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			Chapter 1: 
The Snow Storm

			When once I mourned a load of sin,
When conscience felt a wound within,
When all my works were thrown away,
When on my knees I knelt to pray,
Then, blissful hour, remembered well,
I learnt Thy love Immanuel! (C H Spurgeon)

			No one but a fool would venture out on a day like this. It was extremely cold and the snow fell continuously, covering the fields and footpaths with a pure, white carpet. The savage wind cut through the warmest clothing. But Charles Spurgeon was desperate. It was a Sunday, early in January 1850 and he was trudging through the snow, bracing against the wind. He was looking for a church, a specific church, where he believed that he would hear the word of God, which might set him free from the sin and condemnation that held him bound.

			In recent weeks he had visited almost every church in his hometown seeking salvation but without success. In reality, he was searching not just for a church but for God.

			The fifteen-year-old Spurgeon had been brought up by Christian parents and grandparents, and he knew the Bible and Christian teaching inside-out. But somehow Christ still remained distant from him. In fact, for five years he had battled God. He had not committed, what would be considered, major sins, but his sins still seemed grievous to him. He believed that he had been given ‘greater light’ than most people, yet he still was a stranger to God’s grace. He had no experience of salvation and no peace.

			The wrath of God hung over him in the darkest of clouds. It seemed to hover there continually and he could not drive it from his mind. At that time ‘ten black horses’ pulled the plough that tore at his soul. Those ten horses were the ten commandments of God, and under them he knew he was condemned.

			He trudged through the snow, the whiteness making everything look alike. He knew the area well and where all the local churches were, but in those conditions he could not find the one he was looking for. He was lost, yet he continued his search.

			He eventually came upon a small, nondescript building. It was the Artillery Street Primitive Methodist Chapel. Primitive Methodism was a denomination that had separated from Wesleyan Methodism in 1811 and had grown quickly. It was energetically evangelistic and ministered mainly to the working class.

			He entered the dark, unadorned building. The snow had partly caked the few windows that existed. The candles that flickered in the draughty chapel offered little by way of illumination.

			There were only a few people in attendance but they welcomed their young visitor. A steward casually directed Spurgeon to a seat, though there were plenty to choose from, and the lad sat down. As Charles looked about him, he overheard a brief conversation between two of the men. ‘I don’t think Mr Platt’s gonna make it in this weather, Joe. Not from where he lives. It looks like I’ll have to preach.’

			‘Well, so be it, brother. You’ve done it before. God bless thee.’

			The two men disappeared for a few minutes, reappeared and the volunteer went up the stairs to the pulpit. The service began with some vigorous singing. Few they may have been, but that did not impede the enthusiasm and energy of their worship. The Primitives had a reputation for doing everything loudly.

			The makeshift preacher was tall and lean, and he bent over the pulpit as he read from the prophet Isaiah. There were calls of ‘Amen’ from the congregation but they were not always appropriately placed.

			When the speaker stood up to preach, his lack of education was apparent. ‘Look unto me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth,’ he shouted. What he said was fine but it seemed to Spurgeon that each word was mispronounced. Then there was a silence, as if the preacher did not know what to say next. 

			Spurgeon remembered the rest of the text: ‘For I am God, there is none else’ (Isaiah 45:22).

			At least that’s a good text, thought Spurgeon. A man could trust his life to that.

			It was soon obvious to Spurgeon that this man had little idea of how to preach. But the preacher was sure of his subject and he stuck with it. ‘My dear friends, this is a very simple text indeed. It says, “Look!” Now lookin’ don’t take a good deal of pains. It ain’t liftin’ your foot or your finger; it’s just “Look!” Well, a man don’t have to go to college to learn how to look, he just looks. You may be the biggest fool but you can look. A man needn’t be worth a thousand a year to look. Anyone can look. Even a child can look.’ The short sentences were spat out with increasing rapidity.

			‘But the text says, “Look unto Me.” Ay, that’s right, it says, “Look unto Me.” But many of you are looking unto yourselves. But it’s no use lookin’ there. You’ll never find any comfort in yourselves. Some look to God, the Father. But no, look to Him by-and-by. Jesus Christ says, “Look unto Me” Some of ye say, “We must wait for the Spirit’s workin’.” But ye have no business to say that. Look to Christ. The text says, “Look unto me.”

			‘“Look unto Me,” says Christ. “I am sweatin’ great drops of blood. Look unto Me, I am hangin’ on the cross. Look unto Me, I am dead and buried. Look unto Me, I rise again. Look unto Me; I ascend to Heaven. Look unto Me; I am sittin’ at the Father’s right hand. O poor sinner, look unto Me! Look unto Me!”’ The preacher’s voice rose in pitch and volume as each clause was uttered.

			Suddenly the man fell silent. He did not seem to know what to say next. He looked slowly around his tiny congregation and his gaze fixed firmly upon the young stranger in their midst. He pointed his finger at Spurgeon and directed his next comments at him. ‘Young man, you look very miserable.’

			Well, thought Spurgeon, maybe I do but I am not accustomed to having remarks made from the pulpit on my personal appearance. However, as Spurgeon later admitted, ‘It was a good blow, which struck right home.’

			But the preacher did not leave it there. He continued, ‘And you will always be miserable—miserable in life and miserable in death—if you don’t obey my text; but if you obey now, this moment, you will be saved.’ Then lifting up his hands, he shouted at the top of his voice, ‘Young man, look to Jesus Christ. Look! Look! Look! You have nothin’ to do but to look and live.’

			Spurgeon’s eyes were suddenly opened. He ‘saw at once the way of salvation’. As he later confessed, ‘I had been waiting to do fifty things, but when I heard that word, “Look!” what a charming word it seemed to me. Oh! I looked until I could almost have looked my eyes away. There and then the cloud was gone, the darkness had rolled away, and that moment I saw the sun; and I could have risen that instant and sung with the most enthusiastic of them, of the precious blood of Christ, and the simple faith which looks alone to Him. Oh, that somebody had told me this before, “Trust Christ, and you shall be saved.” Yet it was, no doubt, all wisely ordered.’

			When Spurgeon later reflected on his life, he saw great value in his past experiences, however troubling they had been. He said, ‘A spiritual experience, which is thoroughly flavoured with a deep and bitter sense of sin, is of great value to him that hath it.’ Charles Haddon Spurgeon had long known the depths of guilt and despair. He had long suffered under a deep conviction of sin. But when he saw the Saviour and experienced His forgiveness, the joy became much greater than the despair had ever been.

			Chapter 2: 
Spurgeon’s Childhood

			Charles Haddon Spurgeon was born on 19 June, 1834, in the village of Kelvedon in Essex in the south-east of England. Haddon seems a strange name to give to a child, even as a second Christian name. It was not, as might be expected, the surname of a relative, but rather the name of a benefactor of his grandfather, Rev James Spurgeon. A Mr Haddon had shown great kindness to James Spurgeon, so the minister named one of his sons after him. Another son, Rev John Spurgeon, continued the tradition and gave his first child the names Charles Haddon. Thus Mr Haddon’s kindness lived on in the name of one of the brightest lights in Christian history.

			Eliza Spurgeon, the mother of Charles, was only 19 when he was born. Within a year she had given birth to another child. Soon after that, Charles was sent to stay with his paternal grandparents in nearby Stambourne, a village with a population of about 500. This was probably because Eliza was not well enough to care for two young children.

			Grandfather James Spurgeon was the minister of Stambourne Congregational Chapel. James and his wife Sarah had served God in Stambourne for about 25 years and they were highly regarded by the local people. He was a man of great faith, a gifted preacher and his church was well filled each Sunday. He was also on good terms with those of other denominations, having a particularly friendly relationship with James Hopkins, the local evangelical Anglican rector.

			James had an astute sense of humour, which his grandson inherited. He was rather stout and one day he had been asked, ‘How much do you weigh?’ He responded, ‘Well, that depends on how you take me. If weighed in the balances, I am afraid I shall be found wanting [Daniel 5:27], but in the pulpit they tell me I am heavy enough.’

			James and Sarah had nine children, six boys and three girls. By now, they were well into their fifties and only three of their children remained at home: the 18-year-old Ann, James, about 15 and Susannah, about 12. ‘Aunt Ann’ took a major role in caring for her little nephew. She read him Bible stories, taught him to read and prayed with him and for him.

			The manse was a large building, suitable in size to accommodate the Spurgeon family at its largest. But now, as the older children had moved away, there were unused rooms. The best room in the house was the parlour. Its walls were lined with the portraits of favoured ancestors. To the young Spurgeon, those ancient men seemed to peer down upon him and watch his every move.

			Many rooms were left dark because of the ‘window tax’ imposed on home owners at the time. In those days the more windows you had, the more tax you paid, so the Rev Spurgeon, like many others, boarded up most of his windows.

			Charles lived with his grandparents for five years and they became the foundation stone of his faith, understanding of Scripture and knowledge of church history. He often sat in the parlour as his grandfather prepared his sermons and was given strict instructions to keep quiet. Grandfather Spurgeon usually gave him the latest copy of the Evangelical Magazine to read, though in truth, in his early years it was well beyond his understanding. He did, however, take an interest in the few illustrations it contained, which usually included a portrait of a well-known clergyman and another of a missionary venture. Many years later, Charles Spurgeon’s portrait took its turn on those pages.

			Spurgeon learnt to read while very young. This meant that it was possible for him to read the Bible in family worship. One day the reading was from the book of Revelation, chapter 17. Charles read through to verse eight and stopped. The verse says that ‘the beast … shall ascend out of the bottomless pit.’ That presented a grave difficulty for the young boy. ‘Surely,’ he thought, ‘a pit, any pit, must have a bottom.’

			For a moment silence reigned. His grandfather was just about to ask him to continue when the lad burst out with, ‘What does that mean, Grandfather? How can you have a “bottomless pit”?’

			James Spurgeon was taken aback but was not inclined to answer. ‘Not now, boy, not now. Go on with the reading.’ So Charles finished the chapter.

			The next day Charles chose the reading, selecting Revelation 17 once more. He read the first eight verses and stopped. Again he asked the meaning of ‘the bottomless pit’. Grandfather Spurgeon again avoided answering and instructed his grandson to continue his reading.

			But Charles wanted his answer. So the next day for a third time he read from Revelation 17. He did so again the following day and on the one after it. On each occasion, he repeated his question. James Spurgeon knew it was time to turn to other passages, but suspected that they were never going to move from that chapter until he had given a satisfactory response to the lad’s question, so he did his best to answer it

			‘There is a deep pit’, the old man began, ‘and the soul is falling into it. Oh how fast it is falling. The last ray of light at the top has disappeared, and the soul still falls, on, on and on, and so it continues for a thousand years. Is it getting near the bottom? Will it stop? No! No! The cry is on, on and on. And so the soul goes on forever, falling into this bottomless pit. On and on forever!’

			Charles was horrified, but he never forgot the lesson. The next day they read a different passage.

			Charles also developed a love of nature. Birds used to nest outside his bedroom window, and much to his delight, a family of sparrows sneaked inside his room. The garden was large, the trees impressive, and it gave him great opportunity to fall in love with God’s creation. Years later, this love of the natural world, God’s world, would overflow in his sermons and books.

			The boy’s favourite room was what had once been a study. It was upstairs and was now windowless because of the tax. This made it too dark for its original purpose. However, it contained books– a whole treasure trove of Christian literature, including many written by the puritans. From this supply the young Spurgeon read Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, Foxe’s Book of Martyrs and the many works of the puritans. In fact, Bunyan’s allegory became, after the Bible, Spurgeon’s favourite book. He read it many times.

			When James Spurgeon hosted other clergy in his home, young Charles was allowed to sit in on the theological discussions. He did not remain a silent observer for long. At first he understood little, but he was quick to learn, and he soon showed that he had an excellent mind and the ability to comprehend deep truths. These discussions and his extensive reading gave him a comprehensive knowledge of the Bible, theology, church history and even how people thought.

			Inevitably, Charles spent much time in the chapel, especially on Sundays. He heard his grandfather preach many times: grand sermons that they were. Members of the congregation had a strange way of praising their pastor’s sermons. After the service some would come up to the preacher and say ‘I heard you well this morning, Mr Spurgeon. I heard you well.’ It is a good preacher who is heard ‘well’ by his congregation. But they were not the only comments that James received, for Charles remembered that some members could be critical of their pastor. Charles, with a flash of Spurgeon humour, later recalled that ‘some were very wise in their remarks, and some were otherwise.’

			On one occasion Charles noticed that his grandfather was grieving over the conduct of one of his congregation, who was making regular visits to the local tavern and drinking too much. Charles was moved by his grandfather’s sorrow and decided to act. He marched to the pub, burst through the door and strode up to the man.

			Charles pointed his finger at him. ‘What doest thou here, Elijah?’ he asked sternly. ‘Here you are sitting with the ungodly, and you a member of a church and breaking your pastor’s heart. I’m ashamed of you. I wouldn’t break my pastor’s heart, I’m sure.’ With that the lad turned and walked out the door.

			For a moment the man was dumbfounded. He was not used to having his conduct questioned, and the fact that it was a mere boy that was doing it made it even more stunning. When the man had recovered from the shock, he rose to his feet and left the pub, leaving his drink untouched. Later he apologised to James Spurgeon about his conduct.

			***

			The Spurgeon family was not musical. Consequently, James did not pay much attention to the musical side of worship in his church. He did compile a book of hymns he had written, but the standard was so poor that his grandson later said that he ‘dare not quote even a verse’. To this day, they seem to have remained unquoted by anyone else.

			The time came for Charles to leave Stambourne and return to his parents, who by this time, lived in the Essex town of Colchester; he did so with mixed feelings. He was sorry to leave the old man whom he loved dearly. On the day they parted they cried together. The wise old man in an effort to comfort the boy, told him, ‘Now, child, tonight, when the moon shines at Colchester, and you look at it, don’t forget that it is the same moon your grandfather will be looking at from Stambourne.’ This impressed the boy so deeply that he could never look at the moon after that without thinking of his grandfather.

			Fortunately, Charles was later able to visit his grandfather often and sometimes spent holidays with him. It appears that it was during one of these visits that Richard Knill, who had been a missionary in India, had visited Stambourne. Knill saw great potential in the young Spurgeon and spent considerable time talking to him, explaining the gospel and praying with him.

			The missionary made a deep and lasting impression on the young lad. At one family prayer time, Knill sat Charles on his lap and predicted that the boy would preach to many thousands. At the time it seemed like a dream to Charles, but it was a dream that was to become reality. Spurgeon later called Knill’s words from this time, ‘a sort of star to my existence’.

			On another visit to Stambourne, Grandmother Spurgeon offered Charles a penny for each Isaac Watts’ hymn that he learnt off-by-heart. He memorised them so quickly and accurately that the poor woman became concerned about her household budget. She soon reduced the reward to a halfpenny and then to a farthing. Charles had a prodigious memory that served him well throughout his life.

			There can be no doubt that the time Charles Spurgeon spent with his grandparents was a major influence upon his life. His early access to a wonderful library and his grandfather’s mind helped form him into a great preacher of the gospel.

			As to John Spurgeon, the father of Charles, though he was a preacher, he also had to work in a coal supplier’s office to supplement the meagre family income. By the time Charles returned to his parents, there were three other children in the family and more were to come later. John Spurgeon claimed 17 in all, though some almost certainly died in infancy.

			John and his wife were prayerful people, and Eliza especially prayed for their obviously gifted, eldest son. Later Charles paid tribute to his ‘praying, watching Mother’. On one occasion she had knelt beside Charles, with her arms around his neck, and prayed to God, ‘Oh, that my son may live before Thee.’ On Sunday evenings she would instruct her children in the Scriptures.

			His first experience of school was in Stambourne, under the eye of ‘old Mrs Burleigh’. He seems to have learned little from her, but was fascinated when he found out that her son’s name was Gabriel.

			‘Is your son’s name really Gabriel, Mrs Burleigh?’ he asked.

			‘Well yes, my boy, it is.’

			‘Gabriel?’ Charles asked again to make sure.

			Mrs Burleigh nodded.

			‘I’d love to meet him, Mrs Burleigh. May I?’

			‘Well, I’ll see what can be arranged.’

			One day after school a most ordinary looking young man turned up. Mrs Burleigh introduced him. ‘This is my son Gabriel, Charles.’

			The young Spurgeon looked Gabriel Burleigh up and down. A frown creased Charles’ brow. This Gabriel had no wings and there was nothing else especially angelic about his appearance. Charles was most disappointed. He politely shook hands, said, ‘Please to meet you’, turned and went home.

			At about the age of ten, Charles went to Colchester’s Stockwell School, at which he was usually top of the class or close to it. It seems to have been in his first year there that he won the school’s First Class English Prize. He also did well in Latin and Mathematics. Clearly, his extensive reading had benefitted him in more areas than just theology and church history. This award surprised nobody, for he was always reading. While other children were playing, Charles was usually reading the latest treasure he had found in his father’s library.

			His younger brother James said, ‘Charles never did anything else but study. I kept rabbits, chickens, pigs and a horse; he kept to books. While I was busy here and there, meddling with anything and everything that a boy could touch, he kept to books and could not be kept away from study. But though he had nothing to do with other things, he could have told you all about them, because he used to read about everything, with a memory as tenacious as a vice and as copious as a barn.’

			His main teacher at Stockwell School was Mr Leeding, who, according to Spurgeon, was ‘a man of prayer, faith, and firm principle’. Spurgeon also said that Leeding ‘really taught his pupils’ and it was his ‘diligent skill’ in teaching that helped Spurgeon form ‘the foundation’ upon which he later built.

			Spurgeon later described himself in his childhood as ‘a real careless, little fellow’, who was always losing things. He was, for example, continually losing his pencils. Once he needed a new pencil but had no money to buy one. Christmas was coming, which should, he thought, solve the financial problem. But he needed the pencil right away. He entered the local shop and stood there feeling most uncomfortable.

			‘And what can I do for you, Master Spurgeon?’ asked Esther Pearson, the kindly shopkeeper.

			‘I need a pencil, Miss Pearson.’

			‘Well, which one would you like? Take your pick.’

			Charles stood there not quite sure whether he should go ahead with his plan, but he really needed that pencil. ‘But I haven’t got any money,’ he said quickly.

			‘Oh!’

			He hesitated for a few moments while he plucked up the courage to make a daring suggestion. ‘But if I could have one now, I will be able to pay you after Christmas.’

			‘Well, my boy. That seems a good bargain. Take your pick and you can pay me when you get some money.’

			‘Oh, thank you, Miss Pearson. I am so grateful,’ he said excitedly. He picked out a pencil, said thank you again and left the shop.

			 Charles Haddon Spurgeon was now in debt. It was only for the price of a pencil, it was true, but it was a debt nonetheless. This made him feel guilty. He did not dare tell his parents but somehow his father found out. So John Spurgeon took his son aside and gave him ‘a very powerful lecture’ about the dangers of debt. He then marched Charles down to the shop and paid the tiny amount owing, and gave him more warnings about not getting into debt. The young Spurgeon learnt his lesson. This was the only time in his life when he incurred a debt. Many years later he included a chapter against debt in his book John Ploughman’s Talk, which began with a relating of this childhood experience.

			At the age of 14, Spurgeon moved on to a Church of England school in Maidstone in Kent, where his teachers included Anglican clergymen. Once more he was the top of the class.

			Surprisingly, it was through an incident at this school that he came to reject infant baptism. Both Congregationalism, his family’s faith and the Church of England practised infant baptism. One day he was being instructed in the rite of baptism by one of the Anglican clergy. This minister told the boy that true baptism was only that which was administered by properly ordained Church of England clergymen. The baptism that Charles Spurgeon had experienced in a Congregational ceremony was invalid. Worthless!

			Charles was shocked. ‘But sir, my grandfather baptised me in our little parlour. He is a minister and a holy man of God, so I know he did it right.’

			‘Ah, my boy, but you had neither faith nor repentance, and therefore you should not have been baptised.’

			‘But sir, that has nothing to do with it. All infants ought to be baptised.’

			‘But the Church of England Prayer Book says that faith and repentance are necessary before baptism, which is a scriptural doctrine. And in the Church the faith of an infant’s parents or sponsors play that part, but this can’t be so when baptism is conducted by dissenting ministers. Therefore your baptism was not a true baptism.’

			Charles stood there in silence, which was rare for him.

			‘Think about it, my boy’, instructed the clergyman. ‘We’ll discuss it again next week.’

			So Charles went away and thought about it.

			In the following week Charles also searched the Bible and came to the conclusion that his baptism as an infant in a Congregational Church was not a true baptism. Yet, in addition, he rejected the Anglican understanding of the rite, which he also regarded as unbiblical. Instead he came to believe that the Bible taught that baptism should only be administered to believers, so he became, in theory at least, a Baptist.

			In August 1849, Charles moved from the school in Maidstone to another in Newmarket, Cambridgeshire. Strangely, one of the greatest influences on him at that school was the cook, Mary King. ‘Cook’, as she was known, was a Baptist, and though she had no formal theological education, she was a studious lady who took her faith seriously and read avidly.

			The as-yet-unconverted Charles was drawn to her. She was, perhaps, the first Baptist he knew. They met together and shared insights on the Bible and theology, and it was Cook who did most of the teaching in these sessions. They discussed the deep truths of the Gospel, such as ‘the covenant of grace, the personal election of the saints, their union to Christ, their final perseverance, and what vital godliness meant’. Many years later Spurgeon said, ‘I learnt more from her than I should have learned from any six doctors of divinity of the sort we have nowadays.’

			Charles Spurgeon was converted in January 1850 and was already in theory a Baptist. But he could be nothing just ‘in theory’; he had to be the real thing. On 3 May 1850, his mother’s birthday, he was baptised in the River Lark, near the Cambridgeshire village of Isleham. It was
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