
The Spiritual Discipline of Meditation:  
Reading Scripture with Isaac Ambrose

by Tom Schwanda, Ph.D.
Associate Professor of Christian Formation & Ministry,Wheaton College

Isaac Ambrose (1604–1664) was a moderate English 
Puritan minister living in Lancashire, England. 
Unfortunately little has been written on Ambrose; 

he has much to teach the church.1 
Educated at Brasenose College, Oxford, as a young 

man he served as one of the king’s preachers—a 
select group of four itinerants originally charged 
with preaching the Reformation doctrines of grace 
in Lancashire. After briefly serving two small-
er congregations, around 1640, Ambrose became 
the pastor of St. Johns Church, Preston. In 1657 he 
moved to a more obscure location farther north in 
Garstang. Ambrose specifically states his need for a 
less stressful parish due to the challenges of Roman 
Catholicism as well as the superstition prevalent in  
the region. 

Supporting the effort to develop Presbyterianism 
in this region of northwest England, he served as one 
of the moderators of the annual meetings. Through 
various committees he also sought to provide relief to 
those suffering financial hardship resulting from the 
local battles of the English Civil War. As a noncon-
forming minister of the Church of England, Ambrose 
was eventually ejected from his pulpit by the Act of 
Uniformity of 1662.  

Ambrose was a well-respected devotional author, 
best known both then and now for his massive work, 
Looking unto Jesus. He also wrote a significant work on 
sanctification titled Media: The Middle Things, In Refer-
ence to the First and Last Things: or, The Means, Duties, 
Ordinances, both Secret, Private and Public, for Continu-
ance and Increase of a Godly Life, (Once Begun,) Till We 
Come to Heaven.2 Media, first published in 1650, was 
enlarged and revised in 1652, followed by a third ex-
panded edition in 1657. 

Understanding the Nature 
and Purpose of Spiritual 
Duties

The Puritans typically ap-
proached spiritual disciplines 
by dividing them into three 
categories: secret, private, and 
public.3 Secret duties refers to the 
individual’s personal spiritual 
practices and reflect Jesus’ command to withdraw to 
a place of privacy to practice one’s piety (Matt. 6:6). A 
private context refers to a small group, such as family 
or friends gathered in one’s house. The word public 
describes the larger gatherings in church buildings for 
worship or other spiritual exercises. While Ambrose 
himself actively cultivated all three categories, we here 
focus on his exhortation regarding the secret disci-
pline of meditation on Scripture.

According to Ambrose spiritual duties are any prac-
tices that awaken, strengthen, or deepen a person’s re-
lationship with the triune God. Ambrose provides a 
compelling metaphor of spiritual disciplines when he 
asserts that:

...the saints look upon duties (the Word, Sacraments, 
Prayers, etc.) as bridges to give them a passage to God, 
as boats to carry them into the bosom of Christ, as means 
to bring them into more intimate communion with their 
heavenly Father, and therefore are they so much taken with 
them.4 

Spiritual disciplines have the ability to create a re-
ciprocal relationship that is marked by a growing in-
timacy based upon both gratitude and love for God.  
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Ambrose cautions his readers that there is nothing 
unique about these practices, and great care must be 
exercised so as not to use them to bargain with God. 
He also reminds us that spiritual practices cannot save 
a person. Yet Ambrose stresses that spiritual duties 
can be a source of delight and joy, bringing us into 
God’s presence. Further, practicing them brings believ-
ers a portion of heaven, as if “their hearts [were] sweet-
ly refreshed.”5 In other words, spiritual practices can 
both confirm the reality of God’s presence and provide 
a foretaste of heaven’s joy because we have been joined 
with Christ.

Ambrose’s descriptive language on the effect of 
cultivating spiritual disciplines must not be ignored. 
Finding “hearts sweetly refreshed” reveals a critical 
dimension of Puritan piety; while their focus was al-
ways on the intellect, they never excluded the affective 
dimension of the soul. In reality, the Puritans chal-
lenge contemporary Christians with the much-needed 
balance between head and heart. 

On the one hand, some Christians today are overly 
cognitive in their faith, giving little attention to how 
Scripture, worship, or spiritual practices might affect 
them. Ignoring the transformative power of these spir-
itual means is unwise; they are intended as reminders 
of God’s presence and desire to be in communion with 
us. There is an equal danger at the opposite extreme; 
some people today are so intentional about seeking 
experiences that they display little sensitivity to the 
origin of that experience. 

The Puritans were spiritually alert and discerning 
to recognize that the Holy Spirit was not the only One 
who was present in the spiritual realm. They under-
stood the need to “test the spirits to see whether they 
are from God” (1 John 4:1 NIV). It is interesting to note 
that Ambrose devoted a full book to this topic, titled 
War with Devils.

This intentional combination of integrating the head 
and the heart did not originate with the Puritans; it 
has a long history within Christian spirituality. The 
writings of many Puritans reveal a deep appreciation 
for Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153). Bernard, a key 
founder of the Cistercian (“school of love”) movement, 
was a favorite writer of John Calvin. Ambrose quotes 
directly from Bernard’s method of employing both 
the intellect and the will (often synonymous with the 
affections) when he asserts, “holy contemplation has 
two forms of ecstasy, one in the intellect, the other in 
the will; one of enlightenment, the other of fervor.” In 
summary, Ambrose declares that the foundations for 
“our meditation are in this method: to begin in the 
understanding and to end in the affections.”6 

This integrated approach of balancing the intel-
lectual with the affective reflects the experimental 
or experiential piety of Puritanism.  J.I. Packer main-
tains, “Puritanism was essentially an experimental 
faith, a religion of ‘heart-work’, a sustained practice of 
seeking the face of God.”7 The writings of Isaac Am-
brose breathe with the inspired pulse of a person who 
has experienced the love and joy of God. He urges 
his readers to “labor so to know Christ, as to have a 
practical and experimental knowledge of Christ in 
his influences, and not merely a notional [mental] 
one.” The Puritans stressed this message repeatedly,  
knowing that people could easily receive speculative 
head knowledge of Jesus without their hearts being 
touched or transformed. Ambrose was interested in 
changed hearts, beginning with himself. He and his 
fellow Puritans recognized that this sort of trans-
formation was dependent on God’s inner working 
through the Holy Spirit in the human heart. 

Ambrose also emphasizes the importance of God’s 
inward teaching when he declares, “Man may teach 
the brains, but God only teaches the heart; the knowl-
edge which man teaches is a swimming knowledge; 
but the knowledge which God teaches is a soaking 
knowledge.”8 This does not limit the importance of 
knowledge or the human effort that is motivated by 
God’s initiative of grace; it rather emphasizes the criti-
cal dimension of depending on the Holy Spirit’s guid-
ance in the cultivation of the spiritual life. 

Further, the Puritans, like their earlier Reformed 
guides such as Calvin, always sought to connect 
the Word with the Spirit. One can trace this theme 
throughout the history of the church. When the 
church has been careful to maintain a healthy bal-
ance, a vibrant spirituality has flourished. But when 
either the Word or the Spirit was elevated to the ex-
clusion of the other, aberrant theology and piety was 
the result. Ambrose consistently reminds readers 
that the witness of God’s Spirit always is agreeable  
to Scripture.

So it is not surprising that Ambrose asserts that 
the accumulation of knowledge, even that of bibli-
cal knowledge, is of limited value unless it is applied 
to one’s life. This principle guides both his personal 
method for meditation on Scripture and his instruc-
tion to others in reading and praying Scripture. This 
is clearly evident in the structure of Looking unto Jesus. 
As he approaches each new section of his examination 
of Christ’s life, he begins with a detailed exegesis of 
the appropriate biblical texts. Only then does he seek 
to apply it to his readers’ lives. Ambrose consistently 
follows this pattern, first studying the objective truth 
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of Scripture and then stirring up the affections to ap-
ply it to the heart, so that he and his readers might 
experience the subjective nature of those same passag-
es. Summarizing the purpose of spiritual disciplines,  
Ambrose declares, 

Study therefore, and study more, but be  sure your study 
and your knowledge is practical rather than specula-
tive; do not merely beat your brains to learn the history 
of Christ’s death, but the efficacy, virtue, and merit of it; 
know what you know in reference to yourself.9 

Being a good Reformed theologian, Ambrose recog-
nized that the human brokenness due to sin distorts 
a person’s ability to perform properly these spiritual 
practices. Indeed even our best efforts are frequently 
distorted and mixed with sin. Significantly, a central 
theological principle in Ambrose’s understanding of 
spiritual duties was a person’s union with Christ. The 
Puritans frequently called this spiritual marriage. 
Union was seen both as the beginning of the Christian 
life through conversion and justification and some-
thing into which a person would continually deepen 
and grow throughout life until one reached heaven. 
Ambrose captures the depth of spiritual intimacy. 
This continual desire hungers for Christ’s refining 
love to purge and create an ever-greater awareness of 
Christ’s indwelling love. All of these desires combine 
in his meditation on the soul’s love to Christ:

Is it thus, O my soul? has the Lord Christ indeed discov-
ered his will to you for his spouse? What, he that is so 
holy, to marry such an impure wretch as you are? O how 
should this but melt you into a flame of love? . . . O my 
soul, henceforth cling to your Savior, go out of yourself 
and creep to him and affect not only union, but very unity 
with him; bathe yourself hereafter again and again, many 
and many a time in those delicious intimacies of your 
spiritual marriage.10

I note a number of important principles in this quo-
tation. Ambrose employs the bridal language of the 
Song of Songs and other biblical writings that were 
commonly cited by Bernard of Clairvaux and other 
medieval Christians. Ambrose mirrors that joy and 
declares that if we are married to our bridegroom 
Christ, He will purge and perfect our spiritual prac-
tices and present them whole to God. Ambrose asserts 
the same comforting truth with greater clarity: “for 
Christ perfects, perfumes, and presents our duties to 
his heavenly Father.”11 This understanding of Christ’s 

role and participation within the human practice of 
spiritual disciplines underscores the significant role 
of Christ’s ascension in Ambrose’s theology. 

Preparation for Reading and Meditating  
on Scripture

The Puritans understood the great importance of 
preparing themselves for the spiritual disciplines. 
Isaac Ambrose recognized that there were ways by 
which his listeners could improve their ability to hear 
Scripture more effectively and fully:  (1) prayer—pray-
ing especially for the minister who preaches, for our 
fellow Christians that they might be strengthened in 
faith, and ourselves that we might be blessed in hear-
ing God’s word; (2) meditation—recognizing that we 
come into Christ’s presence as we hear the Word and 
considering the nature of our motivation for hearing 
the Scripture; (3) examination—to discern the frame 
and receptivity of our hearts and allow the Holy Spirit 
to deal with our sins; (4) cleansing of the heart—from 
sin and worldly cares; and (5) the right disposition of 
our hearts—to be soft and flexible, humble, honest, full 
of faith, and teachable.  

Ambrose offers additional guidelines for the actual 
hearing of Scripture, counseling us to (1) set ourselves 
in God’s presence while listening to Scripture, (2) 
diligently attend to Scripture, (3) seek to understand 
what we read or hear, (4) be submissive to Scripture, 
(5) apply the Scripture to our hearts and lives, (5) al-
low Scripture to stir up our affections for the proper 
response, and (6) above all delight in God’s word. A 
review of these principles confirms that Ambrose 
stressed both the intellectual truth and the affective 
experience of Scripture.  

Ambrose next provides instruction for how we 
should respond to Scripture after it has been heard: 
(1) carefully remember and keep what we heard or 
read, (2) meditate and seriously think over what we 
have heard, (3) repeat and continue to reflect upon the 
message we heard or read, (4) put into practice what 
we heard, and (5) pray for a blessing from the Scrip-
ture and allow that memory to be turned into prayer.12 
Ambrose’s teaching on preparation illustrates the thor-
oughness that marked the Puritans. 

While Ambrose’s threefold suggestions of prepara-
tion may seem overly ambitious for our contemporary 
culture, they do challenge us with the critical ques-
tion: how can we be most alert and receptive to the 
Holy Spirit’s desire to communicate God’s word to our 
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heads and hearts? The more receptive we are, the more 
likely Scripture will be able to dwell within our hearts.

Guidance on Meditation  
on Scripture

The following example of Ambrose’s meditation on 
the Holy Spirit will illustrate his approach and use of 
Scripture. He first reviews several Old Testament pas-
sages that speak of the prophecy of the Spirit’s coming 
(i.e., Isa. 32:15; Zech. 12:10; Joel 2:28–29). Ambrose uses 
the Joel passage to create a bridge to Peter’s sermon ci-
tation in Acts 2:17–18. Ambrose then reminds his read-
ers of Jesus’ promise of the Spirit as His replacement, 
here quoting John 14:16–17; 15:26; 16:7; Luke 24:49. Next 
Ambrose returns to Acts 2:4 and exegetes this Pente-
cost text more fully. There is more, but I trust this dem-
onstrates how Ambrose lays down the biblical portion  
in meditation.  

After Ambrose has considered the biblical teaching 
on an aspect of Christ’s life, he invites his readers to 
look at Jesus in that specific aspect of His ministry. 
Ambrose identifies nine ways of looking: knowing, 
considering, desiring, hoping, believing, loving, enjoy-
ing, calling, and conforming to that aspect of Jesus’ 
life. In the context of “enjoying Jesus,” the following 
quotation reveals Ambrose’s method for stirring up 
the affections and applying this to one’s life:  

How should it heighten my joys and fill me with joy un-
speakable, and full of glory, when I do consider that Christ 
has sent down his Holy Spirit into my heart? . . . O what 
comfort is this! I know that the Spirit of Christ is my inti-
mate? That my soul is the temple and receptacle, the house 
and dwelling of the Spirit of God? . . . Christ in his bodily 
presence went away, but Christ in his Spirit continues still 
. . . O my soul was it not an encouragement to the disciples 
in a storm, that Christ was with them, whom the winds 
and waves obeyed? Cheer up now, for if the Spirit is in 
you, Christ is with you . . . O my soul! Remember this in 
all your troubles; there can be no human want or danger 
whatsoever, wherein the improvement of this indwelling of 
the Spirit may not refresh you.13

Ambrose frequently employs the use of soliloquy 
such as “O my soul” to preach to himself and further 
apply the biblical truth to his own heart.

Benefits of Meditation

According to Ambrose there are five benefits from 
the practice of meditation. First, meditation and its 
close relative contemplation provide a person with 
new understanding and love of Jesus. Ambrose rec-
ognizes a specific difference between meditation and 
contemplation; simply stated, contemplation is a more 
prolonged and deeper experience of meditation that 
is especially dependent on love and gratitude to God. 
Ambrose maintains that by looking at Jesus we grow 
in both increased knowledge and deeper appreciation 
of His mysteries of grace. Clearly this type of medi-
tative knowledge is practical and experiential. Ad-
ditionally, as someone meditates upon Christ as the 
Bridegroom of the soul, that person will experience a 
“flaming, burning love to Christ.”  Jesus reciprocates 
and offers sincere and inward love of Himself to the 
hearts of His devoted followers. Ambrose wants his 
readers to realize that the more they meditate upon the 
biblical passages on Christ, the more they will know 
the transformative knowledge of Scripture and the ex-
periential depth of belonging to Christ.

A second benefit of meditation, especially medita-
tion on the nature and promise of heaven, is strength 
to combat suffering and protection from temptations. 
Ambrose alerts his readers that “looking on Jesus will 
strengthen patience under the cross of Christ.”15 Fur-
ther, heavenly mindedness has the potential to reduce 
the fears of worldly anxiety. Third, those who inten-
tionally meditate on Jesus will deepen their intimacy 
of union with Christ or spiritual marriage with Him. 
He also offers specific suggestions of how to maintain 
heavenly conversations, including advantageous read-
ing and meditating on Scripture, prayer, and avoid-
ance of formality when performing spiritual practices. 
Because the Holy Spirit is the person who primarily 
guides individuals, Ambrose significantly challenges 
his listeners to become more attentive to the presence 
and movement of the Holy Spirit within their lives.

Fourth, meditation and contemplation have the po-
tential to transform believers into Christ’s likeness. 
Contemplation is a looking, beholding, and gazing 
upon an object in a sustained loving and grateful man-
ner. When this is directed toward Jesus, a person is 
changed more and more into Christ’s likeness. Am-
brose frequently quotes Saint Paul’s declaration in 2 
Corinthians 3:18 on the transformative nature of God’s 
glory. The final outcome of gazing on Jesus is that the 
sight of Jesus’ glory will make us more like Christ. 

Fifth, heavenly meditation yields a growing sense 
of enjoyment and delight in God and Jesus. Every 
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opportunity for meditation that gazes upon Jesus as 
our heavenly bridegroom provides an initial foretaste 
of the heavenly joy as well as an expectation of that 
consummation with Christ in heaven. Closely con-
nected with this enjoyment of God is the awareness 
that meditation creates a deepening experience of ad-
miration and adoration of our triune God. Once again 
we recognize the reciprocal nature of our relationship 
with Jesus in spiritual marriage; as He communicates 
His joy and delight to us, we respond with heartfelt 
worship and celebration.

Conclusion

Unfortunately some people today view the Puritans 
as odd curiosities of an earlier century. However, read-
ers who examine the primary sources of the Puritans’ 
teaching on the spiritual life will typically discover a 
different perspective that is engaging, offering wise 
and practical guidance for cultivating our devotion 
to God and service to our neighbors. Isaac Ambrose 
clearly challenges us to take Scripture seriously and 
not to neglect the importance of meditation and con-
templation on God’s word. More specifically, I would 
assert that Ambrose’s greatest insight for us is to in-
tegrate and maintain the critical balance between the 
objective and subjective nature of reading and medi-
tating on Scripture. As previously stated, this requires 
a balanced interaction between the word and the Holy 
Spirit. An immediate benefit of this intentional com-
mitment to both the intellect and affective nature is 
to create a more biblical theology of experience that 
avoids the all-too-common contemporary expressions 
of fragmentation and compartmentalization. There-
fore, Ambrose reminds readers, “If the Spirit of Christ 
comes along with the Word, it will rouse hearts, raise 
spirits, work wonders.”16
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