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John Owen (1616–1683) considered prayer the heart of all religion: ―All men will readily 

acknowledge that as without it [prayer] there can be no religion at all, so the life and 

exercise of all religion doth principally consist therein.‖
1
 For Owen, prayer was an 

indispensable element of religion, as he again said: ―without it there neither is nor can be 

the exercise of any religion in the world.‖
2
 Owen discussed the subject of prayer at length 

in his treatise, The Work of the Holy Spirit in Prayer, written in 1682.
3
 In this treatise 

Owen thought and wrote inseparably as a theologian of the Holy Spirit, a polemicist, a 

Puritan Renaissance man, and a pastor.
4
 Thus, this article will examine Owen‘s discourse 

in light of these four contexts: (1) pneumatological; (2) polemical; (3) the Puritans as a 

Renaissance movement; and (4) pastoral.      
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The Pneumatological Context 

Owen did not really write a book on prayer per se. His Communion with God (1657),
5
 

which is often thought to be a work on prayer, is not really about prayer; it is rather a 

doctrinal and experiential treatise on the Trinity. Timothy George states that Communion 

with God is Owen‘s ―classic study of Trinitarian spirituality.‖
6
 Moreover, The Work of 

the Holy Spirit in Prayer, while it deals with the subject of prayer, is not a general 

discourse on prayer, but on the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of prayer. William H. Goold, in 

his Prefatory Note to Owen‘s treatise, pointed out:   

The treatise itself unfolds the evidence and nature of the gracious operation of the 

Holy Spirit in prayer, and would be esteemed meager and incomplete if it were 

regarded as a treatise on the whole subject of prayer. To understand its precise 

scope, it must be considered simply as another book in the general work of our 

author on the dispensation and operations of the Holy Spirit. Even the subsidiary 

discussions, on the mental prayer of the church of Rome, and the use of 

devotional formulas, are evidently connected with the peculiar and distinctive 

object of the treatise,—as designed to illustrate the operations of the Spirit in the 

devotional exercise of believers.
7
         

From Owen‘s Preface to the Reader itself, it is clear that his purpose principally 

pertains to the subject of the Holy Spirit:  

This is the design of the ensuing discourse. There is in the Scripture a promise of 

the Holy Ghost to be given unto the church as ―a Spirit of grace and of 

supplications.‖ As such, also, there are particular operations ascribed unto him. 

Mention is likewise frequently made of the aids and assistances which he affords 

unto believers in and unto prayers. Hence they are said to ―pray always with all 

prayer and supplication in the Spirit.‖
8
  

Owen further explained: ―The inquiries before us are concerning the nature of the work 

of the Holy Spirit in the aids and assistances which he gives unto believers in and unto 
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their prayers, according unto the mind of God.‖
9
 Again in the beginning of the body of 

his treatise, he said, ―my purpose is not to treat of the nature, necessity, properties, uses, 

effects, and advantages, of this gracious duty [i.e. prayer]….The interest of the Holy 

Spirit of God by his gracious operations in it is that alone which I shall inquire into.‖
10

 

It is therefore essential to read Owen‘s treatise, and to understand his thoughts on 

prayer in a pneumatological context. Goold is right to assert that this disquisition is part 

of Owen‘s general work on pneumatology.
11

 Sinclair Ferguson puts it this way:  

Owen gave the theme of prayer extended treatment in only one place, in the 

context of his work on the Holy Spirit. It is therefore concerned particularly with 

the work of the Spirit in prayer, and is characterized by the vigour and strength of 

the doctrine of prayer elucidated in the reformed tradition of the previous 

century.‖
12

  

Nevertheless this treatise may be considered Owen‘s most comprehensive 

published work in regard to prayer.  

 

Owen as a Primary Theologian of the Holy Spirit 

Owen wrote on prayer as a primary theologian of the Holy Spirit. His concept of prayer is 

framed by his doctrine of the Spirit.
13

 In fact, he is regarded as ―a pioneer in the doctrine 

of the Spirit.‖
14

 Goold stated, ―It has sometimes been questioned if Owen, with all his 

excellencies and gifts, has any claim to be regarded as an original thinker [i.e., of the 

doctrine of the Spirit]. This treatise of itself substantiates such a claim in his behalf.‖
15
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Owen himself seems to have claimed this title for himself: ―I know not any who ever 

went before me in this design of representing the whole economy of the Holy Spirit, with 

all his adjuncts, operations, and effects….‖ 
16

 Geoffrey Nuttall gives an interesting 

annotation to this statement:     

When John Owen…declares, ‗I know not of any who ever went before me in this 

Design of representing the whole economy of the Holy Spirit‘, he is neither 

ignorant of, nor antagonistic to, the work of the early Fathers… Neither Owen nor 

any of his fellow authors is concerned to deny or to controvert the classic 

expositions of the doctrine. Their concern is rather to draw out its implications for 

faith and practice. What is new, and what justifies Owen in his claim to be among 

the pioneers, is the place given in Puritan exposition to experience, and its 

acceptance as a primary authority, in the way indicated in the passage just quoted. 

The interest is primarily not dogmatic, at least not in any theoretic sense, it is 

experimental. There is theology, but, in a way which has hardly been known since 

St. Augustine, it is a theologia pectoris [theology of the heart].
17

    

 

Owen as a Practical Theologian of the Holy Spirit  

From Nuttall‘s assertion, what is fascinating about Owen as a pneumatologist is that he 

was not only concerned with the theology of the Holy Spirit, but also with the application 

of that theology to other dimensions of doctrine and life. Ferguson observes that it was 

Owen‘s passion to translate ―knowledge into experience.‖
18

 Owen answered inquiries not 

only about the person of the Spirit, but about His work as well; thus, his treatise is 

specifically on The Work of the Holy Spirit in Prayer. In this concern for application and 

exeperience he differed from other theologians who had gone before him. As Ferguson 

says:  

He was well aware that a number of the Church Fathers of the first five 

centuries had written on the doctrine of the Holy Spirit (Owen was 

familiar with the work of such great early luminaries as Cyprian, Basil of 

Caesarea and John Chrysostom, as well as others). But their chief concern 
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was the Spirit‘s divine identity. While Owen lays emphasis on this, he is 

also concerned to expound how the Spirit works.
19

   

Don Everson also stresses a similar point, comparing Owen with the French 

Reformer, John Calvin. ―Calvin had a doctrine of the Holy Spirit,‖ says Everson, ―but it 

was ‗…a necessity of thought rather than something known in experience.‘ In Owen‘s 

thought, the work of the Spirit of God touched and colored almost all of the Christian 

revelation and the Christian life.‖
20

 One may disagree with Everson that Calvin‘s 

pneumatology was ‗…a necessity of thought rather than something known in experience.‘ 

Roy Walter Williams, for instance, states that ―Calvin had a distinctive doctrine of the 

Holy Spirit which included both objective theories and subjective experience; sometimes 

he combined both, as he did in his concept of the self-authentication of the Scripture 

through the indwelling Spirit in the Christian.‖
21

 However, this experiential 

pneumatology already found in Calvin (and in other Reformers), did not reach its 

maturity until the time of the Puritans, who brought it to its pinnacle. As Williams says: 

―experiential pneumatology‖ is a ―unique contribution of the Puritans.‖
22

 Ferguson notes 

that it was the Reformers who recovered ―an understanding and experience of the role of 

the Holy Spirit in the church and in the individual.‖
23

 But it was the Puritans who 

developed it. Williams further claims that ―the economy of the Holy Spirit in prayer was 

a central concept for both Puritan doctrine of the Christian life and the worship of the 

church.‖
24

 This special emphasis on the Spirit‘s work in prayer is conspicuous in the 

treatise of Owen in whose writings experiential pneumatology ―finds its culmination,‖ as 

Williams says
25
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Unlike Owen, Calvin devoted many pages to the subject of prayer in his 

Institutes.
26

 Yet as far as pneumatological emphasis on prayer is concerned, Owen 

undoubtedly surpassed Calvin.
27

 Why did Owen stress the pneumatological dimension of 

prayer? Owen wrote: ―…it cannot be denied but that the work and actings of the Spirit of 

grace in and towards believers with respect unto the duty of prayer are more frequently 

and expressly asserted in the Scripture than his operations with respect unto any other 

particular grace or duty whatever.‖
28

 Owen saw that the Scripture itself puts special 

emphasis on the Spirit‘s role in prayer. ―Without this [i.e. the Spirit‘s work]…it will be 

granted that no man can pray as he ought.‖
29

   

 

The Polemical Context 

Owen not only wrote as a theologian of the Holy Spirit on the subject of prayer; he also 

wrote as a polemicist, as one engaged in a battle of ideas. One reason why Owen was 

concerned to study of the operation of the Spirit in prayer is that he wanted to provide 

biblical teaching to refute erroneous persuasions and practices of prayer that he found to 

be rooted in unbiblical pneumatology. Carl Trueman, in light of all of Owen‘s writings, 

groups Owen‘s theological opponents into three broad categories: Papists, Arminians, 

and Socinians. He says, ―Of these three, the Papists were the least important to Owen and 

took up proportionately less of his time.‖
30

 Ferguson, on the other hand, in the context of 

Owen‘s entire discourse on the Spirit, sees three polemical targets: ―[1] Ritualism that 

retains a form of godliness but has no experience of its power; [2] rationalism that is 
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rooted in man rather than in revelation; [3] spiritualism that placed its stress on the 

immediacy of experiences rather than on the already given revelation in Scripture.‖
31

 In 

Owen‘s The Work of the Holy Spirit in Prayer, his polemics are directed at the Roman 

Catholic Church, as the chief proponents of empty ritualism.    

 

Owen’s Polemical Opponents: the Papists 

Owen was particularly concerned with the issue of the use of forms of prayer found in the 

chief Roman liturgical books—the Roman Breviary and the Missal.
32

 In particular, 

Owen‘s last two chapters address this issue.
33

 To Owen, the use of these ―set or humanly-

devised forms of prayer‖
34

 is by implication a rejection of the aids and assistances of the 

Holy Spirit in prayer. Owen argued that nowhere in the Scripture are Christians 

commanded to compose prayers for others; they are commanded to pray for others, but 

not to write prayers for them.
35

 Nonetheless, Owen was not completely against the use of 

forms of prayer. He explained, ―Whatever forms of prayer were given out unto the use of 

the church by divine authority and inspiration, as the Lord’s Prayer and the Psalms or 

Prayers of David, they are to have their everlasting use therein, according unto what they 

were designed unto.‖
36

 So while Owen ardently repudiates the use of any set or written 

prayers, he made an exception for prayers found in the Scriptures.   

 

Owen’s Principles in Prayer  

Owen had two rules of judgment that he used in his treatise to address his polemical 

target: ―Scripture revelation and spiritual experience of them that do believe.‖
37

 But along 
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with these two, he adds what he calls ―some generally-allowed principles.‖
38

 These three 

rules will be briefly discussed below.  

  

1. Scripture revelation.  

Owen, like the Reformers, held the sola scriptura principle, which states that the sacred 

Scripture is the only authoritative source for faith and practice. Owen applied this 

principle to his theology of prayer, asserting that prayer must be regulated by Scripture 

alone. In his Preface to the Reader, he said: ―All other reasonings, from customs, 

traditions, and feigned consequences, are here of no use.‖
39

 Owen was talking about the 

Roman Catholic Church, which reasoned from her traditions to justify the content and 

form of her prayers. He also mentioned, in the context of forms of prayer found in the 

Roman Missal, that ―common people, at least of the communion of the papal church, do 

believe it [Mass book] to be as much of a divine original as the Scripture….‖
40

 Owen, on 

the other hand, with his sola scriptura principle, based his reasoning on his exposition of 

the Scripture: ―Wherefore, the foundation of the whole ensuing discourse is laid in the 

consideration and exposition of some of those texts of Scripture wherein these things are 

expressly revealed and proposed unto us….‖
41

 Owen put Scripture above tradition. 

Owen‘s regulative principle in prayer is the ground of his frequent mention of praying 

―according to the mind of God,‖
42

 by which he means praying according to the word of 

God, as opposed to the traditions of men.   

   

2. Spiritual experience.     

Owen‘s second rule of judgment is the ―spiritual experience of them that do believe,‖ 

which he did not elaborate. However, aware of fallen man‘s tendency to false kinds of 

spiriuality, he asserted that this spiritual experience ―is to be regulated by the former [i.e., 
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Scripture revelation].‖
43

 He went on to say that once this spiritual experience is regulated 

by the Scripture, ―it is a safe rule unto them in whom it is.‖
44

 So the addition of this 

spiritual experience does not contradict Owen‘s sola scriptura principle. He rather sought 

to avoid yet another tendency of fallen man, to a ritualism devoid of genuine spiritual life 

and power. For Owen, prayer must be both scriptural and experiential.            

At the end of his discussion concerning these two rules of judgment, Owen 

concluded,  

The substance of what we plead from Scripture and experience is only this, That 

whereas God hath graciously promised his Holy Spirit, as a Spirit of grace and 

supplications, unto them that do believe, enabling them to pray according to his 

mind and will, in all the circumstances and capacities wherein they are, or which 

they may be called unto, it is the duty of them who are enlightened with the truth 

hereof to expect those promised aids and assistances in and unto their prayers, 

and to pray according to the ability which they receive thereby.
45

  

    

3. Some generally-allowed principles.         

Besides the two rules of judgment mentioned already, Owen appends what he describes 

as ―some generally-allowed principles‖ in prayer: ―But moreover, as was before 

intimated, there are some generally-allowed principles, which, though not always duly 

considered, yet cannot at any time be modestly denied, that give direction towards the 

right performance of our duty herein.‖
46

 Then he enumerated eight principles. 

1) ―It is the duty of every man to pray for himself.‖  

2) ―It is the duty of some, by virtue of natural relation or of office, to pray 

with and for others also.‖ 

3) ―Every one who prayeth, either by himself and for himself, or with 

others and for them, is obliged, as unto all the uses, properties, and 

circumstances of prayer, to pray as well as he is able….‖ 

4) ―In our reasonable service, the best wherewith we can serve God 

consists in the intense, sincere actings of the faculties and affections of 

our minds, according unto their respective powers, through the use of 

the best assistances we can attain.‖  
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5) ―There is no man but, in the use of the aids which God hath prepared 

for that purpose, is able to pray according to the will of God, and as he 

is in duty obliged, whether he pray by himself and for himself, or with 

others and for them also.‖  

6) ―We are expressly commanded to pray, but are nowhere commanded 

to make prayers for ourselves, much less for others.‖  

7) ―There is assistance promised unto believers to enable them to pray 

according unto the will of God; there is no assistance promised to 

enable any to make prayers for others.‖ 

8) ―Whatever forms of prayer were given out unto the use of the church 

by divine authority and inspiration, as the Lord‘s Prayer and the 

Psalms or Prayers of David, they are to have their everlasting use 

therein, according unto what they were designed unto.‖
47

    

 

These eight principles stand as a concise summation of Owen‘s treatise on prayer.   

 

The Puritan Renaissance Context 

Owen was beyond doubt a Puritan. He was in fact born in a place ―noted for its Puritan 

and Reformed sympathies.‖
48

 But Owen can also be called a Puritan Renaissance man, as 

Sebastian Rehnman says: ―The plurality of influences present in Owen‘s thought firmly 

establishes him as a typical Renaissance man.‖
49

 This plurality of influences includes a 

return to patristic and medieval roots. In The Work of the Holy Spirit in Prayer, Owen 

cited church fathers (Didymus the Blind, Chrysostom, Origen, and Augustine)
50

 and 

medieval writers (Bernard of Clairvaux, John Damascene, and the Venerable Bede)
51

 to 

strengthen his Reformed perspective on prayer. Interestingly, Owen did not refer to the 

works of the Protestant Reformers in his treatise. One reason for this may be ―the habit of 

seventeenth century authors of refraining from referring to contemporary authors because 

those of great antiquity were more fashionable.‖
52
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Owen also quoted pagan authors (Livy, Virgil, and Cato the Elder)
53

 for the same 

purpose—to fortify his theological argument in his discourse. The quoting of these pagan 

writers shows something about Owen‘s character—that he would not hesitate to use 

pagan classical writings in support of his Reformed position.
54

 Owen also dialogued with 

Plotinus
55

 (a pagan philosopher, who had been influential to some of the church Fathers) 

and Cressey
56

 (a seventeenth century writer and supporter of the pope). This proves 

Owen to be well-versed in both classical and contemporary writings of his day. His 

treatise is a masterpiece that reflects his scholarship as a Puritan Renaissance man.       

           

The Pastoral Context 

Owen‘s pastoral heart can be seen in his words when after surveying his polemical 

opponents, he says: ―That which should principally guide us in the management of this 

inquiry is, that it be done unto spiritual advantage and edification, without strife or 

contention.‖
57

 So while writing as a theologian and polemicist, Owen was very pastoral 

in his heart. He did not write to merely investigate the truth and refute errors, but to also 

promote spiritual growth. Ferguson testifies of this: ―My own reading of Owen has 

convinced me that everything he wrote for his contemporaries had a practical and 

pastoral aim in view—the promotion of true Christian living.‖
58

  

Owen‘s pastoral concern is also evident by the way he practically applied his 

teachings to church members. For instance, after asserting that ―It is the duty of some, by 

virtue of natural relation or of office, to pray with and for others also,‖
59

 he addressed 

Christian parents: ―So is it the duty of parents and masters of families to pray with and 
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for their children and households.‖ He also addressed his fellow pastors, saying: ―In the 

like manner it is the duty of ministers to pray with and for their flocks, by virtue of 

special institution.‖
60

 This is noteworthy because so much of Owen‘s book is theological 

and polemical in nature; but, as John Piper says, ―He [Owen] was always essentially a 

pastor….All of his writing was done in the press of pastoral duties.‖
61

  

Hence, Owen as a pneumatologist probed the truth; as a polemicist he protected 

the truth; as a Puritan Renaissance man, he reinforced the truth with appeals to patristic, 

medieval, and even pagan sources; and finally, as a pastor he practiced the truth.   

 

Owen’s Practical Definition of Prayer 

Despite his deep theological reflection, Owen defined prayer in a very practical way: ―a 

gift, ability, or spiritual faculty of exercising faith, love, reverence, fear, delight, and 

other graces, in a way of vocal requests, supplication, and praises unto God.‖
62

 Prayer is 

―the most natural and most eminent way and means of our converse with God….‖
63

 It is 

―the vital breath of our spiritual life unto God.‖
64

 It is a gracious duty of those who 

believe in God, as Owen said: ―To own a Divine Being is to own that which is to be 

prayed for unto, and that it is our duty so to do.‖
65

 Prayer is an acknowledgment of the 

presence of God. Therefore, to neglect to pray is ―a sufficient evidence of practical 

atheism (for he that prayeth not says in his heart, ‗There is no God‘).‖
66
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Owen’s Concept of the Holiness of Prayer 

One thing that deserves attention in Owen‘s treatise is his emphasis on holiness in regard 

to prayer. He calls prayer a ―holy practice.‖
67

 Prayer, for Owen, is a ―holy intercourse 

with God,‖ which includes a ―holy delight in God.‖
68

 On one occasion, he said that to 

deny the peculiar aids and assistance of the Holy Spirit in prayer is ―to overthrow the 

foundation of the holiness and comfort of all believers.‖
69

 Thus, in Owen‘s thinking, 

biblical prayer is foundational to Christian holiness. Owen explained to his readers that 

the Holy Spirit helps them to pray, ―that the issue of their supplication may be the 

improvement of holiness in them, and thereby their conformity unto God, with their 

nearer access unto him.‖
70

 In short, prayer must be for the advancement of our 

sanctification, or growth in holiness. It must make us more and more godly. If this is not 

the case, says Owen, our prayer is ―an abomination‖ to the Lord,
71

 because our practice 

of prayer must produce progress in our personal piety. Indeed, this is Owen‘s goal in life, 

the pursuit of holiness. Piper says, ―From his writings and from the testimony of others it 

seems fair to say that the aim of personal holiness in all of life, and the mortifying of all 

known sin, really was the labor not only of his teaching but of his personal life.‖
72

   

It is not then an exaggeration when David Clarkson, during the funeral service of 

Owen, gave this address: ―I need not to tell you of this who knew him, that it was his 

great Design to promote Holiness in the Life and Exercise of it among you….‖
73

 

 

Conclusion 

John Owen‘s view of prayer can be best seen in The Work of the Holy Spirit in Prayer. 

Though this book was written primarily as a treatise on the Spirit, it is here that Owen 
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reveals his thoughts on prayer explicitly and extensively. One also finds here Owen 

writing on prayer simultaneously as a pneumatologist, polemist, Puritan Renaissance 

writer, and pastor. As a pneumatologist, he explored prayer as a dimension of the 

theology of the Holy Spirit; as a polemicist, he protected the biblical doctrine and 

practice of prayer from the corruptions of his theological opponents; as a Puritan 

Renaissance writer, he supported up his position with the use of patristic, medieval, and 

even pagan sources; and as a pastor, he put this doctrine of prayer experientially into 

practical application. 


