Module 313: Robert Browne

A Treatise of Reformation Without Tarrying for Any by Robert Browne
(1582) Transcribed from the original with spelling and punctuation
modernized by Stephen Tomkins. Introduced by Stephen Tomkins.
Edited for the web and further modernized by Dan Graves.

“The Lord’s people is of the willing sort.”
Module Introduction.

Robert Browne was the first leader of the English separatist
movement in the time of Elizabeth I. This movement grew out of
the Puritan protest, but it was far more extreme. The Puritans
were just lobbying for change in the national church; some
wanted a little less Catholic-style ritual, some wanted a whole
reorganization of the church. The separatists were so
disenchanted with the national church that they left it and set up
their own illegal underground congregations. In fact, they
rejected the very idea of a state church that incorporated every
person and enforced its religion by law. They believed that true
churches should only be for people who join of their own free
will, and restricted to the genuinely holy.

This Treatise of Robert Browne’s is aimed at the Puritans. They
longed for the churches to be reformed and improved, but if they
weren’t, well that’s too bad, they just had to put up with it. They
certainly weren’t going to break the law by changing the
churches themselves, or leaving to set up their own. Browne
accuses them of bowing to the government of the land instead of
the rule of Christ. He also asks what the reform of the church has
to do with the government anyway, arguing that the state has no
business interfering in matters between God and his people.

It is hard to realize just how scandalously radical Browne’s
opinions were in the 1580s because they are more or less taken
for granted today. A national church was what held society
together and had done for a millennium.

This is one of the first writings for religious liberty in the English
language. Browne has been called the father of the

Congregationalists and is certainly a grandfather of the Baptists.
It was the second generation of separatists that took their ideas



of religious freedom on the Mayflower. How much influence his
actual writings have had is very hard to say; but this is sure few
people who lived then could have dreamed how successful his
ideas would become.

We hold all those preachers and teachers accursed which will
not do the duties of pastors and teachers till the magistrates
[government officials] force them to. They say the time is
not yet come to build the Lord’s house; they must tarry for
the magistrates and for parliaments to do it; they lack the
civil sword, in truth; and the magistrates hinder the Lord’s
building and kingdom and keep away his government.

Are they not ashamed thus to slander the magistrate? They
have run their own swords upon the wall and broken them,
and now they would snatch for themselves the magistrate’s
sword.

Indeed, can the Lord’s spiritual government be no way
executed but by the civil sword, or is this the judgment that
is written: “Such honor shall be to all his saints?” Is this “to
bind the Kings in chains and the nobles in fetters of iron by
the high acts of God in their mouths and a two-edged sword
in their hand?” (Psalm 149:6-9)—those bands and chains
(which are the spiritual power of the church) they have
broken from themselves and yet they would have the
magistrates bound with them to begin discipline. They would
make the magistrates more than gods yet also worse than
beasts. For they teach that a lawful pastor must give over
his charge at their discharging, and when they withhold the
church government it ought to cease, though the church go
to ruin thereby. Behold now, does not the Lord’s kingdom
give place to theirs? And do not they pull down the head,
Christ Jesus, to set up the hand of the magistrate?
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If the magistrates are enemies to the Lord’s kingdom, why
are not these men better warriors to behold the same? For



they give up the weapons of their warfare into the enemies’
hands, and then say they cannot do anything because of
this. (By “their weapons,” I mean those of which Paul
speaks, that “they are not carnal, but mighty through God to
cast down strongholds” and so forth.) These weapons they
have given away, for they have not the keys of the kingdom
to bind and loose and to retain or pronounce “remitted” the
sins of men, seeing they grant there is much open
wickedness incurable among them and also insist that it
needs to be tolerated. Yes they have given up these keys to
the government authorities or to the spiritual courts, and
therefore have no right to call themselves the church of God
or lawful pastors of it.

“Christ is at the right hand of God, gone up into heaven,”
says Peter, “to whom the angels and powers and might are
subject.” How then should his power tarry for the
government, except they think they are better able to
uphold it than he?

If they [the magistrates] be of their flocks, why should they
tarry for them - unless they would have the sheep to force
the shepherd unto his duty? Indeed, the government may
force him, but it is his shame to tarry till he be forced. Be
ashamed therefore, you foolish shepherds, and do not lay
the responsibility on the magistrates, as though they should
do that which in building the Lord’s kingdom the apostles
and prophets were not allowed to do! They could not force
religion, as you would have the government do, and it was
forbidden to the apostles to preach to the unworthy or force
a planting or government of the church. The Lord’s kingdom
is not by force, neither by an army or strength, as are the
kingdoms of the world.
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There is no end of their pride and cruelty which ascend up
and sit in the public officer’s chair and strike the people with
continual plague, and such of them as have not gotten a
runny nose, cry for ‘Discipline! Discipline!’, that is, for civil
force to imprison the people, or otherwise by violence to
handle and beat them if they will not obey them.

But the Lord shall bring them down to the dust and to the pit
as abominable carcasses—those who would be above the
clouds, yes who dare presume on the throne of Christ Jesus
and usurp that authority and calling in his church which is
opposed and contrary to his kingdom and government.

This shall appear afterward; in the meantime, let them know
that the Lord’s true people is of the willing sort. They shall
come to Zion and enquire the way to Jerusalem, not by force
or compulsion, but with their faces turned that way. Yes, like
he-goats they shall be before the flock for the haste they
have going to Zion, and they themselves shall call for the
covenant, saying "Come and let us hold fast to the Lord in a
perpetual covenant that shall never be forgotten.” For it is
the conscience and not the power of man that will drive us
to seek the Lord’s kingdom.

Discussion Starters:

Why do you think the puritans “tarried for the magistrate?”
Why not take over the parish church and reform it
despite the government (as Protestants under Catholic
rule had done in France) or start an underground
church like Browne?

“They have run their own swords upon the wall and broken
them, and now would they snatch unto them the
Magistrate’s sword.” What kind of “sword” does Browne
believe a true Christian minister ought to wield? What
kind of sword was the Puritan minister depending on
instead?

What arguments does Browne use to show that a minister
can and must disobey any government that wants to



have a say in how he runs his church? Do you find him
convincing?

“They have not the keys of the Kingdom to bind and loose
and to retain or pronounce remitted the sins of men,
seeing they grant much open wickedness incurable
among them.” The law of England compelled everyone
to attend communion at the parish church. Puritans
wanted to exclude the most notorious sinners. The
separatists were extremely strict and excluded people
for e.g. taking a walk on the Sabbath. Which approach
do you think is better?

Would you, like Browne, protest against a government that
tried to control your church services? Would you also
expect the government intervene to stop a cult mass
suicide? If so, when is it right for the state to interfere
with religion, and when is it wrong?

“The Lord’s people is of the willing sort.” And yet Browne
believed that Christians should compel their children to
come to church. Was he right? If so, why are children
an exception?

In Browne’s time, just about every person in England went
to church and heard sermons and bible readings and
said prayers every week. Today, they have the freedom
Browne called for, and church attendance is no more
than 8% of the population. Is that a price worth paying
for free will? Has free attendance always resulted in
such low turn out in England? What was the quality of
worship and sermon in the average church when
worship was forced?

Bible Verses

Romans 13:1-7

Psalm 2

Psalm 149

Matthew 10:17-20, 26-39
Matthew 18:15-20



