
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WILLIAM PERKINS  

AND THE CHARACTER OF PROPHECY  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chris Villi 

 

May 11, 2012  



Chris Villi 

5/11/2012 

 

1 

 

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were times of unprecedented reform in the 

church.  From Martin Luther’s insistence on justification by faith alone to John Calvin’s 

determination to purify worship, everything was scrupulously examined under the lens of 

Scripture and attuned to the doctrine found it.  Preaching was no exception, especially in 

England.  Joseph Pipa writes, “From the beginning of the English Reformation, preaching played 

a key role in the church.”
1
  It also became popular with the government and the people. 

As preaching developed prior to the Reformation, two distinct types of sermon structure 

were utilized: the “ancient” form of homily developed by the Church Fathers and the more 

complicated “modern” form.  Due to their desire to communicate, the Reformers and English 

Puritans “discarded the elaborate ‘modern’ form and used more simple methods of 

construction.”
2
  By doing so, they effectively introduced what is known as “the new Reformed 

method.”
3
  Similarly, they rejected the “ornate” preaching style of many Anglo-Catholics, which 

relied heavily on alliterations, puns, complex analogies, fanciful allusions, etc.  Instead of 

utilizing it, they opted for the “plain style”, which primarily employed straightforward and direct 

language.
4
 

Against this backdrop in England, William Perkins came to faith under the tutelage of 

Laurence Chaderton.
5
  Perkins, who has been called “the prince of Puritan theologians,”

6
 became 

“the chief instrument by which this form and style of preaching [i.e., the new Reformed method 

                                                
1 Joseph A. Pipa Jr., “William Perkins and the Development of Puritan Preaching” (Ph.D diss., Westminster 

Theological Seminary, 1985), 28. 
2 Ibid., 32. 
3 Ibid., 34. 
4 Ibid., 35. 
5 Paul R. Schaefer, “The Arte of Prophesying by William Perkins,” in Kelly M. Kapic and Randall C. 

Gleason, eds., The Devoted Life: An Invitation to the Puritan Classics (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2004), 38. 
6 Kapic and Gleason, eds., The Devoted Life, 19. 
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and plain style] was universally adopted by the seventeenth-century Puritans.”
7
  He did so 

through the publication of The Art of Prophesying, which “became the classical manual of 

Puritan preaching.”
8
  In it, Perkins covered doctrinal concerns in chapters 1-3 and exegetical 

methodology in chapters 4-6.
9
  He closed with five chapters (7-11) on the “movement from the 

study to the pulpit.”
10

 

Although many Reformed Christians in the twenty-first century would fail to equate 

preaching to “prophesying,” the Elizabethan Puritans used the term to describe penetrating 

preaching.
11

  According to Perkins, “Prophecy (or prophesying) is a solemn public utterance by 

the prophet, related to the worship of God and the salvation of our neighbors.”
12

  Therefore, 

when ministers truly preach “the word as God’s messengers and interpreters,”
13

 they speak with 

the voice of God. 

One should not miss the strong correlation between the definition of preaching on the one 

hand and its form and style on the other.  The method and style of preaching advocated and 

practiced by William Perkins necessarily followed from his view of the prophetic character of 

preaching.  In other words, his theology of preaching dictated his approach to preaching.  This 

fact may be seen by considering Perkins’ The Art of Prophesying in light of God’s commission 

to the prophet Ezekiel (Ezekiel 2:1-3:11). 

 

                                                
7 Pipa, “William Perkins and the Development of Puritan Preaching, ” 4, 202; cf. Charles Robert Munson, 

“William Perkins Theologian of Transition” (Ph.D diss., Case Western Reserve University, 1971), 226; Schaefer, 

“The Arte of Prophesying by William Perkins,” 41. 
8 Munson, “William Perkins Theologian of Transition,” 20; cf. Pipa, “William Perkins and the 

Development of Puritan Preaching,” 86-88. 
9 Schaefer, “The Arte of Prophesying by William Perkins,” 44. 
10 Ibid., 46. 
11 Ibid.,” 39. 
12 William Perkins, “The Art of Prophesying,” in Sinclair Ferguson, ed., The Art of Prophesying with the 

Calling of the Ministry (Carlisle, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1996), 5. 
13 Ian Breward, ed., The Work of William Perkins (Berkshire, England: Sutton Courtenay, 1970), 42. 
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THE CHARACTER OF THE MESSAGE 

The foundation of Ezekiel’s prophetic calling and commission was the Word of God.  

The LORD commanded him to, “listen to what I am speaking to you” (2:8) and “take into your 

heart all My words which I will speak to you and listen closely” (3:10).  Because William 

Perkins upheld the Bible as God’s inspired revelation to man,
14

 “prophesying for [him] was not 

receiving a new word from the Lord but rather correctly handling what God has given in the 

Scriptures.”
15

  Therefore, his understanding of the inspiration of Scripture was fundamentally at 

the root of his methodology: “His doctrine of inspiration had important consequences for 

Perkins’ understanding of interpretation.”
16

  Even his exhortations were framed in light of 

inspiration.  Perkins’ exposition of Zephaniah 2:1-2 demonstrates this fact: “out of infallible 

grounds of the word of God … I commend [the doctrine of repentance] unto you, even from the 

mouth of God himself.”
17

 

Given that the Bible is inspired, it is imperative to properly understand its message and 

take it to heart.  The LORD ordered Ezekiel: “feed your stomach and fill your body with this 

scroll which I am giving you,” and when he did so, he found that “it was sweet as honey” (3:3).  

In the same way, Perkins promoted “careful private study,”
18

 because one must have “a true & 

right understanding”
19

 of the Word of God in order to root it into his heart.  As opposed to the 

four-fold interpretation of medieval Catholicism,
20

 and Hyperius’ two-fold interpretation,
21

 

                                                
14 Perkins, “The Art of Prophesying,” 10; cf. Ibid., “The Foundation of Christian Religion Gathered into 

Six Principles,” in Breward, ed., The Work of William Perkins, 161; William Perkins, The Whole Treatise of the 

Cases of Conscience (Cambridge, England: University of Cambridge, 1606), 223.  Note that the spelling has been 

modernized for this paper. 
15 Schaefer, “The Arte of Prophesying by William Perkins,”42. 
16 Breward, ed., The Work of William Perkins, 47. 
17 William Perkins, “A Faithful and Plain Exposition upon the Two First Verses of the 2 Chapter of 

Zephaniah,” in Breward, ed., The Work of William Perkins, 295, 301. 
18 Ibid., “The Art of Prophesying,” 23. 
19 Ibid., The Whole Treatise of the Cases of Conscience, 296. 
20 Schaefer, “The Arte of Prophesying by William Perkins,” 44. 
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Perkins asserts that interpretation “is the opening up of the words and statements of Scripture in 

order to bring out its single, full and natural sense … Scripture has only one sense, the literal 

one.”
22

  Once the singular meaning of the text is grasped and meditated upon by the preacher, he 

can accurately and passionately communicate it to his hearers. 

 

THE CHARACTER OF THE AUDIENCE 

The LORD prepared Ezekiel for his hearers: “I am sending you to the sons of Israel, to a 

rebellious people who have rebelled against Me; they and their fathers have transgressed 

against Me to this very day.” (2:3).  The contemporary prophet (i.e., preacher) must also know 

his audience.  According to Kapic and Gleason, “the Puritan preacher’s aim was not to impress 

listeners by their wit and learning, but rather to relate biblical truth to everyday life.  This 

required not only the careful study of the Scripture but also a perceptive understanding of human 

nature.”
23

  William Perkins understood the hard-hearted nature of men.  In “A Warning Against 

the Idolatry of the Last Times and an Instruction Touching Religious or Divine Worship,” 

Perkins perceptively noted, “Men content themselves with that knowledge of God that nature 

affordeth and they endeavour not to know and acknowledge him as he has revealed himself in 

the written word.”
24

 

Although the meaning of God’s Word does not change and cannot be modified, the 

LORD prepared Ezekiel to adapt the application of His Word to his particular audience.  He 

proclaimed, “I am sending you to them who are stubborn and obstinate children, and you shall 

say to them, 'Thus says the Lord GOD.'” (2:4).  Shortly thereafter, Ezekiel was sent to the exiles 

                                                                                                                                                       
21 Munson, “William Perkins Theologian of Transition,” 212-213. 
22 Perkins, “The Art of Prophesying,” 26. 
23 Kapic and Gleason, eds., The Devoted Life, 27. 
24 William Perkins, “A Warning Against the Idolatry of the Last Times and an Instruction Touching 

Religious or Divine Worship,” in Ian Breward, ed., The Work of William Perkins, 309. 
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with prophetic utterances that were specifically applied to them in their situation.  Similarly, 

William Perkins spoke of two elements in rightly dividing the Word of truth: drawing out the 

doctrine of the passage and applying it.
25

  He then defines application as “the skill by which the 

doctrine which has been properly drawn from Scripture is handled in ways which are appropriate 

to the circumstances of the place and time and to the people in the congregation.”
26

  These 

applications are divided into two categories which flow out of 2 Timothy 3:16 – mental (doctrine 

and reproof) and practical (correction and instruction).
27

 

Despite the fact that application is not always easy, Pipa describes Perkins as a powerful 

and faithful preacher who was able to reach all types of people.
28

  To emphasize the importance 

of adapting the application to the listener, Perkins defines seven ways in which application 

should be made based on seven categories of hearers, ranging from stubborn unbelievers to 

humble Christians.
29

  In his exposition of Isaiah 6:6-7, he addresses when and how to preach law 

versus gospel and asserts that “ministers should learn this from the wisdom of the angel, to apply 

the medicine of their doctrine to the time, people and place which are actually infected.  Then 

they will be sure that their efforts are not in vain.”
30

  He demonstrates how to do so in his sermon 

on Zephaniah 2:1-2, where he thunders, “I will … deal plainly and particularly and rip up the 

sores of our nation that so they may be healed to the bottom.  The common sins of England 

whereby the Lord is requited are these…”
31

 

 

                                                
25 Perkins, “The Art of Prophesying,” 48. 
26 Ibid., 54. 
27 Ibid., 64. 
28 Pipa, “William Perkins and the Development of Puritan Preaching,” 72. 
29 Perkins, “The Art of Prophesying,” 56. 
30 Ibid., “The Calling of the Ministry,” in Ferguson, ed., The Art of Prophesying with the Calling of the 

Ministry, 171. 
31 Ibid., “A Faithful and Plain Exposition upon the Two First Verses of the 2 Chapter of Zephaniah,” 293. 
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THE CHARACTER OF THE COMMISSION 

Preaching is a means of grace and judgment.  The LORD proclaims to Ezekiel, “As for 

them, whether they listen or not-- for they are a rebellious house-- they will know that a prophet 

has been among them” (2:5).  At the very least, the rebels will know that God’s Word has been 

declared.  Perkins argues that this is the case, because Christ speaks through the preacher.  While 

the Word serves as a means for judgment to the unrepentant, it also serves as a means of grace to 

the repentant.  Perkins comments on the use of the preached word: “it breedeth and then it 

increaseth faith in them which are chosen to salvation :  but unto them that perish it is by reason 

of their corruption an occasion of their further damnation.”
32

   

Given the two-fold value of God’s Word, the preacher is called to be faithful in 

delivering the message regardless of the outcome.  The LORD told Ezekiel, “speak My words to 

them whether they listen or not … speak to them and tell them, whether they listen or not” (2:7; 

3:11).  As difficult as this may be, He promised to give Ezekiel the strength for the task (3:8-9).  

Compelled by this promise, Perkins asserts that “all true and able ministers must pray and strive 

to have a tongue full of power and force, just like fire, to eat up the sin and corruption of the 

world.”
33

 

Ezekiel was called to preach God’s words to the people: “you shall speak My words to 

them … speak with My words to them” (2:7; 3:4).  In like manner, Perkins understood the 

preacher’s prophetic commission to entail proclaiming the whole counsel of God.  Because the 

Scriptures are inspired by God and represent the sole source of God’s revelation to man, Perkins 

insisted that the “Word of God alone is to be preached … Scripture is the exclusive subject of 

                                                
32 Ibid., “The Foundation of Christian Religion Gathered into Six Principles,” 162; cf. Ibid., “The Art of 

Prophesying,” 3. 
33 Ibid., “The Calling of the Ministry,” 169. 
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preaching, the only field in which the preacher is to labour.”
34

  Like Ezekiel (cf. 11:25), the 

preacher is God’s appointed instrument, and he must deliver the entire message just as he has 

received it.
35

  Thus, Perkins rightly concludes that “Its sufficiency is such that as the Word of 

God it is so complete that nothing may be either added to it or taken from it which belongs to its 

proper purpose.”
36

 

 

CONCLUSION 

Two forms (i.e., ancient and modern) and two styles (i.e., ornate and plain) of preaching 

were in use when William Perkins came on the scene.  As evidenced by The Art of Prophesying, 

Perkins used and advocated the plain style with a new form (i.e., the new Reformed method).  

His preaching structure and style were not chosen on the basis of preference but were the 

inevitable result of his theology of preaching.
37

  His understanding of the character of the 

message, audience, and commission demanded it, because he understood that an inaccurate 

delivery of God’s Word takes away the power and majesty of it.
38

  Therefore, “If people were to 

be changed by the sermon, they had to understand the remember it…The intent was not to 

dazzle, but to teach.”
39

  In following after Ezekiel, Perkins’ new Reformed method proceeded 

according to the order of the text and utilized the triple schema – doctrine, proofs, and uses (i.e., 

application).
40

  Since teaching God’s pure message is the goal, the preacher must get out of the 

way as much as possible.  To do so necessitates using the plain style.  Through it, excessive 

                                                
34 Ibid., “The Art of Prophesying,” 9. 
35 Ibid., “The Calling of the Ministry,” 85; cf. Chad B. Van Dixhoorn, “A Puritan Theology of Preaching” 

(St Antholin’s Lectureshop Charity Lecture 2005). 
36 Ibid., “The Art of Prophesying,” 9-10. 
37 Pipa, “William Perkins and the Development of Puritan Preaching,” 44-45. 
38 Perkins, “The Calling of the Ministry,” 86. 
39 Pipa, “William Perkins and the Development of Puritan Preaching,” 64. 
40 Ibid., 34. 
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rhetoric and specialized vocabulary are eliminated so that even the simplest hearer can profit 

from the message.
41

  At the conclusion of The Art of Prophesying, Perkins summarized his 

approach to preaching: 

Preaching involves: (1) Reading the text clearly from the canonical Scriptures.  (2) 

Explaining the meaning of it, once it has been read, in the light of the Scriptures 

themselves.  (3) Gathering a few profitable points of doctrine from the natural sense of 

the passage.  (4) If the preacher is suitably gifted, applying the doctrines thus explained to 

the life and practice of the congregation in straightforward, plain speech.  The heart of the 

matter is this: Preach one Christ, by Christ, to the praise of Christ.  Soli Deo Gloria To 

God alone be the glory!
42

 

 

Breward writes, “True religion could only be discovered by a return to the original source 

– God himself.”
43

  Perkins knew that the inspiration of Scripture makes the preaching of God’s 

Word unique and supernatural and equates it to prophesying in His name.
44

  He also saw the 

correlation that exists between the theology of preaching and its form and style.  Far from being 

pragmatic, his approach, like Ezekiel’s, was intimately aligned to the prophetic character of 

preaching.  Although he preached and wrote four centuries ago, the faithful example of William 

Perkins has much to commend to our age. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
41 Perkins, “The Art of Prophesying,” 72. 
42 Ibid., 79. 
43 Breward, ed., The Work of William Perkins, 49. 
44 R. Bruce Bickel, Light and Heat: The Puritan View of the Pulpit (Morgan, PA: Soli Deo Gloria, 1999), 1. 
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