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Foreword

When the Christian gospel was first proclaimed, it went to a world 
that had little or no idea what might happen next. A few scientists 
had discovered some of the basic laws of nature, and in Babylonia 
there were astrologers who could predict the movements of the stars 
with great accuracy. But when it came to the ups and downs of ordi-
nary human life, they were perplexed. How was it that good people 
often suffered in ways that were unjust and hard to bear, whereas evil 
men seemed to escape unharmed? What principle governed that kind 
of universe? Men searched the stars for wisdom, but it eluded them 
because our fate is not in the stars after all. Even the Jews, who knew 
that there was one Creator God who had made everything that exists 
and who kept it in being, asked themselves what the meaning of the 
hard life we are called to endure really was. Psalm 73 and the book of 
Job stand as monuments to their reflections on this subject, and they 
are as relevant today as they were when they were first written.

The Christian message came as a revelation that God had heard 
the cries of His people, that He had sent His Son into the world in 
order to suffer and die on their behalf, and that those who believed in 
Him would one day be taken to heaven, where there would be no more 
tears and no more suffering. But the questions the psalmist and Job 
asked were not specifically addressed. Jesus told His disciples that in 
this world they would have tribulation, but they were not to be afraid 
of it, because He had overcome the world (John 16:33). A Christian 
was expected to take up his cross and follow the Savior, counting it a 
privilege to be allowed to share in His sufferings (Matt. 16:24).



In the seventeenth century the Puritans knew that they had 
to tackle this question of suffering afresh. Their primary concern 
was to bring the gospel home to ordinary men and women and 
explain its relevance to them. The basic issues of life and death had 
not changed since the time of Jesus, nor have they in the centuries 
since. Inexplicable suffering is still with us, as is undeserved pros-
perity. Why God deals with His children in this way is as hard to 
understand now as it has ever been, and yet the pastoral needs of the 
church cry out for a word from the Lord.

This is what John Flavel set out to proclaim. He believed in the 
God of providence, who nurtured the birds and the lilies of the field 
but who also cared for His chosen people far more than He did for 
any of them (Matt. 6:25–34). He ministered in a time of civil war 
and paid the price of those who found themselves on the losing side, 
so he knew firsthand what it was to suffer. He was called to preach to 
men and women who had little cause to hope for a better future and 
good reasons for thinking that worse was yet to come. We who live 
in affluent, modern societies can scarcely imagine what it was like 
to live in fear of famine, drought, and plague. We know more about 
incurable illnesses, which are still with us, and probably a great deal 
more about psychological trauma and stress-related conditions. 
Circumstances may have changed somewhat, but the underlying 
challenge that the reality of suffering presents to the gospel message 
remains what it has always been.

Jesus came to proclaim good news to the poor, liberty to the cap-
tives, recovery of sight to the blind, and freedom for the oppressed—the 
time when the Lord would show His favor (Luke 4:18–19). Can we 
proclaim that message with the same integrity as He did in the syna-
gogue at Nazareth? Or are we destined to be thrown out and rejected, 
as He was? Who are we to proclaim the unimaginable? And yet…

Brian Cosby is a child of God, a minister of Jesus Christ, and a 
servant of the gospel. The things of which he writes are not dry words 
on pages seldom turned for the past 350 years, but realities that are as 
alive for him as they were for John Flavel, the man who is his subject. 
Heart speaks to heart, and in this book Brian brings to life a man 
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whom he knows as a brother in the Lord who has gone to glory. John 
Flavel was famous in his day and widely read for many years after 
his death, but fashions have changed, and today he has been largely 
forgotten. Even those who long to revive the Puritan heritage know 
little about him and wonder how they should pronounce his name! 
Forgotten he may be, but dead he is not. He is alive with the saints in 
heaven, and his words still ring with conviction and comfort to those 
of us who are still waiting with eager longing to join with them in the 
church triumphant. He speaks to our struggle and understands our 
sorrows, often in ways that more familiar men of the past do not.

It is my great joy and privilege to be able to commend this book 
and its author to a wider public. I have known Brian for many years 
as a student and as a pastor, and it is largely thanks to him that I have 
come to know John Flavel too. My prayer is that this introduction 
to his work will be used to bring many to a similar knowledge and 
understanding of one of the great men of our church and that those 
called to pastor today will learn from his example and be encouraged 
by one who suffered the loss of all things so that Christ might reign 
in splendor in the hearts and minds of the people committed to his 
care. If you are a child of God, may He do a work in you as great as 
the one He did in John Flavel, and may you go on your way rejoicing, 
knowing that in reading these pages, you have been with Jesus.

—Gerald Bray
Research Professor of Divinity

Beeson Divinity School
Samford University

Birmingham, Alabama
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Preface

Immediately after catastrophic tragedies—9/11, tsunamis, floods, 
mass murder, hurricanes, tornadoes—television and radio programs 
invite religious leaders from a variety of backgrounds to explain why 
God would allow suffering. Some have said that these events are 
nothing but “natural phenomena,” uncontrolled by a loving God. 
Others explain that these are direct judgments upon the wickedness 
of mankind. Still others say that these are all signs of Jesus’ impend-
ing return. Why does God allow suffering? It’s a good question. 

One of the great tragedies of the American story is the loss of 
a biblical view of suffering, due in part to an ever-increasing belief 
of “entitled” health, wealth, and prosperity. We are a nation liv-
ing from one pleasure high to the next—looking for the next big 
wave that might take us closer and closer toward the sunny sands 
of the American dream. The American dream not only has become 
something we pursue, but also something we feel we deserve. We 
feel entitled to life, liberty, and continual happiness. But what if the 
American dream is plunged into a nightmare and dashed to pieces 
against the rocks of suffering? Is this an “act of God”?

The effect of this trend is that the church is often like a rud-
derless boat without direction. The only thing we can think about 
is dodging the rocks of affliction up ahead or wondering why we 
have run into so many in the past. But this was not always the case. 
Various Christian cultures, communities, and movements through-
out history have expressed a robust theology of suffering—one that 
exhibited both a right view of God’s sovereignty and a right view 



of God’s goodness—and held these two truths together in a har-
monious relationship as a foundation for understanding the nature, 
origin, and purposes of suffering, and a right response to  it. One of 
the clearest expressions of this can be found in the post-Reformation 
movement in England called Puritanism.

Many of the English Puritans living in seventeenth-century Eng-
land faced various forms of suffering while also experiencing—to 
a greater or lesser extent—religious persecution for not conform-
ing to the state church. Thus, much Puritan literature that has been 
reprinted in modern times contains theological application for the 
suffering believer.

John Flavel (c. 1630–1691), in particular, wrote extensively on 
the subject of human suffering and how it relates to divine sover-
eignty. He himself experienced great suffering through the loss of 
three wives and a son and continual persecution from state officials. 
Because many of his writings deal directly with the theme of suffer-
ing and because of his own experience with it, Flavel is a significant 
resource for understanding a Puritan theology of human suffering 
and divine sovereignty.

Suffering and Sovereignty seeks to examine Flavel’s theology 
of suffering and sovereignty and how that theology translated into 
practical application for the suffering believer. This book started as 
a trimmed-down version of my PhD dissertation at Australian Col-
lege of Theology and morphed into a book for the church; its aim is 
to capture both relevant and scholarly elements in order to form a 
cohesive Puritan theology of suffering.

This book seeks to build an organized structure of Flavel’s the-
ology of suffering—from its origin and nature to God’s sovereignty 
and design for suffering to how various doctrines might comfort the 
afflicted. Flavel, then, serves as a representative of a Puritan theology 
of suffering, not only as one who exhibited all the necessary qualifi-
cations of being a Puritan but also as one who wrote extensively on 
the subject and faced many personal trials.

The Banner of Truth Trust’s 1968 six-volume reprint edition of 
The Works of John Flavel, originally published by W. Baynes and 
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Son in 1820, will be used throughout unless otherwise noted. Addi-
tionally, the original spelling and punctuation of that edition will 
remain and, when original publication dates of seventeenth-century 
works are referenced, they are noted as they were originally recorded 
in the seventeenth century.

This study is the product of nearly six years of research, and 
many individuals have helped to shape this project through conver-
sation, critique, and encouragement. I would like to especially thank 
Gerald Bray and John McClean for their feedback and direction. 
Dr. Bray in particular has been a constant resource of knowledge 
and support over the years in relation to this study on John Flavel. 
I am grateful, too, for Sinclair Ferguson, who first introduced me to 
Flavel and encouraged me to study him. I would also like to thank 
those who work in the libraries at Columbia Theological Seminary in 
Atlanta, Georgia; Samford University in Birmingham, Alabama; and 
the University of Alabama at Birmingham. They and the individuals 
who produce Early English Books Online (EEBO) have been tremen-
dously helpful in finding books and articles related to this study. 

I would also like to thank J. R. Harris, Christian George, Aaron 
Little, Norm Dunkin, Derek Webber, and my parents, who all pro-
vided continual support, feedback, and encouragement throughout 
the development of my research and writing. I am thankful to 
Adam Embry, Clifford Boone, and Nathan Parker for their corre-
spondence on Flavel. Most of all, however, I would like to thank my 
wife, Ashley, for her unwavering commitment to me, her love and 
patience, and her desire to see this work come to fruition.

It is my hope that the content presented will both challenge and 
comfort the reader, in order to develop a healthier understanding 
of suffering and encourage the reader to give God praise in both 
hard times and good times—echoing the words of Job, “The LORD 
gave, and the LORD hath taken away; blessed be the name of the 
LORD” (Job 1:21).

—Brian H. Cosby
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Trying to make sense of suffering, affliction, and trial in light of a 
biblical worldview is not easy. Many questions emerge as one begins 
to build a theology of suffering: Is God really in control? If He is, 
is He morally good? Is suffering a sign of judgment, and is it truly 
deserved? Why does God ordain it? How should believers respond 
to suffering? What sources of comfort are found in Scripture for the 
suffering believer?

Making Sense of Suffering
Some of these questions are not only difficult to answer theologically, 
but difficult to understand experientially. This study seeks to present 
a biblical theology of suffering by turning to one of the most influen-
tial seventeenth-century Puritans, John Flavel (c. 1630–1691). Flavel, 
along with his Puritan contemporaries, held a unique place among the 
expositors of biblical doctrine. Not only did the Puritans inherit the 
codification and exposition of sixteenth-century Reformed theology 
(from Calvin, Perkins, and others), but they also had the task of devel-
oping Reformed thought by clothing it with pastoral application.1

The Puritans are often referred to as practical theologians, for they 
combined the glorious riches of biblical and systematic theology with 

1. For an overview of the various marks of Puritans and Puritanism 
among historians, see Brian H. Cosby, “Toward a Definition of ‘Puritan’ and 
‘Puritanism’: A Study in Puritan Historiography,” Churchman 122, no. 4 
(Winter 2008), 297–314. 

CHAPTER ONE

t
Toward a Puritan Theology  

of Suffering
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the reality of life experience, like suffering. As Christians today face 
trials of various kinds, making sense of suffering can be achieved—at 
least in part—by looking back through the lens of Puritan theology 
to the biblical text. The Puritans were biblicists who sought to glorify 
God and enjoy Him forever through a life of faith and repentance. All 
of life, including suffering, was to be understood coram Deo (before 
the face of God) and in light of God’s revealed Word, the Bible.

This book aims to present a Puritan theology of suffering by 
looking at one of Puritanism’s greatest leaders, writers, and suffer-
ers—John Flavel.2 In particular, it will examine Flavel’s theology of 
suffering within his seventeenth-century context to show his under-
standing of the origin and nature of suffering, how God is sovereign 
over suffering, why God ordains suffering, how the believer ought 
to respond to suffering, and how biblical doctrine can bring comfort 
and consolation to the believer in the midst of suffering.

Why John Flavel?
Of all of the Puritans who wrote about suffering, why pick John Fla-
vel as a representative Puritan on the subject? It’s a valid question to 

2. For a biographical sketch of Flavel’s life, see Brian H. Cosby, “John Flavel: 
The Lost Puritan,” in Puritan Reformed Journal 3, no. 1 (January 2011): 113–32. 
Much of the biographical information in this chapter came from a variety of 
sources. These include Kwai Sing Chang, “John Flavel of Dartmouth, 1630–1691” 
(PhD diss., University of Edinburgh, 1952); John Quick (1636–1706), Icones 
Sacrae Anglicane or the Lives and Deaths of Severall Eminent English Divines, 
Ministers of the Gospell, Pastors of Churches and Professors of Divinity in Our 
Owne and Foreigne Universitys (Located in Dr. Williams Library, London, c. 
1691); Clifford B. Boone, “Puritan Evangelism: Preaching for Conversion in Late 
Seventeenth-Century English Puritanism as Seen in the Works of John Flavel” 
(PhD diss., University of Wales, Lampeter, 2009); John Galpine, “The Life of Mr. 
John Flavell,” in Mr. John Flavell’s Remains: Being Two Sermons, Composed by 
That Reverend and Learned Divine (London: Printed for Tho. Cockerill, at the 
Three Legs in the Poultrey, 1691); Edward Windeatt, “John Flavell: A Notable 
Dartmouth Puritan and His Bibliography,” in Transactions of the Devonshire 
Association (no. xliii, 1911): 172–89; and the anonymous “The Life of the Late 
Rev. Mr. John Flavel, Minister of Dartmouth,” in The Works of John Flavel (Lon-
don: W. Baynes and Son, 1820; repr., Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1968), 1:i–xvi.



 Toward a Puritan Theology of Suffering 3

which we provide at least four answers: (1) Flavel personally experi-
enced severe suffering throughout his life; (2) he was very influential 
within his own lifetime, locally as a pastor and nationally as a writer; 
(3) a large portion of his writings pertain to the subject of suffering; 
and (4) Flavel is relatively understudied compared to other Puritan 
greats such as John Owen, Richard Sibbes, John Bunyan, Richard 
Baxter, and Thomas Watson.3

John Flavel was born sometime between 1627 and 16304 in 
Bromsgrove, Worcestershire. His parents were arrested and thrown 

3. The largest recent, published study of John Flavel is J. Stephen Yuille, 
The Inner Sanctum of Puritan Piety: John Flavel’s Doctrine of Mystical Union 
with Christ (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2007). Additionally, 
there have been other studies on Puritanism and suffering. For example, see 
David W. S. Wong, “John Owen on the Suffering of Christ and the Suffering 
of the Church” (ThM thesis, Westminster Theological Seminary, 1990); and 
Erik D. Johnson, “Puritan Attitudes toward Providence and Pain: Suffering in 
England, 1647–1685” (MCS Thesis, Regent College, 1985). However, this later 
study, other than simply restating some of what the Puritans said on the sub-
ject, offers little original work, even by Johnson’s own admission.

4. The actual date of his birth is unknown. Some note that he was born in 
1627, such as Yuille in The Inner Sanctum of Puritan Piety; Flaveliana (Edin-
burgh: John Menzies, 1859); and Dewey D. Wallace Jr. in the biographical 
sketch in Puritans and Puritanism in Europe and America: A Comprehensive 
Encyclopedia, ed. Francis J. Bremer and Tom Webster (Santa Barbara, Calif.: 
ABC-CLIO, 2006), 98. But a numerical backtrack in the anonymous bio-
graphical sketch in The Works of John Flavel reveals that if it was not in 1628, 
it would have been late 1627. Others lean toward a 1630 date, such as Chang 
in “John Flavel of Dartmouth, 1630–1691” and James William Kelly in the 
Dictionary of National Biography. The strongest argument for the 1630 date is 
that Flavel’s baptism is marked down as September 26, 1630, and it most likely 
would have fallen just days after his birth. See Kelly, “Flavell, John (bap. 1630, 
d. 1691),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography Online (Oxford University 
Press, 2004), accessed February 10, 2011, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/
article/9678. Other Puritan scholars, however, lean toward the 1628 date. The 
best argument for the earlier date(s) is that the anonymous biographer of “Life 
of” in vol. 1 of Flavel’s Works writes that he was sixty-four years old when 
he died, which we know was in 1691. However, a monument in Dartmouth 
tells us that he was sixty-one years of age when he died. If that is true, he was 
born in 1630. Thus there are differing pieces of seventeenth-century historical 
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into prison for holding an unauthorized worship meeting. While 
imprisoned, they caught the plague, and, although they eventually 
were released, both of them died shortly thereafter. Flavel’s fondness 
for his parents, evident from his writings, made their arrest, impris-
onment, and death difficult for him to bear.

After attending the University of Oxford, Flavel was ordained 
by presbyters in Salisbury. Tragedy struck again when his first 
wife, Jane, died in childbirth in 1656. Flavel writes of this loss, “The 
Almighty visited my tabernacle with the rod, and in one year cut 
off from it the root, and the branch, the tender mother, and the only 
son.”5 He married Elizabeth Morris soon afterward, and, as the 
anonymous biographer in The Works of John Flavel explains, was 
“again very happy.”6 However, Elizabeth—and later his third wife, 
Ann Downs—would also precede Flavel in death.7

In addition to these sufferings, Flavel faced the continual threat 
of persecution, arrest, fines, and imprisonment from state officials for 
being a nonconformist minister. Along with notable Puritans such as 
Richard Baxter, Thomas Watson, John Howe, and Thomas Manton, 
he was ejected from the Church of England on August 24, 1662, for 
nonconformity to the Act of Uniformity under Charles II. Three years 
later, under the Five Mile Act, he was banned from coming within 
five miles of Dartmouth. Reports abound of Flavel’s barely escaping 
arrest—riding his horse into the sea or riding undercover disguised 
as a woman. Flavel did not write about suffering from an ivory tower, 
but as one who was well acquainted with a variety of afflictions.

The second reason we have chosen Flavel is that he was influ-
ential both as a local pastor in the county of Devon and nationally 
as a Puritan author. The royalist historian of Oxford and contem-
porary of Flavel, Anthony á Wood, noted that Flavel had “more 

evidence, which makes nailing down a date very difficult. Notwithstanding, 
due to his baptismal record and his monument, it is probably best to take 1630 
as Flavel’s birth year.

5. Flavel, A Token for Mourners, 5:604.
6. “Life of,” in Works, 1:v.
7. John’s fourth wife, Dorothy, survived him.
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disciples than ever John Owen the independent or Rich. Baxter 
the presbyterian.”8 Another contemporary of Flavel and one of 
his friends, John Galpine, once wrote that Flavel was “deservedly 
famous among the Writers of this Age.”9

We also see Flavel’s influence by the way his enemies viewed 
him. While he was in Dartmouth, some who opposed the Puritan 
cause carried through the town an effigy of Flavel and commit-
ted it to flames. His writings, in particular, were often sought and 
gathered together during protests and, afterward, burned. This hap-
pened in both England and New England.10 In addition, Edmund 
Elys, a clergyman in the Church of England, wrote a letter in which 
he claims that there are “three Enemies of the church whose writ-
ings have made so much noise in the world, Dr. Owen, R. Baxter, & 
John Flavel.”11 This opposition sheds historical light on how influ-
ential Flavel really was: he, in some way, represented the Puritan 
element to such an extent that those who opposed the movement 
specifically sought to profane him and his writings.

The third reason we have chosen Flavel is that many of Flavel’s 
writings were written directly to those who find themselves the sub-
ject of suffering. Even a cursory glance at the contents of Flavel’s 
Works reveals this. Some of these include A Token for Mourners: Or 
the Advice of Christ to a Distressed Mother, Bewailing the Death of 
Her Dear and Only Son (1674);12 Preparation for Sufferings, Or the 

8. Anthony á Wood, Athenæ Oxonienses: An Exact History of All the 
Writers and Bishops Who Have Had Their Education in the University of 
Oxford (New York: Lackington, Hughes, Harding, et al., 1820), 4:323.

9. Galpine, “Life of Mr. John Flavell,” 2.
10. Arnold A. Dallimore, George Whitefield: The Life and Times of the 

Great Evangelist of the Eighteenth-Century Revival (Edinburgh: Banner of 
Truth, 1980), 2:186; David Bogue and James Bennett, History of Dissenters: 
From the Revolution to the Year 1838 (Stoke-on-Trent: Tentmaker Publica-
tions, 2000), 1:302.

11. Located in the Bodleian Library (Oxford, England: MS J. Walker e.8.32).
12. First published as A Token for Mourners: Or, the Advice of Christ to a 

Distressed Mother, Bewailing the Death of Her Dear and Only Son; Wherein the 
Boundaries of Sorrow Are Duly Fixed, Excesses Restrained, the Common Pleas 
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Best Work in the Worst Times (1681);13 and The Balm of the Covenant 
Applied to the Bleeding Wounds of Afflicted Saints (c. 1687).14 The 
theme of suffering permeates Flavel’s Works and provides signifi-
cant insight into a Puritan theology of suffering.

Finally, we have chosen Flavel because he is relatively understud-
ied compared to many of the other Puritan greats of his day. Apart 
from a small handful of scholarly studies and a couple of isolated 
publications, the field remains wide open to continued research into 
Flavel’s life and theology. For these reasons, Flavel is a most appro-
priate representative through which to gain a greater understanding 
of a Puritan theology of suffering.

Counterinterpretations of Flavel
Before we look at the nature and origin of suffering within Fla-
vel’s theology in light of his historical context, it is important to 
note that this study makes some fundamental propositions that 
run counter to what others have written and published concerning 

Answered, and Divers Rules for the Support of Gods Afflicted Ones Prescribed. 
By J. F., Preacher of the Gospel of Christ at Dartmouth in Devon (Turks-head 
in Cornhill, over against the Royal Exchange, 1674). It is interesting that Flavel 
accuses humanity of causing “excessive sorrows” by idolizing the temporal 
and fleeting things of this world, including other human beings (i.e., “loved 
ones”). The Balm of the Covenant, 6:84.

13. First published as Preparation for Sufferings: Or, the Best Work in the 
Worst Times; Wherein the Necessity, Excellency, and Means of Our Readiness for 
Sufferings Are Evinced and Prescribed; Our Call to Suffering Cleared, and the Great 
Unreadiness of Many Profesours Bewailed. By John Flavel, Minister of Christ in 
Devon (London: Printed for Robert Boulter at the Turks-head in Cornhil, 1681).

14. The first edition’s publication date is unknown. The second edition is 
The Balm of the Covenant Applied to the Bleeding Wounds of Afflicted Saints: 
First Composed for the Relief of a Pious and Worthy Family, Mourning over 
the Deaths of Their Hopeful Children; And Now Made Publick for the Support 
of All Christians, Sorrowing on the Same or Any Other Account. To Which 
Is Added, A Sermon Preached for the Funeral of That Excellent and Religious 
Gentleman John Upton of Lupton esq; by John Flavell, Preacher of the Gospel 
at Dartmouth in Devon, 2nd ed. (London: Printed for J. Harris, at the Harrow 
against the Church in the Poultrey, 1688).
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Flavel’s theology. Although these will be addressed later on, a brief 
mention of two counterinterpretations is in order. The first is a 
PhD dissertation by the late Kwai Sing Chang, titled “John Flavel of 
Dartmouth, 1630–1691.”15 The second is a book by Ann Thompson, 
titled The Art of Suffering and the Impact of Seventeenth-Century 
Anti-Providential Thought.16

Kwai Sing Chang’s dissertation remains the only full-length 
biography of Flavel available, although it is unpublished. Accord-
ing to Chang, there were three major strands of Puritan theology in 
seventeenth-century England. First, some Puritans held to a “strict 
Calvinism,” and the chief representative of this view was John 
Owen (1616–1683).17 This strand was a rearticulation of Calvin’s 
theology—encompassing everything from Calvin’s understand-
ing of revelation to the knowledge of God and man to soteriology.18 
Chang sees Owen’s “strict Calvinism” as being in step with both 

15. Chang, “John Flavel of Dartmouth.” 
16. Ann Thompson, The Art of Suffering and the Impact of Seventeenth-

Century Anti-Providential Thought (Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2003).
17. Chang, “John Flavel of Dartmouth,” 67. For some academic stud-

ies on the life and theology of John Owen, see Dewey D. Wallace, “The Life 
and Thought of John Owen to 1660: A Study of the Significance of Calvin-
ist Theology in English Puritanism” (PhD diss., Princeton University, 1965); 
Don Marvin Everson, “The Puritan Theology of John Owen” (ThD diss., The 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1959); David Wai-Sing Wong, “The 
Covenant Theology of John Owen” (PhD diss., Westminster Theological Sem-
inary, 1998); Godfrey Noel Vose, “Profile of a Puritan: John Owen” (PhD diss., 
State University of Iowa, 1963); and Sinclair Ferguson, “The Doctrine of the 
Christian Life in the Teaching of Dr John Owen” (PhD diss., The University 
of Aberdeen, 1979).

18. For a comparative study of Owen and Calvin, see Randall Craig 
Gleason, “John Calvin and John Owen: A Comparison of Their Teaching 
on Mortification” (ThD diss., Dallas Theological Seminary, 1992). For some 
excellent studies on Calvin’s life and theology, see Bruce Gordon, Calvin (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2011); Ford Lewis Battles, Interpreting John Cal-
vin, ed. Robert Benedetto (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996); T. H. L. Parker, Calvin: 
A Biography (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2007); and David 
W. Hall and Peter A. Lillback, eds., Theological Guide to Calvin’s Institutes 
(Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R, 2008). For a good resource on Reformation theology 



8 SUFFERING AND SOVEREIGNTY

Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion as well as the Westmin-
ster Confession of Faith. The second strand that Chang identifies 
is Arminianism, which “attracted more Anglicans than Puritans” 
during Flavel’s lifetime.19 He argues that, while its prominence lay 
hidden during the Commonwealth and Protectorate, it reappeared 
with the Restoration and found sympathy with Puritans like John 
Goodwin (1594–1665) and John Howe (1630–1705). The third strand 
is “Baxterianism,”20 which took a moderate position on church 
order and theology between the Calvinist and Arminian positions. 
Chang thus summarizes Baxter’s thesis: “In things necessary, unity; 
in things doubtful, liberty; in all things, charity.”21

So where does Flavel’s theology “fit”? Chang argues that Flavel’s 
theology “stood half way between Owen and Baxter.”22 In other 
words, Flavel—as demonstrated in his writings and sermons—
can be placed as a moderate Calvinist. But is Chang accurate in 
his analysis? It is beyond the scope and purpose of this study to 
examine Flavel’s theology in depth. Notwithstanding, this study 
contends that Flavel was in much greater agreement with what 
Chang sees as “strict Calvinism” (whether or not that phrase in 
itself is a proper designation of Owen’s theology).23 Not only does 

in general, see Timothy George, Theology of the Reformers (Nashville: Broad-
man & Holman, 1988).

19. Chang, “John Flavel of Dartmouth,” 68.
20. Taken from the theology of Richard Baxter (1615–1691). For an 

excellent study of Richard Baxter, see James I. Packer, “The Redemption and 
Restoration of Man in the Thought of Richard Baxter: A Study in Puritan 
Theology” (DPhil diss., Oxford University, 1954).

21. Chang, “John Flavel of Dartmouth,” 69. The original source of this 
phrase, from the Latin In necessariis unitas, in dubiis libertas, in omnibus cari-
tas, may be attributed to Marco Antonio de Dominis (1560–1624), Dalmatian 
archbishop-turned-apostate, in his De Republica Ecclesiastica Libri X (Lon-
don, 1617), 1.4.8. See H. J. M. Nellen, “De zinspreuk ‘In necessariis unitas, in 
non necessariis libertas, in utrisque caritas,’” Nederlands archief voor kerkges-
chidenis 79, no. 1 (1999): 99–106.

22. Chang, “John Flavel of Dartmouth,” 69.
23. Much of Yuille’s Inner Sanctum, for example, attempts to show the 

continuity between Calvin and Flavel.
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Flavel’s theology agree with the Westminster Standards, but he also 
may be identified as a Calvinist with little or no leaning toward the 
moderate position of what Chang calls “Baxterianism.” 

In addition, while Chang finds “no consistent, definite and 
exhaustive system of doctrine [in Flavel],”24 this study disagrees and 
finds that Flavel’s theology was not only consistent but also definite, 
in that he was an heir and expositor of the Westminster Standards. 
It is true that Flavel believed himself to be a pastor and preacher, but 
he was a pastor-theologian. While he draws many practical applica-
tions throughout his writings, he also presents meticulous theology. 
This fact can be seen, for example, by his straightforward and sys-
tematic exposition of the Westminster Shorter Catechism.

The second counterinterpretative work on Flavel—at least 
with regard to his understanding of divine sovereignty and how 
one ought to respond to suffering—is The Art of Suffering by Ann 
Thompson. These two topics will be examined in depth later on, but 
they need some comment here at the outset.

Thompson seems to suggest that Flavel employed a deistic 
understanding of a “clockwork universe” with reference to God’s 
sovereignty. Thompson bases her argument on Flavel’s use of the 
phrase “natural causes,” quoting from Flavel’s Divine Conduct, 
where Flavel speaks of how God delivers His people “against the 
course of natural causes” and that there exists a “suspension” in these 
causes by God’s sovereign hand.25 While Flavel certainly employs 
these terms, Thompson misreads Flavel’s theology of the use of 
secondary causes. Indeed, in the very next paragraphs and pages 
in Divine Conduct (from which Thompson quotes Flavel’s view of 
natural causes), Flavel explains that God governs even the intimate 
details of these “natural causes” to His own ends.26 Or, to put it neg-
atively, the day-to-day events, storms, and actions of people cannot 
be “wholly swayed by the course of nature.”27 While “reason lays 

24. Chang, “John Flavel of Dartmouth,” 69.
25. Thompson, Art of Suffering, 9. Cf. Flavel, Divine Conduct, 4:351.
26. Flavel, Divine Conduct, 4:353.
27. Flavel, Divine Conduct, 4:354.
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[these events] according to the rules of nature; providence crosses 
its hands…and orders quite contrary issues and events.”28 Contrary 
to Thompson, then, this study contends that Flavel did not hold to 
such an understanding of God’s control, creation, or the use of “sec-
ondary causes.”

The second major disagreement between the conclusions of 
this study and those of Thompson’s book lies in the area of how 
the Christian was rightly to respond to suffering—what Thompson 
calls “the art of suffering.” While we will examine this closely in 
chapter 5, we may summarize the disagreement here.

According to Thompson, there was a difference between the 
way the pre-1640s Puritan responded to suffering and the way the 
post-1640s Puritan responded to suffering. The pre-1640s approach 
is what Thompson calls the “voluntaristic art of suffering,” which 
goes beyond merely coping with affliction to trying to find ways in 
which to grow from affliction. She writes, “If the art of suffering 
up to the 1640s teaches the sufferer both how to ‘cope with’ and 
how to ‘grow from’ his affliction, the art of suffering in the second 
part of the seventeenth century teaches him only how to ‘cope.’29 In 
pre-1640s England, Thompson argues, the Puritan was to “embrace 
the promises made in the Word” and, therefore, reap some spiri-
tual benefits of affliction—from the text of Scripture into his or her 
real-time context of suffering.30 In post-1640s England, however, the 
art of suffering “is not divided into directions for the time before 
affliction comes and directions for the actual time of affliction.”31 In 
other words, Thompson contends that the pre-1640s mindset sought 
spiritual benefit from suffering while the post-1640s mindset sought 
merely a contented state of mind. The pre-1640s thought was to see 
spiritual directions put into practice, while the post-1640s thought 
was to simply listen and assent to the Puritan writer.32

28. Flavel, Divine Conduct, 4:354.
29. Thompson, Art of Suffering, 12.
30. Thompson, Art of Suffering, 85.
31. Thompson, Art of Suffering, 85.
32. Thompson, Art of Suffering, 88.
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One of the primary reasons for this change in the response to 
suffering, according to Thompson, was that the seventeenth century 
witnessed an increase of antiprovidential thought as the century pro-
gressed. The “doctrine of the profit of affliction” came under attack 
toward the end of the seventeenth century at a popular level.33 

In her final analysis, Thompson sees the post-1640s Puritan’s “art 
of suffering” as lacking and internally incoherent, since the writer is 
not free to find contentment because he or she is not encouraged to 
pursue spiritual benefit or profitable use from his or her suffering. 
While such a proposition might be true of other Puritans, this study 
contends that Flavel’s theology of suffering and sovereignty does not 
validate Thompson’s thesis. Not only does Flavel hold to a strong 
view of God’s sovereignty as displayed in temporal providence, but 
he also presents a variety of ways in which his reader is to make 
“profitable” use of his or her affliction.

Methodological Approach to Flavel’s Theology of Suffering
This book is organized into categories of Flavel’s theology of suf-
fering. It should be emphasized that these elements were not forced 
onto Flavel’s thought; rather, they were derived from his thought. 
This is an important distinction. As a systematic theology seeks to 
identify theological themes from Scripture and organize them in a 
helpful way, so also this study has sought to identify those themes 
related to human suffering and divine sovereignty and organize 
them in such a way as to organically build a theology of suffering 
from Flavel’s writings. These elements, drawn from Flavel’s Works, 
have been codified into five general categories. The first element is 
Flavel’s understanding of the origin and nature of suffering. Some 
of the questions addressed include the following: Where did suf-
fering come from, and what does it look like? Is it chiefly internal 

33. There came to be certain “popular” objections to providential 
thought, particularly, the seemingly inequitable distribution of good and ill 
or the inequitable treatment of the wicked and the good. See Thompson, Art 
of Suffering, 8–9.
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or external? What was Flavel’s context of suffering in seventeenth-
century England?

The second category seeks to answer one of the popular charges 
against God when tragedy strikes: namely, that God is not in com-
plete control. Some of the questions answered under this category 
include these: Is God sovereign over suffering? How is God’s sov-
ereignty expressed or “displayed” in time and space? Is suffering 
considered “evil,” and, if so, is God the author of evil?

The third category, drawn from Flavel’s writings, seeks to 
address the experiential “meat” of a Puritan theology of suffering: 
Why does God ordain it? Why would God not only allow suffering 
but also ordain it from all eternity and providentially bring it to 
fruition in time and space? What is the purpose of suffering for the 
believer and for the unbeliever, respectively?

The fourth category seeks to examine how the believer should 
respond to suffering. It is here that Thompson’s thesis will be 
addressed. Are there sinful ways to respond? What are the appro-
priate responses to suffering, and how might the Christian prepare 
for such responses?

The final element is Flavel’s understanding of how biblical doc-
trine brings comfort and consolation to the suffering believer. In 
this category, it will be shown how Flavel sought to minister to the 
afflicted saint, especially with the use of covenant theology and 
eschatological hope.

The method, then, is inductive rather than deductive. Ulti-
mately, these elements are woven together so as to present a Puritan 
theology of suffering drawn from Flavel’s writings.


