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Lesson Twenty-Seven
Friends of the Faith

Charles Spurgeon (1834-1892)

Charles Haddon Spurgeon was known as the Prince of
Preachers. He preached over 600 times before the age of 20.
He would preach, and he also wrote sermons that he would
distribute. The collection of all of his sermons, technically,
is the largest set of books ever written by a single author
in the history of the Christian church.

The Prince of Preachers, Charles Spurgeon, it was said that he
could read before he could talk. His grandfather was a preacher, and he would go
into his study at the age of three and pull the Puritans off of his shelves and sit and
read.

But he talks about how he was not a Christian. Though he knew the things of God, he
couldn't take hold of it. He said he still felt the shackles of sin. He describes it as
agony and despair over the state of his own soul.

It is not knowledge that makes one a Christian. James says the demons have
knowledge. The demons have perfect Trinitarian theology. They have perfect
theology of Jesus. But they don't worship Him. He is not their Lord.

Spurgeon had the knowledge, but his heart was not given over to the Lord until the
age of 15. At the age of 15 on a snowy morning as he was going to his church, he
couldn't get there because there was so much snow. He turns into a primitive
Methodist church. Not his denomination, but he just wants to go to church.

Here is Spurgeon’s description of what happened as he had been agonizing over his
own soul for years and years and years until this day comes.

“Sometimes I think I might have been in darkness and despair now had it not been
for the goodness of God in sending a snowstorm one Sunday morning when I was
going to the place of worship. When I could go no further, I turned down a court and
came to a little primitive Methodist chapel. In that chapel there might have been a
dozen people. The minister did not come that morning. Snowed up, I suppose. A poor
man, a shoemaker of something of that sort, went up into the pulpit to preach. The
text was, look unto me, and be ye saved all the ends of the earth. Isaiah 45:22. He did
not even pronounce the words rightly, but that did not matter. He began like this. ‘My
dear friends, this is a very simple text indeed. It says, look. Now, that does not take a
great deal of effort. It ain't lifting your foot or your finger. It's just look. Well, a man
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need not go to college to learn how to look. You may be the biggest fool in the world,
yet you can look. A man need not be worth $1,000 a year to look. Anyone can look. A
child can look. But this is what the text says. This is not only what the text says. It
says, look unto me. Many of you are looking to yourselves. No use looking there.
You'll never find comfort in yourselves. Look unto me. I am sweating great drops of
blood. Look unto me. I am hanging on a cross. Look, I am dead and buried. Look unto
me. I rise again. Look unto me. I ascend. And I am sitting at the Father's right hand.
Oh, look to me. Look to me.’ Then he looked at me under the gallery and said, young
man, you look very miserable. And you will be miserable. Miserable in life and
miserable in death if you do not obey my text. But if you obey it now, this moment,
you will be saved. Young man, look to Jesus Christ. There and then the cloud was
gone. The darkness had rolled away. In that moment I saw the sun, and I could have
risen that moment and sung with the most enthusiastic of them, of the precious
blood of Jesus Christ.”?

- At 15, the darkness finally lifts, he sees the sun and comes to know Jesus as his
Savior and instantly is desperate to serve the Lord.

- He did not go to college, but he would be one of the most well-read people in all of
England, if not the most.

- He would go around teaching in different Bible studies. And at age 17, Spurgeon
taught a Bible study at Water Street Baptist Church.

- The congregation was amazed, they ask him to be their pastor, and there is a great
revival.

- This town is known for incredible sin and there is a revival that breaks out as a
result of his preaching. They would gather outside the small chapel and look
through the windows to hear him preaching.

- The membership went from 40 to 400 almost instantly. He pastored there for two
years.

- From 17 to 19, he is leading this church. Then New Park Street Baptist Church, a
very famous church in London that had several very famous pastors, was looking for
a pastor and looking for people to fill the pulpit.

- So, they ask young Spurgeon to come fill in one Sunday. And he says yes. He goes
and preaches.

- People are mocking this teenager that is preaching. But after he preaches, they are
spellbound by his sermon and instantly ask him the next week to be their pastor.

- The New Park Street Baptist Church, which later was renamed the Metropolitan
Tabernacle, is where Spurgeon ministered from age 19 to the end of his life at, at age
57.

- Similar to Water Street Baptist Church, there was incredible growth instantly. They
had a membership of about 200. Within a week, they were turning away hundreds
of people. Within a month, turning away thousands of people, membership rose to
6,000 very rapidly.

- Spurgeon knew almost all of them by name. What would characterize Spurgeon is
not that he did the preaching and nothing else. He was a pastor. He cared for his
people.
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- His preaching ability was simply unlike anything anybody had ever seen. He would
write sermons and publish them.

- They would sell about 20,000 copies of his written sermons a week, which would
make him very wealthy. He quickly became the most famous pastor in the world. His
church became the largest church in the world. And he would use all of those funds
to fund other ministries that we will look at in a moment.

- He would have been considered a millionaire. But by the end of his life, he left his
wife 2,000 pounds, because almost all of their money went to funding either
building projects or 66 other ministries that he started, all funded by him.

- It was said that not a week went by where there wasn't a conversion, either by his
preached sermon or his written sermon.

Reasons for Revival Under Spurgeon

- What was it that made him the prince of preachers, other than the Spirit powerfully
moving? It is not man who changes heart, it is the Spirit. But what was it about
Spurgeon?

- There are three things that were stamps of the person of Charles Haddon Spurgeon
that affected his ministry and led to this idea of him being the prince of preachers
and led to this incredible revival all through London.

1. The firstis that he saw Christian growth as a direct result of knowing God and
exploring the infinity of his God, knowing, loving and communing with his God.

- There is absolutely no separation in Spurgeon between the head and the heart.
There is not what you believe over here and then your spiritual prayer life over
there. For him, those two things are completely united. He says:

“This the most excellent study for expanding the soul, spiritual life, not head
knowledge. The most excellent, excellent study for expanding the soul is the science
of Christ and him crucified and the knowledge of the Godhead and the glorious
Trinity. Nothing will so enlarge the intellect and nothing so magnify the whole soul of
man as a devout, earnest, continued investigation of the great subject of Deity, and
whilst humbling and expanding the subject is immensely comforting. Oh, there is, in
contemplating Christ, a balm for every wound, in musing on the Father there is a
soothing for every grief and in the influence of the Holy Ghost there is a balsam for
every sore. Would you like, or would you lose your sorrow? Would you drown your
cares? Then go plunge yourself in the Godhead's deepest sea and be lost in his
immensity. And you shall come forth as from a couch of rest, refreshed and
invigorated. I know nothing which can so comfort the soul, so calm the swelling
billows of sorrow and grief, and so speak peace to the winds of trial.”2

- As adevout musing upon the subject of the Godhead, Charles Spurgeon at the age of
20, says that above quote to his congregation.

- Do you want the stress and anxiety that you feel every single day to finally be
relieved? Go plunge yourself into the infinite sea of the God of all comforts.

- Go know the God who says, come to me all who are weary and heavy laden, and I
will give you rest. That is Charles Spurgeon.
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2. The second thing, trusting this infinitely good God in the midst of absolute, horrible
relentless opposition that came from about every category that can be conceived.

- He was constantly persecuted, he was constantly hated, he was constantly slandered
and constantly oppressed from every side. His entire ministry.

- Here is a quick story from when he was 22.

- He had been at the New Park Street Baptist Church in London for three years. It is
growing like crazy.

- They want to expand the building and so they are going to take a couple weeks as
they are expanding the building to meet in the Surrey Garden Music Hall, which had
a capacity of about 10,000.

- People thought, he is never going to fill this. People won't come. But they did. Every
seat was filled and the rows were filled, the aisles were filled, the stairway was
filled.

- One of his enemies had snuck in, someone who didn't like him, and screamed, right
when everything was packed, fire. And there was chaos.

- Everyone flees and the balcony ends up falling, the rail gives way, many people are
trampled and 28 are taken to the hospital as a result of this. Seven people die in this
chaos. Spurgeon had to be led to another room where he collapsed almost
unconscious from the stress.

- This would be a traumatic event that would mark his entire life, he says, “perhaps
never a soul went so near the burning furnace of insanity and yet came away
unharmed.”

- But he did not come away unharmed. He was human. He feels all of this. In fact, one
of his friends, who is one of his early biographers says, “I cannot but think from
what I saw that his comparatively early death might have been in some
measure due to the furnace of mental suffering he endured on and after that
fearful night.”3

- His wife Susanna gave birth the next day to their two sons. After giving birth, she
developed a disease that was somewhat unknown at the time and had an operation
that was very unsuccessful.

- She could never have children again and she became an invalid for the rest of her
life. She almost never heard him preach.

- That was immediately after this incident at the music hall. Imagine at 22, having this
horrible event. He can’t be comforted by his family. He must be strong for his new
babies and ill wife.

- The newspapers, not Christian newspapers, but the mainstream newspapers of
London, slandered him all the time. Other pastors all around him hated him. Some
publicly said he wasn't a Christian. He is constantly being slandered.

- He had physical ailments. He had gout, which he said was worse than a cobra bite.
He had rheumatism and then inflammation of the kidneys, Bright's disease. He is
constantly in pain.

- And then on top of this, he would say the worst of all of it was relentless depression.
Relentless depression that he didn't know the source of. He would be so depressed,
he said he would just weep like a baby and have no idea why he wept.

- Towards the end of his life, as if all these weren't bad enough, his denomination goes
through a horrible theological controversy.
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- Asliberal theology is sweeping through the Baptist Union, his denomination,
Spurgeon is fighting against it. He is urging the Baptist Union to adopt a statement of
faith, to reject theological liberalism, but they refuse.

- So, Spurgeon decides that he and his church will leave the denomination. The
denomination, as well as close friends, publicly censure him. He said that fight
almost killed him.

- Yetin the midst of all of this, he continued to trust God and press on and continue to
look to the Lord for his strength. He trusted God’s sovereignty over all these
horrible, horrible oppressions.

- He says this: “It would be a very sharp and trying experience to me to think
that I have an affliction which God never sent me, that the bitter cup was never
filled by his hand, and that my trials were never measured out by him or sent
to me by his arrangement of their weight and their quantity.”#

- Spurgeon, in the midst of all this, says, at the end of the day, there is an infinitely
good, infinitely perfect sovereign God in control of all of this. And that gives him
comfort.

- What would be the most terrifying thing to Spurgeon is to say, God is not in control
of this. Somebody else is. He can't help me in the midst of all this. He doesn't have an
infinitely wiser plan in the midst of all this.

- Thatis what got him through. Not by doing what so many in our day do, which is
trying to distance God from things that seem bad. But rather by saying, I am human;
He is God; His ways are higher than my ways.

- It would be a terrifying thing to think God was not in control of all this. He trusts
God in the midst of all of these trials. That is what gave him strength and that is what
gave him perseverance.

3. Number three. Spurgeon had an almost supernatural ability to serve the Lord.
People in his day didn't know how he had enough time to do all the things that he
did.

- Again, he was preaching every single week, writing sermons that are selling every
single week. On top of that, 66 other ministries, all of them almost completely
funded by Spurgeon.

- He had a pastor's college that he started and planted 18 churches in the first five
years from its graduates. He had an orphanage. It was said that he knew all the kids
in the orphanage by name.

- He had a ministry where they would make clothes for the poor in London. He
started a Bible Distribution Ministry.

- No one knew how he did it all but he did. On top of all this, he read about six dense
theology books a week that he would be able to remember. He also wrote around
140 books.

- Hejust had this supernatural ability to serve his Lord and this lifestyle does kill him.
He dies at 57. He had horrible health exasperated by terrible sleep overseeing
multiple ministries.

- He knew he might die early, but said “glory be to God, I will have less of this earth
and more of heaven.”



Modern Church History Angela Ketterhagen

The last third of his ministry he was too sick to preach. He kept having to go to the
south of France and be refreshed by the French air, which he liked more than
London.

That is Charles Spurgeon, the prince of preachers. This seemingly otherworldly man,
an incredible man of God who loved the Lord.

All of his ministry comes from a heart that sought the face of God. Not just skill. He
was an incredibly skilled man, but ultimately, he was a man who loved his Lord.

Herman Bavinck (1854-1921)

Herman Bavinck is considered one the greatest Reformed
theologians of the 20th century. He was a Dutch theologian and his
writings have only been translated into English in the last 20
years.

The English-speaking world knew of him, but had never read and
studied his writings. Bavinck’s Reformed Dogmatics, his massive
work, was translated in 2008.

There is a growing love from the English-speaking world of this man. His life is
certainly not uninteresting, but it is not why he is well known.

He was a professor of dogmatics and theology, but he is most well-known for his
writings. He lives in the modern world of post-Enlightenment rejection of all things
supernatural, all things nonscientific.

He lives in that world and he sees it throwing out anything that is not scientific.

He says the current of our times is away from Christ and his cross. We don't need
that miracle stuff. We don't need that Jesus is God stuff. But the Bible has some good
morals and some good principles that could really be helpful in transforming our
society and things like that.

So that is how the modern world is treating the Scriptures. Bavinck sees this, hates
it, and views his mission as articulating the Reformed Christian faith in the midst of
this modern world. He is not a fundamentalist saying, well the world is going bad, let
me escape to the desert.

He is saying, let me enter into this world that is rejecting the faith and let me
articulate the faith.

The Christian impulse to escape is not what Jesus longs for us to do. Bavinck is
engaging with his day and fighting against the challenges of the modern world with
the gospel.

The world is looking at Scripture just to see if there is something useful for an
orderly, moral society. But Bavinck fights against this and says the Scriptures are
rather the source and foundation of all theology. We don't look anywhere else.

And similarly, as theology in the modern world is just focusing on social change, he
says theology is ultimately about God, about knowing God.

For Bavinck, theology is not abstract being. Theology first and foremost introduces
you to a living and personal God.

If that is not your view of the Scriptures, of the Bible, of Christianity, of theology, you
have misunderstood it. It is meant to introduce you to a living and personal God who
came down, who is the one who gave us the Scriptures in the first place.
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His big work is his Reformed dogmatics. That is his big systematic theology work,
where he goes through subject by subject, giving biblical exegesis, wrestling with
how have people throughout church history developed and thought about these
subjects.

Lastly, he engages his day with it. How does the Trinity, how does Christology, how
does salvation speak to our modern day? Bavinck’s influence is only growing.

Clive Staples Lewis (1898-1963)

C.S. Lewis is not a systematic theologian, he is not a pastor, he is
not a Bible expositor. If you treat him as such, he will mislead you. ==
He is a professor of English literature and then by happenstance
becomes a very famous writer and, and a very famous apologist.
Lewis was an atheist, an angry atheist for the first 30 years of his
life. He mocks Christianity, thinks it is a joke.

He is not even a deist; he is an angry atheist. But his whole life he
can't shake these experiences of what he calls joy. Joy is a title that he gives this
inconsolable longing. He loved the Middle Ages; he loved reading the myths of the
Middle Ages.

Through reading these stories, these myths, he would feel, as he described it,
stabbed by this joy.

What is this joy that this atheist is being stabbed by? He says this joy is the
experience of an unsatisfied desire, which itself is more desirable than any other
satisfaction.

It is this aching. It is this yearning you feel that is not fulfilled yet. The yearning itself
is more desirable than anything else.

He is being stabbed by this inconsolable longing that is more desirable than
anything else, but at the same time, it is torturing him. He describes it like this:

~
S

“An unattainable ecstasy has hovered just beyond my grasp, beyond the grasp of my
consciousness. The sweetest thing of all my life has been the longing to find the place
where all the beauty came from.”5

As an atheist, he is having these experiences of joy, this inconsolable longing. That is
how God is pursuing Lewis. And eventually his rationale becomes this: “If I find in
myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most
probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”

He says that, not as a Christian, but as an atheist, as he is thinking through what is
this that [ keep tasting but not tasting? The most probable explanation
is that [ was made for another world.

Enter his best friend, ].R.R. Tolkien, author of Lord of the Rings and
other works. Tolkien, who is committed Catholic, was the first one to
say to him, this joy, this inconsolable longing that you are feeling, it is
being awakened by myths or stories.

When Tolkien uses the word “myths” he is not talking about a fictional
story. Tolkien is meaning a story when it is being awakened by these myths, it
shows that behind those myths, there is a true myth with a capital M.

L4 y e
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- Behind all those stories that awakens this joy, there is a true joy that really exists.
And the reason why this inconsolable longing is inconsolable is because you are not
tasting the real thing.

- Itis meant to point you towards the true myth or the real joy. Tolkien says the real
joy is the original shout, and the stories and the myths are only echoes of that shout.

- Tolkien is the first one to evangelize in that way, to take Lewis’ circumstances and
apply the gospel to them.

- Tolkien the first one to say, this joy is meant to point you to the person of joy, the
God of all joys. Behind these myths is the true myth.

- Thatis Tolkien's strategy, and that is how he evangelizes. As a result, Lewis becomes
a theist and then a couple months later becomes a Christian. And all of a sudden, this
longing for joy has led him to the person of joy Himself.

- He writes this after becoming a believer in Jesus Christ:

“The books or the music in which we thought the beauty was located will betray us if
we trust in them. It was not in them. It only came through them. And what came
through them was longing. These things, the beauty, the memory of our past, are
good images of what we really desire. But if they are mistaken for the thing itself,
they turn into dumb idols, breaking the hearts of their worshipers. For they are not
the thing itself. They are only the scent of a flower; we have never found the echo of a
tune. We have never heard the news from a country we have not yet visited.”®

- Once Lewis finds Jesus, the God of all joys, he enters into this country that he had not
yet visited. He grabs a hold of it and he gives his life to it.

- Itinfects everything he writes. He found the God that he was longing after. He had
found the true story that all the other stories pointed to. That is the heart that goes
behind most of his writing.

- Lewis’ philosophy of how he viewed himself in writing these different Christian
works was he was focused on mere Christianity. That is the title of one of his books,
but that was also his philosophy.

- He says he defined that as the Christian religion as understood everywhere by
everyone. He says:

“I have believed myself to be restating ancient and orthodox doctrine, that I have
tried to assume nothing that is not professed by all baptized believers and
communicating Christians.””?

- Asaresult of that, Lewis’ influence has spread across every possible Christian
denomination. He is beloved and read by Catholics, Pentecostals, Baptists,
Presbyterians etc.

- However, because of this broad focus, Lewis doesn't put barriers around himself.
Why is that an issue? What are the negatives of that?

- Everything within the Christian church has been debated. So, when you try to not
say things, you end up saying things.

- Lewis was not Reformed. He was not really an evangelical. He didn't believe in the
inerrancy of Scripture. He believed people could be saved by imperfect
representations of Jesus from other religions, something called inclusivism.
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There are some negatives to this pursuit of mere Christianity and some serious
errors that Lewis makes.

This is pursuing unity and not getting real unity. You can't have unity apart from the
truth.

But even with all these errors, what he did focus on was so profound and deep that
he has an incalculable influence on the church.

Once he breaks into this world of true joy, it affects everything he was. It made all of
the things in life fall into place for Lewis.

Lewis is not reformed, but he makes this very reformed statement:

“The Scotch Catechism says that man's chief end is to glorify God and enjoy him
forever. But we shall know that these are the same thing. To fully enjoy is to glorify.
In commanding us to glorify him, God is inviting us to enjoy him.”8

This joy that he had been searching for, he realized, is the actual purpose of
Christianity. Enjoying God forever is how we glorify him. That infects all of his
writings.

The way he writes stories is very similar to Tolkien. The way Tolkien evangelized
him marks Narnia. Lewis would not say Narnia is an allegory, but rather a myth
meant to draw you into the true myth.

Books like The Great Divorce and Screwtape Letters are not meant to be literal
depictions of hell and heaven and demons, but meant to draw you in.

Alongside this, with his stories, he also was an apologist. He writes several works.
Problem of Pain, Miracles, Abolition of Man.

He was fighting against the modern world that was doing away with truth. The
preludes of postmodernism say when we see something beautiful, it is just
something inside us that tells us this is desirable. That is what he writes about in
The Abolition of Man.

When we see a waterfall and say, that is incredible, that is just things firing off inside
you. It is not objectively Beautiful. That is just how you feel. Lewis hates this. He
writes against it because he knew if truth goes out the window, then the entire
world of joy, belief in capital ], the person of joy Himself, the God of all joys, goes
with it.

He defends truth because he thinks if truth goes, everything I love about this
glorious God of all longings goes with it.

Lewis dies November 22, 1963. His death went tragically under reported. He died
the same day JFK was assassinated.

Why was Lewis so impactful? He is a man who when he finally tasted the holiday at
the sea it infected everything and he wanted his works to be a giant pointer.

In the same way that joy pointed him to the person of joy, he wanted to point to the
person of Joy.
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Billy Graham (1918-2018)

e 1Y :

Billy Graham is possibly, with the exception of Pope John Paul II, the ol
most well-known person in the 20th century. He became America's \ ™ l
pastor.

He had a normal childhood and worked for Youth for Christ, a
parachurch organization. He was their first full time evangelist.
What set him apart was, he went to a revival in Los Angeles, which had been really
unsuccessful.

A media mogul named William Hearst, randomly, we still don't know why, most
biographers don't know why, told his news reporters two words, puff Graham,
meaning talk about this revival that is happening.

News begins to spread and thousands go and hear him.

After LA, in 1949, he was in a class by himself for the next six decades. Graham
skyrockets.

In a sense, his ministry had perfect timing with the media boom of the 1900s. He
was all over radio, television, papers, journals, magazines, even in movies.

He became a Christian celebrity. Presidents were friends with him. Truman did not
like him, but everyone else after that did.

He would be invited to the White House. They sought after his friendship because it
gave them credibility, which shows you how his status had risen.

He was very close friends with Johnson, Nixon, Reagan, George Bush and Bill
Clinton. Graham knew all 13 sitting presidents during his lifetime.

He also met Trump before he was president. JFK arranged for a photo op with him
just so that could be posted everywhere to show they were friends. That really
shows you how high Billy's status had risen.

By the end of his life, he was seen as America's pastor. David Frost, the TV host, says
Graham is the nearest thing that America has to an established church.

The center of Graham’s ministry was what he called Crusades. He did 417 of these
in his lifetime in 185 countries from 1947 to 2005.

The longest one was 16 weeks in New York City. The largest one was in South Korea.
1.1 million people attended one of his crusades.

Graham held a crusade in Milwaukee in 1979.

One of the admirable things about Graham is that he was not in it for his own fame.
He didn't just show up, preach, walk the aisle, and then leave like a traveling circus.
He wouldn't accept an invitation to a town unless the majority of the local churches
agreed.

He would work with the local churches and set up counselors so that everyone who
came forward would get plugged into a local church, so that they could be discipled.
He cared about discipleship.

He knew his role was an evangelist. He did not like when everyone made him their
teacher. He would over and over and over again say, [ am an evangelist. For deep
discipleship there are other people who spend more time studying and to go to
them discipleship. Preferably local pastors in the local church.

10
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He would focus on the cross, focus on a decision for Christ. The whole crusade
funneled down to a point where he would say, right now, decide for Jesus Christ,
choose to leave Him or choose to come to Him.

Graham believed the center of this was the rebirth, not just lip service, but actual
transformation of a heart. And it would lead to the Billy Graham altar call.

When you hear the song Just as I Am, you can come right now, he would say, because
it is not up to you. It is up to Him. His blood is shed for you. You come, and we will
pray.

He knew that could be ritualistic. But for him, the possibility of the altar call
becoming ritualistic was far outweighed by the actual reality that someone might
truly be transformed.

This was different than the Second Great Awakening and Pentecostal altar calls.
Graham viewed it as the Spirit has already done something in their heart. This is just
an external sign. Nothing in the actual walking the aisle does anything to you. The
Spirit has already done the work. This is just stepping out.

How could someone from the 40s stay relevant until 2005 when he retired? Graham
stays relevant forever. His greatest gift was simply taking the message of the gospel
and communicating the gospel in a way that just spoke directly to people, not by
watering it down, but actually understanding the world that he lived in. He also had
this incredible gift of adapting to the times.

He almost made it to 100 and died in 2018, at 99. He was the fourth civilian ever to
lie in a state of honor in the rotunda in the US Capitol.

Billy Graham created a third wave of evangelicalism. Incredibly influential when the
church was splitting between fundamentalists and liberals, Billy Graham paves the
way for evangelicalism to go through this idea of biblical centrality, this focus on the
cross as the center of our faith.

RC Sproul (1939-2017)

Robert Charles Sproul was an American Reformed theologian,
Christian apologist, and ordained pastor in the Presbyterian
Church in America.

He was the founder and chairman of Ligonier Ministries, and
could be heard daily on the Renewing Your Mind radio broadcast
internationally.

Working as a staunch defender of Protestantism, Sproul saw
emerging modern technologies as an opportunity to disseminate teaching on
Reformed theology.

Faced with an increase in ecumenical activity between evangelical and Catholic
figures in the 1990s, Sproul engaged in polemics to defend the evangelical doctrine
of justification by faith alone.

He has been described as "the greatest and most influential proponent of the
recovery of Reformed theology in the last century.”

Sproul became a Christian in September of 1957 during the first weekend of his first
semester at Westminster College, a progressive Presbyterian school an hour north of
Pittsburgh.

11
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Following freshman orientation, Sproul and his roommate wanted to leave their dry
campus to go to a neighboring town to drink. When they got to the parking lot,
Sproul reached his hand in his pocket and realized he was all out of Lucky Strike
cigarettes. They returned to the dorm, which housed a cigarette machine.

As he started to put his quarters in the machine, the star of the football team invited
them to sit down at a table with him. He began asking them questions.

They ended up talking for over an hour about the wisdom of God. What struck
Sproul was that for the first time in his life, he was listening to someone who
sounded like he knew Jesus personally.

The football player quoted Ecclesiastes 11:3 (“Where the tree falls in the forest,
there it lies”) and Sproul saw himself as that tree: dead, corrupt, and rotting.

He returned to his dorm that night and prayed to God for forgiveness. He would later
remark that he was probably the only person in church history to be converted
through that particular verse.

Sproul was biblically and theologically illiterate. Within the first two weeks of his
Christian life, he read through the entire Bible, and was awakened for the first time
to the holiness of God, especially through the Old Testament.

In February of 1958, Sproul’s girlfriend, Vesta—whom he met in first grade and had
dated on and off since junior high—visited from her college in Ohio. After attending
a prayer meeting with Sproul, she too committed her life to Christ.

The summer after his junior year at Westminster and Vesta’s graduation from
college, Sproul and Vesta were united in marriage on June 11, 1960.

In August of 1961, Sproul enrolled at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, which was
affiliated with the mainline United Presbyterian Church in the United States.

During seminary, he began taking classes with 47-year-old church history professor
John Gerstner (1914-1996), a conservative Calvinist in the progressive school.
Sproul was strongly opposed to Reformed theology

“I challenged Gerstner in the classroom time after time, making a total pest of myself.
I resisted for well over a year. My final surrender came in stages. Painful stages. It
started when I began work as a student pastor in a church. I wrote a note to myself
that I kept on my desk in a place where I could always see it. YOU ARE REQUIRED TO
BELIEVE, TO PREACH, AND TO TEACH WHAT THE BIBLE SAYS IS TRUE, NOT WHAT YOU
WANT THE BIBLE TO SAY IS TRUE. The note haunted me. My final crisis came in my
senior year. I had a three-credit course in the study of Jonathan Edwards. We spent
the semester studying Edwards’s most famous book, The Freedom of the Will, under
Gerstner’s tutelage. At the same time, [ had a Greek exegesis course in the book of
Romans. I was the only student in that course, one on one with the New Testament
professor. There was nowhere I could hide. The combination was too much for me.
Gerstner, Edwards, the New Testament professor, and above all the apostle Paul,
were too formidable a team for me to withstand.”®

Sproul, the reluctant Calvinist, came to embrace Reformed theology and to view
Gerstner as a lifelong theological mentor.

Although Sproul desired to enter pastoral ministry, Gerstner encouraged him to do
doctoral work at the Free University of Amsterdam under G.C. Berkouwer (1903-
1996), the leading Dutch theologian in the Reformed world.
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- The Sprouls moved to Holland in 1964 so he could start the program.

- Butin just his second semester at the university, during the spring of 1965, Sproul
was granted a one-year leave of absence to return to the United States, as Vesta was
pregnant with their second child and Sproul’s mother was ill.

- He secured an appointment to teach philosophy at his alma mater, Westminster
College. During this hiatus Sproul was ordained as a minister in the United
Presbyterian Church in the USA. (He would join the PCA in 1975.)

- Rather than returning to the Netherlands, the Sprouls stayed in the US, where he
taught at Gordon College (Massachusetts) and then Conwell School of Theology
(Philadelphia).

- He continued his studies under Berkouwer from a distance and returned in 1969 to
take his matriculation exams, which enabled him to receive the “drs.” (doctorandus)
degree—equivalent to a masters—which would have enabled him to begin writing a
dissertation.

- But ministry endeavors prevailed, and he never did complete his dissertation and
thus did not earn a PhD from Amsterdam. (He would later be granted a PhD from
the unaccredited Whitefield Theological Seminary based upon all of his writing for
the church.)

- From 1969 to 1971, Sproul served as associate minister of theology and evangelism
at College Hill Presbyterian Church in Cincinnati, Ohio.

- In February of 1970, Mrs. Dora Hillman, a 65-year-old widow of an industrial tycoon
in Pittsburgh, visited him in Cincinnati to propose a plan in collaboration with other
Christian leaders from the Pittsburgh area: a Christian study and conference
center on 52 acres of land an hour east of Pittsburgh in the Ligonier Valley, with
Sproul as the primary teaching theologian along with other staff.

- The Sprouls accepted this calling and in 1971 moved to the small village of
Stahlstown, an hour east of Pittsburgh.

- The Ligonier Valley Study Center was modeled in part after Francis Schaeffer’s
L’Abri ministry in Switzerland.

- Students ate and slept in the Sprouls’ home and the other homes on the complex,
while teaching happened both formally and informally throughout the week.

- Aburgeoning audio ministry soon developed, and Sproul began traveling the
country giving seminars and conferences.

- Sproul would go on to write or edit over 60 books, not only on theology but also a
novel and a children’s book. He also taught numerous classes that are available
through Ligonier Ministries.

- One of the great distinctions of Sproul’s teaching style was his use of a chalkboard,
even when technology had advanced far beyond this classroom tool.

- Itenabled laypeople to feel as if they were in a classroom with Professor Sproul,
who refused to talk down to them, peppering his lectures with Latin phrases, but
doing so in such an engaging way that listeners were more likely to lean in than to
tune out.

- A master pedagogue, he combined an earnest seriousness with an evident joy over
the material and the act of convincing his audience to follow his line of argument.

- He often had a gleam in his eye, anticipating the “aha” moment when it all came
together.

13



Modern Church History Angela Ketterhagen

- He gave the impression that while he was deadly serious about the subject matter
under consideration, he never took himself too seriously.

- God gave him an incredible gift to communicate difficult doctrines and philosophies
in a manner that anyone can understand.

- Although Sproul passed into glory in 2017, Ligonier Ministries continues to operate
with so many amazing resources. https://www.ligonier.org/

L https://founders.org/articles/the-remarkable-conversion-of-charles-spurgeon/

2 The Parkway Church, Church History Series

3 https://christianhistoryinstitute.org/magazine/article/anguish-and-agonies-of-charles-spurgeon
4 https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/he-preached-a-big-god-with-a-broken-heart

5 The Problem of Pain, Lewis, C.S.

5 https://www.cslewisinstitute.org/resources/reflections-january-2010/

7 The Parkway Church, Church History Series

8 The Parkway Church, Church History Series

% https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justin-taylor/r-c-sproul-1939-2017/
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