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 This work affirms the basic finding of Muller regarding the influence of scholasticism on 

17th century English Puritanism. It also affirms Beeke and others who have drawn attention to 

the pastoral necessities which drove 17th century English Puritan theology. Finally, it highlights 

the high degree of diversity that existed among those who held to the Westminster Confession 

of Faith on the matter of assurance, postulating that this diversity was to be expected given the 

way in which the Assembly at Westminster formulated its conclusions. 
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Calvin, and the English Puritans who followed. In point of fact, the same phenomenon that we 

are here positing for Reformed theology after Calvin, along the lines of three contributions 

made by these writers, is the one we will argue for more vigorously for the period directly 

following the Westminster Confession of Faith. That is, there are differences in context and 

background which lead the divines to address assurance in very different ways, even while 

essentially agreeing on the Westminster consensus.  

 In addition, we would also add that our survey of both Calvin and Beza suggests that 

these streams are not difficult to discern even in the early writers themselves. Calvin especially 

seems to emphasize different aspects of assurance at different points in his writing. His 

commentaries contain emphases not found in the definitions he gives in the Institutes. Even the 

Institutes allow for greater latitude in interpretation than is normally admitted in the literature 

of Calvin vs. Calvinism.  

 What is most interesting from the perspective of this study is the way in which these 

differing emphases and streams on the question of assurance in Reformed theology leading up 

to the 17th century seem to be mirrored by the differing streams we will see proceding from the 

Westminster formulation itself. It is not that the streams themselves are all the same, but the 

fact of diversity is as much a part of the Reformed doctrine of assurance coming out of the WCF 

as it was going in. As we will see, the formulation at Westminster lent itself to differing 

understandings, and it is to this formulation and these differences that we now must turn. 
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Anthony Burgess expands on it in important ways, but by comparing his expansions to others in 

his day, we can see more clearly his distinctive contribution emerge. 
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designed to reach a consensus, and it succeeded in doing so. This is not to say that there were 

not heated and important debates in the Assembly; it has been well-documented that there 

were, especially in the area of ecclesiology. But the essential approach was one that gave the 

greatest possibility of consensus, at least among those who were invited to participate. In any 

case, we can certainly see that the question of assurance was hardly debated, and the 

statement that came out of Westminster was a consensus statement, about which there was 

little apparent disagreement. 

 And yet, as we have examined the statement carefully, we see that its broadly agreeable 

consensus statement left some significant questions unanswered. While it acknowledged that 

assurance was possible, it did not say precisely how it was possible. It remained for the pastors 

who followed to work through this question. Prominent among these was Anthony Burgess.   

 Further, the WCF did introduce with some detail the fact that someone could be 

deceived about assurance. That is, they could be engaged in a kind of presumption about their 

own standing with Christ. The WCF even goes into some detail about how all this might be 

possible. But it does not give any kind of pastoral detail about how one can discern whether or 

not his or her assurance of faith is truly genuine or is merely presumptuous. Again, it would fall 

to Burgess and others to expand upon this in ways that would serve the particular needs of 

their pastoral callings. 

 When we then examine Burgess, we see that he did expand on the consensus reached 

at Westminster. He did so by clarifying the nature of true assurance, how one could attain and 

retain it; and, as well, he articulated the nature of presumption, and how an individual could 
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 This phenomenon is somewhat like what was observed in chapter 3 regarding Reformed 

development prior to the 17th century, and it may be suggestive of a feature of the Reformed 

doctrine of assurance more generally. Among those who have largely similar notions and 

doctrinal loyalties, there are streams of thought which often take these notions in different 

directions. Sometimes this can be attributed to differences in pastoral need; sometimes to 

differences in the context of theological debate; sometimes to real disagreements on 

fundamental matters. Whatever the reasons, divergent streams can be observed. From the 

perspective of historical research and theological labeling, it is often difficult to know when 

these streams are sufficiently divergent so as to call into question the basic consensus. In the 

case of Burgess, Owen, and Goodwin, it seems as if their consensus is deep enough to consider 

them part of the same general category; but the differences in approach to the matter of 

assurance are still significant enough to note, and must not be smoothed over artificially by 

those trying to retain certain historical categories in place. In the case of those following 

directly after Westminster, the issue is not Calvin versus the Calvinists (tired as that formulation 

may be); rather, it is the Westminster Calvinists versus the Westminster Calvinists! What we 

have seen is a diversity of views even in the first generation following after the WCF 

formulation. It is perhaps a tribute to the robustness of these consensus formulations that, 

even though there were many variations among those who followed, there was an essential 

core which remained solid enough to hold together the differing emphases and approaches. 

 Our study, then, although focused on Anthony Burgess, has shed light on the 

Westminster formulation on assurance, showing how the WCF formulation on assurance was 

developed by Anthony Burgess in distinctive ways. Burgess himself always believed that 
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assurance was a concern that was deeply pastoral in its nature. Individual Christian lives were 

powerfully affected by what they believed about salvation, sin, presumption, and assurance. 

For many in the Reformed tradition, this continued to be an animating conviction, with a 

variety of pastoral applications. 
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the English church, as well as lay the groundwork for a governing consensus in the nation as a 

whole. This too supports our contentions about the proper way to read the WCF, and the 

proper expectations we should have as we look at those who followed after it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
































































































