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Chapter I

God’s Dispensations to Mankind: the road from creation through apostasy to reformation



Penn opens with a sweeping survey of sacred history, tracing God’s dealings with humanity from the innocence of Eden through the fall, the patriarchs, the Mosaic law, and the coming of Christ. He then traces the long decline from apostolic purity into institutional corruption, and the partial recoveries of the Reformation. This chapter sets the stage for the Quaker movement by arguing that every previous religious dispensation was preparation for—or a departure from—the inward, spiritual religion that the “despised people called Quakers” were raised up to restore.





In This Chapter


	The creation, the fall, and God’s promise of restoration through the “Seed”

	The patriarchs, the law of Moses, and the prophets as preparatory dispensations

	The gospel day: Christ and the apostles restore inward, spiritual religion

	The great apostasy: how the church fell into outward ceremony, worldly power, and persecution

	The Reformation’s partial recovery—and its failures

	The succession of religious groups (Puritans, Independents, Baptists, Seekers, Ranters) that preceded and prepared the way for the Quakers






God’s dealings with humanity have been many and varied since the creation of the world. But the great purpose of all of them has been the glory of his own excellent name in the creation and restoration of man—man, the image of God on earth, and the crown of all his works.


The world began in innocence. All was good that the good God had made. As he blessed the works of his hands, so their natures and harmony glorified their Creator. Then the morning stars sang together for joy, and all parts of his work said Amen to his law. There was no discord in the whole frame. Man in paradise, the beasts in the field, the birds in the air, the fish in the sea, the lights in the heavens, the fruits of the earth—yes, the air, the earth, the water, and fire—all worshipped, praised, and exalted his power, wisdom, and goodness. O holy sabbath! O holy day to the Lord!


But this happy state did not last long. Man, the crown and glory of all creation, was tempted to aspire above his place. He yielded—against both duty and self-interest—and so fell below it. He lost the divine image: the wisdom, power, and purity in which he had been made. No longer fit for paradise, he was expelled from the garden of God and driven out like a poor wanderer from the presence of the Lord, to roam the earth among the beasts.


Yet God who made him had pity on him. God saw that man was deceived—that it was not malice or original presumption, but the cunning of the serpent who had first fallen from his own state. The serpent had worked through the woman, man’s own companion, whom he had first deceived. So God, in his infinite goodness and wisdom, provided a way to repair the breach, recover the loss, and restore fallen man through a nobler and more excellent Adam, promised to be born of a woman. Just as the evil one had prevailed upon man through a woman, so also through a woman would come the one who would prevail against him, crush his head, and deliver man from his power. This promise was personally and fully accomplished—in a remarkable way—by the Son of God in the flesh, in the fullness of time, as man’s Savior and Redeemer.


But his power was not limited to that time. Both before and since his blessed appearance in the flesh, he has been the light and life, the rock and strength of all who have ever feared God. He was present with them in their temptations, followed them in their travels and afflictions, and supported and carried them through every difficulty of their earthly pilgrimage. By this power, Abel’s heart excelled Cain’s. Seth obtained preeminence. Enoch walked with God. It was this power that contended with the old world—which they rebelled against—and that sanctified and instructed Noah to salvation.


The outward form of God’s dealings after man’s fall, especially among the patriarchs, was generally through angels, as the Old Testament scriptures express in many places—as with Abraham, Jacob, and others. The next form was the law given through Moses, which was also delivered by angels, as the apostle tells us. This arrangement was very outward and suited to a low, dependent state. The apostle Paul called it a schoolmaster, meant to point people toward the Messiah and prepare them to long for him (Galatians 3:24). The Messiah would deliver them from the bondage of ceremony and imperfect religion by letting them know the realities that those outward representations only symbolized. In this time, the law was written on stone. The temple was built with hands. There was an outward priesthood and external rites and ceremonies—all shadows of the good things to come, serving only until the Seed came, or the more excellent and universal revelation of Christ, to whom the promise belonged. In him it was yes and amen—even life from death, immortality, and eternal life.


The prophets foresaw this and comforted the believing Jews in its certainty. This was the peak of the Mosaic arrangement, which ended in John’s ministry. John was the forerunner of the Messiah, and John’s work was completed in Christ, the fullness of all things. Then God, who at various times and in many ways had spoken to the fathers through his servants the prophets, spoke to humanity through his Son Christ Jesus, who is heir of all things (Hebrews 1:1–2). This was the gospel day—the dispensation of sonship. It brought a nearer covenant and a better hope: the beginning of the glory of the latter days and the restoration of all things—yes, the restoration of the kingdom to Israel.


Now the Spirit—more sparingly given in former times—began to be poured out on all flesh, according to the prophet Joel (Joel 2:28). And the light that had shone in darkness, or only dimly before, God now caused to shine out of darkness. The day-star began to rise in the hearts of believers, giving them the knowledge of God in the face of his Son Christ Jesus (2 Corinthians 4:6).


Now the poor in spirit, the meek, the true mourners, those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the peacemakers, the pure in heart, the merciful, and the persecuted came especially into remembrance before the Lord (Matthew 5:3–10). They were sought out and blessed by Israel’s true Shepherd. Old Jerusalem and her children grew outdated, and the new Jerusalem—the mother of the sons of the gospel day—came into view. Therefore, no longer at old Jerusalem or at the mountain of Samaria would God be worshipped above other places. For he is, by his own Son, declared and preached to be a Spirit. He will be known as such and worshipped in the spirit and in truth (John 4:23–24). He will come nearer than in former times. He will write his law on the heart and put his fear and spirit in the inward parts, according to his promise (Jeremiah 31:33). Then signs, types, and shadows fled away, since the light of day had exposed their insufficiency. They could not reach the inside of the cup or cleanse the conscience. All these preliminary forms of worship expired in and through Christ, who is the substance of them all.


To this great and blessed purpose of the Son of God, the apostles testified. Christ had chosen and anointed them by his Spirit to turn the Jews from their prejudice and superstition and the Gentiles from their vanity and idolatry—turning them to Christ’s light and Spirit that shone within them. Through this, they might be made alive from the sins and offenses in which they were dead, to serve the living God in the newness of the Spirit of life. They were to walk as children of the light and of the day—the day of holiness. For those who put on Christ, the light of the world, make no more provision for the flesh to fulfill its lusts (Romans 13:14).


So it was that the light, Spirit, and grace that come through Christ and appear in every person were the divine principle from which the apostles ministered. It was to this principle they turned people’s minds, and in it they gathered and built up the church of Christ in their day. For this reason they instructed believers not to quench the Spirit, but to wait for the Spirit, speak by the Spirit, pray by the Spirit, and walk in the Spirit too (1 Thessalonians 5:19; Galatians 5:25). This was what marked them as truly begotten children of God, born not of flesh and blood or of the will of man, but of the will of God (John 1:13)—by doing his will and denying their own, by drinking of Christ’s cup and being baptized with his baptism of self-denial. This is the way and path that all the heirs of life have ever walked to blessedness.


But even in the apostles’ days—those bright stars of the first magnitude of gospel light—clouds began to appear, foretelling an eclipse of this original glory. Several of the apostles gave early warning to the Christians of their time that even then there was, and would be increasingly, a falling away from the power of godliness and the purity of that spiritual arrangement. This was caused by those who wanted to make a fine outward show but in whom the offense of the cross had ceased. Yet the apostles offered this comforting conclusion: they saw beyond the decline a more glorious time than ever for the true church.


Their vision proved true. What they foretold to the churches they had gathered in the name and power of Jesus came to pass. Christians rapidly degenerated into mere outward observances—special days, dietary rules, and various other ceremonies. Worse still, they fell into strife and contention over these things. They separated from one another, then envied one another, and—when they had the power—persecuted one another. This brought shame and scandal upon their shared Christianity and gave serious offense to the heathen, among whom the Lord had so long and so marvelously preserved them.


When at last they gained worldly power through kings and emperors embracing the Christian faith, they transformed—as much as they could—the kingdom of Christ, which is not of this world, into a worldly kingdom. Or at least they took the worldly kingdom in their hands and called it the kingdom of Christ. So they became worldly, not true Christians. Human inventions and novelties in both doctrine and worship crowded rapidly into the church. The door was opened to this by the coarseness and carnality that had appeared among the majority of Christians. They had long since abandoned the guidance of God’s meek and heavenly Spirit and given themselves to superstition, self-invented worship, and false humility.


And as superstition is blind, so it is headstrong and furious. All must bow to its blind and boundless zeal or perish by it. In the name of the Spirit, they persecuted the very appearance of God’s Spirit in others. They opposed in others what they resisted in themselves—namely, the light, grace, and Spirit of the Lord Jesus Christ. They did this always under the pretext of innovation, heresy, schism, or some other plausible label. Yet Christianity allows no name or excuse whatsoever for persecuting anyone for matters of religion. Christianity is by its very nature meek, gentle, and forbearing. It consists of faith, hope, and love—which no persecutor can possess while remaining a persecutor. For a person cannot believe well, hope well, or have a charitable and tender regard for another while violating that person’s conscience or persecuting their body for matters of faith and worship toward God.


Thus the false church sprang up and seized the seat of authority. Though she had lost her true nature, she insisted on keeping her good name—the Lamb’s bride, the true church, the mother of the faithful. She forced everyone to receive her mark, either in their forehead or right hand—that is, either publicly or privately. But in truth, she was Mystery Babylon, the mother of harlots (Revelation 17:5). She was the mother of all those who, despite their outward show of religion, had gone astray from the Spirit, nature, and life of Christ. They had grown vain, worldly, ambitious, covetous, and cruel—fruits of the flesh, not of the Spirit.
*   *   *
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