
Puritanism 
 

Who were the Puritans? 
 
They are a group of Protestants in England who sought to purify (hence the name, “puritan”) the 
Church of England (Anglicanism) by removing the elements of Anglican Christianity that they 
considered to be too “Roman Catholic.” 
 
They are the type of Christianity that dominated the colonies in North America.  
 
What did the Puritans oppose in the Church of England? 
 
Answer: Anything they considered to be too “Roman Catholic” 
 

-Using crosses in churches 
-Certain priestly garments 
-Celebrating communion at an altar 
-Religious images 
-Wealth and luxury 
-Bishops (though some Puritans allowed for an episcopacy) 
-Celebrating Christmas or saint’s days 
-Having godparents 
-Kneeling during communion 
-Having an organ in church 
-Etc. 

 
Where did the Puritans come from? 
 
They primarily arose during the reign of Elizabeth in England (a Protestant) who hoped the 
Church of England would be a middle way (via media) between Roman Catholicism and 
Protestantism. Whereas Anglicanism (and episcopacy) united the country, the Puritans wanted 
presbyterian or congregational leadership which threatened the unity of England. In 1593 an act 
was passed that allowed Puritans to be arrested if they didn’t attend Anglican church services.  
 
After Elizabeth died she was succeeded by James I. James needed the bishops of the Church of 
England to unify his country, so religious groups that did not belong to that (Anabaptists, 
Independents, etc.) received less toleration.  
 
In 1605, due to English oppression of Catholics, a group of Catholics rented a space below where 
the British Parliament met. There they put large wine barrels filled with gunpowder in an attempt 
to blow up the king and several Puritans who sat in Parliament. But the plot was discovered and 
the traitors executed. One such conspirator is named “Guy Fawkes” and the mask, supposedly 
indicative of his face, has become a symbol for anti-government protests. 
 



 
 
-In 1606 anti-Puritan canons were adopted by the British government. Charles I, who reigned 
after James I pushed even harder to have Anglicanism be the primary denomination in England 
and Scotland. This only pushed Scottish Calvinists and English Puritans closer together. 
 
-In 1620, after being at sea for 66 days, the Mayflower landed in the new world. Of the original 
102 people on board, half would die that first year. The Pilgrims are not the exact same group as 
the Puritans (though their theology was similar). Specifically, Pilgrims were separatists. The 
Puritans, in contrast, thought there could be a state church. The Puritans would arrive in New 
England shortly after the Pilgrims. Eventually the colonies would be overwhelmingly Puritan 
(and Calvinistic). The Pilgrims never had buckles on their hats! 
 

-At the first Thanksgiving they ate deer, bass, cod, porridge, cornbread, wildfowl, plums, 
grapes, onion, and shellfish. They drank beer, brandy, wine, and gin.  
 
-They did not eat pumpkin pie, cranberry sauce, stuffing, candied yams, or mashed 
potatoes. 

 
-In 1633 William Laud became the Archbishop of Canterbury and persecuted the Puritans by 
both mutilation and by issuing death warrants. 
 
-During the English Civil War the famous Westminster Assembly was called to advise 
Parliament on religious matters. It was made up of 121 ministers, 30 laymen, and 8 
representatives from Scotland. The Westminster Confession of Faith was completed in 1646. 
 
-Oliver Cromwell, a Puritan, who became “Lord Protector” of England after Charles’s defeat, 
helped enact laws protecting and supporting Puritanism. He had helped defeat his opponents with 
a group of Puritan cavalry known as “the Ironsides.” 
 



 
 
-In England the monarchy was reestablished in 1660 which ended the hope of reforming all of 
England under Puritan principles.  
 
What did the Puritans believe? 
 

-Some (Independent, Congregational, and Presbyterian) Puritans believed that there could 
be a state church. Others, called “Separatists,” thought that there should not be a state 
church. 
-That a high, biblical education was really important. Harvard, Princeton, and Yale were 
all started to train Protestant ministers. The early settlers of Massachusetts included 100 
graduates from Oxford and Cambridge. It was the most educated colony in the world at 
that time. Uneducated ministers were despised and called “Dumme Doggs.” 
-That drinking was good! The Mayflower had more wine on board than water and the 
first Thanksgiving had beer, brandy, wine, and gin. Some tavern owners gained more 
social standing than clergy. Puritans opened breweries in Massachusetts and used the 
funds to help clothe and educate children. They would have beer at meals and rum at 
weddings. This was in line with the Protestant tradition before them. Several key figures 
in the Protestant Reformation enjoyed alcohol. For example, Martin Luther’s wife, 
Katherine, used to brew beer in their bathtub, John Calvin’s salary was paid in wine, and 
John Knox said that drinking was a daily occurrence for him - like eating bread. 
-The importance of weekly worship. Sermons were 2 hours and prayer was 1 hour, so 
services lasted a long time. Failure to attend worship could land you in the stocks. 
Sometimes, during a church service, a man would walk around with a stick and a feather. 
If you fell asleep and you were younger, he would hit you; if you fell asleep and you 
were older, he would tickle your chin to wake you up. 
-The only acceptable job for a woman was to be a homemaker. Some names we have of 
women from the Massachusetts Bay Colony are: “Patience,” “Silence,” “Fear,” 
“Prudence,” “Comfort,” “Hopestill,” and “Be Fruitful.” 
-The importance of living all of life in conformity with scripture. However, whereas 
Anglicans said Christians can do anything that is not forbidden by scripture, the Puritans 
said that we should only do what is explicitly mentioned in scripture. 



-Hard Work. Work was a way to worship God and evidence that you were elect.  
-An obsession with death and judgement. 
 

The Puritan alphabet was a way of teaching their kids the alphabet and it includes 
fun lessons/letters like… 
 
A – In Adam’s fall, we sinned all.  
F – The idol Fool, is whipped at school. 
G – As runs the Glass, man’s life doth pass.  
T – Time cuts down all, both great and small.  
X – Xerxes the Great did die, and so must you and I. 
Y – Youth forward slips, Death soonest nips. 

 

 
 

-Covenant. Not only were they covenantal in their general theology. But they made each 
other sign a written church covenant to live together in Christian society and harmony. 
To be a full member of the church you had to give testimony of a credible conversion 
experience – this was also required for you to be able to vote as a freeman in the colonies. 
Your church membership and political involvement were linked. At this time you had the 
“half-way covenant.” If you were baptized and practiced good behavior your children 
could be baptized. But neither you nor they could take communion and be full members 
of the church unless a credible profession of faith was given. 
-Calvinism. The Puritans were rigorously Calvinistic and promoted a high view of 
salvation by grace and the sovereignty of God. 
-Holiness. Every waking hour was spent trying to be purer. This lead many to despair and 
a lack of assurance of salvation. 
 



 
 

 
What are some bad things about the Puritans? 
 
1. They were hopelessly legalistic. They thought it was improper… 
 

-To attend the theater because 1). they thought it depicted immorality and 2). because the 
actors were lying. 
-To play cricket on Christmas. 
-To hug or cuddle your own children in public. One man was even thrown into the stocks 
for kissing his wife in public. 
 

 
 
-To have secular hobbies or pastimes. 
-To not keep the Sabbath. 
-To participate in horse races. 
-To use any type of contraception.  
-Bundling. 
-To make or enjoy many types of art. 
-To have any tattoos. 
-To dance expressively, even at your wedding.  
-To laugh on a Sunday. 
-To celebrate Christmas or Easter. 
-To wear elaborate jewelry. 
-To use musical instruments or choirs in church. 
 

“Puritanism is the haunting fear that someone, somewhere, may be happy.” -H.L. 
Mencken, 20th century journalist 



 

 
 

-Over time many of the Puritan’s children would not hold the same views as their parents. 
Some Puritan children kidnapped by Native Americans preferred living with the Native 
Americans to the legalism of the Puritans.  
 

2. They were not tolerant of other types of true Christianity (Anglican, Catholic, etc.) 
 

-They imposed fines on Baptists and executed four Quakers.  
 
3. They were too eager to accept false accusations of impiety and were even a little superstitious. 
 

-A good example of this is the Salem Witch Trials - where 19 people who were accused 
of witchcraft died. 
 

 
 

"All 19 who were executed through a hanging died at Proctor's Ledge. Five others 
died in jail, and one was crushed to death." – Boston Globe 

 
-Some Puritans even believed in elves, fairies, and magic.  
 
-There was a belief that one’s children would be born on the day of the week that they 
were conceived. Jonathan Edwards (who came after the Puritans) had several of his kids 
who were born on a Sunday, thus leading some to question his Sabbath keeping. 

 
4. Morbid introspection – leading to self-condemnation and a lack of spiritual assurance. 



 
5. Their desire to have a Christian nation lead to inevitable infighting. If you want to enact God’s 
laws on society what are you going to do when Christians disagree on how to interpret God’s 
laws?  
 
Who were some famous Puritans? 
 
John Milton (1608-1674) – Author of Paradise Lost (a theological treatise written as an epic 
poem in verse form). 
 
John Bunyan (1628-1688 – Author of Pilgrims Progress (an allegorical journey symbolizing the 
Christian life). 
 
John Owen (1616-1683) – Advisor to Oliver Cromwell and vice-chancellor of the University of 
Oxford. Author of several books including The Death of Death in the Death of Christ and The 
Mortification of Sin. A fervent defender of limited atonement. 
 
Richard Baxter (1516-1591) – Author of The Reformed Pastor (a work on Reformed ministry). 
 
William Ames (1576-1633) – A theologian whose textbook, The Marrow of Theology, was used 
at Harvard for its first 50 years.  
 
Richard Sibbes (1577-1635) – An Anglican Puritan (a contradiction?) and author of The Bruised 
Reed (a work on pastoral care) 
 
Notable Puritan preachers included William Perkins, Jon Preston, John Cotton, Thomas 
Shepherd, John Davenport, and Thomas Hooker, and notable state governors include John 
Winthrop and William Bradford.  

 
 


