestion. Secondly, By 
necessary inferences, by signs from the infallible fruits of the 
said Spirit. 50 

This second group differed among themselves on whether the 
Spirit's direct testimony should be regarded as more spontane
ous, durable, and powerful than His syllogistic testimony. The 
most common approach is Rutherford's, which allows for the 
direct testimony, but then stresses that the reflex act of faith is as 
a rule "more spiritual and helpful" than are direct acts.51 Conse
quently, all believers should be regularly praying for the Spirit's 
illumination to guide them into syllogistic conclusions. Twisse 
and Scudder distinguish the Spirit's testifying with our spirit 
from His witnessing of personal adoption without determining 
which is most valuable.52 Goodwin asserts, however, that the
direct witness of the Spirit far supersedes the co-witnessing 
through the syllogisms.53 For him, "full" assurance is more than
discursive; it is also intuitive. Generally speaking, however, this 
second group (with the exception of Goodwin and a few others) 
does not conceive of the direct testimony of the Spirit as being 

49 Heinrich August Wilhelm Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Hand-book to 

The Epistle of the Romans (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, Publishers, 
1889), 316. 

so 
The Christian's Daily Walk, 338. 

51 
Catechisms of the Second Reformation, ed. by Alexander F. Mitchell 

(London: James Nisbet, 1886), 207; Rutherford, The Trial and Triumph of 
Faith (Edinburgh: William Collins, 1845), 88ff. and Christ Dying and 
Drawing Sinners to Himselfe (London: J. D. for Andrew Cooke), 71, 94ff. 
Burgess agrees with Rutherford (Spiritual Refining, 672). 

52 Twisse, The Doctrine of the Synod of Dort and Aries, reduced to the
practise, 156; Scudder, The Christian's Daily Walk, 338-42. 

53 
The Works of Thomas Goodwin, 1:233; 8:366.
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