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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

Matthew A. Collins and Paul Middleton

Three hundred years after his death, Matthew Henry (1662–1714) remains arguably the best known expositor of the Bible in English. This is almost entirely due to his massive six-volume commentary on the Bible, or to give it its full title: Exposition of the Old and New Testament, with Practical Remarks and Observations. This monumental work, informed by Henry’s sermons, was published between 1707 and 1725. That by 1855 it had already been published in twenty-five different editions is testament to its early popularity, yet it is also still widely used today both in its print and online versions. While Henry is best known for his Exposition, this was by no means the only expression of his engagement with the Scriptures. Amongst his forty or so further publications, 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.

Yet despite the enduring popularity of his commentary and other works, and his significance as a leading figure among eighteenth-century Dissenters, there has been remarkably little scholarly assessment of Henry’s life and approach to the Bible. His influence is largely restricted to evangelical strands of popular Protestant piety. Indeed, it may be the case that most biblical scholars encounter Henry through grading the work of students, for whom the ease with which they can find the pre-critical Exposition online may prove too tempting to resist. However, given his influence and considerable significance, this lack of scholarly attention is surprising. The present volume aims to begin to rectify that neglect. Matthew Henry: The Bible, Prayer, and Piety is intended to open a scholarly conversation about the place of Matthew Henry in the eighteenth-century nonconformist movement, his contribution to the interpretation of the Bible, and his continued legacy in evangelical piety.

The volume is predominantly the fruit of a symposium held in Chester in 2014 to mark the tercentenary of Henry’s death. Chester was an ideal place to celebrate the life and work of Matthew Henry, for it was there that he ministered for twenty-five years and wrote much of his Exposition. The three-day meeting (14–16 July) was hosted by the University of Chester in collaboration with the University of Manchester and Chester Cathedral Library. It brought together historians, theologians, and biblical scholars to consider the context, work, and legacy of Matthew Henry, and in particular his engagement with and use of Scripture. We were especially grateful to Peter Bamford from Chester Cathedral Library, who organized a ‘Matthew Henry Trail’ walking tour for the delegates, culminating in crossing some rather busy roads to get to Chester’s Grosvenor Roundabout, on which a memorial obelisk to Matthew Henry stands (see figures 1.5 and 1.6).

The volume is divided into four parts. In the first section, four essays set the scene in providing biographical details of Matthew Henry and placing him in his seventeenth-/eighteenth-century context. The second section focuses on Henry’s iconic commentary, containing essays that study both the way in which Henry traces themes through his Exposition, as well as case studies on three specific chapters (Joshua 7, Psalm 1, and Matthew 24) in order to examine Henry’s exposition in action. This is followed by essays addressing themes of prayer and piety in some of Henry’s other writings. The volume is completed with inclusion of the first extensive annotated bibliography of Matthew Henry’s works.

Jeremy Gregory (‘The Church and Nonconformity in Later Stuart England: The Wider World of Matthew Henry’) opens the ‘Context and Biography’ section by painting a picture of how the Church and nonconformity were faring in Later Stuart England. Gregory contrasts the religious landscape in which Matthew Henry lived and worked with that of his father, Philip, as they ministered on either side of the turbulent seventeenth-century dramas of the Restoration (from 1660), the Act of Uniformity (1662), and the Act of Toleration (1689). Gregory’s essay sets the scene for David L. Wykes’ biography of Matthew Henry (‘Matthew Henry: Minister and Preacher’). While Henry is chiefly remembered for his writings, Wykes argues that his initial reputation was made instead principally as a preacher and minister, and that this activity left just as powerful a legacy upon the nonconformist movement. Clyde Binfield (‘From Educated Underworld to the Queen’s First Knight: The Henrys in Context’) then places Henry and his father in their familial, social, political, and ecclesiastical contexts, exploring how the Great Ejectment (1662) shaped a mind-set determinative for the evolution of national attitudes that stretched from the seventeenth to the twentieth century.

While the first three essays together provide a detailed overview of the historical and religious context, Peter Bamford (‘ “For the Church or the Stable”: A Chester Consistory Court Case of 1693–94’) zooms in on one particular point of conflict, examining the controversy over Matthew Henry’s first known publication, A Brief Enquiry into the True Nature of Schism (1690), and an ensuing case heard in Chester’s consistory court (1693–94). While it may be imagined the Act of Uniformity, only moderated by the Act of Toleration, created theological tensions between Anglicans and Nonconformists, Bamford’s investigation of court records suggests that political or even commercial interests may have played a rather more significant role than theological differences in marring the otherwise cordial relations that appeared to exist between the two groups.

Henry’s famous Exposition of the Old and New Testament is the focus of the second – and appropriately the largest – section (‘The Bible’), containing essays by six biblical scholars examining various aspects of Henry’s hermeneutical approach, practical application, and interpretation in light of his seventeenth- and eighteenth-century context. First Stuart Weeks (‘Matthew Henry’s Commentary in Context: Reading Ecclesiastes’) explains how Matthew Henry’s Exposition came to be written in the first place, and situates his magnum opus in the context of the contemporaneous Bible commentary tradition, noting that Henry sought to situate his work between the ‘hard core’ Latin scholarship of the elite and the atomistic simplicity of more popular annotations. Then, using Henry on Ecclesiastes as a test case, Weeks considers his interpretative method, concluding that Henry was a better writer than exegete and that his commentary exudes a reasonable and generous humanity, making neither a puzzle nor a burden of the Bible. These factors, Weeks suggests, helped the commentary remain popular in the following centuries.

The next two essays by Matthew A. Collins and Paul Middleton take up Henry’s treatment of two themes running throughout the Exposition. First, Collins (‘Professors of Religion and their Strange Wives: Diluvian Discord in the Eyes of Matthew Henry’) considers Henry’s treatment of scriptural legislation regarding intermarriage and the command in Ezra-Nehemiah that the Israelites separate from their foreign (or ‘strange’) wives. Collins demonstrates that Henry’s concern about mixed marriages extends beyond merely the surface level of the biblical text, such that it is perceived by him to lie also behind other events of the Hebrew Bible ostensibly unconcerned with the topic, most notably the flood narrative. Thus Henry’s commentary traces (indeed, creates) a far more prominent thematic thread running all the way from the antediluvian age through to the post-exilic period of calamities resulting from mixed marriages between ‘professors of religion’ and their ‘strange wives’.

Similarly, Middleton (‘ “Filling up the Full Measure of their Sins”: Matthew Henry on the Destruction of the Jerusalem Temple’) argues that Henry not only finds reference to the Roman destruction of the Jerusalem Temple (70 CE) in the Old Testament, but that he transforms it into a major theme in the prophetic literature. The Roman War, Henry argues, was God’s adjudication between law-observance and Christ-believing; the Temple’s destruction was punishment on the Jews not only for killing Jesus, but also persecuting the Church. However, Middleton argues that Henry saw this final judgement prefigured with remarkable accuracy in the Jews’ own Scriptures. Henry, therefore, finds the Jews’ continuing rejection of Jesus inexplicable. Finally, while Henry certainly has antipathy for Jews, these ancient enemies of God represent Henry’s real target, Roman Catholics, who he accuses of similarly persecuting the Church but who will likewise be appropriately judged.

The essays of David J. Chalcraft, George J. Brooke, and Loveday Alexander each focus on Henry’s treatment of a single chapter in order to demonstrate Henry’s methods of biblical interpretation. Chalcraft (‘Matthew Henry’s Exposition of Joshua 7 in Socio-Legal and Sociological Perspective’) takes the morally difficult story of Achan in Joshua 7, in which for the sins of an individual an entire family is slaughtered. Henry’s reading, Chalcraft argues, interfaces with both the justice system of early eighteenth-century England and his belief in the need for personal, communal, and indeed national purity. Individuals can bring disaster on their communities, and so those communities must be ready to expunge the evil. Henry reasons that, as those who harboured Achan, his family were thus deserving of death.

Psalm 1 also contrasts the godly and ungodly, although, unlike Joshua 7, here a righteous individual is found within an ungodly community. George J. Brooke (‘Soul Prosperity: Reading Psalm 1 with Matthew Henry’) praises Henry’s sensitive reading of the grammatical detail of the Psalm, arguing that Henry draws out the theme of soul-prosperity in order to encourage his readers to maintain godliness in the face of temptations presented by the early eighteenth-century raucous sea-port community of Chester.

In the final essay of the section focused on the Exposition, Loveday Alexander (‘The Making of Ministry: Matthew Henry on the Parable of the Faithful Steward’) examines Henry’s reading of the parable of the faithful steward (Matt 24:45–51). Alexander notes that Henry reads the parable as an exposition of the high call of ministry. The virtues of the faithful steward are found in all those who faithfully minister to the people in the service of Christ. However, Alexander also argues that when it comes to his reading of the wicked servant, Henry tones down the standard Puritan denunciation of their enemies in the Established Church, and so is in some way a forerunner of ecumenism.

Loveday Alexander’s attentiveness to the practical application of Matthew Henry’s exposition of the biblical text serves as a bridge to the third section (‘Prayer and Piety’), which acknowledges Henry’s considerable influence on the Protestant piety of his day and beyond. Christine Helmer (‘Prayer and Providence: Matthew Henry and the Theology of the Everyday’) turns to Henry’s Method for Prayer, noting that although the world has transformed enormously from the early eighteenth century to our post-industrial scientific age, Henry’s prayers still resonate with people today. Helmer demonstrates that Henry’s writing on prayer harnesses the spirituality of earlier monastic traditions, but the Method is more than simply ‘spiritual literature’. Helmer argues that Henry’s prayers should also be analysed as a critical contribution to dogmatic theology, advancing the thesis that Henry uses prayer to cultivate a ‘theology of the everyday’, which had a distinctive impact on the development of a modern concern for everyday life, and explains why Henry’s work of piety transcends the apparent chasm between the pre- and post-scientific worlds.

While the other contributions to this volume focus primarily on the Exposition and Method for Prayer, Michael A.L. Smith (‘ “The Expressing of Devout Affections of the Heart”: Piety and the Affections in the Works of Matthew Henry’) surveys a broader range of Henry’s pietistic writings. He argues that, contrary to popular belief, late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Puritan England was not simply dominated by moralistic approaches to faith; Puritans cultivated pious affections, and this, Smith argues, was also central to Henry’s practical divinity. For Henry, godly affection practised in the religion of the home prepared the believer to participate in public worship and ultimately the Eucharist, which was an affective celebration. Smith concludes that in his emphasis on the affections, Henry anticipated the highly charged emotion of the later Revivalist movements.

In the final essay of this section, Ligon Duncan (‘Matthew Henry’s Legacy in Prayer and Piety’) considers the ongoing impact of Henry’s pietistic writings, unpicking the complex structural and practical foundations of the Method for Prayer and highlighting thereby both its timelessness and continuing legacy. Duncan argues that Henry, like his contemporary Isaac Watts, navigated a path between the ‘rigid’ Prayer Book style of Anglicans and the often disordered Puritan tradition of ‘free prayer’. Instead, in Method for Prayer, Henry develops a form of ‘studied free prayer’ that creates a pattern or framework firmly rooted in the biblical tradition, within which those responsible for leading prayers may appropriately focus on the person and work of God – a model that even today still influences a stream of Protestant piety.

Finally, the popularity of Matthew Henry’s works has seen them published in many editions and forms, with varying degrees of reliability. As noted above, there has been a surprising lacuna in scholarly treatments of Matthew Henry given his historical importance and enduring contemporary popularity. The result of this vacuum is that no scholarly critical editions of any of his works exist. Moreover, many of his writings remain only in manuscript form. If, as is hoped, this volume helps spawn further scholarly treatments of Matthew Henry, then the task will be made considerably easier by Philip Alexander’s contribution (‘Matthew Henry: An Annotated Bibliography’), constituting the volume’s concluding section (‘Cataloguing the Works of Matthew Henry’). Alexander’s detailed annotated bibliography of Matthew Henry and his works is the most up-to-date and complete list of Henry’s writings and related material, and will be an invaluable resource for future work on Matthew Henry’s life, work, and influence.

In light of the many editions of Matthew Henry’s Exposition, we have adopted a ‘standard text’ for the present volume: Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2008). However, references to the commentary are made to its various sections, so they can be readily followed up in any unabridged edition of the Exposition. For example, ‘Henry on Gen 4:1–2’ guides the reader to Henry’s specific comments on Genesis 4:1–2. Reference to Henry’s introductory comments on a chapter take the form ‘Henry on Gen 4’, while his introduction to a book as a whole appears as, e.g., ‘Henry on Genesis’. The commentary was published in six volumes, the fifth of which appeared just after Henry’s death. Fourteen nonconformist ministers completed the final volume (Romans–Revelation), in a labour made lighter by Henry’s extensive notes on Romans and Revelation on which they were able to draw, along with his copious notes and sermons on the other epistles. While individual essays may refer to these authors, the referencing system makes no distinction between the text Henry wrote (Genesis–Acts) and those books completed with use of his notes after his death (e.g., ‘Henry on 1 Thess 2:13–16’). Quotations from and references to other of Henry’s writings tend to draw upon the original editions (for the most part freely available in digitized form online), preserving Henry’s original spelling and italicization, and referenced as normal.

The tercentenary of Matthew Henry’s death provided the opportunity for scholars of history, theology, and biblical studies to come together for the conference in Chester. While many of the participants had a long-standing interest in Henry, for others, including the editors, this was a new area of work. We wish to thank Philip Alexander and George Brooke for the original idea to hold the conference, and to all who contributed to the symposium and this collection. Sarah Blake and Anna Turton at Bloomsbury have been extremely helpful and supportive in bringing this volume to fruition. It of course largely reflects the particular interests of the conference participants (there were also additional papers by Alan Clifford, Andrew Crome, Keith Giles, and Viv Randles that do not appear here), and thus there remains further work to be done, not least on the Exposition but also various aspects of Henry’s theology. We hope this collection of essays will prompt other scholars to consider the life, work, and legacy of Matthew Henry.

Finally, we wish to acknowledge two sources of funding which made the initial conference and this volume possible. First, we are grateful to the Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, who awarded a grant to assist with the costs of hosting the symposium. We also received very generous funding for the conference from the late Dan Arnold (1957–2015), founder of the Road Ranger chain. He was a very successful businessman, and was named Ernst and Young’s ‘Entrepreneur of the Year’ in 2009. He was also a well-known philanthropist and supported many causes, including help for recovering addicts. He was, moreover, a keen promoter of Matthew Henry, and in 2008 he funded a website dedicated to disseminating a new edition of Matthew Henry’s Method for Prayer, edited by Ligon Duncan with William McMillan (www.matthewhenry.org). Dan Arnold was an enthusiastic supporter of our symposium, and in gratitude for his generosity, we dedicate this volume to his memory.
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Figure 1.1  Matthew Henry (1662–1714). From the frontispiece to Matthew Henry, An Exposition of the Old and New Testament, 4th ed., vol. 1 (London: 1737).
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Figure 1.2  Philip Henry (1631–1696), father of Matthew Henry. From the frontispiece to Matthew Henry, An Account of the Life and Death of Mr. Philip Henry, 3rd ed. (London: 1712).
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Figure 1.3  Matthew Henry’s chapel (Crook Lane/Trinity Street, Chester), built for him in 1700. Drawn and engraved by J. Romney of Oulton Place, Chester (1847). From J. Romney, Chester and its Environs Illustrated: Part 1 (Chester: J. Romney, 1851).
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Figure 1.4  The consistory court at Chester Cathedral (installed 1636). Photograph by P. Middleton.
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Figure 1.5  Matthew Henry memorial (Grosvenor Roundabout, Chester). Erected 1860 and originally located in the churchyard of St Bridget’s Church. Photograph by P. Middleton.
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Figure 1.6  Detail of Matthew Henry memorial (Grosvenor Roundabout, Chester). Photograph by P. Middleton.




Part I

CONTEXT AND BIOGRAPHY



Chapter 2

THE CHURCH AND NONCONFORMITY IN LATER STUART ENGLAND: THE WIDER WORLD OF MATTHEW HENRY

Jeremy Gregory

1.  Introduction

Matthew Henry was born on 18 October 1662 and died on 22 June 1714, and thus his life almost exactly coincided with the period historians label ‘Later Stuart England’, from the Restoration of Charles II on 29 May 1660 to the death of Queen Anne on 1 August 1714. On 24 August 1662, St Bartholomew’s Day, a couple of months before Henry was born, the Act of Uniformity came into force, in accordance with which Church of England clergy had to be episcopally ordained and agree to use the revised Book of Common Prayer.1 It has recently been claimed that the Act of Uniformity and its consequences ‘comprise perhaps the single most significant episode in post-Reformation English religious history’.2 The date was remembered in nonconformist circles as ‘Black Bartholomew’, the final ‘ejection’ of nearly two thousand ‘nonconformist’ ministers echoing the ‘St Bartholomew’s Day massacre’ in France of 1572 when French Protestants had been killed.3 Clergy who were deemed to be ‘intruders’, usurping the pulpits of ‘rightful’ clergy who had been deprived during the 1650s, or who were considered unorthodox, had in fact been ejected throughout the previous two years.4 Matthew Henry’s father Philip (who had been curate of the chapel of Worthenbury in the parish of Bangor-on-Dee from 1657, and who had been a supporter of the Restoration), had actually been ousted in October 1661 by Henry Bridgeman, the reinstituted rector of Bangor.5 But looking back on ‘Black Bartholomew’, Philip Henry later recalled, ‘I dyed, that fatal day to ye Godly painful faithful Ministrs of England’, regarding the Act as the decisive event in defining the difference between ‘the Church’ and ‘Dissent’, giving firm criteria for what it was to be a Church of England minister and what it meant to be a Nonconformist, and in his eyes causing a disastrous divide between true ‘godly’ ministry and ‘the Church’.6 Henry also emphasized the ‘pain’ this caused to those who were forced into nonconformity, many of whom, like him, would have preferred to have remained within a national state church were it not for what they regarded as unnecessary and even ‘popish’ impositions, such as having to be re-ordained and being forced to read the Prayer Book in services. A little over a month after Matthew Henry died in 1714, the death of Queen Anne led to the Hanoverian succession, where the accession of the Lutheran elector of Hanover to the British throne as George I was widely welcomed by Nonconformists as safeguarding ‘the Protestant interest’.7 The Hanoverian succession was viewed with high hopes for the friendly treatment of Protestant Nonconformists within a pan-Protestant polity and the new king was heralded as the potential saviour of global Protestantism, which was feared to be under threat in Europe and North America from a resurgent Catholicism.8

Matthew Henry’s lifetime was thus book-ended by key pieces of legislation and events which were crucial for the ways in which the religious situation developed in late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century England. Any understanding of Henry’s career clearly needs to appreciate the broader context in which he lived, wrote, and ministered. His biography and ministry were to a large extent shaped by the issues which were involved in defining nonconformity, and the religious, political, and social consequences of being a Nonconformist in Later Stuart England. But Henry was not just a passive figure in this. Through his work and writings, Henry in turn helped to shape and influence what it was to be a Nonconformist, and in particular what it meant to be ‘godly’.9 Calling this chapter ‘The wider world of Matthew Henry’, signals the fact that not only was Henry’s own experience shaped by that wider world but that his life and writings give us an interesting entry into understanding ‘Later Stuart England’.

In this essay I will look at some of the broad national issues involved in discussing the relationship between the Church and nonconformity in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in order to provide a context for the more focused deliberations on Matthew Henry himself found in the rest of this volume. But Henry’s ‘wider world’ should also be expanded to include not only the synchronic world in which he lived, but the diachronic world of people before (and perhaps after) him who grappled with some of the same issues of biblical interpretation and exegesis. In discussing ‘the Church’ and ‘nonconformity’ I will explore the relationships between the Church of England and dissenting groups, but of course for Henry ‘the Church’ did not necessarily (or ever) mean ‘the Church of England’ but ‘the true church’ or ‘the body of Christ’.10 Although my focus is far narrower, Henry’s wider world encompassed the whole of Christian time and space, as did that of his contemporaries, and perhaps what really mattered for him (and the men and women of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries) was how his own life, and the Later Stuart period more generally, fitted into the broader patterns of Christian history11 and to theological understandings of church, heresy, and schism.12 The wider world, not only of Matthew Henry but of his Later Stuart contemporaries, was acutely charged with the largest questions about the Christian soul. Too often, perhaps, scholars of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries have been pre-occupied by understanding context synchronically, but Matthew Henry’s own writings remind us of the broader Christian context in which he located both himself and his age.

2.  Church Legislation

In the period, there were major pieces of legislation which had an immediate bearing on the theme of the Church and nonconformity. These had direct consequences for Henry’s own parents and family, and thus shaped the world in which he grew up (even to the extent of affecting where the Henrys lived). The upshots for Henry bring out neatly the impact of national legislation on a particular family and individual. Apart from the 1662 Act of Uniformity, as a result of which Henry’s father felt that the door had been forever closed on him being a parish minister, there was the so-called ‘Clarendon Code’ of the 1660s:13 the Corporation Act of 1661, requiring all members of municipal corporations to affirm they had taken Holy Communion within the year according to the rites of the Prayer Book; the Conventicle Acts of 1664 and 1670, which declared illegal all meetings in private houses of more than five persons (other than the household) for worship not according to that prescribed in the Prayer Book; and the Five Mile Act of 1665, which prohibited nonconformist minsters from preaching, teaching, or coming within five miles of a town or parish where they had previously officiated unless they had taken the non-resistance oath.14 In response to this, Philip Henry, who was living in Broad Oak where his wife’s family home was situated, measured the distance between that and Worthenbury, where he ministered, and found it was barely five miles away. He thus moved his family to Whitchurch, Shropshire in 1667, where for the first time he started to administer the Lord’s Supper as an ejected minister.15

The royal declarations of indulgence of 1672, 1687, and 1688 gave some freedom in religious matters and these can be regarded as Charles II and James II giving a personal lead on religious toleration (although there were always those who felt that the Catholic James’ declarations of religious freedom were really just a way to promote Roman Catholicism).16 Philip Henry had initially been against Charles’ declaration of March 1672, since he felt it encouraged separatism, but he was licensed as a Presbyterian in April to preach at his house at Broad Oak. As an indication of the ways that even moderate Presbyterians such as Philip Henry, despite their initial reluctance to separate from the Church, began to accept separation as a desirable (or at least an inevitable) goal, he welcomed James II’s Indulgence of April 1687 as a relief after the harsher treatment experienced by Dissenters during the 1680s.17 Indeed as a direct result of the renewal of hostility towards Dissent at this time, Matthew Henry (who had moved to London to study at Thomas Doolittle’s dissenting academy in Islington) for a while abandoned his hopes of training for the ministry and had taken up studying Law.18 But during James II’s Indulgence of 1687, he was ordained by his father and five other ejected ministers. Not surprisingly, both Henrys were very supportive of the so-called ‘Toleration Act’ of 1689.

Other pieces of legislation which had a bearing on the relationship between the Church and nonconformity were the Test Acts of 1673 and 1678, which decreed that office holders and MPs had to be communicant members of the Church of England, and for J.C.D. Clark these underpinned the fact that during the long eighteenth century, England was a ‘confessional state’.19 As might be expected, Philip Henry opposed these since they denied Dissenters full political participation, making them second-class citizens.20 During the high church and Tory revival under Queen Anne, the Occasional Conformity Act of 1711 was an attempt to stop Dissenters from taking the sacrament to qualify for office (there had been various unsuccessful efforts to enact this during the previous decade), and the Schism Act of 1714 forbade Dissenters from teaching or running schools. The latter was seen as a particularly bold move for the gradual emasculation and de-energising of Dissent, for it outlawed the academies which were seen as so crucial for nurturing nonconformity and where Matthew Henry had received the equivalent of a university education. Both these acts were repealed in 1719 as part of George I’s concessions to Protestant Nonconformists.

What is immediately apparent, even from this bare recital of the major pieces of legislation which aimed to define and regulate the relations between the Church and nonconformity, and how they affected Matthew Henry and his family, is the complex pattern of legislation which shows the differing and competing pulls in the period. The shifts and moves between more hard-line attitudes towards Nonconformists on the one hand and ‘indulgence’ on the other also reflected debates about: how far nonconformity should be eradicated and exterminated altogether; how far it should be ‘comprehended’ within the Church by giving some concessions to Nonconformist reservations about, for example, the content of the Act of Uniformity or the revised Prayer Book; or how far certain Nonconformist groups could and should be ‘tolerated’ as a legitimate alternative to the Church.

These pieces of legislation were of course primarily ‘parliamentary’, with the exception of the ‘royal declarations’ which articulated the wishes of the monarch concerned (perhaps with the backing, or even encouragement, of his closest advisors). There was, of course, sometimes intense debate within Parliament over the passing of much of this legislation, and Philip Henry was networked to several MPs, such as Henry Ashurst, who gave support to Nonconformists and argued in Parliament on their behalf.21 What is also clear is that what was enacted in Parliament could be received differently in the localities, and there might be varying responses to how far the legislation was in fact implemented, either in spirit or letter (and here we find much regional, local, and even parochial variation).22

In addition, we might ask how far these pieces of legislation reflected the views of ‘the Church’. Of course ‘the Church’ itself rarely spoke with a single voice and clergy could be found who supported and opposed all the pieces of legislation mentioned above. Neither ‘the Church’ nor ‘nonconformity’ were monolithic entities. ‘The Church’ could be represented by a range of bodies, including monarchs (as supreme governors),23 convocation, Parliament, bishops, clergy, and the laity.24 These could (and often did) differ both with each other and within themselves over what were the best interests for ‘the Church’ in dealing with its perceived enemies, and they even disagreed over who those enemies were, and whether the greater threat came from Protestant Dissenters or from Roman Catholics. Although for rhetorical reasons the Church often used labels such as ‘Dissenter’, ‘Nonconformist’, and ‘sectary’ as blanket terms of condemnation to cover all those who dissented from the Church, in reality there was often a wide range of differences in the way Church authorities and their representatives treated groups such as Presbyterians (to whom they were often sympathetic) and the ways in which they treated Independents/Congregationalists, Baptists, and Quakers (where a more hard-line approach was taken, since these were often more likely perceived as wanting a break-down of the established order and a return to the polity of the Interregnum). What is also worth noting are the ways in which hostility to one rival religious grouping could be transferred to another group. This was particularly so in the post-Civil War era when Protestant Nonconformists were often accused of virtually identical misdemeanours, and when it was widely rumoured that Catholics had indeed engineered the Civil War.25 In practical terms this can be seen in the ways in which Elizabethan and early Stuart statutes originally designed to be used against Catholics were, in the years after 1660, used against Protestant Nonconformists.26

There has been much historical controversy over who were the prime instigators of persecution on the one hand and of toleration on the other. Many years ago, Robert S. Bosher argued that the intolerance of the Church during the 1660s represented the triumph of the Laudian clergy.27 In contrast, I.M. Green argued that the clergy were initially moderate and irenic towards Dissenters before being overtaken by a cavalier and backwoods gentry.28 Paul Seaward emphasized the particular role of a group of metropolitan MPs egged on by the then bishop of London, Gilbert Sheldon, who steered much of the more hard-line legislation through Parliament.29 There are merits in all these studies but ultimately no generalizations can cover the range of regional and chronological variation.

3.  Conformist and Nonconformist Relations

What needs to be stressed is that there was often very little to divide those clergy who did and who did not conform during 1660–62, and ties of friendship remained long afterward. Samuel Thomas’ study of Oliver Heywood’s ministry in Halifax (where he had served as curate of Coley’s chapel of ease from 1650) shows how, even after his ejection in 1662, Heywood continued to minister to his former parishioners and attend the parish church.30 For at least ten years after his ejection, Heywood carried on giving pastoral care to those members of his erstwhile congregation who had conformed, providing both preaching and pastoral ministry where he felt that the established church did not. Like some other ejected ministers he occasionally even attended Anglican services led by his successor, helping to create connections between the various religious communities in the parish (although not everyone, including the vicar of Halifax, agreed with this stance, wanting to keep different religious groups firmly apart, and indeed aiming to eradicate Dissent).

Some of the same points could be said of Philip Henry, whose life was almost exactly co-terminus with Heywood’s and both were advocates of a moderate Presbyterianism.31 Henry also attended parish church services in the early 1660s (and beyond), although he did not take communion since he was against kneeling as a remnant of popery. Nevertheless, he wanted ‘sober’ Nonconformists to be allowed to continue to preach in parish churches. And ties of friendship with those who were at the heart of the establishment could work in unexpected ways. The 1680s saw a period of renewed persecution of Dissent, but ‘Hanging’ Judge Jeffreys, who was born in Wrexham (and whom Henry, a friend of Jeffreys’ mother, had examined when a school boy in the 1650s), showed no interest in wanting to prosecute him when he was Chief Justice of Chester, even though Henry had been convicted by local magistrates in 1681 of holding a conventicle.32 In September 1681, Henry, along with two other Nonconformist ministers, engaged in a public five-hour debate with William Lloyd, bishop of Bangor, over the rights and wrongs of non-episcopal ordination. Lloyd and Henry remained on friendly terms, and the bishop even asked Henry to discuss a plan he had for improving discipline in his diocese, which must have seemed extraordinary to contemporaries if they knew about it. Henry wrote to the bishop in 1682 asking for leniency for Nonconformists in what seemed to be an increasingly persecutory climate.33

Terms such as ‘persecution’ and ‘toleration’, which historians have habitually used to characterize relations between the Church and nonconformity in the later Stuart period, need to be handled with care. Many denominational historians, and indeed contemporary Nonconformists, have described the Church during this time as an essentially persecutory body. Evidence of persecution, of course, abounds in the years between 1662 and 1689 (a period which Gerald R. Cragg labelled ‘The Great Persecution’),34 when Nonconformists were imprisoned, fined, had their belongings taken away, and when they might be excommunicated from the Church (although excommunication may indeed have only served to reinforce the views of the more hard-line to remain as Dissenters). Even after the ‘Toleration Act’ of 1689, there is evidence of mobbing, stoning, harrying, the pulling down of meeting-houses, intimidation, and social ostracism. For example, in 1692 Matthew Henry’s meeting-house was nearly burned down, and during the high church revival of Queen Anne’s reign he received more harassment.35 Yet persecution, and the reasons for it, might be more complex than at first sight appears. Mark Goldie, in an important article published over 20 years ago, highlighted the theological imperatives which forced churchmen to suppress those perceived to be heretics.36 He convincingly demonstrated the importance of the church fathers, especially St Augustine, in fuelling such a mentality, and in seeing religious dissent as ‘schism’ which clergy had a duty to quash. Goldie suggested that it was these theological arguments, and not merely political or social imperatives, which sustained the defence of religious intolerance in the years before 1689. He showed how, against accusations of persecution, Anglicans could maintain that coercion provided an opportunity for a reconsideration of religious views on the part of the persecuted. He also pointed to the more positive aspects of Anglican policy, such as education and instruction, which in tandem with persecution were intended to help educate people out of their errors. ‘Persecution’ was not the only tactic or strategy used by Church of England clergy to try to win Nonconformists back to the Church; there were also the softer tools of persuasion and pastoral care. James Haydock, the curate of Nockholt in Kent, explained to Archbishop Sancroft in 1680:



I have done his Majesty and the Church of England more service than most clergy in my capacity. I have discoursed with Anabaptists, and so far convinced them that I have baptised seven children and persuaded the whole company to take oaths of supremacy. I have persuaded with many dissenters not only to hear, but I trust, to approve the common prayers of the Church.37



This is a reminder that some clergy, at least, thought that persuasion, discussion and dialogue, rather than persecution were better ways forward.

There is also the seeming contradiction that nonconformity could actually thrive on persecution. Some contemporaries indeed blamed the decline of ‘Old Dissent’, which was apparent by the 1730s, on the effects of toleration. Barry R. White has argued that the effects of the Toleration Act could produce mixed results for dissenting groups, and that periods of persecution had forced dissenting groups to stick together whereas in the years after 1689 they quickly developed internal divisions.38

4.  The ‘Toleration Act’ and After

Usual interpretations have seen the period (at least within England) as moving quite straightforwardly from ‘persecution’ to ‘toleration’; a shift from the punitive legislation of the 1660s (which saw state-sponsored persecution of non-Anglicans following the 1662 Act of Uniformity, and attempts by some sections of the Church to exterminate its rivals) to some form of toleration of religious diversity (at least within Protestantism) after the 1689 ‘Toleration Act’ and an acceptance of relatively easy religious co-existence. But this view of a neat – and in some interpretations almost inevitable – linear trajectory from ‘persecution’ to ‘toleration’ is highly misleading. Even during the period of ‘the Great Persecution’, other models of co-existence operated. For example, some research has suggested that even Quakers, usually regarded as the most feared and despised religious group by Anglicans, were at some levels socially integrated. As Adrian Davies has observed from his study of Essex Quakerism, by as early as the 1670s (and alongside bouts of persecution) there were signs of co-operation at a local social level, especially between what he calls ‘ordinary members’ and the wider world (the Quaker cobbler, for example, needed to integrate with the local community).39 This observation might have broader applicability for our general theme (as well as suggesting important regional differences – how far did the model for Essex Quakerism translate into north-west England; the evidence we have suggests real regional divides).40 Furthermore, there were no doubt many instances when the religious professionals and elite were more for co-operation with other religious denominations than the rank and file, but the reverse was also true. So it is not just a question of how religious groups related to one another, but also how various sections of a religious grouping co-existed with members of other religious groups, and on this issue there were sometimes tensions within religious groups as much as between them.

Moreover, the 1689 Act did not advocate toleration in anything like a twenty-first-century understanding of the term, but only, as the title of the Act announced, ‘exempt[ed] their majesties’ Protestant subjects, dissenting from the Church of England, from the penalties of certain laws’. The Act did not envisage any form of toleration for Catholics or Unitarians, let alone non-Christian religions, and freedom of worship was only granted to Protestant Dissenters who, furthermore, could legally only worship in registered meeting-houses with the door open. Rather than seeing the ‘Toleration Act’ in a Whiggish light, we should note that its impact was less straightforward than ushering in a period of religious freedom. Not only did certain high churchmen bemoan the impact of the Act over their control of the religious life of their parishioners and seek to repeal or modify it, there was also considerable discussion of what it actually implied. Ralph Stevens has shown how Anglican clergy were actually deeply divided about its meaning and argues that it ‘settled next to nothing about the relationship between the Church and Dissent’, observing that some Anglicans believed that ‘Toleration had never been intended to allow Dissent to establish itself as a permanent feature’.41 He emphasizes the sheer vagueness and ambiguity of the 1689 legislation and the ways in which the ‘new religious dispensation was a drawn out process of experimentation, debate and contest rather than a transformative constitutional moment’.42 In the period leading up to the Act it is noteworthy that ‘toleration’ was often seen as second best to ‘comprehension’. A comprehension, it was argued by its supporters in the 1670s and ’80s, would take away most of the conditions to which the clergy were supposed to subscribe, and thereby bring over the majority of moderate dissenting ministers (and their lay supporters) to the Church. In this case, ‘toleration’ would be given to those hard-line groups who continued outside the bounds of the Church. Thus, rather than being a basic human right, ‘toleration’ in the late seventeenth century was designed for those who could not be accommodated within the comprehensive Church of England.43

It is a moot point how far the ‘Toleration Act’ encouraged different religious communities to tolerate one another but keep distinctly apart, how far it encouraged competition between different religious groups, or how far it encouraged an overarching sense of religious community which transcended the denominational divide. From the laity’s perspective, apart from the existence of ‘occasional conformists’ and ‘occasional dissenters’ who, to varying degrees, attended both parish church and rival places of worship, there is evidence (particularly after 1689) of parishioners who attended a variety of worshipping places on a regular basis, which makes it difficult to speak of clear-cut differences between religious groupings. Examples of the ways in which clergy from a range of denominations (embracing both the Church of England and Nonconformists) interacted include the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (founded 1698) and Societies for the Reformation of Manners. In 1712, Matthew Henry was invited to give one of the annual sermons to the latter group.44

One reason to try to find a common purpose was alarm at the apparently growing sector of the population who did not attend any form of religious worship, which made it increasingly necessary for different religious denominations to work together. It was sometimes argued that the ‘Toleration Act’, by not demanding that people attended a specific place of worship, allowed some to attend no place at all. In large measure, the impetus to find a common purpose was a reaction to the religious upheavals of the mid-seventeenth century, which were widely blamed on misdirected spirituality and wrong-headed wranglings over theology. The most obvious way in which rival Protestant denominations could sink their differences was anti-popery. This is an example of how co-existing by joining forces with one group of potential religious rivals depended on exploiting common hostility to another. In her influential Britons: Forging the Nation 1707–1837, Linda Colley argued that it was a common Protestantism which bound the people of Britain together,45 and this was dependent on a virulent anti-Catholicism. It is instructive to see how this theme permeates Henry’s works, most notably in his sermon for 5 November 1712, Popery a Spiritual Tyranny.46 Having surveyed several instances from the Reformation onwards where the nation had been saved from Popery, Henry asked rhetorically, ‘Now what is it that is the Ground of our Rejoicing in these great deliverances?’, and gave as an answer:



It is the Preservation of our Religion, the Protestant Religion, own’d and profess’d among us; tis the keeping out of Popery, which at the Reformation was driven out, and which our Popish Enemies both at Home and Abroad have been very industrious to bring in, and to re-establish among us by Force and Violence.47



What might have been distinctive about the period especially after 1689 was a move towards competition between religious groups, so that instead of seeing each other as enemies, religious denominations saw each other more in terms of competitors and rivals. Certainly one of the effects of the 1689 Toleration Act was to encourage members of the laity to shop around, ensuring that the churches had entered the marketplace, and this encouraged religious groups to develop strategies both to win people over and to retain their own members. In this, efforts were aimed at persuasion rather than true persecution or true toleration. Deprived of the advantages of working within a totally confessional state, the Church could not rely on active and exclusive state support to maintain its position in society and had to find other ways in which to build up and sustain its place. Clergy could no longer depend on the combined efforts of the spiritual and secular courts to impose Anglicanism in the parish and it was only through pastoral directives, through the powers of persuasion rather than legal coercion, that the Church could hope to win over its rivals.

5.  Changing Worlds of Church and Nonconformity

As a way of concluding this overview of religious developments in the later Stuart period, and the relations between the Church and nonconformity, it is worth noting the contrasting educational experiences of Philip and Matthew Henry, which indicates something about religious change during the course of the seventeenth century. Philip’s father, and Matthew’s grandfather, John Henry, was keeper of the orchard at Whitehall, and Philip played as a child with the young princes Charles and James. This no doubt accounts for Philip’s royalism. He was educated at Westminster School and Christ Church Oxford, one of the royalist of colleges,48 where in 1648 he had been admitted by that high churchman and celebrated defender of an elevated view of episcopacy, Henry Hammond.49 As a royalist, Philip was dismayed by Charles I’s execution. He had also been taken to visit Archbishop Laud when Laud was in the Tower in 1643. Given the way that Laud would later be portrayed in ‘puritan’ and Nonconformist circles, these pieces of biographical evidence are a reminder that the religious and political world of the seventeenth century was more messy and complicated than some interpretations which like to place polarities and rigid divides on people and ideas. It shows how the first generation of Dissenters could be intimately connected to the political and Anglican establishment. Philip Henry’s world, at least until 1662, was not necessarily any different from that of the most highly placed and, as the erstwhile playmate of princes, his connections remained.

In contrast, Matthew’s world could, on the face of it, be said to be rather narrower. The son of an ejected minister, whose childhood was marked by legislation which sought to marginalize and discriminate against Dissenters, his own world looks rather more inward and less well-connected. His own circle was, at first sight, much more firmly confined to the world of Dissent, albeit he had a renowned place within it. But, while a certain restriction of horizons and a circumscribing of social connections might indicate that the worlds of Dissent and the Church were occupying increasingly different, and to some extent separate, spheres, that is not the whole story and we should certainly not impose the stereotype of the mid-nineteenth-century Church/chapel divide back onto the Later Stuart period.50 Those worlds and divides were not fixed.51 Matthew’s son from his second wife took his mother’s name to inherit her estate of Helperstone Grange as Philip Henry Warburton, and became MP for Chester in 1742. To do so he must have nominally subscribed to the Church of England, although we know little about him. However, it is clear that he inherited some of his forbears’ ‘dissenting’ and ‘oppositional’ stance, since he voted against the government on every bill.52

We should then pay attention not only to the ways that Nonconformists and members of the established church were increasingly inhabiting different worlds, but also to the ways in which they continued to inhabit the same world. It might, therefore, be worth ending this chapter by emphasizing some overarching texts and tools which were central to the period and which shaped Henry’s mental furniture, connecting him to the wider world as well as shedding light on the broad theme of ‘The Bible, Prayer, and Piety’.

To take them in reverse order. Clergy and others from across the religious divides in early modern Europe and beyond wrote and preached a great deal about piety and how one could demonstrate godliness in the world. It is true that churchmen and Nonconformists often ridiculed each other – Dissenters often accusing the Church of a ‘formulaic’ and ‘cold’ piety, while churchmen critiqued Nonconformists of a self-centred, self-regarding, or even overly ostentatious religiosity. Nevertheless, the quest for ‘godliness’ and ‘godly living’ was something which went across the religious spectrum, nourished for example by Jeremy Taylor’s Holy Living (1650) and Holy Dying (1651).53 Matthew Henry shared in this endeavour and some of his writings became staple texts on pious behaviour. His popular sermon, A Church in the House, noted that ‘the best Families are those in which Piety and Love Prevails most’,54 and in other writings Henry wrote about ‘how to begin, how to spend, and how to close every day with God’.55

As far as the topic of ‘prayer’ is concerned, the revised Book of Common Prayer was the liturgical manual of the Church of England after 1662 and was arguably the single greatest divide between Anglicans and Nonconformists in Later Stuart England, with Nonconformists seeing it at worst as one of the remnants of popery within the Church. The new preface (written by Robert Sanderson, the bishop of Lincoln), having extolled the Church’s position as a via media ‘between the two extremes of too much stiffness in refusing and of too much easiness in admitting any variation’, reminded the reader ‘of the late unhappy confusions’, and ‘the vain attempts and impetuous assaults made against it, by such men as are given to change’, who were more concerned with their ‘own private fancies than the public good’.56 The mind-set articulated by the revised Prayer Book was dominated by the memory of the Civil War and the ways in which it was considered that religious diversity and experimentation had led to political and social anarchy, which in itself became a justification for having a set liturgy. Following the 1559 Prayer Book (on which it was largely based), the 1662 Prayer Book laid down rules for the order of reading the Bible and the Psalter, and contained tables of proper lessons and psalms, and of feasts and fasts. It included the collects, epistles, and gospels to be read on a particular day, and detailed the structure and content of the services for morning and evening prayer, the celebration of Holy Communion, services for baptism, matrimony, burial, and confirmation, and updated the 1559 book by requiring all readings from the Bible to use the 1611 translation (the ‘King James Version’). Even when, as often happened, Dissenters still wanted to attend the parish church, the element they increasingly most disliked was the use of the Prayer Book. Henry’s most focused discussion of ‘prayer’ can be found in his A Method for Prayer (1710).57 Although not, of course, prescribing set forms of prayer, it was nevertheless a guide on how to pray, and Henry acknowledged the work of John Wilkins (later bishop of Chester, 1668–1672), whose own A Discourse Concerning the Gift of Prayer (1651) had covered similar ground.58

Henry’s Bible was, of course, also the King James Version. By the late seventeenth century this was the translation used by all denominations and could thus be seen as a unifying force across Protestant confessional divides.59 Moreover Henry’s Exposition of the King James Version was recognized as required reading across the religious spectrum and was valued as highly by Anglicans as by Dissenters. In the introduction to his Exposition, Henry spoke approvingly of:



the excellent and most valuable labours of that great and good man bishop Patrick, whom, for vast reading, solid judgment, and a most happy application to these best of studies, even in his advanced years and honours, succeeding ages no doubt will rank among the first three of commentators, and bless God for him.60



Patrick’s own biography reveals that he had had connections with Nonconformists and he was increasingly regarded as someone who wanted to find a way of ‘comprehending’ Dissenters within the Church, as well as famously refusing to back James II’s policy of leniency towards Catholics in 1688.61 Henry’s warm mention of Patrick is a useful reminder of the affinities and connections which could still be seen between the Church and nonconformity in Later Stuart England.
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Chapter 3

MATTHEW HENRY: MINISTER AND PREACHER

David L. Wykes

1.  Introduction

Matthew Henry, when he died in June 1714, was one of the most celebrated ministers of his generation. His reputation was founded on a remarkable evangelical ministry, both in the pulpit and in the study. He was minister at Chester for twenty-five years, from 1687 until 1712, when he was persuaded to accept a call from the Presbyterian congregation at Mare Street, Hackney. He had a talent for preaching matched by a willingness to preach when asked, and because of his abilities he was in great demand. He also published extensively. His best known and most influential work was his commentary on the Bible, which is still in use. When he died unexpectedly at Nantwich following a fall from his horse, William Tong, his old friend and colleague, wrote:



When the News of his Death had reached London, it is not to be exprest how great and universal a Concern and Sorrow it occasioned both in City and Suburbs; … I think there was hardly a Pulpit of the Dissenters in London but what gave Notice of the great Breach that was made upon the Church of God; … he was universally Lamented, and those that are no Friends to the Nonconformists readily acknowledged, that we had lost one that was an Honour and Support to our weak and despised Interest.1



His father, that ‘eminent, holy, heavenly Mr Philip Henry’, after refusing to conform to the Church of England lost his curacy at Worthenbury, Flintshire, in 1661, and was forced to leave the parish following the Act of Uniformity (1662).2 The Henry family was perhaps the most celebrated family of Dissenters in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, particularly as Matthew’s eldest sister, Sarah Savage, who long outlived her father and brother, continued to uphold their reputations. Today among historians Sarah is better known than either Philip or Matthew because of the interest in women’s history and her remarkable record of diary-keeping from 1686 until her death in 1752.3 This chapter will give an account of Matthew Henry’s life and assess his ministry upon which his reputation is founded.4

2.  Matthew Henry’s Childhood and Education

Religious dissent dates from the Restoration of Charles II and the 1662 Act of Uniformity. Ministers and others in holy orders, such as university fellows, had to decide between conformity to the Church of England or losing their livelihoods. About two thousand ministers and teachers refused to conform or were removed in England and Wales between 1660 and 1662. Many of these ministers resolved to continue their ministry and gathered congregations despite the laws passed to suppress nonconformity. Over the next twenty-five years, persecution, if rarely continuous, was often fierce. The last major period of religious persecution occurred between 1678 and 1687 following attempts to prevent the Catholic James, Duke of York, from succeeding his brother Charles II as king. Dissenters obtained the freedom to worship in public following James II’s Declaration of Indulgence issued in April 1687, though it was not until 1689 that this freedom was confirmed by Parliament when the Toleration Act was passed as part of the religious settlement following the Glorious Revolution.5

Matthew was born prematurely on 18 October 1662 at Broad Oak in Flintshire, where the family had moved only a fortnight before from Worthenbury. He had four younger sisters, but he was the only son who reached adulthood. His elder brother, John, died of measles in April 1667, when not quite six years of age. His mother, Katherine, was the only child and heir of Mr Daniel Matthews of Bronnington and Broad Oak. The marriage gave the family landed status, which proved to be significant in terms of Matthew Henry’s own marriage.6

It was as a child that Matthew developed the habits of study and religion which so characterized his later life. His father maintained a godly household, and the family not only kept the Sabbath carefully, but there was constant worship in the week, with morning and evening expositions on the scriptures by Philip Henry followed by family and private prayers, and an hour spent every Saturday afternoon in religious exercises in preparation for Sunday worship.7 Matthew exhibited all the features of a conventional godly religious upbringing and conversion. At the age of thirteen he recognized that three years earlier, in 1672, he first had a sense of sin awakened in him by a sermon from his father on Ps 51:7.8 A year later, on 7 December 1673, at the age of eleven, he heard another sermon which ‘had in it the Marks of true Grace; I tried myself by them, and told my Father my Evidences; he liked them, and told me, if those Evidences were true, (as I think they were) I had true Grace’.9 This sense of grace was immediately (and quite conventionally) set aside and ‘for two or three Days, I was under great fear of Hell, till the Lord comforted me; having been engag’d in serious Examination’; Henry ‘found several Marks that I am a Child of God’.10 His biographer, William Tong, recognized that at the age of eleven Matthew was led to that vital part of religion, the examination of the state of his soul. Tong also identified the key role of preaching in conversion:



[H]is Ear and Heart were open betimes to the preaching of the Word; he heard his good Father and other Ministers press the Duty of Self-Examination, and lay down Marks for Trial; this was the constant Way of our good old Puritan Preachers, and God made it a Means of sound Conversion to many Souls.… Here was a happy Foundation laid for a holy useful Life, to be thus kept under the Power of Restraining Grace from his very Infancy.11



Matthew Henry was to preach the same duty himself when a minister. Two years later at the age of thirteen he wrote out a catalogue of mercies in which he set out the evidence of his religious conversion.12

Like the sons of most gentry families he was educated at home. His father often took students into his family, either to prepare them for university studies, or to fit them for ministry. They in turn assisted with the education of his children. William Turner taught Matthew the principles of grammar, but it was from his father that he had ‘the greatest Advantages of his Education, both in Divine and Human Literature’.13 There are the occasional references to his studies. In a letter to his father at the age of nine, Matthew described his daily lessons which consisted of ‘a side of Latin, or Latin verses, and two verses in the Greek Testament’.14 He studied with his father until he was nearly eighteen, by which time he had ‘made a very considerable Progress in the Knowledge of the Languages, Arts and Sciences’, but his love of study was at times excessive.15 His mother was often afraid when he was a child ‘lest he should over do it, and was sometimes forced to call him down out of his Closet, when he was very young, and advise him to take a Walk in the Fields, lest his Health should suffer from too much Confinement and Application to his Books’.16 It was the neglect of proper exercise which was to lead to his early death.

In July 1680 he was sent to London with his cousin Robert Bosyer to study under Thomas Doolittle, who conducted an important academy at Islington. There were twenty-eight students, making it one of the largest academies of the period. Most tutors taught only a few students. Dissenting academies attempted to provide students with a higher education similar to that offered by the universities. The principal subjects taught were philosophy and logic.17 Little is known about Henry’s studies under Doolittle, though in a letter to his sisters he gave his first impressions on his arrival at Islington with his father. ‘I saw ye place wee are like to abide in, and do perceive that our rooms are likely to be very strait and little’. Perhaps for someone who was to inherit a gentleman’s estate the accommodation was less than he had come to expect. He thought Doolittle, however, was ‘very studious and diligent’. Not surprisingly he found the change difficult and suffered from homesickness: he scarce dared ‘entertain a thought of returning home lest it discompose mee’.18 Within a month both he and Bosyer fell ill. Bosyer died and Henry finally recovered sufficiently to return home to Broad Oak in late September.19 It used to be thought that he only returned from London in 1682 when Doolittle was forced to move his academy to Battersea following the resumption of persecution, but in fact his attendance at Doolittle’s academy was very brief.20

The persecution of Dissenters increased following attempts to exclude the Catholic James, Duke of York, from the succession. In September 1681, Philip Henry was presented at the Flint Assizes ‘for Keeping a Conventicle at my house & for saying the law ag[ains]t conventicles was not to be obey’d, & that there is never a word of God &c. in it’.21 A year later there were ‘Reports from london of more trouble to the Min[iste]rs upon ye 5. mile Act. several in Prison, several flying’.22 Matthew Henry seems to have spent these years with his father, but in April 1685 he returned to London, except, following the advice of his father’s friend Mr Rowland Hunt of Boreatton, he was sent to Gray’s Inn to study law. This decision occasioned considerable unease amongst those acquainted with the family, who feared that Henry had left off thoughts of the ministry. He was told by his father ‘’Tis the talk & wonder of many of your friends what we mean by this sudden change of your course & way’.23 The reasons however were clearly related to the difficult political conditions facing those wishing to train for the ministry. The times were then very dark. Furthermore, as Tong pointed out:



Knowledge of the Law would not only be convenient for one that was Heir to an handsome Estate, but might be of use for the better understanding the Nature of the Divine Law and Government, and the forensick Terms so much used in the Holy Scriptures, and in other Divinity Books both Ancient and Modern.24



Henry ‘kept Terms w[i]th other [law] students yet stil w[i]th a secret purpose for Divinity when providence sh[oul]d open a door’.25 He attended a weekly disputation of ministerial students conducted by Francis Glascock. He also attempted to hear the best preachers of the day, though because of persecution they were all conformists.26

In June 1686, Matthew Henry came down from London to visit his father at Broad Oak during the law vacation. At the invitation of his friend George Illidge he agreed to spend some days at Nantwich, where he preached every night to a considerable crowd. A little later he visited Chester where he was also invited to preach, to which he readily agreed though he did so very privately. There was still no liberty. For two or three evenings he preached at the house of Anthony Henthorne, a wealthy sugar-baker, who supported the Presbyterians, and also at the house of two ejected ministers, John Harvey and Thomas Jolly, both Congregationals.27 As a result he became acquainted with some of the leading Dissenters in Chester. According to Tong, Henry ‘now began to preach pretty often as a Candidate’ for the ministry, meeting everywhere ‘with great Acceptation and Encouragement’.28

It is clear the Presbyterians, the largest and wealthiest group of Dissenters in Chester, were determined to have Henry as their minister. At Chester, three ejected ministers had gathered congregations after 1662. William Cook and Ralph Hall, both Presbyterians, had obtained licences under Charles II’s Declaration of Indulgence in 1672, and the Congregational John Harvey, ejected from Wallasey in the Wirral, also began preaching in the city about this time. These meetings fell in 1682 as persecution intensified. Cook and Hall both died in 1684, leaving only Harvey preaching privately to a handful, and because he was a Congregational, those who were Presbyterians would not join in communion with him. Instead they relied upon Dr George Long and Andrew Barnet to come to them ‘now and then’ to administer the Lord’s Supper.29

In January 1687, rumours of an indulgence to allow Dissenters to preach in public again encouraged the leading Dissenters in Chester to visit Matthew Henry at Broad Oak, to persuade him to become their minister if liberty was granted. After consulting his father, Henry agreed, ‘with this Proviso (which they seemed a little uneasy at)’, that Harvey, the other minister, should give his consent.30 He was, however, already determined to return to London to complete his studies. The Presbyterians in Chester were so anxious to obtain Henry as their minister that they agreed ‘to receive him upon his own Terms, and in his own Time’.31 He set out for London on 24 January 1687. There, with growing rumours of an Indulgence, and with it opportunities for preaching, Henry found himself pressed on all sides to help out, most notably by Thomas Woodcock who wanted Henry to help in setting up a Lecture for young people, but he declined. He continued to be reminded by the Presbyterians in Chester of his promise to them.32

3.  Toleration and the Development of Dissent in Chester

Freedom to worship in public came not with the Toleration Act in May 1689, but two years earlier with the publication of James II’s Indulgence in April 1687.33 It is clear the change was dramatic. Ministers were able to preach in public again without restraint, though there was great uncertainty about how long the indulgence would last. The enthusiasm with which they were received was remarkable. The ejected minister, Thomas Jolly, in whose house Matthew Henry had preached earlier, wrote in his diary in April 1687, the same month that the Indulgence was issued: ‘At Chester I found a great change, that where I might not before appear at all, now I had the opportunity to preach openly to a congregation of severall hundreds, soe also in all my journey’.34 It was this indulgence, rather than the Toleration Act, which finally brought relief to the Dissenters.

The Presbyterians in Chester were among those who established preaching in public again. They continued to remind Matthew Henry of his promise to them, but in the meantime they invited William Tong to preach to them. At the beginning of May, Henthorne visited London on business, ‘where he was personally very urgent with me in the matter, and at length I agreed to hasten down’.35 Matthew Henry therefore began to prepare himself for ordination, which after being examined ‘in the several parts of Learning’, and defending his thesis ‘upon a Question given me’ in Latin, he preached his probation sermon.36 A week later, on 9 May, he was ordained by six ejected ministers but, because of the difficulty of the times, in ‘great Privacy’.37 Moreover the ministers were unwilling to give him a certificate, signing only a testimonial that they were ‘well assured’ that Henry was an ordained Minister of the Gospel.38 Before the end of the month Henry had returned home to Broad Oak. The Presbyterians in Chester continued to press him to come and help them as soon as possible. On 1 June, Matthew Henry ‘was fetched from Broad-Oke by Mr Greg, Mr Hall, Mr Coker &c., and brought to Chester’.39 The following day being Thursday (‘some Time before chosen to be the Lecture-Day’),40 ‘I preach’d my first sermon publickly, on 1 Cor. 2. 2, with the words “I determin’d to know nothing among you but Jesus Christ and him crucified” ’.41 Tong in his memoir of Matthew Henry recalled how he had been ‘a Witness of the Joy and Thankfulness with which they received him’.42

On Henry’s coming to Chester, Tong ‘gladly resigned up the Work to him’.43 He was minister first at Wrexham, then at Knutsford, where he helped found a congregation, before moving to Coventry in early 1690. He was called to London in 1702, where he became one of the leading ministers.44 The choice of Henry does seem extraordinary. Although he was born the same year as Tong, unlike Tong he was virtually untried as a minister. The Presbyterians at Chester had formed their impression of him after hearing him preach only a couple of times, though doubtless his father’s reputation played a part. They accepted his conditions, including waiting until he had completed his studies, although clearly they were impatient for him to begin preaching.

On settling at Chester, Henry sought the agreement of his Congregational colleague, John Harvey, for his ministry in the city: ‘Before I preach’d that day, I went to Mr Harvy to know whether he had consented to my coming, as my Friends had assured me’. Harvey told him that he did consent and that ‘he thought there was work enough for two Ministers in Chester, and if another must come, he would rather I should than any man in the North of England’.45 Relations with Harvey never appear to have been easy, though Henry made every effort to show respect to his senior colleague. Harvey preached a Lecture on Tuesdays, which Henry attended constantly.



[He] always carried it towards Mr. Harvey as a Son to a Father, carefully avoiding every thing that might give any occasion of Offence, and always advised his Friends to shew all possible Regard to him, as to a faithful Minister of Christ that had for many Years served among them in the Gospel, and had been a Sufferer for it.46



It must, however, have been galling to the older minister, after suffering the privations of nearly three decades of nonconformity, to have to share his ministry, particularly with one so popular. There was, in addition, the traditional rivalry between Presbyterians and Congregationals. Attempts by Henry to fulfil the later ideals of the Happy Union (which, following the Toleration Act, sought to end the division between the Presbyterians and Congregationals) failed. His suggestion that the two congregations should unite, or at least join for the Lord’s Supper, and that he should serve as Harvey’s assistant, was ‘peremptorily refused’ by Harvey, he ‘saying we would each stand on our own bottom’.47

The Presbyterians also attempted to maintain relations with the Church of England. When Henry first started to preach, the meeting on Sundays was held:



at Church Time in the Mornings, but in the Afternoon not til four a clock, when the Publick Service was over.… But Mr Greg pleading it with Dr F[ogg] in mitigation of the Separation that we came to the Church one part of the day, the Dr told him it made the matter no better. It was schismatical at any time; whereupon in September following we alter’d our Method, and our Meeting was held at Church-time both morning and afternoon, and so has continued…48



Harvey, who had before only held his meetings in the evening on Sundays, except his sacrament days, now began to keep both morning and afternoon at ‘Church-time’. Nevertheless, both Harvey and Henry attended the public lectures given in the St Michael’s parish church.49 At Chester, at least, the breach between Dissent and the church took place before toleration, because the clergy refused to accept any accommodation with the dissenting ministers or their supporters. All this occurred in the summer of 1687, nearly two years before the Toleration Act became law.

At this time Henry’s personal life also underwent a major change. A month after he began his ministry he married Katherine, the only daughter of Samuel Hardware of Bromborough Court in the Wirral. This was clearly an exceptional match for a dissenting minister, and the mother at first opposed the marriage thinking it her duty to find a better partner for her daughter.50 But Henry was also of gentry stock, having inherited the estate of his maternal grandfather (a reminder of the significance of his father’s marriage to the daughter and heir of Daniel Matthews, which first gave the family gentry status). The marriage only lasted a short time. His wife died in childbirth on 14 February 1690 aged 25, leaving a daughter Katherine.51 A little under a year-and-a-half later Matthew remarried, to Mary, the youngest daughter of Robert Warburton of Helperstone Grange, Esquire, another gentry family that supported Dissent. By the second marriage there were eight daughters, three of whom died in infancy, and one son, Philip, who assumed the surname of Warburton on becoming heir to Helperstone Grange. He was Tory MP for the City of Chester between 1742 and 1754, and died unmarried in 1760.52

Henry was fortunate in the support he received from his new congregation. He told his father in August 1687 that he and his new wife found themselves ‘here in ye midst of a great many affectionate Friends’.53 The part played by Henthorne in securing Henry and in encouraging meetings has already been mentioned. Other prominent supporters of the congregation included George Booth (a lawyer and near relative of the Earl of Warrington), John Hunt (younger brother of Rowland Hunt of Boreatton), as well as some of the principal tradesmen in the city. Besides Henthorne, they included Alderman Mainwaring and Giles Vanbrugh (father of Sir John Vanbrugh the architect), who though in communion with the Church of England attended Henry’s lectures, and also Samuel Kirk and Edward Gregg. He was also supported by the husbands of three of his sisters.54 Though Dissent depended upon a number of wealthy individuals to provide a meeting-place and for much of the finances to pay the minister, there is evidence for a wider level of support. The congregation at Chester had already paid for the fitting-out of their new meeting-place before Henry arrived. In late October, five months after his arrival, he was given £20 11s. 6d. raised from his congregation by personal contributions ‘w[hi]ch they said was more yn yei expected, … but they said yei found people extraord[inarily]. free & willing never prest any, to it, and coming out of so many hands near 200, they reckon it far from being any burthen’.55 In September 1699, because of the growth in numbers and a change of ownership for their meeting-place, the congregation built their own meeting-house in Crook Lane, which was completed in July 1700 at a cost of £532 16s., and paid for by a subscription raised among the members (see figure 1.3). Harvey died in November 1699 and was succeeded by his son, Jonathan, who continued preaching until September 1706, when ill-health and a sharp decline in the support he received from his congregation led him to resign his charge and give up preaching. The Congregational meeting dissolved. A gallery was added to the Presbyterian meeting to accommodate the additional members from Harvey’s old church.56

4.  Matthew Henry and his Ministry

William Tong described in detail Matthew Henry’s work as a minister. ‘His Labours were so many and great’ that Tong arranged Henry’s ministerial efforts under different heads: public and private, constant and occasional, at home with his own congregation and abroad with other congregations.57 At home and in public among his own people he was regular in preaching twice on Sundays and again at a lecture mid-week on Thursday afternoons, and in administering the sacrament the first Sunday in the month.58 He also catechized the young on Saturday afternoons for about an hour, originally using the Assemblies Catechism but later drawing up and publishing his own scripture catechism, shorter and plainer and more suited to the abilities of children. He continued to catechize on Saturday afternoons partly as ‘it was attended by others besides the Catechumens, and esteemed by them a good Means of Preparation for the Lord’s Day’.59 It was an hour many were used to attending since Mr Cook, who had been minister until his death in 1684, ‘used to preach at that time’, while Matthew Henry also had more time with the children than would have been possible catechising publicly on Sundays.60

On the Sabbath, after prayers at home (both privately in his closet and with his family), Henry began his service at 9am with the singing of the 100th Psalm, then after ‘a short but fervent prayer’, he read some part of the Old Testament which he expounded.61 He then sang another psalm and prayed for about half an hour in preparation for the sermon. After preaching for about an hour, he prayed again. This was followed by the singing of the 117th Psalm and he then gave the blessing. Henry followed exactly the same pattern in the afternoon except he expounded a text out of the New Testament and concluded with a different psalm.62 While at Chester he went through the Bible more than once: ‘by this Means his People have been observed to excel in their Acquaintance with the Holy Scriptures’.63 A key part of Henry’s ministry was encouraging family religion and the reading of the Bible in family devotions. His immensely influential Exposition of the Old and New Testament was prepared specifically for use in families.64

Henry’s personal ministry extended much further than just his work (both public and private) with his own congregation. As Tong recorded, ‘he had a just Care for all the Churches, and especially those that were within his Line; I mean, such as he could visit and return home at the Weeks end’.65 From the time he settled at Chester, Henry developed a regular preaching circuit of some thirty miles around the city. Again in Tong’s words:



The Towns and Villages that lay near to Chester enjoyed a great share of his Labours; in some of these he preached a Monthly Lecture, as at Moldsworth, Grange, Brombrough, Elton, Saighton; and frequently at Beeston, Mickledale, and Peckfurton; he was often employed at Wrexham, Shocklidge, Burton and Darnal; there was scarce a Week but he was at one or more of these Places, preaching the Gospel (besides his constant Work at home …).66



This work differed from his ministry to his own congregation in Chester, for it consisted largely of weekday lectures: a lecture was a sermon given on a regular basis, usually monthly, and often in this period by a group of ministers preaching in turn. The people who gathered specially to hear the sermon were not a regular congregation, though of course they might become one in time. Henry’s correspondence provides more details of his work. He told his father in June 1689:



I went on Monday last to Nantwych, thence came to ye wood [Wrenbury Wood] on Tuesd. where our meeting was thin, bec[ause]. of ye coming of my L[or]d Del[amere] to Nantwych, … on Wedn. morn. Bro. Sav[age] brought mee to Ridley hall, where Rich. Craven lives, there wee had room enough & a competent congregacon.67



Many of these meetings were held in private houses, most commonly in the houses of the local gentry supporters or a wealthy yeoman, with room enough to accommodate the neighbours. This was not new, having been the pattern since the earliest days of Dissent. Henry also used to take an annual preaching excursion into Staffordshire and Lancashire.68

The gentry had provided much of the support for Dissent in the countryside during the period under the penal laws following the Restoration of Charles II, often employing ejected ministers (or later, recently trained ministers) as their family chaplains or as tutors for their children. Henry therefore felt obligated to these families. As he told his father:



I had a message from Madam Hunt last week to claim the performance of a cursory promise I made of spending a Sabbath with them, which I would willingly do if I could get some Supply here. I had then thoughts of Dr Barnet, but hee’s taken up as much as ever, and so unless you can provide any for mee, or Mr Owen can come I must be excus’d.69



The published accounts of the history of Dissent are concerned with settled meetings, such as Matthew Henry’s congregation at Chester, or the meetings at Nantwich or Knutsford. This gives a misleading picture of the pattern and structure of religious dissent in this period. Besides the established congregations in the cities and market towns, with their meeting-houses, endowments, and a settled minister who provided services twice every Sabbath day, there were many other local centres of nonconformist activity, providing regular lectures and sermons, and where fasts and prayer meetings were held.70

The demands on Henry’s time and that of other ministers to maintain these lectures and to provide Sabbath services for the smaller rural congregations were great, and until a new generation of younger ministers could be trained up there were difficulties. When his father was ill in the early summer of 1692, Matthew told him if he could have any leave ‘I would bee very glad to come help you, but I know not which way to look.… Might not Mr Corbet’s Chaplain help you sometimes?’71 A year later he told his father:



I have thoughts of bringing my wife to Broad-Oke the day after the Fast, if she be wel & able thats Thrusd. come sevnight, and if Mr Owen could be at Chester the Lords day after, I would spend it at Boreatton, if not I must come home on Saturday, & come again on Munday morning: & go then to Bor[eatton]: & so be at Salop on Tuesday – may be you wil have an opportunity of proposing it to Mr O[wen]. before I shal, and if he cannot I have no where else to look.72



A couple of days later he wrote: ‘If Mr Owen cannot very conveniently be at Chester on Sabb.day I think I could wel enough bear a journy back to Chester on Saturday, and yn y[o]u again on Munday, and so to Boreatt. but if he can I might save that labor’.73 Not surprisingly Henry made himself ill by his exertions and there were worries about his health.74

5.  Conclusion: Matthew Henry’s Lasting Reputation

Henry’s lasting reputation depends upon his published work rather than his preaching. His most celebrated and enduring work, his Exposition of the Old and New Testament, the product of much close scholarship in his study, was incomplete at his death, with a fifth volume in the press only taken so far as Acts. A final volume was completed in 1721; the work of fourteen nonconformist ministers.75 It gained great popularity, and by 1855 twenty-five editions had been published with further editions in the modern period, including an online version. Henry published another thirty works principally concerned with family religion, instructing youth, and religious faith. His Scripture Catechism (1703) had reached a fourth edition by 1720, and was published in Welsh in 1717; his Communicant’s Companion (1704) an eighth edition by 1720, with both a Boston and a Dublin printing in 1716; and his Method for Prayer (1710) a fifth edition by 1718. The titles reveal the practical nature of much of his work.

With his increasing reputation, Henry received invitations from the congregations of Mare Street (Hackney) in 1699, Salters’ Hall (London) in 1702, Cross Street (Manchester) in 1705, and from Silver Street and Old Jewry (London) in 1708, all of which he refused. In 1710 he was again invited to Mare Street, Hackney, which at first he declined, and then after much irresolution he was finally persuaded to accept on the basis of being publicly more useful at Hackney. He left Chester in May 1712, but with many tears.76 In London he quickly took his place amongst the leading ministers.

He died on 22 June 1714 near Nantwich as a result of a fall from his horse while on a visit to Cheshire, aged 52. Too much time spent in his study had made him corpulent. His sister, Sarah Savage, recorded in her diary that she found when they arrived at Nantwich that ‘he had met wth a fall’, but was apparently unhurt and said he was well. He ‘hastn’d to Chapel, w[hi]ch was fill’d w[i]th hearers’, but he did not preach with that vigour he usually had, and was afterwards exceedingly tired. He was bled, but towards morning grew convulsive, and, about seven or eight o’clock, he died after very little struggle. The following day, Sarah went to take her leave of her brother. I ‘shall always remember there was nothing of death to be seen in his face, but rather something of a smile’. Two days later ‘we gather’d up ye mantle of this dear Elijah took ye dear remains to Chester, where they buried him in Trinity-church next to his first Wife’, accompanied by ‘a vast crowd desiring to pay their tribute to his blessed memory’.77

There can be little doubt of Matthew Henry’s reputation at the time of his death. He was minister of one of the leading congregations near London, having refused repeated invitations from other major congregations both in London and in the provinces. He had been named in 1711 by Daniel Williams (the founder of the library which bears his name) in his will as one of the original twenty-three trustees of his great charity, though he never acted because he died before Williams. He was elected a manager of the Presbyterian Fund in June 1711, before he had left Chester.78 Following his death, four of the leading dissenting ministers (including Williams) published funeral sermons, and many others were preached. A vast crowd attended his funeral, and eight of the city’s clergy were in attendance at his internment. No other early eighteenth-century dissenting minister was so honoured; not even Daniel Williams eighteen months later. Except for the clergyman conducting the service (a duty usually left to the curate), attendance by Anglican clergy at the funerals of Dissenters, particularly dissenting ministers, is almost unknown. They deliberately avoided honouring them.

Without doubt Matthew Henry’s reputation at his death was based upon his work as a minister, indeed upon his evangelical ministry. It was this reputation which led to so many invitations from congregations. Of course his publications extended his reputation much further than his preaching could have done, but for Henry they were an enlargement of his ministry and of a practical nature. William Orme, the early nineteenth-century biblical commentator, made this point, seeing Henry’s Exposition as ‘distinguished, not for the depth of its learning, or the originality of its views; but for the sound practical piety, and large measure of good sense, which it discovers’.79 His other practical works (his Scripture Catechism, his Communicant’s Companion, and his Method for Prayer) were popular, going through many editions in his lifetime. Henry died while still a relatively young man. What might he have achieved had he lived longer?

Less obvious perhaps was the legacy Henry left in Cheshire as a result of his preaching and his ministry. It is now clear that religious dissent underwent a remarkable transformation during the twenty-five-year period that followed the granting of toleration in 1689. In 1689, Dissenters were still emerging from the effects of nearly three decades of persecution, which, if not continuous, had at times been extremely fierce. In some areas, principally the larger towns, Dissenters had held their meetings for many years, often served by the same minister. Few congregations, however, had escaped the disruptive effects of the two Conventicle Acts and the other penal laws. Many nonconformist groups, as was the case in Chester, were scattered by the intense persecution which followed the Exclusion Crisis, re-establishing their meetings only after James II had issued his Declaration of Indulgence in April 1687.80 In other places Dissenters had never succeeded in holding regular meetings or been able to support a minister of their own, having instead to rely upon the efforts of occasional preachers. By 1715, when the survey known as the Evans List was undertaken, religious dissent had been transformed, and the returns reveal a pattern of settled meetings covering most parts of the countryside as well as the main towns, a majority served by their own minister. In Cheshire, meetings had been held in Chester, Congleton, Stockport, and Dukinfield before toleration, but new meetings were established after 1687 in Nantwich, Knutsford, Allostock, Hyde, Dean Row, Bromborough and Upton in the Wirral, Ashton upon Mersey, Tinsel, Northwich, and Middlewich.81 This transformation was achieved as a result of sustained evangelical preaching by the generation of ministers who were active in the decades after toleration was granted and their imaginative use of lectures and other opportunities to gather an audience to hear them preach. Matthew Henry was exceptional in his ministry, but he was not unique. The strength of English Presbyterianism in Cheshire is a tribute to his efforts and the efforts of his ministerial colleagues. For Henry, in many ways it would have been this record rather than his own personal reputation which would have pleased him the most.
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Chapter 4

FROM EDUCATED UNDERWORLD TO THE QUEEN’S FIRST KNIGHT: THE HENRYS IN CONTEXT

Clyde Binfield

1.    Introduction

My theme is the shaping of attitudes. My intent is to explore the shaping of a mind-set, built on Protestant foundations, that was determinative for the evolution of national attitudes from the mid-seventeenth to the mid-twentieth centuries. ‘Determinative’ is a strong word, since the mind-set to be explored is a dissenting one and how can dissent be determinative? That, however, is not how it began. For the briefest of mid-seventeenth-century moments it had seemed that what was to be built on those Protestant foundations would be accepted as the nation’s ecclesiastical shape, a natural home for the nation’s spirit. That did not happen. Instead, it shivered into the multiple shadings of dissent, sufficiently distinctive to suggest a deviant sub-culture (to adopt the sociologists’ provocatively neutral phrase) or, better, an ‘educated underworld’, retaining enough shape and surviving for long enough to be legally accommodated. Once within the pale of the constitution, these shadings became an establishment, second-rate rather than alternative but, at that level, determinative. Religious dissent had become Dissent.

This sounds bloodless but its narrative depends on flesh, blood, and personality. Its prime focus is Matthew Henry, pastor and minister in the fullest sense, locally rooted, nationally known, and his engagement with Bible, prayer, and piety. Dissent is largely incidental to that engagement, yet it determined his life. This narrative enlarges the focus to encompass his family and their later posterity, a layering of establishments with social and political as well as ecclesiological implications, from educated underworld to the queen’s first knight.

2.    A Familial Continuity

It is 1804, perhaps 1805. Thomas English, a middle-aged parson from Buckinghamshire, is travelling from Birmingham in the company of a ‘Miss W’, ‘very providentially put under our care to Wem’.1 At West Bromwich, Miss W introduces Mr English to two kinswomen of hers, Mrs Bulkley and Mrs Brett. Mrs Bulkley strikes him as:



a fine, venerable, delicate lady, of eighty-five years of age, genteel in her appearance, and of the most unaffected manners. I never beheld one like her; ease and heaven in her aspect, though as pale as a corpse, and her hair like snow.2



Mrs Brett who ‘lives with her … appears to have a mind congenial with herself – a person of very pleasing appearance, sixty-five years of age’.3 Esther Bulkley died a year or so later. Her obituary confirms the parson’s recollection:



Her person was interesting. Diminutive, delicate, and valetudinary; yet indicative of charming vivacity. Her countenance exhibited a set of striking features, illuminated by intelligence and benevolence, … Her manners, though not without a mixture of that punctilious precision which is thought to characterize those of her sex who are less connected than others by social and domestic affinities … were yet highly engaging.4



She was manifestly a gentlewoman. Her father, Thomas Bulkley, a London silk mercer from Hampshire, had died before she was ten and her mother died when Esther was fifteen. Her girlhood was passed in Epsom with the family of a fourth baronet who had added a city fortune to Leicestershire land. She approached womanhood with three maternal aunts, first in Chester until two of them married, then in Wem, and finally in West Bromwich, her home from 1748. There a cousin had married a parson, a great-aunt had settled, and two aunts had married brothers, ‘respectable gentlemen’, called Brett.5 Making due allowance for differences of generation and topography, Esther Bulkley’s Hill Top, West Bromwich, was like Mary Russell Mitford’s Our Village.6 It was Jane Austen’s world, the novel she did not write about the heroine who did not marry, and like Jane Austen’s world it was landed, mercantile, and clerical, with a long reach; in Esther Bulkley’s case from London, Hampshire, and the Home Counties, to the East and West Midlands, and the Welsh Borders.

Her world, however, differed from theirs in one key respect. It was a dissenting world. Thomas English, the Buckinghamshire parson making his way to Wem, was an Independent whose ministerial career had begun in the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion.7 He was a product of the Evangelical Revival and its spirit informed his conversation with Mrs Bulkley:



I observed to her, that the Lord had greatly favoured her with a life unusually lengthened; she replied, with much feeling, ‘I am the Lord’s waiting servant, to go whenever he shall call’. I said, ‘you have been his working servant, as you are now his waiting servant’. She with great modesty declined the idea of having any thing to plead in this view.… She expressed her confidence in Christ, to whom she had often committed her soul. I asked her if she was not at any time under the influence of fear respecting her state? Her reply was, ‘I am often attacked, but not overcome’. I said, you have, then, the privilege of taking your station near the cross; and on my repeating this there appeared a singular pleasure in her eyes.8



What gave this encounter a singular interest in Thomas English’s eyes was Esther Bulkley’s ancestry. Her obituary enlarged on this. She was Matthew Henry’s last surviving grandchild:



Devotion was her element … Her Bible was her companion, her friend, and her counsellor. Her grandfather’s Exposition, and the manuscript notes of sermons, &c. which had been preserved in the family, were in her constant perusal.9



Thomas English had touched on that while they were conversing:



I remarked, ‘you are of a highly favoured family’; she replied, ‘we have cause to lament among many of us, much departure into the world; grace (added she) is not entailed as an inheritance: there are some of us, however, that still retain our religion’.10



I will return to what lies behind that elegantly wistful note. For present purposes it should be noted that Mrs Bulkley’s obituary was published in the Evangelical Magazine, which was largely read by Congregationalists, and that her meeting with Thomas English was recounted in a lengthy endnote to J.B. Williams’ Memoirs of Matthew Henry, a painstakingly compiled biography aptly published in the year of the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts (1828; Williams completed his preface a week before the repeal received royal assent) and careful to indicate the essential continuity between seventeenth-century Protestant Dissent and nineteenth-century Evangelical Dissent.11 Mrs Bulkley exemplified such continuity. The baronet’s household which had nurtured her in the 1730s was that of Sir John Hartopp (ca. 1680–1762), an Independent of impeccable Puritan descent, whose maternal grandfather was Charles Fleetwood (d. 1692), Cromwellian major-general, son-in-law and close associate of the Lord Protector himself.12 This was not at all the Henry family’s own background but it fitted that of the Independent, originally Presbyterian, Old Meeting in West Bromwich with which several of the Henry family were associated in the eighteenth century. The Old Meeting’s origins were seventeenth-century, its first resident minister married a niece of Matthew Henry’s and their son was trained by Philip Doddridge.13 A few years earlier, Doddridge had charmed the family, especially Sarah Savage who was the young man’s grandmother, the minister’s mother-in-law, and Matthew Henry’s favourite sister.14 With the exception of one brief pastorate (1776–78), the Old Meeting’s lengthening threads of memory and experience were largely orthodox.

Such continuity was not unique. It was carefully cherished and retrospectively treasured. In fact it took several sometimes contradictory forms, not least in the Henry family. For them all, however, the foundational facts were the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660, the re-shaping of the national church in the decade which followed, their exclusion from that church, and the consequences for their churchmanship and its re-thinking. When Esther Bulkley gave her Presbyterian grandfather’s celebrated commentary (the issue of constant pastoral exposition and application in Chester) to her Independent church in West Bromwich and left £60 (the equivalent of a year’s stipend for a journeyman minister) to its people, she encompassed that re-thinking.15

3.    The Implications of ‘Black Bartholomew’

On 19 May 1662 an Act of Uniformity became law.16 On 24 August, St Bartholomew’s Day, it took effect. Such Acts were not new. In the middle of the previous century, between 1549 and 1559, there had been three of them. Each enforced the use of a Book of Common Prayer; each marked a stage in the evolution of a reformed Church of England. There was more, however, to the Act of 1662 than administrative updating and clarification. The date when it took effect, 24 August, made that clear. The timing was at best unfortunate, at worst vindictive. It was certainly effective. It was vindictive because those, chiefly parsons, who could not conform to its provisions would lose out on the tithes due to them at Michaelmas, a month later; those were inflationary times and parsons relied on tithes. It was unfortunate because no Protestant could easily forget the massacre of Huguenots in Paris on St Bartholomew’s Eve and Day, 24 August 1572. By 1662 that had passed living memory but those most affected by the Act of 1662 included those likeliest to be most conscious of the Continent’s Reformed religion. For them St Bartholomew’s Day was of hallowed memory and now ‘Black Bartholomew’ was further entrenched in their lengthening historical view. As to its effectiveness, that was disconcertingly confirmed over successive generations by families like the Henrys.

The Act of 1662 required more than assent to the exclusive use in parish churches of a resurrected and revised Book of Common Prayer. That book was steadily recognized as a shaping glory of the English language. It still resonates in the worship even of those who have reacted against it. Its small print, however, was irksome to scrupulous and scholarly contemporaries. The sign of the cross in baptism, the prescription of godparents at baptism, the requirement to kneel for communion, the recitation of lessons from the Apocrypha and of certain clauses from the Athanasian Creed, were all irksome and there were other provisions which were more than irksome.

Politics as well as liturgical propriety lay behind this Act. It came in the wake of the Restoration of the monarchy, two years earlier. It marked the righting of wrongs, the settling of scores, and the reversal of trends. In particular, it sought to counteract legislation of the previous two decades. A restoration of monarchy was an egregiously political act. It had national significance. For most people a nation and its religion, the nature of its religious establishment, were as inseparable as education and religion. An Act of Uniformity was desirable for the security and well-being of the body politic in a dysfunctional world of radicalized activists. English and Welsh history from the 1530s testified to that, even if it made immediate political sense to focus on the past twenty years. Those years had seen the Prayer Book replaced, the Christian year disparaged, and episcopacy abolished. First the Primate of All England and then the Church’s Supreme Governor had been executed, and large numbers of protesting incumbents in parish churches, cathedrals, and universities had been deprived of their livings. The propertied and material structure which sustained episcopacy and cathedral foundations was in dissolution. There was a great deal to put right.

Consequently the Act also required ministers and schoolmasters to abjure the Solemn League and Covenant which had committed them to Presbyterianism; and abjuring an oath, breaking a pledge, was not a light matter for a scrupulous conscience. It required them to declare the illegality of taking arms against the monarch, and it required all who had not been episcopally ordained – and they were bound to be among the younger ministers – to seek such ordination or forfeit their livings. This was only one of a package of Acts between 1661 and 1665, unfairly called the Clarendon Code (after Lord Clarendon, the leading Government minister), designed to ensure religious conformity across the body politic and to penalize nonconformity. These Acts were varyingly enforced but their temper informed public life for generations and nothing did more to institutionalize that temper than the Act of Uniformity.

Its results were immediate. Nearly a thousand men gave up their livings. In fact between 1660 (the Restoration of the monarchy) and 1662 (Black Bartholomew’s Day), just over 2,000 were deprived of their posts. That is better seen in terms of households rather than individuals: 2,000 households were affected. Most were in England but 120 were in Wales; of the rest, 60 were in Cheshire, 70 in Lancashire, 7 in Bedfordshire.17 Most are best described as unsectarianly Puritan, indeed they were very variably Puritan. There was no uniformity there. Perhaps 194 were Independents, 19 were Baptists; Presbyterians were considerably more numerous but at this point denominational structure was not uppermost in their minds.18 Not surprisingly, and not too inaccurately, most of these Dissenters, or Nonconformists as they now had to be called, were lumped together as ‘Presbyterians’. All contributed to a mind-set that was forced to express itself institutionally as the years passed and the new establishment became rooted, yet most found little difficulty with the concept of a national Church. After all, until 24 August 1662 the parish church had been their church, its hours of public worship had been their hours. Avowed Presbyterians had their own views as to how that church should be ordered, and how, where, and in whom authority should be expressed. Avowed Independents (Congregationalists) and Baptists had more natural links with scattered congregations that had already separated; they were closer to an already existing and more radical and sectarian Dissent. Now all minds were concentrated, and attitudes crystallized accordingly.

Thus it was that, at last, the Church of England, as by law established and episcopalian in polity, became truly rooted in national life. Thus, paradoxically, it also was that Dissent became an established fact of national life. That cannot have been wholly what the lawmakers intended.

4.    The Accommodation of Dissent

There was a price to be paid. Given the place of religion in society, religious Dissenters must expect to suffer political, educational, professional, and social discrimination as well as religious discrimination. Their spiritual obstinacy determined their civil inferiority. The harmful implications of this are clear enough. Discrimination breeds persecution, pettiness, deviousness, bitterness, disruption. A nation’s DNA is infected.

Yet this could not be the whole story, if only because the ejected, those who protected them, and many who followed them, belonged to the political nation. They were men who, with and through their households, had a stake in the nation. Many of them were county voters: their freehold property gave them the right to vote. More of them had the borough vote, perhaps because they were freemen of their borough, perhaps because they possessed one of the many forms of property ownership that conferred the vote in their particular parliamentary borough. Religion was the nation’s cement but property was the nation’s foundation. Property conferred citizenship. The likely leaders among them never wholly lost the attitudes or expectations of propertied people accustomed to exercise authority. They were not, on the whole, natural dissidents, although enough of them belonged by birth, temperament, and training to nature’s awkward squad. Now, deprived by law of civic opportunities, yet never wholly so deprived, and deprived of the educational undergirding which furthered and consolidated those opportunities, many found economic opportunities in what was becoming the world’s first urban and industrial nation. The political structure, from which they were now largely, but never entirely, excluded, was based on property. Relationships were based on property; that is why legitimacy was so important. Now capital, and new forms of it, played its part in sustaining Dissent, for Dissent was sustained locally and nationwide by networks of family and fellowship. It was a paradoxically dynamic situation. To the extent to which the bedrock of the constitution was property, it was also property which allowed for the accommodation of Dissent. God and mammon were entangled in the fallen world of paradise lost.

A measure of accommodation was achieved. Slowly, unevenly, but cumulatively, religious Dissent was recognized in law; and to discern the providence in that, England’s Protestants had only to look across the Channel to see how vulnerable the French Protestants were when the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685 swept away their long recognized status. The Toleration Act of 1689 was both landmark and starting point in the English accommodation as the establishment learned to live with Dissent, and the threat of full apartheid was diminished into the constant irritation and occasional exasperation of petty apartheid. The political implications of such toleration as there now was were immense. The limited toleration was of critical importance in politicizing all sections of society, especially those at the edge of the political nation, for they – those of them who knew where and why they stood and who retained their principles – had most to gain from making the politics open to them work. The legal, but limited, establishment of religious Dissent contributed signally to the emergence, recognition, and – to some degree – acceptance of a plural society.

That is to leap ahead. By the earlier eighteenth century, Dissent had become institutionalized. If society had been static, Dissent would no doubt have faded naturally away, but economic, political, and religious factors ensured that Dissent’s institutions never remained static. In the eighteenth century, the Evangelical and Methodist revivals transformed the National Church and Dissent alike and brought into being a new religious force which, when shaped into Methodism, was effectively if unwillingly dissenting. One aspect of that new force had boundless implications: to the Evangelical no individual was unreachable. Spiritually there must be no residuum. Given that, where did the responsibilities of true citizenship end? Where this missionary dynamic reinvigorated existing Dissent there were bound to be results, and in a nineteenth century fully energized by an industrial revolution which brought secular opportunities to many Dissenters, agitations for civil and religious parity marked municipal and parliamentary life. Their aim was to complete what the Toleration Act had begun in 1689, and to a considerable degree they succeeded. In the process the mechanisms and reach of government, the law, and the professions, were revolutionized, and for Dissenters a mix of inherited grievance, political opportunity, and widening social horizons gave birth to that ‘Nonconformist conscience’ which played its own part in the continued enlargement of society and the outworking of the implications of 1662.

5.    Indicative Meeting-Places

The Henry posterity, ancestors replaced by sons (or, with the Henrys, more tellingly by daughters), illuminates every aspect of this dissenting evolution: local, regional, national; London and provincial; social mobility and political nation; change and assimilation; network, family, and fellowship; faith, intellect, and reason; myth interwoven with history, structured into meeting-places. Meeting-places can be indicative. Our focus should turn to them.

Matthew Henry (1662–1714), Nonconformist divine and commentator, ministered in Chester from 1687 to 1712, and then in London from 1712 to 1714.19 In Chester his congregation was Presbyterian, influential, and numerous; perhaps 250 communicants. In 1700, a capacious meeting-house was opened for him in Crook Lane (see figure 1.3) and in 1707 a gallery was inserted to accommodate a neighbouring congregation which had united with his people; now there were 350 communicants. In 1768, Crook Lane’s Trinitarians seceded. Those who remained in Crook Lane were now Unitarians, and in 1956 they left the old but much altered meeting-house for a new building in a housing estate (Blacon Point), taking with them Matthew Henry’s pulpit and communion table and commemorating him in stained glass. Since 1988 an evangelical congregation has occupied that building, reclaiming his pulpit and his table for orthodoxy. As for the Trinitarian seceders of 1768, they became Congregationalists, built handsomely in Queen Street, and are today (2017) represented in the Upton and Hoole Road United Reformed Churches. They too are Matthew Henry’s spiritual descendants.20

In London’s northernmost suburban reaches, Henry’s congregation was influential but less numerous (under a hundred communicants in 1712, meeting in ‘an old irregular building, originally formed out of dwelling-houses’ in Mare Street, Hackney).21 That congregation’s Presbyterians moved in 1716 to successive ‘Gravel Pit’ chapels. They became progressively Unitarian, sustaining a uniformly distinguished ministry. Those who stayed in Mare Street became increasingly Congregational. They remained orthodox and moved in 1772 to the corner of Mare Street and St. Thomas’s Square. Two of their ministers merit inclusion here. The impeccably orthodox, impressively dry, Henry Forster Burder (1783–1864; minister 1814–1852) was the son of George Burder (1752–1832), who in 1811 collaborated in a seven-volume edition of Matthew Henry’s Works.22 P.T. Forsyth (1848–1921; minister 1879–1885), now regarded as the weightiest of contemporary Free Church theologians, essayed at St Thomas’s Square his passionate balance between radicalism and conservatism.23 There he nurtured an intellectually select congregation; a medical student drawn by Forsyth’s lectures on the origins of the Gospels was gripped by his method.24 Like his distant predecessor Matthew Henry, Forsyth was exhilarated by London’s opportunities. In Forsyth’s case, these included Dr Williams’s Library, then in Grafton Street, where he borrowed books and debated with a daring assortment of ministers.25 Here too a tradition was tested, extended, consolidated.

Daniel Williams (1643–1716), Presbyterian minister in Bishopsgate from 1688, left his fortune in trust and named his friend, Matthew Henry, as a trustee, but Henry died before the trust took effect.26 Nonetheless that Trust, embodied in Dr Williams’s Library (today in Gordon Square), possesses Matthew Henry’s portrait and several of his descendants have been trustees. The Trust has been largely but not essentially Unitarian; its most recent trustees have included Baptists, Quakers, and members of the United Reformed Church, but its deed precludes Anglicans and Roman Catholics. That would have pained yet satisfied Matthew Henry.

Secessions are an occupational hazard of gathered fellowships with scrupulous consciences. The later history of Matthew Henry’s two devoted congregations demonstrates that, as does the later history of the congregation originally gathered by his father, Philip Henry, settled at Whitchurch from 1707; here too the residuary legatees were Congregationalists. It is time to turn to the Henrys, father and son.

6.    Philip Henry: Puritan and Gentleman

The Henrys were socially consolidating, upwardly mobile, and intellectually alert. They were credible, dependable, engaging, gregarious, and public spirited. Given sufficient health, sensible marriages, and sympathetic patronage, they were unlikely to return to the anonymity of their origins.

They came from South Wales, where their name was Williams. The first Henry, John Henry (1590–1652), moved to London with the proverbial groat in his pocket, secured the patronage of the Earl of Pembroke, married judiciously, and became Keeper of the King’s Orchard at Whitehall and Page of the Backstairs to the young Duke of York, later James II. This was hardly a copybook Puritan background but it was the context for Philip Henry (John Henry’s son and Matthew Henry’s father), born Whitehall, 24 August 1631, died Broad Oak, Flintshire, of colic and stone, 24 June 1696.27

Philip Henry (see figure 1.2) was a man with few critics. He enjoyed a golden youth, however turbulent the times. Philip, 4th Earl of Pembroke, was his godfather; he attracted the attention of the Archbishop of Canterbury; as a boy he played with two future kings, the young princes Charles and James, and to the end of his days he is said to have treasured a book given to him by the future James II.28 Westminster School was followed by a studentship at Christ Church, Oxford; in both cases his way was eased by the patronage of Lord Pembroke. Oxford overlapped with Flintshire, and more patronage, this time as tutor to the sons of the Chief Justice of Common Pleas, John Puleston, at Emral Hall.29 Pulestons had been at Emral since the thirteenth century. When Philip Henry was there the mansion was new, famous for the intricately plastered vault of its Hercules Hall. Although he came to blows with his pupil, the Puleston heir, Philip Henry benefited greatly from Judge Puleston’s patronage. It secured him a modestly promising living close to Emral, it encouraged him to decline two better livings, one near London, and it facilitated his marriage to a local heiress whose property remains with their descendants. His was now the world of the Justice of the Peace and county voter, solid, broad-bottomed men prospering in a settled society.

Society, however, was not settled, least of all for those reared in Whitehall and Westminster. The Archbishop of Canterbury, whose attention young Philip Henry had attracted, was William Laud; John and Philip Henry visited him in prison.30 In January 1649 Philip was back in Whitehall, on vacation from Oxford. The king went daily by river from Whitehall to Westminster Hall for his trial, passing the Henrys’ lodging to reach the Garden Stairs, on one occasion recognizing John Henry; ‘Art thou alive yet?’ the king asked. On 30 January, Philip Henry was with the crowds outside the Banqueting House to witness what he long regarded as the king’s ‘horrid murder’.31 Eleven years later he greeted the Restoration of Charles II as one of ‘our publick national mercies’.32 That king returned in May 1660.

Philip Henry preached for the last time in Worthenbury’s Whitewell Chapel on 27 October 1661 and at Michaelmas 1662 he left the parsonage for Broad Oak, the property which had come with his marriage in April 1660. What had led to this? The short answer is that it had little directly to do with the Clarendon Code (although that became entangled with it) and more to do with the parsonage which Judge Puleston had built for Philip Henry, the terms of its lease, and the annuity which the Judge had also provided. Roger Puleston, Emral’s new squire, was keen to reclaim John Puleston’s generosity. Philip Henry’s ecclesiastical integrity was nonetheless increasingly at stake.

He was a man – possibly humourless – of courtly manners, a polished turn of phrase, and transparent principle. Whitehall marked his address as indelibly as Westminster School and Abbey formed his faith. His Puritan mother, the first of a line of Henry women to mediate the family’s religion to successive generations, began what his schoolmaster, Richard Busby, continued.33 That formidable man prepared Philip for communion; Philip dated his decisive spiritual moment to 14 April 1647, a month before he went up to Oxford.

He was, therefore, an ordinand of the 1650s. His ordination, 16 September 1657, four years after his engagement to preach weekly for the Pulestons at Worthenbury, was an impressively ordered, spiritually searching, wholly Presbyterian occasion, confirming what was from the first a meticulously pastoral as well as teaching ministry.34 The extent to which Philip Henry’s flock was to be nurtured daily in the faith, whether in the parish or, in more difficult times, in the household, was celebrated in Matthew Henry’s Life of his father and extended in Matthew Henry’s own practice. The example of father and son, locally experienced but regionally and even nationally known from the 1650s to 1714, and celebrated thereafter in their widely read Lives, provided a pattern of being the church from Cromwellian England to the New Genevan architects of the United Reformed Church.

Even so, Philip Henry did not have firm views about church government and order in the 1650s and there is no evidence that he subscribed to the Solemn League and Covenant. If anything he favoured a ‘modified episcopacy’. If any man of scrupulous intellect could have slipped decently into the nest of uniformity it was Philip Henry. Years later his old headmaster, Busby, asked him why he had become a Nonconformist. Philip had replied with the alarming clarity of the possibly humourless man of principle: ‘Truly, Sir, … you made me one; for you taught me those things that hindered me from conforming’.35

From the autumn of 1660, this instinctive royalist and loyalist was a marked man. He was no longer welcome at Emral. His position at Worthenbury, the focus of his preaching and teaching ministry since 1653, was increasingly insecure save in the affections of his flock and the respect of his neighbours. Worthenbury was a Cromwellian parish, newly carved from a larger parish whose rector had been ejected in 1646.36 Philip was on gentlemanly terms with that rector and on friendly terms with his successor, but the old rector returned in 1660 and Philip reverted to being his curate when Worthenbury was again subsumed in his parish. In September 1660, Philip was presented for failing to read Common Prayer; the case dropped. Difficulties mounted over the Worthenbury parsonage, lease, and annuity, and when they were grudgingly resolved the Henrys retreated to Broad Oak.

Philip Henry was not, therefore, a Black Bartholomew man, although he would have found episcopal ordination inconceivable if applied to him. Episcopal ordination would be re-ordination, morally, logically, and intellectually a nonsense, indeed a sin. It savoured of simony. There was a more personal reason why the 24 August could not be ignored: it was his birthday. He was thirty-one in August 1662, that ‘day of the year on which I was born, … and also the day of the year on which, by law, I died’.37

For the rest of his life Philip Henry was chiefly at Broad Oak. There he was a respected country gentleman. That side of the Henrys’ life needs stressing. They were steadily sustained by the family connections and social sympathies encompassed by a confederation of Puritan manor houses from Flintshire, Staffordshire, and Shropshire, through Cheshire to Lancashire, and across to Derbyshire and Yorkshire: the Hunts of Boreatton, the Hardwares of Moldsworth and Bromborough, the Bagshawes of Ford, the Richs of Bullhouse, the Warburtons of Grange, Ashursts, Hoghtons, Pagets, and Wards, a growing multiplicity of Milneses. There were unbroken links with London combined with an alertness to political currents, to what Matthew Henry years later referred to as ‘the honest interest’.38 Such social and familial connections approximated to the ecclesiastical conciliarity which Presbyterians found increasingly hard to maintain.

Ecclesiastically their lives were steadily punctuated by legal irritants. In October 1663 Philip Henry was briefly imprisoned on suspicion of plotting insurrection.39 This transparently law-abiding man had stereotyped himself as an extremist. In March 1665 he was cited for baptizing one of his own children, a daughter.40 Later that year, the Five Mile Act disrupted the household. Was Broad Oak, where Philip Henry now lived, within five miles of Worthenbury, where he had ministered? Until it was proved beyond peradventure that Broad Oak was sixty yards beyond the five-mile limit, the Henrys withdrew to Whitchurch. They could never take life wholly for granted. In 1681 Philip was fined for keeping conventicles, which he had done unhindered for nine years.41 In 1685 he was imprisoned in Chester Castle; Monmouth’s rebellion in Somerset had made authority everywhere thoroughly jittery.42 For the rest, on Sundays he was to be found at public worship in the parish church, standing throughout the service and refusing to take communion, since that meant kneeling and it was neither scriptural nor appropriate to kneel when sharing the Lord’s Supper.43 Outside church hours he preached increasingly at Broad Oak, but although he had some reputation for debate (a consequence of his Oxford days) and debated with Quakers and (on ordination) with the congenial Bishop Lloyd of St Asaph, he published little. His reputation, resting on ‘purity of spirit and transparency of character’, was nurtured and then published abroad by a proud and numerous posterity.44

7.    Matthew Henry: Child of the Great Ejectment

Before returning to that, we should first return to Philip Henry’s second but only surviving son. Matthew Henry was a child of the Great Ejectment.45 He was born prematurely at Broad Oak, 18 October 1662, less than two months after Black Bartholomew’s Day. He died of apoplexy (he was latterly a very corpulent man) at Nantwich, 22 June 1714, six weeks before the death of Queen Anne lifted the threat of the Schism Act. That Act, which Matthew had actively opposed, was to take effect on the day the queen died. The new king ignored it and in due course it was quietly repealed. If it had come into permanent effect, it would have killed all education outside a specifically Anglican structure, since by its provisions no teacher could be licensed unless he had taken the Anglican sacrament in the past year, sworn the oaths of allegiance, abjuration, and supremacy, and taken the declaration against transubstantiation. Any licensed teacher who then attended non-Anglican worship would lose his license. If it had taken effect, that Act would have been as vindictive as any in the Clarendon Code. The phrase ‘Queen Anne’s dead’ had a special meaning for Dissenters.

Matthew Henry’s life as a Dissenter could no more be taken for granted than his father’s. In November 1685, while pursuing his legal studies in London, he visited Richard Baxter, imprisoned in Southwark until he had paid the fine of 500 marks levied by Judge Jeffreys. He reported to his father that Baxter was ‘in pretty comfortable circumstances, though a prisoner, in a private house near the prison, attended on by his own man, and maid’.46 Matthew was accompanied by his intimate friend and near contemporary, Samuel Lawrence. Lawrence came from Wem but he was already embarked on his ministerial career in London and was soon to commence the sort of ministry in Nantwich that Matthew was to exercise in Chester. Matthew commented with a surprised, almost fearful, relief that Lawrence (who sent his ‘affectionate respects’) ‘and some others of them, walk the streets with freedom’.47

There was, nonetheless, a more even tenor to Matthew’s life than to Philip’s. For a start, he inherited Bronington from his mother’s father when he was twenty-one, Broad Oak from his father when he was thirty-four, and he married the prospect of more since his wife stood to inherit the desirable Hefferstone Grange. Here was a young man of good prospects, tailor-made for a legal career, perfect for a country gentleman. He had survived a sickly childhood, he was companionable, even lively, and possessed undoubted forensic intelligence. Aged twenty-two he was admitted to Gray’s Inn, London.48

The alternative career for such a man was the church, and that is the path he took except that he was a Presbyterian. Oxford was out of the question; his father increasingly feared its insistent influences. Matthew was educated at Broad Oak, followed by Dr Doolittle in Islington (master and pupil fed the myth and stoked the actuality of the ‘Dissenting Academy’).49 He began to preach the year after he entered Gray’s Inn and his stated ministry in Chester began in June 1687, a few weeks after his prudently domestic Presbyterian ordination in London. (Richard Steel, who had assisted at Philip Henry’s ordination, assisted at Matthew Henry’s thirty years on; ordered continuity marched alongside due caution and discretion.)50 Later that summer, James II visited Chester and received a carefully worded loyal address at the Bishop’s Palace, presented by local Dissenters with Matthew Henry to the fore.51 At Whitchurch, where the king stopped on 26 August on his way to Chester, Philip Henry played a similar role. He wrote about it to Henry Ashurst in London. It is clear that the king had been graciously emollient.52

Matthew Henry was in all respects a model pastor and citizen. He preached indefatigably in city and county; he sustained ailing causes; within a thirty-mile radius he exercised an itinerant ministry that was Wesleyan before its time. His fame spread, for he belonged to the riding classes at a time when serious affairs were conducted at a horse’s pace. He turned down repeated invitations from London, also from Manchester. Only in 1712 did he move (and then slowly) to London, and although at his death four funeral sermons were preached in London (one of them by Daniel Williams), and each of them was published, it was in Chester that he was buried, in the chancel of Trinity Church. Six dissenting ministers were pall-bearers; eight city clergymen, churchmen all, met the procession, which had included ten coaches. This was a representative city and county occasion.53

At the time of his death, Matthew Henry had a national reputation. Unlike his father, he had published widely. Some of his work was the product of his pastoral genius. Family Hymns (1702), The Communicant’s Companion (1704), and A Method for Prayer (1710) reflected the man who in twenty-four years had only once missed a Sacrament Sunday in Chester. The enduring bulk of his work, however, was the product of his forensic skills. His Exposition of the Old and New Testament, which began to appear in 1707, was largely completed by 1710 but took fourteen dissenting divines to complete after his death.54 It held the expository field for years to come but the project’s genesis lay in his systematic preaching of the Word. Matthew Henry was beyond all things a minister of Word and Sacrament.

8.    The Henry Posterity

That phrase, ‘minister of Word and Sacrament’, was appropriated by high church Congregationalists from the 1930s onwards. Those twentieth-century men and women, some of them resurrecting the term ‘Orthodox Dissenter’, shaped their history carefully. It is time to turn to myth and its making, for the Henrys illuminate the myth. Perhaps they are central to it.

Theirs is a story of family in society. Philip Henry had one son and four daughters who lived to adulthood. Matthew Henry had one son and five daughters who lived to adulthood. Philip Henry’s elder son and three of Matthew Henry’s daughters died in childhood or infancy; their deaths cannot be dismissed as incidents. The households of those who survived have become models for women’s historians, historians of gender, and social historians more generally. They exemplified, it has been argued, the evolution of a family ideology at a time of civic exclusion. His family (that ‘little Church, and … little common-wealth’) provided ‘the minister with an identity and individuals with valuable roles: it also offered family members a future … the family could provide for the time to come, becoming that “arrow through time” ’.55 It has been argued, with the Henrys as examples, that in this way ‘the godly Protestant family contributed to the maintenance of a patriarchal society’.56 That undervalues the variable nature of the political exclusion, the mutuality of relationships, and the individuality of serious women, but it explains some apparent inconsistencies, even if it does not wholly account for Mrs Bulkley and Mrs Brett of Hill Top, West Bromwich.

Esther Bulkley’s lament for ‘much [family] departure into the world’ might have referred to her uncle (the last male Henry), or perhaps to her brother and a host of increasingly heterodox kin.57 Her uncle, Matthew Henry’s only son, Philip Henry II (1700–1760), became all that a secular Matthew Henry might have been. Aged fourteen he inherited Broad Oak; aged thirty-one he inherited Hefferstone and added his mother’s family name to his, becoming Philip Henry Warburton. In between he opted for law, attending Lincoln’s Inn as opposed to Gray’s Inn. He was called to the bar in 1727. He never married but he made some mark in an apparently desultory career. In 1741, perhaps earlier, he rebuilt Hefferstone Grange. It was now a modish country house, red brick, stone quoins, good stable, the best of Georgian outside, rococo tendencies within.58 A year later he entered Parliament for Chester, and remained there for a dozen years.59

One of the oddities of unreformed England was that while a Dissenter could not be a member of a municipal corporation, he could be a Member of Parliament. A town councillor was supposed to take communion regularly at his parish church. A Member of Parliament, provided he held no office under the Crown, need only take the Oath of Allegiance, which in Hanoverian England most Dissenters were prepared to do. Throughout the eighteenth century there were dissenting MPs. Philip Henry Warburton was not one of them. He has been called a Tory; when he voted, it was with the opposition.60 He ‘forsook, it is to be feared, the Lord God of his fathers’.61

After his death his property went to the family of his youngest sister, Theodosia Keay, whose descendants (Keay, Parsons, Lee, and Warburton Lee) were country clergymen and county JPs, unweighted by Dissent beyond the persistence of Philip Henry and Matthew Henry as Christian names.62 Dissent was longer lived in other branches. Esther Bulkley’s brother, Charles (1719–1797), was an instructive case in point.63 He trained under Doddridge, ministered briefly among Presbyterians (who became Congregationalists) in Northamptonshire, before moving (via Colchester) to London as a General Baptist. There he exercised an initially successful, learnedly disputatious, increasingly heterodox ministry; the writing of books encroached upon the cure of souls. The Charles Bulkleys were childless but they had a host of more distant cousins, descendants of Matthew Henry’s sisters. Many of these too were increasingly heterodox, from Samuel Rogers (1763–1855), the sharp-tongued (‘backbiting’ Maria Edgeworth called him) banker poet, to Philip Henry Wicksteed (1844–1928), minister and Labour churchman, described as Unitarianism’s leading socialist.64 Descent from Philip Henry had become a mark of Unitarian authenticity.

This Anglican and Unitarian posterity, united in piam memoriam, does not mean that Orthodox Dissent lost all claim to them. George Burder has already been mentioned as a key player in Matthew Henry’s early nineteenth-century revival. His ministerial record in the provinces before 1803 and in London thereafter proclaimed an Evangelical Dissenter of purest essence. His Village Sermons (1797–1816) crowned a publishing career which encouraged a Methodist historian to call him ‘a literary hack only less productive than John Wesley’.65 The Religious Tract Society, which he had helped to found in 1799, was a searchingly successful Evangelical enterprise; from 1803 to 1826 he edited the Evangelical Magazine. This promoter of vital religion was equally conscious of a tradition to be refreshed. His London church was Fetter Lane, where the Thomas Goodwins (father and son) and Thomas Bradbury (prime opponent of the Schism Act) once ministered.66 Their successor, Burder, published editions of John Owen, John Bunyan, and Isaac Watts. There was nothing antiquarian in his promotion of Matthew Henry. This takes us to a contributor to Burder’s Evangelical Magazine, John Bickerton Williams (1792–1855).

9.    John Bickerton Williams: The Queen’s First Knight

Williams consolidates my themes. He was the dedicated antiquarian whose entrepreneurial enthusiasm ensured that Philip and Matthew Henry, their wives and daughters, came into their own between 1816 and the 1850s. Williams (Knight Bachelor, Justice of the Peace, Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries and of the American Antiquarian Society, Doctor of Laws [Middleburg College, Vermont]), was by secular profession a successful solicitor and by religious profession an evangelical Congregationalist.67 For thirty-five years he was treasurer of the Shropshire Congregational Union, a pillar of its churches in Shrewsbury and Wem, deacon in both.68 He retired to Wem and the comfort of Wem Hall. In Shrewsbury he was burgess, alderman, and mayor. His portrait was painted (the very model of early Victorian civic bustle and benevolence) by James Pardon, who painted Charles Darwin’s father.69 Williams epitomized civic-minded Dissent reinvigorated by the Evangelical Revival. He was Shrewsbury’s second Reform mayor and the first man to be knighted by Queen Victoria.70

Those two honours were quite separate, even though they overlapped. Williams’s correspondence glows with uncontainable pride as he describes his gracious reception by William IV, to whom he presented a loyal address, whose hand he kissed, whose features (he noted) were warmed by his red field officer’s uniform, and then as he describes an equally gracious reception a year later by Queen Victoria, whose hand he also kissed, this time standing, at the queen’s insistence.71 Indeed, she had knighted him standing, ‘to the great surprise of the Court’.72 Williams owed his knighthood to the good offices of the most likeable of the queen’s impossible uncles, the wackily radical Duke of Sussex, with whom he enjoyed antiquarian larks. He assured an antiquarian Congregational friend that Sussex (that ‘illustrious Prince’) saw this mark of royal favour ‘not as kindness to me individually, but a compliment to the English Nonconformists as a body’.73 Shades of Philip Henry kissing hands with James II at Whitchurch and Matthew Henry kissing hands at Chester, 150 years earlier; shades of Philip’s playtimes with the young Stuart princes 50 years before that.

That is not an entirely fanciful association. The Henrys were Williams’s passion. His antiquarian pursuit of them began in his late teens, when he was articled to a Wem attorney and saw some papers in the window of ‘a huckster’s shop’. They were manuscript sermons, some of them inscribed ‘Uncle Henry’.74 They turned out to have belonged to Katharine Tylston, niece of ‘the great commentator’, all that remained of material ‘handed over for destruction by some descendants of the family, who had renounced the orthodoxy of their illustrious ancestors’.75 Did those salvaged sermons include the three to which Williams had referred in his application for membership of Wem’s Congregational Church?76

Williams collected everything that he could about the Henrys – every letter, diary, and manuscript. From January 1816, now in his early twenties and established in Shrewsbury, he ensured that his Henry publications marched in successful tandem with his practice: Eighteen Sermons, by the Rev. Philip Henry … from his Original Manuscripts (1816); Memoirs of the Life and Character of Mrs. Sarah Savage, eldest daughter of the Rev. Philip Henry (1818); Memoirs of the Life and Character of Mrs. Anne Hulton, youngest daughter of the Rev. Philip Henry (1820). To these he added a carefully structured version of Matthew Henry’s classic Life of his father (1825) and a Life of Matthew himself (1828), each running to several editions. That left Matthew Henry’s Miscellaneous Works (1830), Philip Henry’s Remains (1848), and The Henry Family Memorialized (1849). A Christian family had been reconstituted.

It was done with antiquarian efficiency and evangelical intent. It was also done at a time when antiquarians were becoming historians and when urban Dissenters were taking stock of their history and had the leisure and skills to do so. Williams corresponded with likeminded friends, Thomas Raffles, Joshua Wilson, Robert Vaughan, incorrigibly inquisitive men with database minds, commandingly moderate but evangelically fired.77 Thanks to Williams, the Henry family played their part in this shaping of tradition, this celebration and consolidation of myth, this linking of Old, New, and renewed Dissent.

Williams had his own justification in all this. It lay in his name, John Bickerton Williams. He claimed to be ‘collaterally related’ to the Henry family.78 That is a weasel phrase but two late-eighteenth-century Bickerton sisters married two brothers, great-grandsons of Sarah Savage (Matthew Henry’s sister, Philip Henry’s daughter). The brothers’ grandfather ministered at Wem, three uncles were educated by Doddridge, and a granddaughter of one of the brothers married a Bickerton.79 Theirs was the far-ranging provincial society that we should by now have come to expect, inter-related county-voting property owners, agricultural tradesmen, country attorneys, clustered here at Wem, there at Whitchurch, West Bromwich, or Chester. John Bickerton Williams’s boyhood was passed in Wem. As it happens, the chapel in which he grounded his faith was not the one with which those Henry connections were associated. Their chapel had a prolonged Unitarian phase, his chapel was a Countess of Huntingdon-inspired foundation, but both had become Congregational by 1817 when he was embarked on his professional practice and his parallel life with the Henrys in Shrewsbury, and Wem’s two causes united nearly twenty years after his death.

Such stories seldom end but this one might be allowed two endings. The first is political, the second social.

Fifty years after Williams’s death there promised a new dawn in national and parliamentary life. The Commons was already under thrall to the most compelling dissenting politician since Cromwell’s time, David Lloyd George. He had entered Westminster having defeated Sir John Henry Puleston, Tory and Anglican, but a man with whom the Henrys would have had more sympathy.80 By the time of Lloyd George’s front bench pomp as Chancellor of the Exchequer, Pulestons had ceased to live at Emral, which now belonged to the Summers family from industrial Lancashire and Cheshire. They owned the great steelworks at Shotton in Flintshire, and at that point they were still Congregationalists with their own connection of Liberal MPs.81 The past never repeats itself but it most certainly spirals.

And there are also collaterals. Bickertons were everywhere to be found, from Cheshire to Shropshire; their connections, too frequently called Evans, extended from Birkenhead to Worcester, and of course to London, and thence to Essex and Suffolk.82 They provided a laterally enlarged network (chiefly Congregational, but with Baptists and Unitarians as well as Anglicans) of industrialists, farmers, professional men, some of them landowners, more of them ministers, several of them MPs, many more of them town councillors, county councillors, and aldermen, straddling the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They include, for example (and twice over on his mother’s and his wife’s side), Aston Webb, who created the present façade of Buckingham Palace and imposed the present façade of the Victoria and Albert Museum on Kensington’s Brompton Road.83 The familial thread in this instance is an Evans one, but a Bickerton thread helps to explain it. Moreover, the dissenting element which informs its mind-set at several points, in several parts of the country, pushes back to the mental, spiritual, and familial worlds of the Henrys and their varied yet related (or, as Philip Henry would have put it, ‘relative’) outworking.
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Chapter 5

‘FOR THE CHURCH OR THE STABLE’: A CHESTER CONSISTORY COURT CASE OF 1693–94

Peter Bamford

1.    Introduction

While searching the catalogue of material held by Cheshire Archives and Local Studies for items relevant to Matthew Henry, I came across a Chester consistory court record from 1693 (EDC 5/1693/21) with a somewhat intriguing description:



Wm Harrison and Wm Ireland c[ontra] John Sutton concerning a book written by Alderman Wilcock in defence of the Church of England and one by Mr Henry of Chester stating that those who went to church were damned. Wilcock made a strong attack on presbyterians and dissenters – libel, responsions, depositions, sentence. (Unfit for issue.)1



What did all this mean? Surely Matthew Henry, generally considered to have been on good terms with the local Anglican clergy,2 had not written such a book? Examination of the case papers revealed that, no, he had not; something had been lost in translation during the listing process. That still left some questions, though: Who were the men named? And, if Matthew Henry (preaching at that time in a converted stable) was not personally involved, what was the case really about? In what follows, I will demonstrate that, although relations between local Anglican clergy and Matthew Henry were cordial, those between their respective adherents were not always so, thus providing further context to Henry’s dissenting ministry in Chester. In addition, the backgrounds of those involved in the case suggest that commercial and political interests may have played just as significant a role as denominational differences (perhaps even more so) in defining and characterizing those relationships between ‘the Church’ and ‘the Stable’.

2.    The Chester Consistory Court

As is still the case today, every diocese of the Church of England had a consistory court.3 The court was usually presided over by the diocesan chancellor, who was either a barrister or sometimes a former judge, acting on behalf of the bishop who was entitled to sit alongside him. The jurisdiction of these courts has been severely reduced over the past two hundred years, but in the seventeenth century it overlapped to a degree with that of the secular courts. The consistory court at Chester Cathedral dates from 1636 and is one of the oldest surviving complete ecclesiastical courtrooms in the country (see figure 1.4).

Cases fell into two broad categories: ‘office’ cases, in which the Church pursued its legitimate claims in matters such as clergy discipline, non-payment of tithes or rents, and so on, and ‘instance’ cases, which were brought by one party against another. The bulk of instance cases involved some form of defamation of character. Sometimes it can be difficult to decide into which category the case falls, though this is not generally significant. The operation of the court, and the records it generated, seem to have varied to some extent from diocese to diocese, and the situation is further complicated by the records not always having survived to the present day.4

3.    The Harrison/Ireland versus Sutton case

Consistory court papers of the date concerned often contain some common form in Latin. In this particular case, the ‘c’ after William Ireland’s name in the description (‘Wm Harrison and Wm Ireland c John Sutton’) is an abbreviation of contra (‘against’) and indicates that Harrison and Ireland were the plaintiffs and Sutton the defendant.5 As well as the items mentioned in the description (‘libel, responsions, depositions, sentence’), the papers in this case include a Liber Testium or ‘Book of Witnesses’. This lists no fewer than thirty-seven names, all men, and all of whom, on examination, prove to be members of the Shoemakers’ Company of Chester. The Liber Testium will be discussed in more detail later; the other documents (or extracts therefrom) are reproduced below.

A.    The Charge (‘Libel’) against John Sutton

In consistory courts of the period, the term ‘libel’ was used rather than ‘charge’. What follows is an extract from the libel against John Sutton, dated 1 February 1693:6



That in the Months of September, October, November and January in the yeare of our Lord God 1692 last past, or in some or one of them and most especially upon the fifth day of November aforesaid or thereabouts within the Parish of St Oswald’s in the Citty of Chester or in the Neighbor Places thereto adjoining. You the said John Sutton in Contempt, derogation depravation and despite of the Church of England and her holy Orders and to the high dishonouring of God, And to the great & grievous Danger of your own Soule and Evill Example of others, before and in the presence of divers Credible Wittnesses, upon discourse had betweene you and the said Wittnesses, or some or one of them concerning a booke writt by Alderman Wilcock in the defence of the Church of England, against one said to bee writt by Mr Henry’s of this Towne, did sepius saltem semel utter and declare these words following – vizt. That all men that went to Church (meaning the Church of England) were damned, or you used words to that effect and soe were understoode, by those that were present.7



The Latin phrase sepius saltem semel means something like ‘repeatedly, not just once’. Why it appears in the document is unclear; perhaps the clerk simply liked the alliteration. The charge, then, is that Sutton uttered the words during a discussion about a book written by Alderman Wilcock in response to an earlier book by Matthew Henry. The work in question by Henry was in fact his first known publication, A Brief Enquiry into the True Nature of Schism (1690).8 This proved rather controversial, prompting among other things a response by one Thomas Wilcock (‘T.W.’) entitled The Arch-Rebel Found (1690).9 Both works are referred to in the libel against John Sutton.

B.    John Sutton’s Statement (‘Responsion’)

Statements by the accused in consistory courts of the period were called ‘responsions’ or ‘responsa’. In the following extract from Sutton’s responsion (endorsed Harrison et Ireland contra Sutton, and dated 8 February 1693), he declares:



That about a year and a quarter ago, to the best of this Respondent’s remembrance for the time this Respondent was in company with Roger Madock, Hugh Roads and some others, at the House of John Nichols in the Shoemakers’ Row, within the parish of St Oswald in the City of Chester, and the said Madock and Roads began some discours [sic] about a Book formerly wrote by Alderman Wilcock, and did use very severe language against the Presbyterians and other Dissenters from the Church of England, and directed their discourse to this Respondent who did at that time frequent seperate [sic] Assemblies. And this Respondent being provoked by their ill language to him (which he doth not now very well remember) did say unto them that if they continued to be in that persecuteing [sic] spirit, let them pretend to be of the Church of England or what church they would – Heathens or pagans might be saved as soon as them or to that effect.10

C.    Witness Statements (‘Depositions’)

Deposition of Roger Maddock of the city of Chester (‘shoomaker, aged 31’):



That upon the fifth day of November articulate This deponent being in company in the house of John Nichols (in the parish articulate)11 with severall of the company of Shoomakers and there hapning discourse of Religion betwixt the articulate Sutton and some others of the Company and particularly about Alderman Wilcocks book This deponent did hear the said Sutton in a very hott & peremptory manner say & declare That all men that went to the Church (meaning & mentioning the Church of England) were damned, severall of the said Company being present at the same time.12



Similarly, the deposition of Edmund Matthews of Chester (‘shoemaker, aged 24’):



That upon the fifth day of November articulate several persons or members of the Company of Shoemakers, having occasion to wait that day on the Mayor to the Church, were in the evening together at John Nichols his house in the parish articulate, drinking a glass of Ale together, when there happened some discourse about matters of Religion, betwixt the defendant and one Hugh Rhodes, and they grew warm upon it, so that they questioned each other whether they were for the Church or the Stable. And likewise the Book writt by Ald. Wilcock and a book said to be by Mr Henry the preacher at the Stable were mentioned by them in their discourse. And the defendant asking of the said Rhodes what Church he was of, the said Rhodes answered he was of the Church of England, to which the defendant Sutton replied That all who went to the Church (meaning, as this deponent believes, the Church of England) were damned, or to that purpose, several others of the Company being present at the same time. Upon which there was a motion and dissatisfaction in the Company present, but the displeasure felt & the provocation & difference which his words occasioned, was quickly appeased.13



The foot of the sheet bears the words:



Martii 27 1694

Repetitit corā me

Jo. Allen Surrogat.

D.    The Sentence

So what happened to John Sutton? According to EDC 5/1694/28 (dated 5 February 1693) he was ordered to make a public denunciation in his parish church, to recant, and also to pay the costs of the case.14 These are itemized on a separate sheet, dated 22 March 1693/94, and total £3 19s. 1d.

Several conclusions can be drawn from these documents. First, that the Church was willing and able to take on Dissenters. After the passing of the Toleration Act of 1689, Dissenters might not be able to be brought before the courts simply for being Dissenters, but they could if they attacked Anglican adherents. In addition, the witness statements provide conclusive support for Matthew Henry’s assertion in his diary that his congregation was meeting at that time in a converted stable.



About two or three Lord’s Daies before I came [to Chester in 1687] the Congregation was remov’d from Mr. Henthorn’s Hall to a large stable of his adjoining, to which some addition was made, and at the expence of the Congregation it was fitted up and made tolerably decent and convenient for the purpose.15



Furthermore, even if relations between Matthew Henry and the local clergy of the Anglican Church are described as cordial in contemporary accounts,16 there was clearly some animosity between Anglicans and Dissenters at the level of their congregations. Finally, these documents reveal that there was a body of literate artisans in Chester (at least among the city’s shoemakers) who were not averse to a bit of theological controversy, both in terms of their reading matter and in terms of discussion among themselves.

4.    Why was the Case Brought?

Here we move into the realm of speculation, but there may exist a subtext. It is noteworthy that the dispute occurred on 5 November, after the official marking of the deliverance of James I and Parliament from the Gunpowder Plot of 1605. Until 1859 the Book of Common Prayer included:



A Form of Prayer with Thanksgiving. To be used yearly upon the Fifth Day of November For the happy Deliverance of King JAMES I, and the three Estates of England, from the most traiterous and bloody-intended Massacre by Gunpowder; and also for the happy Arrival of his Majesty King William on this Day, for the Deliverance of our Church and Nation.17



Presumably the part about William III was added in 1689 or later, and therefore was a recent introduction at the time of the case. The phrase ‘Deliverance of our Church’ may have impressed itself on some minds during the service. Furthermore, it must be borne in mind that the Sutton incident occurred only a month or so after an attempt to burn down Henry’s meeting-place.18

At least as significant may be the fact that, according to the witness Edmund Matthews, several members of the Shoemakers’ Company were ‘drinking a glass of Ale together’. This was in the evening; the time of the church service which they had attended is not stated, but it may well be that the shoemakers involved had partaken of more than one ‘glass of Ale’ in the time between its conclusion and the evening of that day. According to Edmund Matthews, ‘there was a motion and dissatisfaction in the Company present, but the displeasure felt & the provocation & difference which his words occasioned, was quickly appeased’.19 In other words, it seems to have been smoothed over fairly easily; how and by whom is not stated. That notwithstanding, two members of the Shoemakers’ Company saw fit to bring John Sutton before the consistory court.

The Liber Testium mentioned earlier lists no fewer than thirty-seven individuals whom the consistory court presumably thought might have had information to offer; possibly they were all identified as having been present during the dispute. The vast majority of them were either not questioned, or whatever they may have had to say was not considered worth recording (unless the records subsequently disappeared).

A look at what we know of those whose statements are recorded is quite revealing. All of them were members of the Shoemakers’ Company and freemen of the city of Chester. The usual ways of being admitted to the status of freeman were by birth (that is, by being the son of an existing freeman) or by having served an apprenticeship with an existing freeman. (A third possibility, being admitted by order of the city assembly, existed, but does not occur in this case.) A man had to be admitted freeman before he could be admitted to his company; the minimum apprenticeship was seven years.20 Admissions were recorded in the Chester Freemen Rolls.21 Unfortunately, sometimes only the year of admission is given, without any grounds being mentioned. The year was the mayoral year, which commenced on the Friday following the feast of St Denis (9 October).22

In the Liber Testium and the bill of costs, the first two names are those of the Shoemakers’ Company’s two aldermen, William Bennett (admitted freeman on 13 November 1663) and Bradford Thropp (admitted 12 May 1664).23 These two, however, were not the most senior members of the company named: those were Thomas Deane (1638/39) and Edward Croughton (9 January 1650).24 As noted above, the dispute seems to have been quickly smoothed over, and if any further action was necessary it could presumably have been taken informally within the company. If a court case had been considered necessary as a means of enforcing discipline or protecting the company’s reputation or interests, it might have been expected that the aldermen or senior members would have been the instigators. On the other hand, if it had arisen from a personal feeling of offence, one would have expected Hugh Rhodes, the man to whom Sutton’s remark was directed, to have been the one bringing it. Of the two actual plaintiffs, William Ireland was the senior, admitted on 13 February 1664.25 William Harrison was admitted on 6 November 1677.26 The defendant, John Sutton, was between them in terms of seniority, having been admitted in 1674/75.27

Looking at the grounds for admission of those three, a picture of contrasts emerges. No details of right of admission are given for John Sutton. William Ireland, however, is listed in the Freemen Rolls at his admission as ‘son of John Ireland of Chester, shoemaker’.28 William’s brother John, also a shoemaker, was admitted on 10 September of the same year, while William’s sons, William and Francis, cordwainers (i.e., shoemakers), were admitted in 1697/98.29 In the case of the Irelands, this looks like a three-generation family business; at the time of the consistory court case, the younger William and Francis would have been serving their apprenticeships. William Harrison, on the other hand, was admitted as ‘apprentice of Richard Dobbs, shoemaker’.30 Clearly he too was a working shoemaker. John Sutton, likewise, was working as a shoemaker, because details of an apprentice of his, John Meacock, survive from 1695.31

What reason did Ireland and Harrison have for bringing their case against Sutton? Were they genuinely incensed or scandalized by his statement? Or could we have here two senior shoemakers – one who had served his time as an apprentice and the other who was the son of an established shoemaker and who (although this is not specified in the Freemen Rolls) had presumably served his apprenticeship either with his father or with another master shoemaker – seeing Sutton’s remarks as an opportunity to embarrass (at the very least) another working member of the Shoemakers’ Company who had been free to trade for a similar length of time to themselves, but whose right to his freedom they did not consider to be as legitimate as their own?

When we look at the other characters in the case from the same standpoint, we find not so much contrasts as similarities. John Nichols (in whose house the incident took place) and Hugh Rhodes (the recipient of the defendant’s alleged remarks) were both fairly junior members of the company, Nichols having been admitted sometime in 1684/85 and Rhodes on 25 September 1686 (no details of grounds for admission are provided for either).32 The two witnesses, Roger Maddock and Edmund Matthews, were even more recent freemen. In fact, on 5 November 1692 they were among the Shoemakers’ Company’s most junior members, both having been admitted in 1689, on 10 January and 21 February respectively and both by right of birth.33 (Indeed, only three of the men named in the Liber Testium were junior to them, having all been admitted in 1690.)34 Whether or not any of these four were actual working shoemakers is not clear. Pure conjecture on my part, I freely admit, but I cannot help wondering whether the ‘religious’ issue brought before the consistory court was, in part at least, a pretext for an attempt at economic domination within the local shoemaking industry, orchestrated by two of its long-standing members at the expense of a third.

That is one possible explanation; there is another. The first name in the list in the Liber Testium is that of William Bennett, one of Chester’s aldermen. William was admitted freeman on 13 November 1663, along with his brother, Randle Bennett the younger. Their father, Randle Bennett the elder, was an alderman at the time of their admission.35 He had been constituted an alderman on 26 August 1662, along with eight other men whose number included one Thomas Wilcock, later author of The Arch-Rebel Found (1690), the aforementioned rejoinder to Matthew Henry’s Brief Enquiry into the True Nature of Schism (1690).36

Wilcock was a mercer by trade, admitted freeman in 1654/55.37 As an alderman, he would have carried out his civic role alongside William Bennett and Bradford Thropp of the Shoemakers’ Company. Beyond that, he had a (more tenuous) connection with the operation of the Chester consistory court. As we have noted, such courts were presided over by the diocesan chancellor. At different times and in different dioceses, the chancellor would delegate his work to a deputy, but in Chester in the 1690s this was not so.38 The diocesan registrar was usually also the registrar of the consistory court, and in Chester at this date he did delegate his work to a deputy. The chancellor was Thomas Wainwright, and he enjoyed the close cooperation of the deputy registrar, Henry Prescott.39 The index to Prescott’s published diary contains many entries for Thomas Wainwright, either by name or as ‘Mr. Chancellor’.40 Here is one for 4 June 1693:



I compose the humble petition to the Queen. In the evening at Mr Chancellor’s, after dined at the palace.41



Presumably the palace was the bishop’s. On 5 June 1693:



The county-court judges are here, men of this time are flocking in. I drag out the afternoon at Mr. Wilcock’s with fellow-citizens of more honourable note.42



Whatever Prescott meant by ‘drag[ging] out the afternoon’ and ‘more honourable note’, his diary reveals that he spent quite an amount of time in Wilcock’s company.

If Prescott’s relations with Thomas Wainwright were on a professional basis, those with Thomas Wilcock were definitely of a social nature (at least as far as his diary reveals). The diary’s earliest reference to Alderman Wilcock notes that on 29 January 1683, ‘The “shott” is held at the home of Alderman Wilcock’, and on 31 January, ‘I settled accounts with the Chancellor’.43 Addy explains that:



A ‘shott’ was a drinking ceremony held on a regular or occasional basis. In Chester since Tudor times it had been the custom every Sunday morning for the Mayor and Assembly to attend a shott (usually at the Pentice which served as Mayor’s parlour) before processing to Church in full ceremonial dress … In 1682 (old style) 29 January was a Sunday.44



Other entries (in chronological order) include:




		      
	23 May 1693:
	‘In the evening at Mr. Wilcock’s there is discussion of protestation’.45

									   
									   
	1 June 1693:							   
	‘In the evening at Mr. Wilcock’s’.46

									   
									   
	12 October 1693:						   
	‘At Mr. Wilcock’s in the evening’.47

							     
							     
	14 October 1693:				     
	‘Bestow most of this day with Mr. Shakerley at Alderman W[ilcock?]’s where wee drawe the Case’.48

												       
												       
	17 October 1693:									       
	‘… in the Evening late at Alderman Wilcocks … ’.49

					   
					   
	21 October 1693:		   
	‘I write to Mr. Close and send a copy of the Com[missioner?]’s Testimoniall. After dinner at the Sun with Alderman W[ilcock?]s’.50

																	 
																	 
	15 April 1694:															 
	‘… in the Even at Alderman Wilcocks, after at Alderman Allens at an excellent bottle of Claret’.51

		  
		  
	1 June 1694:
	‘A fine morning, at prayers. Mr W[ilcock?] dines with us, in the Even with the Chancellor at his house; after at the Sun’.52

					  
					  
	20 July 1694:			  
	‘Wee visit Mr. Legh, Alderman W[ilcock?]’.53

												   
												   
	11 January 1695:									   
	‘The frost continues. I walk out, draw an Address of condolence to the King for the honest Alderman & meet ’em in the Even at Alderman Wilcocks; they are pleased’.54

		    

	    


The latter suggests that Prescott was carrying out work on behalf of the Assembly, or certain of its members, in addition to his registrar’s duties. Finally:


									     
	23 May 1696:							     
	‘In the Even at Alderman Wilcocks Funeral’.55

	       

       
5.    Conclusion

Wilcock, then, had connections both within the Shoemakers’ Company and the Chester consistory court, as well as more generally within the city as a result of his political career.56 It begins to look as though there may have been more to this consistory court case than appears on the surface. If the plaintiffs, Harrison and Ireland, genuinely felt that their religious sensibilities had been outraged, it was a fortunate coincidence that a stiff fine and public humiliation were handed out to a possible trading competitor. More work is needed, however, to determine whether or not it is possible to discern the hand of Alderman Thomas Wilcock, who clearly had no time for Dissenters, in the bringing and handling of this particular case.

Whilst Matthew Henry turns out not to have been personally involved in the case, he can hardly have been unaware of it. It was of a piece with the attempt in October 1692 to burn down his meeting-house. Moreover, as hinted at in John Sutton’s testimony that he did ‘at that time frequent seperate Assemblies’,57 incidents like these may have had the effect of scaring off some of his congregation. The case has its roots in the controversy surrounding Henry’s publication of A Brief Enquiry into the True Nature of Schism (1690) and the dichotomy between the positions of Henry and Wilcock,58 a context which in spilling over into civic disputes such as this sheds further light on the relationship and tension in this period between ‘the Church’ and ‘the Stable’.
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Part II

THE BIBLE



Chapter 6

MATTHEW HENRY’S COMMENTARY IN CONTEXT: READING ECCLESIASTES

Stuart Weeks

1.    Introduction

When the London booksellers Thomas Parkhurst, Jonathan Robinson, and John Lawrence published Matthew Henry’s first volume of commentary on the Bible in 1707, it was under a title that very clearly indicated his intentions, and that was to be echoed in subsequent volumes: An Exposition of the Five Books of Moses: viz. Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy. Wherein each chapter is summ’d up in its contents; the sacred text inserted at large in distinct paragraphs; each paragraph reduc’d to its proper heads; the sense given, and largely illustrated, with practical remarks and observations. The preface to this first volume (dated 2 October 1706) also provides a justification for the project, and indeed, a justification for that justification. ‘Though it is most my concern,’ writes Henry, ‘that I be able to give a good account to God and my own conscience, yet, perhaps, it will be expected, that I give the world also some account of this bold undertaking; which I shall endeavour to do with all plainness, and as one who believes, that if men must be reckoned with in the great day, for every vain and idle word they speak, much more for every vain and idle line they write’1 – an admonition that I shall do my best to follow in this short essay.

2.    The Making of Matthew Henry’s Commentary

Henry claims modestly that he began this ‘bold undertaking’ not out of any sense of special qualification for the task, but because:



It has long been my practice, what little time I had to spare in my study from the constant preparations for the pulpit, to spend it in drawing up expositions upon some parts of the New Testament, not so much for my own use as purely for my entertainment, because I knew not how to employ my thoughts and time more to my satisfaction. Trahit sua quemque voluptas – Every man that studies hath some beloved study, which is his delight above any other; and this is mine.2



More immediately though, his writing was provoked by the success of William Burkitt’s Expository Notes with Practical Observations on the Four Holy Evangelists, which had been published in 1700, and the subsequent Expository Notes with Practical Observations on the Remaining Part of the New Testament, which was published in 1703, the year of Burkitt’s death.3 With the encouragement of friends, Henry undertook ‘to attempt the like upon the Old Testament’, which was apparently the limit of his ambitions at this point, although he was ultimately to extend his own commentary into the New Testament. The commentary on the Pentateuch was offered as a specimen: should it ‘find favour, and be found any way useful’, Henry declared, ‘it is my present purpose, in dependence upon divine aids, to go on, so long as God shall continue my life and health, and as my other work will permit’.4 In fact, however, his second volume (on the historical books of the Old Testament) appeared almost immediately, in 1708,5 with other volumes following in quick succession: the poetical books in 1710, the prophetical books in 1712, and, posthumously, the historical books of the New Testament (that is, the Gospels and Acts) in 1715.6

When Henry’s commentaries appeared as a single set between 1721 and 1725, under the title An Exposition of All the Books of the Old and New Testament, a further volume had been added, covering the epistles and Revelation.7 Although attributed to Henry on the title-page, this sixth volume of the set had actually been compiled by some fourteen other writers. These are not enumerated in the preface, which maintains a link to Henry by claiming that, ‘Some of the relations and hearers of that excellent person have been at the pains of transcribing the notes they took in short-hand of this part of the holy scripture, when expounded by him in his family or in the congregation’, and that these notes were used in creating the commentary.8 More information is provided by a letter written to The Protestant Dissenter’s Magazine in 1797 by one J. Evans, who reports a note left for posterity by Isaac Watts on a blank page in his own copy of the volume.9 This lists the ministers responsible for each part, and notes that:



The Reverend Mr. Matthew Henry, before his death, had made some small preparations for this last volume. The Epistle to the Romans indeed was explained so largely by his own hand, that it needed only the labour of epitomizing. Some parts of the other Epistles were done, but very imperfectly, by himself; and a few other hints had been taken in short-hand, from his public and private expositions on some of the Epistles.



An advertisement written by a different John Evans in the preface to the previous volume, on the Gospels and Acts, also touches on the state of Henry’s notes, and adds the information that the commentary on Romans, which Evans himself was to revise for press, had actually been written several years previously, and that Henry had ‘earnestly been solicited to print it by itself, before he had thoughts of writing upon the whole Bible’.10

Henry came tantalisingly close, in other words, to completing an entire commentary on the Bible by himself, but it was not obviously his intention from the outset to do so. The speed with which he managed to produce so many volumes on the Old Testament in such a short space of time (emphasized by the fact that these earlier volumes managed to go through second editions even before his death), suggests that his notes on these texts were already very substantial even before the success of Burkitt’s commentaries, only a few years previously, encouraged him to publish them. The virtual absence (or the fragmentary nature, at least) of his notes on the Epistles and Revelation stands in stark contrast, and it does appear that, with the exception of the work on Romans which he had already completed much earlier, Henry was probably not able to draw on a similar pool of notes for the New Testament at the point when he decided to extend his labours that far. We should take seriously then his initial claim to be writing a commentary on the Old Testament rather than the whole Bible, but perhaps less seriously his suggestion that this commentary simply drew on notes made for his own entertainment. It does seem likely that Henry had been planning such a commentary, possibly for a long time, and that Burkitt’s work offered an opportunity.

We should hardly be surprised to discover, therefore, either that two of Henry’s publishers, Parkhurst and Robinson, had also published Burkitt’s commentaries (in partnership with John Wyat), or that the original format used for Henry’s commentaries is almost identical to that used for Burkitt’s, with passages of Scripture followed by notes in two columns on each page. In their reference to ‘practical remarks and observations’, Henry’s commentaries also echoed the ‘practical observations’ of Burkitt’s titles. Parkhurst had, in fact, been Henry’s publisher since 169011 and, whether or not we should speak of him as having commissioned the publication of Henry’s Old Testament notes, it does seem probable that he encouraged Henry to present them in a form that complemented Burkitt’s commentaries, in order to exploit a ready market which Burkitt himself was no longer alive to supply. Of course, publication in London was by no means an easy or obvious choice for an author living in Chester, and this did, in fact, cause some problems in the years before Henry returned to the South. An ‘advertisement’ at the start of the second volume of his commentary warns that: ‘By Reason of the great Distance of the Author from the Press, several Errata’s [sic] have escaped the Corrector’s Eye, therefore he depends upon the Reader’s Candour to Excuse them, and his Judgment to Correct ’em’. It did also mean, however, that Henry was able to reach a far larger readership, and publication in London undoubtedly contributed to the success of his work, which eventually came, of course, to overshadow that of Burkitt.

Although Henry’s commentaries were certainly well received, their success was probably not breathtakingly rapid, at least in commercial terms. Matters are confused slightly by the way in which the first six-volume set of the commentaries, published in 1721–25, describes itself as ‘The Third Edition’, apparently taking account of the fact that individual volumes had run into second editions whilst still technically separate works, but a further ‘fourth edition’ (in five volumes) only appeared a dozen years later, in 1737–38, and two rival ‘fifth’ editions some years later still (one in Edinburgh between 1757 and 1760, the other in London from 1761 to 1763). This probably represents a solid rather than a spectacular success in publishing terms, although the commentaries were already highly esteemed, at least in some quarters, within a few decades. Writing about the 1730s and the life of the early Methodist George Whitfield, David Bogue and James Bennett report that:



Matthew Henry’s commentary on the Scriptures was the book from which he derived that knowledge of scriptural theology, that serious evangelical train of thinking, and that simple popular mode of instruction for which he afterwards became so deservedly renowned. He is said to have studied this book literally on his knees, to have read it through four times, and, to the end of his life, to have spoken of the author with the most profound veneration, ever calling him the great Mr. Henry.12



They add, a little snidely:



Had Mr Wesley’s prejudices allowed him to study the works of this dissenter … how much benefit might he have derived to his own religion, and how happily might it have influenced the principles of the communion which he formed out of the establishment!13



What marks Henry’s work out, however, is not so much its swift popularity as its great longevity. We do not have precise figures for sales, of course, but it is clear that people continued to buy the commentary long after one might have expected interest in it to fade, with many editions continuing to appear throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Even as late as 1875, in a famous and influential essay on commentaries, Charles Spurgeon commends Matthew Henry as ‘the man whose name is a household word’, and describes with approval seeing a copy ‘in the old meeting-house at Chester – chained in the vestry for anybody and everybody to read’. Indeed, Spurgeon declares that ‘Every minister ought to read Matthew Henry entirely and carefully through once at least’,14 something that he urged on his own son, Charlie, in a later letter: ‘Read Matthew Henry right through, if you can, before you are married’.15 It would be hard to say how many ministers have actually accomplished that task; the first six-volume edition contains very nearly 4,000 pages in total, and this edition retained the small type and two-column format of the volumes published individually, so there is not a lot of space wasted in those pages. Henry himself, moreover, certainly did not produce the commentaries in the expectation that they would be read that way, and he cannot have expected that they would be read for so long; these books, after all, were produced to meet quite a specific need.

3.    Henry’s Exposition among Bible Commentaries

Despite the tremendous popular interest in Scripture, and the sheer amount of preaching on the Bible in Britain and other Protestant countries in the seventeenth century, access to biblical commentaries would not have been straightforward for most people. To be sure, commentaries were increasingly being published in English rather than Latin, but most of these were on individual books, and varied wildly both in their opinions and in their quality, so that a substantial library collection and a considerable amount of time would have been required by anyone seeking regular and reliable guidance in the interpretation of Scripture. At a serious scholarly level though, consolidation was in fact being achieved quite swiftly. In 1660, John Pearson and others brought out the famous Critici Sacri, published in London in nine volumes by Cornelius Bee, who had initiated the project.16 This assembled the best known Latin commentaries on each book of the Bible, as a counterpart to Walton’s Polyglot which had itself appeared in 1654–57.17 Around the same time, between 1655 and 1660, Jean de La Haye (Joannes Gagnaeus) published in Paris his extraordinary, nineteen-volume Biblia Maxima Versionum,18 a successor to his shorter Biblia Magna Commentariorum Literalium of 1643.19 The Biblia Magna, like the Critici Sacri, had simply collected commentaries together, but the Biblia Maxima provided technical linguistic explanations and lists of variant readings, as well as annotations derived from and attributed to earlier commentators, creating a formidable, if rather unwieldy, resource for scholars.20 The Critici Sacri itself enjoyed an international reputation and was re-published in Germany at the end of the century, with a wholly new expanded version appearing around the same time, published in Amsterdam by a group of Dutch publishers.21

Even before that though, an attempt was made in England to create something more manageable than these huge works, when Matthew Poole (with the assistance of others) published his Synopsis Criticorum between 1669 and 1676.22 Publication was initially delayed by the protests of Cornelius Bee, who felt that it invaded the copyright of his Critici Sacri, but who eventually became one of the publishers himself of the new work.23 Poole’s book synthesized a new Latin commentary from the work of earlier commentators, with attributions to his sources in marginal notes. Although it still spanned four volumes (bound as five), it was considerably easier to use than the Critici Sacri. It achieved similar international recognition, however, and a number of editions were published in Germany and Holland. By the end of the century, therefore, those who wished to undertake serious scholarly interpretation of the Bible were blessed not only with an extraordinary range of resources, but with a number of books that assembled and consolidated the insights of previous generations in a reasonably straightforward form. Furthermore, for those who could tolerate a little Roman Catholicism, there was even excellent access to patristic and medieval interpretations of most of the biblical books to be found in the commentaries of Cornelius à Lapide (Cornelis Cornelissen van den Steen). These had appeared throughout the sixteenth century, mostly as posthumous editions of à Lapide’s notes, and subsequently rivalled even Henry’s commentary for longevity.

None of this would have been of much use, however, to those very many potential students of the Bible who, as Ben Jonson said of Shakespeare, had ‘small Latin and less Greek’, or even to those whose Latin might have been adequate, but who had no desire either to engage constantly with the technical intricacies of the text or to adjudicate for themselves between the many different opinions and interpretations presented in such works. For such readers, there were far fewer resources that brought together interpretations of the Bible and that they could regard as consistent and reliable. Indeed, there was no single commentary on the whole Bible in English before 1643, when Nicholas Fussell published in London a translation of Giovanni Diodati’s Pious Annotations, upon the Holy Bible, which had originally been published in Italian in 1607.24 This work offered prefaces with absurdly complicated, diagrammatic representations of each book (very much in the fashion of the day), followed by notes that paraphrased or explained particular expressions, generally without reference to the original text. In Italian, the principal significance of Diodati’s work had been as a translation rather than as a commentary, and the fact that his annotations went very rapidly through several English editions may say more about the thirst for commentary in English than about the quality of the annotations themselves.

Two other works, both written in English from the outset, were to follow rapidly, although neither seems originally to have been designed as a commentary on the Bible. Between 1646 and 1662, John Trapp published a series of commentaries (beginning with one on the Gospel of John) that gradually covered the New Testament and then the Old. These did not portray themselves individually as components of a larger project, and although they culminated in 1662 with Annotations upon the Old and New Testament, in five distinct volumes, which was a sort of omnibus edition, they were not described as A Commentary on the Old and New Testaments until they were re-published much later in the mid-nineteenth century.25 The collected edition of 1662 is not especially common, and was apparently not reprinted before the nineteenth century. There is nothing, therefore, to suggest that it achieved any great success, perhaps because of the many (often polemical) references to contemporary circumstances which characterize Trapp’s commentaries. Spurgeon, who enjoyed Trapp’s wit, humour, and provocativeness, memorably described them as ‘salt, pepper, mustard, vinegar, and all the other condiments’, but remarked also that ‘some of his remarks are far-fetched, and like the far-fetched rarities of Solomon’s Tarshish, there is much gold and silver, but there are also apes and peacocks’.26 It may be the very things that Spurgeon enjoyed which made it difficult for Trapp to consolidate his position among contemporaries. John Mayer’s commentaries, published individually between 1631 and 1653, were also reconfigured as commentaries upon the Old Testament and upon the whole Bible, but seem never to have been reprinted.27 Spurgeon again offers a helpful characterization, saying that the volumes ‘are a most judicious and able digest of former commentators, enriched with the author’s own notes, forming altogether one of the fullest and best of learned commentaries; not meant for popular use, but invaluable to the student’.28 Nonetheless, he observes also that Mayer is ‘a very Alp of learning, but cold and lacking in spirituality, hence his lack of popularity’, and it seems likely that Mayer’s contemporaries agreed with this assessment.

The only other direct rivals for Matthew Henry’s readership were rather different in character. The Annotations upon all the Books of the Old and New Testament (otherwise more commonly known as ‘The Assembly’s Annotations’) was closely associated with the Westminster Assembly, convened by Parliament in 1643 to re-structure the Church of England, although the work itself was not published until 1645.29 The original intention was simply to provide marginal notes to the biblical text, but many of the contributors wrote at greater length and the format was changed late in the day. As a result, the comments vary greatly in length and quality. This inconsistency was addressed to some extent in the subsequent editions of 1651 and 1657, but the work remained unsatisfactory and probably not a good investment for most readers. A rather similar work was provided in 1657 when the well-known annotations to the Dutch ‘Statenvertaling’ Bible, originally published twenty years previously, appeared in an English translation.30 These are more consistent, but the comments are generally brief and often rather slight. A more direct competitor was the Annotations upon the Holy Bible, started by the same Matthew Poole who had created the Synopsis Criticorum and completed by others after his death in 1679.31 This commentary, somewhat more succinct than Henry’s, was highly regarded, not least because of Poole’s academic credentials. These are not widely on display in the book itself, which concentrates on the lucid exposition of particular passages and phrases without detailed technical discussion. Nonetheless, Henry is careful from the outset to distinguish his own work from Poole’s, and declares that he is attempting to avoid duplication of it:



Mr. Pool’s English Annotations (which, having had so many impressions, we may suppose, have got into most hands) are of admirable use, especially for the explaining of scripture-phrases, opening the sense, referring to parallel scriptures, and the clearing of difficulties that occur. I have therefore all along been brief upon that which is there most largely discussed, and have industriously declined, as much as I could, what is to be found there; for I would not actum agere – do what is done; nor (if I may be allowed to borrow the apostle’s words) boast of things made ready to our hand.32



Henry claims his own concern is to provide something less focused upon the small components of the text, and more upon its broader sense. Still referring to Poole, he avers that:



These and other annotations which are referred to the particular words and clauses they are designed to explain are most easy to be consulted upon occasion; but the exposition which (like this) is put into a continued discourse, digested under proper heads, is much more easy and ready to be read through for one’s own or others’ instruction. And, I think, the observing of the connection of each chapter (if there be occasion) with that which goes before, and the general scope of it, with the thread of the history or discourse, and the collecting of the several parts of it, to be seen at one view, will contribute very much to the understanding of it, and will give the mind abundant satisfaction in the general intention, though there may be here and there a difficult word or expression which the best critics cannot easily account for. This, therefore, I have here attempted.33



Finally, he also has a little more to say about his own exegetical intentions, through a contrast this time with Poole’s Synopsis Criticorum rather than his Annotations:



That which I aim at in the exposition is to give what I thought the genuine sense, and to make it as plain as I could to ordinary capacities, not troubling my readers with the different sentiments of expositors, which would have been to transcribe Mr. Pool’s Latin Synopsis, where this is done abundantly to our satisfaction and advantage. 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.34



To put this plainly, Matthew Henry apparently sees the place of his own commentary as rather different both from that of the hardcore scholarship represented by the Synopsis Criticorum, and from that of the more accessible but atomistic style of commentary represented by Poole’s Annotations. Although we might well question today the deliberate attempt that he makes to minimize for his readers the many disagreements to be found between existing commentators, it is not difficult to see why there might have been a market for just such a commentary at that time, or why Henry and his publisher might have been keen to pursue that market on the coat-tails of Burkitt’s work. It is less obvious, though, why a work so clearly calculated to fill a particular niche in its own day should have found such continuing success for at least the next two centuries.

4.    Henry’s Enduring Value: Ecclesiastes as a Case Study

I cannot claim to have read all Henry’s commentaries through even once, let alone four times like George Whitfield, but I have worked with his commentary on Ecclesiastes, on which I am writing a commentary myself. Therefore, I shall finish by fulfilling the promise of my title and saying a little about the continuing value, or otherwise, of that work from the perspective of someone who is definitely not a member of Henry’s target audience. This commentary formed part of his third volume, first published in 1710 and dealing with the ‘the five poetical books’: Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Solomon. Comparing these with the pentateuchal and historical books covered in the earlier volumes, Henry remarks on the first page of his preface that:



The books of scripture have hitherto been, for the most part, very plain and easy, narratives of matter of fact, … The waters of the sanctuary have hitherto been but to the ankles or to the knees, such as a lamb might wade in, to drink of and wash in; but here we are advanced to a higher form in God’s school, and have books put into our hands wherein are many things dark and hard to be understood, … The waters of the sanctuary are here to the loins, and still as we go forward we shall find the waters still risen in the prophetical books, waters to swim in …, not fordable, nor otherwise to be passed over.35



Observing that there is a similar progression in the New Testament, he urges readers to start at the beginning and to consolidate the basics before they move on: ‘Those that begin their Bible at the wrong end commonly use their knowledge of it in the wrong way’.36

The preface proceeds, though, to a more historical account of the hagiographa, filled with references to other authors, ancient and modern. As it moves on to discuss the history of poetry, many Greek expressions and classical references are thrown in, before Henry returns to a more straightforward commendation of the texts and expressions of regret at his own inability either to convey all that is in those texts or to meet his own standards of fullness and exactness. Before promising a further volume on the Prophets, he cites Erasmus at length in Latin. It comes as something of a surprise then, to discover that these very visible marks of erudition are almost entirely absent from the commentary on the text, and indeed, from the introduction to Ecclesiastes itself – until one appreciates that all the important things that Henry had to say in his preface were said in English. He has established his credentials in a conventional way, without concealing anything vital from less well-educated readers.

Indeed, in the course of the commentary itself, it is difficult to judge just how much reading or learning underpins the interpretation. Hebrew is cited only once, in a discussion of the protagonist’s name in the commentary on 1:1–3, and there most of the ideas are drawn from other commentators (although I have found no source for Henry’s suggestion that the form of the name may be feminine because Solomon intended ‘to upbraid himself with his effeminacy, … for it was to please his wives that he set up idols’).37 The Aramaic Targum and Saint Jerome’s commentary are each mentioned on a few occasions, although with no indication that they have been employed throughout, and the Masoretes are mentioned once, in a note on 12:13.38 Where Henry wants to mention other viewpoints, he usually says things like ‘So some understand the last clause’, or occasionally contrasts the views of ‘some’ with those of ‘others’. The only contemporary commentators to be named are Edward Reynolds (who had written the notes on Ecclesiastes anonymously in the Assembly’s Annotations, but who was named in a subsequent, separate publication of those notes)39 and William Pemble (who had written a short commentary in 1627, subsequently reprinted in several collections of his works).40 These two are named perhaps because Henry quotes them directly: both scholars in his discussion of 3:11, and Reynolds alone at 3:18–21.41 In general, one is left with a sense that Henry has not worked consistently through the original text or the technical commentaries, but that he has reached for the bookshelf to deal with particular difficulties.

Nevertheless, his interpretation of Ecclesiastes would at the time have been a very conventional one: the book is a penitential sermon by a repentant Solomon, who draws on his own errors and experiences to condemn the vanity of worldly possessions and desires. The point of the book, as he puts it in his introduction, is to show that ‘our happiness consists not in being as gods to ourselves, to have what we will and do what we will, but in having him that made us to be a God to us’.42 That interpretation is not generally pursued by modern commentators, and requires us both to read in ideas from elsewhere and to ignore a certain amount of what the book itself says, perhaps most notably its explicit insistence that there is nothing beyond this life to offset the vanity of the world. When the text warns in 11:8, for instance, that even a man who has lived many years and enjoyed them all should ‘remember the days of darkness; for they shall be many. All that cometh is vanity’, Henry is accordingly at pains to stress that the days of coming death may be many but they are not infinite, and he has nothing at all to say about the claim that ‘All that cometh is vanity’.43

Earlier, dealing with the book’s perceptions of injustice in Chapter 8, he even derives a doctrine of immortality from its words:



God would not have allotted so much of this world’s wealth to his worst enemies and so much of its troubles to his best friends; there must therefore be another life after this the joys and griefs of which must be real and substantial, and able to make men truly happy or truly miserable, for this world does neither.44



There are hermeneutical issues at stake here, and we should not censure Henry too harshly for reading his text in the light of his beliefs, but this is, of course, a policy that leaves little scope for any radical unorthodoxy.

Where doctrine is not at stake, Henry is less constrained, and his commentary on 10:4–11 consists largely of an essay on the proper relationship between rulers and their people, urging respect and temperance in the dealings of each with the other. This is an interpretation that seems more rooted in contemporary political thinking or sensitivities than in the text, where it has almost no basis, and that comes close to being allegorical at points. It suits though many of his comments on 8:2–5 also, which stress the need for observance of laws and include the advice that ‘We must not be forward to find fault with the public administration’.45 This is perhaps one aspect of Henry’s ‘practical’ exposition, which is not always exposition so much as an alignment of the text with his beliefs about the world and the ways in which we should live. These beliefs are sometimes a little surprising. When the protagonist of Ecclesiastes declares in Chapter 7, for instance, that he has found no woman (which has traditionally been understood as a claim that he ‘found no woman good’), modern commentators have often been inclined to see misogyny. Henry, however, ascribes the sentiment to Solomon’s own experiences, and remarks:



Doubtless this is not intended as a censure of the female sex in general; it is probable that there have been and are more good women than good men.46



While by no means a statement of radical feminism, both the sentiment and his resistance to the text stand out.

Henry’s prose is often compelling, and he is arguably more gifted as a writer than as an exegete, but it is such personal touches that seem in the end to give the work a special quality, as one is drawn into the worldview of a man whose piety becomes unobjectionable, even to the least pious of us, because it is a facet of his reasonable and generous humanity. Even when it was written, it seems unlikely that this commentary would have offered any significant new insights into Ecclesiastes, and it would be hard to say that it is, in any sense, a work of great scholarship. It is a curiously reassuring and companionable book, however, and that is surely the secret of its success. The biblical text is presented neither as a puzzle nor as a burden to constrain us, but as something which, with ‘the great Mr. Henry’ beside us, we can use to bring the world into better focus.


	     
1.      Henry, preface to Exposition vol. 1 (1707).

2.    Henry, preface to Exposition vol. 1 (1707). The Latin is a quotation from Vergil, Ecl. 2.65, and might be translated loosely as ‘each goes where their fancy takes them’.

3.    William Burkitt, Expository Notes with Practical Observations on the Four Holy Evangelists (London: T. Parkhurst, J. Robinson, and J. Wyat, 1700); William Burkitt, Expository Notes with Practical Observations on the Remaining Part of the New Testament (London: T. Parkhurst, J. Robinson, and J. Wyat, 1703).

4.    Henry, preface to Exposition vol. 1 (1707).

5.    The date is commonly given as 1717, but this is an error, probably stemming from the cataloguing of a copy in the Cambridge University Library. This copy has a date MDCCVII on the title-page, which would be 1707, but one or more characters have been deleted manually at the end of the date, and the preface to the volume is dated 2 June 1708, making 1707 impossible. It seems likely that the date was first misprinted, then rendered inaccurate by a correction, and finally misread by a librarian. Photographs of this copy are cited for the English Short Title Catalogue entry T190370, which gives the false date; T188952 gives the correct one.

6.    All the volumes have a subtitle similar to the first (see above). See further, Philip Alexander’s contribution to the present volume.

7.    For the publication details of this and subsequent editions, see Stuart Weeks, The Making of Many Books: Printed Works on Ecclesiastes 1523–1875 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2014), 85–86. Also P. Alexander in the present volume.

8.    Preface to Exposition vol. 6 (1721).

9.    The Protestant Dissenter’s Magazine 4 (1797): 472. The magazine was published by Thomas Knott in London. See further, J.B. Williams, Memoirs of the Life, Character, and Writings of the Rev. Matthew Henry (London: B.J. Holdsworth, 1828), 308.

10.    From Evans’ appendix to the preface to Exposition vol. 5 (1715), cited in full in P. Alexander’s contribution to the present volume.

11.    He published Henry’s A Brief Enquiry into the True Nature of Schism; or A Persuasive to Christian Love and Charity in that year (‘London, Printed for Tho. Parkhurst, at the Bible and Three Crowns, in Cheapside, near Mercers Chapel. 1690’).

12.    David Bogue and James Bennett, History of Dissenters from the Revolution in 1688, to the Year 1808, 4 vols. (London: n.p., 1808–12), 3:17–18.

13.    Bogue and Bennett, History of Dissenters, 3:18.

14.    C.H. Spurgeon, Commenting & Commentaries: Two Lectures addressed to the Students of The Pastor’s College, Metropolitan Tabernacle, together with a Catalogue of Biblical Commentaries and Expositions (London: Passmore & Alabaster, 1876), 2–4 (esp. 3).

15.    C.H. Spurgeon, The Autobiography of Charles H. Spurgeon: Compiled from his Diary, Letters, and Records by his Wife and his Private Secretary: Vol. III 1856–1878, eds. Susannah Spurgeon and Joseph Harrald (Cincinnati: Curts & Jennings, 1899), 296.

16.    John Pearson et al., eds., Critici Sacri sive Doctissimorum Virorum in Sacra Biblia Annotationes & Tractatus. Opus summâ curâ recognitum & in novem Tomos divisum, 9 vols. (London: Cornelius Bee et al.; Oxford: Thomas Robinson; Cambridge: William Morden, 1660).

17.    Brian Walton, ed., Biblia Sacra Polyglotta, 6 vols. (London: Thomas Roycroft, 1654–57).

18.    Jean de La Haye (Joannes Gagnaeus), Biblia Maxima Versionum, ex linguis orientalibus: pluribus sacris ms. codicibus: innumeris fere SS. & veteribus Patribus, & Interpretibus orthodoxis, collectarum. Earumque Concordia cum Vulgata, et eius expositione litterali cum annotationibus, 19 vols. (Paris: Denis Béchet & Louis Billaine, Antoine Bertier, and Simeon Piget, 1655–60).

19.    Jean de La Haye (Joannes Gagnaeus), Biblia Magna Commentariorum Literalium, 5 vols. (Paris: Michel Soly et al., 1643).

20.    For more details, see Weeks, Making of Many Books, 62–63.

21.    The German edition has a slightly different title: Critici sacri: Sive Clarissimorum Virorum In Sacro-Sancta Utriusque Foederis Biblia, Doctissimae Annotationes Atque Tractatus Theologico-Philologici, 7 vols. (Frankfurt am Main: Balthasar Christoph Wust (père), Johann Philipp Andreae & Johann Nikolaus Andreae, 1695–1701). The Dutch publication is: Critici sacri, sive Annotata doctissimorum virorum in Vetus ac Novum Testamentum. Quibus accedunt Tractatus Varii Theologicophilologici, 9 vols. (Amsterdam: Hendrick Boom et al., 1698). A supplement to the German edition, including new materials from the Dutch, was published in 1700–1701 by Johann Philipp Andreae and Johann Nikolaus Andreae.

22.    Matthew Poole, ed., Synopsis criticorum aliorumque S. Scripturae interpretum, 5 vols. (London: J. Flesher et al., 1669–76).

23.    See Weeks, Making of Many Books, 67.

24.    Giovanni Diodati, Pious Annotations, upon the Holy Bible: Expounding the difficult places thereof Learnedly, and Plainly: With other things of great importance (London: Nicholas Fussell, 1643). Translation of: Giovanni Diodati, La Bibbia: cioè i libri del Vecchio, e del Nuovo Testamento. Nuovamente traslatati in lingua Italiana (Geneva: Jean de Tournes, 1607).

25.    John Trapp, Annotations upon the Old and New Testament, in five distinct volumes, 5 vols. (London: Robert White, 1662); John Trapp, A Commentary on the Old and New Testaments, 5 vols., ed. Hugh Martin (London: Richard D. Dickinson, 1867–68). On the question of Trapp’s intentions, see Weeks, Making of Many Books, 56–57.

26.    Spurgeon, Commenting & Commentaries, 7.

27.    See Weeks, Making of Many Books, 58–59.

28.    Spurgeon, Commenting & Commentaries, 11.

29.    John Downame et al., Annotations upon all the Books of the Old and New Testament; Wherein the Text is Explained, Doubts Resolved, Scriptures Parallelled, and Various Readings Observed. By The Joynt-Labour of certain Learned Divines, thereunto appointed, and therein employed, as is expressed in the Preface (London: John Legatt and John Raworth, 1645).

30.    Theodore Haak, The Dutch Annotations upon the whole Bible: Or, all the Holy Canonical Scriptures of the Old and New Testament, together With, and according to their own Translation of all the Text: As both the one and the other were ordered and appointed by the Synod of Dort, 1618, and published by Authority, 1637. Now faithfully communicated to the use of Great Britain, in English. Whereunto is prefixed an exact Narrative touching the whole Work, and this Translation, 2 vols. (London: John Rothwell, Joshua Kirton, and Richard Tomlins, 1657).

31.    Matthew Poole, Annotations upon the Holy Bible. Wherein the Sacred Text is Inserted, and various Readings Annex’d, together with the Parallel Scriptures, the more difficult Terms in each Verse are Explained, seeming Contradictions Reconciled, Questions and Doubts Resolved, and the whole Text opened, 2 vols. (London: Thomas Parkhurst et al., 1683–85). See Weeks, Making of Many Books, 72–73.

32.    Henry, preface to Exposition vol. 1 (1707).

33.    Henry, preface to Exposition vol. 1 (1707).

34.    Henry, preface to Exposition vol. 1 (1707).

35.    Henry, preface to Exposition vol. 3 (1710).

36.    Henry, preface to Exposition vol. 3 (1710).

37.    Henry on Eccl 1:1–3.

38.    Henry remarks that ‘the Masorites begin it with a capital letter’ (Henry on Eccl 12:13–14), by which he is referring to the enlarged samekh that starts the first word of the text in many manuscripts and printed editions (although not in the earliest manuscripts, on which modern editions are based).

39.    Edward Reynolds, Annotations on the Book of Ecclesiastes (London: John Streater, 1669).

40.    William Pemble, Salomons Recantation and Repentance: or, The Booke of Ecclesiastes briefly and fully explained (London: John Bartlet, 1627). On the re-printings, see Weeks, Making of Many Books, 40.

41.    Henry on Eccl 3:11–15 and 3:16–22.

42.    Henry on Ecclesiastes.

43.    Henry on Eccl 11:7–10.

44.    Henry on Eccl 8:14–17.

45.    Henry on Eccl 8:1–5.

46.    Henry on Eccl 7:23–29.




Chapter 7

PROFESSORS OF RELIGION AND THEIR STRANGE WIVES: DILUVIAN DISCORD IN THE EYES OF MATTHEW HENRY

Matthew A. Collins

1.    Introduction

The summer of 2014 marked the tercentenary of the death of Matthew Henry (1662–1714), a leading figure among early eighteenth-century Dissenters and perhaps best known for his six-volume Exposition of the Old and New Testament, with Practical Remarks and Observations (published between 1707 and 1725).1 As indicated by the title, his magnum opus adopted a decidedly practical approach to the biblical text and proved so popular that by 1855 it had already appeared in twenty-five different editions with unconfirmed estimates of over 200,000 copies in circulation.2

In 1687, Matthew Henry began what would be a twenty-five-year ministry in the English city of Chester, where much of his commentary was written. Notably, he utilized his first Sunday sermon there to provide an exposition of Nehemiah 8. The biblical passage relates how, shortly after their return from exile, Ezra gathered the people together in order to read and expound the law:



8:2Accordingly, the priest Ezra brought the law before the assembly, both men and women and all who could hear with understanding.… 8So they read from the book, from the law of God, with interpretation. They gave the sense, so that the people understood the reading.



Neh 8:2, 83



In his own account of his Chester ministry (written in 1710, just four years before his death), Henry explains that his reason for doing so was to set out his own agenda from the outset, namely the emulation of this expository practice:



The first Lord’s Day after I came, in the morning I expounded Neh. 8, concerning the Exposition of the Scriptures signifying my purpose to keep up that exercise: and accordingly the following Sabbath began with the Book of Joshua, afterwards went back to Genesis, and in about twenty years I expounded over all the Old Testament … and am now going over it the second time, and am got as far as 10 Numbers.4



Henry’s choice of Nehemiah for this initial sermon was dictated primarily by this underlying concern to outline and scripturally contextualize his intention to expound the biblical texts for his congregation (an undertaking which is clearly echoed in his later commentary).5 However, this choice of text is perhaps interesting for another reason too, since there is a further well-known theme in Ezra-Nehemiah which appears to play a similarly prominent role throughout Henry’s commentary – that of foreign or ‘strange’ wives.

This essay will explore how Henry deals with the issue of ‘strange wives’, why he believes they continue to pose a very real threat, and (in view of the overall intention of his commentary) what ‘practical observations’ he offers to his reader as a result.6 In particular, it will be demonstrated that Henry’s concern for this issue extends beyond merely a superficial ‘reading out’ of the biblical text, such that it is perceived by him to lie also behind other events of the Hebrew Bible ostensibly unconcerned with the topic, most notably the flood narrative. In doing so it will be argued that Henry’s commentary traces (indeed, creates) a far more prominent thematic thread running from the antediluvian age to the post-exilic period of calamities resulting from mixed marriages between ‘professors of religion’ and their ‘strange wives’.

2.    Strange and Foreign Wives in Matthew Henry

The books of Ezra and Nehemiah are particularly concerned by the practice of intermarriage. It is discovered that a large number of the returning exiles have married foreign (‘strange’) women ([image: Book title]),7 something which both Ezra and Nehemiah condemn as in direct violation of scriptural legislation prohibiting such liaisons (Ezra 9–10 and Neh 13).8 For instance Deuteronomy 7:1–6 (cf. Exod 34:11–16):



7:1When the LORD your God brings you into the land that you are about to enter and occupy, and he clears away many nations before you – the Hittites, the Girgashites, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, seven nations mightier and more numerous than you – 2and when the LORD your God gives them over to you and you defeat them, then you must utterly destroy them. Make no covenant with them and show them no mercy. 3Do not intermarry with them, giving your daughter to his son or taking his daughter for your son ([image: Book title]), 4for that would turn away your children from following me, to serve other gods. Then the anger of the LORD would be kindled against you, and he would destroy you quickly. 5But this is how you must deal with them: break down their altars, smash their pillars, hew down their sacred poles, and burn their idols with fire. 6For you are a people holy to the LORD your God; the LORD your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on earth to be his people, his treasured possession.



Deut 7:1–6



Both Ezra 9:10–14 (also 9:2) and Neh 13:25 seem to allude specifically to Deut 7:3, while the list of nations in Ezra 9:1 appears to reflect ‘an interesting exegetical blend’ of Deut 7:1 and 23:3–8 (MT 23:4–9).9



9:1After these things had been done, the officials approached me and said, ‘The people of Israel, the priests, and the Levites, have not separated themselves from the peoples of the lands with their abominations, from the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Jebusites, the Ammonites, the Moabites, the Egyptians, and the Amorites. 2For they have taken some of their daughters as wives for themselves and for their sons ([image: Book title]). Thus the holy seed has mixed itself with the peoples of the lands, and in this faithlessness the officials and leaders have led the way’.



Ezra 9:1–2



9:10And now, our God, what shall we say after this? For we have forsaken your commandments, 11which you commanded by your servants the prophets, saying, ‘… 12Therefore do not give your daughters to their sons, neither take their daughters for your sons ([image: Book title]), …’ 13… 14[S]hall we break your commandments again and intermarry ([image: Book title]) with the peoples who practise these abominations?



Ezra 9:10–1410



13:25And I contended with them and cursed them and beat some of them and pulled out their hair; and I made them take an oath in the name of God, saying, ‘You shall not give your daughters to their sons, or take their daughters for your sons or for yourselves’ ([image: Book title]).



Neh 13:2511



Deuteronomy 23:3–6 (MT 23:4–7), concerning the exclusion of the Ammonites and Moabites, is moreover further drawn upon in Neh 13:1–3.12 Marriages with [image: Book title] are thus condemned and, as a result, in the final chapter of each book as currently divided (Ezra 10 and Neh 13) the returnees from exile are forced to send away their foreign wives and children.13

Although especially prominent in Ezra-Nehemiah, the theme of foreign (or ‘strange’) wives and Israelite intermarriage is one which occurs throughout the Hebrew Bible, and accordingly throughout Matthew Henry’s commentary upon it. Where it appears, the practice of intermarriage is characterized by Henry as (at best) unwise and (at worst) a very real threat to both social and religious cohesion. Judah’s marriage to a Canaanite woman in Gen 38:2, for instance (reported without comment in the biblical text),14 is described by Henry as ‘foolish’, of which ‘the consequences were very bad’.15 Blaming Judah’s choice of wife on his Adullamite friend, Hirah (mentioned in 38:1, 12, 20), in commenting upon the episode Henry takes the opportunity to observe that:



Many have been drawn into marriages scandalous and pernicious to themselves and their families by keeping bad company, and growing familiar with bad people: one wicked league entangles men in another. Let young people be admonished by this to take their good parents for their best friends, and to be advised by them, and not by flatterers, who wheedle them, to make a prey of them.16



Of more serious consequence is the Baal of Peor episode in Num 25. Intermingling with Moabite/Midianite women (25:1; cf. 25:6) leads to divine punishment and the death of 24,000 Israelites (25:9):



25:1While Israel was staying at Shittim, the people began to have sexual relations with the daughters of Moab ([image: Book title]). 2These invited the people to the sacrifices of their gods, and the people ate and bowed down to their gods. 3Thus Israel yoked itself to the Baal of Peor, and the LORD’s anger was kindled against Israel. 4The LORD said to Moses, ‘Take all the chiefs of the people, and impale them in the sun before the LORD, in order that the fierce anger of the LORD may turn away from Israel’. 5And Moses said to the judges of Israel, ‘Each of you shall kill any of your people who have yoked themselves to the Baal of Peor’.



Num 25:1–5



Israel’s sin here is seemingly twofold (both relations with foreign women and, as a result of this, idolatry), reflective of the aforementioned legislation in Deut 7:3–4 which prohibits intermarriage on the grounds of the potential for idolatrous behaviour.17 Henry is quick to alert his readers to the same:



The sin of Israel, to which they were enticed by the daughters of Moab and Midian; they were guilty both of corporal and spiritual whoredoms, … [W]horedom and idolatry went together.18



More specifically, Henry lays the blame for this disastrous episode firmly at the feet of ‘the strange woman’:



Ever since Eve was first in the transgression the fairer sex, though the weaker, has been a snare to many; yea strong men have been wounded and slain by the lips of the strange woman…19



In a similar vein, in 1 Kgs 11:1–8 it is said that Solomon loved ‘many foreign [“strange”] women’ ([image: Book title]; 11:1),20 who likewise led him astray to follow other gods ([image: Book title]; 11:4), events which, in the eyes of the biblical author, ultimately resulted in the division of the kingdom (11:9–13, 29–36).21 Henry, while also condemning Solomon’s multiplication of wives,22 is most critical of the fact that they were ‘strange women’ and that he ‘was drawn by them to the worship of strange gods, as Israel to Baal-peor by the daughters of Moab’ (thereby explicitly linking 1 Kgs 11 with Num 25).23

In considering the post-exilic events of Ezra-Nehemiah, Henry utilizes the example of Solomon cited in Neh 13:26 (‘Did not King Solomon of Israel sin on account of such women? Among the many nations there was no king like him, and he was beloved by his God, and God made him king over all Israel; nevertheless, foreign [“strange”] women [[image: Book title]] made even him to sin’), to expound further upon his ‘fall’:



Solomon was famous for wisdom; there was no king like him for it; yet, when he married strange wives, his wisdom could not secure him from their snares, nay, it departed from him, and he did very foolishly. He was beloved of God, but his marrying strange wives threw him out of God’s favour, and went near to extinguish the holy fire of grace in his soul: he was king over all Israel; but his doing this occasioned the loss of ten of his twelve tribes. You plead that you can marry strange wives and yet retain the purity of Israelites; but Solomon himself could not;…24



In this post-exilic context, we are told that not only the people, but even the priests, the Levites, and other officials had ‘not separated themselves from the peoples of the lands’ (Ezra 9:1) but had likewise taken ‘strange wives’ ([image: Book title]).25 Henry comments:



The scandalous sins of professors [‘professors of religion’, i.e., ‘those who profess religion’] are what we have reason to be astonished at. We may stand amazed to see men contradict, disparage, prejudice, ruin, themselves. Strange that men should act so inconsiderately and so inconsistently with themselves! Upright men are astonished at it.26



Citing Deut 7:3–4, Henry draws particular attention to the fact that the returnees from exile thereby once more ‘exposed themselves, and much more their children, to the peril of idolatry’.27 With regard to the prohibition of Deut 7:1–6 itself, he submits that:



To intermarry with them [the ‘strange women’] was therefore unlawful, because it was dangerous; this very thing had proved of fatal consequence to the old world (Gen. 6:2),…28



Interestingly, he adds a cross-reference here to Gen 6:2. Herein lies a nod towards the fact that Henry perceived the threat of ‘strange women’ to lie behind other events of the Hebrew Bible as well, most notably the flood narrative.

3.    Professors of Religion and the Origins of the Flood

Genesis 6:1–4, the passage immediately preceding the flood narrative of 6:5–9:17, is rather unusual and has generated considerable discussion, somewhat disproportionate to its length. It reads:



6:1When people began to multiply on the face of the ground, and daughters were born to them, 2the sons of God saw the daughters of men ([image: Book title]) that they were fair; and they took wives for themselves of all that they chose. 3Then the LORD said, ‘My spirit shall not abide in mortals for ever, for they are flesh; their days shall be one hundred and twenty years’. 4The Nephilim were on the earth in those days – and also afterwards – when the sons of God went in to the daughters of men ([image: Book title]), who bore children to them. These were the heroes that were of old, warriors of renown.



Gen 6:1–4



This provokes a number of intriguing questions, not least concerning the identity of ‘the sons of God’ ([image: Book title]) who married ‘the daughters of men’ ([image: Book title]), and how they relate to the Nephilim ([image: Book title]; ‘the giants’) who were said to be ‘on the earth in those days’.29 The passage appears to be related in some way to traditions preserved in works such as Jubilees (4:15; 5:1–7), the Book of Giants (1Q23–24; 2Q26; 4Q203; 4Q206 2–3; 4Q530–33; 6Q8), and especially 1 Enoch (in particular, the Book of the Watchers = 1 En. 1–36), where seemingly expanded versions of the story recount how ‘the Watchers’ (a group of fallen angels) took human women and fathered a race of giants, the Nephilim, events leading to the sending of the flood.30 Thus the most common interpretation of the biblical passage (reflecting an ancient precedent) is that ‘the sons of God’ in Gen 6:1–4 are fallen angels who mingled with ‘the daughters of men’.31 This is consistent with the use of the phrase ‘the sons of God’ elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible (Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7; Ps 29:1; 89:6 [MT 89:7]; Dan 3:25), where it is usually taken to refer to heavenly beings or a heavenly council.32

Henry, however, interprets the passage somewhat differently. He understands ‘the sons of God’ here as referring to righteous humans, specifically male members of the line of Seth (the true ‘professors of religion’), and ‘the daughters of men’ as women of the line of Cain (i.e., foreign women and ‘strange wives’).33 Thus, the flood itself is attributed by Henry, not to the actions of fallen angels, but to the practice of ‘mixed marriages’:



The sons of God (that is, the professors of religion, who were called by the name of the Lord, and called upon that name), married the daughters of men, that is, those that were profane, and strangers to God and godliness. The posterity of Seth did not keep by themselves, as they ought to have done, both for the preservation of their own purity and in detestation of the apostasy. They intermingled themselves with the excommunicated race of Cain … That which proved of such bad consequence to them was that they married strange wives, were unequally yoked with unbelievers…34



He moreover goes on to draw explicit parallels with some of the other passages we have already seen:



This was forbidden to Israel, Deu. 7:3, 4. It was the unhappy occasion of Solomon’s apostasy (1 Ki. 11:1–4), and was of bad consequence to the Jews after their return out of Babylon, Ezra 9:1, 2.35



In doing so, he identifies the theme of ‘mixed marriages’, and the calamities caused thereby, as stretching back to the antediluvian period, indeed regarding this practice as the very source of the ‘abounding iniquity of that wicked world’ which necessitated the flood.36

Henry’s interpretation of ‘the sons of God’ in Gen 6:1–4 as the line of Seth is not without precedent. The angelic interpretation, attested in 1 Enoch, Jubilees, and the Book of Giants (as well as other ancient sources, such as the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, the Genesis Apocryphon, the Damascus Document, and even the writings of Josephus and Philo),37 and reflected explicitly in some variants of the Greek Septuagint (which read ‘angels of God’ [ἄγγελοι τοῦ θεοῦ] in place of ‘sons of God’),38 certainly appears to be the earlier. It also appears in some of the earliest Christian literature, such as the works of Justin Martyr, Irenaeus of Lyons, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, and Lactantius.39 However, beginning in the first centuries CE, there appears to have been a concern to avoid the problem of fallen angelic ‘sons of God’ in this passage, with Sextus Julius Africanus (ca. 160–240 CE) seemingly being among the first to explicitly interpret ‘the sons of God’ ([image: Book title]) as the human descendants of Seth.40 By the fifth century CE, this became the dominant view in Christian circles,41 before a gradual re-emergence of the angelic interpretation in early medieval Judaism and in Christianity from the eighteenth century onwards.42

Henry would not, however, have been unaware of the angelic interpretation of the passage. Not only would he presumably have had access to at least some of the early sources which cite it, it is also clearly attested (though dismissed in favour of the Sethian interpretation) in one of the sources which was most influential on Henry’s own thought – the writings of his father, Philip Henry.43

Philip Henry (1631–1696) preceded Matthew by producing his own Exposition, with Practical Observations, his being simply ‘upon the First Eleven Chapters of the Book of Genesis’.44 The manuscript is dated 1682 and handwritten by his son, Matthew Henry.45 In his treatment of Genesis 6:1–4, Philip states:



By the sons of God are not meant, as some fancy, the angels; for the evil angels are never called the sons of God, and the holy angels neither marry nor are given in marriage … but the sons of God, that is the posterity of Seth, professors of religion, who were so called as having a covenant interest in God, …46



He goes on to note:



Now these professing sons of God married the daughters of men, that is, the posterity of Cain, that were profane; … The marriage of professors with the profane was an evil. Sons of God should marry with daughters of God; ay, and daughters of God with sons of God too; … I doubt not but the sons of God were led aside by them into the wicked ways of the daughters of men. … If professors marry with the profane, I do not wonder if they soon quit their profession, and become profane too.47



As with Matthew Henry, Philip draws upon Deut 7, 1 Kgs 11, and 2 Cor 6:14 in order to condemn marriage with ‘strange women’.48 Similarities in both language and structure suggest a strong influence on the younger Henry’s commentary, where these ideas are further developed and crystallized.49 It is this adoption of a Sethian interpretation (in line with that of his father), and identification of the subsequent ill-advised matches as the root cause of the flood, that allow Matthew Henry to trace (indeed, create) a far more prominent thematic thread running throughout the Hebrew Bible, from the antediluvian age to the post-exilic period, of calamities resulting from mixed marriages between ‘professors of religion’ and their ‘strange wives’.

4.    Some ‘Practical Observations’

The resulting practical message of Matthew Henry’s commentary is, therefore, one which comes across as profoundly anti- foreign or inter-faith marriage.50 In relation to Deut 7:1–6, he claims:



[T]housands in the world that now is have been undone by irreligious ungodly marriages; for there is more ground of fear in mixed marriages that the good will be perverted than of hope that the bad will be converted.51



He further notes (in commenting upon Ezra 9–10) that ‘such marriages, it is certain, are sinful, and ought not to be made’.52 In discussing Neh 13:23–24, Henry appears to rail against bilingualism in children (‘In the education of children great care should be taken about the government of their tongues, that they learn not the language of Ashdod, any impious or impure talk, any corrupt communication’),53 and, in his comments on 2 Cor 6:14 (a New Testament passage frequently cited in his discussion of mixed marriages in the Hebrew Bible), advocates separation from ‘unbelievers’, not only in marriage but also in friendship:



We should not yoke ourselves in friendship and acquaintance with wicked men and unbelievers. Though we cannot wholly avoid seeing, and hearing, and being with such, yet we should never choose them for our bosom-friends.54



Henry’s chief concern with regard to intermarriage thus appears to echo that which is found also in Deut 7:3–4 (and Num 25; 1 Kgs 11; etc.), namely the negative influence of ‘unbelievers’ and the subsequent threat of ‘idolatry’.55 For Henry, the true nature of the ‘foreign (“strange”) women’ ([image: Book title]) is governed rather more by religious identity than questions of ethnicity/nationality. This would seem not to be at the denominational level (indeed Henry’s sermons explicitly advocate friendship with all Christians, regardless of denominational divisions), but reflects instead a perceived danger of intermingling (and especially intermarrying) with adherents of other religions (with which he would appear also to group Roman Catholicism).56

In keeping with the overall purpose of his commentary (‘an exposition, with practical observations’), Henry offers some further ‘practical observations’ and advice to his reader in his discussion of the particular passage in question, the diluvian discord of Gen 6:1–4:57



Note, Professors of religion, in marrying both themselves and their children, should make conscience of keeping within the bounds of profession. The bad will sooner debauch the good than the good reform the bad. Those that profess themselves the children of God must not marry without his consent, which they have not if they join in affinity with his enemies.58



There is, however, a glimmer of hope for the outsider. Texts like the book of Ruth provide Henry with indisputable scriptural instances of intermarriage which are positively portrayed. Indeed Ruth, despite being a Moabitess (with whom marriage is explicitly condemned in Deut 23:3 [MT 23:4] and 1 Kgs 11:1–2),59 becomes the ancestor of King David (Ruth 4:13–22) and thus also appears in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus (Matt 1:1–17).60 In commenting upon the book of Ruth, Henry condemns Elimelech for taking his family to Moab and blames the death of his two sons, Mahlon and Chilion, on the fact that ‘they transgressed the law in marrying strange wives’ (Orpah and Ruth).61 Nevertheless, he allows for Ruth’s transgression of the social boundary and identifies Ruth 1:16–17 (‘Where you go, I will go’, etc.) as ‘a pattern of a resolute convert to God and religion’.62 Indeed, Henry utilizes this example in order to offer his readers, by way of ‘practical observations’, a five-step pattern for the ‘resolute convert’.63 He further tempers his exposition of Deut 23:3–8 (MT 23:4–9) by allowing that, ‘With the daughters of these nations (though out of the nations of Canaan), it should seem, the men of Israel might marry, if they were completely proselyted to the Jewish religion’.64 Thus, in Henry’s commentary, Ruth is portrayed as a model of true conversion. And in this sense, she is no longer ‘strange’.

5.    Conclusion

Given his ‘practical observations’ regarding foreign wives, foreign speech, and foreign friends, the words of Neh 13:30 could just as aptly have been written by Henry himself:



13:30Thus I cleansed them from everything foreign ([image: Book title]),…



Henry’s concern for the issue of mixed marriages and ‘strange wives’ extends beyond merely the surface level of the biblical text. By adopting a Sethian interpretation of Gen 6:1–4 and establishing explicit ideological correspondences with (and between) a diverse plethora of passages from throughout the Hebrew Bible (chiefly Deut 7; 1 Kgs 11; Ezra 9–10; and Neh 13; though also Gen 38; Exod 34; Num 25; Deut 23; etc.),65 Henry’s commentary transforms the issue into a far more prominent thematic thread running all the way from the antediluvian age through to the post-exilic period. As a result, the dangers posed by intermarriage, and the associated threat of idolatry, are highlighted repeatedly throughout his exposition and serve as a perpetual (indeed, somewhat excessive) warning to the reader of their ruinous potential.66 Marriage between ‘professors of religion’ and their ‘strange wives’ is held responsible for the flood, alongside a multitude of other calamities, and is thus discouraged in the strongest possible terms. Ruth may offer a model of true conversion (allowing the outsider to transgress the boundary, become an insider, and shrug off the label ‘strange’), but Henry is clear that this requires full assimilation within the ‘insider’ group and thus the complete abandonment of the individual’s original culture and religion. In the eyes of Matthew Henry, true religious pluralism and ethnic/cultural diversity are simply not possible, and thus, following the pattern of the Israelite returnees from exile, in order to remain part of society, ‘professors of religion’ have no option but to cast off the lure of ‘strange wives’.
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Chapter 8

‘FILLING UP THE FULL MEASURE OF THEIR SINS’: MATTHEW HENRY ON THE DESTRUCTION OF THE JERUSALEM TEMPLE

Paul Middleton

1.    Introduction

The destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE is a pivotal moment, not only on the religious landscape of the first century, but also for New Testament scholarship. Discussions of dating many texts of the New Testament invariably begin with the question of whether or not the author appears to be aware of the fall of Jerusalem. Mark’s gospel is generally placed at the epicentre of the Jewish revolt, either just before or a little after the temple’s destruction, on the basis of Jesus’ prediction concerning the temple: ‘Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down’ (Mark 13:2).1 Luke’s reworking of Mark 13 less ambiguously reflects knowledge of the Roman siege and its aftermath:



21:20When you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation has come near.… 23For there will be great distress on the earth and wrath against this people; 24they will fall by the edge of the sword and be taken away as captive among all nations; and Jerusalem will be trampled on by the Gentiles, until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled.



Luke 21:20, 23–242



The destruction of the temple had a significant impact on first-century Judaism and Christianity; the fall of what was believed to be the habitation of God required a theological explanation. Such a catastrophic and traumatic rout by the Romans precipitated a rethink about what it meant to be a Jew in a post-temple period,3 while Christians, already struggling with their identity as a messianic Jewish cult which welcomed gentiles, had to consider what the sacking of Jerusalem—the centre of ‘Jewish-Christianity’—might mean for the future of the movement. Both explicit and implicit references to the fall of the temple are found throughout the New Testament, not least on the lips of Jesus,4 and often explain the catastrophe as God’s judgement for rejecting their messiah.5

There is a possible allusion to the destruction of the temple in a notorious passage in the first extant Christian writing, Paul’s epistle to the Thessalonians. In 1 Thess 2:14–16, Paul commends his young church for perseverance in the face of opposition, and assures them that their experience is shared by the wider church. However, they should not despair because God will soon exercise his judgement upon their enemies:



2:14For you, brothers, became imitators of the churches of God in Christ Jesus which are in Judea; for you suffered the same things from your own countrymen as they did from the Jews (Ἰουδαῖοι), 15who killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out, and displease God and oppose all people 16by hindering us from speaking to the Gentiles that they might be saved—so as always to fill up the measure of their sins. But God’s wrath has come upon them completely (εἰς τέλος)!



1 Thess 2:14–16



However, it is precisely the way in which the author pronounces judgement on the Jews that has led some commentators to question whether Paul could really have penned these words.6 In the first instance, it is claimed that these verses contradict Paul’s far more positive view in Rom 9–11. Secondly, 1 Thess 2:15 is the only place in the Pauline corpus where the Jews are blamed for killing Jesus. Third, the claim the Jews ‘oppose all men’ is strikingly similar to the gentile charge that Jews were guilty of odium generis humani, and it is difficult to imagine Paul deploying this outsider rhetoric against his fellow Jews.7 Finally, it is not obvious to what event Paul is referring when he claims God’s wrath has come upon them completely. This lack of a clear event has led some to see these verses as an insertion linked to the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple.8 However, the majority of scholars reject the interpolation theory, and so dismiss this reference. Nonetheless, this is precisely how Matthew Henry understands these verses.

In fact, the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE features prominently in Henry’s commentary. While this might be expected in his treatment of New Testament passages that probably allude to the Jewish War, the Roman destruction of the temple is discussed many times in his exposition of the Old Testament. In this essay, I will examine the various ways in which Henry interprets the temple’s destruction, both as an event in the past, and its continuing relevance and theological significance in his own day.

2.    1 Thessalonians 2:13–16

In his comment on 1 Thess 2:13–16, Henry9 finds a convenient list of charges against the Jews, whom he calls ‘the most bitter enemies Christianity had’. Following the story of Paul’s visit to Thessalonica in Acts 17, the Jews are accused of being ‘the ringleaders of persecution in all places’. Their behaviour was ‘enough to justify their final rejection and the ruin of their place, and church, and nation, which was now approaching’. Henry lists their offences, following 1 Thess 2:15–16:



(1.) They killed the Lord Jesus, and impudently and presumptuously wished that his blood might be on them and their children.10 (2.) They killed their own prophets: so they had done all along; their fathers had done so: they had been a persecuting generation. (3.) They hated the apostles, and did them all the mischief they could. They persecuted them, and drove and chased them from place to place: and no marvel, if they killed the Lord Jesus, that they persecuted his followers.11



These expositional comments already go well beyond Paul’s text. The author, by referencing Matt 27:25, clearly links the killing of Jesus to the experiences of that generation and beyond. Moreover, he makes the persecution of the righteous an essential characteristic of the Jews; they were doing as they had always done.



(4.) They pleased not God. They had quite lost all sense of religion, and due care to do their duty to God. It was a most fatal mistake to think that they did God service by killing God’s servants. Murder and persecution are most hateful to God and cannot be justified on any pretence; they are so contrary to natural religion that no zeal for any true or only pretended institution of religion can ever excuse them.12



Clearly, at this point, the Jews are made to stand for those who have persecuted the Protestant Church,13 which as we will see is a move Henry makes on several occasions.

The final two complaints concern the Jews’ opposition to the welfare and salvation of humankind:



(5.) They were contrary to all men. Their persecuting spirit was a perverse spirit; contrary to the light of nature, and contrary to humanity, contrary to the welfare of all men, and contrary to the sentiments of all men not under the power of bigotry. (6.) They had an implacable enmity to the Gentiles, and envied them the offers of the gospel: Forbidding the apostles to speak to the Gentiles, that they might be saved. The means of salvation had long been confined to the Jews. Salvation is of the Jews, says our Saviour. And they were envious against the Gentiles, and angry that they should be admitted to share in the means of salvation.14



Here at least, opposition to the salvific workings of God, because it prevents the salvation of others, constitutes the most serious crime of the Jews, rendering them susceptible to just punishment:



Thus did the Jews fill up their sins; and nothing tends more to any person or people’s filling up the measure of their sins than opposing the gospel, obstructing the progress of it, and hindering the salvation of precious souls. For the sake of these things wrath has come upon them to the uttermost; that is, wrath was determined against them, and would soon overtake them. It was not many years after this that Jerusalem was destroyed, and the Jewish nation cut off by the Romans.15



Clearly, the temple’s destruction is interpreted as a sign of God’s wrath rather than principally Rome’s military might. Just to push home the point, Henry uses the fate of the Jews, once God’s chosen people, to warn Christians of his own day of the need for faithfulness; the destruction of the temple was a visible sign to the world16 and to members of the Christian church not to sin:



God, who certainly foresees the ruin of sinners, and gives them warning of it, that they may prevent it by a true and timely repentance, or else be left inexcusable.17



That ‘the God of infinite goodness’ can turn on judgement and engage ‘in the destruction of his own creatures, even those that had been favourites’ is a warning to Henry’s readers of the terrible consequences of sin.18

Nonetheless, Matthew Henry is not consistent on what he regards as the Jews’ greatest sin, and therefore what justified God’s judgement upon them, manifest in the fall of the temple. At various points in the commentary different explanations are offered, though most are covered by Paul’s list, which are variously emphasized. Henry also uses the fall of the temple to speak positively of salvation history, but also to warn his own and other Christian churches of eighteenth-century England.

3.    ‘They Killed the Lord Jesus and the Prophets’

The accusation that Jews were responsible for killing Christ has a long history in Christianity. If 1 Thess 2:15 is authentic, the charge goes back to the earliest extant Christian writing, and is also found in Matt 27:25, where the evangelist has the people curse themselves and their children for spilling Jesus’ blood. Indeed, it was as recently as Pope Paul VI’s 1965 Bull Nostra aetate that Jewish corporate responsibility for the crucifixion was renounced.19 Needless to say, for Matthew Henry, Jewish responsibility for Jesus’ death is taken for granted. Old Testament passages that warn of God’s judgement if the people stray into idolatry are reinterpreted as just recompense for rejecting and killing Christ. The Roman destruction of the temple ‘shows that their sin, in rejecting Christ and his gospel, was more heinous and more provoking to God than idolatry itself’.20 The Babylonian exile is interpreted by Henry as chastisement for their sin of idolatry from which they were corrected. However, despite this clear warning, Henry finds it inexplicable that the Jews failed to learn God’s lesson from the far more severe judgement of the Roman destruction:



For their captivity in Babylon cured them effectually of their idolatry in seventy years’ time; but under this last destruction now for above 1600 years they continue incurably averse to the Lord Jesus.21



Henry often points to the Jews’ past and continued rejection of Jesus as their ultimate or ‘measure-filling sin’ with the temple’s destruction the wrath that justly followed.22 Even where the text has nothing to do with either the temple’s destruction or coming of the Messiah, Henry can find a reference to the temple. Commenting on Zech 11:1 (‘Open thy doors, O Lebanon, that fire may devour thy cedars’), Henry argues the call to open the doors is a call from Jesus to the Jews to let in their king, but ‘he came to his own and his own received him not [John 1:11]; now thou must open them to let thy ruin in’. Lebanon, explains Henry, stands for the temple because it was built of Lebanese cedars, but ‘it was burnt with fire by the Romans, and its gates were forced upon by the fury of the soldiers’.23

The destruction of the temple is interpreted by Henry as the ultimate act of God’s vengeance for the rejection and killing of Jesus.24 In order to make scripture point consistently in this direction, he interprets all reference to the Babylonian destruction as prophecy of the final destruction by the Romans. However, in another remarkable exegetical move, Henry reinterprets the enemies of Israel throughout the Old Testament to refer to Israel itself. In order to do this, various Hebrew Bible figures such as Moses, David, and Jeremiah become ‘types of Christ’; their sufferings anticipate Christ’s. The judgements that would therefore befall their persecutors fall on the Jews for rejecting and killing Christ. So, when David curses his enemies:



These imprecations are not David’s prayers against his enemies, but prophecies of the destruction of Christ’s persecutors, especially the Jewish nation, which our Lord himself foretold with tears, and which was accomplished about forty years after the death of Christ.… The rejection of the Jews for rejecting Christ, as it was a signal instance of God’s justice and an earnest of the vengeance which God will at last take on all that are obstinate in their infidelity,…25



Furthermore, David’s curses, ‘Let their habitation be desolate’ (Ps 69:25) and ‘Let them be blotted out of the book of the living’ (Ps 69:28), for Henry are clearly ‘fulfilled when their country was laid waste by the Romans … [and] multitudes of unbelieving Jews fell by the sword and famine’.26 These ‘dreadful judgments’ are brought upon the Jews because of their persecution of Jesus (‘They persecuted him with a rage reaching up to heaven; they cried Crucify him, crucify him’),27 but also because of their persecution of the saints (‘the suffering saints were God’s wounded, wounded in his cause and for his sake, and them they persecuted … For these things wrath came upon them to the uttermost’).28

Therefore, while Henry frequently cites killing Jesus as the ultimate Jewish sin that leads to destruction, elsewhere the cause of judgement is the Jewish persecution of the church. For Henry, Jeremiah’s experience of suffering anticipates the persecution the faithful will face at the hands of the Jews.29 Persecuting the church was enmity towards God and brought ‘wrath upon them without remedy, for it was sinning against the remedy’. Using Acts 9:4 as a proof-text, Henry argues that to persecute the messengers of God is like persecuting God: ‘Nothing is more provoking to God than abuses given to his faithful ministers; for what is done against them he takes as done against himself. Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me?’30

Similarly, it is persecution of the church rather than specifically killing Christ that is the action responsible for the destruction of Jerusalem in Henry’s comment on Ps 5:10 (‘Destroy thou them, O God; let them fall by their own counsels’), and Ps 97:3 (‘A fire goeth before him, and burneth up his enemies round about’), which refers to the:



… enmity of the unbelieving Jews to the gospel of Christ, and the violent persecution which in all places they stirred up against the preachers and professors of it … [which] turned to their own ruin … [as it] filled up their sin, and brought wrath upon them to the uttermost … [and] was fulfilled in the destruction of Jerusalem and the Jewish nation by the Romans.31



Once again 1 Thess 2:15–16 is referenced. Both verses are also deployed by Henry in relation to persecution and judgement in his comments on Hagar, who is made to stand as a typology for the bullying Jews (Gen 21:9–13); as Hagar was cast out, so the Jews ‘provoked God to cast them off [because of] their mocking and persecuting the gospel church, God’s Isaac, in its infancy, 1 Th. 2:16’.32 Persecution of both Christ and the church is the sin that demands divine punishment and ‘brought upon Jerusalem its final destruction by the Romans’.33

The Romans do not escape God’s wrath for their role in persecuting the Christians. Indeed, the Jews are accused of choosing Caesar over Christ, and siding with the Romans against Christianity. While it was God’s ‘rod of iron’ and not Roman power that destroyed the temple, so in return the power of Paganism will be shattered by the establishment of Christianity under Constantine: ‘Observe how powerful Christ is and how weak the enemies of his kingdom are before him; he has a rod of iron wherewith to crush those that will not submit to his golden sceptre’.34 For Henry, Rome’s decline was caused by its persecution of the church,35 and there is even a suggestion their destruction of God’s temple may also have provoked their downfall.36 In the end, all enemies of God will be destroyed, and those who persecute the church will endure ‘the hottest place in hell’!37

4.    ‘They Displease God’

We have seen that killing Christ and persecuting the church are the chief reasons Henry gives for God’s judgement coming upon the Jews; judgement that was expressed most fully in the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans. However, Henry levels a more general charge against the Jews that is found in 1 Thess 2; ‘they displease God’. For Henry, this also becomes part of the explanation for God’s destruction of the temple. As we have noted, Henry habitually links the two destructions of Jerusalem and argues that they both share the same cause. As idolatry led to the Babylonian exile, so the Roman destruction of Jerusalem stands as a symbol of the Jews’ past and continuing disobedience to God.



Spiritual judgments often bring temporal judgments along with them upon persons and places. This was in part fulfilled in the destruction of Jerusalem by the Chaldeans, …; but, the foregoing predictions being so expressly applied in the New Testament to the Jews in our Saviour’s time, doubtless this points at the final destruction of that people by the Romans, in which it had a complete accomplishment, and the effects of it that people and that land remain under to this day.38



Henry follows the standard Deuteronomistic view of history; God will bless his people when they are obedient and punish them when they stray into disobedience and idolatry. So, he says, the Jews provoked God’s wrath upon them, because in wilfully refusing to walk in his way, ‘they sold themselves to iniquity’.39

While Henry readily employs those Old Testament passages that deal with judgement on Israel to bolster his belief that the Jews have been rejected decisively, those prophecies of restoration cause him some problems. For example, in Isa 52:1 God promises ‘Jerusalem, the holy city’ that ‘there shall no more come into you the uncircumcised and the unclean’. Both God’s promise and its failure cause a potential difficulty for Henry. Henry compounds the problem in his translation of the verse: ‘there will no more come against thee (so it may be read)40 the uncircumcised and unclean’,41 switching the possible cultic meaning to a militaristic setting. For good measure, he even cites Ps 79:1 (‘The heathen shall not again enter into God’s sanctuary and profane his temple’), making the Roman assault the point at which this prophecy fails. Henry’s inventive solution both preserves God’s faithfulness, and condemns the Jews. He insists that God’s promise should be understood conditionally; if the Jews keep close to God he will protect them. However, should they become disobedient and ‘corrupt themselves, Antiochus will profane their temple and the Romans will destroy it’.42 Therefore, that the temple was later defiled and destroyed in no way threatens the reliability of scripture or God’s promises, rather it demonstrates the Jews’ disobedience.

Henry’s problem with the Jews was their persistence with the ceremonial law. To do so after the death of Christ, Henry claims, constitutes idolatry. Jews, he says, did not recognize that after the death of Christ – what he calls ‘the great sacrifice’ – all ceremonial sacrifice had been set aside.43 To continue to sacrifice was contemptuous of Christ, ‘treading underfoot the blood of the covenant’.44 Nonetheless, ‘the Jews would not be persuaded to quit it; still they kept it up with more zeal than ever’, even martyring Stephen because he spoke up against it. Instead, the leaders of Israel ‘should have discerned the signs of the times and given notice to the people of the approach of the Messiah, but who instead of that opposed him’.45

However, Henry acknowledges that the law was both ancient and divine, and he was also aware that the extent to which the law was still in force was a live debate in early Christianity. It is in relation to this question that Henry makes his most creative use of the destruction of the temple. In his exposition of the parable of the wicked husbandmen (Matt 21:33–45), Henry argues that the ceremonial law was like the partition wall or hedge around the vineyard, which Christ took down.46 However, the Jews’ resistance to giving up the law is offered as the reason for killing Jesus. The wicked tenants, Henry asserts, sought to kill the landowner’s son so they could gain the inheritance (the church), and then impose the ceremonial law on it. However, as in the parable the owner destroys the wicked tenants and hands the vineyard over to others, God destroyed the temple, Jerusalem, and Judaism, and built a flourishing church on its ruins.47 In other words, for Henry, God intervenes decisively in the controversy that engulfed the early church over the place of the law.



Providence soon determined this controversy (which is the only thing that seemed a controversy between the Old Testament and the New) by the destruction of Jerusalem, the desolations of the temple, the dissolution of the temple-service, and the total dispersion of all the remains of the Jewish nation, with a judicial defeat of all the attempts to incorporate it again, now for above 1600 years; and this according to the express predictions of Christ, a little before his death.48



For Henry, the destruction of the temple was God’s decisive engagement with this early Christian debate.49 The destruction of the temple is decisive proof the ceremonial law has ended. There were those Jewish believers in Jesus who struggled to overcome what Henry dubbed ‘their affection for the Law’.50



Many of the Jews who embraced the faith of Christ, yet continued very zealous for the law, … they therefore kept them up [observances of the law] after they were by baptism admitted into the Christian church, … Herein they were connived at, because the prejudices of education are not to be overcome all at once, and in a few years the mistake would be effectually rectified by the destruction of the temple and the total dissolution of the Jewish church, by which the observance of the Mosaic ritual would become utterly impracticable.51



Henry effectively argues that the destruction of the temple was necessary to help early Jewish-Christians see that one could not be baptized in Christ and continue with the law of Moses.

However, although Henry notes that the difference between the Old and New Testaments is principally in relation to the status of the Jews, with the Old Testament ceremonial law being set aside, he is equally insistent that there exists no tension between the two covenants. He argues that the Jews were always going to be laid aside, but not through being violently cast off, but through a natural process of progressive revelation.



The Jewish church was swallowed up in the Christian, the mosaic ritual in evangelical institutions. So that the New Testament is no more the undoing of the Old than the sending of a youth to the university is the undoing of his education in the grammar-school.52



Ultimately, for Henry, Judaism and Christianity could not co-exist. The Jewish edifice had to be removed to allow the development of Christianity, and so the destruction of the temple was inevitable; ‘the Kingdom of the Messiah shall be set up in the world by the utter destruction of the Jewish polity, which stood in the way of it’.53 Henry reads into John the Baptist’s preaching that for true religion to extend to the gentiles, total destruction rather than intense pruning was necessary. The axe laid at the root of the tree refers again to the destruction of the temple, the ‘total final and irrecoverable extirpation of that people, in which all those would perish that continued impenitent’.54

Jerusalem’s destruction becomes an apocalyptic event, when God’s wrath is poured out on his former people for their rejection and killing of Jesus, their persecution of the church, and their refusal to recognize, despite God’s warning, that the ceremonial law had ended. The fall of the temple becomes so important for Henry, and those who finished his commentary, that many biblical passages that are generally taken to refer to the eschaton are instead applied to the temple’s destruction: the day of the Lord (Amos and Acts); the Son of Man coming in his kingdom (Mark 9:1); the last days (Acts 2:17–21); the end of all things (1 Pet 4); the sixth seal (Rev 6:12); and the judgement of the Lamb (Rev 6:15).

5.    ‘Wrath has Come Upon Them’

So for Henry, there could be no legitimate version of Judaism after the Christ-event. All true Jews must embrace Christ in order to remain the people of God. The destruction of the temple becomes the sign of their total abandonment. Judaism, for Henry, could not function without the temple, and therefore its destruction reinforced his view that there was effectively no more Judaism. Those Jews who crucified or rejected Jesus, or persecuted the church filled up their measure of sin, so God’s wrath justly came upon them. Moreover, those Jews who continue in unbelief do so despite the overwhelming evidence, not only of Scripture, but also the fact that the temple’s destruction demonstrates for all to see that God has finished irrevocably with his formerly chosen people.

At several points, Henry finds a complete rendering of salvation history in a single chapter. So, for example, introducing Zech 11, he writes:



God’s prophet, who, in the chapters before, was an ambassador sent to promise peace, is here [Zech 11] a herald sent to declare war. The Jewish nation shall recover its prosperity, and shall flourish for some time and become considerable; … But, when thereby the chosen remnant among them are effectually called in and united to Christ, the body of the nation, persisting in unbelief, shall be utterly abandoned and given up to ruin, for rejecting Christ; and it is this that is foretold here in this chapter—the Jews rejecting Christ, which was their measure-filling sin, and the wrath which for that sin came upon them to the uttermost.55



Henry then explains how Zech 11 perfectly maps on to the history of Israel’s unbelief:



Here is, I. A prediction of the destruction itself that should come upon the Jewish nation (v. 1–3). II. The putting of it into the hands of the Messiah. 1. He is charged with the custody of that flock (v. 4–6). 2. He undertakes it, and bears rule in it (v. 7, 8). 3. Finding it perverse, he gives it up (v. 9), breaks his shepherd’s staff (v. 10, 11), resents the indignities done him and the contempt put upon him (v. 12, 13), and then breaks his other staff (v. 14). 4. He turns them over into the hands of foolish shepherds, who, instead of preventing, shall complete their ruin, and both the blind leaders and the blind followers shall fall together into the ditch (v. 15–17).56



Finally, Henry states that this is a situation about which those unbelieving Jews can have no complaints: ‘This is foretold to the poor of the flock before it comes to pass, that, when it does come to pass, they may not be offended’.57

Henry stresses Jewish culpability; they could have been a blessing to the nations, but chose instead to reject the Messiah.58 Yet at the same time he defends the righteousness of God’s judgement against what might be thought to constitute excessive punishment.59 God, Henry observes, gave the Jews ample time to repent, offering to them a helping hand, but they ‘slighted him and all the tenders of his grace’.60 For Henry, the destruction of the temple was the inevitable consequence of the Jewish sins of killing Christ, persecuting the church, and continuing in idolatry by rejecting the true gospel. The consequences of that sin were still being felt in his own day as, he observes, the Jews were still scattered among the nations, bearing the mark of Cain.



Their calamity shall continue from generation to generation and … they shall be so dispersed that they shall never unite or incorporate again; they shall settle in a perpetual unsettlement, and Cain’s doom shall be theirs.61



The Jews stand as the paradigmatic enemies of God, who though formerly chosen, became an apostate people, and as a result were subjected to God’s wrath through the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple. However, as this judgement had continuing effects, the Jews are made to stand as a warning to all who might be tempted to disobey God, or who persecute the true church. Like Cain, condemned like the Jews to wander the earth without a homeland, they are ‘a spectacle of horror to all’.62

As a template for apostasy, Henry is able to draw comparisons between those ancient enemies of God and contemporaneous enemies of the gospel, namely Roman Catholics. Henry complains that they too persecute the true church and engage in traditions tantamount to idolatry. As with the Jews, Henry cannot deny the Roman Church has arguments to deploy to bolster their position, but he manages to fasten the behaviour of the Jews onto the ‘Romanists’, with the implicit threat of the same fate. He notes that Jewish idolaters ‘burn incense unto the queen of heaven’ but defend themselves, for even ‘the most absurd and unreasonably wicked men will have something to say for themselves’.63 But he then suggests that these wicked idolaters ‘plead many of the things which the advocates for Rome make the marks of a true church, and not only justify but magnify themselves with; and these Jews have as much right to them as the Romanists have’. Henry then draws seven points of comparison between their idolatrous claims: antiquity, pretended authority, claims of unity, universality, visibility, practice of the mother tradition, and prosperity.64 For Henry, Roman Catholic devotion to Mary demonstrates for all their claim to authority ‘that idolatry which he [Jesus] foresaw his church would in after-ages sink into, … a crime which the Roman catholics, as they call themselves, are notoriously guilty of’.65 Like the Jews, Henry claims, the Roman Church persecutes the people of God just as the ancient Romans did: ‘Persecuting power and rage in Rome heathen, and no less in Rome papal, against the Christian religion’,66 and like the first-century Jews who handed Jesus over to Pilate, the Roman Catholic Church uses civil magistrates to persecute true Christians:



See how these corrupt church-rulers abused the civil magistrate, making use of him to execute their unrighteous decrees, … Thus have the kings of the earth been wretchedly imposed upon by the papal powers, and condemned to the drudgery of extirpating with the sword of war, as well as that of justice, those whom they have marked for heretics, right or wrong, to the great prejudice of their own interests.67



The Roman Church, who like the Pharisees clung to ‘corrupt traditions’ and ‘men that hated to be reformed’,68 were persecutors of the church and were therefore liable to the same judgement.

Finally, we have seen that Henry interpreted God’s destruction of the temple as essentially adjudicating between law-observant Judaism and Christianity by ‘abolishing the ceremonial law’,69 effectively removing the means by which Judaism could function, since there was no longer any possibility of atoning for sin.70 However, by interpreting the ex eventu prophecy about the destruction of the First Temple as also predicting the Second, and reading the Roman War into texts that speak of conflict, Henry, with some creative exegesis, is able to find remarkable details of the Jewish Revolt in the pages of the Old Testament. So in Deut 28:45–68, one of the consequences of rebellion against God will be that:



28:49The LORD will bring a nation from far away, from the end of the earth, to swoop down on you like an eagle, … 52It shall besiege you in all your towns until your high and fortified walls, in which you trusted, come down … 53you will eat the fruit of your womb, the flesh of your own sons and daughters … 62Although once you were as numerous as the stars in heaven, you shall be left few in number, because you did not obey the LORD your God.… 64The LORD will scatter you among all peoples, from one end of the earth to the other; …



Deut 28:49, 52, 53, 62, 64



For Henry, Moses predicts the fall of Jerusalem accurately, the reference to the eagle obviously referring to the Roman ensign.71 The people, he explains, have been scattered throughout the world, and even the reference to eating the flesh of children finds fulfilment in Josephus’ account of the Jewish War, in which a woman eats her own child in the midst of the famine, and is discovered by a mob who smell the cooking meat and share in her cannibalism.72 Such remarkable accuracy in the pages of the Old Testament, for Henry, demonstrates that the truth of prophecy, Scripture, in short, Christianity, is incontestable:



[Moses] foretells their last destruction by the Romans and their dispersion thereupon. And the present deplorable state of the Jewish nation, and of all that have incorporated themselves with them, by embracing their religion, does so fully and exactly answer to the prediction in these verses that it serves for an incontestable proof of the truth of prophecy, and consequently of the divine authority of the scripture.73



6.    Conclusion

The destruction of the temple and the Roman ravaging of Jerusalem in 70 CE pervades Matthew Henry’s massive commentary and serves several theological purposes. In common with some ancient Jewish accounts of the temple’s destruction, the Roman sack of Jerusalem is interpreted as God’s judgement upon his disobedient children. Where Henry parts company with these writers, and finds common cause with New Testament and other early Christian authors, is that event is not a temporary chastisement but a wholescale rejection of his formerly chosen people. In the pages of both the Old and New Testaments, Henry finds strikingly accurate predictions of Israel’s ultimate fate; a fate that any ‘reasonable’ reader of Scripture should have been able to anticipate! The Jews provoked God through rejecting and killing Jesus, and persecuting the church. Moreover, in refusing to abandon the ceremonial law, which had been clearly superseded, Jews compounded their disobedience by committing idolatry. Idolatry had resulted in the destruction of the First Temple, an event interpreted as God’s judgement but one that could be redeemed. In the destruction of the Second Temple, God had not only punished disobedience but decisively settled any doubt that the Christians had replaced the Jews as his chosen people.

Matthew Henry’s full-blooded supercessionism is, of course, jarring to modern ears. Yet from the beginning, Christian thinkers as far back as Paul have wrestled with the problem of the place of Judaism after the Christ-event. From the Gospel of Matthew to Matthew Henry and beyond – until the horror of the Holocaust – supercessionism was the dominant and most logical Christian answer. After all, how else could one account for the destruction of God’s temple in Jerusalem, which had declared Christianity victorious, other than as a sign of God’s complete wrath come upon a people who had filled up their sins to their full measure?


	     
1.    See, for example, the discussion by Joel Marcus, ‘The Jewish War and the Sitz im Leben of Mark’, JBL 111 (1992): 441–62. Biblical quotations largely follow the NRSV but with some adjustments.

2.    The fall of Jerusalem is also important for the dating of Revelation and Hebrews.

3.    Among important studies are: Philip F. Esler, ‘God’s Honour and Rome’s Triumph: Responses to the Fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE in Three Jewish Apocalypses’, in Modelling Early Christianity: Social Scientific Studies of the New Testament in its Context, ed. Philip F. Esler (London: Routledge, 1995), 239–58; Kenneth R. Jones, Jewish Reactions to the Destruction of the Jerusalem in A. D. 70: Apocalypses and Related Pseudepigrapha, JSJS 151 (Leiden: Brill, 2011); Frederick. J. Murphy, ‘2 Baruch and the Romans’, JBL 104 (1985): 663–69; Jacob Neusner, ‘Judaism in a Time of Crisis: Four Responses to the Destruction of the Second Temple’, Judaism 21 (1972): 312–27; Michael. E. Stone, ‘Reactions to Destructions of the Second Temple’, JSJ 12 (1981): 195–204.

4.    Mark 13:2; 14:58; 15:29; and parr.; Luke 19:44; John 2:19; Acts 6:14; Gos. Thom. 71. This view is also found in Jewish texts, e.g., 2 Bar. 6–8; 4 Bar. 4:1; Josephus, J.W. 5.9.3–4.

5.    This is particularly pronounced in the parable of the tenants (Mark 12:1–12 // Matt 21:33–46 // Luke 20:9–19), in which in response to the killing of the owner of the vineyard’s son, ‘He will come and destroy the tenants and give the vineyard to others’ (Mark 12:9).

6.    This view goes at least as far back as Baur, who concludes, ‘this passage has a thoroughly un-Pauline stamp’; Ferdinand C. Baur, Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ: His Life and Work, his Epistles, and his Doctrine, trans. A. Menzies, 2 vols. (London: Williams, 1875), 2:86. In fact, Baur goes on to argue that both Thessalonian letters are not by Paul.

7.    So Tacitus, Hist. 5.5. Tacitus, of course, later makes the same charge against Christians in his description of the Neronic persecutions (15.44). Josephus similarly defends Judaism from the charge of hatred of others (Ag. Ap. 2.121). Compare Paul in Rom 9:1–5; 10:1–4; 11:25–32.

8.    So Birger A. Pearson, ‘1 Thessalonians 2:14–16: A Deutero-Pauline Interpolation’, HTR 64 (1971): 79–94.

9.    Following Matthew Henry’s death in 1714, Daniel Mayo (ca. 1672–1733) was author of the commentary on 1–2 Thessalonians (and 2 Corinthians) drawing on notes left behind by Henry. As we will see, these notes are not inconsistent with the way in which Henry references 1 Thess 2:15–16 elsewhere in his commentary.

10.    Cf. Matt 27:25.

11.    Henry on 1 Thess 2:13–16.

12.    Henry on 1 Thess 2:13–16.

13.    For a classic treatment of persecution and martyrdom in the Reformation period, see B.S. Gregory, Salvation at Stake: Christian Martyrdom in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001); see also John R. Knott, Discourses of Martyrdom in English Literature, 1563–1694 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).

14.    Henry on 1 Thess 2:13–16.

15.    Henry on 1 Thess 2:13–16.

16.    See Henry on Zech 5:5–11.

17.    Henry on Deut 28:45–68. Henry spends some time on the rejection of God’s chosen people: ‘It is amazing to think that a people so long the favourites of Heaven should be so perfectly abandoned and cast off, that a people so closely incorporated should be so universally dispersed, and yet that a people so scattered in all nations should preserve themselves distinct and not mix with any, but like Cain be fugitives and vagabonds, and yet marked to be known’ (Henry on Deut 28:45–68).

18.    Henry on Deut 28:45–68. The same idea is found in Henry on Matt 21:38–45; the Jews are ‘a warning to all nations and churches, to take heed of leaving their first love, of letting fall a good work of reformation begun among them, and returning to that wickedness which they seemed to have forsaken, for the last state of such will be worse than the first’.

19.    See Cardinal Carlo Maria Martini’s reflections: ‘Christianity and Judaism: A Historical and Theological Overview’, in Jews and Christians: Exploring the Past, Present, and Future, ed. James H. Charlesworth (New York: Crossroad, 1990), 19–26. On Nostra aetae and other Vatican documents, see Michael A. Hayes, ‘From Nostra aetate to “We Remember: A Reflection on the Shoah” ’ in Christian-Jewish Relations through the Centuries, ed. Stanley E. Porter and Brook W. R. Pearson, JSNTSup 192 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), 426–45.

20.    Henry on Deut 28:45–68.

21.    Henry on Deut 28:45–68.

22.    Henry on Zech 11. Similarly, in Henry’s comment on Dan 9:20–27, it is the killing of Christ that is called ‘the sin that filled up the measure of their iniquity and brought ruin upon them’.

23.    Henry on Zech 11:1–3.

24.    So Henry says the kingdom ‘came with power, when vengeance was taken on the Jews for crucifying Christ’ (Henry on Mark 9:1–13). See also Henry on Dan 2:31–45 for the same thought.

25.    Henry on Ps 69:22–29.

26.    Henry on Ps 69:22–29.

27.    See also Henry on Ezek 7:1–15 for the same charge that the Jews called out for Jesus to be crucified.

28.    Henry on Ps 69:22–29.

29.    Henry on Jeremiah and Jer 2:29–37.

30.    Henry on 2 Chr 36:11–21.

31.    Henry on Ps 97:1–7.

32.    Henry on Gen 21:9–13.

33.    Henry on 2 Chr 36:11–21.

34.    Henry on Ps 2:9.

35.    Henry on Dan 7:9–14.

36.    Henry on Ezra 6:1–12.

37.    Henry on Matt 21:33–46.

38.    Henry on Isa 6:9–13.

39.    Henry on Isa 42:18–25.

40.    I am unaware of any published Bible translation that renders [image: Book title] as ‘come against’ rather than ‘come into’.

41.    Henry on Isa 52:1–6.

42.    Henry on Isa 52:1–6.

43.    Henry on Isa 66:1–4.

44.    Henry on Isa 66:1–4.

45.    Henry on Dan 9:20–27. Henry generally blames Jews collectively for idolatry, but occasionally, such as here, he singles out the leaders. See also Henry on 2 Chr 36:11–21: ‘The priests…who should have opposed idolatry were the ring-leaders in it’.

46.    Henry on Matt 21:33–45.

47.    Henry on Matt 21:33–45.

48.    Henry, preface to Exposition vol. 5.

49.    49.	The same idea is found in Henry on Matt 22:1–14: ‘Judgment came upon it and ruin without remedy, and it is set forth as an example to all that should oppose Christ and his gospel. It was the Lord’s doing, to avenge the quarrel of his covenant’.

50.    Henry on Matt 5:17–20.

51.    Henry on Acts 15:1–5.

52.    Henry, preface to Exposition vol. 5.

53.    Henry on Mark 9:1–13.

54.    Henry on Matt 3:7–12. So Henry says, ‘When Jerusalem was destroyed by the Romans, and the nation of the Jews, as a nation, quite blotted out from under heaven, and neither root nor branch left them’ (Henry on Mal 4:1–3). In his commentary on Mark 13, which does point to the temple’s destruction, Henry draws back from this rhetorical total destruction. He acknowledges the Romans threatened ‘a universal slaughter of all the people of the Jews’ and that had the war continued ‘no flesh could have been saved, not one Jew could have been left alive’. Remarkably, Henry interprets Mark 13:20, which refers to the Christian elect, as pointing to God’s mercy in the midst of his wrath on the Jews, so that ‘As a church and nation the ruin was complete, but many particular persons had their lives given them for a prey, by the storm’s subsiding when it did’. For Henry, this was to fulfil the promise that ‘a remnant should be saved (Isa. 10:22)’ (Henry on Mark 13:14–23).

55.    Henry on Zech 11.

56.    Henry on Zech 11.

57.    Henry on Zech 11.

58.    Henry on Ezek 5:5–17.

59.    Henry tells of ‘a wicked man, who, upon reading the threatenings of this chapter [Deut 28], was so enraged that he tore the leaf out of the Bible’ (Henry on Deut 28:45–68). However for Henry, the total destruction of the Jewish nation was ‘just punishment of those that put him to death’ (Henry on Dan 9:20–27).

60.    Henry on Isa 50:1–3.

61.    Henry on Zech 5:5–11. Henry links the Jews with Cain several times, either for their role in spilling innocent blood, or that they bear Cain’s curse living as ‘fugitives and vagabonds’ (Henry on Jer 15:1–9); see also Henry on Prov 29:27, Isa 58:3–7, Ezek 5:5–17, 7:16–22, and Hos 9:1–6.

62.    Henry on Jer 15:1–9.

63.    Henry on Jer 44:15–19 (cf. Jer 44:17).

64.    Henry on Jer 44:15–19.

65.    Henry on John 2:1–11. Henry makes accusation of idolatry in Exod 20:1–11; 2 Kgs 22:1–10; Acts 14:8–18; Rom 1:19–32; 2 Thess 2:3–12; 1 Pet 2:4–12; Rev 13:11–18; Rev 16:12–16 (in which the idolatry of Rome is accused of being a hindrance to the conversion of the Jews).

66.    66.	Henry on Dan 7:15–28.

67.    Henry on Matt 27:1–10. See also Henry on Hos 6:4–11: ‘In popish countries the clergy are observed to be the most bloody persecutors’ demonstrating that even ‘the best institutions, that are ever so well designed to keep the balance even between justice and mercy, are capable of being abused and perverted to the manifest prejudice and violation of both’.

68.    Henry on Matt 15:10–20.

69.    Henry on Ps 69:22–29.

70.    Henry on Lev 16:20–28.

71.    An insight Henry attributes to a ‘bishop Patrick’, which makes Moses’ prophecy ‘the more remarkable’ (Henry on Deut 28:45–68).

72.    Cf. Josephus, J.W. 6.3.4.

73.    Henry on Deut 28:45–68.




Chapter 9

MATTHEW HENRY’S EXPOSITION OF JOSHUA 7 IN SOCIO-LEGAL AND SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

David J. Chalcraft

A heap of stones was raised on the place where Achan was executed, every one perhaps of the congregation throwing a stone to the heap, in token of his detestation of the crime.1



1.    Introduction

A.    Joshua 7: A Troubling Text for All Times

Joshua 7 narrates a crime committed by one person, Achan, who is named as the culprit at the outset of the story and whose guilt is therefore known by Yahweh and now shared immediately with the reading audience. Joshua and the rest of the Israelites only discover the fact over a period of time and through a complex ritual process. However, the crime, though committed by an individual, implicates ‘all Israel’. Moreover, when all Israel finally learns the truth, all Israel joins with Joshua in not only condemning the man to death, but also his family and all his livestock, and proceed to stone them to death and burn their corpses.

Whatever the social context in the history of reception, Joshua 7 draws forth needed comment. It is not a text that can be ignored but a text that challenges the audience since it touches on the issues of the organization of society and the place of the individual within the collectivity, the meaning and purpose of crime and punishment, and the operation of (divine and civic) justice and mercy. It has challenged interpreters across time and space and the strategies employed by readers and exegetes over time are fascinatingly varied. Joshua 7 then can work as something of a ‘litmus test’ to assess how the political and cultural context, and the values and norms associated with collective group life and individualism (legitimate and deviant action), impact on how the text is read, and how the text, in turn, might challenge those beliefs or be used to do so.2 This essay considers the way in which Matthew Henry (1662–1714) responded to what he took to be the challenges of Joshua 7, and the ways in which that response reflects social and cultural attitudes from his context. An important part of that background, especially for the assessment of Henry’s treatment of Joshua 7, is his encounter with the socio-legal system during the successive reigns of English monarchs from 1660 to 1714.3

B.    Structure of the Essay

In the following I begin with a brief overview of English history 1660–1714 before concentrating on two settings in which Matthew Henry had first-hand experience of the criminal justice system then operative. These settings provided Henry with a set of opinions, values, and tools when thinking about Joshua 7. The second part of the essay then turns to consider Henry’s comments on Joshua 7, highlighting the ways in which he drew on the socio-legal context (often unconsciously) to consider the relation between the individual crime of Achan and the collective guilt of Israel, the establishment beyond all doubt of Achan’s guilt and the justice of his execution, and the execution of his whole family. The practical spiritual advice that Henry generated for his congregation and readers is also considered and it is proposed that Henry largely envisages the ‘community’ not to be the nation as such but the dissenting conventicles. Overall, Henry’s engagement with the text illustrates where he felt the narrative (and the actions of Yahweh it describes) needed explaining and defending. He tended to read with the ideology and grain of the text, and utilized Joshua 7 to reinforce the legitimate operation of the criminal justice system, concentrating more on the need for the individual to reform their way of life rather than offering a critique of the workings of the state and its use of violence to maintain social order, as his radical Puritan forebears more often did.

C.    Legislation and the Status of Dissenters, 1660–1714

The reigns of Charles II (1660–1685), James II (1685–1688), William and Mary (1689–1702), and Queen Anne (1702–1714), were turbulent periods in English religious history. It was a period of changing allegiance and treachery, and the monarch was often far from secure and could not enjoy the support of the whole kingdom, as Monmouth’s rebellion and, of course, the Glorious Revolution of 1689 clearly showed. The struggles between Catholic and Protestant, and between the established Anglican Church and nonconformity, were prominent. The struggles were influenced strongly by the legislation that was passed. For example, the period includes the Act of Uniformity of 1662, and various other Tests and Acts under the Clarendon Code, which effectively established a nonconformist position and thereby restricted the liberty of worship and conscience of Dissenters, excluding them from public service. In 1661, Philip Henry, Matthew’s father, was ousted from his living, along with 2,000 other priests a year later, for refusing to sign the oath of allegiance and utilize the new edition of the Book of Common Prayer (1662).4 The Dissenters did experience some relief whilst the Indulgences of Charles II (1672) and James II (1687) were in effect (the latter was quite short-lived), but even the Act of Toleration of 1689 was probably motivated more by James II’s desire to relieve the Catholics and admit them to political office than it was driven by concern for his dissenting subjects. Indeed, it was suspicion of the king’s Catholic motives which resulted in the invitation to William to invade the country and finally secure a Protestant dynasty for the throne. But even during the reign of Queen Anne (who, despite being the daughter of the Catholic James II, was, like her sister Mary, raised an ardent Protestant), Tories felt that the established church, ‘was in danger’, and the extent of the Sacherveral riots in 1710 confirmed that many others were also persuaded of this threat from the Dissenters, with the Act of Occasional Conformity seen to be in need of major revision in order to further restrict their liberty.5 Hence, although the worst persecution seemed to have passed for Matthew Henry and the Dissenters, and the situation was certainly more promising than it had been in his father’s time, there was still a need to be cautious and watchful. Despite the lack of liberty, and persecution, Henry did not emulate his Puritan forebears to develop an exegesis that would challenge church and state.

2.    Matthew Henry’s Experiences of the Criminal Justice System

A.    Studying at Gray’s Inn, 1686

During 1686, Matthew Henry’s letters home to his father from Gray’s Inn, London, where he was studying law, include a topical commentary on the trials and prosecutions of a number of notable persons, including the Earl of Stamford (1654–1720), Lord Delamere (1652–1694), Lord Bandon Gerrard (1618–1694), Lord Grey (1655–1701) (a leader in the Monmouth rebellion, but restored to full honours after giving evidence against his former comrades), and the ‘odious informers’ Nathaniel Wade and Richard Goodenough.6 Henry often attended the court sessions and frequently witnessed condemned criminals on their way to execution, or saw the decapitated or dismembered bodies on public display. Henry happened to be studying law during the aftermath of the Monmouth rebellion, and the trials of suspects associated with the earlier Rye House plot. More suspects were created by those who took part in the Monmouth rebellion trying to find some reduction of their own sentences. It certainly was a lively, newsworthy, and gruesome period of political history involving many cases of treason. The aftermath of Monmouth’s rebellion would also be of striking interest to the Henry family since Philip Henry, Matthew’s father, was himself briefly imprisoned in Chester Castle on suspicion of having sympathies with the uprising.

In his letters home, Henry covers the trial of Lord Brandon Gerrard in some detail. He records on 1 December:



On Thursd. last Ld. Brand. Ger. had his Tryal. The students came early & big wth Expecta. but were outed the Court (to make room for the abundance of Lords that were there present) & I among ye rest.7



Henry was actually present when sentence was passed:



On Satt. I was in Court when hee was brought to receive Sentence. Somth. hee moved in arrest of judgment. reading a Paper drawn up for that purpose, but it availed nothing. So they proceeded to sentence wch ye Ld. Ch. Just. Herbert Pronounced after a long Speech tending to aggravate his fault & set home the sense of it. The Prisoner often pleaded his own innocency, But carried it with the strangest unconcernedness that I could not but admire. To see a man stand there receiving a sentence of Death without any change of countenance, or so much as a down look. Hee desired some time to prepare, for indeed (said hee) I have bin a great sinner, wch was the best word I heard him say. Execution is to bee on Friday next – ye sentence to be hanged drawn & quartered – wch tis probable will be altered to beheading. The Prisoner is a comely man seems to bee about 30y old hath a clear complexion, good head of hair & inclining to bee fat.8



We learn of the fate of Gerrard subsequently. A later entry reads:



Tis reported Lord Gerrard is reprieved, ’t is lookt upon as ye Harbinger of a Pardon. Tis said most of ye Lords present did Petition for his life & gave him some hope of speeding before his sentence, wch. perhaps made him so unconcerned.9



Henry lived through a period when the justice system often condemned the criminal to death. Moreover, Henry experienced trials, the plights of prisoners, and executions first-hand. These experiences began during his period studying law in London and continued throughout his ministry in Chester. In such a context, interactions with a text dealing with crime, guilt, justice, and execution (as narrated in Josh 7) would understandably be of a different character from readings taking place within an alternative system of criminal justice (e.g., one based on fundamentally different principles of justice, and alternative approaches to the reform and restitution of the criminal). His first biographer, William Tong, writing of 1685 and the decision to encourage Matthew Henry to study law, observes that it was a reasonable choice because:



[T]he Times were then very dark, he was young, had Time enough before him to mix that with his other Studies; the Knowledge of the Law would not only be convenient for one that was Heir to an handsome Estate, but might be of use for the better understanding the Nature of the Divine Law and Government, and the forensick Terms so much used in the Holy Scriptures, and in other Divinity Books both Ancient and Modern. … [H]e loved to look into the Body of the Civil Law, and did not neglect to acquaint himself with the Municipal Laws of his own Country.10



We will see in what ways this learning in the law influenced his reaction to Joshua 7.

In these descriptions of the trials in his letters home, Henry does not express any criticism of the state or any misgivings about the carriage of justice. In such difficult times it is perhaps not surprising that, as his father warned him, he needed to be careful what was committed to paper. But it also seems the case that, despite living through the midst of (inconsistent and relatively arbitrary) state interference in church affairs, especially concerning the status and plight of the dissenting congregations, Henry was not encouraged to develop anything but a position of non-resistance. Moreover, when he was able to celebrate the reigning monarch (which became possible once the Protestant champion William III was ruling with Queen Mary, and was continued under the reign of Queen Anne), he did so with enthusiasm.11 In other words, the political and cultural context, and the suffering of the Dissenters under the burden of legislative acts, did not motivate Henry to take up a position when engaging with biblical texts that tended to sympathize with people subject to the rule of the theocracy. The potential was there for Henry to develop a political exegesis like his Puritan forebears when the ‘world was turned upside down’. For example, in the late 1620s, Josh 7 was utilized by Henry Burton to attack Laudianism in church and politics, and to expose not only one Achan whose sins were crippling the well-being of the nation and inviting the wrath of God, but a host of Achans.12 Burton suffered the consequences of such political exegesis, with imprisonment in Lancaster Castle, and the cutting off of his ears. Henry’s exegesis, as we shall see, did not question the state but rather worked to justify the justice of God’s anger and judgement, and in the process shared the views of many of his contemporaries regarding the workings of the then-current criminal justice system.

B.    Visiting Prisoners in Chester Castle 1690–1710

Another context in which Henry encountered the criminal justice system were the many occasions when he visited prisoners (many of them condemned to death) in Chester Castle, whilst he was a minister in the city.13 Henry visited prisoners incarcerated in Chester Castle periodically for over 20 years (1690–1710). Tong narrates that ‘he was sent for to the Castle by one that was to be executed for clipping the King’s Coin; he prayed with him and endeavoured to convince him of Sin, but observes that the Man seemed rather amazed or sullen’.14 Clearly Henry considers it justifiable that the king’s coin should not be clipped and that breaking this law, and presumably committing theft, breaks the eighth commandment and is a sin. Tong gives a number of examples and records the texts from which Henry liked to preach in these circumstances, most of which were hardly comforting (e.g., 2 Thess 1:7, 8; Prov 14:2; Ps 99:67; Eccl 9:5), before reporting:



I shall mention but one more, and that is a Sermon which he preached on the 8th of May, 1701, to the Prisoners, where three Women were under Sentence of Death for murdering their Bastard Children; it was a very aweful and awakening Discourse, from James i. 15. Then when Lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth Sin, and Sin when it is finished bringeth forth Death, not the Death of the Body only, that is not the finishing Stroke of Sin, but the Death and Damnation of the Soul; while he reasoned about these Things, the poor Wretches trembled exceedingly, and several good People that used to attend their Prison-Sermons, were mightily affected, Tears and Trembling were every where observed: He visits these Poor Wretches a second and third time after this, and was with them the very Day that they died; it is not easy in such Cases clearly to discern whether God gives true Repentance or no, but he had done all he could for them, and they were very thankful for the Compassion he had shewed to their poor Souls.15



Henry then was living at a time, and experiencing the full force of the criminal justice system, that is far removed from our own time and system. Living at a time when executions not only took place but took place on a regular basis surely provides a different context for thinking about Joshua 7. The justification of public execution was possible, as was the lack of mercy shown on particular occasions. In the case of Henry’s visits to the condemned prisoners in Chester Castle, there is no indication that Henry questioned the decisions of the courts or made a plea for mitigating circumstances resulting in the criminal activities. Guilt is always presumed by Henry and the justice of the law presupposed. A general sense of conformity to the law and morality of the wider society is promoted. Is this perspective on the role of law and punishment also found in his exegesis of Joshua 7?

3.    Matthew Henry’s Exegesis

A firm Belief of God’s all-seeing Eye always upon us, wherever we are, and whatever we are doing, would be a mighty Aweband upon the Spirit, to keep it serious and watchful; dare I omit such a known Duty, or commit such a known Sin, while I am under the Eye of a just and holy God, who hates Sin, and cannot endure to look on Iniquity?16



In his Exposition, Henry devotes over eight thousand words to the exegesis of Joshua 7. In doing so, he adds one more stone to the growing cairn of interpretation on Achan. For Matthew Henry, Josh 7 is not a text of terror, rather it magnifies the glory of God. However, this does not mean the text is not without its difficulties, and Henry is left with some explaining to do, both to make the text palatable for himself and to present it to his readers. The justice of God’s actions need some explanation and the guilt of Achan needs to be established as a heinous crime necessitating the punishment by death. Also, the execution of his family and the loss of all property needs to be addressed.

Henry’s accounting for the all-Israelite guilt has some relation to the unravelling of the plot. There is little narrative tension here. It is not a detective story which follows the skills of the sleuth who slowly reveals the culprit; rather we are told at the outset of the narrative that Israel has sinned and that the guilty party is Achan. The detective story here is about how Joshua and ‘all Israel’ gradually learn who was guilty and the process by which they do so.

For most commentators, the Achan story raises two central concerns. The first issue is: how can a body of people be guilty for an action that has clearly been carried out by only one of them? Wherein lies the logic of their responsibility? Henry suggests that the connection of the crime with ‘all Israel’ is because, at the early stage of the story, Achan has yet to be singled out.17 There are theological and sociological reasons to be given by Henry. It is implied that only by singling out and punishing the individual can the collective be exonerated and relieved of any guilt. The execution of the criminal pardons the collective crime. We shall see that Henry’s emphasis is in fact less on the guilt of the community and a collective crime, and more on the responsibility of keeping the community pure and holy. The crime for sure is committed by Achan and his family only.

The second theme that attracts attention concerns the punishment of Achan and his family. When the criminal is singled out and has confessed his crime he is executed, but so too are all his family, and their possessions are also destroyed. Again the question arises: how can the crime of one person require the destruction of many others who are related? For a modern audience familiar with the concepts of individual responsibility, such a collective punishment is not only unjustified and unfair but completely outrageous. Moreover, a modern audience, in the light of Achan’s confession, would likely expect the extension of mercy and are shocked by his execution, regarding it as needless cruelty. From this perspective, Josh 7 is a text that Richard Dawkins might very much have in mind as an example to support the claim that, ‘The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction’.18 We will see below how Henry deals with these issues. In his view, the text attributes guilt to all Israel on account of the actions of one member, yet in the event, the punishment is metered out to Achan (and his family) but not to all Israel. Israel has already suffered some loss, with the deaths of those warriors who fell in the first failed attack on Ai (which led to the inquiry as to why they had lost the battle), but in the final punishment it is Achan and his family who are executed and the execution is carried out by all Israel in unison, as the text is at pains to point out and as Henry underlines.

A.    Individual and Community

Of Achan’s guilt and the need for punishment, Henry is in no doubt. Since all Israel had been told by Joshua expressly to spare no one in the city of Jericho, and moreover not to take any spoil but to put it all to the flame or dedicate it to Yahweh, then, since Achan did take from the spoil and is in direct contradiction of the divine command, he is guilty. Henry does not question the legitimacy of the ban or the reason for it (for example, that it was a means of discipline to maintain the military commitment of the tribes, or served the interests of the priests in adding to the treasury); rather, since the ban had been put into effect, a transgression of it is, by definition, a crime, and Achan is the criminal. It is an act of ‘disobedience’ and deserves punishment.

What is in need of more explanation (and defence) is the relation between Achan as an individual and all Israel both in terms of the crime and, later, in terms of the punishment. Henry writes:



And yet, though it was a single person that sinned, the children of Israel are said to commit the trespass, because one of their body did it, and he was not as yet separated from them, nor disowned by them. They did it, that is, by what Achan did guilt was brought upon the whole society of which he was a member.19



Henry wants to point out that Achan was the only criminal in all Israel. While perfection of the followers of God will only ever be achieved ‘in the heavenly Canaan’, Henry presents the Israelites at this time as in harmony and unity almost to a man (and woman). Israel here is a pure and holy nation, and it is this purity that needs to be maintained. Achan is the only exception. Achan is the only ‘delinquent’. The fact that more of the members of the society had not strayed from their obedience is a remarkable one, Henry opines, given the sore temptation that all the spoil would present to ordinary men and women. It was on account of the ordinances of God, of circumcision, and Passover (Henry clearly dating all these prior to the conquest), that the Israelites were kept on the straight and narrow.20

In applying such thinking to Henry’s own situation and that of his audience, there is a sense that the society that is envisaged is less the English nation (and Scotland too after the Act of Union of 1707) as a whole, or some sense of one church, but rather that it is the dissenting congregation itself that is in view – a situation where members of the community are known to each other and able to monitor the behaviour, speech, and ideas of fellow members in a mutual effort to remain on the straight and narrow. In other words, a social setting more akin to a sectarian movement made up of ‘the elect’, in the classical Weberian sense of the term.21 In such small-scale social settings, the deviancy of one member is more clearly seen, more strongly objected to, and more easily expunged through removal of the deviant. This is the way in which Henry understands the Israelite polity as narrated in Josh 7, and the connection with the context to which he and his congregations belong is a relatively smooth and straightforward one.

Henry is able to address the relation between the individual and the community with respect to Achan’s crime by seeing the individual as part of the community, so that if the deviant can be identified and removed from the community, the purity of the community can be restored and maintained. There is no mysterious bond between community and individual or sense of a community soul or psychology. Such reasoning is not required by Henry, and neither does it occur to him. Henry simply sees the community as being implicated because Achan is a member of that community. Hence self and community can be differentiated, but there is a strong sense of community since the deviance cannot be tolerated; in a Durkheimian sense, there is increased sensitivity to deviance in the context of a bounded community devoted to holiness.22 Furthermore, until the criminal is identified and punished by the community, the community itself, Henry understands, will not thrive. In this instance, the community’s pathological status results in their loss in the first attack on Ai. What there is, however, is a strong bond between the community (and its status and health) and Yahweh. In addition, the metaphor of disease is utilized by Henry. The community is seen as a body which has been infected in one of its limbs/members; if that member can be cut off (if the gangrenous element can be eliminated), the health of the body will be restored. As Henry notes: ‘No reprieve could be obtained; a gangrened member must be cut off immediately’.23 Such metaphorical ways of thinking about crime and punishment in Matthew Henry’s times were quite common and often drawn upon by preachers at Assize sermons.24 Henry drew fully upon it, and extended the concept of the social body to the ‘congregation as the body of Christ’. Indeed, the body metaphor itself in secular society had its origins in theological thought.

Since Achan is part of the community, the community is responsible, not so much for the crime (would they incriminate themselves for a failed socialization?), but more for identifying both the crime and the criminal and then acting accordingly. Not to act to remove the deviant individual would be to act wrongly and incur further punishment. This is the emphasis in Henry’s account. The history of reception would need to wait until the ‘anthropological turn’ in biblical studies (with its ideas of taboo and contagion, or indeed for its notions of collective personality) to offer a different account.25 Given the more collective nature of social thought at the time of Henry’s writing, and the culture of crime and punishment, Henry already has contextual tools ready to hand to interpret the biblical text.

B.    Implications for Individuals in the Community

Henry draws out the lesson for the community of readers of his commentary when he writes:



This should be a warning to us to take heed of sin ourselves, lest by it many be defiled or disquieted (Heb. 12:15), and to take heed of having fellowship with sinners, and of being in league with them, lest we share in their guilt.26



Hence the relation between the individual and the community is one where the sin of the individual can corrupt others, so one must keep a watchful eye on oneself and also upon fellow congregation members. Such advice surely can be followed much more readily in smaller, sectarian, congregational settings. Only here can the warnings found in the Epistle to the Hebrews be fully followed, making sure that there is ‘no one among you … no bitter, noxious weed growing up to poison the whole, no immoral person, no one worldly-minded like Esau’ (Heb 12:15–16 [NEB]).

This observation of Henry’s, to be vigilant of one’s self and other members of society, is a common one in interpretation of various passages in the Old Testament by commentators in the seventeenth century,27 and reflects aspects of social organization in the communities of England at that time, where the policing of morals was performed by all citizens of each other. Such mutual policing, of course, becomes much harder to effect when the nation is divided on political and religious lines, and for Henry’s day a nostalgic picture of close-knit communities is not helpful.28 In a more sectarian setting, the vigilance is enjoined for the monitoring of fellow-sect members, it is of greater intensity, and, moreover, capable of being carried out. For Henry, secret sins will ‘be brought to light’ and if the community is not to do it, God will instigate processes that bring the sin to the attention of the people: ‘Many a community is under guilt and wrath and is not aware of it till the fire breaks out: here it broke out quickly’.29

Henry manages to keep both a collective, societal dimension to his exegesis and one that speaks to the individual piety of the people in his audience, but the overall emphasis of the impact of Josh 7 is at the individual level; reform of the individual is promoted, not reform of the state or society. The lessons he draws from the story of Achan attempt to combine the collective and the individual. For example, he writes:



That which is accursed will be destroyed; and those whom God has entrusted to bear the sword bear it in vain if they make it not a terror to that wickedness which brings these judgments of God on a land. By personal repentance and reformation, we destroy the accursed thing in our own hearts, and, unless we do this, we must never expect the favour of the blessed God. Let all men know that is nothing but sin that separates between them and God, and, if it be not sincerely repented of and forsaken, it will separate eternally.30



On the collective level, Henry invokes those charged with the oversight of the community through designated positions – they must uncover and eradicate wrongdoing. Nevertheless, his emphasis is more on the individual and personal responsibility; the Achans that exercise Henry are not leaders in the state but each individual themselves. Henry appeals to the individual’s conscience and responsibility for their own integrity. In another place, Henry draws the moral lessons for the individual, rendering each far-from-perfect believer a type of Achan. Rather than throwing further stones at Achan, the Christian reader should consider whether they themselves (as Jesus challenged the would-be stoners of the fallen women in the Gospel) ‘are free from sin’ (John 8:7). Indeed, the individual believer knows themselves not to be in a right relationship with their God. He writes:



How much it is our concern, when God is contending with us, to find out what the cause of action is, what the particular sin is, that, like Achan, troubles our camp. We must thus examine ourselves and carefully review the records of conscience, that we may find out the accursed thing, and pray earnestly with holy Job, Lord, show me wherefore thou contendest with me. Discover the traitor and he shall be no longer harboured.31



Henry clearly sees Achan as an individual who shares these human attributes. They have an individual responsibility to acknowledge their own faults and sins and, once committed, to subject their consciences to scrutiny and to act upon the guilt that emerges to encourage them to self-reformation, repentance, and the seeking for forgiveness, whether that be through redress to the community or through the acceptance of justice. Henry is at pains to point out that the Israelites went to great lengths to be sure to identify the guilty person – the task was not to make a show of punishment, but to punish the right man. For Henry this shows a great commitment to justice on the part of Joshua and the people.

C.    Achan’s Crime is Heinous and Deserves to be Met with Death by Execution

Another line of interpretation adopted by Henry in his overall defence of the justice of Yahweh in Josh 7 is to emphasise the seriousness of the crime/sin committed by Achan – a crime so serious that normal guidelines for justice, even those lain down by the deity, need not be followed. The sin is made to appear ‘exceedingly sinful’.32 Henry imagines a scene that is not presented in the narrative, where Joshua would have enquired of the whole army that they had indeed followed the ban faithfully and not taken anything for themselves. In this scene, Achan, of course, is imagined as giving his assent to Joshua’s general question. Moreover, in a further imagined scene where Henry has Joshua enquiring again since it was clear to him now that something had gone amiss, Achan continued to deny his crime. Henry posits that Yahweh does not name the culprit outright (remembering that we have already been told about the crime and the criminal from the beginning of the chapter) so as to give Achan time to repent and confess. It is likely that Henry is led to invent these scenes in order to better account for the fact that, even though in the end Achan does confess, there is no chance of his escaping the death penalty.



Joshua no doubt proclaimed it immediately throughout the camp that there was such a transgression committed, upon which, if Achan had surrendered himself, and penitently owned his guilt, and prevented the scrutiny, who knows but he might have had the benefit of that law which accepted of a trespass-offering, with restitution, from those that had sinned through ignorance in the holy things of the law? Lev. 5:15, 16. But Achan never discovering himself till the lot discovered him evidenced the hardness of his heart, and therefore he found no mercy.33



Again, Henry shows no interest in the anthropology of the structure of Israelite society. Rather, the delay in discovering the criminal (through the mustering of all Israel, and then taking the tribe, followed by household and family), is seen as yet another opportunity for Achan to discover himself and confess his crime. Henry creatively constructs the scene whereby the lot gets closer and closer to putting the finger precisely (and only) on Achan’s head:



It was strange that Achan, being conscious to himself of guilt, when he saw the lot come nearer and nearer to him, had not either the wit to make an escape or the grace to make a confession; … We may well imagine how his countenance changed, and what horror and confusion seized him when he was singled out as the delinquent, when the eyes of all Israel were fastened upon him, …34



In these comments on the changes imagined to have overcome Achan’s face, we are reminded of Henry’s observations about the unchanging countenance of Lord Brandon Gerrard in 1686 when he received (with no visible signs of disturbance) the sentence of death metered out to him for his association with the Rye House plot. It is also interesting to note that Henry does seem to think that if an earlier and swifter confession had been made, Achan may have escaped the death penalty.

Henry continues in this vein of underlining the severity of the crime that Achan has committed, so as to justify the apparent severity of God’s punishment. Establishing the severity of the crime appears to be essential to Henry if he is going to be able to justify God’s actions and exonerate the deity from injustice, cruelty, and barbarism. Even though for Henry, God, being God, could act arbitrarily if he wanted to, Henry nevertheless works hard to establish the deep seriousness of Achan’s crime. First, he observes, the crime was a great affront to God because Achan transgressed the covenant, the sacred bond between Yahweh and his people. Second, the punishment needs to be severe to match the severity of the crime because Achan has caused ‘great injury’ to the church of God, damaging the reputation of the holy nation which is to be an example to all nations; a holy nation of which Yahweh is the protector. Moreover, for Henry the text indicates that the goods were stolen and that Achan, even though given ample opportunity to confess, continually hid his guilt and did not own up. In addition, Achan hid the stolen things, which were under the ban, among his own goods (Josh 7:11). Henry therefore draws the conclusion that:



These being crimes so heinous in their nature, and of such pernicious consequence and example, the execution, which otherwise would have come under the imputation of cruelty, is to be applauded as a piece of necessary justice. It was sacrilege; it was invading God’s rights, alienating his property, and converting to a private use that which was devoted to his glory and appropriated to the service of his sanctuary – this was the crime to be thus severely punished, for warning to all people in all ages to take heed how they rob God.35



So in fact for Henry, one act of theft has been elevated to a range of crimes. Indeed, theft has been transformed into sacrilege tantamount to treason. There is no suggestion that Achan would have intended all these consequences, or was conscious of the full implications in these terms of the simple act of theft. Henry does not, to be clear, label these actions treason. If he had done, it would have served to justify the punishment Achan receives, for at the time of his writing, treason in England was a crime whose punishment included in its sweep the criminal’s family and possessions.

However, it is the context of crime and punishment in Henry’s day that explains the emphasis Henry lays on the heinous nature of the crime. Although many criminal acts (especially after the passing of the Black Act of 1723) were subject to the death penalty, this was far less frequently carried out in practice.



By the number of statutes creating capital offences, it sweeps into the net every crime which, under any possible circumstances, may merit the punishment of death: but when the execution of this sentence comes to be deliberated on, a small proportion of each class are singled out, the general character, or the peculiar aggravations of which crimes, render them fit examples of public justice. By this expedient, few actually suffer death, whilst the dread danger of it hang over the crimes of many.36



Since many were reprieved of the death penalty and given alternative sentences, the question becomes how it was decided to execute some and not others. The answer is that those who were executed were considered to be particularly deserving of execution given the nature of their crime and their overall standing, character, and record. William Paley lists three elements: ‘Repetition, cruelty and combination’.37 Matthew Henry works hard to establish why Achan’s execution was equally merited.

D.    Achan’s Arraignment and Examination: Confession

Joshua seeks Achan’s confession, even though the lot has determined the guilty party (Josh 7:18–19). Not only will confession be required but also retrieval of the stolen goods from where they were hidden to confirm the accuracy of Achan’s confession. Henry considers in all cases the accuracy and justice of the lot (and hence of Yahweh’s guidance) to be confirmed in this process. Commentators and preachers have found much to interest them in these passages. Henry suggests that Joshua ‘urges him to make a penitent confession, that his soul might be saved by it in the other world, though he could not give him any encouragement to hope that he should save his life by it’.38 Henry here clearly and anachronistically attributes a belief in a Christian afterlife to both Joshua and Achan (though he himself would not have seen such an approach as anachronistic, given his Christian approach to both Testaments). Behind these discussions one can sense the idea that confession of guilt is a required part of the justice system, since the confession confirms for all that the system is indeed just, that those found guilty are indeed guilty, and that the punishment is fit and deserved. As a modern historian observes:



Confession, while important to the individual, was important in a wider sense. The message of the gallows depended, in theory, if not always in practice, upon the condemned person making a public acknowledgement of his guilt, delivering words of warning to the assembled crowd to prevent them from making the mistakes that he or she had made, and thus dying truly repentant.39



There may also be a sense that confession, even at the last moment, will place the guilty penitent in a better relation with the deity, and hence is strong motivation for Christian magistrates and pastors to press till the very end for confession, but it is probably the case that the motivation to justify the law and the criminal process is the stronger. ‘Thus does Achan confess the whole matter, that God might be justified in the sentence passed upon him’.40

Henry’s thinking about the trial and execution of Achan is coloured by this general sense of the criminal justice system as operative in his own time, where public executions took place and were seen as necessary and effective elements of the maintenance of law and order, and where the role of confession was an important part of the procedure and the spectacle.41

One particular feature of the interchange between Joshua and Achan in Josh 7:19–22 has drawn the attention of commentators in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, namely the calm and considerate way in which Joshua speaks to Achan. The Hebrew text is short but conveys a depth of concern from Joshua which has the effect of bringing forth the confession of Achan and the details of his theft. It is the fact that Joshua does not mistreat Achan, nor call him a host of derogatory names, that is often commented upon. In this way, commentators challenge the contemporary justice system from their own perspective for what they see as the mistreatment of the accused. For example, Henry writes:



How he accosts him with the greatest mildness and tenderness that could be, like a true disciple of Moses. He might justly have called him ‘thief’, and ‘rebel’, ‘Raca’, and ‘thou fool’, but he calls him ‘son’; he might have adjured him to confess, as the high priest did our blessed Saviour, or threatened him with the torture to extort a confession, but for love’s sake he rather beseeches him: I pray thee make confession. This is an example to all not to insult over those that are in misery, though they have brought themselves into it by their own wickedness, but to treat even offenders with the spirit of meekness, not knowing, what we ourselves should have been and done if God had put us into the hands of our own counsels. It is likewise an example to magistrates, in executing justice, to govern their own passions with a strict and prudent hand, and never suffer themselves to be transported by them into any indecencies of behaviour or language, no, not towards those that have given the greatest provocations.42



It can now perhaps be better understood why the prisoners in Chester Castle benefitted from Henry’s ministry, given the humanity in this understanding of the convicted criminal being still deserving of respect. In his exegesis, Henry here also shares a concern with George Fox (1624–1691) who, given his dedication to resisting all forms of oaths and oath-making, and ensuring that all speech was plain and to the glory of God, in 1676 commented similarly and at length on the subject, using Josh 7 as the point of departure for a survey of scripture on the theme.43 Fox himself, in his many trials, had no doubt been subject to a lot of abuse, both verbal and physical. It is in this context of the speech of the magistrates that Henry comes closest to making any implicit criticism of the criminal justice system, or of rendering any constructive advice.

E.    The Punishment

Since the lot had identified Achan as the sinner and the criminal, and since Achan had confessed to the crime and the goods had been recovered from the very place he said they were hidden, there is no doubt of Achan’s guilt and no sense that the troubler of Israel would not now themselves be troubled by all Israel. Execution was to take place and each qualified member of the society was to take part in the execution. As Henry reiterates:



See why Achan was so severely dealt with, not only because he had robbed God, but because he had troubled Israel; … It was the act of all Israel, … They were all spectators of it, that they might see and fear. Public executions are public examples. Nay, they were all consenting to his death, and as many as could were active in it, in token of the universal detestation in which they held his sacrilegious attempt, and their dread of God’s displeasure against them.44



The public execution of Achan and the collective involvement demonstrates that all were united in their hatred of the crime and willing to exercise their abhorrence through stoning. Henry also demonstrates how he was familiar with public executions and the general belief in their efficacy in emphasising the terror of the law and the terror of punishment. The public execution confirmed the justice of the system, involved the whole community (rather than being the arbitrary act of the ruling classes), and served as a terrible example to all, as a major deterrent. Unlike William Paley, who felt that public executions would rather have the effect of lessening the humanity of all involved and wanted to advocate alternative means, Matthew Henry gives no indication of finding such occurrences harmful and, as we have seen, expected the powers that be to effectively wield the sword. He observes:



The concurrence of all the people in this execution teaches us how much it is the interest of a nation that all in it should contribute what they can, in their places, to the suppression of vice and profaneness, and the reformation of manners; sin is a reproach to any people, and therefore every Israelite indeed will have a stone to throw at it.45



In these ways Henry reads with the grain of the narrative and adds further stones to the cairn of consensus raised over Achan’s dead body.

F.    The Sins of the Fathers are Visited on the Children: Killing all the Family

Henry does not question the punishment that is metered out to Achan and his family, nor the loss of property. In English law at the time, the crime of treason was also punishable by the loss of property so that spouses and descendants were disinherited and left without means in one blow. The sins of the fathers were certainly borne by the children in these instances. Henry seeks to justify the execution of all of Achan’s family on the grounds that the sons and daughters must have been cognisant of the crime. Otherwise he cannot actually countenance that their punishment was just, as seen in the following passage:



God had expressly provided that magistrates should not put the children to death for the fathers’; but he did not intend to bind himself by that law, and in this case he had expressly ordered (v. 15) that the criminal, and all that he had, should be burnt. Perhaps his sons and daughters were aiders and abettors in the villainy, had helped to carry off the accursed thing. It is very probable that they assisted in the concealment, and that he could not hide them in the midst of his tent but they must know and keep his counsel, and so they became accessories ex post facto—after the fact; and, if they were ever so little partakers in the crime, it was so heinous that they were justly sharers in the punishment. However God was hereby glorified, and the judgment executed was thus made the more tremendous.46



Even God is defended when his own legislation not to punish the children on account of the crimes of the parents (as found in Deut 24:16 and Ezek 18:4) is contradicted by these actions. Henry does not resort to identifying the Joshua narrative as earlier than the law found in Deuteronomy in order to escape the tension. On the contrary, since God is God, he has the perfect right to break his own laws as he sees fit. The natural law of the universe and of morality, since established by God can also be broken by him. In this fashion, Henry is not so far from Calvin’s response to this text, namely that God’s justice is a mystery and cannot be questioned, and his knowledge of the secrets of a person’s heart is deeper than any human can fathom. Calvin is left speechless in the sight of such texts and considers it unworthy and sinful to seek to fathom the logic of the case. As he states in his commentary on Joshua:



Wherefore, there is nothing better in this case, than to holde our mindes in suspense, untill the bookes be opened, where the judgementes of God shall be openly seene, which are nowe shadowed with our darkenes.… But if we do consider, how much deeper the knowlege of God pearceth, than the understanding of our mind, we will rather stay in his decree, than by advancing our selves with rashnesse, and mad pride and presumption, cast our selves headlong into destruction.47

4.    Conclusion

Henry did speculate further than Calvin would seem to allow, and in his engagement with the text utilizes his imagination and draws consequences for the nation, the community, and (most emphatically) for the individual. Whilst there is an element of constructive criticism of the contemporary criminal justice system in his comments about the appropriate ‘words of the magistrate’ in interrogating the suspected criminal and in eliciting full confessions, overall Henry adopts a somewhat conservative approach to the text. Rather than using Josh 7 as his Puritan forebears had done on occasion to directly challenge the state and its officers, he instead draws upon and reinforces the values, beliefs, and procedures of the criminal justice system in his own day. Perhaps his dissenting status, being a minority one and precarious in the country, inhibited his biblical interpretation to seek the reform of the individual rather than to engage in social and political criticism of the state. While Henry certainly felt the discomfort of a few splinters arising from the narrative, generally he read and interpreted with the grain of the text.
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Chapter 10

SOUL-PROSPERITY: READING PSALM 1 WITH MATTHEW HENRY

George J. Brooke

1.  Introduction

It is far too general to assert that ‘[s]ince the Reformation … the story of salvation has gradually turned from a message of socio-political liberation into one of inward personal piety’,1 but it is fair to say that Matthew Henry’s reading of Psalm 1 is characterized overall by his concern for that inward personal piety that takes priority over extravagant external shows of religious devotion or comments on the contemporary political scene. According to his diary, Henry began writing up his work on the Psalms on the 11 December 1708, working on Psalm 1 on 13 December. He finished work on the book of Psalms on 23 September 1709, but spent time revising his material from 28 September until 5 October that year. It is intriguing to note the dates and to observe how little of the political and military events of the time (such as union with Scotland, the successes of the Duke of Marlborough in the War of the Spanish Succession, and the ongoing enclosure of land, especially woodland), seem to impinge on his work.2 The absence of all that seems to be a further indication of the priority he did indeed give to personal piety, which for him was both the locus and the exemplification of the experience of redemption, and which in the central climax of his commentary on Psalm 1 he labels ‘soul-prosperity’.

2.  Matthew Henry and Psalm 1

A.  Text

There are two points to be mentioned concerning the text of the Psalms that Henry used in his commentary. A first point to note is that Henry uses the translation of the Psalms as provided in the Authorized King James Version, not those found in Coverdale’s rendering as preserved in some forms of the revised and reissued Anglican Book of Common Prayer of 1662. This can be seen clearly in the representation of Ps 1:2, for which the KJV reads, ‘and in his law doth he meditate day and night’, whereas Coverdale has ‘and in his law will he exercise himself day and night’. Henry’s commentary cites the psalm as: ‘and in his law doth he meditate day and night’.

At least one of the implications of this observation might be discernible in Henry’s closing introductory comment: ‘Those are not fit to put up good prayers who do not walk in good ways’.3 That sentence gives us a rare glimpse of the more particular thing that Henry was writing against. It had become customary by Henry’s time for the daily use of the Book of Common Prayer psalms in both public morning and evening prayer and in private devotion to be accompanied by set prayers. Susan Gillingham has drawn attention to one well-known edition of such psalm collects.4 For Psalm 1 the collect read:



O Holy Jesu, fountain of all blessing, the Word of the eternal Father, be pleased to sow the good seed of thy Word in our hearts, and water it with the dew of thy divinest Spirit; that while we exercise our selves in it day and night, we may be like trees planted by the water side, bringing forth in all times and seasons the fruits of a holy conversation; that we may never walk in the way of sinners, nor have fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but that when this life is ended, we may have our portion in the Congregation of the righteous, and may be able to stand upright in Judgment, through the supporting arm of thy mercy, O blessed Saviour and Redeemer Jesu.5



It seems that for Matthew Henry such liturgical use and reinforcement of the message of the psalm was better served by its study and appropriation for daily living through close attention to its details, discernible chiefly through close reading and interpretation. Nevertheless, Henry would no doubt have endorsed the sentiment of the collect, inasmuch as it promoted the improvement of manners and everyday behaviour, a concern he shared with Nicholas Stratford (1633–1707; Bishop of Chester 1689–1707) and Lawrence Fogg (1623–1718; Dean of Chester 1691–1718).6

A second point that derives from the first is that the King James Version was produced very deliberately without marginal glosses or comments of any kind in order so as not to promote any one sectarian reading or political use of the text.7 It is likely that that very absence of marginalia promoted the development of a refreshed commentary tradition in England, for which Brian Walton’s Polyglot and John Pearson’s Critici sacri were major tools and resources, amongst others.8 At the end of the seventeenth century and into the eighteenth, Matthew Henry is representative of this blossoming commentary tradition. Indeed, with regard to marginalia it is noteworthy that as a child he had longed to acquire a Bible with marginal notes, as can be seen from part of a letter he wrote to his father in 1671 at the age of nine:



Honoured Father, … All my sisters (Blessed be God) are in good health, and present their duty to yourself, and service to all their Aunts, and my two little sisters desire you if you think good to buy them each of them a Bible, and if you Please Let one have marginall notes for mee, and one of my little sisters shall have mine for such a one I desire. All the rest of the family is well and present their service to you…9



Henry was to produce far more than mere marginalia of his own.

B.  Overall Context10

Psalm 1 begins the Psalter. Not surprisingly, Matthew Henry is keen to offer some general comments that provide the overall context for the psalm in the book of Psalms. He suggests that it was probably Ezra who collected the psalms together.11 Undoubtedly this is Henry’s way of reflecting the common view that the five sections of Psalms imitate the structure of the Pentateuch and that the first psalm concerns the Torah.12 Indeed, it could well be that his understanding of the correspondence of the book of Psalms with the Pentateuch is already anticipated in his opening sentence: ‘concerning good and evil, setting before us life and death, the blessing and the curse’.13 The phraseology of Deuteronomy resonates through his comments from the beginning; furthermore he takes his reader back to Gen 2–3: ‘the struggle [between] … the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent’.14 The pentateuchal structure of the book of Psalms, together with the particular Torah terminology of Ps 1, almost certainly facilitated his use of the Torah-focused Ps 119, which he cites several times in his exposition of the psalm.15 But it is notable here that Henry’s commentary does not just make explicit cross-references to other scriptural and non-scriptural passages, it is full of allusions and echoes, creating in effect a holistic and therefore profoundly theological reading of the whole Bible as canon, that is, for him, as word of God.16

C.  Structure

As part of his introductory comments, Henry lays out the structure of the psalm in his characteristically methodical fashion. For him at this stage it has three parts: the holiness and happiness17 of a godly man (vv. 1–3), the sinfulness and misery of a wicked man (vv. 4–5), and the ground and reason of both (v. 6). As he works with the psalm, however, he seems to disagree with his original perspective and concludes by including verse 6 with verses 4 and 5, so that the psalm has just two parts.

Henry then constructs his commentary around his understanding of the structure of the psalm, providing numbers with varied punctuation to demarcate the various sections. It is helpful to pay attention to this, as it demonstrates not just the list of points that Henry wanted to make, but also how he has grappled with the details of the Hebrew text.

Henry’s commentary on Ps 1 is structured as follows:



Introduction

Verses 1–3



I.A description of the godly man’s spirit and way (vv. 1–2).

1.A godly man renounces (v. 1).

(1.)He sees evil-doers round about him.

(2.)He shuns them wherever he sees them.

[1.]He does not walk in the counsel of the ungodly.

[2.]He stands not in the way of sinners.

[3.]He sits not in the seat of the scornful.

2.A godly man submits to the guidance of the word of God (v. 2).

(1.)The entire affection which a good man has for the law of God.

(2.)The intimate acquaintance which a good man keeps up.

II.An assurance given of the godly man’s happiness (v. 3).

1.He is blessed.

2.His blessedness by similitude.

(1.)Of his pious practice.

(2.)Of the promised blessing: like a tree.

[1.]Planted by the grace of God.

[2.]Placed by the means of grace: rivers of water.

[3.]His practices shall be fruit.

[4.]Preserved from blemish and decay.

[5.]Soul-Prosperity.18

Verses 4–6



I.The description of the ungodly given (v. 4).

II.The doom of the ungodly read (v. 5).

1.At trial as traitors convicted.

2.For ever shut out from the society of the blessed.

III.The reason rendered of this different state of the godly and the wicked (v. 6).

1.God must have all the glory of the prosperity of the righteous.

2.Sinners must bear all the blame of their own destruction.



Few modern commentators have gone into as much detail or improved upon Henry’s appreciation of the composition of the psalm from a structural perspective. And Henry’s oscillation between understanding the psalm as having either three principal parts (with the concluding verse 6 forming the third part and relating to the whole of the previous five verses) or as having just two parts is apparent in much subsequent exegetical discussion.

D.  Supplementary Sources

Part of the appeal of Matthew Henry’s commentary, so it seems, is the way that it has its own voice and yet in a somewhat self-effacing manner. Henry himself was keen to acknowledge his sources and clearly he relied heavily upon some as well as sharing insights with many others. Perhaps not surprisingly he acknowledged and recommended in particular Matthew Poole’s Synopsis criticorum biblicorum of 1669–1676 (5 vols). Intriguingly, one of Matthew Poole’s subscribers and patrons had been John Wilkins, Bishop of Chester (1668–1672), a founding member of the Royal Society, who had married in 1656 the youngest sister of Oliver Cromwell. Poole was a Dissenter, resigning his living in 1662 and his Synopsis was intended as a summary of the larger Critici sacri (1660; 9 vols) whose chief editor had been John Pearson, who was Bishop of Chester from 1672 until 1686, the year before Henry moved to Chester. Poole’s work included the views of many commentators, including Jewish authorities and Roman Catholics; it is often described as having only a few references to Calvin and nothing from Luther.

It is from Poole’s Synopsis and other works that Henry became familiar with some aspects of Jewish interpretation. For example, there was a debate amongst the medieval commentators concerning whether [image: Book title] (‘meditate’) should be understood as silent consideration of the meaning of the text or spoken recitation.19 Whatever the case for Henry, he decides, as might be anticipated, that the meditation referred to in Ps 1 is essentially an inward matter (‘the inner man’; ‘to discourse with ourselves’; ‘a close application of mind, a fixedness of thought’; ‘in our hearts’).20

Some of Henry’s cross-references might be deemed to be derived from a curriculum that then entered regular discourse amongst the better educated. Thus for the interpretation of Ps 1 alongside the Bible, there are proverbial quotations from Juvenal and Cicero. The citation from Juvenal’s Satires 2.83 is used to support Henry’s argument that the ungodly continually increase in their ungodliness. This is an excellent way of reading the first verse of the psalm, taking the three types of wicked (the ungodly, the sinners, and the scornful), as intensifications of ungodliness; ‘Nemo repente fit turpissimus—None reach the height of vice at once’.21 The subsequent quotation from Cicero is likely to be dependent upon what he learnt from his father who was his principal tutor in Classics.22 As he says in the same letter to his father already cited: ‘ever[y] day since you went, I have done my lesson, a side of Latine, two Latine verses and two verses in grac. Test. [the Greek New Testament]. I hope I have done well, and so I will continue till you come’.23

Some of the scriptural cross-references are likely to have derived from his wide reading and were not so much the insights of one expert, but rather were common literary tropes. So it is that in an earlier generation, in arguing for the place of Scripture in people’s lives, Robert Boyle (1627–1691) had composed his lengthy book on Considerations Touching the Style of the Scriptures.24 In the closing arguments of the book, Boyle tries to sum up the advantages of paying attention to Scripture as the word of God, namely the state of blessedness that results. Boyle introduces Ps 1:2 to show that the blessed man has:



… his chaphatz in the Law of the Lord, and in his Law will he Meditate day and night (Psalm 1.2). For the Word other Translations render Voluntas & Studium, our’s Englishes Delight, and indeed the Hebrew [image: Book title] will bear both Senses, and seems there Emphatically to signifie a Study replenished with so much Delight to the Devout and Intelligent Prosecutors of it, that like the Hallelujahs of the Blessed ’tis at once a Duty and a Pleasure, an Exercise and a Recompence of Piety. And indeed, if God’s Blessing upon the Devout Christian’s Study of that Book do (according to the Psalmists Prayer) open his Eyes to discern the [image: Book title] Niplaot, Hidden Wonders (Psalm 119.38) contained in it, He should, in Imitation of him that in the same Psalm sayes of his God, I rejoice at thy Word, as one that findeth great spoil (Psalm 119.162) be as Satisfy’d as Navigators that Discover Unknown Countreys.25



It is intriguing to see Ps 1 and Ps 119 interwoven in an argument about the value of studying Scripture and delighting in so doing.26 A generation later, in his comments on Ps 1, Henry was similarly able to interweave his remarks with references to Ps 119 as he constructed an argument about the blessedness of meditating on the law day and night because it was God’s word. In 1663, Robert Boyle had been writing against several in the educated classes who after the Restoration dared to question the authority of the Bible. A generation later, despite the reigns of William and Mary, and with Mary’s sister Anne as queen from 1702, there were similar intellectual diatribes against the Bible’s status as the sole means of divine revelation. At the turn of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Third Earl of Shaftesbury in particular was known for his philosophical musings about the Bible’s inhumanity.27 Henry faced a slightly different social scene from that of Robert Boyle, but the value of Scripture as the word of God and as the principal way to ‘soul-prosperity’ still had to be asserted forcefully.

It is quite likely that Henry made some deliberate choices in his thinking about the psalm. Rather than dwelling upon any royal association that the psalm might have been understood to have through its juxtaposition with Ps 2 with its overt royal coronation theme, Henry reads it as a psalm for everyman.28 It is not that Henry was anti-royalist. When James II had visited Chester in September 1687, together with others, Henry had presented an address ‘of thanks to the king for the fact that they were now living in peace and liberty under his protection’.29 Rather, it is likely that the majority of his congregation were townsfolk of the lower middle classes and so his natural inclination was to address them. Thus he does not talk about human kings, an interpretation of the psalm that could be implied by some of the illuminated manuscripts of the Psalms which open with depictions of David sitting amongst trees by streams of water (Ps 1:3).30 Nor does he even talk about divine kingship as Ps 2 might encourage, not just for the opening psalms but also for the whole book of Psalms.31 In this respect, it is interesting to note that Christ does not get a mention until the topic of the judgement of the ungodly arises in verse 5.32 Here Henry’s use of descriptive court language might well reflect his knowledge of legal practice, not just from his own training at Gray’s Inn, but also in Chester as a judicial centre.

Overall, Henry was not concerned with being original but with deploying his profound knowledge of Scripture, the Classics, and multitudes of other sources so as to make his points plainly and clearly, as he had mapped them out in many expositions and sermons.

E.  The Place of the Individual

It is also worth noting that the psalm opens with a single man, an individual. This has proved problematic for modern western translators who have looked for something inclusive. The NRSV offers ‘Happy are those who do not …’ (Ps 1:1). Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford has voiced the need for the individual focus to be retained, since by implication it also contains an individual admonition; she suggests translating the phrase: ‘Content is the one who does not … but the Torah is that one’s delight and on the Torah muses day and night … One who does so will be like a tree planted’.33 Matthew Henry had no such foibles of political correctness concerning gender, and his individualism is plainly evident in his reading of the psalm.

But we should be careful before accusing Matthew Henry of a naïve Protestant preference for the individual. It is noteworthy that in the psalm the third person singular is used to describe the godly man, whereas the third person plural is used for the stereotypes of the wicked. Henry plays this language game too throughout his exposition, but does it with provocative pronominal shifts. So, in describing the individual godly man his process of application is to move nimbly to identify that man’s characteristics with the ‘we’ he addresses, himself and his reader or readers. The ungodly remain undifferentiated and plural throughout. Such care with language, based on living intimately with the text of Scripture from early childhood, is a reflection of a strategy that lies with the psalmist himself.

Nevertheless, there is also a sense that the call for the individual to appropriate the message of the psalm is part and parcel of his Presbyterian outlook. That is not much concerned with original sin or with predestination, but is reflected in a sense of urgency, that the ‘general assembly of the church of the first-born’ (‘a congregation of the righteous, of all the saints’) will be seen, as he says, referring to 2 Thessalonians, ‘shortly’.34 It is, however, individual morality and virtue that are at stake, as they were a couple of generations later in 1781 for Robert Burns (1759–1796):



The man, in life wherever plac’d

Hath happiness in store,

Who walks not in the wicked’s way,

Nor learns their guilty lore!



Nor from the seat of scornful pride

Casts forth his eyes abroad,

But with humility and awe

Still walks before his God.



That man shall flourish like the trees,

Which by the streamlets grow;

The fruitful top is spread on high,

And firm the root below.



But he whose blossom buds in guilt

Shall to the ground be cast,

And, like the rootless stubble, tost

Before the sweeping blast.



For why? that God the good adore,

Hath giv’n them peace and rest,

But hath decreed that wicked men

Shall ne’er be truly blest.35

3.  Overall Exegetical Insights

In this brief description of reading Psalm 1 with Matthew Henry, it is noteworthy that several details remain striking, even for modern commentators on the Psalms. I rehearse just five items, some already mentioned. First, there is the Torah-structured character of the Psalter and the Torah-centered focus of the psalm itself; Henry engages with both aspects entirely positively using Paul to help him see the law as holy and just and good. Second, there is the differentiation between the singular godly person and the plural ungodly. Third, there is the striking triad of the types of ungodliness in Ps 1:1, which Henry reads as a matter of intensification. Fourth, there is the place of ‘prosperity’ in the very centre of the psalm; Henry represents this climactically in his structural understanding of the whole, and in his alliterative style as the fifth and final P-word—but more than that, he then pushes the word to make it work all the more for his individualistic and pious reading (perhaps even a mis-reading) of the psalm, by prefixing soul to it for a hyphenated ‘soul-prosperity’. Fifth, it has been long noted that the psalmist does not refer explicitly to the righteous in the psalm until the end of verse 5 and in verse 6; Henry is remarkably sensitive to this and likewise refrains from referring to the righteous until his discussion of those verses.

Henry read the psalm as addressed to the everyday person; he urged its inward heartfelt application so that their lives might be such as to lead to immortal joy and honour. At the beginning of the eighteenth century Chester was the most significant port in the North-West of England and the major route for traffic to Ireland. By then it had already had a racecourse for nearly two hundred years, and was a long-established centre with courts and a gaol. It is easy to see that it was not problems with kings, queens, or earls, or even with the established church that filled his pastoral concerns, but the crowds of people filling the streets and drinking houses of Chester, those held in the prison at Chester Castle, or those in his own flock who might be wavering in their commitment. In such circumstances he felt an urgent and sincere need to preach and proclaim ‘soul-prosperity’.
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Chapter 11

THE MAKING OF MINISTRY: MATTHEW HENRY ON THE PARABLE OF THE FAITHFUL STEWARD (MATT 24:45–51)

Loveday Alexander

It is evident unto all men diligently reading Holy Scripture and ancient Authors, that from the Apostles’ time there have been these Orders of Ministry in Christ’s Church; Bishops, Priests, and Deacons.1

1.  Introduction

On the plain granite obelisk that marks Chester’s homage to Matthew Henry, the great dissenting preacher is described simply as ‘MATTHEW HENRY V.D.M.’ (see figures 1.5 and 1.6).2 Unlike his father, who styled himself ‘Philip Henry M.A.’, Matthew had no university degree. Dissenters of conscience could not study at Oxford or Cambridge without subscribing to the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England. As a young boy, Matthew had been sent to study at Dr Doolittle’s dissenting academy in London, and then read law at Gray’s Inn, but the initials do not reflect any kind of academic qualification. ‘V.D.M.’ stands for Verbi Dei Minister (‘minister of the word of God’) and expresses a distinctive strand in dissenting thinking on the nature of Christian ministry.

In this essay I want to examine how Matthew Henry uses biblical resources to construct his remarkably high view of the ministry. My text is Henry’s exposition of Matt 24:45–51, in which the faithful and wise steward of Jesus’ parable is identified with the ‘faithful minister of Jesus Christ’ and the bad steward with ‘wicked ministers’. It is tempting to speculate how much Matthew Henry’s view of ministry resonates with his own experience as the son of an ‘ejected’ minister. Philip Henry was ejected from his living on St Bartholomew’s Day (24 August) 1662, the year of Matthew’s birth, but held quietly yet firmly all his life to the conviction that he was a legitimately appointed minister in the Church of England, duly ordained according to the rites in force at the time of the Commonwealth; appointed by Christ, the ‘head of the household’, to minister to his fellow servants, wherever they might be. On the surface, Matthew Henry’s treatment of the parable contains little trace of the fierce and bitter polemic surrounding the day his father called ‘Black Bartholomew’.3 Yet the trauma of that day resounds through Matthew Henry’s Life of his father, and neither of them could have endorsed the episcopal understanding of ministry set out in the preface to the Ordinal in the 1662 Book of Common Prayer, cited above. What Matthew Henry offers here is not a refutation, but something much more powerful: a cogent and persuasive counter-reading of Scripture, as an alternative to the Anglican reading which the Ordinal so blithely assumes is ‘evident unto all men’.

In his exposition of the parable, Henry had a variety of learned sources to draw on. We can get a good idea of this critical tradition by reading Matthew Henry alongside Matthew Poole’s Synopsis Criticorum Aliorumque Sacrae Scripturae Interpretum (1669–76), which gives a digest (in Latin) of the learned tradition collected together in the Critici Sacri. Poole’s Annotations upon the Holy Bible (1685/1700) offers a more accessible English version, which was a favourite with dissenting preachers and commentators.4 But Matthew Henry also draws on a deep-rooted oral tradition of dissenting expository preaching and teaching which weaves together a chain of scriptural passages on the nature of ministry, and in which each passage triggers associations with other links in the chain. We get a glimpse of this tradition in the published sermons of the time, such as the Puritan Richard Baxter’s The Reformed Pastor (1656), which began life as a series of pastoral addresses to the ministers of Worcestershire, based on Acts 20:17ff.5 I have here selected a less well-known address, a funeral sermon by George Hamond (1620–1705) entitled A Good Minister of Jesus Christ (published 1693).6 Hamond’s sermon was preached on 27 November 1692 at the funeral of Richard Steel (1629–1692), a much-loved and respected Presbyterian minister who had ordained both Matthew and Philip Henry to the ministry, and was a colleague and friend of both.7 We can, I think, be fairly confident that Matthew Henry would have heard this sermon (or at the very least would have read it when it was published by popular demand the following year). But my concern here is not so much to pinpoint a particular source for Henry’s exegesis, as to explore the hermeneutical dynamics that underlie both Henry’s Exposition of the Old and New Testament (1707–25) and the oral preaching tradition that lies behind it.

2.  ‘A Good Minister of Jesus Christ’: George Hamond on Richard Steel

I begin with Hamond’s funeral address on Richard Steel. Hamond’s base-text or ‘epigraph’ is 2 Tim 2:15: ‘Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth’ (KJV). Around this biblical text, Hamond constructs a complex and closely argued vignette of the dissenting theology of ministry, offered as a ‘Glass or Mirror, wherein ye may behold the reflected Portraiture of our deceased Brother’.8 Framed within brief paragraphs about the deceased, it offers a detailed exposition of the base-text, further expanded by a thematic excursus on the biblical titles used for ministers. It is an extraordinarily dense piece of expository preaching for the occasion of a funeral, and gives the impression that Hamond used pre-prepared teaching material. But it also offers a good example of the preaching method recommended by the 1645 Directory for Public Worship as ‘very helpful’ for the understandings and memories of the people:



Ordinarily, the subject of his Sermon is to be some Text of Scripture, holding forth some principle or head of Religion; … Let the Introduction to his Text be brief and perspicuous, … In Analysing and dividing his Text, he is to regard more the order of matter, then [sic] of words; and neither to burden the memory of the hearers in the beginning, with too many members of Division, nor to trouble their mindes with obscure termes of Art.… The Doctrine is to be expressed in plain termes; … The parallel places of Scripture confirming the Doctrine, are rather to be plain and pertinent, then [sic] many, … The Arguments or Reasons are to be solid; and, as much as may be, convincing. The illustrations of what kinde soever, ought to be full of light, and such as may convey the truth into the Hearers heart with spirituall delight.9



The sermon contains three distinct frames of discourse, each nestling within the other, and each using the Bible in different ways to build up a theology of ministry.

A.  Personal Remarks

The sermon begins and ends with brief personal remarks on the ministry of the deceased preacher, Richard Steel. Here the approach is poetic and richly intertextual, weaving together biblical texts in an allusive fashion but without drawing attention to the apparatus of critical scholarship. The faithfulness of the ‘good and faithful servant’ who has now ‘entered into the joy of his Lord’ (cf. Matt 25:21, 23) is combined with the wisdom of the saints who ‘turn many to righteousness’ and ‘shine like the brightness of the firmament’ (Dan 12:3). A tissue of Pauline echoes10 links back to the gospel parable of the wise steward (Matt 24:45). The invocation ends with Paul’s view of his own impending death in Phil 1:21–23 (‘to die is gain’). We should note, however, that there is relatively little exact citation in this passage; rather, the Bible provides a living and flexible language which can be freely used and re-used to articulate the visions, hopes, and emotions that hold the community together in a time of tragedy.



We are, this Day, to solemnize the Funeral of a good and faithful Servant of Jesus Christ, who is now entred [sic] into the Joy of his Lord. Wise he was, and skilful in turning many to Righteousness; and now (as we have good ground to believe), he shineth as the Brightness of the Firmament.… One of the Pillars is removed out of the Temple of God upon earth … there is one of the Watch-men taken away.… Some weep for the loss of their Spiritual Father, who begat them to Christ through the Gospel; Others miss their Nourisher, who was wont to give them their portion of Meat in due Season. And as for my self, I am deprived of a Brother greatly honoured and beloved by me, whom I always found an helpful and concordant Fellow-Labourer in the Work of the Gospel. On all hands, there are those who recount their Loss; but to him to die is gain, for he is departed and gone to Christ, which is best of all.11

B.  Expository

The bulk of the sermon, however, is devoted to a systematic exposition of the base-text. Here the tone is quite different, with exact citations, multiple cross-references, etymologies, and grammatical analysis of the Greek text and versions, showing copious use of the critical tools available to the exegete. Hamond’s ‘analysis and division’ can be reduced to a set of four ‘properties’ of the ‘good Minister of Jesus Christ’, all derived from the base-text and expanded with parallel pieces of Scripture.



1)He is one who is ‘very studious and industrious’.12

2)He is one whose aim is to ‘approve himself unto God’ or to ‘be approved’, because ‘it is God who entrusts and employs him in the Ministration of the Gospel’.13 

3)He is ‘a Work-man, that needeth not to be ashamed’.

a)‘If you look upon him absolutely; so he is a Workman’, one ‘whose Employment requires very hard Labour’. 

b)‘If ye look also upon the Modification adjoined; so he is a Workman that needeth not to be ashamed’.14

4)He is ‘one who rightly divides the Word of Truth’.

a)He is exercised about ‘the Word of Truth’, not ‘doubtful Disputations’ or ‘cunningly devised Fables, or golden Legends’.

b)His ‘proper Work’ is ‘rightly to divide it’, understood ‘in a metaphorical Sense’.15



Hamond’s method of exposition, ‘expounding scripture by scripture’, creates a tightly-woven holistic vision of a biblical doctrine of ministry, and allows the preacher to move easily from one text to another. Scripture becomes an interconnected whole in which any text can act as a portal to connect with the biblical hypertext. As we shall see, Matthew Henry’s exposition of Matt 24, though it deals on the surface with a completely different base-text, connects him into the same underlying scriptural hypertext and triggers some of the same associations and arguments.

C.  Thematic

In the very centre of the sermon, attached to point 3a (‘That he is a Work-man’), we have a long excursus on ‘some other Titles by which the Spirit of God doth notify him to us’.16 He divides these into two groups: those ‘that set forth their Dignity’ (Angels; Elders [Acts 14:23]; Guides [Heb 13:7]; Presidents [1 Tim 5:17]) and those ‘that bind them to their Duty’ (Bishops [episkopoi; Acts 20:28]; Pastors [Eph 4:11]; Servants [Luke 1:2; 1 Cor 4:1]; Ministers [diakonoi]).17 The structure here is thematic rather than expository; by bringing together a selection of biblical passages around a chosen theme, Hamond is able to build up a synthetic picture of ministry, which complements the expository analysis of the main sermon. At the end, he simply reverts to the exposition and continues with point 3b, in a manner that suggests that the excursus is created by the insertion of pre-prepared material.

3.  The Faithful and Wise Steward: Matthew Henry on Matt 24:45–51

Matthew Henry begins his exposition, as is his custom, with a general summary of the passage and its intent:



Now this parable, with which the chapter closes, is applicable to all Christians, who are in profession and obligation God’s servants; but it seems especially intended as a warning to ministers; for the servant spoken of is a steward.18



Henry makes no attempt to set the passage in its historical context, but identifies the parable immediately as ‘applicable to all Christians’ but ‘especially intended as a warning to ministers’.19 The clinching detail that the servant is a ‘steward’ comes from the parallel passage at Luke 12:42, a nice example of synoptic assimilation.20 Matthew 24:45 has doulos, ‘slave’ (‘servant’ in the KJV). The identification of the role of the steward as a model for church leadership has a long pedigree and is already hinted at in Luke 12:41 (‘Lord, are you telling this parable for us or for everyone?’). For Henry, it would be sanctioned by Paul’s use of the analogy in 1 Cor 4:1 (‘Think of us in this way, as servants of Christ and stewards of God’s mysteries’), which is cited in Poole’s Synopsis Criticorum.21 It moreover has a precedent in the Hebrew Bible, in the image of the steward at Isa 22:15–25.

The parable divides naturally into two parts, the faithful servant and the wicked servant. Henry begins by setting out the three headings under which he will treat the first part, concerning the faithful servant:



[W]hat he is – a ruler of the household; what, being so, he should be – faithful and wise; and what, if he be so, he shall be eternally – blessed.22



This gives him the three main sections of his analysis: (a) the servant’s place and office (the nature and work of ministry); (b) his right discharge of this office (the exercise of ministry); and (c) his final blessing (the reward of ministry). Each section is then treated in detail, with supplementary notes creating links with other relevant biblical passages. This analytical method (which he follows throughout the Exposition) allows Henry to set out a concise and cogent portrait of what it means to be a ‘minister of Christ’. The gospel passage is not expounded in isolation; like Hamond, he offers a totalizing interpretation, following the classic method of ‘interpreting scripture by scripture’ and weaving the base-text together with other key passages on ministry to encapsulate a whole biblical doctrine of ministry, reaching back into the Old Testament and forward into the New.

A.  His Place and Office: The Nature and Work of Ministry

Henry begins with the appointment of the steward; he is ‘one whom the Lord has made ruler over his household’.23 The significance of this simple statement is then elaborated with a series of ‘notes’. The first explicates the metaphor of the church as the ‘household of God’:



The church of Christ is his household, or family, standing in relation to him as the Father and Master of it.24



The Greek is oiketeia, a New Testament hapax, glossed by Poole as ‘famulitium suum, … i.e. famulos suos, sive domesticos’.25 Henry cites the (equally uncommon) phrase ‘of the household of God’ (oikeioi tou theou; Eph 2:19), but glosses this in turn with Eph 3:15: ‘It is the household of God, a family named from Christ, Eph. 3:15’.26 The underlying assumption that ‘household’ and ‘family’ are interlocking semantic domains in Greek (as they would have been in Henry’s own social world) is (linguistically speaking) perfectly correct.27 In theological terms, the gloss is less coherent. The Ephesians verse refers specifically to ‘the Father [pater], from whom every family [patria] in heaven and on earth takes its name’, and distinguishes clearly between ‘the Father’ and ‘the Son’. But Henry seems untroubled by the Trinitarian distinction; he is more concerned to create a straightforward allegorical reading of the parable, in which the household stands for the church, and the master for Christ.

The second note brings us to a more complex exposition of the nature of the office, drawing on a tissue of interrelated biblical passages which are read in tandem to create a biblical theology of leadership. Gospel ministers ‘are appointed rulers in this household’ (i.e., they have genuine authority), but they cannot exercise this authority ‘as princes’ because ‘Christ has entered a caveat against that’ (no text is cited, but the most obvious reference is to Luke 22:26).28 Stewards, by contrast, are by nature ‘subordinate officers’, appointed:



not as lords, but as guides; not to prescribe new ways, but to show and lead in the ways that Christ has appointed: that is the signification of the hēgoumenoi, which we translate, having rule over you …29



The reference to hēgoumenoi comes from Heb 13:17; the cross-link is created by the link-word ‘rule’ which appears not in the Greek but in the English of the KJV (‘them that have the rule over you’).30 Hēgoumenoi is linked with the noun hēgemōn, a ‘leader’ or ‘guide’; like its English equivalent, it is often used of political leaders. This is one of the few NT passages where the modern term ‘leaders’ is an appropriate translation for the Greek. Henry’s gloss, ‘to show and lead in the ways that Christ has appointed’, shows that he is well aware of the root meaning of the Greek word.

This also suggests that (like Hamond), Henry is drawing on a kind of mental checklist which lets him glide easily from one of the biblical titles for ministry to another. Hamond too cites hēgoumenoi from Heb 13:7 and 17 as one of the titles that ‘set forth the Dignity of the Minister’:



They are denominated Guides, such as have the Conduct of others, and go before them in the Way of Religion; Heb. 13.7. Remember them which have the Rule (or are the Guides) over you, who have spoken unto you the Word of God.… The Ministers of Christ have a Power to lead, though not to compel.31



Hamond accepts the KJV translation ‘rule’ but offers ‘guides’ as a gloss.32 Behind this lies a whole living tradition of sixteenth-century debate on the nature of the ordained ministry – ‘rulers’, yes, but not Prince-Bishops; the power to lead, but not the power to compel. ‘Guide’ is a nicely ambivalent term that captures the subtle shift in the dissenting ideology of ministry that Matthew Henry sums up in this passage. Dissenters were not, however, averse to the concept of the minister as ‘ruler’. Philip Henry used the same Hebrews passage as an argument against ‘Prelacy’:



That the government of the church of Christ, ought to be managed by the ministers of Christ. It appears, Hebrews, xiii. 7, that they are to rule us, that speak to us the word of God.33



Interestingly, Matthew does not pick up this more polemical reading.

A similar shift is evident in the third title to which Matthew Henry now turns, episkopoi: ‘as overseers, not to cut out new work, but to direct in, and quicken to, the work which Christ has ordered; that is the signification of episkopoi – bishops’.34 For Hamond, episkopos is one of the titles that ‘bind them to their duty’:



If the Greek word had been rendred [sic] here [Acts 20:28], as it is generally in other places, it might have been translated Bishops. The Apostle tells us, 1 Tim. 3.1. He that desireth the Office of a Bishop, desireth a good Work.35



The Nonconformists did not contest that episkopos was a biblical term. Their concern was not to abolish bishops but to bring them to understand their duty:



The Apostle calls it a Work, not an Honour, saith Grotius; or, as another glosseth, A Work, not a Dignity, or a more delicate and softer kind of Life. Let such as glory in the Name, do the Work of a Bishop, and all good Men will pay them due respect.36



Hamond goes on to list ‘what the Work of the Primitive Bishop was’:



[T]o be the Mouth of the People, to offer up their Prayers, Supplications, Intercessions and Thanksgivings to Almighty God. To receive to Baptism those that, upon due trial, were found meet for it: To administer the Lord’s Supper; which, in the first times of Christianity, was done very frequently: To visit the Sick, and to pray for them: To stop the Mouths of Gain-sayers; To admonish disorderly Walkers: To cast out the Obstinate and the Incorrigible: To receive Penitents into the Church, after sufficient trial made of their Repentance: To take care of the Poor, Orphans, Widows and Strangers. And, in short, to attend to all the Affairs of the Church of God.37



For Richard Baxter, the primitive episkopos was charged with all the tasks that properly belong to the local pastor.38 Characteristically taking a rather more ecumenical view, Philip Henry remarks (in a diary entry from 1671):



If all that hath been said and written to prove that prelacy is anti-christian, and that it is unlawful to join in the Common-Prayer, had been effectual to persuade bishops to study and do the duty of church-rulers, in preaching, and feeding the flock, according to the word, and to persuade people to be serious, inward, and spiritual in the use of forms, it had been much better with the church of God in England, than it now is.39



Crucially, the household image invoked by the parable allows Henry to clarify the structures of authority in the church. The power to appoint gospel ministers belongs to Christ alone, as head of the household. Their authority, then, is necessarily derivative and subordinate: ‘They are rulers under Christ, and act in subordination to him’.40 Their purpose is to fulfil the purposes of Christ, not to further their own ambition; they are ‘rulers for Christ, for the advancement of his kingdom’. But their authority is real and inalienable:



They are rulers by Christ; what power they have is derived from him, and none may take it from them, or abridge it to them; … Christ has the making of ministers.41



The phraseology has the authentic Henry touch: crisp, forceful, alliterative, and powerfully memorable. But the underlying theological perception, and the ecclesial structures it implies, are set out already by Hamond:



When, I say, the Office is from God, yet that leaves room enough for Men, who have a delegated Power from Christ (in the ordinary Way) to try the Persons, who are to be admitted to the Execution of that Office. And having found them fit, to ordain them with Fasting, Prayer, and Imposition of Hands; and so solemnly to invest them therewith [2 Tim 2:2; Tit 1:5]. Yet still it must remain unshaken, That Man doth not make the Ministry, neither may Man, by his proper Authority, appoint the Minister his Rule, nor apportionate his Work: For that belongs to the Lord Christ only; Eph. 4.8, to ver. 14.42



The process of selection and ordination of ministers by a ‘classis’ of senior Presbyterian pastors is graphically described in Matthew Henry’s account of his father’s ordination.43 The restored Church of England in 1662 followed the traditional Catholic doctrine that ordination could only be performed by bishops in historic succession – that is, in direct succession with the apostles appointed by Christ himself. Yet both Anglicans and Presbyterians agreed that the ultimate authority to ordain ministers to the church came from Christ alone; the ordaining ministers act only by delegated authority, and the act of ordination itself is wholly dependent on Christ. Henry’s argument can be read not only as a covert attack on the Anglican episcopate, but as a robust defence of the ejected ministers; since their ministry is derived from Christ, ‘none may take it from them, or abridge it to them; … Christ has the making of ministers’.44

Henry’s third note identifies the specific task of the minister: ‘to give to Christ’s household their meat in due season, as stewards, and therefore they have the keys delivered to them’ (perhaps a subtle allusion to the papal doctrine of the keys).45 Everything about this passage underlines the subordinate and derivative nature of ministerial authority (but subordinate only to Christ):



(1.) Their work is to give, not take to themselves (Eze. 34:8), but give to the family what the Master has bought, to dispense what Christ has purchased. And to ministers it is said, that it is more blessed to give than to receive, Acts 20:35. (2.) It is to give meat; not to give law (that is Christ’s work), but to deliver those doctrines to the church which, if duly digested, will be nourishment to souls. They must give, not the poison of false doctrines, not the stones of hard and unprofitable doctrines, but the meat that is sound and wholesome. (3.) It must be given in due season, en kairō –while there is time for it; when eternity comes, it will be too late; we must work while it is day: or in time, that is, whenever any opportunity offers itself; or in the stated time, time after time, according as the duty of every day requires.46



Hamond’s sermon relies on the same link between the steward and the minister of the word. The good workman’s task of ‘rightly dividing the word of truth’ (2 Tim 2:15 [KJV]) is compared with the steward’s task of distributing the ‘mysteries of God’ (1 Cor 4:1 [KJV]) to the members of the household:



Our Saviour assigns this as one Property of a good and faithful Steward, who is set over the Houshold [sic], that he may give to every one their portion of Meat in due season, Luk. 12.42, distributing to every one their proper Dimensum or Allotment: as Exod 16.16.47



Hamond notes in passing various critical conjectures in explication of the metaphor ‘rightly dividing’, but concludes: ‘But not to insist upon the Critical Part, I think the Sense and Meaning is well expressed by the vulgar Latin, Rightly handling the Word of Truth [recte tractantem]; and by the Syriac, Rightly preaching [recte praedicantem]’.48 He goes on to offer his own distinctive interpretation of the metaphor:



Herein then lies much of the good Minister’s Prudence, Care and Tenderness, so to divide the Word of Truth, that every one may have their proper Portion: He must provide Milk for Babes, and strong Meat for them that are of full Age, Heb. 5.13, 14, accommodating his Teaching to the Necessities and Capacities of the Hearers.49



This proficiency was amply demonstrated in the preaching of the deceased Richard Steel:



[H]e was very dextrous and skilful in rightly dividing the Word of Truth. In every Sermon he was careful to provide Milk for Babes, and strong Meat for grown Men. His Stile was easy, familiar, though far from being loose, careless or rustick: But his Matter was always substantial and weighty; and so, by a rare Composition, his Discourses were framed and attempered, that the Meanest might learn, and those of higher Attainments, meet with nothing to be nauseated.50



For ‘in season’ (en kairō), Hamond makes a link with Isa 50:4 (‘a word in season’ [KJV]):



A Word in season to the Weary, that they may be refreshed: A Word in season to the Sorrowful, that they may be comforted: A Word to the Doubting, that they may be settled and established: A Word to the Secure and Impenitent, that they may be awakened and convinced; and so to others, as their Care and Condition may require, for then is the Word of Truth rightly divided.51



Both Hamond and Henry demonstrate here the richness of the dissenting expository tradition, with a mature and confident use of Scripture, deftly considering a variety of critical conjectures and making fruitful intertextual connections. This is an art of exposition that opens up an infinite range of potential understandings of the scriptural text, not closing down options but opening them up by using verbal links to shed light from one passage to another. It is a rich and imaginative exposition, drawing on the visual imagery suggested by Scripture and making vivid and pungent links with the everyday life of their hearers – ‘full of light, and … spirituall delight’, as the Directory has it.52

B.  His Right Discharge of this Office: The Exercise of Ministry

Next, Matthew Henry moves on to an exposition of the second sentence of the parable: ‘Blessed is that servant, whom his lord when he cometh shall find so doing’ (Matt 24:46 [KJV]). This becomes the vehicle for an exploration of the ‘right discharge’ of the ministry: the good minister is (i) faithful, (ii) wise, (iii) so doing (i.e., working at the ministerial task), and (iv) ‘found doing’ when his master returns.

i.  ‘He is Faithful’

He is faithful; stewards must be so, 1 Co. 4:2. He that is trusted, must be trusty; and the greater the trust is, the more is expected from them. It is a great good thing that is committed to ministers (2 Tim. 1:14); and they must be faithful, as Moses was, Heb. 3:2. Christ counts those ministers, and those only, that are faithful, 1 Tim. 1:12. A faithful minister of Jesus Christ is one that sincerely designs his master’s honour, not his own; delivers the whole counsel of God, not his own fancies and conceits; follows Christ’s institutions and adheres to them; regards the meanest, reproves the greatest, and doth not respect persons.53



Faithfulness is integral to the image of stewardship, and Henry is able to draw on numerous biblical references here, paraphrased with the characteristic common-sense and pungency that marks his writing at its best. To be a diakonos is precisely to be entrusted with a commission, and bears its own built-in expectations of accountability (Heb 13:17).54 The language of the Pastoral Epistles is especially full of this trope; the ‘great good thing that is committed to ministers’ echoes the KJV of 2 Tim 1:12–14, rendering the Greek parathēkē ‘what has been committed [or entrusted] to me’. ‘[T]he whole counsel of God’ echoes Paul’s description of his own diakonia in Acts 20:27.55

ii.  ‘He is Wise’

He is wise to understand his duty and the proper season of it; and in guiding of the flock there is need, not only of the integrity of the heart, but the skilfulness of the hands. Honesty may suffice for a good servant, but wisdom is necessary to a good steward; for it is profitable to direct.56



In his account of his father’s ordination, Matthew Henry records his father’s earnest prayer for wisdom in the exercise of his ministry: ‘Lord, thou hast filled my hands with work, fill my heart with wisdom and grace, that I may discharge my duty to thy glory, and my own salvation, and the salvation of those that hear me’.57

Hamond vigorously conveys the seriousness with which the reformed churches viewed the pastoral task:



I should desire no more of any Man, that thinks a Pastor’s Life to be a Life of Ease and Divertisement, than to make experiment; though it be but among a few, and those well-disposed People, and he shall quickly find how much his Work will daily grow upon his hands: To satisfy the Doubting and Scrupulous; To set in joint the Bones which have been dislocated or broken, by the Falls of such as have been overtaken or surprized by Sin. To bear with the Infirmities, Slowness of Capacity, and Untowardness of such as he labours to instruct: To apply suitable Remedies to their various Spiritual Distempers: To look after, and bring back such as have gone astray, either through their own Levity, or the Craftiness of Seducers: With Patience, Pity and Compassion, to bear with those that oppose themselves. And besides all this, meekly to treat the Petulant and Exorbitant, and to cicure or tame such as have altogether broken the Yoke, and burst the Bonds.58



iii.  ‘He is So Doing’    With a neat piece of footwork, the parable’s ‘so doing’ opens a rich vein of reflection on the ministry as a ‘good work’ (kalon ergon; cf. 1 Tim 3:1).



He is doing; so doing as his office requires. The ministry is a good work, and they whose office it is, have always something to do; they must not indulge themselves in ease, nor leave the work undone, or carelessly turn it off to others, but be doing, and doing to the purpose – so doing, giving meat to the household, minding their own business, and not meddling with that which is foreign; so doing as the Master has appointed, as the office imports, and as the case of the family requires; not talking, but doing.59



Behind this lies a rather dubious bit of critical philology set out in Poole’s Synopsis Criticorum, linking the word sic (‘so, thus’) with officium ‘office, place, duty’.60 ‘[N]ot meddling with that which is foreign’ picks up allotriepiskopos from 1 Pet 4:15. There is an implied critique of the established episcopate in the negative precepts; it is the bishops, surely, who ‘indulge themselves in ease, … leave the work undone, or carelessly turn it off to others’. There are echoes too of a more personal trauma. Matthew Henry records his father’s attitude to the exercise of his ministry in the family home at Broad Oak, after the silencing of his public ministry: ‘for that was his Τὸ ἔργον, the thing in which he was, and to which he wholly gave himself, taking other things Ὡς πάρεργα [as incidentals]’.61 Matthew quotes from his father’s diary for 1662:



Read his conflict with himself at this time; – I own myself a minister of Christ, yet do nothing as a minister. What will excuse me? Is it enough for me to say, Behold, I stand in the market-place, and no man hath hired me?62



The essentially oral character of this formational tradition is evident in Matthew Henry’s coda:



[N]ot talking, but doing. It was the motto Mr. Perkins used, Minister verbi es – You are a minister of the word. Not only Age – Be doing; but Hoc age – Be so doing.63



This must be a piece of teaching tradition handed down orally (in Latin!) within the dissenting tradition, perhaps from Matthew Henry’s own notes (or his father’s) – perhaps as part of an ordination charge.64 If ‘Mr Perkins’ is the Puritan divine William Perkins of Cambridge (1558–1602), this particular piece of tradition has already spanned several generations. Moreover, I suggest it provides a key to the strong sense of personal identity expressed in Matthew Henry’s preferred self-designation as Verbi Dei Minister: ‘Minister verbi es – You are a minister of the word’.



iv.  ‘He is Found Doing when his Master Comes’    The parable supplies the eschatological framework which is implicit in Paul’s use of the steward metaphor (1 Cor 4:5). This is a recurrent theme in the parables (cf. especially the parable of the talents; Matt 25:14–30). Hamond speaks of:



that tremendous Account which he must give to Jesus Christ.… 2 Tim. 4.1, 2.… Take the Talent from him: … Because it is God who entrusts and employs him in the Ministration of the Gospel: And to him he must give an account of his Stewardship.65



Hamond does however allow the minister a little time for relaxation:



[A] good Minister of Jesus Christ is a Work-man, whose Employment requires very hard Labour; so that he hath no time allowed him for Idleness or Remissness, though some time be indulged to him for his Relaxation, through his Master’s tender Compassion; Mark 6.31.66



Henry, by contrast, cites with approval Calvin’s exhortation to ‘constancy at his work’: ‘What, would you have my Master find me idle?’67

C.  His Final Blessing: The Reward of Ministry

Finally, Matthew Henry turns to the reward of ministry. Such a minister, when his master returns, will be: (i) ‘taken notice of; (ii) ‘blessed’; and (iii) ‘preferred’. There is a distinctly hagiographic tone to the Lives of Philip and Matthew Henry, echoed (much more briefly) in Hamond’s eulogy on Richard Steel. The spiritual distinction which the dissenting tradition fiercely denied to the saints of the old Catholic regime re-appears, somewhat surprisingly, in the honour accorded to the ‘faithful and wise steward’ of the parable – though transposed into the heavenly realm. Behind this lies not just the present parable, which lends itself easily to such an eschatological reading, but an amalgamation with the parable of the talents (Matt 25:14–30), with its recurrent refrain, ‘Well done, thou good and faithful servant: … enter thou into the joy of thy lord’ (KJV).



i.  ‘He Shall be Taken Notice Of’    The very question with which the parable begins (‘Who then is a faithful and wise servant…?’ [KJV]) indicates a minister of distinction. The linguistic observation on the part of Henry, ‘Which supposes that there are but few who answer this character’,68 is based on a careful reading of the Greek that can be traced back ultimately (via Poole’s Synopsis Criticorum) to the Patristic commentator John Chrysostom:



Quis, h[oc] e[st] ô qualis & quantus, quàm felix! ut ostendat, inquit Chrys. quàm rari & praestantes essent tales.69



Poole’s Annotations on the passage spells it out in English:



The Question intimates that there are but a few such. The Discourse plainly referreth to the Ministers of the Gospel whom Christ leaveth in trust with his Church to give them their Meat in due Season; …70



ii.  ‘He Shall be Blessed’    The dissenting vision of ministry includes a future state of ‘peculiar blessedness’ that runs perilously close to sainthood.



He shall be blessed? Blessed is that servant; and Christ’s pronouncing him blessed makes him so. All the dead that die in the Lord are blessed, Rev. 14:13. But there is a peculiar blessedness secured to them that approve themselves faithful stewards, and are found so doing.71



For Matthew Henry, the reward of faithful ministers who ‘die in the field of service, ploughing, and sowing, and reaping, for Christ’ is ‘[n]ext to the honour of those who die in the field of battle, suffering for Christ as the martyrs’.72 Henry is not alone in this. Poole’s Annotations on the parable asserts:



he declareth the Blessedness of those Ministers that shall be found faithfully discharging their Trust, and that the Lord in the Day of Judgment will exalt them to a much greater Honour; according to that of Dan. 12.3. They that be wise shall shine as the brightness of the Firmament; and they that turn many to Righteousness, as the Stars for ever and ever.73



As we have seen, Hamond’s eulogy on Richard Steel makes the same link between the faithful and wise steward of Matt 24 and the ‘wise’ of Dan 12:3.74 

This ‘peculiar blessedness’ is well illustrated by the multitude of sermons and eulogies Matthew Henry reproduces on the death of his father: ‘let him be spoken of as one whom his Lord, when he came, found so doing; who took a very short step from the pulpit to the throne’.75 But what exactly does it mean? Matthew Henry was too good a Protestant to allow any confusion between the honour due to the faithful minister (even to his own dearly-loved father) and the honour due to God:



Let not your praise terminate in your minister, but pass through him to the Lord Christ, in whose right hand he was so long a bright and shining star.76



Neither can he allow any hint of the Catholic practice of soliciting the prayers of the saints. Yet it is with a certain wistfulness that he recalls:



While he was yet with us, he was often speaking for us at the throne of grace, making mention of us, and others, always in his prayers. And this is now not the least part of our grief, – that we shall have such an intercessor to pray for us no more.77



Henry notes that his congregation can take comfort from the thought of the intercession of Christ, but ‘with this thought also, that the prayers of our dear father, who is gone, are upon the file, in heaven, and, through the mediation of the great Redeemer, will receive an answer of peace’.78 Hamond expresses a similar hope about Richard Steel:



Your loving, laborious and faithful Pastor, is removed from you. He will never more instruct you, nor pray with you, not pray particularly for you, (at least, the Scripture gives no Assurance thereof) yet we may hope, that many Prayers which he put up in his Lifetime, for his Children, Friends and Hearers, are recorded in Heaven, and may, in God’s due time, bring down Blessings upon them.79



iii.  ‘He Shall be Preferred’    Henry continues on the good servant:



He shall be preferred (v. 47); He shall make him ruler over all his goods. The allusion is to the way of great men, who, if the stewards of their house conduct themselves well in that place, commonly prefer them to be the managers of their estates; thus Joseph was preferred in the house of Potiphar, Gen. 39:4, 6.80



The parallel with Joseph comes from the Synopsis Criticorum (or an exegetical tradition going back to it), but Henry develops the theme in his own way by making connections with John 12:26, and with the ‘weight of glory’ of 2 Cor 4:17 (cf. 1 Pet 5:4):



But the greatest honour which the kindest master ever did to his most tried servants in this world, is nothing to that weight of glory which the Lord Jesus will confer upon his faithful watchful servants in the world to come. What is here said by a similitude, is the same that is said more plainly, Jn. 12:26, Him will my Father honour. And God’s servants, when thus preferred; shall be perfect in wisdom and holiness to bear that weight of glory, so that there is no danger from these servants when they reign.81



He has not forgotten the dangers of power; those who are rewarded with the heavenly ‘weight of glory’ will have the ‘wisdom and holiness’ to exercise the rule of the saints (Rev 20:4, 6) without the corruptions of those who seek to exercise such power on earth.82

4.  The Wicked Servant

The corruptions of power are dramatically illustrated in the portrait of the ‘wicked servant’, the antithesis of the faithful steward. Here Matthew Henry has a long tradition of Puritan denunciation of unfaithful clergy to draw on. Poole’s Annotations is quite explicit:



By this Parable our Saviour doth quicken his Apostles, to whom he intended to leave the Care of his Church … that in succeeding Ages, there would arise a Generation of loose and debauched Ministers, and such as would persecute the sincerer Professors of his Gospel, who could not comply with their Doctrines, and Lives: Of which as all Ages of the Church have given a Proof, so the time since Popery hath prevailed in the World, hath given a more plentiful, and abundant Proof. All which Extravagancies are incouraged from their Atheism, and Unbelief of Christ’s Coming to Judgment.83



Matthew Henry’s presentation on this well-worn theme is in fact remarkably restrained, though he cannot resist the opportunity for a few well-aimed missiles at the established church, and, like Poole, he draws on the book of Revelation to flesh out the picture.



The persecutors of God’s people have commonly been the most vicious and immoral men. Persecuting consciences, whatever the pretensions be, are commonly the most profligate and debauched consciences. What will not they be drunk with, that will be drunk with the blood of the saints?84



What is peculiarly hurtful here, however, is that here the persecution comes not from a pagan empire but from within the Church:



It is no new thing to see evil servants smiting their fellow servants; both private Christians and faithful ministers. He smites them, either because they reprove him, or because they will not bow, and do him reverence; will not say as he saith, and do as he doeth, against their consciences: … And if he get power into his hand, or can press those into his service that have, as the ten horns upon the head of the beast, it goes further.85



Given the years of petty harassment suffered by dissenting ministers in the last decades of the seventeenth century, this is remarkably restrained.

Yet the faults are not all on the side of the established church. Matthew Henry is equally scathing about the nonconformist minister with a good preaching ministry whose life does not match up to his words:



Well, this is the description of a wicked minister, who yet may have the common gifts of learning and utterance above others; and, as hath been said of some, may preach so well in the pulpit, that it is a pity he should ever come out, and yet live so ill out of the pulpit, that it is a pity he should ever come in.86

5.  Matthew Henry’s View of Ministry: Exegesis, Experience, Ecumenism

Three concluding observations. First, Matthew Henry’s exposition of the parable of the faithful steward elucidates Henry’s position within the history of Bible commentary.87 The Exposition is a devotional and popular work, drawing on the expository preaching that was the mainstay of Matthew Henry’s public ministry in Chester. Its roots lie in the author’s own practice of textual analysis, which in turn goes back to the practice of daily exposition he learned from his father. There is no attempt to conceal the analytical surface structure, which is seen as an aid to understanding and memorizing the meaning of the scriptural text. It is clear that the Exposition draws on a complex blend of sources, including the resources of critical scholarship as compiled by Poole and Pearson. Henry certainly uses both the English text of Poole’s Annotations and the Latin Synopsis Criticorum, but his use of this material is free and organic; he has an eye for the key points that help the reader to understand the flow of the argument, rather than getting bogged down in philological detail, and he will paraphrase and précis rather than quoting written sources as such. Alongside these written sources, he clearly draws on a rich oral tradition of nonconformist preaching, as represented by Hamond’s funeral sermon on Richard Steel (which is itself freely dependent on the critical compilations). However, Henry absorbs and adapts this material to his own purposes, giving the gist of a complex argument and driving it home with his own characteristically pungent and memorable turns of phrase.

Second, he opens a window into a rich dissenting tradition on the nature of Christian ministry. The chosen text is already woven into a richly-textured web of intertexts, in which every text automatically links with other key texts. The biblical model of the household manager or steward gives Henry a flexible and powerful picture of ministry, a picture that is at once humbling and exalting; it both bestows authority and limits it. The role of the steward is subordinate, not ‘princely’, but firmly and inalienably conferred by Christ himself: ‘none may take it from them, … Christ has the making of ministers’.88 It is clear that much of this resonates with Matthew Henry’s own experience as the son of an ‘ejected’ minister who held firmly to his own personal conviction that his ministry was derived from Christ and was both indelible and inalienable, even though its exercise was severely constricted. Matthew Henry’s eirenic tone should not blind us to the devastating force of his implied critique of the abuse of power by the established church.

Finally, it is worth reflecting on the ecumenical implications of Matthew Henry’s picture of ministry for the church today. Henry records a remarkable (if short-lived) period in his father’s life, after the death of Oliver Cromwell in 1658, when ‘there was generally, throughout the nation, a great change in the temper of God’s people, and a mighty tendency towards peace and unity, as if they were, by consent, weary of their long clashings’.89 Associations of ministers were formed (‘some being in their judgements episcopal, others congregational, and others classical [Presbyterian]’), and:



they agreed to lay aside the thoughts of matters in variance, and to give to each other the right hand of fellowship; that with one shoulder, and with one consent, they might study, each in their places, to promote the common interests of Christ’s kingdom, and common salvation of precious souls.… From this experience he likewise gathered this observation, – that it is not so much our difference of opinion that doth us the mischief; (for we may as soon expect all the clocks in the town to strike together, as to see all good people of a mind in every thing on this side heaven;) but the mismanagement of that difference.90



Matthew Henry learned from his father a respect for ‘conformists’ and a determination ‘to preserve and promote the unity and purity of the church, notwithstanding opposition and persecution, though to death’.91 So he records ‘that which he took all occasions to mention as his settled principle – In those things wherein all the people of God are agreed, I will spend my zeal; and wherein they differ I will endeavour to walk according to the light that God hath given me, and charitably believe that others do so too’.92 This is a principle that Henry follows in the Exposition, and may go some way towards explaining its enduring success; rather than using his exegesis to highlight the particular points of sectarian difference (as so many seventeenth-century commentaries do), he tends to focus on ‘those things wherein all the people of God are agreed’ – a call which is still relevant today.
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Chapter 12

PRAYER AND PROVIDENCE: MATTHEW HENRY AND THE THEOLOGY OF THE EVERYDAY

Christine Helmer

1.  Introduction

A lot has changed since the early modern period. The New World is now officially on maps of the globe. Scientists are able to shift genes around and to theorize about the eleventh dimension. Electricity and running water have eliminated an immense workload, while factories and a global economy circuit Sweden, Bangladesh, and Chicago in intimate relations of clothing production. Marshes have been turned into cities, the smells of pines and goldenrod replaced with soot and industrialization, and cyberspace has taken over the reality of face-to-face conversation. Women can now become pastors and theologians in some Christian denominations,1 while children in many parts of the world must go to school rather than perform manual labour. From geography to economics, politics to inventions, the world today is very different from the environment inhabited by Matthew Henry.

Yet in the midst of this change, Matthew Henry’s Method for Prayer has remained consistently accessible over the past three centuries. Henry’s prayers, written and organized for daily contemplation and devotion, have been formative for Protestant piety since they were first published in 1710.2 The Method continues to be a valued resource for personal devotion even today, as it has recently been issued in a critical online edition.3 When the entire world has dramatically changed many times over, why do Henry’s prayers continue to resonate with the contemporary generation?

On the surface, prayer seems to be an easily identifiable and distinctly religious phenomenon. The Christian and the Muslim, the theologian and the scholar of religion, can resonate with the term ‘prayer’. Yet when questions begin to be posed about prayer, both questions and responses are many and different. ‘What is prayer?’ asked French anthropologist Marcel Mauss in his 1909 book on prayer, La Prière.4 Is it a kind of speech act? Is it a disciplinary effort that addresses the gods in an attempt to elicit a response? German Catholic convert to Lutheranism and historian of religion Friedrich Heiler offered another perspective in his famous study from 1932, Prayer: A Study in the History and Psychology of Religion.5 In this work he asked: what is the difference between a human-centred prayer and a God-centred prayer? Mauss undertook an analysis of different kinds of prayer by constructing a typology of what he considered to be its five structural elements. Heiler too developed a typology, but his approach analysed developmental stages of prayer from the human-centred prayer of ‘primitives’ to the God-centred prayer of advanced religious mystics. These two studies from phenomenological and Religious Studies perspectives represent the scholarly foundations for the subsequent study of prayer. Recent scholarship in Religious Studies has added ethnographic and sociological dimensions to the discussion,6 while a volume of The Anglican Theological Review focuses specifically on theological and pastoral aspects of prayer.7 The study of prayer thus continues to be a rich area of study approached from different methodological angles.

A dilemma, however, characterizes the contemporary discussion of prayer. While scholarship in Religious Studies tends to approach prayer by addressing its human psychological, sociological, and anthropological dimensions, theologians presuppose that human prayer has to do with a particular relationship with God. As theologian Marilyn McCord Adams claimed in a recent article, prayer is an activity that gives evidence for the personal connection of individuals and communities with God. It is ‘simply a way of being in the world with God’.8 While Religious Studies scholars focus on prayer as a broad human phenomenon, theologians identify prayer as a particular religious discourse that takes place in religious communities and is shaped by distinctive religious traditions.9 Mauss and Heiler predated the bifurcation in the relationship between Theology and Religious Studies. Their investigations do not shy away from drawing upon theological resources – such as God as addressee of prayer – that contemporary scholars of religion are inclined to do.

Yet contemporary Religious Studies scholars could benefit from sustained discussion with theologians. Theologians offer analytical resources for achieving conceptual clarity in view of a particular subject matter. They also take seriously the historical contexts of prayer traditions that facilitate interpretation of those traditions. Finally, theologians provide doctrinal concepts that identify crucial terms of prayer having to do with the human-divine relationship. What does it mean for persons within a distinctive religious community to be in the world with God? Who is the God addressed in prayer and what can be expected of the divine response? The study of how the divine nature is both reliable and personal is an important theological question concerning prayer. Matthew Henry, as I will demonstrate in this essay, was interested in the divine concern with human existence.

There are two questions driving my approach to Henry’s Method for Prayer. The first concerns Henry’s book as a classic text on prayer. What topics in Christian theology does Henry discuss that exhibit significant characteristics about Protestant Christianity? In other words, Henry’s work addresses aspects of Christianity that have endured as important for three hundred years. My theological interest consists in identifying these aspects and describing their enduring significance. My second question of Henry’s work concerns its historical context. As an early modern text, the Method for Prayer exhibits specific historical-theological features. What does this text reveal about Henry’s early modern understanding of the self and the self’s understanding of God? My aim is to examine Henry in order to understand why prayer is a significant dimension to Christianity and to consider this important example in the history of Christianity for its distinctive theological profile. If Christianity is to be regarded as a living religious tradition, then its study must consider both enduring features and particular moments at which those features are expressed.

What follows is divided into three sections. I begin by showing how Henry’s Method is part of a long Catholic tradition of monastic prayer that he makes accessible to ordinary Christians. In the next section, I work out Henry’s theological appreciation for the ‘everyday’ as representative of an early modern contribution to Christian theology. Henry’s early modern concern with everyday life betrays a new theological development in Christian history. In the final section, I explore Henry’s ‘theology of the everyday’ as an important contribution to the Christian doctrine of providence. Henry’s text, as I argue, represents an important point of theological transition between the sixteenth-century Reformation’s turn to ‘this world’ as important and the later Protestant understanding of God’s concern with the world as a whole.

2.  Prayer and Practice

Henry’s Method for Prayer is saturated with references to Scripture. Every entry, every recommendation, every prayer is articulated with reference to the Bible. The Bible dominates as sole source for all the ways Henry reviews the reasons for prayer and the actual prayers he formulates. All parts of the Bible are included, both Old and New Testaments. While from a contemporary biblical standpoint, different parts of the Bible are read differently according to their respective historical considerations, these historical differences do not figure in Henry’s work. Differences are integrated into a consistent semantic level, namely the identification of the Christian God addressed in prayer.

The issue of regarding the Bible according to its semantic unity concerns the difference between two ways of reading Scripture. Modern readings of Scripture tend to adopt historical-critical hermeneutics that distinguish between biblical passages on the basis of historical or rhetorical differences. Modern interpretation is historically sensitive; historical differences guide the interpretation of specific passages and books. Before the rise of modern historical consciousness in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, however, Christians read the Bible as a semantic unity. Meanings of terms were determined by comparing their use in different parts of the Bible. Cross-referencing of the same terms from different parts of the Bible led to interpretations that were theologically meaningful. The God witnessed in the Old Testament, for example, was the same God referred to in the New Testament. The nature of God could thus be determined by integrating predicates from both Old and New Testaments into one consistent description.

Semantic unity presupposes a unified translation of the Bible. The Bible’s translation from its original languages of Hebrew and Greek into the vernacular is regarded as a major achievement of the Protestant Reformation. Luther unified the German language by choosing an early modern version of High German as the language for his Bible translation (1522/34), while the King James Version of the English Bible (1611) is attributed to John Wycliffe (d. 1384) and later work by William Tyndale (d. 1536). As the literary product of one translator (in Luther’s case for the Old Testament, a group of translators) the Bible has literary features of terminological, grammatical, and syntactical consistency throughout. This coherence facilitates reading the entire text as a semantic unity. Matthew Henry exhibits interpretive ease in cross-referencing passages that to the modern ear would be read as historically referring to different situations. Such ease presupposes both a common English text and a method of reading the Bible as a coherent witness to the Christian God and divinity’s interactions with God’s people.

While it may be assumed that Henry’s reading of Scripture as a semantic unity is distinctly Protestant, it must be noted that this practice is a long-standing Catholic tradition. Throughout the Middle Ages, theologians read the Vulgate (Jerome’s fourth-century Latin translation of the Bible) along the same lines of semantic unity that characterize Henry’s reading. Cross-references of similar terms and the text’s common referent to the Christian God are features of medieval biblical hermeneutics, just as they are of Henry’s. A look at an example of late-medieval biblical interpretation in relation to prayer can shed light on how Henry’s Method makes use of the Bible.

Martin Luther is known for launching the Reformation of the Catholic Church in the early sixteenth century. Yet as an Augustinian friar and ordained Catholic priest, he was steeped in the medieval monastic tradition of the Divine Office, the recitation of liturgy and prayers eight times a day. The most important biblical book in the Divine Office was the Psalter. When Luther discusses prayer, he refers to the monastic tradition of how the Psalter contains different types of prayers.

In his text, ‘Personal Prayer Book’ (Betbüchlein) from 1519, Luther refers to particular genres of prayer.10 Prayer begins with an approach to God. This approach is couched in the genre of praise. Praise of God orients the praying person’s focus to God, and specifically the reasons why this orientation is of utmost significance. God is praised because God alone is omnipotent and omniscient. The God who creates the world is able to help the person in need. God is praised for continued faithfulness. Narratives and attributes both inform the content of the praise of God as sole being who can save.

Like Luther, Henry follows praise with the confession of sin. Approach to God as worthy of praise is related to a look at the self as entirely unworthy. Confession of sin is the key pastoral implication of Luther’s theological conception that the law magnifies human sin while the gospel magnifies divine redemption. The human acknowledges personal sin and guilt, in addition to the human inextricability from this condition. Recognition of the self’s unworthiness is a significant genre in Henry’s Method. He introduces the section on confession by summarizing previous praise and then gives his reason for introspection:



Having given Glory to God, which is his Due, we must next take Shame to ourselves, which is our Due, and humble our selves before him in the sense of our own Sinfulness and Vileness; and herein also we must give Glory to him, as our Judge, by whom we deserve to be condemn’d, and yet hope, through Christ, to be acquitted and absolv’d.11



The confession of sin is a genre Henry uses in continuity with the monastic tradition and Luther’s own recommendation.

Henry deploys another genre of prayer that has medieval resonances. In his Method, ‘petition’ is a distinct section that is followed by ‘thanksgiving’. The petition/gratitude structure of Christian prayer is taken from the lament psalms in the Bible. The lament or complaint psalms (e.g., Ps 22) have a distinctive structure that is related to verb tense. The lament section records the psalmist’s desperate situation in the past tense. This section is followed by thanksgiving for divine resolution of the problem that is articulated in the present tense.12 Past tense petitions are followed by gratitude for God’s saving action. Henry’s recommended practice for the petition/thanksgiving structure focuses the petition section on two overarching concerns: the first with sin and the second with afflictions in daily life. Each sub-theme insists on commending the self (both sin and the desire for forgiveness, as well as the self’s afflictions) to God, while the thanksgiving section orients the individual thanks for divine care to the broader and universal God of care for all of creation.13 The person praying thus recognizes that the God to whom individual concerns are addressed is the God who preserves the world.

Continuity between monastic and early modern ways of praying has to do with distinct genres that organize content. Whether praise of divine attributes, confession of sin, or petition and gratitude, genres integrate content into particular ways of relating to God in prayer. As a child first learns elementary speech forms of ‘please’ and ‘thanks’, so too the adult learns the speech forms of relating to God by praying in specific genres. Inherited from monastic practice, these genres have taken up biblical forms. The Psalms provide the basic structure of petition and thanksgiving. Biblical hymns provide the form for praise, and Jesus’ own prayer (Matt 6:9–13) is a template for generations of Christians who pray. Henry’s Method for Prayer is not an early modern innovation, but a contribution to the ongoing Christian tradition of prayer to God in distinct forms.

Henry’s Method shows how Christian prayer is informed by biblical and monastic inheritances. Yet it also betrays a distinctly early modern location. Henry’s concern is how ordinary Christians going about daily lives can pray. What had once been a monastic practice is now transferred to the everyday. How this transposition shapes content, specifically theological content, is the subject of the next section.

3.  Prayer and the Everyday

Matthew Henry intended his Method to guide ordinary Christians in praying. By transposing medieval liturgical elements into a guide for common people, Henry followed the Reformation changes that Martin Luther had insisted upon a century earlier. Luther did not see vowed religious and ordained priests as sole participants in the church’s liturgies, rituals, and prayers. Instead, he placed the office of the keys – the power to forgive and to excommunicate – into the hands of all believers. The power of the keys meant that the laity could participate in the church’s liturgy by active hearing and singing. Parents at home had a responsibility to educate their households in the knowledge of Christian faith.

Luther’s new appreciation for common believers is represented by his concept of Beruf, or ‘vocation’, as Max Weber insightfully pointed out in his Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.14 Luther was convinced that all human work, not just the priestly office, is ordained by God. Redemption in Christ frees individual persons from any dependence on external judgements and powers, including false human traditions that masquerade as the church’s communication of divine grace. If a person is freed by Christ, she is not dependent on the church’s power to mediate eternal salvation. In Luther’s eyes, priests lose their privileged status and ordinary Christians are called to participate in the world through ordinary activities. God is honoured when a person is faithful to the vocation (or calling) that God has assigned to that individual through special talent, or practice in skills. The mother is no longer a second-class Christian but a priest and bishop whose vocation of motherhood is ordained by God, and her duty towards her children is to educate them in the faith in addition to feeding, changing, and bringing them up. Secular vocations, such as soldiers, farmers, and beer brewers, are valued on the terms of their vocations ordained by God.15 

Weber’s account shows how Luther’s concept of vocation represents the shift from medieval to early modern society. Henry’s Method reflects Luther’s shift, particularly as it had been mediated by the English Reformation and the Westminster Confession. Specific examples of ‘occasional’ prayers demonstrate Henry’s sensitivity to the difficulties associated with particular vocations. There are examples of prayers for his parishioners in their private vocations, for example for women facing imminent childbirth and for parents who have difficult children. There are prayers for those exercising public vocations, for example, sailors who depend on good weather, travelling merchants who hope for safe passage, and those near death who require comfort. There are even prayers for prisoners in need of spiritual renovation.16

The pedagogy of Henry’s Method shows how the laity can orient everyday problems directly to God. In this regard, his work demonstrates the Protestant Reformation’s shift away from the priestly mediation of prayer to the believing Christian. Henry shapes classic genres of liturgical prayer in view of this new orientation. The confession of sin is not formulated in front of the priest, but in front of the living God who knows all. While liturgical prayers connect the confession of sin and the communication of redemption to the church, their transposition into the daily prayers of the laity results in a new preoccupation with God’s concrete work in the world. The petition/gratitude sequence, while acknowledging that redemption occurs in Christ, expresses a new focus on God’s care for the everyday. Henry’s prayers have absorbed monastic liturgical elements, refashioning these elements in view of God’s concrete concern with the everyday lives of ordinary Christians.

Henry emphasizes catechesis as another dimension to his method of praying. In this regard, Henry follows Luther’s Reformation-theological insistence on educating the laity in the knowledge of theology. After some disastrous visitations in 1528, Luther saw the need for catechesis in ordinary homes and parishes, publishing his small and large catechisms one year later.17 Luther appropriated catechetical elements from the medieval church, such as the Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer, but organized them in a specific order that correlated with his Reformation theology of sin and grace. Thus, in Luther’s catechisms, the Decalogue precedes the Creed; the Ten Commandments provide content for identifying sin, while the Creed identifies the triune God as forgiver of sin. Henry’s interpretation of the Lord’s Prayer shows how he uses this catechetical element to explain the meaning of theological concepts.18 He discusses the first petition of the Lord’s Prayer (‘Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name’) by meditating on the nature of the Father, Christ’s work in gaining access to the Father, and in understanding one’s relation to the Father as his children. The fourth petition provides the occasion for seeing daily bread as the reward for the faithful exercise of one’s vocation, in addition to formulating prayers for the poor. Henry makes use of catechesis in his Method to communicate theological ideas that provide content for the prayers prayed by the laity.

What kind of subjectivity is formed by cultivating daily prayers directly to God? The philosopher of antiquity Pierre Hadot has recently provided philosophers and theologians with a conceptual resource to understand philosophy in practical terms. His book, Philosophy as a Way of Life, interprets the cultivation of thoughtful and disciplined philosophical reflection as a ‘technology’ of the self.19 Philosophy is a mindful and attentive practice of thought that forms mind and body into a new way of being a human subject. Scholars of religion and theologians have applied Hadot’s theoretical reflections to religious practices. Contemporary American theologian Shannon Craigo-Snell, for example, has recently studied Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises (1522–1524) as a method in shaping the self through meditation on discrete moments in Jesus’s passion.20 Ignatius’s work, according to Craigo-Snell’s interpretation, represents a distinctive formation in religious subjectivity. The self exists through development guided by deliberate attention to religious content. Ignatian spirituality is formed by embodied meditation on biblical narratives of Christ’s passion that follows a specific doctrinal pattern, the contemplation of the magnitude of one’s sin, the meditation on Christ’s passion as redemption for sin, and the application of the benefits of Christ’s passion to the believer.

Henry’s Method can also be interpreted as a way of shaping the subjectivity of ordinary Christians. In particular, he places significant emphasis on the development of the religious imagination. This gives an intriguing glimpse into how Henry understands prayer to activate a specific religious capacity of the self. The issue of a distinctive religious aspect to the self is indicative of a particular theological idea in Reformed theology. John Calvin introduced the first book in his Institutes (1536) by claiming that all humans have a sense of the divine (sensus divinitatis), in other words, a capacity for religion. Early nineteenth-century German Reformed theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher appropriated this idea in a powerful modern apology for religion, his Speeches on Religion from 1799.21 The human person, according to these Reformed theologians, has a natural religious capacity that can develop. In Schleiermacher’s thought, the cultivation of the religious sense is actually necessary in order to become a person.

A distinct kind of religious subjectivity is formed by making the religious imagination an important feature of prayer. How does the religious imagination orient the concern of the individual who prays to God for the everyday and for the whole world? Henry’s work has already been seen to transpose liturgical genres into forms of prayer for ordinary Christians. Content for the prayers is provided by knowledge from catechesis, by Henry’s own models of prayer, and by the everyday concerns of Christians exercising their private and public vocations. Yet Henry’s prayers, while focused on educating individual Christians to orient their petitions to God, are directed to God, the author of creation. The individual offers the concerns of the everyday to God, while at the same time acknowledging God’s care for the entire world. Petitions articulate everyday difficulties, while praise recognizes God as knowing all happenings in the world and as caring for all creatures. Henry’s prayers have thus a double focus: petition as well as praise; the everyday as well as the universal scope of God’s watchful care. The religious imagination is the human capacity that brings this double focus into coherent prayer. Through the religious imagination, the praying individual orients the everyday to God’s concern and situates the everyday within the universal scope of the divine watchfulness. The human who prays before God has knowledge of the divine interest in the everyday in addition to the divine encompassing of the whole world.

Prayer is an exercise of the religious imagination that articulates God’s concern for the particular and the universal. Subjectivity is shaped by this practice of prayer. Yet through prayer’s double focus, a distinct idea about God is expressed. Henry’s prayers articulate the early modern doctrine of divine providence.

4.  Prayer and Providence

Henry’s book represents a remarkable contribution to the history of prayer. His work absorbs liturgical elements into prayers that can be spoken by ordinary Christians; monastic forms of prayer are now the forms in which the laity address God. The Method contains an immense repertoire of biblical passages from both Testaments of the Christian Bible in addition to catechetical content. When praying to God, early modern Christians bring the concerns of both private and public vocations directly to God, articulating them in terms from scriptural and catechetical discourses. Prayer furthermore activates the religious imagination. The person who prays moves between personal petition and worship of God as creator whose ongoing concern is the whole world. When Henry prays, he relates facets of everyday life to God in view of what he theologically considers to be the divine’s particular and universal interest.

Theology thus emerges as an important dimension of Henry’s prayers. Prayer as articulation in words directed to God is an expression of distinct ideas that the praying person has about the self in relation to the world and God. Prayer is, of course, a cultivation of a distinct posture before God in first- to second-person speech. But more than that, it activates the religious imagination in relation to what has been learned from Scripture and catechesis. When formulating prayers, the person praying expresses distinct ideas about who the self is and who God is. Prayer articulates theological ideas or, in other words, doctrine.

Doctrine is usually understood as the theologically normative ideas pertinent to a Christian tradition. The enduring quality of a Christian tradition has to do with the capacity to communicate normative ideas and practices from one generation to the next. Basic commitments of a Christian tradition must be transmitted through the ages to ensure that a tradition continues beyond one generation. These commitments are received by the subsequent generation, informing it of the tradition’s normative ideas. Yet reception occurs together with active articulation of those ideas in the context of reception. As experts in pedagogy know, learning takes place when received knowledge is actively integrated by the learner and then further articulated. Doctrine that is received is also produced.22

Henry’s work exemplifies reception of the liturgical, biblical, and catechetical tradition. His prayers, however, produce a view of a God who is intimately concerned both with everyday affairs and the world as a whole. An example in Henry’s text is the ordinary worker who is concerned that he will not eat the fruit of his labours. Henry structures this person’s prayer around the Lord’s Prayer’s fourth petition for daily bread.23 The God who is concerned with sustenance of all living creatures is implored in this petition for particular sustenance. The received understanding of God as providing sustenance is integrated into specific knowledge about God’s care and admission of the particular person who is praying. A new understanding of God as intimately interested in both personal and universal sustenance comes to the fore.

This understanding of prayer (one in which reception of doctrine is related to its production) differs from the way that the German Lutheran scholar of the Protestant Reformation, Oswald Bayer, views prayer. He claims that prayer takes place through meditation on Scripture.24 The individual who prays does so by situating the self at a distance from the divine word that God can speak through the words in the Bible. By meditating on this ‘external word’ in Scripture, the praying individual waits for God to speak to the individual through biblical words. Scripture as the medium of prayer becomes the vehicle through which God speaks. Praying retains the difference between self and God; the self uses prayer to wait for the divine speech that is distinguished from the human words spoken to God in prayer. With this understanding of prayer, Bayer presupposes the Reformation theological idea that Scripture is ‘self-authenticating’. What this means is that Scripture validates its own content. When God speaks through Scripture, God’s word is true in and of itself. Prayer is the way in which the individual makes room for God to speak divine truth through Scripture.

Henry’s understanding of prayer differs from Bayer’s explanation of prayer’s mechanism. Henry is not concerned with preserving Scripture as the external word of God in prayer. Rather, Scripture is a discourse for exploring the human person’s perspective of the divine watchfulness in the act of the self’s consideration of God’s concern. Scripture helps provide the language and content for exploring a view of reality under God’s watchful eye. When Henry integrates biblical passages into his meditations, he does so in order to articulate the theological idea that God is concerned with the reality of the individual person as well as the reality of the world. By praying, an individual cultivates her subjectivity as one of constant attention to God and vice versa, of articulating God’s constant attention to self and world. Use is made of the Bible to articulate the praying person’s idea that God is concerned with the everyday at both personal and global levels.

Henry depicts specific content that discloses cultural specificity. His prayers are concerned with the travails of an agrarian economy; the weather becomes the content of many specific petitions, on the occasion of either too much or too little rain, fire that devastates those with no insurance, and storms that can destroy homes and farms.25 Henry’s prayers for business practices, daily work, and poverty give a glimpse into early modern life and its shifts to urban guilds.



For those that are rich and prosperous in the World, some of whom perhaps need Prayers as much as those that request them.26



The requests for enjoying the fruit of one’s labours, as well as the injunctions to turn away from niceties and frivolities, point to an economic situation in which work’s rewards can offer advantages that transcend basic needs. Henry’s prayers betray signs of early modern capitalism.

The family too predominates in Henry’s work. There are explicit prayers created for family devotions. These prayers reflect the inheritance of Luther’s own inclusion of morning and evening prayers in his ‘Large Catechism’ as well as an emphasis on transferring the church’s functions to the family setting. Parents are responsible for the religious education of their household. Glimpses into the everyday situation of families are provided by specific petitions. Of great concern to Henry is the health of children, women in childbirth, and children who are an embarrassment to their parents. One prayer heading is explicit about this problem: ‘When we pray with or for those Parents, whose Children are a Grief to them, or such as they are in fear about’.27 Henry is also concerned with those orphaned when fathers die. The Protestant family, not the individual as such, has become the key unit for religious community. From Luther through to Schleiermacher, the family, its physical and spiritual health, is represented in the everyday petitions and requests for divine aid.

Yet Henry situates the concerns with the everyday in relation to God’s watchfulness over all. One example of the relation between specific petition and general view of divine interest is Henry’s morning devotion for the family. He writes:



Our Bodies and all our worldly Affairs we commit to the Conduct of thy wise and gracious Providence, and submit to its Disposals.… O give us Grace to do the Work of this Day in its Day, according as the Duty of the Day requires, and to do even common Actions after a godly sort; acknowledging thee in all our Ways, and having our Eye ever up to thee, and be thou pleas’d to direct our Steps.28



This citation shows how Henry deliberately sets specific concerns of the self in relation to God’s concern for the world. Body and work are given over to God’s care; the praying person requests God to help with work done to the best of one’s ability. The human has a responsibility to exercise a God-given vocation; prayer orients the exercise of this responsibility to the divine interest. Henry’s prayer considers both the person’s vocation and the divine interest in the particular vocation. Yet the praying person’s articulation of God’s interest in the particular is framed by one significant phrase, namely the attuning of personal attention to divine providence. The doctrine of providence frames individual petitions. In prayer, the individual works out the specificities of everyday life in relation to God’s providential care for the world.

Henry’s prayers pertaining to divine providence circle around both spiritual and temporal prosperity for self and for common humanity, even specifically for the ‘lost World’ and for ‘the Land of our Nativity’.29 When, however, personal concern for the world becomes a preoccupation of inordinate desire, Henry requests divine aid to ‘Convince us, we pray thee, of the Vanity of this World, and its utter Insufficiency to make us happy, that we may never set our Hearts upon it, nor raise our Expectations from it’.30 While the world and specific concerns are acknowledged in prayer to be under God’s purview, they cannot detract the individual from a sustained focus on God. Prayer is the medium in which Henry sees the world under divine guidance and distinguishes this perspective from an inordinate desire for the world. The doctrine of providence guides the way a praying person distinguishes between the self’s focus on God and a desire for worldly pleasure.

An intriguing phrase that shows how Henry orients the praying person’s focus on God, rather than on the world, is an acclamation of dependence. Henry writes, ‘We must acknowledge our Dependence upon God’.31 While specific petitions are articulated in view of God’s interest in the everyday, the acclamation of dependence incorporates self and world under the purview of divine providence. All creatures and the whole world are ultimately dependent on God for life, sustenance, and prospering. The self’s concern with the personal sphere ultimately gives way to a view of God’s interest in the whole of creation. Self and world ultimately depend on God. This claim of dependence is theologically worked out in the medium of prayer. In Henry’s work, prayer is the medium for focusing the praying person’s attention from the particular to the whole. Prayer lifts one’s focus from the specifics in the world to God. Dependence on God for granting personal requests gives way to an articulation of God’s providence over the whole world.

Yet this doctrinal achievement – a doctrine of providence that is directed to the whole irrespective of mundane, particular everydayness – is not Henry’s but Friedrich Schleiermacher’s. Schleiermacher’s doctrine of providence represents the culmination of three hundred years of Reformed theological articulation of a doctrine that has to do with God’s interest in the whole world. In his theological system, Schleiermacher sees the divine causality, in other words, God’s interest in effecting changes in the world, as directed to the whole of world history.32 Absolute dependence of the self together with God expresses an awareness in feeling of the relation to the divine causality.33 Individual prayer expresses, in Schleiermacher’s view, God’s interest in the world as a whole and not in the granting of individual requests. Providence has the redemption of the world as a whole in view, and not individual concerns. Thus Luther’s theological achievement, the introduction of the everyday as the scope of divine interest, makes way for Schleiermacher’s understanding of the divine will directed to human history seen from the perspective of its end: the redemption of the whole world.

Henry’s work can be placed in the middle of this trajectory, perhaps closer to Luther’s preoccupation with this world than to Schleiermacher’s focus on the divine causality. Yet Henry intimates that prayer should cultivate a dependence on God by setting the divine will as a constant priority. Prayer is the medium by which religious subjectivity is shaped in its orientation to God’s interest in the particular as well as to God’s view of the whole. In prayer, the individual honours the everyday by placing it under the divine aegis, while also cultivating an attitude of dependence, whatever the particular outcome. As a theological resource, prayer generates ideas about the extent of divine interest in self and world, while in the process of shaping attitudes of dependence, prayer orients the particular to divine providence. Henry’s work on prayer thus represents a key moment in the history of the production of this doctrine.
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Chapter 13

‘THE EXPRESSING OF DEVOUT AFFECTIONS OF THE HEART’: PIETY AND THE AFFECTIONS IN THE WORKS OF MATTHEW HENRY

Michael A.L. Smith

1.  Introduction

The Bible is not only ‘the touchstone we are to appeal to and try doctrines by’, wrote Matthew Henry in his exposition on the Scriptures, it also contains the manner ‘by which we must in every thing order our affections and conversations, and from which we must always take our measures’.1 This extract exemplifies the centrality of feeling to Matthew Henry’s works of religious instruction. Along with the ‘passions’, the ‘affections’ in early modern England were one of the principal categories of ‘emotions’ as we now refer to them. The historiography of late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Protestantism in England has, however, not largely stressed the appeal to feeling within contemporary devotion. Other than ‘church-feeling’ and indeed bigotries of party, the period has been understood as reacting against the enthusiasms of the preceding Commonwealth period.2 Moreover, the religiosity of the period is often overshadowed by the boisterousness of Methodism and Revivalist devotion, which has subsequently been understood as succeeding post-Restoration Protestantism from the fourth decade of the eighteenth century.3 The rise of latitudinarian moralism, the infighting and insularism of Dissent, and a more exalted conception of human reason have been accounted as leaving exuberant religiosity rather out of vogue. Partly, such an account has been generated from how pre-modern ‘emotions’ or feeling has been understood. Thomas Dixon has, for example, argued that the early modern ‘passions’ have been presented as synonymous for modern ‘emotions’.4 This simplistic assimilation has often obscured the multiple categories of feeling within early modern discourses. In the modern period a dichotomy between reason and emotion has been constructed. In the early modern period, while the passions may have been understood as inherently unreasonable, not all feeling was understood as such. Indeed the ‘emotions’ of the rational mind and spiritual appetite, the ‘affections’ otherwise so central to the Christian tradition, have been overshadowed.

In the works of Matthew Henry, feeling was a prominent feature, to the extent that devotional practice was often defined by its affectivity. A clergyman of significant reputation in his own period, Henry cultivated friendships from across the conformist divide (that is, with those who took communion and worshipped at the established Church of England and those Protestants, like Henry himself, who did not). He frequently chimed an irenic tone referencing Church of England authors, arguing that the proliferation of Protestant devotional treatises ‘like the setting up of several Candles in the same Room, helps to diffuse the Light, and make it stronger’.5 His printed output was almost wholly in the form of practical divinity, the 1689/90 Nature of Schism and his funeral and ordination sermons aside. These texts provided instruction in how to conduct one’s devotional duties as a Christian, from secret prayer to the receipt of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. Within these, the management and fostering of feeling were understood as particularly important, to the extent that feeling often peculiarly characterized these practices. This chapter draws upon nine of Henry’s texts, including his seminal works The Communicant’s Companion (1704) and his Method for Prayer (1710). While these texts served significantly different purposes, they might broadly be considered aspects of practical religious instruction. They were all concerned with the practice of devotions, whether at home or in public worship, and the manner in which to lead a religious life. Moreover, as this chapter demonstrates, they were all concerned with the management of feeling. This took the form of repression of ungodly passions while seeking to place godly affections at the centre of worship.

Matthew Henry took seriously the role of feeling from a young age. On 1 March 1686 (a year before being ordained) he wrote to his friend George Illidge, who would also go on to be a minister. Henry advised: ‘when we are entering either into Duty or into Temptation, to lift up our Heart in these Words, Thou God seest me; and therefore let Duty be carefully done’.6 He continued: ‘Christ died to deliver us from this World; so if our Hearts are glued to present Things and our Affections fix’d upon them, we do directly thwart the great design of our Lord Jesus Christ in coming to save us’.7 ‘Heaven and Hell’ he went on, ‘are great Things indeed, and should be much upon our Hearts, and improved by us as a Spur of Constraint to put us upon Duty, and a Bridle of Restraint to keep us from Sin’.8 This advocating of and commitment to heartfelt appreciation of the presence of God and a strongly affective piety would characterize Matthew Henry’s approach to devotion within his printed works. It demonstrated that such a vital piety was as characteristic of that period which preceded the Evangelical Revival, as it was of the movement which would otherwise succeed the religiosity of this period.

I will engage with Henry’s texts and how they approached first personal devotional practice (prayers that were conducted alone, or as solitarily as was possible), then family religion, and afterwards public worship and particularly the receipt of the Lord’s Supper. The chapter demonstrates how Henry conceived of these practices as influencing one another, each being a sequential preparation. It also exhibits how Henry understood the need for and existence of a variety of affective responses to worship, some of which were more sedate and quiet, while others were more vigorous and exuberant. I will finish with a consideration of the role of the activity and passivity of the believer, as well as the role of heart religion, throughout his texts and the practices he sought to guide his audiences through. Throughout, the chapter demonstrates how the religiosity of the Evangelical Revival, often understood as succeeding and surpassing that of Henry’s lifetime (1662–1714), had much precedent in works such as Henry’s and their approach to feeling within devotional practice.

2.  Affective Instruction and Emotional Range

Henry’s didactic material certainly conceived of some feelings as antithetical to godliness. It is perhaps unsurprising, given early modern medical understandings of the hotness of youthful humoural composition, that his addresses to young people contained the most fervent proscription of the passions.9 Much as Isaac Watts would later assert that ‘the common people confine it only to anger’, Henry seems to have principally associated ‘passion’ with this feeling as well as with lust.10 In Henry’s A Church in the House (1704), among the issues that households were to address in their ‘Family-Confessions’ numbered ‘provoking one another’s Lusts and Passions, instead of provoking one another to Love, and to good Works’.11 This was met by calls in other sermons to bridle one’s anger. His treatises aimed at young people, Self-consideration necessary to Self-preservation (1713) and Sober-Mindedness press’d upon Young People (1713), advised them to be ‘mild and gentle and not indulgent of your Passions … opposed to Frenzy and Violence’; moreover, he dedicated them to the ‘keeping up their dominion over Appetite and Passion, and all the Lusts of the Flesh and of the Eye’.12 Indeed, to a similar audience in The Pleasantness of a Religious Life (1714), he defined religiousness in contrast to passion. Henry argued that ‘To be religious, is to have all our unruly Passion likewise govern’d and subdu’d’.13 This was not, however, solely the preserve of the young; Method for Prayer (1710) recommended confession and repression of ‘irregular appetites towards those things that are pleasing to sense, and inordinate passions against those things that are displeasing’. This direction was given, as indulgence of such passionate feeling might lead to ‘an alienation of the mind from the principles, powers, and pleasures of the spiritual and divine life’.14 Henry demonstrated here that while the ‘Passions’ and ‘irregular appetites’ were to be controlled and repressed, in acknowledgement of one’s sin, he still conceived of divinity through an appeal to feeling, the ‘pleasure’ of a godly and spiritual life. The complementarity of feeling and morality was a consistent theme within his discourses. Indeed, Henry claimed that ‘Religion allows [one] to be cheerful’.15 Such affectivity might seem rather quiet and restrained. For Matthew Henry, as they would be for Methodism’s founder John Wesley, quiet feelings were, however, signs of the sanctified Christian.16

Henry sought to validate a quiet affective range, offering succour to those whose experience of religion was not feverish. In his Exposition of the Old and New Testament, Henry noted that the beatitudes of Matthew were:



designed to remove the discouragements of the weak and poor who receive the gospel, by assuring them that his gospel did not make those only happy that were eminent in gifts, graces, comforts, and usefulness; but that even the least in the kingdom of heaven, whose heart was upright with God, was happy in the honours and privileges of that kingdom.17



He went on to speak of the third verse, specifically saying that ‘poverty in spirit is put first among the Christian graces’ as ‘[t]he foundation of all other graces is laid in humility’ for ‘[t]hose who are weary and heavy laden, are the poor in spirit, and they shall find rest with Christ’.18 As such, poverty of spirit represented both a literal physical exhaustion but also a humble piety which did not necessarily demonstrate itself exuberantly. Henry took seriously the sedate affective effects of piety. He noted in his exposition of Ecclesiastes that:



old age being thus clogged with infirmities, it is the greatest folly imaginable to put off that needful work [the cultivation of Christian faith] … we shall have need of something to support and comfort us then, and nothing will be more effectual to do that than the testimony of our consciences for us …19



Conversion to an active Christian life was appreciated through feeling. It provided comfort at the end of one’s life and, as such, Henry sought to validate and promote the quiet affectivity of the sanctified Christian. This, almost meditative approach, was further confirmed in his commentary on Ps 60:6, where Henry claimed that ‘the triumphs of the saints’ were ‘not so much upon the account of what they have in possession as of what they have in prospect’.20

Affectivity was at the centre of this piety, even where it was quiet. Elsewhere, as will be explored later, Henry promoted more robust affections and a higher pitch of feeling. Yet, feeling itself was so important as to be the principal medium of accepting the truth of God. It arguably held a more important role than human reason or understanding. Henry argued in his preface to his Exposition that ‘we are concerned not only to understand what we read, but to improve it to some good purpose, and, in order thereunto, to be affected with it, and to receive the impressions of it’.21 Indeed, as such the Scriptures would be made ‘a light to our feet and a lamp to our paths …, to direct us in the way of our duty, and to prevent our turning aside into any by-way’.22 Here, morality, Christian conduct, and godliness were mediated through feeling. Far from conceiving of a dichotomy between a moralist interpretation of religion and one guided by feeling, these aspects were mutually constructive in Henry’s discourse. The moral instruction of religion was only effective as far as devotions, including here the reading of Scripture, were affective. In The Communicant’s Companion, Henry argued, ‘If what is here done do not affect us for the present, it will not likely to influence us afterwards’; he went on to quote from Ps 119:93: ‘I shall never forget thy Precepts, when by them thou hast quickened me’.23 To this end, Henry also argued that ‘the Terrours of the Law are of use to startle us, and put us into a Horrour for Sin’.24 Henry thus conceived of the moral instruction inherent in the study of the Bible through an appeal to feeling. The laws of God were to quicken and yet also be a terror to the believer, by which one would understand the righteousness of them and more strictly follow them.

The Scriptures might have imparted their morality to their audience by way of impact upon the affections, yet they also served a significant function in guiding these devotional affections. Certainly this was strongly witnessed in Henry’s discourses on personal devotional practice. The scriptural sufficiency, inherent within the opening quotation, was reminiscent of the theology of Richard Baxter, perhaps the leading voice of Restoration nonconformity, where theology and creed were to be measured by the contents of the Bible.25 Here, this principle was turned to feeling. In Henry’s divinity, feeling was as central as theological and moral outlook; the three were in fact related. To this end, Henry even defined a number of devotional practices through an appeal to feeling. In Method for Prayer, he set forth that ‘Prayer is the solemn and religious offering up of devout acknowledgements and desires to God, or a sincere representation of holy affections’.26 In his Directions for Daily Communion with God, first published in 1712, he defined prayer as the ‘lifting up the Soul to God, and pouring out the Heart before him’; indeed, Henry argued that the ‘expressing of the Devout Affections of the Heart by Words may be of use to fix the Thoughts, and to excite and quicken the Desires’.27 Thus when properly practiced, prayer was not only defined by its affective nature, it was also itself generative of affections. Within his works, Henry further promoted a sequence, which saw the devotee move from a low to a higher affective state. Given the wanderings of the heart during sleep and the proud desires that might have crept in, Henry suggested that morning prayers were particularly important in purging these feelings and instilling a sense of peace:



Are we not concern’d to confess to him, to complain of them to him as revolting and rebellious Hearts, and bent to backslide; to make our Peace in the Blood of Christ, and to pray, that the Thoughts of our Heart may be forgiven us!28



This was reflective of Barbara Rosenwein’s understanding of devotional practices as comprising ‘emotional sequences’, whereby religious exercises were structured around a movement between emotional states.29 In Henry’s schema, consideration of sin served as a low affective ebb of this sequence, with throwing oneself upon God’s mercy as its high point, followed by the peace instilled in the heart through repentance. Under ‘For Application’, Henry recommended ‘First let this Word put us in mind of our Omissions; for Omissions are Sins and must come to Judgment … Let us be truly humbled before God this Morning for our Sin and Folly’.30 Secondly, he warned against formality; ‘Go about this Duty solemnly’, Henry instructed his audience, ‘Let us learn to labour fervently in Prayer as Epaphras did’.31



God requires … Truth in the inward Part, and it is the Prayer of the Upright that is his Delight … Trust in him; that the Comfort and Benefit your Morning Devotions may not be as the Morning Cloud which passeth away, but as the Morning Light which shines more and more.32



Ending with comfort, Henry demonstrated a sequence defined by the movement from recognition of one’s sin to comfort in the trust and keeping of God.

3.  Family Religion and Feeling

In A Church in the House, Henry presented family devotions as a way to secure the comfort of one’s household. Particularly before the 1689 Act of Toleration, family religion carried with it some of the stigma associated with conventicles (clandestine and illegal religious conferences of more than five people in a household). Yet, by 1704 when Henry published, despite the ‘Unhappy Contests … about the Constitution, Order and Government, of Churches’ he was able to speak ‘of Churches, concerning which there is no such Controversie’.33 He elaborated:



All agree that Masters of Families, who profess Religion and the Fear of God themselves, should, according to the Talents they are entrusted with, maintain and keep up Religion and the Fear of God in their Families as such should contribute to the Support of Christianity in a Nation whose Honour and Happiness it is to be a Christian Nation.34



In this appeal, Henry spoke to a shared culture and a belief in the duty of each family to practice religion within the household, which cut across conformity to and dissent from the Church of England. This appeal, also conceived of family religion as the foundation of a national communion and commitment to Christian morality, which was generated through the affections, most notably the fear of God. Henry was keen to note that he would not ‘have these Family-Churches set up and kept up in Competition with, much less in Contradiction to, Publick Religious Assemblies, which ought always to have the Preference’.35 For Henry ‘these Family Churches, (which are but figuratively so) must be erected and maintain’d in Subordination to those more Sacred and Solemn Establishments’; indeed, he argued that ‘The Lord loves the Gates of Sion more than all the Dwellings of Jacob’, following Ps 87:2.36 Affections determined the hierarchy of devotional practice, with public worship valued above familial devotions.

Family religion helped to mediate the manner in which public worship was undertaken. ‘Publick Catechizing’, Henry taught, ‘will turn to little Account without Family Catechizing’ and, more than this, ‘If every Family were a Praying Family, Publick Prayers would be better join’d with, more intelligently, and more affectionately’.37 Within Henry’s treatise, the affectivity of public worship was dependent upon the affectivity of family worship. This followed in some manner the affective sequences seen elsewhere in Henry’s works, where family religion served as a catalyst to the movement towards a more affective appreciation of the word of God preached and the sacraments administered. He argued that it was necessary when speaking ‘to God by Prayer’ in the family to:



be willing to hear him speak to you in his Word, that there may be a compleat Communion between you and God. This will add much to the Solemnity of your Family-Worship, and will make the Transaction the more Aweful and Serious, if it be done in a right manner.38



Such seriousness might be fruitfully understood as affect. Certainly, it was suggestive of a mood under which such duty should be conducted. Seriousness was allied to the personal experience of God in family duty as well as to a sense of awe and indeed the solemnity of practicing religious devotion. It was apathy, even unfeeling, that was the antipathy of religious duty. Conducted properly, the awful nature of family religion was suggestive of Henry’s belief that religious practice must make an impression upon the Christian’s feeling. The solemnity of the practice was also reminiscent of that meditative tone Henry expressed in other works.

Family religion was also conceived of as a medium of family unity as well as personal and collective succour in the presence of God. ‘When you set them forward to come to Family-Worship’, Henry required of head-of-households, ‘let them have the Praise of it, for you have the Comfort of it.’39 Indeed, he claimed that:



A Church in the House will make it very comfortable to your selves. Nothing more agreeable to a gracious Soul than constant Communion with a gracious God.40



Family Religion was understood to ‘establish our Hearts in that Comfort which makes every thing that occurs easie’.41 The affective ends of family devotion were thus lauded by Henry. This is similar to Lauren F. Winner’s exploration of the religion of elite eighteenth-century Virginian Anglicans, in which she has argued that:



It is in the slippage between these two meanings of comfortable – ‘comfort giving’ and ‘solacing’, versus ‘at ease’, ‘cozy’ – that I find the phrase ‘cheerful and comfortable’ a useful interpretation of the household religious practices of Virginia’s Anglican gentry.42



It was a religion that was ‘optimistic, and not unduly speculative’ and moreover, ‘at ease with the world; it did not demand that practitioners be unsettled, nor did it urge them to break from the world’. She nevertheless has defended her subjects from accusations that the comfortable nature of their religion made them ‘secular’ or indeed ‘lax in religious observance’. ‘To the contrary’, Winner has argued, ‘religious practices punctuated life in elite households; elites’ piety overtly and self-consciously figured into their day-to-day routines’.43 Thus, the potential intensity and centrality of religion, in Henry’s text, to everyday life reflected this reading of the concept of ‘comfort’. Indeed, by the proper management of their affections during family devotions, Henry conceived that the godly family might more successfully direct future affect in religious practice: ‘They that pray constantly when they are well’, he claimed, ‘may pray comfortably when they are sick’.44 While seeking affective ends in the form of comfort, the repetition of these practices also ensured that one might be able to cultivate the right affections for the conduct of devotional practice in times of crisis. To this end, the lauding of comfort was a manner in which one might manage one’s affections, so that devotional practice might be properly comported at all times.

4.  Public Worship, the Affections, and the Eucharist

In The Communicant’s Companion, Henry similarly defined the rite of the Eucharist itself in affective terms, asking his audience to consider how they ‘should be affected when we are attending on the Lord in this Solemnity’.45 Classifying communion as a ‘solemnity’ and, indeed, asking them to consider the manner in which they should engage feeling, was to understand communion in strongly affective terms. Henry’s emphasis on the solemn nature of communion echoed a longer tradition, characterized by Alec Ryrie as encompassing ‘any attempt to practice Protestantism which is, or which appears to be, intended seriously – as opposed to practices engaged in cynically for form’s sake or from habit’.46 Moreover, Henry’s discourses of solemnity mirrored the language used in Richard Hooker’s defence of church ceremonies. Hooker’s Ecclesiastical Politie argued that the purpose of ‘such Solemnities’ was ‘to leave in the minds of Men that impression which might somewhat restrain their boldness, and nourish a reverend affection towards the House of God’.47 Much like Hooker then, Henry seems to have interpreted solemnity as affect.

The Communicant’s Companion took the issue of feeling so seriously that a whole chapter was dedicated to ‘Helps for the Exciting of those Pious and Devout Affections which should be working in us while we attend this Ordinance’.48 Henry noted again the relative and variable experience of feeling:



Tempers vary … Some are soon mov’d, and much mov’d with every thing that affects them … there are others whose natural Temper is happily more calm and sedate, that are not conscious to themselves of such Stirrings of Affection as some experience at this Ordinance and yet have as comfortable Communion with God, as good Evidence of the Truth and Growth of Grace, and as much Real Benefit by the Ordinance, as those that think themselves even transported by it.49



Quiet feelings were once again lauded, nothing that ‘The deepest Rivers are scarce perceived to move, and make the least Noise’.50 Indeed, Henry claimed that ‘Bodily Exercise, if that be all, profits little’, while asserting:



there may be a true and strong Faith informing the Judgement, bowing the Will, commanding the Affections, and purifying the Heart and Life where yet there are not any Transports of Pathetical Expressions …51



This robust defence of quiet feelings in preparation for and partaking of communion presents moderate affections and a calm exterior as reflective of religious certainty, perhaps even election, typical of other theologians within his tradition. There was a certain scepticism concerning the authenticity of those who claimed to be assaulted by more boisterous feeling and thus moved in body.

Henry was keen that his audience must not mistake his purpose with regards to the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper and he promoted a rigorous and at times exuberantly affective piety. He argued that the sacrament ‘is design’d that the Eye should affect the Heart’; indeed, one ‘must not rest in bare Contemplation of what is here set before us, but the Consideration thereof must make an Impression upon our Spirits’.52 Henry’s understanding of the sacrament rejected formalism and simple memorialism. This took the form of an affective sequence: ‘Penitential Grief and Shame’ as the first stage ‘are not at all unsuitable to this Ordinance, tho’ it is intended for our Joy and Honour, but excellent Preparatives for the Benefit and Comfort of it’.53 The Eucharist here was bound up with a number of affections. They led the communicant from shame and sorrow to the affective high of joy before ultimately being comforted by reception of the sacrament. Indeed, Henry cemented this later: ‘If we had not a Christ to hope in, being guilty and corrupt, we could not have a God to rejoice in’.54 The feeling of shame and grief, therefore, allowed a greater appreciation of the solacing aspects of the Lord’s Supper. Indeed, in A Method for Prayer, Henry gave a defence of boisterous affective display, claiming that:



if we have spiritual senses exercised, true devotion, that aspiring flame of pious affections to God, as far as in a judgment of charity we discern it in others, though in different shapes and dresses, which may seem uncouth to one another, cannot but appear beautiful and amiable, and as far as we feel it in our own breasts, cannot but be found very pleasant and comfortable.55



The relativism inherent in his discourse is notable. While some might have deemed an ostentatious display of feeling in prayer to be unseemly, they were not without their place for those who were more disposed to a fervent display of their feelings. In whatever form they took, Henry conceived of feeling as essential to devotional practice. The cultivation of the affections at communion and prayer were important, whether they were moderate and measured, or exuberant.

In The Communicant’s Companion, Henry required his audience to contemplate the sufferings of Christ at his crucifixion. This was intended to be a source of affections suitable to the sacrament, and it demonstrated the precedent that Methodist discourses on the crucifixion had within this divinity of the early eighteenth century.56 Henry asked:



Can we see him thus suffering for us and shall not we suffer with him? was he in such Pain for our Sins, and shall not we be in pain for them? was his Soul exceeding sorrowful even unto Death, and shall not ours be exceeding sorrowful, when that’s the way to Life? Come my Soul, see by Faith the Holy Jesus made Sin for thee; the Glory of Heaven made a Reproach of Men for thee; his Father’s Joy made a Man of Sorrows for thy Transgressions. See thy Sins burthening him when he sweat, spitting upon him and buffeting him, and putting him to open Shame, crowning him with Thorns, and piercing his Hands and his Side; and let this melt and break this hard and rocky Heart of mine, and dissolve it into Tears of Godly Sorrow. Look on Christ dying, and weep not for him (tho’ they who have anything of Ingenuity and Good Nature, will see reason enough to weep for an innocent Sufferer) but weep for thy self, and thine own Sins, for them be in bitterness as one that is in bitterness for an only Son.57



This was a direct call for imitation of Christ’s suffering in consideration of one’s own sin. ‘Can we look upon a humbled broken Christ’, Henry asked, ‘with an unhumbled, unbroken Heart?’58 Sorrow, self-reproach, engagement of the heart and even tears were necessary for this sacrament. Much as elsewhere, the progression in this narrative was from unfeeling to feeling. Contemplation of Christ’s suffering was clearly employed as a means to foster vigorous affections within the communicant. Indeed, it served to understand the ability to feel as characterising a Christian:



Come, my Soul, and sit down by the Cross of Christ as a true Mourner; let it make thee weep to see him bleed. That Heart is frozen hard indeed, which these Considerations will not thaw.59



Henry told his audience that ‘our Sins have not only pierced him’ and been ‘Reproach of his Holy Name, and the Greif of his Holy Spirit’, but ‘have crucified him afresh’.60 The crucifixion was also the scene of affective relief, however, as ‘The Blood of Christ will be the more healing and comforting to the Soul, for its bleeding afresh thus upon every remembrance of Sin’.61

5.  Activity and Passivity of the Devotee

Throughout his texts and practices, Henry demonstrated a significant interplay between activity and passivity of the believer in the cultivation of the proper affections for devotion. In his Method for Prayer, he opened one prayer with a call to:



Stir up thy self (My Soul) to take the Comfort which is here offr’d thee. Let this strengthen weak Hands, let it confirm the feeble Knees.62



This direction was repeated: ‘Let us stir up ourselves to take hold on God, to seek his face, and give him the glory due unto his name’.63 Here, as above, the believer has significant agency in warming their feelings towards God. Yet, certainly in the first quotation, this was coupled with passivity, depending upon God’s own strength. This was echoed in other texts, such as his treatise on family religion where Henry called his audience to ‘Let God by his Providence dispose of the Affairs of my Family, and by his Grace dispose the Affections of all in my Family, according to his Will, to his own Praise’.64 Here, God takes the active role in directing the feelings of believers, indeed, in directing proper devotional affect. The Communicant’s Companion also demonstrated this. The text called the audience to ‘stir up the Gift that is in us, endeavouring to affect our selves with the great things of God and our Souls; and let us pray to God to affect us with them by his Spirit and Grace’.65 At other times within the discourse, the call was to greater passivity:



Come my Soul, weary as thou art, and rest in Christ; cast thy Burthen upon him, and he shall sustain thee; commit thy way to him, and Thy Thoughts shall certainly be established.66



Please thy self (my Soul) with this Thought, that thou art not thine own, but his that made thee; not left to thine own Will, but bound up to his.67



Here, Henry presented the abrogation of agency in affective terms, as a pleasure for the believer. Throughout, he called the believer to allow God to work upon their affections and direct them to worship. The interplay between activity and passivity demonstrated Henry’s understanding of the need for a spectrum of affective responses to worship. At times vigorous feeling was prescribed, at others contemplative affect.

The interplay between activity and passivity was also reflected in Henry’s discourses on the heart. Phyllis Mack has observed within the devotional practice of the early Methodists a synthesis of ‘useful activity’ with the Pietist concept of ‘heart-religion’, a brand of piety which ‘emphasized passivity and feeling’.68 This balancing of the pious activity of the believer and the passivity of his heart might also be seen within Henry’s texts. Henry recommended consideration of providence, Christ’s suffering, and supplications to God as those ‘Things especially you should have upon your Heart in your Family Prayer’.69 Yet, while this gave agency to the believer, Henry also stressed God’s activity upon one’s heart: ‘When your Hearts, like Lydia’s, are open’d to Christ, let your House, like hers, be open’d to him too, Act. 16. 14, 15’.70 Through the imagery of heart religion, Henry again demonstrated the importance of passivity to the believer. To remedy the hardness of heart caused by sin, Henry called his audience to submit themselves to God’s control:



When thou hast chastised us, and we were chastised, we have been as a bullock unaccustomed to the yoke; and though our own foolishness hath perverted our way, yet our heart hath fretted against the Lord; and thus in our distress we have trespassed yet more against the Lord.71



His Exposition also recommended passivity: ‘A mind rightly disposed by a humble, sincere subjection to its Maker, will easily discover the image of God’s wisdom in the awful depth of its mysteries’.72 The believers in Henry’s text thus had significant agency over their own hearts. They were to cultivate within their hearts an affective appreciation of their own sin, for example. They were also, however, to leave themselves open to the machinations of God upon their hearts. A free heart might pull against God and into sin; however, that heart which subjected itself to God allowed him to direct the affect of their devotions and dispose them to godliness.

6.  Conclusion

In this chapter, I have sought to demonstrate that the management of feeling was at the centre of Matthew Henry’s texts of practical divinity. While he recommended the repression of dangerous and ungodly passions, this only served to highlight the feeling he sought to engender within his audience. Drawing upon the Christian tradition and the strong role of the ‘affections’, feelings of the higher intellectual and spiritual appetite, he infused his rhetoric with a strongly felt element. It was through an appeal to the affections that his audience was to be made conscious of the righteousness of the law. Moreover, though he seems to have defended quiet feeling without display, there was still room for intense appreciation of godliness within his texts. This was most apparent in his discussion of the receipt of the Lord’s Supper and the role of contemplating the crucifixion within this practice. He may have primarily seen the affective products of divinity as comfortable, but that represented a significant appeal to feeling within itself. Henry’s treatises, moreover, emphasized both active engagement of feeling and, indeed, passive receipt of God’s control over one’s affections. This dynamic conceived of devotional practice, in a number of different forms, as essentially guided by feeling. Where the current historiography has largely presented mainstream Protestants of the period as hesitant over the issue of exuberant religiosity, an examination of Henry’s discourse demonstrates the centrality of an intensely felt dimension to devotional practice. This dimension might be seen as having been paralleled in the rise of Methodism and Revivalism later in the century.
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Chapter 14

MATTHEW HENRY’S LEGACY IN PRAYER AND PIETY

Ligon Duncan

1.  Introduction

Without a doubt, Matthew Henry remains best known for his six-volume commentary on the whole Bible. William Orme praised it as a work, ‘distinguished, not for the depth of its learning, or the originality of its views; but for the sound practical piety, and large measure of good sense, which it discovers’.1 Still available in electronic and numerous print versions and editions, Henry’s Exposition is the best-selling, most widely read, single author, multi-volume, English language Bible commentary in history.2 Arguably no other single figure has had more practical, theological, homiletical, liturgical, and experiential influence on the nonconformist tradition and its successors than Matthew Henry.3

Language from Matthew Henry’s Exposition has crept into the American religious vernacular in ways similar to Shakespeare, Coverdale, and the King James Bible. For instance, the much disputed phrase ‘God helps those who help themselves’ is often credited to Benjamin Franklin (or earlier to Algernon Sidney), but it probably gained currency because of Matthew Henry’s commentary, where it is found in the form ‘God will help those that help themselves’,4 not as a commendation of self-salvation or Pelagianism, but of diligence in the use of the means of grace. Indeed, like any good Protestant, Henry usually emphasizes (with regard to salvation) that people cannot help themselves, but need God’s grace.

2.  The Legacy of Matthew Henry in Prayer and Piety

Less well-known than the Exposition, but widely influential on the piety and worship (personal, family, and public) of the nonconformist tradition, not only in England but also in America, is Matthew Henry’s A Method for Prayer, with Scripture Expressions Proper to be Us’d under each Head (1710).5 Horton Davies notes that one of the key differences between the Puritans and Anglicans was the former’s stress on ‘free prayer’ versus the set forms of the Anglican Prayer Book.6 In his chapter on ‘Set Forms or Extemporary Prayers?’, Davies surveys Puritan arguments against the usage of set forms of prayer, highlighting five in particular:



(i)the constant use of set forms crippled the capacity of ministers and people to pray for themselves;

(ii)set forms were not able to match the various needs and circumstances of the congregation;

(iii)because they were prescribed, the people began to see them as necessary, therefore overvaluing them and compromising their ‘Christian Liberty’;

(iv)set forms were conducive of hypocrisy, because one could say and pray things in pre-written set forms that one did not feel and believe; and

(v)their imposition brought persecution in its wake (hence, the famous story of legendary Jenny Geddes hurling her stool at the cleric reading from the Laud-imposed Prayer Book in St. Giles, Edinburgh, 1637, and later, the ‘Killing Times’ of the late 1670s and 1680s).7



However, Davies also names two arguments against free prayer in the nonconforming tradition: ‘infelicity of phraseology and disordered rambling’.8 That is, extemporary prayer required preparation and consideration if it was not to dissolve into a muddle. He suggests that Matthew Henry and Isaac Watts provided the answer to the problem, and helped settle the controversy among Nonconformists on the practice of prayer. In between the extremes of pre-written and imposed set forms of prayer on the one hand, and disordered, spontaneous, and extemporaneous prayer on the other, they proposed ‘studied, free prayer’.9 This answer came in the form of Matthew Henry’s Method for Prayer, which, along with Isaac Watts’ Guide to Prayer (1715),10 stands as the classic treatise in the Free Church Protestant English-speaking world for the promotion of the practice of studied, free prayer – extemporaneous prayer that is ordered through deliberate study, the use of scriptural language, and progression through specific ‘headings’ or topics in prayer. In this essay, I will survey how Matthew Henry did this and thus contributed to the legacy of piety in prayer in the subsequent Presbyterian, Congregationalist, and even Baptist traditions in Britain, America, and beyond.

3.  The Making of Matthew Henry’s Method for Prayer

Henry completed A Method for Prayer in 1710. This project was important enough to him that he paused his work on the Exposition (which he would never finish) in order to produce this manual on scriptural prayer. He explains the work in his foreword ‘To the Reader’. First, Henry begins to make a case for why one ought to give consideration to a ‘method’ for praying. Anticipating the objection that any method or preparation for prayer is inconsistent with a real and true experiential piety, Henry says:



Religion is so much the Business of our Lives, and the Worship of God so much the Business of our Religion, that what hath a sincere Intention, and probable Tendency, to promote and assist the Acts of Religious Worship (I think) cannot be unacceptable to any that heartily wish well to the Interests of God’s Kingdom among Men: For if we have spiritual Senses exercis’d, true Devotion, that aspiring Flame of pious Affections to God, as far as in a Judgment of Charity we discern it in others (tho’ in different Shapes and Dresses, which may seem uncouth to one another) cannot but appear beautiful and amiable, and as far as we feel it in our own Breasts, cannot but be found very pleasant and comfortable.11



Second, he follows this by arguing that nature itself shows that humans need to pray (illustrating this even from the practice of what he would consider to be idolatry!), and makes a powerful assertion of its importance in the Christian life. His main point is to emphasize the importance of prayer and to demonstrate its indispensability:



Prayer is a principal Branch of Religious Worship, which we are mov’d to by the very Light of Nature, and oblig’d to by some of its fundamental Laws. Pythagoras’s golden Verses begin with this Precept; whatever Men made a God of they pray’d to, Deliver me, for thou art my God, Isa. 44.17. Nay, whatever they pray’d to, they made a god of – Deos qui rogat ille facit. ’Tis a piece of Respect and Homage so exactly consonant to the natural Ideas which all Men have of God, that it is certain those that live without Prayer live without God in the world.12



Third, appealing to Clement of Alexandria, he speaks of prayer as conversation with God, ‘drawing near to God, lifting up our Souls to him, pouring out our Hearts before him’, designed to facilitate a life of communion with God.13 Henry offers a brief but full definition of prayer, different from the one with which he and his father would have been familiar in the Westminster Shorter Catechism, but consonant with it:



Prayer is the solemn and religious offering up of devout Acknowledgments and Desires to God, or a sincere Representation of holy Affections, with a Design to give unto God the Glory due unto his Name thereby, and to obtain from him promis’d Favours, and both thro’ the Mediator.14



Fourth, he argues that although communion with God is the heart and soul of prayer, prayer still requires a ‘body’. That is, the motions, desires, and longings of the hearts of praying persons need to be expressed in words, not so that God understands them, but so that they understand themselves. Thus he says:



This is the Life and Soul of Prayer; but this Soul in the present State must have a Body, and that Body must be such as becomes the Soul, and is suited and adapted to it. Some Words there must be, of the Mind at least, in which, as in the Smoke, this Incense must ascend; not that God may understand us, for our Thoughts afar off are known to him, but that we may the better understand our selves.15



Fifth, Henry expresses his desire that Christians learn to pray continuously in their lives, lifting up regular and frequent short statements to God in prayer. He is concerned for them to do this in the various circumstances and ordinary callings of life, not just in religious services:



A golden Thread of Heart-Prayer must run thro’ the Web of the whole Christian Life; we must be frequently addressing our selves to God in short and sudden Ejaculations, by which we must keep up our Communion with God in Providences and common Actions, as well as in Ordinances and religious Services. Thus prayer must be sparsim (a sprinkling of it) in every Duty, and our Eyes must be ever towards the Lord.16



Sixth, he argues that, even in private prayer, having meditated upon a matter, words more naturally come to mind when one is expressing oneself to God. Though he acknowledges that the Spirit intercedes for believers when they cannot express themselves in words, yet because of the human tendency to meandering and triviality in prayer, he counsels that praying people ought to look to fix their thoughts with words first, which is one reason he is writing the book:



In Mental Prayer Thoughts are Words, and they are the First-born of the Soul, which are to be consecrated to God. But if when we pray alone we see cause for the better fixing of our Minds, and exciting of our Devotions, to clothe our Conceptions with Words; if the Conceptions be the genuine Products of the new Nature, one would think Words should not be far to seek: Verbaque pravisam rem non invita sequuntur [‘when a subject has been meditated, words spontaneously flow’].17 Nay if the Groanings be such as cannot be utter’d, he that searcheth the Heart knows them to be the Mind of the Spirit, and will accept of them, Rom. 8.26, 27. and answer the Voice of our Breathing, Lam. 3.56. Yet through the Infirmity of the Flesh, and the Aptness of our Hearts to wander and trifle, it is often necessary that Words should go first, and be kept in mind for the directing and exciting of devout Affections, and in order thereunto the Assistance here offer’d I hope will be of some use.18



Seventh, he points out that those who lead in prayer must always be aware of their responsibility to help and edify those who are following and praying along with them. Henry says that this is what he primarily has in mind in writing the book. He makes clear that he is not opposing ‘free prayer’, but encouraging a focus on the purpose of and preparation for edification in public prayer:



But he that is the Mouth of others in Prayer, whether in publick or private, and therein useth that παῤῥησία, that Freedom of Speech, that holy Liberty of Prayer which is allow’d us (and which we are sure many good Christians have found by experience to be very comfortable and advantagious in this Duty) ought not only to consult the Workings of his own Heart (tho’ them principally, as putting most Life and Spirit into the Performance) but the Edification also of those that join with him; and both in Matter and Words should have an eye to that; and for Service in that case I principally design this Endeavour.19



Eighth, after acknowledging that believers’ prayers ought to be ‘copious and full’ and ‘particular’, while at the same time acknowledging that ‘we cannot go over the tenth part of the Particulars which are fit to be the Matter of Prayer’,20 Henry argues that this demonstrates the need for a premeditated method, plan, and order for prayer (and warns against some of the abuses and pitfalls of unstudied free prayer):



And it is requisite to the decent Performance of the Duty, that some proper Method be observ’d, not only that what is said be good, but that it be said in its proper Place and Time; and that we offer not any thing to the Glorious Majesty of Heaven and Earth, which is confus’d, impertinent, and indigested. Care must be taken then more than ever, that we be not rash with our Mouth, nor hasty to utter any thing before God; that we say not what comes uppermost, nor use such Repetitions as evidence not the Fervency, but the Barrenness and Slightness of our spirits; but that the Matters we are dealing with God about being of such vast Importance, we observe a Decorum in our Words, that they be well chosen, well weighed, and well plac’d.21



Ninth, Henry asserts that those leading in public prayer must be ‘sententious’. That word has come to connote indulgence in moralizing pomposity, and thus is usually meant in a negative way today. But Henry means by it that those who lead in prayer ought to be brief and substantial in their public prayer, using as few words as possible, being pithy and concise, but packing the prayer with meaning and substance:



And as it is good to be methodical in Prayer, so it is to be sententious: The Lord’s Prayer is remarkably so; and David’s Psalms, and many of St. Paul’s Prayers which we have in his Epistles: We must consider that the greatest part of those that join with us in Prayer will be in danger of losing or mistaking the Sense, if the Period be long, and the Parentheses many, and in this as in other things, they that are strong ought to bear the Infirmities of the weak: Jacob must lead as the Children and Flocks can follow.22



Tenth, Henry makes the case that public prayer ought to use the language of Scripture (though not exclusively), as a manifestation of the sufficiency of Scripture in the ordinary public worship of the church. He says that since Scripture is what is being preached in the service, and is what is most familiar to the people, the language of Scripture in prayer will be most intelligible, acceptable, affecting, and persuasive to the congregation:



As to the Words and Expressions we use in Prayer, tho’ I have here in my Enlargements upon the several Heads of Prayer confin’d my self almost wholly to Scripture Language, because I would give an Instance of the Sufficiency of the Scripture to furnish us for every good Work, yet I am far from thinking but that it is convenient and often necessary to use other Expressions in Prayer besides those that are purely Scriptural; only I would advise that the Sacred Dialect be most us’d, and made familiar to us and others in our dealing about Sacred Things; that Language Christian People are most accustom’d to, most affected with, and will most readily agree to; and where the Scriptures are open’d and explain’d to the People in the Ministry of the Word, Scripture Language will be most intelligible, and the Sense of it best apprehended. This is sound Speech that cannot be condemn’d. And those that are able to do it may do well to enlarge by way of Descant or Paraphrase upon the Scriptures they make use of; still speaking according to that Rule, and comparing spiritual things with spiritual, that they may illustrate each other.23



Eleventh, he also makes allowance for the figurative use of Scripture in public prayer, for instance, in the manner he did above (point nine); he knows that ‘Jacob must lead as the Children and Flocks can follow’24 in its original context is not about having an ordered method of prayer that allows one’s hearers to better follow in prayer themselves, but he deploys the phrase metaphorically and illustratively. He sees this practice justified not only by the example of the church fathers, but the way that the New Testament sometimes cites the Old:



And it is not to be reckon’d a perverting of Scripture, but is agreeable to the Usage of many Divines, especially the Fathers, and I think is warranted by divers[e] Quotations in the New Testament out of the Old, to allude to a Scripture Phrase, and to make use of it by way of Accommodation to another Sense than what was the first Intendment of it, provided it agree with the Analogy of Faith. As for instance, those words, Psal. 87.7. All my Springs are in thee, may very fitly be applied to God, tho’ there it appears by the Feminine Article in the Original, to be meant of Sion: Nor has it ever been thought any Wrong to the Scripture Phrase to pray for the Blessings of the upper Springs and the nether Springs, tho’ the Expression from whence it is borrow’d, Judg. 1.15. hath no reference at all to what we mean; but by common Use every one knows the Signification, and many are pleas’d with the Significancy of it.25



Finally, he concludes by emphasizing that no matter how well ordered prayer is, no matter how full of scriptural language, if it is not prayed in faith it is useless. Hence, having commended studied prayer, he seeks to avoid the hypocrisy the Puritans feared in the usage of set forms:



But after all, the Intention and close Application of the Mind, the lively Exercises of Faith and Love, and the Outgoings of holy Desire towards God, are so essentially necessary to Prayer, that without these in Sincerity, the best and most proper Language is but a lifeless Image. If we had the Tongue of Men and Angels, and have not the Heart of humble serious Christians in Prayer, we are but as a sounding Brass and a tinkling Cymbal. ’Tis only the effectual fervent Prayer, … the in-wrought, in-laid Prayer that avails much. Thus therefore we ought to approve our selves to God in the Integrity of our Hearts, whether we pray by, or without a precomposed Form.26



Henry’s command and memorization of the language of the English Bible is remarkable in Method for Prayer, aided no doubt by his work on the Exposition. Henry deploys quotations from thousands of verses drawn from memory. Of these, he says: ‘I have only set down such as first occurr’d to my Thoughts’!27 Yet far from a jumble, they are pertinent, well-selected Scripture passages.

He published another work on prayer in September of 1712, called Directions for Daily Communion with God, in Three Discourses; showing how to begin, how to spend, and how to close every Day with God, based on sermons preached in August and September of that same year, just four months after leaving Chester to take up his final post in Hackney, London.28 The title is explanatory of the contents, which are similar to and elaborative of the instructions he gives ‘To the Reader’ in his Method, offering earnest exhortation and practical instruction on how a Christian may suffuse the day with prayer. As early as 1719, these sermons have been attached to some editions of A Method for Prayer, offering readers the opportunity to find Henry’s lesser known writings on prayer alongside his major work.29

4.  The Order or Headings of Matthew Henry’s A Method for Prayer

Henry and Watts both argued that prayer, especially public prayer, should be arranged in a coherent order. Just as Collects in the Anglican tradition have specific topical components in each prayer, so also should studied, free prayer. Readers who know the products of the Westminster Assembly of Divines (1643–1649) will recognize that Henry followed the themes of prayer noted in the Westminster Directory for Public Worship. His outline for prayer is, thus, a six-part model: adoration, confession, petition for ourselves, thanksgiving, intercession for others, and conclusion. Henry emphasizes that he is not imposing a form that cannot be varied or broken, but offering an edifying example for the aid and assistance of those leading in prayer.30 We now turn then to the way in which Henry creates a distinctive Protestant piety through his careful structure in each section of his Method, directing the worshipper (through prayer saturated with Scripture) to proper meditation on God.

A.  Address to God and Adoration of Him31

Henry emphasizes that ‘adoration’ is not a brief preliminary to be dispensed with perfunctorily before coming to the most important substance of prayer, which one may mistakenly believe to be asking God to do and give the things the believer wants (as opposed to seeking his glory and good). His very first chapter (‘Of the first Part of Prayer, which is Address to God, Adoration of him, with suitable Acknowledgments, Professions, and Preparatory Requests’), in stark contrast to self-preoccupation, begins a programme designed to correct self-centredness in prayer.32 In his outline to this first section, Henry indicates his desire that he first wants Christians to be God-centred and God-preoccupied in their prayers. Hence, he manifests in his subject headings, order of contents, and chosen scriptural passages that the prime matter of prayer is to praise God for who he is and what he has done in creation, providence, and redemption.



Prepare to approach God by turning the mind totally to thoughts of him.



A.Solemn address to God.

B.Reverent adoration of God.

1.Acknowledge his existence to be unquestionable and past dispute.

2.Confess his nature to be incomprehensible.

3.Profess his perfections to be matchless and without comparison.

4.Grant that he is infinitely above us, and all other beings.

 Particularly in our adorations, we must acknowledge:

a.He is an eternal and immutable God.

b.He is omnipresent.

c.He is omniscient.

d.He is all-wise.

e.He is sovereign Lord and Owner of all.

f.He is omnipotent.

g.He is pure, holy, and just.

h.He is just and fair in the rule of his creation.

i.His truth is inviolable, and his goodness inexhaustible.

j.Our adorations fall infinitely short of God’s glory.

C.Praise God for the splendor and glory which he has manifested in the heavens.

D.Give him glory as the Creator, Protector, Benefactor, and Ruler of the whole creation.

E.Give honor to the Trinity, distinctly; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

F.Acknowledge our dependence on and obligations to God as our Creator, Preserver, and Benefactor.

G.Profess God to be our God, and acknowledge our relation to him, his dominion over us, and ownership of us.

H.Acknowledge what a favor and privilege it is, that we are admitted, invited, and encouraged to draw near to God in prayer.

I.Express the sense we have of our own lowliness and unworthiness to draw near to God and speak to him.

J.Humbly profess the desire of our hearts toward God, as our joy and portion, and the fountain of life and all good to us.

K.Profess our believing hope and confidence in God and his all-sufficiency; in his power, providence, and promise.

L.Entreat God’s favorable acceptance of us and our poor performances.

M.Beg for the powerful assistance and influence of the blessed Spirit of grace in our prayers.

N.We must make the glory of God our highest end in all our prayers.

O.We must profess our entire reliance on the Lord Jesus Christ alone for acceptance with God, and come in his name.



Throughout, he supplies Scripture to aid in (i) solemnly addressing God in light of his greatness, glory, and majesty, and (ii) reverently adoring God as a transcendent, blessed, self-existent, self-sufficient, infinite and eternal Spirit. He mines the Scriptures for references to God’s attributes and turns them into matters of adoration (e.g., that God is an eternal and immutable God, and that he is present in all places; see 4a–j above).

Henry’s counsel about how to prepare for prayers of adoration is interesting and filled with scriptural allusions. He says:



Our Spirits being compos’d into a very reverent serious Frame, our Thoughts gather’d in, and all that is within us charg’d in the Name of the Great God carefully to attend the solemn and awful [awesome] Service that lies before us, and to keep close to it, we must with a fixed Intention and Application of Mind, and an active lively Faith, set the Lord before us, see his Eye upon us, and set our selves in his special Presence, presenting ourselves to him, as living Sacrifices, which we desire may be holy and acceptable, and a reasonable Service; and then bind these Sacrifices with Cords to the Horns of the Altar, …33



It is obvious here how the language and thought of Scripture permeates even Henry’s practical instruction. This is a foretaste of what he does throughout Method for Prayer. Then, having provided a logical sequence for prayer based on God’s attributes, he furnishes scriptural content for prayers of adoration for (i) God’s self-revelation in creation, both in the heavens and on earth, and as providential ruler of the world, and (ii) God as Trinity. This can be clearly seen in one of Henry’s prayers of adoration of God ‘as the Creator of the World, and the great Protector, Benefactor and Ruler of the whole Creation’:



Thou art worthy, O Lord, to receive Blessing, and Honour, and Glory, and Power; for thou hast created all things, and for thy Pleasure, and for thy Praise, they are and were created.

We worship him that made the Heavens and the Earth, the Sea and the Fountains of Waters; who spake and it was done, who commanded and it stood fast; who said, Let there be Light, and there was Light; Let there be a Firmament, and he made the Firmament; and he made all very good; and they continue this Day according to his Ordinance; for all are his Servants.

The Day is thine, the Night also is thine; thou hast prepared the Light and the Sun: Thou hast set all the Borders of the Earth, thou hast made Summer and Winter.

Thou upholdest all things by the Word of thy Power, and by thee all things consist.

The Earth is full of thy Riches; so is the great and wide Sea also. The Eyes of all wait upon thee, and thou givest them their Meat in due season: Thou openest thy Hand, and satisfiest the Desire of every living thing. Thou preservest Man and Beast, and givest Food to all Flesh.

Thou, even thou art Lord alone; thou hast made Heaven, the Heaven of Heavens, with all their Host, the Earth and all things that are therein, the Seas and all that is therein, and thou preservest them all: And the Hosts of Heaven worshipeth thee, whose Kingdom ruleth over all.

A Sparrow falls not to the Ground without thee.

Thou madest Man at first of the Dust of the Ground, and breathest into him the Breath of Life, and so he became a living Soul.

And thou hast made of that one Blood, all Nations of Men, to dwell on all the Face of the Earth, and hast determin’d the Times before appointed, and the Bounds of their Habitation.

Thou art the most High, who rulest in the Kingdom of Men, and givest it to whomsoever thou wilt; for from thee every Man’s Judgment proceeds.

Hallelujah, the Lord God Omnipotent reigns, and doth all according to the Counsel of his own Will, to the praise of his own Glory.34



The richness of Henry’s Scripture-derived prayer of adoration is self-evident, and all the more impressive in light of the fact that he tells the reader that these are simply the first references that came to his mind as he began to write the book.35 His prayers of praise to God for his self-revelation and tri-unity are followed by sections in which believers are urged to make further acknowledgments of their dependence upon God, obligations to God, his ownership of them, the inestimable privilege of being invited to draw near to God in prayer, and the sense they have of their own unworthiness to draw near and speak to God. Yet at the same time, Henry supplies Scripture that reminds them of the desire of their hearts towards God, as well as their believing hope and confidence in him.

Henry’s chapter on adoration of God closes with several subdivisions of entreaty. He bids those leading in prayer to appeal to God for his acceptance of them despite themselves, and for the powerful assistance and influence of the grace of the Holy Spirit. Finally, Henry tells them to ask God’s help to make his glory their highest aim in all their prayers, and to entirely rely on ‘the Lord Jesus Christ alone’ for acceptance with God.36

B.  Confession of Sin and Declaration of Repentance

The second chapter of the Method, which deals with the confession of sin (headed ‘Of the second Part of Prayer, which is, Confession of Sin, Complaints of our selves, and humble Professions of Repentance’), has eleven main subsections:37



A.Acknowledge why we have reason to lie very low before God, to be ashamed of ourselves when we come into his presence, and to be afraid of his wrath: as sinners we are both odious to his holiness and obnoxious to his justice.

B.Take hold of the encouragement God has given us, to humble ourselves before him with sorrow and shame, and to confess our sins.

C.Confess and mourn our original corruption in Adam, and the depravity of our nature which flows from it.

D.Lament our present corrupt disposition to evil, and our reticence to and weakness in doing good.

1.The blindness of our understandings.

2.The stubbornness of our wills.

3.The vanity of our thoughts.

4.The carnality of our affections.

5.The corruption of the whole man.

E.Lament and confess our neglect of our duty.

F.Grieve our many actual transgressions, in thought, word, and deed.

1.The working of pride in us.

2.The breaking out of passion and rash anger.

3.Our covetousness and love of the world.

4.Our sensuality and flesh-pleasing.

5.Our security and unmindfulness of the changes we are liable to in this world.

6.Our fretfulness, impatience, and murmuring in affliction, our inordinate dejection, and distrust of God and his providence.

7.Our uncharitableness towards our brethren, and poor relations with them.

8.Our tongue sins.

9.Our spiritual slothfulness and decay.

G.Acknowledge the great evil that there is in sin, in our sin, the malignity of its nature, and mischievousness to us.

1.The sinfulness of sin.

2.The foolishness of sin.

3.The unprofitableness of sin.

4.The deceitfulness of sin.

5.The offense which, by sin, we have given to the Holy Ghost.

6.The damage which, by sin, we have done to our own souls and their great interests.

H.Take notice of those things which make our sins more heinous in the sight of God, and more dangerous to ourselves.

1.The more knowledge we have of good and evil, the greater is our sin.

2.The greater profession we have made of religion, the greater hath been our sin.

3.The more mercies we have received from God, the greater has been our sin.

4.The fairer warning we have had from the word of God, the greater is the sin, if we go on in it.

5.The greater afflictions we have been under for sin, the greater is the sin if we go on in it.

6.The more vows and promises we have made of better obedience, the greater has our sin been.

I.Judge and condemn ourselves for our sins, and concede ourselves liable to punishment.

J.Give to God the glory for his patience and forbearance towards us, and his willingness to be reconciled.

K.Humbly profess our repentance of sin and engage ourselves, in the strength of divine grace, to be and do better in the future.



Confession of sin in the Puritan manner often baffles and even unnerves moderns, but Henry believed that the inclusion of specific and sufficient confession of sin in prayer contributed to a real and right sense of divine forgiveness and reconciliation. Consequently he thought it important that believers confess their sins comprehensively and particularly in prayer, both privately and congregationally:



Having given Glory to God, which is his Due, we must next take Shame to our selves, which is our Due, and humble our selves before him in the sense of our own Sinfulness and Vileness; and herein also we must give Glory to him, as our Judge, by whom we deserve to be condemn’d, and yet hope, through Christ, to be acquitted and absolv’d.38



This section is also saturated with Scripture. The one leading in prayer confesses ‘we have to lie very low before God’, but then immediately reminds the worshipper of ‘the great Encouragement God hath given us to humble our selves before him with Sorrow and Shame, and to confess our Sins’.39 Following this, he indicates five things to confess:



(i)‘our original Corruption’;40

(ii)‘our present corrupt Dispositions to that which is evil, and our Indisposedness to and Impotency in that which is good’ (including ‘The Blindness of our Understandings’, ‘The Stubbornness of our Wills’, ‘The Vanity of our Thoughts’, ‘The Carnality of our Affections’, and ‘The Corruption of the whole Man’);41

(iii)‘our Omissions of our Duty’;42

(iv)‘our many actual Transgressions, in Thought, Word, and Deed’ (including pride, rash anger, covetousness and love of the world, sensuality and flesh-pleasing, carnal security, fretfulness, impatience, grumbling under affliction, inordinate dejection, distrust of God’s providence, lack of love towards our brethren, tongue sins, and spiritual slothfulness);43 and

(v)‘the great Evil that there is in sin’ (which includes the sinfulness, foolishness, unprofitableness, deceitfulness, offence, and damage of sin).44



Henry then calls on supplicants to ‘aggravate our Sins’, that is, to look at sins in light of factors which make them even ‘more heinous in the sight of God, and more dangerous to our selves’.45 He provides Scripture that shows and presses confession in light of six factors:



(i)‘The more Knowledge we have of Good and Evil, the greater is our Sin’;

(ii)‘The greater Profession we have made of Religion, the greater hath been our sin’;

(iii)‘The more Mercies we have received from God, the greater hath been our sin’;

(iv)‘The fairer Warning we have had from the Word of God, and from our own Consciences, concerning our Danger of Sin, and Danger by Sin, the greater is the Sin if we go on in it’;

(v)‘The greater Afflictions we have been under for Sin, the greater is the Sin if we go on in it’;

(vi)‘The more Vows and Promises we have made of better Obedience, the greater has our Sin been’.46



The outcome of this kind of confession, Henry says, is that ‘We must judge and condemn our selves for our Sins, and own our selves liable to Punishment’, ‘We must give to God the Glory of his Patience and Long-suffering towards us’, and ‘We must humbly profess our Sorrow and Shame for Sin’.47 The irony of such a full confession of sin, as Henry outlines here, is that it leaves the believer (in receiving God’s pardon) staggered at the sheer magnitude and comprehensiveness of grace, and far more secure in God’s love than if sin had not been confessed in such excruciating detail.

C.  Petition for Pardon and Supplication for Sanctification

Henry’s third chapter, on petitions and requests (‘Of the third Part of Prayer, which is Petition and Supplication for the Good Things which we stand in need of’), has four main sections but many sub-points, focusing on the results of justification and sanctification (pardon and change, forgiveness and transformation).48



A.Earnestly pray for the pardoning and forgiveness of all our sins.

 To encourage us in this petition for the pardon of sin; we may plead with God:

1.The infinite goodness of his nature, his readiness to forgive sin, and his glorying in it.

2.The merit and righteousness of our Lord Jesus Christ, which we rely upon as our main plea for the pardon of sin.

3.The promises God has made in his word to pardon all them that truly repent and unfeignedly believe his holy gospel.

4.Our own misery and danger because of sin.

5.The blessed condition which they are in whose sins are pardoned.

B.Pray that God will be reconciled to us.

1.That we may be at peace with God and his anger turned away.

2.That we may be taken into covenant with God.

3.That we may have the favour of God and an interest in his special love.

4.That we may have the blessing of God.

5.That we may have the presence of God with us.

C.Pray for the sense of our reconciliation to God and our acceptance with him.

1.That we may have some evidence of the pardon of our sins and of our adoption.

2.That we may have peace of conscience and a holy security because of our justification before God and his good work in us.

D.Pray for the grace of God, and all the kind and powerful influences and operations of that grace.

1.For grace to strengthen us against every evil thought, word, and work, and the Spirit’s help in the mortification of sin.

2.For grace to equip us for every good thought, word, and work, that we may be and do what we should be and do.

a.That the work of grace may be started where it is not yet begun.

b.That where grace has is begun it may be carried on, and at length perfected.

3.More particularly we must pray for grace.

a.To teach, instruct, and make us knowing and intelligent in the things of God.

b.To lead us into, and keep us in the way of truth, and to rectify our mistakes.

c.To help our memories, that we might remember the truths of God whenever we have occasion to use them.

d.To direct our consciences, to show us the way of our duty, and to make us wise, knowing, judicious Christians.

e.To sanctify our nature, to plant in us all holy principles and dispositions, and to increase every grace in us.

i.For faith.

ii.For the fear of God.

iii.For the love of God and Christ to be rooted in us and the love of the world removed from us.

iv.For our consciences to be always tender and that we may live a life of repentance.

v.For God to work in us charity and brotherly love.

vi.For the grace of self-denial.

vii.For humility and meekness.

viii.For the grace of contentment and patience.

ix.For the grace of hope; a hope in God and Christ, and a hope of eternal life.

x.For grace to preserve us from sin, and all appearances of it, and approaches towards it.

4.For grace to enable us both to govern our tongues well, and to use them well.

5.For grace to direct and quicken us to, and to strengthen and assist us in, our duty in the whole course of our conversation.

a.That we may be prudent and discreet in our duty.

b.That we may be honest and sincere in our duty.

c.That we may be active and diligent in our duty.

d.That we may be resolute and courageous in our duty.

e.That we may be pleasant and cheerful in our duty.

f.That we may do the duty of every condition of life.

g.That we may be universally conscientious.

6.For grace to make us wiser and better every day than another.

7.For effectual support and comfort under all the crosses and afflictions that we meet with in this world.

8.For grace to preserve us to the end, and to fit us for whatever lies before us betwixt this and the grave.

9.For grace to deliver us from the fear and power of death, to help us die well.

10.For grace to fit us for heaven, and that we may in due time be put in possession of eternal life.

11.For the good things of life, with an humble submission to the will of God.

a.To be preserved from the calamities to which we are exposed.

b.To be supplied with the comforts and supports we daily stand in need of.

12.Plead the promises of God, put these promises in the form of an appeal, and refer ourselves to them.



First, Henry calls for pastor and people to ‘earnestly pray for the Pardon and Forgiveness of all our Sins’,49 pleading: (i) the infinite goodness of God and his readiness to forgive sin; (ii) the merit and righteousness of Jesus Christ, the main plea for the pardon of sin; (iii) the promises of God to pardon the repentant; (iv) the believer’s misery and danger because of sin; and (v) the blessed condition of the forgiven.50

Second, from forgiveness, Henry then moves to the scriptural theme of reconciliation, in which he prays ‘that God will be reconciled to us, that we may obtain his Favour and Blessing, and gracious Acceptance’.51 Five sub-points direct the one praying to seek:



(i)‘That we may be at peace with God; and his Anger may be turned away from us’;

(ii)‘That we may be taken into Covenant with God, and admitted into Relation to him’;

(iii)‘That we may have the Favour of God, and an Interest in his special Love’;

(iv)‘That we may have the Blessing of God’; and

(v)‘That we may have the Presence of God with us’.52



These are the objective aspects of justification.

Third, Henry moves to the subjective aspects of reconciliation in the third main section of the chapter, where he begins, ‘We must pray for the comfortable Sense of our Reconciliation to God, and our Acceptance with him’, specifically: (i) ‘That we may have some evidence of the Pardon of our Sins, and of our Adoption’; and (ii) ‘That we may have a well-grounded Peace of Conscience; a holy Security and Serenity of Mind, arising from a Sense of our Justification before God, and a Good Work wrought in us’.53 Fourth and lastly, Henry guides his readers to ‘pray for the Grace of God’, and for numerous ‘kind and powerful Influences and Operations of that Grace’.54

D.  Thanksgiving for the Mercies of God

In the fourth chapter (titled ‘Of the fourth Part of Prayer, which is Thanksgiving for the Mercies we have received from God, and the many Favours of his we are interested in, and have and hope for Benefit by’), Henry offers a comprehensive prayer outline thanking God for his mercies, with numerous sub-themes encompassing a remarkable range of thanksgiving.55



A.Stir up ourselves to praise God by considering both the reason and the encouragement we have to praise him.

B.Be particular in our thanksgiving to God.

 We must thank him:

1.For how he has shown us his goodness in his word.

2.For the many instances of his goodness.

a.The goodness of his providence relating to our bodies, and the life that now is:

i.With reference to all the creatures, and mankind in general.

ii.With reference to us (his people) in particular.

a)He has made us reasonable creatures, capable of knowing, loving, serving, and enjoying him; not like the beasts.

b)For our preservation; our lives are prolonged, and we have continuing use of our reason, limbs, and senses.

c)For remarkable recoveries from danger by sickness or otherwise.

d)For the supports and comforts of this life, which have made our earthly pilgrimage easy and pleasant.

e)For success in our callings and affairs, blessings in relationships, and comfortable places of abode.

f)For our share in the public plenty, peace, and tranquillity.

b.The goodness of his grace relating to our souls, and the life that is to come.

i.For his kindness to us regarding our souls, their future state, and his favours to the church in general.

a)For his gracious design and provision of man’s redemption and salvation, when he was lost and undone by sin.

b)For the eternal purposes and counsels of God concerning man’s redemption.

c)For appointing the Redeemer, gracious condescension toward fallen men, provision for the broken Adamic covenant.

d)For the early and ancient indication of the gracious design concerning fallen man.

e)For the many glorious instances of God’s favour to the Old Testament church.

f)For the wonderful and mysterious incarnation of the Son of God, and his coming into the world.

g)For God’s gracious appointment of Christ, and his upholding of him in his great work of redemption.

h)For his holy life, his excellent doctrine, and the glorious miracles he wrought to confirm his doctrine.

i)For the great encouragement Christ gave to poor sinners to come to him.

j)For the full satisfaction which he made to the justice of God for the sin of man, by the blood of his cross, for the purchases, victories, and triumphs of the cross, and for all the precious benefits which flow to us from the dying of our Lord Jesus.

k)For his resurrection from the dead on the third day.

l)For his ascension into heaven, and his sitting at God’s right hand there.

m)For the intercession which he ever lives to make in the virtue of his satisfaction.

n)For the dominion and sovereignty to which the Redeemer is exalted.

o)For the assurance we have of his second coming to judge the world.

p)For the sending of the Holy Spirit to comfort and support us in the absence of Christ’s bodily presence, to carry on his undertaking, and to prepare things for his second coming.

q)For the covenant of grace made with us in Christ, and all the privileges, signs and seals of it.

r)For the writing of the Scriptures, and the preserving of them pure and entire to our day.

s)For the institution of ordinances for the church, and particularly that of the ministry.

t)For the planting of Christianity in the world, and the establishment of the church, despite the oppositions of hell.

u)For the preservation of Christianity in the world to this day.

v)For the martyrs, confessors, lights of the church, and good examples of those who are gone before us to heaven.

w)For the communion of saints, that spiritual fellowship which we have with all good Christians.

x)For the prospect and hope of eternal life, when time and days shall be no more.

ii.For the spiritual mercies towards those effectually called.

a)For the strivings of his Spirit with us, and the admonitions and checks of our own consciences.

b)For the saving change wrought in us by his blessed Spirit.

c)For the remission of our sins, and the peace of our consciences.

d)For the influences of grace in sanctification and perseverance.

e)For sweet communion with God in holy ordinances, and the communications of his favour.

f)For gracious answers to our prayers.

g)For support under our afflictions, and spiritual benefit and advantage by them.

h)For the performance of God’s promises.



For Henry, thanksgiving helps the believer fight both ingratitude and lack of assurance. Failure to rehearse God’s answers to prayer and blessings leads to forgetfulness of them and hence to discouragement. Therefore, thanksgiving is an important spiritual weapon in the fight of faith. With regard to the role of thanksgiving in prayer, Henry explains:



Our Errand at the Throne of Grace is not only to seek the Favour of God, but to give unto him the Glory due unto his Name, and that not only by an awful Adoration of his infinite Perfections, but by a grateful Acknowledgment of his Goodness to us, which cannot indeed add any thing to his Glory, but he is pleased to accept of it, and to reckon himself glorified by it, if it come from a Heart that’s humbly sensible of its own Unworthiness to receive any Favour from God, that values the Gifts, and loves the Giver of them.56

E.  Intercession and Supplication to God for Others

Henry’s chapter on intercession (‘Of the fifth Part of Prayer, which is Intercession, or Address and Supplication to God for others’) covers the themes of traditional Protestant pastoral prayer, involving five main matters for regular intercession: prayer for the sanctification of the congregation; for civil authorities; for the Christian ministry; for the salvation of humanity; and for the afflicted.57



A.Pray for the whole world of mankind, the lost world; honour all men, and according to our capacity do good to all men.

B.For the propagation of the gospel in foreign parts and the growth of the church.

C.For the conversion of the Jews.

D.For the churches in the east that are groaning under the yoke of Muslim tyranny.

E.For the churches in the plantations (i.e., America).

F.For the universal church, wherever dispersed, and for all the interests of it.

G.For the conviction and conversion of atheists, deists, and infidels.

H.For the amending of every thing amiss in the church.

I.For the breaking of the power of all the enemies of the church, and the defeating of all their designs against her.

J.For the relief of suffering churches, and the support, comfort, and deliverance of all that are persecuted for righteousness.

K.For the nations of Europe, and the countries about us.

L.For our own land and nation (i.e., Great Britain and Ireland), which we ought in a special manner to seek the welfare of, that in her peace we may have peace.

1.For God’s mercies to our land.

2.Humble ourselves before God for our national sins and provocations.

3.Pray earnestly for national mercies.

a.For the favour of God to us and the tokens of his presence among us.

b.For the continuance of the gospel among us, and the means of grace, and a national profession of Christ’s holy religion.

c.For the continuance of our outward peace and tranquillity, liberty and plenty.

d.For the success of our endeavours for the reformation and revival.

e.For the healing of our unhappy divisions.

f.For victory and success against our enemies abroad, that seek our ruin.

g.For all orders and degrees of men among us, all we stand in any relation to.

i.For the monarch.58

ii.For the succession of the Protestant royal line.

iii.For ministers of state, legislators, ambassadors, and public servants.

iv.For the magistrates and judges in the various counties and corporations.

v.For all the ministers of God’s holy word and sacraments, the masters of assemblies.

vi.For all the universities, schools, and educational establishments.

vii.For the common people of the land.

viii.For the various ages and conditions of persons, as they stand in need of mercy and grace.

a)For those who are young, and setting out in the world.

b)For those who are old, and are of long standing in profession.

c)For those who are rich and prosperous in the world, some of whom perhaps need prayers as much as those that request them.

d)For those who are poor and in affliction, for such we have always with us.

e)For our enemies, and those who hate us.

f)For our friends and those who love us.



Henry elaborates on these matters for regular intercession in twelve main sections (A–L above), urging such with the plea:



Our Lord Jesus hath taught us to pray, not only with, but for others: And the Apostle hath appointed us to make Supplication for all Saints; and many of his Prayers in his Epistles are for his Friends: And we must not think that when we are in this Part of Prayer, we may let fall our Fervency, and be more indifferent, because we our Selves are not immediately concern’d in it, but rather let a holy Fire of Love both to God and Man here, make our Devotions yet more warm and lively.59

F.  The Conclusion of Prayer

After pausing in the sixth chapter to consider some special occasions for prayer and to offer Scripture substance for them (including: ideas for morning and evening prayers; blessings before and after meals; petitions for travel mercies and thanks for safe returns; prayers for the evening before and morning of the Lord’s Day; preparatory prayers for Lord’s Day worship or for the Lord’s Supper; prayers on the occasions of baptisms, funerals, marriages, ordinations, droughts, floods, plagues, fires, and storms; prayers for those especially burdened and afflicted with depression, conviction, sickness, or death; and more),60 Henry’s seventh chapter (‘Of the Conclusion of our Prayers’) aims to ‘sum up our Requests in some comprehensive Petitions’.61 His structure for such a conclusion is as follows:62



A.We may sum up our requests in some comprehensive petitions, as the conclusion of the whole matter.

B.We may then beg for the hearing and acceptance of our poor weak prayers, for Christ’s sake.

C.We may then beg for the forgiveness of what has been amiss in our prayers.

D.We may then recommend ourselves to the conduct, protection, and government of divine grace, in the further services that lie before us, and in the whole course of our conversation.

E.We may conclude with doxologies or solemn praises of God, ascribing honour and glory to the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, and sealing up all our praises and prayers with an affectionate Amen.

F.It is very proper to sum up our prayers in that form of prayer which Christ taught his disciples.



Henry suggests that believers are to ask God’s ‘Acceptance of our poor weak Prayers’, his ‘Forgiveness of what has been amiss in our Prayers’, to commend themselves to his grace, and to conclude with ‘Doxologies, or solemn Praises of God, ascribing Honour and Glory to the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, and sealing up all our Praises and Prayers with an affectionate Amen’.63 Interestingly, especially in light of the reticence about its use shared by John Owen and English nonconformity, Henry suggests using the Lord’s Prayer as a conclusion to prayer. Indeed, the eighth chapter of the book (‘A Paraphrase on the Lord’s Prayer, in Scripture Expressions’) offers biblical material with which to paraphrase and elaborate on the outline of the prayer.64 Following this, the ninth chapter provides some remarkable sample ‘forms’ of prayer (under the heading, ‘Some short Forms of Prayer for the Use of those who may not be able to collect for themselves out of the foregoing Materials’).65 The reader may notice, for instance, that what Henry calls ‘A Prayer to be us’d by Children’ contains graphic descriptions of sin and judgement that may appear more ‘adult’ to modern readers. It begins:



O God, thou art my God, early will I seek thee.

Thou art my God and I will praise thee, my Father’s God and I will exalt thee.

Who is a God like unto thee, glorious in Holiness, fearful in Praises, doing Wonders? …

Thou madest me for thy self to shew forth thy Praise.

But I am a Sinner; I was shapen in Iniquity, and in Sin did my Mother conceive me.

God be merciful to me a Sinner.

O deliver me from the Wrath to come, through Christ Jesus who died for me, and rose again.

Lord, give me a new Nature. Let Jesus Christ be formed in my Soul, that to me to live may be Christ, and to die may be Gain.…66

5.  Conclusion

Matthew Henry influenced generations of evangelical Protestants with his ‘method’ for praying Scripture, by taking the elements of the Westminster Directory for Public Worship (especially its instructions regarding ‘Publick Prayer before the Sermon’) and elaborating and filling it up with biblical language in the form of prayer. On the three-hundredth anniversary of A Method for Prayer, a modern edition of the work was published entitled A Way to Pray. This was newly and extensively reworked by theologian and biblical scholar, O. Palmer Robertson, whose own autobiographical testimony may be taken as evidentiary of its ongoing influence three centuries after its initial publication:



For the past fifty years this book has been my constant companion. My copy was passed down to me by my mother. It had been in use in the family for several previous generations. Almost daily I have been blessed by its use in my times of personally seeking the face of God. Next to the Bible it has been the most read and the most influential book in my life.67



Robertson is not alone in his appreciation for Henry’s profound work of Protestant piety. In harnessing the devotion of the set prayers contained within the Anglican Prayer Book, but expressing them within the Puritan tradition of free prayer, Henry shaped the devotional life of Protestant Christians in the eighteenth century. Moreover, because of the remarkable printing success of his works, he has managed to leave his mark on the prayer life of numerous Christians through the centuries down to the present day, and will no doubt continue to be a significant influence in the years to come.


	     
1.    William Orme, Bibliotheca Biblica: A Select List of Books on Sacred Literature; with Notices, Biographical, Critical, and Bibliographical (Edinburgh: Adam Black, 1824), 240–41.

2.    The whole commentary is in the public domain, including via Calvin College’s theological resource project, the Christian Classics Ethereal Library (http://www.ccel.org/ccel/henry/mhc.i.html). For other editions, see Philip Alexander’s contribution to the present volume.

3.    For the influence of Henry on Jonathan Edwards, John and Charles Wesley, and George Whitefield, see Allan M. Harman, Matthew Henry: His Life and Influence (Fearn: Christian Focus, 2012), esp. 185–98.

4.    Henry on Josh 5:13–15.

5.    Henry in fact published two editions in 1710, the second ‘with Additions’: Matthew Henry, A Method for Prayer, with Scripture Expressions Proper to be Us’d under each Head, 2nd ed. (London: n.p., 1710). Quotations of the Method in this essay are taken from the second edition of 1710. For an online version, see Ligon Duncan and William McMillan, eds., Matthew Henry’s Method for Prayer, http://www.matthewhenry.org/.

6.    Horton Davies, The Worship of the English Puritans (London: Dacre Press, 1948).

7.    Davies, Worship, 98–114.

8.    Davies, Worship, 113.

9.    Davies, Worship, 113.

10.    Isaac Watts, A Guide to Prayer: or, A Free and Rational Account of the Gift, Grace and Spirit of Prayer (London: n.p., 1715).

11.    Henry, Method for Prayer, i.

12.    Henry, Method for Prayer, i–ii.

13.    Henry, Method for Prayer, iii. Cf. Clement, Strom. 7.7.

14.    Henry, Method for Prayer, ii.

15.    Henry, Method for Prayer, iii.

16.    Henry, Method for Prayer, iii–iv.

17.    Henry here quotes, without translation, Horace, Ars, 311.

18.    Henry, Method for Prayer, iv.

19.    Henry, Method for Prayer, v.

20.    Henry, Method for Prayer, vi–vii.

21.    Henry, Method for Prayer, vii–viii.

22.    Henry, Method for Prayer, viii.

23.    Henry, Method for Prayer, viii–ix.

24.    Henry, Method for Prayer, viii.

25.    Henry, Method for Prayer, ix–x.

26.    Henry, Method for Prayer, xii.

27.    Henry, Method for Prayer, x.

28.    Matthew Henry, Directions for Daily Communion with God, in Three Discourses; showing how to begin, how to spend, and how to close every Day with God (London: n.p., 1712).

29.    Matthew Henry, A Method for Prayer, with Scripture-Expressions Proper to be us’d under each Head. Unto which is Added, Directions for Daily Communion with God, 6th ed. (Dublin: n.p., 1719). More recently, see for example: Matthew Henry, A Method for Prayer: Freedom in the Face of God, ed. J. Ligon Duncan III (Fearn: Christian Focus, 1994).

30.    Henry says of his model: ‘And though I have here recommended a good Method for Prayer, and that which has been generally approv’d, yet I am far from thinking we should always tie our selves to it; that may be varied as well as the Expression: Thanksgiving may very aptly be put sometimes before Confession or Petition, or our Intercessions for others before our Petitions for our selves, as in the Lord’s Prayer’ (Method for Prayer, x–xi).

31.    The structural outlines of the six sections here and below are based on J. Ligon Duncan III, ‘Appendix 1: An Extended Outline for Scriptural Prayer (Following Matthew Henry)’, in Matthew Henry, A Method for Prayer: With Scripture Expressions and Directions for Daily Communion with God, ed. J. Ligon Duncan III (Greenville, SC: Reformed Academic Press, 1994).

32.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 1–20.

33.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 1–2.

34.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 11–12. This prayer draws extensively on the Scriptures. In order: Rev 4:11; 14:7; Ps 33:9; Gen 1:3, 6–7; Ps 119:91; 74:16–17; Heb 1:3; Col 1:17; Ps 104:24–25; 145:15–16; 36:6; Neh 9:6; Ps 103:19; Matt 10:29; Gen 2:7; Acts 17:26; Dan 4:25; Prov 29:26; Rev 19:6; Eph 1:11–12.

35.    Henry, Method for Prayer, x.

36.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 20.

37.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 21–41.

38.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 21.

39.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 21, 22.

40.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 23–24.

41.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 24–27.

42.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 27–29.

43.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 29–34.

44.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 34–36.

45.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 36.

46.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 36–38.

47.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 38–41.

48.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 42–77.

49.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 43.

50.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 43–48.

51.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 48.

52.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 48–51.

53.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 51–52.

54.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 52–77.

55.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 77–109.

56.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 77–78.

57.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 109–31.

58.    ‘For our Sovereign Lady the Queen’ (i.e., Queen Anne, reigned 1702–1714).

59.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 109.

60.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 131–57. There are poignant prayers here for sick children (152), for families where the father has been lost (152–53), for women in childbirth or recovering from it (153–54), for those parents ‘whose Children are a Grief to them, or such as they are in fear about’ (155), for ‘those that are in Prison’ (156), and for those who are condemned ‘that have but a little while to live’ (156).

61.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 158.

62.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 157–62.

63.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 159–61.

64.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 162–80.

65.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 181–231.

66.    Henry, Method for Prayer, 181.

67.    Matthew Henry, A Way to Pray, ed. O. Palmer Robertson (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 2010), xiii.




Part IV

CATALOGUING THE WORKS OF MATTHEW HENRY




Chapter 15

MATTHEW HENRY: AN ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Philip Alexander

1.  Introduction

Any comprehensive account of the life and influence of Matthew Henry has to be based on a comprehensive bibliography, but as yet no such bibliography exists. Compiling it is far from easy because he wrote so much, and some of his writings remain in manuscript. Further, some of those which have been published have been reprinted in a bewildering array of editions stretching right down to the present day.

The list presented here is only a first step towards rectifying the lack of a Henry bibliography. It was initially compiled from the lists by TONG (Account, No. 92 below) and WILLIAMS (Memoirs, No. 95 below), supplemented by large reference catalogues such as Copac, SOLO, and WorldCat. However, the information contained in the latter is sometimes incomplete and confusing, and there is always a risk of creating phantom entries by failing to realize that the same item is described in different catalogues in somewhat different ways. It has not been possible for me to verify everything first-hand, but I have checked as much as I could in electronic databases such as Early English Books Online (hereafter EEBO), Eighteenth Century Collections Online (hereafter ECCO), Google Books, and Internet Archive (archive.org). I have also tried to inspect physically as many items as I could, though no library I know, not even Dr Williams’s, contains a complete set of Henry’s published works.1

The reprints of Henry’s works are important for assessing his reception and influence. I have tried to indicate below something of the history of their reprinting, but I could not be exhaustive. What I have said, however, is sufficient to show that it was not only his Exposition that was well received, but several other works as well, most notably his Life of Philip Henry (No. 45), his Method for Prayer (No. 58), and his Communicant’s Companion (No. 51). Reprints of his works were intended for edification and practical use, and editors felt free to intervene in his text, to change it, ‘correct’ it, and shorten it. There are, strictly speaking, no scholarly editions of any of his works. There is, therefore, a danger in quoting modern prints when one is writing for scholarly purposes about Henry himself. Quotation should ideally be from the early prints, preferably those published within his lifetime or shortly after. For instance, as far as the Exposition is concerned, none of the prints after the six-volume folio 1721–25 edition (No. 14) should be treated as absolutely reliable.

There are two authoritative early lists of Henry’s publications: (1) TONG, Account, 282–86 (No. 92; see also No. 1); and (2) WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 219–54 (No. 95). However, these are no longer complete and do not include reprints.

2.  Collected and Selected Writings

[No. 1] The Works of the late Reverend Mr. Matthew Henry: Being a Complete Collection of all the Discourses, Sermons and other Tracts that were published by himself. Together with an Account of his Life and a Sermon preach’d on the Occasion of his Death, both by the Reverend Mr. William TONG (London: 1726) [ECCO].

– Repr., Edinburgh: 1833. See also No. 92.



[No. 2] The Select Works of the Late Revd. Mr. Matthew Henry: Being a Complete Collection of all his Practical Pieces. Together with an Account of his Life, and a Sermon preached on the occasion of his death, both by the Revd. Mr. William TONG (Edinburgh: 1772).

– Selected from No. 1. Repr., Edinburgh: 1776.



[No. 3] Select Sermons of the Late Reverend Mr. Matthew Henry, revised and published by Samuel PALMER (London: 1782).

– Relation to Nos. 1 and 2 is unclear to me.



[No. 4] An Entire Collection of Matthew Henry’s Works, 7 vols. (London: Samuel Bagster, 1811).

– Vols. 1–6: An Exposition of the Old and New Testaments, new ed., by Rev. George BURDER and Rev. Joseph HUGHES, with the life of the author by Rev. Samuel PALMER (see No. 17); Vol. 7: Miscellaneous Writings. This remains the most complete edition of Henry’s collected works, but it does not include the works added by WILLIAMS, Miscellaneous Works (Nos. 5 and 87–90d), nor HARMAN, Sermons on the Covenant of Grace (Nos. 7 and 91).



[No. 5] J. Bickerton WILLIAMS, ed., The Miscellaneous Works of the Rev. Matthew Henry, V.D.M., containing in addition to those heretofore published, Numerous Sermons now first printed from the original Mss, 2 vols. (London: Joseph Ogle Robinson, 1833).

– See Nos. 87–90d. Claims to contain all previously published material, ‘except only the tract on the schism bill, which cannot be discovered’ (1:i) (see No. 82).



[No. 6] The Complete Works of Matthew Henry (his unfinished commentary excepted): Being a Collection of all his Treatises, Sermons, and Tracts, as published by himself, and a Memoir of his Life, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: A. Fullarton and Co., 1848).

– Repr., Edinburgh: 1853, 1855. Relation to No. 5 is unclear to me.



[No. 7] Allan M. HARMAN, ed., Matthew Henry’s Unpublished Sermons on the Covenant of Grace (Fearn: Christian Focus, 2003).

– Twenty-nine sermons preached in Chester 1691–92. See No. 91.



Henry’s writings can be divided into: (i) the Exposition, and (ii) the Miscellaneous Works (i.e., everything else: sermons, treatises, tracts, etc.).

3.  The Exposition

3.1.  Overview

Henry called his great Bible-work an ‘Exposition’, and this was the title under which it usually went down until the end of the nineteenth century, when it became widely designated a ‘Commentary’. This is understandable, but it obscures the fact that Henry’s use of the term was precise; he was not writing annotations or a commentary on Scripture, but an exposition. Annotating was what Matthew Poole and his continuators had done in Annotations upon the Holy Bible (1683–85).2 ‘Annotations’ or ‘Commentary’ involved commenting on individual elements in the text – points of difficulty and interest. ‘Exposition’ involved treating the text in the round, as a totality, and applying it to the Christian life. The full title of the original editions of the Exposition make very clear what Henry understands by ‘exposition’ (see No. 8 below).

The origins of the work itself are set out in the preface to the first volume, the Exposition of the Five Books of Moses (No. 8):



It has long been my practice, what little time I had to spare in my study from the constant preparations for the pulpit, to spend it in drawing up expositions upon some parts of the New Testament, not so much for my own use as purely for my entertainment, because I knew not how to employ my thoughts and time more to my satisfaction. Trahit sua quemque voluptas – Every man that studies hath some beloved study, which is his delight above any other; and this is mine. It is that learning which it was my happiness from a child to be trained up in, by my ever honoured father, whose memory must always be very dear and precious to me: he often reminded me that a good textuary is a good divine; and that I should read other books with this in my eye, that I might be the better able to understand and apply the scripture. While I was thus employing myself came out Mr. Burkitt’s Exposition, of the Gospels first, and afterwards of the Acts and the Epistles, which met with very good acceptance among serious people, and no doubt, by the blessing of God, will continue to do great service to the church. Soon after he had finished that work, it pleased God to call him to his rest, upon which I was urged, by some of my friends, and was myself inclined, to attempt the like upon the Old Testament, in the strength of the grace of Christ. This upon the Pentateuch is humbly offered as a specimen; if it find favour, and be found any way useful, it is my present purpose, in dependence upon divine aids, to go on, so long as God shall continue my life and health, and as my other work will permit.3



Three points here are of particular interest:

(1) The inspiration of William Burkitt’s Expository Notes. The first volume of these (covering the Gospels) was published in London in 1700, and the second (covering the rest of the New Testament, including Revelation, contrary to what one might infer from Henry’s reference) in 1703.4 The full title of Burkitt’s work immediately suggests parallels with Henry’s approach: Expository Notes with Practical Observations on the Four Holy Evangelists … wherein the Sacred Text is at large recited, the sense explained, … Designed for the instruction of private families. The publishers were Thomas Parkhurst, Jonathan Robinson, and John Wyat. Parkhurst and Robinson also published Henry’s Exposition, so they may have encouraged him to undertake his exposition of the Old Testament in order to complement the successful Burkitt exposition of the New. Burkitt’s Expository Notes remained a formidable ‘rival’ to Henry on the New Testament. The eighteenth edition was published in Edinburgh in 1779, with a further print in Birmingham in 1789. It crossed the Atlantic, and editions were issued, e.g., in New Haven (1794) and in Philadelphia (1844). William Burkitt (1650–1703) was from 1692 until his death Vicar of Dedham in Essex. He was a staunch evangelical Anglican, whose father, like Matthew Henry’s, had been ejected in 1662.

(2) The acknowledged influence of Philip Henry on Matthew Henry’s expository practice. This influence has been too much ignored. Philip Henry’s Exposition, with Practical Observations, upon the First Eleven Chapters of the Book of Genesis, was first published from manuscript by a descendant, John Lee, in 1839.5 Significantly, Lee, in his preface, notes:



The manuscript from which the following little work is taken, is in the handwriting of Matthew Henry, and is dated in 1682, at which period he was about twenty years old. Those who are acquainted with the style of Philip Henry, will see the clearest traces of it in every page, – almost in every sentence.

In Matthew Henry’s interesting life of his father, it is stated that the latter always expounded the portion of scripture which he read in his family, and made it a part of the employment of his children, while they were with him, to write those expositions. And it is added, that the collections thus formed by the children of that good man in their younger days, were afterwards of great use to them and their families.

There are very satisfactory reasons for believing that the manuscript from which the following pages are taken, forms one of the expositions of Philip Henry, written by his son under these circumstances.

Having, as a descendant of the writer, become possessed of it, I have at different times submitted it to the perusal of several judicious persons; and it is in consequence of their concurrent and strong recommendation that it is now made public. Independent of its intrinsic excellence, it cannot but be regarded with interest, from the consideration that by this and other similar productions of Philip Henry, was probably first suggested to his son the idea of writing the Commentary which bears his name; a Commentary, – to say the least of it, – as useful as any which has yet been submitted to the Christian world.

Perhaps no person is so well acquainted with the writings, – certainly no one has done such ample justice to the characters, of Philip and Matthew Henry, as Sir John Bickerton Williams. He informs us that the latter, in writing his Exposition, made a full, though judicious, use of the admirable papers of his father; very properly adding, that the circumstance should by no means be ‘regarded as derogatory to the venerated Commentator’.6



(3) Burkitt’s Expository Notes seem to have been designed with family Bible-reading in mind. That a similar audience was envisaged for Henry’s Exposition emerges from passing remarks in some of the prefaces.

Henry did not manage to complete the Exposition before his death. He rounded off the preface to vol. 5, on the Gospels and Acts (No. 12), with the words:



One volume more, I hope, will include what is yet to be done; and I will both go about it, and go on with it, as God shall enable me, with all convenient speed; but it is that part of the scripture which, of all others, requires the most care and pains in expounding it. But I trust that as the day so shall the strength be.7



But to this preface, John Evans, who seems to have seen the volume through the press, appended an advertisement:8



That which has been offered just before to the Reader, was the Reverend author’s first draft of a preface to this volume. He intended to revise it, if God had allow’d him a return from his late journey, but though by the afflicting stroke of his sudden death it wants the advantage of his last hand, yet serious readers will be well pleased to have his first sentiments on those important heads which come there under his consideration, especially since it contains his dying testimony to the Christian Religion, the canon of the New Testament, and the general usefulness of the sacred Scriptures, on occasion of those debates which have been lately started, and have made the most considerable noise in the world.

The Exposition itself, as far as this volume goes, was entirely committed to the press before he left the City. The Reader will perceive his intentions for the rest of the Holy Bible, but the Sovereign Providence of God, in whose hands our times are, has called his faithful and diligent servant to rest from his labours, and finish well himself, before he could finish this, and several other great and pious designs he had for the services of God and his Church.

However, it may be acceptable to such as have often entertained themselves and the families with what is already extant, to let them know that we are not without hopes yet of seeing Mr. Henry’s Exposition of the remainder, though it cannot be expected to be altogether so copious and complete as that which he prepared himself for the public. He drew up several years ago an Exposition of the Epistle to the Romans, which he had design’d to transcribe with little alteration for the beginning of the next volume, and was earnestly solicited to print by itself before he had thoughts of writing upon the whole Bible. For the rest, there are copies of his expositions, both in public and private, taken from him by judicious writers, wherein, tho’ they may not be of equal length, yet Mr. Henry was used to express himself with like propriety, the same pious spirit, and uncommon skill in the Scriptures. There is encouragement to hope that the revising and preparing of these for the press will be undertaken (if God give life and health) by an intimate friend of the excellent author, whose long acquaintance with his spirit and way make him the most proper person for that service, and his endear’d affection will incline him to take the pains necessary for ushering them into the world. This course is appreciated much better, than either to leave such a work unfinish’d, when ’tis already advanced so far, or to attempt the continuation of the design with a quite different set of thoughts, and another sort of style and method, that it may be as much Mr. Henry’s as possible. But a reasonable time must be allow’d before this can be expected. I pray God long to spare the valuable life of the dear friend of the author’s, and every way furnish him for this good work, and all others he may undertake for the good of God’s Church.9



This ‘dear friend’ of Henry, who seems to have undertaken to complete the work (possibly Tong?), is not named, but when the final volume appeared six years later (1721), multiple hands were clearly involved, though the title-page still attributed the work to Henry. The reason for this is explained in the preface to vol. 6 (No. 13):



After much expectation, and many enquiries, the last volume of the late reverend Mr. Henry’s Exposition now appears in the world. … Some of the relations and hearers of that excellent person have been at pains of transcribing the notes they took in short-hand of this part of the holy scripture, when expounded by him in his family or in the congregation; they have furnished us with very good materials for the finishing of this great work, and we doubt not but that the ministers who have been concerned in it have made that use of those assistances which may entitle this composure to the honour of Mr. Henry’s name; and, if so, they can very willingly conceal their own.10



Who the continuators were we learn from a note written by Dr Isaac Watts (who was surely in a position to know) on the flyleaf of his copy of the sixth volume. They were: John EVANS (Romans); Simon BROWNE (1 Corinthians); Daniel MAYO (2 Corinthians and 1–2 Thessalonians); Joshua BAYS (Galatians); Samuel ROSEWELL (Ephesians); William HARRIS (Philippians and Colossians); Benj. Andrews ATKINSON (1–2 Timothy); Jeremiah SMITH (Titus and Philemon); William TONG (Hebrews and Revelation); Samuel WRIGHT (James); Zechariah MERRELL (1 Peter); Joseph HILL (2 Peter); John REYNOLDS, of Shrewsbury (1–3 John); and John BILLINGSLEY (Jude).11

The Exposition is found both in complete and in abridged formats. The abridged formats are of various kinds: (a) abridgements of the whole work (e.g., Leslie CHURCH’s, No. 33); or (b) expositions of single books or parts of the Bible, sometimes complete in themselves, extracted from the complete work (Nos. 25, 26); or (c) excerpts of various kinds, arranged sometimes according to the order of the Exposition, sometimes topically. Henry is famous for pithy sayings and bon mots, and from early on anthologies of these were produced, both small and large (see classically, The Beauties of Henry, No. 28). Finally, (d) hybrid commentaries on the Bible, in which Henry constitutes one of the elements (he is most often combined with Thomas Scott) (e.g., Nos. 30, 34). These hybrid commentaries always involve abridging Henry.

3.2.  Full Texts of Henry’s Exposition of the OT, or the NT, or Both

[No. 8] An Exposition of the Five Books of Moses: viz. Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy. Wherein each chapter is summ’d up in its contents; the sacred text inserted at large in distinct paragraphs; each paragraph reduc’d to its proper heads; the sense given, and largely illustrated, with practical remarks and observations (London: 1707) [= Exposition vol. 1].

– 2nd ed., London: 1710.



[No. 9] An Exposition of the Historical Books of the Old Testament: viz. Joshua, Judges, Ruth, I. and II. Samuel, I. and II. Kings, I. and II. Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther. Wherein … [etc.] (London: 1708) [= Exposition vol. 2].

– 2nd ed., corrected, London: 1712. Repr., London: 1721.



[No. 10] An Exposition of the Five Poetical Books of the Old Testament: viz. Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Solomon’s Song. Wherein … [etc.] (London: 1710) [= Exposition vol. 3].



[No. 11] An Exposition of the Prophetical Books of the Old Testament: viz. the books of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel, Daniel, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. Wherein … [etc.] (London: 1712) [= Exposition vol. 4].



[No. 12] An Exposition of the Historical Books of the New Testament: viz. St. Matthew, St. Mark, St. Luke, St. John, and the Acts of the Apostles. Wherein … [etc.] (London: 1715) [= Exposition vol. 5].



[No. 13] An Exposition of the Several Epistles contained in the New Testament: viz. Romans, I. Corinthians, II. Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, I. Thessalonians, II. Thessalonians, I. Timothy, II. Timothy, Titus, Philemon, Hebrews, James, I. Peter, II. Peter, I. John, II. John, III. John, Jude, and the Revelation. Wherein … [etc.] (London: 1721) [= Exposition vol. 6].

– This volume is not by Henry himself, but by fourteen dissenting ministers (see above).



[No. 14] An Exposition of All the Books of the Old and New Testament, 6 vols. (London: 1721–25).

– This is the first complete edition. Vol. 6 is dated 1721 and is presumably the previous entry (No. 13) with a new title-page. The remaining volumes are dated 1725. This seems to have been regarded as the 3rd edition.



[No. 15] An Exposition of the Old and New Testament, 4th ed., 5 vols. (London: 1737–38).



[No. 16] An Exposition of the Old and New Testament, 5th ed., carefully corrected, 6 vols. (Edinburgh: 1757–60).



[No. 17] An Exposition of the Old and New Testaments, new ed., by Rev. George BURDER and Rev. Joseph HUGHES, with the life of the author by Rev. Samuel PALMER, 6 vols. (London: Samuel Bagster, 1811).

– Widely regarded as the definitive edition. Constitutes vols. 1–6 of An Entire Collection of Matthew Henry’s Works (see No. 4).



[No. 18] An Exposition of the Old and New Testaments, new ed., containing introductory remarks, ed. H. DAVIS, 6 vols. (London: 1844).



[No. 19] An Exposition on the Old and New Testaments, new ed., ed. A.L. GORDON, 3 vols. (London: Partridge and Oakey, 1846–48).

– The relation of this to the pictorial edition, with illustrations and maps, 3 vols. (London: [1854?]), is unclear to me.



[No. 20] The Comprehensive Unabridged Henry’s Commentary on the New Testament …, with additional notes by J. CUNNINGHAM, together with a memoir of Henry by J. HAMILTON (London: William Mackenzie, [1870/71]).

– Issued in parts.



[No. 21] An Exposition of the New Testament [from An Exposition on the Old and New Testament], with a preface by C.H. SPURGEON, 10 vols. (London: William Mackenzie, [1886–88]).



[No. 22] A Commentary on the Holy Bible … by Matthew Henry … A new and illustrated edition, with an introductory essay by the Rev. John STOUGHTON, 3 vols. (London: Ward, Lock & Co, 1886–89).



[No. 23] Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible, 6 vols. (Old Tappan, N.J.: Fleming H. Revell, 1935).

– The most important print of the complete text since the Bagster edition of 1811 (No. 17). Repr., 1949, 1959, 1968, 1970, 1991 (Hendrickson), 1998 (Hendrickson).



[No. 24] Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2008).

– In one volume.

3.3.  Abbreviated and Excerpted Texts of Henry’s Exposition of the OT, or the NT, or Both

[No. 25] The Psalms of David in Metre: Newly translated and diligently compared with the original text, and former translation.… Allowed by the authority of the General Assembly of the Kirk of Scotland, and appointed to be sung in Congregations and Families. To which are prefixed the Annotations of the Rev. Mr. Matthew Henry (Glasgow: 1761).

– Other editions include, Glasgow: 1775; Philadelphia: 1783; Philadelphia: 1791. There was a fashion around this time for printing the Scottish Metrical Psalter with notes extracted from different biblical commentators.



[No. 26] Select Passages of Peculiar Instruction and Weight, from the Rev. Mr. Henry’s Exposition (London: 1781).



[No. 27] An Exposition on the Old and New Testament [by Matthew Henry] … largely illustrated with practical remarks and observations. Forming the most complete family Bible ever published. Illustrated with upwards of one hundred elegant engravings, 3 vols. (London: [1793?]).

– Issued in parts.



[No. 28] The Beauties of Henry: A Selection of the Most Striking Passages in the Exposition of that celebrated commentator. To which is prefixed a Brief Account of the Life, Character, Labours and Death of the Author, by John GEARD, 3 vols. (London: 1797–1803) [ECCO].



[No. 29] A New Family Bible, containing the Old and New Testaments, with notes, illustrations, and practical improvements, selected from the Exposition of the Rev. Matthew Henry, by the Rev. E. BLOMFIELD, embellished with fifty beautiful engravings, 2 vols. (Bungay: C. Brightly, 1803–4).

– Repr., 1808 and 1811 (Bungay: C. Brightly), and 1860[?] (London: George Virtue).



[No. 30] The New Testament Pocket Commentary: Matthew Henry; Thomas Scott; Philip Doddridge; William Burkitt (London: The Religious Tract Society, [1850]).



[No. 31] The Bible for the Young, being the precepts and narratives of the Holy Scriptures presented with comments from the writings of … the Rev. Matthew Henry and others, edited and partly rewritten by the Rev. George A. CROOKE (Philadelphia: 1875).



[No. 32] Bible Themes from Matthew Henry: Passages selected from Matthew Henry’s Commentary arranged and edited under doctrinal subjects, by Rev. Selwyn GUMMER, With a Sermon Outline on each subject, prepared by Rev. Frank COLQUHOUN (London/Edinburgh: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1953).

– Enlarged edition from the same publisher, 1964.



[No. 33] Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible in One Volume, ed. Leslie F. CHURCH (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1960).

– Repr., Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1961, and frequently since. The most popular of the abridged versions of the Exposition.



[No. 34] Concise Commentary on the Whole Bible: Matthew Henry; Thomas Scott (Chicago: Moody Press, [1963]).



[No. 35] Matthew Henry’s Commentary, edited and introduced by David WINTER, 2 vols. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1974–75).

– Abridged edition (NT only). Repr. as Matthew Henry’s New Testament Commentary (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1995).



[No. 36] The Bethany Parallel Commentary on the New Testament: From the Condensed Editions of Matthew Henry, Jamieson/Faussett/Brown, Adam Clarke: Three Classic Commentaries in One Volume (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1983), and The Bethany Parallel Commentary on the Old Testament: From the Condensed Editions of Matthew Henry, Jamieson/Faussett/Brown, Adam Clarke: Three Classic Commentaries in One Volume (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1985).



[No. 37] Matthew Henry’s Concise Commentary on the Whole Bible (Nashville: T. Nelson, 1997).



[No. 38] Multi New Testament Commentary: Matthew Henry, John Wesley, C.H. Spurgeon, ed. Mark WATER (Alresford: John Hunt, 2002).

3.4  Early Reception of the Exposition

[No. 39] John WESLEY, Explanatory Notes upon the Old Testament (Bristol: 1765).

– Vol. 1, preface, pp. iii–v (§§ 3–13) contains a detailed critique of Henry’s Exposition, complaining that Henry’s ‘little witticisms’ and ‘a kind of archness’ fall short of ‘that strong, manly eloquence to which the preacher should aspire’, and sets a poor example of style for a minister. Nevertheless, Wesley relied heavily on Henry in his OT notes.



[No. 40] William CLEAVER, A List of Books Intended for the Use of the Younger Clergy and other Students of Divinity within the Diocese of Chester (Oxford: 1791) [Google Books].

– Repr. with revisions, Oxford: 1808. What is interesting here is the lack of reference to Henry’s Exposition. It is unthinkable that this would not have been known to Cleaver, who was Bishop of Chester 1787–1799.



[No. 41] William ORME, Bibliotheca Biblica: A Select List of Books on Sacred Scripture (Edinburgh: Adam Black, 1824).

– Pages 240–41 are laudatory.



[No. 42] Charles H. SPURGEON, Commenting & Commentaries: Two Lectures addressed to the Students of The Pastor’s College, Metropolitan Tabernacle, together with a Catalogue of Biblical Commentaries and Expositions (London: Passmore & Alabaster, 1876).

– Pages 2–4 contain the most famous eulogy of Henry’s Exposition.

4.  Henry’s Miscellaneous Works in Order of First Publication

1690

[No. 43] A Brief Enquiry into the True Nature of Schism; or A Persuasive to Christian Love and Charity. Humbly submitted to better Judgments; By M.H. Licensed Jan. 8. 1689/90 (London: 1690) [EEBO].

– Repr., London: 1717 [ECCO]. Schism ‘signifies uncharitableness and alienation of affection among Christians … [T]here may be schism where there is no separate communion, and there may be separate communion where there is no schism’ (TONG, Account, 391–92; No. 92). This is Henry’s first known publication and it caused controversy, for the bibliography of which see WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 222–24 (No. 95). The controversy led to an action in the consistory court at Chester in 1693.12 It also sparked vigorous discussion in print:



[No. 43a] The Arch-Rebel Found; or An Answer to Mr. M.H.’s Brief Enquiry into the True Nature of Schism; by T.W. Citizen of Chester, and a Sincere lover of Truth (‘Printed for the Author in the Year 1690’) [EEBO].

– Henry is here attacked by ‘T.W.’ (Thomas Wilcock, a prominent figure in Chester at the time), ‘a citizen of Chester’ and ‘a sincere lover of truth’.



[No. 43b] A Vindication of Mr. H’s Brief Enquiry into the True Nature of Schism from the Exceptions of T.W. the Citizen of Chester and Sincere Lover of Truth (London: 1691) [EEBO].

– Reply to The Arch-Rebel Found (No. 43a). The work is anonymous but it is clear from Henry’s correspondence that the author was William TONG (WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 223; No. 95).



[No. 43c] A Reply by T.W. Citizen of Chester, to a Vindication of Mr. M.H.’s Brief Enquiry into the True Nature of Schism, from the Exceptions of T.W. &c. By a Person who conceals his Name (London: 1692) [EEBO].

– Response by ‘T.W.’ to No. 43b.



[No. 43d] A Review of Mr. M.H.’s New Notion of Schism and the Vindication of it. Imprimatur: March 10, 1692 (London: 1692) [EEBO].

– In a letter from Matthew Henry to his father, dated 15 April 1692, he states: ‘We were surprised the other night, with a “review” of the new notion of schism and the vindicator of it – by an unknown hand; superior to T.W. in learning and reading; and very little inferior in spleen and bitterness, and unfairness’ (WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 223; No. 95). The Henrys do not seem to have known who the reviewer was. The tract is anonymous but is attributed in EEBO and SOLO to Robert Murrey, though this is odd because Henry was later to write a preface to MURREY’s Closet Devotions (No. 78).



[No. 43e] A Defence of Mr. M.H.’s Brief Enquiry into the Nature of Schism and the Vindication of it. With Reflections upon a Pamphlet called The Review, &c. And a Brief Historical Account of Nonconformity from the Reformation to this Present Time (London: 1693) [EEBO].

– Anonymous, but again by William TONG. The answer to the Review (No. 43d) is on pp. 83–129.

1695

[No. 44] Family-Hymns: Gather’d (mostly) out of the best Translations of David’s Psalms. Licensed 15 January 1694/5 (London: 1695) [EEBO].

– The ‘Epistle to the Reader’ is signed ‘M.H., Jan. 14, 1694/5’. 2nd ed. ‘with large additions’, June 1702: Family Hymns, gathered most out of David’s Psalms, and all out of the inspired Writings (see TONG, Account, 283; No. 92).

1698

[No. 45] An Account of the Life and Death of Mr. Philip Henry, Minister of the Gospel near Whitchurch in Shropshire. Who Dy’d June 24, 1696, in the Sixty fifth Year of his Age (London: 1698) [EEBO].

– One of the most celebrated spiritual biographies of the eighteenth century. 2nd ed., ‘corrected and emended’, with Dr Bates’s dedication, London: 1699 [EEBO]. 2nd ed. reissued by Christopher WORDSWORTH in Ecclesiastical Biography: or, Lives of Eminent Men connected with the History of Religion in England, 6 vols. (London: 1810), 6:107–393. 3rd ed., London: 1712 [22 January 1711/12], ‘improved by the author’s final corrections’ (see WILLIAMS, The Life of the Rev. Philip Henry, vii; No. 94) [ECCO], and including as an appendix, A Sermon preached at Broad Oak, June 4, 1707, On occasion of the Death of Mrs. Katharine Henry, relict of Mr. Philip Henry, who fell asleep in the Lord, May 25, 1707, in the 79th Year of her Age. By her Son (London: 1712) (see No. 71). Repr., London: 1716 [ECCO]. 4th ed., Salop: 1765 [Google Books]. From the ‘Dedication’, this appears to be the ‘abridged republication [that] appeared in 1765, under the superintendence of the Rev. Job Orton’ (WILLIAMS, The Life of the Rev. Philip Henry, vii; No. 94). New ed., ‘corrected and amended’, with Dr Bates’s dedication, Leeds: 1797 [ECCO]. Repr., Edinburgh: 1797 [ECCO]. Corrected and enlarged by J.B. WILLIAMS, The Life of the Rev. Philip Henry (London: B.J. Holdsworth, 1825) (No. 94); repr. in The Lives of Philip and Matthew Henry (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1974) (see No. 95).

1699

[No. 46] 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 every where spoken against (London: 1699) [EEBO].

– The sermon was also printed separately (London: 1699) [EEBO]. Repr., Berwick: 1795 [ECCO].

1703

[No. 47] A Scripture Catechism, in the Method of the Assemblies (London: 1703) [ECCO].

– TONG (Account, 283; No. 92) and WILLIAMS (Memoirs, 225; No. 95) date this to 1702. 2nd ed., with Scripture proofs, London: 1708. 3rd ed., corrected, London: 1714 [ECCO]. Trans. into Welsh by Jenkin EVANS (see WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 225; No. 95). 4th ed., corrected, London: 1720.



[No. 48] A Plain Catechism for Children; to which is added another for the instruction of those who are admitted to the Lord’s Supper (London: 1703) [ECCO].

– 5th ed., Boston: 1717. 8th ed., London: 1741. 5th ed. (!), Edinburgh: 1747 (under title, A Catechism for Children). Welsh ed., Caerfyrddin: 1780 [ECCO].

1704

[No. 49] A Sermon concerning the right Management of Friendly Visits, preached in London at Mr. Howe’s Meeting-House, April 14, 1704 (London: 1704) [ECCO].

– Repr., London: 1705.



[No. 50] A Church in the House; a Sermon concerning family religion, preached in London at Mr. Shower’s Meeting, April 16, 1704, and published at the request of the Congregation (London: 1704) [ECCO].

– Repr., London: 1714. Repr., Glasgow: 1769.



[No. 51] The Communicant’s Companion; or Instructions and Helps for the Right Receiving of the Lord’s Supper (London: 1704) [ECCO].

– ‘Perhaps none of Mr. Henry’s writings have had a wider or more useful circulation’ (WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 226; No. 95). The edition numbering seems to have got a bit confused. 4th ed., corrected, London: 1711 [EEBO, but only title-page]. 5th ed., corrected, London: 1712. 6th ed., corrected, London: 1715. 7th ed., corrected, Boston: 1716. 12th ed., corrected, London: 1734. 13th ed., corrected, Dublin: 1736. 12th ed. (!), carefully corrected, Edinburgh: 1737. 13th ed. (!), corrected, London: 1746. 14th ed., corrected, London: 1752. 10th ed. (!), carefully corrected, Glasgow: 1755. 11th ed. (!), carefully corrected, Glasgow: 1761. 15th ed., corrected, London: 1762. Repr., Edinburgh: 1778. Repr., Dumfries: 1785. Repr., Edinburgh: 1792. Repr., Berwick: 1793. Repr., Glasgow: 1798. Numerous impressions, including ‘one lately from the press of Messers. Chalmers and Collins of Glasgow, with an Introductory Essay by the Rev. J. Brown’ (WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 226). Also an abridgement, The Communicant’s Assistant: Shewing the Nature and Ends of the Lord’s-Supper: with Instructions and Helps for the right Receiving of it (London: 1757); 2nd ed., London: 1763 [Google Books].



[No. 52] The Layman’s Reasons for his joining in stated Communion with a Congregation of moderate Dissenters (London: 1704).

1705

[No. 53] Four Discourses against Vice and Profaneness: viz. against I. Drunkenness, II. Uncleanness, III. Sabbath-breaking, IV. Profane speaking (1705).

– Preface added 30 April 1713 (London: 1713).

1706

[No. 54] A Sermon preached at the Funeral of the Rev. Mr. James Owen, a Minister of the Gospel in Shrewsbury, April 11, 1706 (London: 1706) [ECCO].

1707

[No. 55] Great Britain’s present Joys and Hopes, open’d in Two Sermons, preach’d in Chester. The Former on the National Thanksgiving Day, December 31, 1706. The latter the day following, being New Year’s Day, 1707 (London: 1707).

– Preface dated 15 February 1706/7.

1708

[No. 56] A Sermon preached at the Funeral of Dr. Samuel Benion, Minister of the Gospel in Shrewsbury, who died there the 4th of March, 1707–8, in the 35th year of his age; to which is added, a short Account of his Life and Death (London: 1708) [ECCO].

– Republished in 1709 (see No. 57).



[No. 57] A Sermon preached at the Funeral of the Rev. Mr. Francis Tallents, Minister of the Gospel in Shrewsbury, who died there April 11, 1708, in the 89th year of his age: with a short Account of his Life and Death (London: 1708).

– The funeral sermons for both Benion and Tallents, with the accounts of their lives, were republished together as Two Funeral Sermons: One on Dr. Samuel Benion, and the Other on the Reverend Mr. Francis Tallents, Ministers of the Gospel in Shrewsbury. With a short Account of their Lives (London: 1709) [EEBO, but only the title-page; ECCO].

1710

[No. 58] A Method for Prayer, with Scripture Expressions Proper to be Us’d under each Head (London: 1710) [ECCO].

– One of the most influential of Henry’s writings. 2nd ed., ‘with Additions’, appeared the same year (London: 1710). The edition numbering has gone awry. 5th ed., London: 1718. 6th ed., Dublin: 1719. 8th ed., London: 1737. New ed., corrected, Glasgow: 1745. 9th ed., London: 1750. 10th ed., Belfast: 1750. 10th ed. (!), London: 1761. New ed., Berwick: 1781. New ed., corrected, [1798?]. New ed., Berwick: 1798.



[No. 59] A Short Account of the Life of Lieutenant Illidge, who was in the Militia of the County of Chester near fifty years: chiefly drawn out of his own papers (London: 1710) [ECCO].

– ‘This publication was anonymous, but Mr. Henry’s diary demonstrates that he was the author. He finished compiling it April 7, 1710’ (WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 230; No. 95). 2nd ed., corrected, published as An Account of the Life and Death of Lieutenant Illidge, … By the late Reverend Mr. Matthew Henry (London: 1720).



[No. 60] A Sermon concerning the Work and Success of the Ministry. Preach’d at the Tuesday Lecture at Salters-Hall, June 25, 1710 (London: 1710) [ECCO].



[No. 61] Disputes Review’d: In a Sermon Preach’d at the Evening Lecture at Salters Hall, on Lord’s Day, July 23, 1710 (London: 1710) [ECCO].

– Repr., London: 1719 (with a preface by Dr WATTS).

1711

[No. 62] Faith in Christ, Inferr’d from Faith in God: In a Sermon Preach’d at the Tuesday Lecture at Salters Hall, May 29, 1711 (London: 1711) [ECCO].



[No. 63] A Sermon Concerning the Forgiveness of Sin, as a Debt. Publish’d with Enlargements, at the Request of some that heard it preach’d in London, June 1, 1711 (London: 1711) [ECCO].



[No. 64] Hope and Fear balanc’d, in a Sermon Preach’d at the Tuesday Lecture at Salters Hall, July 24, 1711 (London: 1711) [ECCO].



[No. 65] Preface [dated 1 March 1711] to The Holy Seed: or, A Funeral Discourse occasion’d by the death of Mr. Thomas Beard, Sept. 15, 1710, by Joseph PORTER, … to which is added a Preface by Mr. Matthew Henry (London: 1711).

– ‘Now scarce’ (WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 231; No. 95). 3rd ed., ‘with Enlargements from his own Manuscripts’, published as The Holy Seed: or, the Life of Mr. Thomas Beard, wrote by Himself … with his Funeral Sermon, by Joseph Porter. With a Preface by the late Reverend Mr. Matthew Henry (London: 1715).

1712

[No. 66] A Sermon Preach’d to the Societies for Reformation of Manners, at Salters-Hall, on Monday, June 30, 1712 (London: 1712) [ECCO].



[No. 67] A Sermon Preached at Haberdashers Hall, July the 13th, 1712: On Occasion of the Death of the Reverend Mr. Richard Stretton, M.A. and Minister of the Gospel, who Dy’d July the 3d, Aged Eighty; to which is added a short Account of his Life (London: 1712) [ECCO].



[No. 68] A Sermon Preach’d at the Funeral of Mr. Samuel Lawrence, Minister of the Gospel at Nantwich in Cheshire. Who died there, April 24, 1712, in the 51st Year of his Age, and was buried April 28; to which is added a short Account of his Life (London: 1712) [ECCO].



[No. 69] Directions for Daily Communion with God, in Three Discourses; showing how to begin, how to spend, and how to close every Day with God (London: 1712) [ECCO].

– 3rd ed., London: 1715. 4th ed., Boston: 1717. 4th ed. (!), Boston: 1728. 5th ed., London: 1731. 5th ed. (!), Bath: 1779.



[No. 70] Popery, a Spiritual Tyranny, shew’d in a Sermon preach’d on the Fifth of November, 1712 (London: 1712) [ECCO].

– ‘Preached at Mr. Reynold’s meeting-house; and afterwards at Hackney’ (WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 232; No. 95). New ed., with preface and notes by Benjamin Flower, London: 1779.

1712 [1707]

[No. 71] A Sermon preached at Broad Oak, June 4, 1707, on Occasion of the Death of Mrs Katharine Henry, relict of Mr. Philip Henry, who fell asleep in the Lord, May 25, 1707, in the 79th Year of her Age (London: 1712) [ECCO].

– Also published as an appendix to the 3rd ed. (1712) of An Account of the Life and Death of Mr. Philip Henry (No. 45) [ECCO]. Repr. in WILLIAMS, The Life of the Rev. Philip Henry (1825), 311–34 (No. 94).

1713

[No. 72] Sober-Mindedness press’d upon Young People: In a discourse on Titus ii.6 (London: 1713).

– 2nd ed., London: 1715. 5th ed., London: 1735.



[No. 73] A Sermon Preach’d at the Ordination of Mr. Atkinson, in London, Jan. 7, 1712/13 (London: 1713) [ECCO].

– ‘It is probable that this Sermon was first preached at the ordination of Dr. Benyon. With the original edition was printed Mr. [Ben Andrewes] Atkinson’s Confession of Faith and the Exhortation addressed by Mr. Smith’ (WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 232; No. 95).



[No. 74] A Sermon Preach’d upon Occasion of the Funeral of the Reverend Mr. Daniel Burgess, Minister of the Gospel, who died Jan. 26, 1712/13, in the 67th Year of his Age. With a short Account concerning him (London: 1713).

– 2nd ed., London: 1713.



[No. 75] Christ’s Favour to Little Children, Open’d and Improv’d, in a Sermon Preach’d at the Publick Baptizing of a Child in London, March 6, 1712/13 (London: 1713) [ECCO].

– ‘The child referred to was Eleanor, the daughter of the Rev. Jeremiah Smith’ (WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 233; No. 95).



[No. 76] A Sermon concerning the Catechizing of Youth, preach’d to Mr. Harris’s catechumens, April 7, 1713 (London: 1713).



[No. 77] Exhortation following A Sermon preach’d at the Ordination of Mr. Samuel Clark, in St. Albans, Sept. 17th, 1712, by Jeremiah SMITH, … And the Exhortation to him at the close, by the Reverend Mr. Matthew Henry (London: 1713).

– ‘The Confession of Faith by Mr. Clark, with the questions proposed, and a Preface by Dr. Daniel Williams, shewing the method and solemnity of Presbyterian ordinations, accompanied the first edition of “The Exhortation”. The “Exhortation” was delivered September 17, 1712 … [but] Mr. Henry did not begin to write it for the press until April 30, 1713’ (WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 233; No. 95).



[No. 78] Preface to Closet Devotions: In which the Principal Heads of Divinity are Mediated upon, and Pray’d over, in Scripture Expressions, by Robert MURREY, … With a Preface by Mr. Matthew Henry, Author of the Method of Prayer (London: 1713) [ECCO].

– The preliminary section ‘To the Reader’ is signed ‘Matt. Henry, June 14, 1712’, while the section actually headed ‘The Preface’ is in fact by the author, and signed ‘R.M., Chester, May 10, 1712’.



[No. 79] Self-consideration necessary to Self-preservation; or, the Folly of despising our own Souls, and our own Ways; open’d in Two Sermons to Young People, the former on Prov. xv.32, the latter on Prov. xix.16 (London: 1713) [ECCO].



[No. 80] A Memorial of the Fire of the Lord, in a Sermon Preach’d Sept. 2d, 1713. Being the Day of the Commemoration of the Burning of London, in 1666. At Mr. Reynold’s Meeting-place near the Monument (London: 1713). [Google Books]

– ‘Mr. Henry returned home and preached it at Hackney’ (WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 234; No. 95).

1714

[No. 81] The Pleasantness of a Religious Life, open’d and prov’d, and recommended to the Consideration of all, particularly of Young People (London: 1714) [ECCO].

– 2nd ed., London: 1715. 4th ed., London: 1735. 4th ed. (!), London: 1761. 5th ed., London: 1771. 7th ed., London: 1787. See also, No. 94.



[No. 82] Serious Thoughts about the Bill brought into the House of Commons against Dissenters’ Schools and Academies (1714).

– Listed in WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 234 (No. 95). There he quotes from Henry’s diary:



‘On the 26th of May, 1714, I preached the morning lecture at Mr. Manduit’s, Ps. xxxiv.2. My soul shall make her boast in the Lord. I stayed in the city, and went with Dr. Williams, and many others, to make our appearance in the Court of Requests, against this wicked bill of persecution; but no good will be done.

‘27. I went to London – to Wapping – to a day of prayer at Mr. Bush’s. Mr. Harris, Mr. Lyde, Mr. Ridgley, Mr. Clark prayed. I preached 2 Chr. xx.12. We know not what to do. The bill this day ordered to be engrossed.

‘28. I wrote some thoughts about the present bill.

‘29. I wrote a second time: much enlarged the serious thoughts about the bill. Sent the paper to the press’.



Henry died less than a month later. No known copy survives, and WILLIAMS, Miscellaneous Works (No. 5), notes: ‘the tract on the schism bill … cannot be discovered’ (1:i). It is not listed in TONG (No. 92), but where then did WILLIAMS get the title from (a title echoed in Henry’s diary entry) if he hadn’t actually seen it?

1726 [1700]

[No. 83] A Sermon preach’d at Chester, on occasion of opening the new Meeting-house there, August 8, 1700. By the late Reverend Mr. Matthew Henry (London: 1726) [ECCO].

– See figure 1.3 in the present volume.

1783 [1711?]

[No. 84] A Treatise on Baptism by the Rev. Matthew Henry. Abridged from the Original Manuscript, and now first published by Thomas ROBINS (London: 1783). [Google Books]

– ‘After the death of Mr. Henry (A.D. 1714), his friends found among his papers, a large Treatise on Baptism; drawn up (as is evident from its whole cast, and its numerous quotations from ancient writers) with great care and labour; fairly transcribed with his own hand, and ready for the press. The seeming remains of a date in the very corner of the last page, render it probable, that it was written, some years before his decease. Why it was not published, during his life, is unknown; and the suddenness of his death, at a distance from his family, prevented his leaving behind him, any orders, either about its publication, or suppression. Those into whose hands it came, were not without thoughts of having it printed; but were discouraged by the large size of the controversial part of the work; which, they justly apprehended, would obstruct both its spread, and its acceptance. An apprehension which operated with increasing force, after the publication, of those able, and learned defences of infant baptism, which a few following years produced. But still, the descendants, and other friends of the Author, were very unwilling, that the practical part of the Treatise, should be lost to the world; as it seemed to them well calculated for general usefulness, and much wanted; other publications on the subject being almost entirely controversial’ (Thomas ROBINS’s ‘Advertisement’ at the beginning of the volume, v–vi). ROBINS further notes that the original, unabridged manuscript ‘will be lodged in the library belonging to the dissenting Academy at Daventry’ (viii).

1820 [1697?]

[No. 85] Memoirs of the Life and Character of Mrs. Anne Hulton, youngest daughter of the Rev. Philip Henry, by her Brother, Matthew Henry, published by J. Bickerton WILLIAMS (London: 1820).

– Subsequently added to the 1821 edition of J. Bickerton WILLIAMS, Memoirs of the Life and Character of Mrs. Sarah Savage (London: Ogle, Duncan, and Co., 1821), 263–333 (see No. 93). WILLIAMS notes in a preface that Henry wrote it ‘for private circulation’ and ‘though strongly urged, could not be prevailed on to publish the narrative; having printed the well-known Life of his father, Mr. Philip Henry [see No. 45], he, according to tradition, deemed any attempt to increase the notoriety of his family inconsistent with modesty. The manuscript has, therefore, hitherto remained in obscurity’ (No. 93, p. 265). Repr. in WILLIAMS, The Henry Family Memorialized (1849), 94–154 (No. 98). See also No. 88.

1828 [1696]

[No. 86] A Sermon preached at Broad Oak, June 28, 1696, on the Occasion of the Death of the Rev. Philip Henry, M.A., who fell asleep in the Lord, June 24, 1696, in the 65th year of his age (1828).

– First published by WILLIAMS as an appendix to his edition of The Life of the Rev. Philip Henry (1825), 285–310 (No. 94).

1833 [1692–1710]

WILLIAMS, The Miscellaneous Works of the Rev. Matthew Henry (1833) (No. 5), also contains the following texts not listed above:



[No. 87] ‘A Sermon on the Promises of God: Preached May the 7th, 1710’ (Miscellaneous Works, 2:769–73).



[No. 88] ‘Memoirs of Mrs. Radford (From a Copy in Mrs. Savage’s Hand-Writing)’ (Miscellaneous Works, 2:942–44).

– ‘Mrs. Radford’ is Eleanor Radford (1667–1697), the third daughter of Philip Henry, and another of Matthew Henry’s sisters (see Nos. 85 and 93).



[No. 89] ‘A Brief Account of the Life and Death of Doctor John Tylston’ (Miscellaneous Works, 2:959–66).

– Dr John Tylston (1664–1699) was the husband of Katharine (1665–1748), the second daughter of Philip Henry, and Matthew Henry’s brother-in-law.



[No. 90] ‘Series of Sermons, by the Reverend Matthew Henry. Now first published from the Original Manuscripts’ (Miscellaneous Works, 2:1209–70).



[No. 90a] ‘The Worth of the Soul, in Six Sermons’ (2:1211–35).

‘Sermon I: Matthew xvi.16’ [sic; read ‘xvi.26’] (2:1211–15).

‘Sermon II: Matthew xvi.26’ (2:1215–19).

‘Sermon III: Matthew xvi.26’ (2:1219–23).

‘Sermon IV: Matthew xvi.26’ (2:1223–27).

‘Sermon V: Matthew xvi.26’ (2:1227–31).

‘Sermon VI: Matthew xvi.26’ (2:1231–35).

– Editorial note adds that ‘These sermons were preached in 1696’ (2:1235).



[No. 90b] ‘Sermons and Charges’ (2:1236–47).

‘[Sermon:] Numbers xv.39’ (2:1236–37).

– Editorial note: ‘It does not appear upon what occasion the following Sermon was delivered, though probably it was connected with some ordination service’ (2:1236).

‘Charge I’ (2:1237–39).

– Editorial note: ‘The following memorandum connected with the ensuing Charge, appears in Mr. Henry’s MS. Diary.

Aug. 6th, 1706. An ordination fast at Knutsford, ordained Mr. Leolin Edwards, of Tinsel, Mr. Thomas Perrot, of Newmarket, and Mr. Silas Sidebottom, of Whelock. – We had a very comfortable day. I hope many were edified. Mr. Angier prayed, Mr. Lawrence preached, 2 Tim. ii.2. The same commit thou to faithful men. I took the confession, and gave the exhortation. – We had much comfort together – were about eighteen ministers – at night went to Winslow; many of my friends with me’ (2:1237).

‘Charge II’ (2:1239–41).

– Editorial note: ‘Extract from Mr. Henry’s MS. Diary.

May 13th, 1707. Ordination fast at Knutsford, Mr. Low, Dr. Holland, and Mr. Angier prayed. Mr. Lawrence preached, Ps. xvi.13. Show me the path of life. Mr. Twemlow and Mr. Garsyde were set apart, by imposition of hands. We were minded of our ordination vows. O that the obligations of them may abide always upon me! We were refreshed with the society of our brethren’ (2:1239).

‘Charge III’ (2:1241–43). Includes ‘Exhortation’ (2:1242–43).

– Editorial note: ‘Extract from Mr. Henry’s MS. diary.

October 20, 1707. Went by Wrenbury Wood to Nantwich, to an ordination. The evening spent in examining the candidates at Mr. Lawrence’s, – Mr. Richard Lessingham, of Grantham in Lincolnshire, who brought very good testimonials, Mr. William Bryan, of Newcastle, Mr. John King, of Stone, and Mr. John Kenrick, of Wrexham.

21st. An ordination fast. Mr. Lawrence began; Mr. Irham prayed; Dr. Holland preached; I took the confession, and gave the exhortation. We were in all about twenty ministers. The candidates discovered much seriousness, and we hope they are all likely to serve the cause of God. We were much refreshed, and there were none to make us afraid’ (2:1241).

‘Charge IV’ (2:1243–44).

– Editorial note: ‘Extract from Mr. Henry’s MS. diary.

April. 13, 1708. This day was spent in ordaining Mr. Benyon, at Whitchurch. Mr. Lawrence began, Mr. David Jones, of Salop, preached, 2 Tim. ii.15. Mr. Doughty prayed. I took his confession, prayed over him, and gave the exhortation. He performed with great seriousness, and gave universal satisfaction’ (2:1243).

[‘Charge V’] (2:1244–45).

– The heading for this charge has been accidently omitted by the printer, and presumably also Williams’s editorial note as to when it was delivered.

‘Charge VI’ (2:1245–47).

– Editorial note: ‘Mr. Henry’s MSS. contain no information respecting the person to whom this charge was given, nor the time of its delivery’ (2:1245).



[No. 90c] ‘Funeral Sermons’ (2:1248–54).

‘Sermon I: Isaiah xxxviii.12’ (2:1248–49).

– ‘Preached July 7th, 1693, at the Funeral of Elizabeth Young, after an illness of fourteen weeks’ (2:1248).

‘Sermon II: Job xiv.10’ (2:1249–51).

– ‘Preached at the funeral of William Bolland, September 2nd, 1698’ (2:1249).

‘Sermon III: Genesis xlix.18’ (2:1251–52).

– ‘Preached February 2nd, 1702, at the Funeral of my cousin Madocks, aged about 53’ (2:1251).

‘Sermon IV: Psalm xc.6’ (2:1252–54).

– ‘Preached January 13th, 1704, at the Funeral of Mr. Benjamin Club, who died the day he was twenty years old’ (2:1252).



[No. 90d] ‘Fast Sermons’ (2:1255–70).

‘Sermon I: Isaiah viii.12,13’ (2:1255–59).

– ‘Preached on occasion of a Public Fast, May 11th, 1692’ (2:1255).

‘Sermon II: Isaiah xlii.21, latter part’ (2:1259–63).

– ‘Preached July 12th, 1693, on occasion of a Public Fast’ (2:1259).

‘Sermon III: Jeremiah xiv.7’ (2:1263–66).

– ‘Preached June 10, 1702, on occasion of the Public Fast upon the declaration of war against France and Spain’ (2:1263).

‘Sermon IV: Mark xiii.7’ (2:1267–70).

– ‘Preached May 26th, 1703, on occasion of the National Fast, for success in the war with France and Spain’ (2:1267).

2003 [1691–92]

[No. 91] Included in HARMAN, Matthew Henry’s Unpublished Sermons on the Covenant of Grace (2003) (No. 7).

– The volume contains ‘Matthew Henry’s own notes, from sermons preached to his Chester Congregation in 1691–92. … Harman filled in the shorthand gaps; added footnotes to help with obscure passages and translated the Greek, Hebrew and Latin quotes. He also provides a biographical introduction to help us picture Henry and see the context in which these sermons were preached’ (from the blurb). Elsewhere HARMAN notes: ‘My acquaintance with the name of Matthew Henry goes back to childhood days as my father would sometimes mention it when preaching. Then in 1953 he passed on to me a small vellum covered volume of twenty-nine sermons in Matthew Henry’s own handwriting that he had earlier been given by a fellow pastor. I ﬁnally deciphered these and they were published by Christian Focus in 2003’ (HARMAN, Matthew Henry: His Life and Influence, 7; No. 120).

5.  Writings Available Online

In addition to EEBO, ECCO, Google Books, and Internet Archive, which offer digital images of printed editions of Henry’s works, transcriptions are also widely available online. For example, the Exposition can be found in full on several different websites, including: BibleGateway (www.biblegateway.com), Bible Study Tools (www.biblestudytools.com), Blue Letter Bible (www.blueletterbible.org), and Christian Classics Ethereal Library (www.ccel.org). The ‘External Links’ section in the Wikipedia entry for ‘Matthew Henry’ (No. 124) offers a useful index to some of the online resources. Quite a few of Henry’s works are also available from print-on-demand publishers (see Amazon, AbeBooks, etc.). However, the quality of these, which are produced by OCR (optical character recognition), is often poor and they should be used with caution.

6.  Unpublished Writings and Archival Material

There is substantial archival material relating to Matthew Henry, among which are unpublished writings. This can be found in the British Library, Bodleian Library (Oxford), the Cheshire Record Office (e.g., refs DMD/N and DMD/O), the Chester City Record Office (e.g., ref. D/Basten and D/MH), and the Grosvenor Museum (Chester). A considerable amount of material remains in the possession of Henry’s descendants, some of whom still live in the counties of Shropshire, Cheshire, and Flint. This has never been indexed. It would be useful to digitize it, if the family members are willing. Henry’s diaries for 1705–13, extensively quoted by WILLIAMS, are held in the Bodleian Library, Oxford (MS Eng. Misc. e. 330).

7.  Published Lives, Related Biographical Materials, and Historical Background13

[No. 92] William TONG, An Account of the Life and Death of Mr. Matthew Henry, Minister of the Gospel at Hackney, Who dy’d June 22, 1714, in the 52d Year of his Age (London: 1716) [Google Books].

– Repr., Edinburgh: 1767 [ECCO].



[No. 93] J. Bickerton WILLIAMS, Memoirs of the Life and Character of Mrs. Sarah Savage, eldest daughter of the Rev. Philip Henry (Shrewsbury: W. Eddowes, 1818).

– 2nd ed., London: Ogles, Duncan, and Cochran, 1819 [Google Books]. Repr., London: Ogle, Duncan, and Co., 1821 (with No. 85 added) [Internet Archive]. Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1845 [Internet Archive]. See also Nos. 85, 88 and 117.



[No. 94] J. Bickerton WILLIAMS, The Life of the Rev. Philip Henry, A.M., with Funeral Sermons for Mr. and Mrs. Henry, by the Rev. Matthew Henry, V.D.M. (London: B.J. Holdsworth, 1825) [Google Books].

– A ‘corrected and enlarged’ edition of No. 45. Repr. in WILLIAMS, Miscellaneous Works, 1:xiii–224 (No. 5). This was also issued as a separate volume by WILLIAMS, to which he added The Pleasantness of Religion [sic] [No. 81] and an Entire Series of Sermons (Forty-One in Number) … Now first published from the Original Manuscript of the Rev. Philip Henry (London: William Ball, 1839). See further No. 95. The relationship of the WILLIAMS ‘corrected and enlarged’ edition of the Life of Philip Henry (1825) to that ‘revised and edited’ by J. ORTON (London: T. Williams, 1804) is unclear to me.



[No. 95] J. Bickerton WILLIAMS, Memoirs of the Life, Character, and Writings of the Rev. Matthew Henry (London: B.J. Holdsworth, 1828) [Google Books].

– 3rd ed., London: Joseph Ogle Robinson, 1829 [Internet Archive]; repr., Boston: Peirce & Williams, 1830 [Internet Archive]. Nos. 94 and 95 repr. together as The Lives of Philip and Matthew Henry (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1974).



[No. 96] Sarah LAWRENCE, The Descendants of Philip Henry, M.A., incumbent of Worthenbury in the County of Flint, who was ejected therefrom by the Act of Uniformity in 1662 (London: Simpkin, Marshall, and Co., 1844) [Internet Archive].

– The author, Sarah Lawrence, was herself ‘a descendant in the fifth degree’ of Philip Henry, through Sarah Savage. An augmented edition of this volume was published as The Descendants of Rev. Philip Henry, M.A., … The Swanwick Branch to 1899, compiled by Sarah Lupton SWANWICK (‘a descendant in the seventh degree’) and James Edmund JONES (‘a descendant in the eighth degree’) (Toronto: Browne-Searle Printing Co., 1899) [Internet Archive].



[No. 97] J. Bickerton WILLIAMS, Remains of the Rev. Philip Henry, A.M., extracted from Unpublished Manuscripts (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1848) [Google Books].

– This volume constitutes ‘an attempt to rescue a portion of [Philip Henry’s remaining unpublished manuscripts] from the oblivion to which writings are specially exposed’, with most ‘transcribed either from Mr. Henry’s own handwriting; or his son’s; or his eldest daughter’s, Mrs. Savage’ (vi).



[No. 98] J. Bickerton WILLIAMS, The Henry Family Memorialized (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1849) [Google Books].

– Short biographical introductions to Philip and Katherine Henry and their children (including repr. of No. 85).



[No. 99] Charles CHAPMAN, Matthew Henry, his Life and Times: A Memorial and a Tribute (London: Arthur Hall, Virtue & Co., 1859) [Internet Archive].



[No. 100] Matthew Henry LEE (ed.), Diaries and Letters of Philip Henry, M.A., of Broad Oak, Flintshire, A.D. 1631–1696 (London: Kegan Paul, Trench & Co., 1882) [Internet Archive].

– Twenty-two of the surviving diaries of Philip Henry, plus correspondence (including numerous letters between Philip and Matthew). LEE (himself a descendant of the Henrys) notes of Philip’s diaries that ‘Several others are known to be in existence, but no clue as to their present owners has been found’ (vii).



[No. 101] T.H. GRESLEY PULESTON, The Story of a Quiet Country Parish: Being Gleanings of the History of Worthenbury, Flintshire (London: The Roxburghe Press, 1895) [Internet Archive].

– Contains some further biographical information about the Henry family, especially Philip Henry’s work in Worthenbury.



[No. 102] H.D. ROBERTS, Matthew Henry and his Chapel: 1662–1900 (Liverpool: The Liverpool Booksellers’ Company, 1901) [Internet Archive].



[No. 103] W.W. TASKER, ‘Matthew Henry’s Chapel’, Journal of the Chester and North Wales Archaeological & Historic Society 22 (1918): 172–96 [Internet Archive].



[No. 104] Philip Oliver WILLIAMS, Matthew Henry, Fourth Annual Lecture of the Presbyterian Historical Society of England (Manchester: R. Aikman, 1926).



[No. 105] A. Kingsley LLOYD, ‘Charles Wesley’s Debt to Matthew Henry’, London Quarterly and Holborn Review 171 (1946): 330–37.



[No. 106] Roberta GLASGOW, The Hardwares of Cheshire (Liverpool: Thomas Brakell, 1948).

– A history of Matthew Henry’s first wife’s family.



[No. 107] Erik ROUTLEY, ‘Charles Wesley and Matthew Henry’, The Congregational Quarterly 33 (1955): 345–51.

– A version of this was also published in Autumn 1954 in the Bulletin of The Hymn Society of Great Britain and Ireland 3/69 (1954): 193–201 [copy in Dr Williams’s Library].



[No. 108] Herbert HUGHES, Cheshire and its Welsh Border (London: Dennis Dobson, 1966).



[No. 109] Patricia CRAWFORD, ‘Katharine and Philip Henry and their Children: A Case Study in Family Ideology’, Transactions of the Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire 134 (1984): 39–73.



[No. 110] Paul WINCHESTER, St. Mary, Whitewell: A Brief History (1985).

– Whitewell is where Philip Henry was married on 26 April 1660, and St. Mary’s church contains a monument to him. See further the entries in the Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust (CPAT) Historic Churches Survey (http://www.cpat.demon.co.uk/projects/longer/churches/wrexham/16974.htm), and Historic Settlement Survey (http://www.cpat.org.uk/ycom/wrexham/whitewell.pdf), the latter of which contains an excellent map showing clearly the relationship of Broad Oak Farm (the Henry family home) to St. Mary’s.



[No. 111] David CRUMP, ‘The Preaching of George Whitefield and his use of Matthew Henry’s Commentary’, Crux 25/3 (1989): 19–28.



[No. 112] J. BOUT, Een getuige van het Licht: Het leven van Matthew Henry (1662–1714) (Houten: Den Hertog B.V., 1994) [Dr Williams’s Library].

– Matthew Henry has a considerable following in the Netherlands. See, for instance: Matthew HENRY, Verklaring van het Oude en het Nieuwe Testament (Utrecht: Uitgeverij de Banier, 1992), a translation of CHURCH’s abridgement of the Exposition (No. 33).



[No. 113] Simon John BARLOW, Matthew Henry: His Life, Family, Chapel and Successors, 1550 [sic!]–1995 (Chester: Communiquest, 1995) [copy in Dr Williams’s Library].



[No. 114] David HAYNS, ‘Heavenly’ Henry: The Life and Times of Philip Henry, 1631–1696 (Malpas, Cheshire: Whitchurch Heritage Centre, 1996).

– Booklet published by the author to mark the tercentenary of Philip Henry’s death.



[No. 115] David L. WYKES, ‘Henry, Matthew (1662–1714)’, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. David Cannadine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), doi:10.1093/ref:odnb/12975.

– See also the equivalent entry in the DNB Archive (signed ‘A.G.’ = Alexander Gordon) [Internet Archive].



[No. 116] Richard L. GREAVES, ‘Henry, Philip (1631–1696)’, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. David Cannadine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), doi:10.1093/ref:odnb/12976.

– See also the equivalent entry in the DNB Archive (signed ‘A.G.’ = Alexander Gordon) [Internet Archive].
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1.    It has not always been possible to verify publisher or even place of publication, so these are occasionally missing from the entries. For pre-1800 books I have tended not to include publisher/printer, especially in light of the vexed question at this date as to who is the publisher, who the printer, and who the bookseller. I have always given a date, though in some cases this is conjectured.

2.    Matthew Poole, Annotations upon the Holy Bible. Wherein the Sacred Text is Inserted, and various Readings Annex’d, together with the Parallel Scriptures, the more difficult Terms in each Verse are Explained, seeming Contradictions Reconciled, Questions and Doubts Resolved, and the whole Text opened, 2 vols. (London: Thomas Parkhurst et al., 1683–85).

3.    Henry, preface to Exposition vol. 1 (1707).

4.    William Burkitt, Expository Notes with Practical Observations on the Four Holy Evangelists (London: T. Parkhurst, J. Robinson, and J. Wyat, 1700); William Burkitt, Expository Notes with Practical Observations on the Remaining Part of the New Testament (London: T. Parkhurst, J. Robinson, and J. Wyat, 1703).

5.    Philip Henry, An Exposition, with Practical Observations, upon the First Eleven Chapters of the Book of Genesis, ed. John Lee (London: J. Nisbet and Co., 1839).

6.    John Lee, preface to Philip Henry, An Exposition, v–vii. I do not know whether the original manuscript still exists. Lee’s edition should be used with some caution as he has edited it: ‘This work having been originally intended only for the private use of a family circle, I have taken upon me the responsibility of making some retrenchment; conceiving it probable that the author would himself have done so, had he printed it for general circulation’ (vii–viii).

7.    Henry, preface to Exposition vol. 5 (1715).

8.    I print this in full because such matter in the prefaces, which is crucial to understanding the evolution of the Exposition, is sometimes omitted in modern reprints, however complete they claim to be.

9.    John Evans, appendix to the preface to Henry, Exposition vol. 5 (1715).

10.    Anon., preface to Exposition vol. 6 (1721).

11.    The note was appended to a letter by one John Evans (not to be confused with the compiler of the commentary on Romans and editor of Exposition vol. 5) in The Protestant Dissenter’s Magazine 4 (1797): 472. I have taken Dr Watts’s spelling of the names. The information is repeated in ORME, Bibliotheca Biblica, 240–41 (No. 41) and WILLIAMS, Memoirs, 308 (No. 95). Watts’s note also summarizes his understanding of the extent to which the continuators relied on material left by Henry:



‘The Reverend Mr. Matthew Henry, before his death, had made some small preparations for this last volume. The Epistle to the Romans indeed was explained so largely by his own hand, that it needed only the labour of epitomizing. Some parts of the other Epistles were done, but very imperfectly, by himself; and a few other hints had been taken in short-hand, from his public and private expositions on some of the Epistles. By these assistances the ministers, whose names are here written, have endeavoured to complete this work in the style and method of the author’.



There does not seem to be any information here which is not contained in the prefaces quoted above.

12.    For details of the consistory court case, see Peter Bamford’s contribution to the present volume. Also figure 1.4.

13.    In chronological order. I have not seen everything, hence some bibliographical information is missing.
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