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In his recent magisterial biography of William Wilberforce 
(1759–1833), William Hague notes that among the deepest joys 
of the great abolitionist’s life were his friendships and that he 
made it a rule to “never omit any opportunity to become 
acquainted with any good or useful man.”1 This meant, as his 

sons later observed, that his house was “seldom free from guests,” some 
of whom would arrive early enough in the day to join Wilberforce at his 
breakfast and all of whom would provide a field for Wilberforce’s remark-
able conversational skills.2 Among the guests whom Wilberforce received 
at his home was the Baptist theologian Andrew Fuller, whose theological 
abilities Wilberforce deeply admired.3 On one occasion, Wilberforce 
endeavoured to quickly introduce Fuller to one of his sons after his 
arrival had been announced. “You know Andrew Fuller?” he asked him. 
“No, I never heard his name,” came the reply. “Oh then you must know 
him,” Wilberforce said, “he is an extraordinary man, whose talents have 
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“Mr. Fuller possessed considerable taste for reading: but as he had not 
time to consult many authors, his knowledge…was less various than 
profound”
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raised him from a very low condition.” Fuller came in, Wilberforce later 
noted in his account of the visit by the Baptist author, “a man of con-
siderable powers of mind,” but bearing “very plainly the vestigia ruris,” 
for he looked “the very picture of a blacksmith.”4 True to Wilberforce’s 
description, Fuller lacked formal education beyond the basics of reading 
and writing, but his “great thirst for reading”—something he once said 
of his confidant John Sutcliff (1752–1814) of Olney5 but a description 
that fit him perfectly—enabled him to become the leading Baptist 
theologian of his day. 

Wilberforce definitely intended no ill in his phraseology, but the 
mention of the vestigia ruris recalls a frequent charge made by the 
Anglican establishment about the literary attainments of Dissenting 
ministers like Fuller. No matter how learned they were or became, it was 
common for eighteenth-century Anglican authors to characterize the 
writings of Dissent as rustic in style and wording.6 To be sure, this charge 
was not entirely without foundation. For example, when the Presbyter-
ian Samuel Davies (1723–1761) spent eighteen months in Great Britain 
in the early 1750s on what turned out to be an arduous, though highly 
successful, fund-raising expedition for the then-fledgling College of 
New Jersey (later to be renamed Princeton University), he met quite a 
number of key British evangelicals and churchmen, among them the 
important London Baptist theologian, John Gill (1697–1771).7 In his 
diary Davies recorded some details of a visit he made to Gill on the 
morning of Wednesday, January 30, 1754—exactly a week before Ful-
ler’s birth in the Cambridgeshire fens. Describing him as “the celebrated 
Baptist Minister,” he found Gill to be “a serious, grave little Man,” who 
was quite willing to lend his support to the American college. But Gill 
warned Davies not to expect much from the English Calvinistic Baptists 
as a whole: “in general,” he said, they “were unhappily ignorant of the 
importance of learning.”8

The Anglican charge of rusticity also stemmed, however, from two 
central affirmations of the literary world of Dissenters and Baptists like 
Fuller. First, seeking to preserve the Reformation insight of sola scriptura, 
this world emphasized that the Bible, as the inspired Word of the living 
God, was an utterly unique book, a claim that essentially put every other 
piece of literature into the shade. Second, this literary culture insisted, in 
clear contrast to the literary sphere of the Anglican establishment, that 
truly useful reading was not primarily dependent upon the level of one’s 
formal academic attainments such as a university degree. Rather, such 
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reading was ultimately “spiritual,” that is, made possible only by the 
Holy Spirit, and was intimately tied to the heart.9 As will be seen, both 
of these literary convictions of the world of Dissent were foundational to 
Fuller’s thought about and experience of theological reading. 

“tHe bible WAs His librArY”: Fuller’s bibliCisM10

The term “Bible,” Fuller was aware, went back to the Greek word 
biblos, which could be simply translated as “book.” To term the Scrip-
tures then as “the Bible” suggested to Fuller that it is “the book by way of 
eminence, the book of books.”11 It occupies such a place of pre-eminence 
because it is “unerring”12 and is characterized by “Divine inspiration and 
infallibility.” 13 In them God speaks and conveys knowledge about him-
self that can be obtained from nowhere else.14 As a good example in this 
regard Fuller points to the doctrine of the Trinity.15 Fuller is thus 
emphatic that the search for truth about God must begin at and be 
rooted in the Scriptures.

Many religious people appear to be contented with seeing truth in 
the light in which some great and good man has placed it; but if 
ever we enter into the gospel to purpose, it must be by reading the 
word of God for ourselves, and by praying and meditating upon its 
sacred contents. It is “in God’s light that we must see light” [cf. 
Psalm 36:9]… The writings of great and good men are not to be 
despised, any more than their preaching: only let them not be 
treated as oracular. The best of men, in this imperfect state, view 
things partially, and therefore are in danger of laying an improper 
stress upon some parts of Scripture, to the neglect of other parts of 
equal, and sometimes of superior importance.… If we adopt the 
principles of fallible men, without searching the Scriptures for 
ourselves, and inquiring whether or not these things be so, they 
will not, even allowing them to be on the side of truth, avail us, as 
if we had learned them from a higher authority. Our faith, in this 
case, will stand in the wisdom of man, and not in the power of 
God.… Truth learned only at second-hand will be to us what 
Saul’s armour was to David; we shall be at a loss how to use it in 
the day of trial.16

  
Fuller here differentiated between the books of fallible men, albeit good 
thinkers, and the truth of God in Scripture. The writings of fallible men 
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are, at best, unable to sustain a lifetime of genuine spiritual growth. 
Since they stem from fallible minds, they are inevitably partial perspec-
tives on the truth and inadequate to support the believer in a time of 
trial. By contrast, Scripture is a sure guide for the believer, it brings godly 
balance and perspective to his life, and provides him with a wholly ade-
quate support in the face of life’s challenges. The importance Fuller 
placed on these convictions is evident from the fact that he made essen-
tially the same point in an ordination or installation sermon based on 
Ezra 7:10. “Learn your religion from the Bible,” Fuller told the prospec-
tive minister:

Let that be your decisive rule. Adopt not a body of sentiments, or 
even a single sentiment, solely on the authority of any man—
however great, however respected. Dare to think for yourself. 
Human compositions are fallible. But the Scriptures were written 
by men who wrote as they were inspired by the Holy Spirit. 17

As the first of the above quotes makes clear, Fuller was certainly not to 
be classed with the majority of his fellow pastors, whom the doyen of 
Baptist thought during Fuller’s early days, namely, John Gill, had reck-
oned to be ignorant when it came to the value of learning. Perusal of 
Fuller’s works reveal a degree of competency in both Greek and Hebrew, 
and close familiarity with a number of the well-known biblical scholars 
of his day, men like Gill himself and the Anglican Thomas Scott (1747–
1821), “the excellent commentator” as Fuller called him.18 In his prep-
aration for preaching the text of Scripture, Fuller’s regular habit was to 
“consult the best expositors,” comparing their ideas about a text with 
his.19 Yet, Fuller—and Gill would have wholeheartedly agreed with this 
sentiment—firmly believed that the books of such authors should not be 
read as “oracular,” that is, placed on the same level as the text of the 
Bible. “We regard what no man did or taught as oracular,” Fuller ada-
mantly affirmed, “unless he could prove himself Divinely inspired.”20

Fuller, for instance, had a deep admiration for John Calvin (1509–
1564), though he could admit in 1803 that he had not read him as 
deeply as another Baptist author of his day, Abraham Booth (1734–
1806), had.21 In a catalogue of his books that Fuller drew up in the late 
summer of 1798, Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion appears 
fourteenth on the list.22 This list also records Fuller’s ownership of Cal-
vin’s commentaries on Acts and the Gospels.23 Fuller’s reading of Calvin 
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was not as instrumental in the formulation of his theology, later known 
as “Fullerism,” as some have thought, though Fuller was helped by Cal-
vin with regard to his formulation of the doctrine of imputation.24 
Nevertheless, Fuller was quite happy to describe himself as “a strict 
Calvinist,” though he was at pains to stress that this did not mean he 
believed everything Calvin taught. Nor, he stated, did this mean that he 
believed something simply because Calvin taught it.25 As he argued near 
the close of the second edition of his The Calvinistic and Socinian Systems 
Examined and Compared (1802): “If that system which embraces the 
Deity and atonement of Christ, with other correspondent doctrines, be 
friendly to a life of sobriety, righteousness, and godliness, it must be of 
God, and it becomes us to abide by it, not because it is the doctrine of 
Calvin or of any other man that was uninspired, but as being ‘the gospel 
which we have received’ from Christ and his apostles; ‘wherein we stand, 
and by which we are saved.’”26

Even more telling in this regard is Fuller’s reading of those American 
theologians known as the New Divinity, in particular, Joseph Bellamy 
(1719–1790), Samuel Hopkins (1721–1803), John Smalley (1734–
1820), Stephen West (1735–1819), and Jonathan Edwards, Jr. (1745–
1801). Fuller read the works of these men avidly, and they, along with 
their teacher, the elder Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758), occupied a 
central place in his literary world. As he told Edwards’ grandson, Tim-
othy Dwight (1752–1817), during the latter’s tenure as the President of 
Yale College, “the writings of your grandfather, President Edwards, and 
of your uncle, the late Dr. Edwards, have been food to me.”27 And when 
Bellamy’s True Religion Delineated (1750) was reprinted in England in 
1812, Fuller wrote a preface for the edition. “Without pledging myself 
to advocate every sentiment contained in it,” he stated, “I do from my 
heart wish it may meet with a candid and careful attention from the 
religious public. Were the doctrines here inculcated to prevail among us, 
I should hope to see more true religion than I have yet seen.”28 

Eighteen or so years earlier, during the mid-1790s, Fuller had espe-
cially pored over the New Divinity’s writings on the atonement. In a 
letter to his close friend John Ryland, Jr. (1753–1825), written on April 
21, 1794, Fuller thanked his friend for sending him a copy of “Dr. 
Edwards [i.e. Jonathan Edwards, Jr.] on Free Grace and Atonement.” He 
had read it “with great pleasure. I suppose I read it sometime ago; but I 
never relished it so well before.” The following January, Fuller informed 
John Sutcliff that he had just received a package of pamphlets from the 
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younger Edwards. Among them was Stephen West’s The Scripture Doc-
trine of the Atonement Proposed to Careful Examination (1785), a book 
that helped to make popular the governmental theory of the atonement 
among certain sectors of New England Calvinism. So precious did Fuller 
regard this item by West, that he told Sutcliff, “I w[oul]d not take 1/1 [a 
guinea]” for it.29

Fuller subsequently embraced certain aspects of the New Divinity’s 
governmentalism,30 but he did not accept everything that he read in the 
books and pamphlets of his New England mentors.31 In the letter to 
Ryland, for instance, in which he praised the younger Edwards’ book on 
the death of Christ, he admitted: “I do not coincide with every thing it 
contains.”32 Fuller appreciated much of the thinking of the New Divin-
ity theologians about the atonement, but he did not restrict himself to 
merely repeating what they wrote. This is evident from the fact that 
Fuller continued to talk of Christ’s death in substitutionary terms.33 
Fuller was determined not to be a blind devotee of any man, no matter 
how gifted. 

Greater even than his relish for the publications of the New Divinity 
men, Fuller loved the books of their teacher, Jonathan Edwards, Sr. “A 
great writer,” Fuller once called Edwards,34 and there is little doubt 
Fuller would have heartily endorsed the assertion by Miklós Vetö that 
Jonathan Edwards was “the greatest Christian theologian of the eigh-
teenth century.”35 Yet, as Fuller commented to Edwards’ disciple Samuel 
Hopkins on March 17, 1798: 

I have observed that whenever an extraordinary man has been 
raised up, like Pres’t Edwards, and who has excelled in maintaining 
some particular doctrine… it is usual for his followers and admir-
ers too much to confine their attention to that doctrine, science, or 
manner of reasoning, as tho’ all excellence was there concentrated… 
I must say it appears to me that some of your younger men profess 
a rage of imitating his metaphysical manner, till some of them 
become metaphysic-mad.36 

Given Fuller’s own love for Edwards, this comment is noteworthy 
indeed. But it is completely in line with Fuller’s fundamental biblicism. 
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“A sPirituAl FrAMe oF MiNd”:  
reAdiNG As A CHristiAN37

Alongside this formal principle of the qualitative superiority of the 
Bible over all other books, Fuller also emphasized the hermeneutical 
principle that truly profitable reading of the Scriptures required the 
indwelling presence of the Spirit in the reader.38 Thus, despite the fact 
that England had an abundance of copies of the Scriptures, a result of 
the invention of printing and which gave Fuller and his contemporaries 
a distinct advantage over many previous generations of the Church who 
had not had the benefit of printed texts, Fuller was not convinced that 
the people of his day necessarily had “more of a spiritual understanding 
into the mind of God.” For, as he argued:

The sacred Scripture is a rich mine abounding with substantial 
treasures; but it is a mine that must be worked. If we would read it 
to advantage, it must be with prayer and meditation. “My son,” 
said the wise man, “if thou incline thine ear unto wisdom, and 
apply thine heart to understanding; if thou criest after knowledge, 
and liftest up thy voice for understanding; if thou seekest her as 
silver, and searchest for her as for hid treasures; then shalt thou 
understand the fear of the Lord, and find the knowledge of God” 
[Proverbs 2:1-5]. A blessing is pronounced upon the man “who 
meditates in God’s law by day and by night. He shall be like a tree 
planted by the rivers of water, which bringeth forth fruit in its 
season” [Psalm 1:2–3].39

The Scriptures had to be read from the right perspective, namely, that of 
a humble dependence on the teaching ministry of the Holy Spirit. Just 
as the proper lighting is vital for viewing a painting, so the Scriptures 
must be read from the vantage-point of a “spiritual frame of mind.”40 As 
Fuller told one of his correspondents, Isaac Mann (1785–1831), when 
the latter asked him some questions about the extent of the atonement: 
“Read the Bible not with a system before your eyes, but as a little child 
with humility & prayer.”41 

Fuller never disparaged the importance of scholarship in the study of 
the Scriptures, as was noted above, but he regularly stressed its insuffi-
ciency if it were not coupled with a dependence upon the Holy Spirit as 
the illuminator of his Word. For instance, at the ordination of a Robert 
Fawkner in 1787, Fuller addressed the newly ordained pastor:

“A GreAt tHirst For reAdiNG”: ANdreW Fuller tHe tHeoloGiCAl reAder
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…the apostle exhorts that we “be not drunken with wine, wherein 
is excess; but filled with the Spirit” [Ephesians 5:18]. The word 
“filled,” here, is very expressive; it denotes, I apprehend, being 
overcome, as it were, with the holy influences and fruits of the 
blessed Spirit. How necessary is all this, my brother, in your work! 
Oh how necessary is ‘an unction from the Holy One!’ [1 John 
2:20]. It is this that will enable you to enter into the spirit of the 
gospel, and preserve you from destructive errors concerning it.… 
We shall naturally fall in with the dictates of that spirit of which we 
are full. It is for want of this, in a great measure, that the Scriptures 
appear strange, and foreign, and difficult to be understood.… It is 
no breach of charity to say, that if the professors of Christianity 
had more of the Holy Spirit of God in their hearts, there would be 
a greater harmony among them respecting the great truths which 
he has revealed.42

Again, in his criticism of some of the views of Robert Robinson 
(1735–1790), one of a handful of eighteenth-century Calvinistic Bap-
tists who strayed from biblical orthodoxy,43 Fuller stated his conviction 
that there are “truths in the Holy Scriptures—truths, too, which consti-
tute the essence and glory of the gospel—truths the discernment and 
belief of which form the essence of true religion, which cannot be admit-
ted without an answerable disposition; and… this disposition must be 
produced by the Holy Spirit.”44

Not only must the Scriptures be read from the proper vantage point, 
but Fuller was also convinced that when the Scriptures—along with 
what he called “other useful publications”45—were read in such a way, 
this reading entailed the transformation of the reader, for, as Fuller was 
fond of saying, “the company we keep, and the books we read, insensibly 
form us into the same likeness.”46 Along with meditation and prayer, 
Fuller thus listed “reading” among the means of grace that the Spirit uses 
to cultivate Christian maturity.47 And to ensure the full impact of the 
transformative reading the Bible, Fuller further recommended reading 
by oneself. Then, one can “read and pause, and think, and apply” the 
text to one’s life in a way that is not possible when others are present.48 
Such solitary reading was, however, not divorced from the larger context 
of the Christian community. As Fuller observed in a beautiful passage 
about the way truth gains ground: it is not by “converting the pulpit into 
a stage of strife… that truth is promoted.” Rather, it is “by reading, by 
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calm and serious reflection, by humble prayer, and by a free and friendly 
communication of our thoughts to one another in private conversation, 
that truth makes progress.”49

It is in a tract on the factors involved in spiritual decline and revival 
that Fuller highlighted the transformative effects of reading Scripture. 
Fuller was concerned to discover why it was that “the bulk of Christians” 
in his day were “very deficient in spirituality, and come far short of the 
primitive Christians in a close walk with God.”50 Fuller isolated three 
key reasons for this spiritual declension: a neglect of meditative and 
prayerful reading of the Scriptures; a failure to pray biblically; and a 
toleration of habitual sin.51 Addressing the first of these causes, Fuller 
noted that it has ever been “the pleasure of God to ‘magnify his word 
more than all his name.’” And the Baptist divine continued, “if we are 
under the influence of a right spirit, we shall magnify it too.” The “neg-
lect of reading, meditating, and praying” over the Scriptures lies at the 
heart of “almost all the remarkable declensions in the church of God.” 
Conversely, when there have been “seasons of revival and reformation” 
in church history, the “grand means” of such times of spiritual renewal 
has been the Scriptures.52 As Fuller stressed, “it is by the knowledge of its 
sacred truths that we are freed from the slavery of sin, and our spirits 
sanctified.” 

Now, the main scriptural text that Fuller cited in this tract to support 
his affirmation about the transformative effects of Scripture was 2 Cor-
inthians 3:18. “In it,” that is, from the knowledge gained by a Spirit-
directed reading of Scripture, Fuller maintained, “we behold the glory of 
the Lord, and are changed into the same image, from glory to glory, by 
the Spirit of God.”53 Such a logocentric reading of this profound passage 
has, however, little support from either the verse or its context. Paul’s 
point is rather Christological and pneumatological: it is by gazing upon 
the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ that the Spirit changes believ-
ers into the likeness of Christ.54 But Fuller’s logocentric reading of this 
text is a good reminder of how utterly central the Scriptures were to his 
own life and that of his Baptist community.

Fuller also appreciated the way in which Christian literature in addi-
tion to the Bible could have a transformative impact upon the lives of 
people. This had been very much his own experience. As a young man, 
reading the autobiography of John Bunyan (1628–1688), Grace Abound-
ing to the Chief of Sinners (1666), as well as Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress 
(1678/1684), and works by the Scottish Presbyterian Ralph Erskine 
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(1685–1752) had reduced him to weeping over his spiritual state and 
had played a role in his conversion in the late 1760s.55 Over a decade 
later, in August of 1780, while reading an account of the ministry of the 
New England Puritan John Eliot (1604–1690) among Native Americans 
in Massachusetts, Fuller found his “soul drawn out in love to poor souls” 
who were lost in sin and his mind being compelled to re-think the way 
he did evangelism.56 Then, reading and meditating on the life of another 
Puritan, James Janeway (1636–1674), in 1785, Fuller recorded in his 
diary, “Read part of the life of J. Janeway to-day, with much conviction 
and tenderness. O my life, how low to his!”57 Not surprisingly, Fuller 
urged believers to “read the lives of holy men,” men like the Puritans 
mentioned above or “an Edwards, a [David] Brainerd, and a [Samuel] 
Pearce” and so learn something of the way the Gospel can change a 
life.58 

Edwards and Brainerd are still well-known names to today’s Christian 
world. Samuel Pearce (1766–1799) was one of Fuller’s closest friends 
and the subject of Fuller’s sole book-length biography. Known to con-
temporaries as the “Seraphic Pearce,”59 he was in the words of E.F. Clip-
sham, “a man of outstanding spirituality.”60 Pearce’s life had been 
especially marked by a deep passion for the salvation of sinners and a 
profound missionary spirituality rooted in the glory of God, and Fuller 
was determined that the story of his life be told. In Pearce’s final days 
Fuller had accordingly informed Pearce of his plans to write such a 
memoir. You need not fear, he wrote to Pearce on August 30, 1799, “that 
I will puff off your character any more than you would mine. We are all 
of us, God knows it, poor unworthy creatures. Yet the truth may be told 
to the glory of sovereign grace; and I long to express my inextinguishable 
affection for you.”61 Fuller’s Memoirs of the Rev. Samuel Pearce, M.A. 
(1800)62 went through five editions by 1819 in England alone and was 
reprinted numerous times in the nineteenth century on both sides of the 
Atlantic. In many ways it became the definitive spiritual classic of the 
early days of the modern missionary movement and holds an important 
place in what Dewey Wallace has called the “rich hagiographical trad-
ition” of Protestantism.63

In his “Concluding Reflections” to this biography of Pearce, Fuller 
noted that:

The great ends of Christian biography are instruction and example. 
By faithfully describing the lives of men eminent for godliness, we 
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not only embalm their memory, but furnish ourselves with fresh 
materials and motives for a holy life. It is abundantly more impres-
sive to view the religion of Jesus as operating in a living character 
than to contemplate it abstractedly. For this reason we may sup-
pose the Lord the Spirit has condescended to exhibit, first and 
principally, the life of Christ; and, after his, that of many of his 
eminent followers. And for this reason he by his holy influences 
still furnishes the church with now and then a singular example of 
godliness, which it is our duty to notice and record. There can be 
no reasonable doubt that the life of Mr. Pearce ought to be consid-
ered as one of these examples. May that same Divine Spirit who 
had manifestly so great a hand in forming his character teach us to 
derive from it both instruction and edification.64

Here, in nuce, is Fuller’s understanding of why Christians need to read 
the biographies of godly believers: they provide instruction and inspira-
tion for living lives of holiness. In other words, such reading helps to 
form and shape Christian character. 

A “CoNsiderAble tAste For reAdiNG”: FAVourite 
AutHors, PersoNAl librArY ANd reAdiNG HAbits

In the years following Fuller’s death in 1815, two memoirs of his life 
appeared. Both of them were written by men who had known Fuller 
well. The first was by John Ryland, Jr., “his oldest and most intimate 
friend,” the head of Bristol Baptist Academy and whom Fuller had asked 
to preach his funeral sermon.65 The second was by John Webster Morris 
(1763–1836), also a friend of Fuller and a pastor, but one whom Fuller 
had seen little of after 1809. In addition to his pastoring, Morris had 
operated a publishing house, but in 1809 he had had to declare bank-
ruptcy and was subsequently forced to leave pastoral ministry.66 Morris’ 
memoir is definitely more critical of Fuller than that by Ryland.67 Near 
the end of it, Morris has a noteworthy comment on Fuller’s reading 
habits and library.

Mr. Fuller possessed considerable taste for reading: but as he had 
not time to consult many authors, his knowledge of course was less 
various than profound; and for the generality of modern publica-
tions especially, he entertained no very high esteem. His library for 
several years was not much larger than John Bunyan’s, consisting 
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chiefly of a scanty collection of the writings of the Puritans, and 
those of the New-England school. He was very partial to Owen 
and Bunyan. The Holy War he considered as the ablest of Bunyan’s 
works, written on true metaphysical principles, without any of the 
parade of argument. Owen on Indwelling Sin, and on Spiritual 
Mindedness, displayed, as he thought, a depth of judgment, and a 
knowledge of human nature, scarcely to be found in any other 
author. President Edwards on the Will, and also on the Affections, 
he constantly recommended; the one as containing the ablest 
defence of theological theses, and the other as delineating the 
genuine nature of experimental piety.68

The three authors whom Morris specifically names were undoubtedly 
Fuller’s favourite authors: John Bunyan, John Owen (1616–1683), and 
Jonathan Edwards. Fuller’s appreciation for the works of Edwards and 
Bunyan has already been noted. Nearly as great as his love of Edwards’ 
writings was his admiration for the books of John Owen.69 Reading a 
work by this Puritan divine in the late summer of 1784, for instance, 
Fuller confessed to feeling “almost a sacred reverence for his charac-
ter.”70 

As for Fuller’s library, according to Morris, it consisted “chiefly of a 
scanty collection of the writings of the Puritans, and those of the New-
England school,” that is the New Divinity men. Going through the list 
of books in his library that Fuller compiled in 1798, in which he men-
tioned by title around 310 books,71 as well as a few pamphlets, there are 
indeed a number by Puritan authors, some fifteen, including five by 
Owen. The works by “the New-England school,” if we include those of 
the elder Edwards, amount to about thirty-one, a tenth or so of the 
entire library.72 Morris thus clearly exaggerated when he described Fuller’s 
personal library as being “chiefly… a scanty collection” of Puritan and 
New Divinity works. Moreover, as for its size, it is noteworthy that the 
library of Fuller’s theological mentor Jonathan Edwards was only 301 
volumes at the time of Edwards’ death along with some 536 pamphlets.73 
In fact, a typical library of an eighteenth-century Baptist minister would 
have been between two hundred and three hundred volumes.74 Known 
exceptions would have been Fuller’s friend John Sutcliff, who, according 
to Fuller himself, had accumulated “one of the best libraries” in Buck-
inghamshire and the surrounding counties.75 The London divine John 
Gill had also acquired a substantial library. His books filled several 
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rooms in the upstairs of his home, and one of his nieces, a Jane Blason, 
who was later in the employ of an aristocrat, commented that she never 
saw a comparable library in all of the great houses she visited.76 This 
means that Gill’s library might well have contained upwards of three 
thousand books. Fuller’s library was much more modest, but, as John 
Walsh has noted of eighteenth-century reading habits, in a day when 
pastors and theologians owned fewer books than a typical minister 
today, those books “were far more highly prized and more deeply pon-
dered.”77

Although the vast majority of Fuller’s books were works of theology, 
which is not surprising, there was a smattering of philosophy, like On 
Human Understanding by John Locke (1632–1704) and a number of 
works by Deists, including one by Voltaire (1694–1778). There was also 
a good number of books by Anglican writers, including a copy of The 
Book of Common Prayer. As for Baptist authors, what is striking is that 
there are none from the seventeenth century apart from Bunyan. A good 
number of eighteenth-century Baptists are represented, however. Obvi-
ously there was Gill, whose Body of Divinity (1769–1770) and com-
mentary on the Scriptures was sine qua non for every Baptist pastor of 
Fuller’s day.78 Then, there were books by Fuller’s close friends Ryland and 
Pearce, as well as Baptist pastor-theologians who had been an enormous 
help to Fuller theologically, men such as Abraham Booth, Caleb Evans 
(1737–1791), the Principal of Bristol Baptist Academy, and Robert 
Hall, Sr. (1728–1791), of Arnesby, Leicestershire. Three Baptist hym-
nals—those of Joseph Stennett I (1663–1713), John Fawcett (1740–
1817), and John Rippon (1751–1836), whose hymnal was the most 
influential hymn book in Baptist circles well into the nineteenth cen-
tury79—from which Fuller nourished a deep love for hymnody and 
poetry. 

In the above quote from Morris, he stated that Fuller “entertained no 
very high esteem” for “the generality of modern publications.” While 
there is little doubt that Morris knew Fuller well, this comment simply 
does not reflect the reality of Fuller’s reading. Fuller certainly had no 
taste for the infidelity current in his day, typified by the writings of men 
like the Deist Thomas Paine or the Socinian Joseph Priestley (1733–
1804).80 But he had a profound respect for the writings of various con-
temporary Paedobaptists, like the disciples of Jonathan Edwards 
mentioned earlier, or for those of a good number of Baptist authors, like 
those mentioned above, whom he knew personally.  e
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